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SHADOW SOLDIER

	When the Purge nearly wiped out humanity and gave rise to the Allied Races Coalition, Roux Jennings refused to become a paranormal’s new pet. Forced into hiding, she remains constantly on the move, never staying in one place for too long. It’s a harsh existence filled with too many dangers and not enough food, but at least she’s free.

	 

	Coalition Captain Deke Collins is tasked with protecting the citizens of Trinity Grove—both human and paranormal alike. Presenting the mask of a loyal and dutiful soldier isn’t always easy, but it’s a necessary evil. If anyone discovers he’s the leader of a group of rebels secretly known as the Revenant, he won’t live to see the next sunrise. 

	 

	When circumstances force him into the path of a beautiful and tenacious female, he’s immediately drawn to the human. Dragging Roux into his world may put her in more danger than even he realizes, but it’s a risk he must take to protect her.

	 

	In a reality where paranormals rule and humans are nearly extinct, lines are drawn, sides are chosen, and a war for freedom rages in secret.

	 


DEDICATION

	For my biggest fan, my greatest supporter, and my best friend. To my husband. Thank you for always believing in me.

	 

	 


CHAPTER ONE

	The world ended on a bitterly cold Tuesday morning in January. 

	Well, it had for Roux Jennings, anyway. Technically, the world hadn’t ended at all, but on most days, she wished it had. Death would be easier, kinder. A year and a half after the Purge, and each day, things only seemed to get worse.

	The stench of decay saturated the air of the abandoned fishing shed, seeping into her clothes, her hair, her skin. Clenching her teeth against the bile that swelled in her throat, Roux glanced sideways at the newest member of their group as she readied her pack. Their small band of survivors consisted of only six—four men, her, and…Nevah.

	Nevah Ryans had joined them the previous week after allegedly escaping one of the paranormal cities, and while the group tolerated her, they didn’t trust her, not yet. With her appearance radiating a degree of health and vitality many of them hadn’t known in months, she’d become an object of instant suspicion—if not outright jealousy. Where hunger had reduced Roux to hard angles and sunken hollows, Nevah still flaunted feminine curves beneath her long, lean muscles.

	Dragging her gaze away from the newcomer, Roux combed her fingers through her hair, wincing when they tangled in the matted, oily, corkscrew curls. The once vibrant chestnut tresses appeared dark and dull beneath the layers of dirt and things she’d rather not think about, a noticeable contrast to Nevah’s shiny ebony locks. Roux couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen a pair of scissors, yet Nevah’s pin-straight hair had been styled into a severe bob, the tips ending precisely at each corner of her jaw. 

	Hell, even the woman’s skin made the group suspicious—the supple, bronzed glow of days spent in the sun. After a year of hiding out in caves, tunnels, sewers, and other underground places, Roux’s normally fair complexion now appeared ashen, if not outright sickly. 

	Nevah’s very presence served as a daily reminder of all the things Roux had lost, and a dark, unspoken part of her hated the woman for it.

	“Everyone listen up!” Their unofficial leader, Cade Novak, stood near the crooked door of the shed. “Everyone knows the rules. Once we’re out there, we stick together.” His dark eyes landed on each member of the group in turn as he brushed his stringy brown hair out of his eyes. “If you do get caught, you’re on your own.”

	In the beginning, the decree had seemed harsh to Roux, basic human nature fighting against the lack of compassion and solidarity. In reality, no other way existed, and it hadn’t taken her long to understand why. They had neither the resources nor the strength to launch a full-scale rescue, and any attempt would end with them all dead—or worse.

	Sacrifice the few to save the many. 

	“Everyone got it?” Cade insisted, not relaxing his stance until they’d all mumbled their assent. “Good. Stick close, stay alert, and keep your mouths shut.” He turned, shoved the creaking door open, and stepped out into the gray light cast by the setting sun. “Let’s go.”

	After securing her hair at her nape with a length of nylon cord, Roux slipped her backpack on, rolling her shoulders to shrug the canvas bag into a more comfortable position. A military-standard utility knife with a long, serrated blade and a leather-wrapped handle rested inside a makeshift sheath on the side of her pack, the only thing left from her old life.

	Roux reached for the knife twice, testing for ease of access. Satisfied, she took her place at the end of the queue, mentally preparing herself for the two-mile hike to their target—a small grocer on the edge of city limits in Trinity Grove, Pennsylvania. The route left them too exposed for Roux’s liking, but at least they wouldn’t have to travel into the heart of the city. With their meager food stores exhausted, and only half a gallon of fresh water between the six of them, they had little choice but to risk the undertaking.

	She followed Denny—a shorter, middle-aged man with thinning gray hair and beady brown eyes—through the door and down the two rickety steps. Being the smallest member of their group didn’t prevent the rotted wood from crumbling under her weight, and Roux gasped when she went sprawling into the rocks and mud.

	Clamping her lips together, she bit down on the inside of her cheek as fire lanced up the inside of her right arm, just below the crook of her elbow. The jagged rock, no bigger than a baseball, rose out of the puddle, its broken edge stained and shiny with her blood. Beyond the pain and the chance for infection, she had a much bigger, much more dangerous problem.

	“Shit,” Nevah cursed under her breath, dropping into the mud beside Roux. “Every vampire in a mile radius is going to smell that.”

	As if she needed the reminder. “I know.” She understood what Nevah hadn’t said. Her presence would put everyone in danger. “I’ll stay behind.”

	Nevah shook her head as she tore a strip of fabric from the hem of her flannel shirt, leaving her midriff exposed. “I can disable the alarm, but I can’t pick a lock, not like you.” She washed away the excess blood with water from the murky puddle, then wrapped the cloth tightly around Roux’s arm before securing it with a double knot. “That’ll hold for now. We’ll grab bandages and meds at the grocer.”

	“Thanks.” Climbing to her feet, Roux brushed as much of the mud from her tank top and jeans as she could, though she only succeeded in making it worse. “It’s not going to cover the smell, though. I might as well paint a target on my neck and ring the fucking dinner bell.”

	“Nope.” Nevah pulled a monogrammed, silver flask from a side pocket on her pack and tilted it from side to side. “You good with a little pain?”

	Roux narrowed her eyes but nodded. “If it means staying alive.”

	With a mirrored bob of her head, Nevah twisted the cap off the flask and held her free hand out for Roux’s arm. “It’s going to sting like a bitch, and not just for a little bit. We need to soak the bandage to mask the scent.”

	“What is it?”

	A smirk curled the right corner of Nevah’s mouth. “Vodka, and not the cheap shit, either.” With a firm grip on Roux’s wrist, she upended the flask, emptying its contents over the makeshift bandage. “Don’t scream.”

	Roux didn’t need the warning. Grinding her teeth together, she stared into Nevah’s eyes, counting the flecks of brown that dotted the amber of her irises until the worst of the pain had passed. Her eyes watered from the fumes, and a sheen of sweat coated her forehead, but she didn’t make a sound. 

	“Good?” Nevah asked, dropping the empty flask into the pocket of her bag.

	“Good.” If nothing else, the alcohol would slow the start of infection. “Let’s go.”

	They moved wordlessly through the forest that surrounded the small lake, Cade leading the way with Denny struggling to keep pace behind him. After every few steps, the older man would reach up to readjust his glasses, and sometimes, he’d finger the tape that held the left earpiece together, as though self-conscious about the broken frames. No one else gave a shit, but Denny did. Hell, the former grammar school teacher still wore a sweater vest and yellow bowtie, though both had started to unravel at the ends.

	When they reached the main road that led into Trinity Grove, they stayed within the tree line, following the asphalt from the cover of the forest. With a mile left in their trek, and night fully upon them, Nevah finally broke the silence.

	“So, I know Cade is former military, and Denny used to teach third grade. What about Greg and Brody? What’s their story?”

	Roux hooked her thumbs into the straps of her pack and shrugged as she stared at Brody’s back. “You should ask them.”

	“Yeah, but I’m asking you.”

	Gregory Strange had been with Cade from the beginning, before Roux or any of the others had joined them. Though pale and malnourished like the rest of them, his towering height and broad shoulders still made him an imposing figure. His hair had been shorter when Roux had first met him, but it now hung down past his shoulders in a dirty, golden sheet. 

	He stayed to himself, never one to initiate conversation. In fact, Roux had known him for seven months, and she doubted they’d spoken more than a handful of words to each other. She didn’t take it personally, though. He never talked to anyone except Cade, and even then, the conversations didn’t last long.

	“Greg used to work in construction. That’s all anyone really knows about him, except for Cade.”

	Nevah had hit the nail on the head with her assessment of their leader. Cade didn’t talk about his time in the service, but Roux had heard him mumbling in his sleep about insurgents on more than one occasion.

	It had been Cade who had rescued her just months after everything had gone to hell. In the beginning, it had just been her and her younger sister, Evelyn. Roux had done what she could, but she’d been unprepared to protect them from the new evils of the world. Knowing so little about her enemy hadn’t helped, and one night, while searching for food, she’d walked them right into a vampire’s kitchen. 

	That single mistake had cost her everything. 

	Within hours of stumbling upon the house, Evelyn had been dead, drained of every last drop of blood while Roux had been forced to watch. In the days that followed, Roux had prayed for death, but her captor had enjoyed watching her suffer too much to grant her wish. 

	She still didn’t know how Cade had found her. Starved, weak, and half delirious, she’d thought he was an angel when he’d lifted her from the floor and carried her out of the farmhouse. He’d saved her life that day, and she trusted him—and the others in her group to a lesser degree—but she’d learned a hard lesson from the experience.

	Love made her weak.

	“And Brody?” Nevah asked, pulling Roux out of her thoughts.

	“Brody was SWAT.” The things the man could do with a gun amazed her—when they actually had ammunition. “He kind of keeps to himself.”

	“What’s up with his hair?”

	Roux couldn’t stop the smile that stretched her lips. Unlike the other men who’d given up on keeping their hair and beards under control, Brody still fought the good fight. Unfortunately, the only weapon in his arsenal was a switchblade, leaving his inky black hair in shaggy, uneven tufts. He was also the only one who grabbed razor blades when they went on their raids, but since he shared with her, Roux didn’t give him a hard time about it.

	“He doesn’t like it long.”

	Nevah shrugged and dropped the subject. “After we get supplies, we really need to move on.”

	“That’s the plan.” Roux glanced sideways at her comrade. “We never stay in one place for too long, and we don’t stick around after a raid.”

	Nevah shook her head. “That’s not what I mean. We need to get as far away from this place as possible, away from Trinity Grove.”

	“What’s in Trinity Grove? Other than a horde of vampires, that is.”

	“Not just vampires, but all kinds of Gemini.”

	The Gemini. That was what everyone called them—the monsters with two faces, with dual natures. Vampires, werewolves, shapeshifters, and whatever other strange supernatural creatures prowled the night. Normally, most looked no different than her or any other human, but their dark essence always lurked just beneath the surface. Roux didn’t know where the term had originated, but she definitely found it fitting.

	After the Purge, the Gemini had been all too eager to come out of hiding. With so few humans left to oppose them, they’d quickly risen to power, forming the Allied Races Coalition. By the end of the year, they’d divided North America into territories—cities and surrounding areas governed by prominent paranormal families—and nothing had been the same since. 

	Trinity Grove resided in vampire-controlled territory, but beyond that, Roux didn’t know much about the town or the family that ruled it. 

	“I still don’t get it,” she admitted. “Gemini are everywhere, what makes this place so different?”

	“They call it the Devil’s Den,” Nevah answered after a long pause, her voice quieter, more subdued. “It’s controlled by the Diavolos family. Very old, very powerful, and very deadly. The rumor is their roots go all the way back to the amphitheaters of Rome.”

	“Like gladiators?” Roux snorted and shook her head. “Are you serious?”

	Nevah didn’t return her smile. “Exactly like gladiators. They’re not strangers to carnage, Roux, and they won’t be merciful if they catch us.”

	As far as Roux could tell, they sounded no different than any other member of the Coalition, but she didn’t argue. The trees had started to thin, their branches trimmed back from the two-lane highway as houses and businesses appeared on the side of the road. Just ahead, past a two-story farmhouse with blue siding and white shutters, the grocer stood illuminated by a pair of yellow streetlamps. 

	Bright paint decorated the glowing, storefront windows in a summer mural of colorful flowers and a corny depiction of a smiling sun. A shingled awning stretched over a wooden porch that wrapped around the sides of the small store, and by all appearances, the grocer had once been someone’s home. 

	As usual, Cade went first, motioning for everyone to stay put until he’d crossed the highway and ducked into the shadows at the corner of the building. Denny followed next, moving quicker than his fragile appearance would suggest he could. Once Greg and Brody had joined them, Nevah stepped out of the tree line, her gaze cautious and alert as she started across the street.

	Roux crouched in the bushes, sliding her utility knife from its sheath as she listened for Nevah’s footsteps to fade. The humidity of the day paired with the falling temperatures of the night produced a hazy fog that covered the ground and swirled around her feet. A light mist had begun to fall, and while it wouldn’t wash away the weeks of dirt and grime, Roux closed her eyes, allowing herself a moment to enjoy the cool water against her skin. 

	The crunch of gravel reached her ears, meaning Nevah had reached the grocer’s parking lot. Rising from her position, Roux kept low, checking her surroundings once again before stepping around the neatly trimmed hedge. She’d just stepped across the white line on the edge of the asphalt when a scream pierced the air.

	Denny.

	A lump formed in her throat as her heart pounded a hard rhythm against her sternum. Torn between helping her group and saving her own ass, Roux stood frozen, one foot still planted on the street. She’d never proclaimed to be brave, and it wasn’t as though she could do anything useful. More than likely, she’d only end up dead, or worse…captured. Better to be dead than what awaited her in the city.

	Against her better judgment and all of her instincts, Roux released the breath she’d been holding and darted across the highway. Instead of a direct route to the grocer, however, she veered to the left, slipping into the darkness cast along the side of the farmhouse. Another cry rose up on the wind, this one deeper, more guttural, and Roux instantly recognized it as Cade’s.

	A line of peach trees separated the residential home from the small store, its low-hanging branches creating a perfect swath of shadows. Gathering her courage, Roux pushed away from the side of the house and hurried across the sodden grass to the nearest tree, just as the rain began to fall in earnest. With her back pressed against the wide trunk, she paused, fighting to control her rapid breathing. 

	“Your plan is what, exactly?” a low, masculine voice asked from somewhere in the darkness to her right. “Rescue your friends armed with a single knife and determination?”

	Roux couldn’t see the owner of the voice, not even a silhouette, but she knew he was close, much too close. She couldn’t outrun him, not by returning to the forest, anyway. He’d expect that. If she had any hope of escape, she’d have to outsmart him, but to do that, she needed to know where he was.

	Gripping the handle of her knife hard enough to make her knuckles ache, Roux swallowed past the constriction in her throat. “Who are you?” she demanded, grateful her voice didn’t break and betray her fear. “Where are my friends?”

	“Your friends are alive…for now.”

	His answer definitely came from the right, two maybe three trees away. “Who are you?” Roux repeated. 

	“Does it matter?”

	She could barely hear him over the rain that plopped against the treetops, but he sounded closer when he spoke, much too close for her comfort. No light—artificial or natural—penetrated the darkness beneath the canopy, and she still couldn’t find him in the shadows. 

	“You should run,” he whispered, his breath warm against the shell of her ear.

	Reacting on instinct, not giving fear time to paralyze her, Roux pivoted on the ball of her right foot and swung her arm out to the side with enough force to make her elbow crack. When the blade of her knife encountered only air, she dropped into a half-crouch and held her breath. The guy moved like a fucking ghost, there one minute, gone the next, and she couldn’t hear a damn thing.

	“You’re not running,” her stalker taunted, his voice coming from directly behind her as his fingertips brushed over her bare shoulder.

	Instead of turning, Roux jerked both elbows back, satisfied when she heard her attacker grunt in pain as she connected squarely with a wall of muscle. Following the momentum, she threw her head back, groaning when the impact with his sternum made her vision blurry. She didn’t stop fighting, though, swinging her knife down and back to where she estimated his thigh to be. Again, she found only emptiness.

	Strong, callused fingers encircled her wrist, squeezing the bones until her hand went numb and her only weapon tumbled to the ground. Still, she wouldn’t admit defeat, not while she remained standing. Instead of trying to jerk away, she bent her knees and pushed up from the soaked ground, driving her shoulder into her captor. Clearly, he hadn’t expected her to make such a bold move, because he lost his footing in the slippery mud and toppled over, dragging Roux to the ground with him. 

	Landing atop his massive chest—fuck, the guy was huge—Roux rolled to the left, wrenching her arm free of his loosened grasp. The instant her feet hit the ground, she was running, sprinting out of the row of peach trees, back toward the highway and the forest beyond. 

	Rain poured from the heavens, saturating her clothes and seeping into her worn hiking boots as she splashed through the rising puddles. Black, ominous clouds dimmed the light from the moon, but the inkiness of the night wouldn’t conceal her. Now that she’d been seen, Roux had nowhere to run, no place to hide where she wouldn’t be followed.

	Even as the thought slithered through her consciousness, a hard, muscled body tackled her from behind, sending them both sprawling into the mud. The attack knocked the air from her lungs, and Roux’s ribs ached, protesting the weight against her back. Water splashed up from the ground, covering her face and filling her open mouth as she struggled to free herself from the monster’s unshakable hold.

	Then the heaviness vanished from her back, and long fingers dug into her biceps, lifting her easily from the ground. 

	“I’m going to let you go,” her captor said, his voice quiet but steady. “You’re not going to run again, and you’re not going to scream. Got it?”

	Panic choked her, but Roux fisted her hands at her sides and nodded. He could have killed her a dozen times by now, and the fact that he hadn’t frightened her more than even the promise of a slow, torturous death. More likely, he’d drag her into the city where she’d be imprisoned, allowed out of her cage only to serve as a vampire’s blood bag or a werewolf’s whore. They’d use her until nothing remained, until not only her body, but her mind and spirit had been ruined, shattered beyond recognition or repair.

	“Good.” His grip relaxed, but he didn’t fully release her. “Now, here’s how this is going to work. I’m going to ask you questions, and you’re going to answer them. Nod if you understand.”

	Roux nodded again, slower this time. She’d answer his questions, but she hadn’t agreed to answer them honestly. When he applied pressure to her shoulder, she didn’t resist, but turned to face him readily. 

	Her original assessment of his size hadn’t been far off the mark. He towered over her, his broad shoulders blotting out most of the light from the streetlamps. Sweet Jesus, he had to be at least a foot taller than her, and the wet cotton of his plain, black T-shirt clung to every hard ridge of muscle.

	With his face shadowed, she couldn’t make out many features—not the color of his eyes, the shape of his jaw. His short hair looked dark, maybe black, but between the rain and the lack of adequate light, Roux couldn’t be sure. Not that it mattered. Knowing what he looked like wouldn’t save her. 

	“Good,” he praised her again. “Let me give you a little piece of advice before we begin.” He stepped closer, crowding her, then bent to press his lips against her ear. “Do. Not. Lie.” Though spoken barely louder than a breath, each word rang in her ears as if he’d shouted them. “I don’t like being lied to, female, and I promise, you won’t enjoy the consequences. Do we understand each other?”

	“Yes,” Roux bit out, clenching her teeth so tightly her jaw ached. 

	With a rumble—like a growl, but gentler somehow—the beast jerked away from her so quickly, she barely saw him move. He circled, prowling around her, his footsteps light and soundless. Then he stopped in front of her again, his head tilted at a curious angle as if assessing her.

	“What’s your name?” he asked.

	“Tell me your name, and I’ll tell you mine.” She wouldn’t lie, but she wouldn’t make it easy for him, either.

	“Careful,” he warned. “There’s a narrow line between bravery and stupidity.”

	“I’ll remember that.”

	Neither of them spoke for several, tense seconds, but Roux refused to break first. Her pride would get her killed, but then again, her defiance was the only weapon she had left. If she had to die, she’d do it on her feet, still fighting, not whimpering in the mud like a coward. 

	“Collins,” he finally answered. “Captain Deke Collins.”

	“Roux,” she returned grudgingly. “Roux Jennings.”

	“Okay, Roux, besides you and the five we have in custody, are there any more of you?”

	“Humans?” she scratched her fingernails over the wet denim covering her thighs, a nervous habit she’d picked up sometime in the past year. “I’m sure there are plenty of us.”

	“I’m going to take that to mean there are no more in your party.” 

	“Where are they?” she demanded, narrowing her eyes at the sinister figure. “What have you done with them?”

	“Your friends are safe. They’ve been taken into the city.” He shifted, turning sideways, and the light from the grocer parking lot reflected in his eyes so that they glowed a strange, icy blue. “You’ll see them soon,” he added, his tone mocking.

	Shifter. Or werewolf, maybe, but Roux guessed shifter. While Deke was certainly big enough to be a werewolf, he moved too gracefully, too quietly. From what she’d seen, the werewolves lacked all subtly and finesse, killing first and asking questions later.

	“I’d rather you just kill me and get it over with.” Maybe not the smartest thing to ever leave her mouth, but she meant every word of it.

	“So eager for death,” Deke mused. “Why?”

	“Not eager. Just not interested in being a walking buffet for a bunch of bloodsuckers.”

	“Funny you should say that.” His right eyebrow arched, and his lips curled at the corners. “Did your friends decide you’d make the best vampire bait?”

	Roux placed her hand over the bandage on her injured arm and lifted her chin. “What does it matter to you?”

	He didn’t answer, but asked a question of his own. “Where was your party coming from?”

	“East.”

	“I’m going to need more than that.”

	“Why?” Roux challenged. “You have us now. What does it matter where we came from?”

	“And why are you so desperate to protect the place?” he countered, turning back and taking an aggressive step forward. “What are you hiding, female?”

	“I told you my name, asshole. The least you can do is use it.” 

	“Don’t be a hypocrite. It doesn’t suit you.”

	Roux scoffed. “Don’t pretend to know me.”

	With another of those strange rumbles, Deke stepped forward, sweeping her off the ground and over his shoulder. Panic flooded Roux’s veins, breaking down her composure, and she flailed, kicking her feet and slamming her fists against his muscled back.

	“No! Put me down. Please, don’t do this. You don’t have to do this. Don’t take me into the city.” Tears welled along her lower lids, threatening to spill over, but she fought them back ruthlessly. “Let me go!”

	Her struggles barely fazed him, gaining only a single grunt, but even that sounded more frustrated than pained. Deke carried her through the peach trees to the rear of the grocer where he dumped her unceremoniously into the backseat of an SUV with a mesh cage separating her from the front of the cab. 

	Twisting around in the seat, Roux rolled over on her back and kicked at the window, driving the heel of her boot into the glass. She kicked again and again, even when her knee began to throb and her shin screamed in protest.

	“That’s bulletproof glass,” Deke informed her as he slid behind the wheel, his tone calm, almost bored. “You’re going to hurt yourself before you break it.”

	Soaking wet, starving, and exhausted, Roux slumped back on the bench seat, closed her eyes, and counted backwards from ten. 

	Ten. Nine. Eight.

	It couldn’t end like this. She’d fought too hard, lost too much. 

	Seven. Six. Five.

	Even if she could escape, she’d lost her bag, all of her supplies, and she no longer had a weapon. It didn’t matter. She’d rather be unprepared in the woods than face the horrors of the city.

	Four. Three. Two.

	Roux opened her eyes, staring up at the ceiling of the cab with her hands fisted at her sides. Weakness, hopelessness, and defeat had no place in her mind or heart, and if she had to die, she’d take as many of them with her as she could.

	One.

	 

	 


CHAPTER TWO

	“I’m going to kill you.”

	The female spoke calmly—a promise rather than a threat—and the hollowness in her tone dropped the temperature in the cab by twenty degrees. Gripping the steering wheel tighter, Deke stared straight ahead, focusing on the double lines that ran down the middle of the highway. The wipers rocked back and forth across the windshield, their slow, steady rhythm a contrast to his racing pulse.

	“You can try,” he answered, his tone flat, devoid of inflection or emotion. “I think we both know how that would end.”

	The rain had slowed, blanketing the town and surrounding forest in a dreary mist that saturated everything it touched. On any other night, he might have found the fog soothing, peaceful even, but the female in his backseat had changed everything. 

	“Where are you taking me?” she demanded.

	Roux’s tone remained unwavering, but her racing pulse, along with the icy stench of fear that permeated the vehicle, belied her indifference. Deke admired her bravery, but her combative attitude would see her dead before sunrise. 

	 “I’m taking you to the Bastille. You’ll get a shower, food, clothes, and then tomorrow, you’ll be given an aptitude test to determine employment.”

	“You mean slavery,” Roux countered, disdain dripping from each word. “Call it what you like, but it’s not as if I have a choice.”

	Deke sighed as he shifted in the driver’s seat. Every new batch of humans that came through were the same—all convinced of the evils of the Coalition. 

	“I’m trying to help you, Roux. It’s better than living in the woods and starving to death, isn’t it?”

	“I’ll take my chances.”

	They fell into silence again as the two-lane highway turned into a narrow, cobblestone road, lined on both sides by old-fashioned streetlamps. Though powered by solar energy, the lanterns flickered with the golden light of mock flames, casting shadows over the ornate wooden sign welcoming visitors to Trinity Grove. 

	Nestled on the edge of the Allegheny National Forest, the little Pennsylvania town had been his home, his solace, for nearly a decade before the Purge. While the Diavolos family had long governed the Gemini who inhabited the area, their reign had been just as quiet and unassuming as the town itself before the rise of the Coalition. Now, their rule stretched across four states, their laws absolute. Yet, they weren’t without mercy.

	Stronger, faster, and some might say more evolved than humans, only the danger of being outnumbered had kept the paranormal world lurking in the shadows. With the fall of humanity, however, the ruling families had collectively agreed they’d hidden their existence long enough. 

	Some of the families had voted to eradicate the humans altogether. Others had speculated that left to their own devices, the humans would annihilate themselves, citing the Purge as evidence to their argument. In the end, it had been decided that with their depleted numbers, the humans posed only a negligent threat to the new world. They would be spared, but closely monitored. 

	Without an overseeing body of government, the treatment of mortals would be left to the leaders of each territory. The survivors living within vampire territories offered a valuable commodity—food, or more precisely, blood—and were therefore afforded a modicum of respect and kindness. Hapless souls who wandered into the werewolf-controlled parts of the world, however, found themselves subjected to cruel and vicious treatment. Vengeance, some called it, retaliation for the part humans played in the suffering of the wolves. 

	 “Where were you headed?” he asked, looking at Roux through the rearview mirror.

	Thoughts of the female being abducted by werewolves, or worse, Ravagers, simultaneously filled him with rage and anxiety. Deke gripped the steering wheel even tighter to stop the shaking in his hands, but he couldn’t banish the jitters completely. 

	When Roux didn’t answer him, he looked up again, watching her through the mirror. He didn’t need to see her to know she was grinding her teeth into powder, not when he could hear the scrape of her molars and the clicking in her jaw. However, since he’d found her lurking in the peach trees, he’d barely been able to take his eyes off her. 

	Dirty, malnourished bordering on emaciation, and reeking of blood, vodka, and sweat, nothing about her should have appealed to him. It wasn’t her appearance that had his heart pounding and his chest constricting, though. Thin, dry, and stretched too tightly over her small frame, Roux’s skin glowed beneath the layer of fresh mud. Not a glow like the streetlamps, not the metaphorical glow people used to describe happiness, but something almost ethereal.

	So subtle he’d passed it off as a trick of the dim moonlight at first, the bluish-white luminescence shined much like he imagined an aura would, but alight from within instead of surrounding her. Deke had never encountered anything like it before, but he knew exactly what it meant. Now, he had to decide what to do about it.

	“Please,” Roux implored, leaning closer to the mesh guard that separated them. “Let me go.” She dragged her fingertips over the wires, her breath fanning over the back of his neck. “No one else saw me. No one knows I’m here. Just let me go.”

	Her quiet plea rang in his ears, and Deke lifted his foot from the accelerator without conscious decision. She was playing him, pretending to be the scared, weak little girl. He knew it. He’d witnessed her strength, her determination, and still, he’d nearly fallen for her manipulation. All because of who she was…what she meant to him.

	Jerking the wheel to the right, Deke slammed down on the brake, skidding into a one-eighty spin. The engine revved as he sped out of town and back to the edge of the preserve. Pulling into the gravel parking lot of the small grocer where his unusual night had started, he killed the headlights and grabbed Roux’s belongings from the passenger seat. Without a word, he threw his door open and slid out into the night. 

	“Go,” he ordered, jerking open the back door and tossing Roux’s pack into her lap. “You have about eight minutes before the patrols circle this way again. Get back to the woods and head southwest.” His gut clenched, and the words tasted sour on his tongue, but Deke kept going. “There’s a place just outside of Pittsburgh. Someone will find you, and you’ll be safe there.” If you make it.

	He couldn’t think that way, though. Within the hierarchy of the new world, he had his place, a job to do, and he couldn’t afford distractions. No matter how much he hated it, he couldn’t do what needed to be done while worrying about Roux. While all excellent reasons to want her gone, in reality, it came down to whether or not he could keep her safe, and as it stood, he had little confidence in his ability.

	The world had changed, become more brutal, less forgiving, and the newfound mate of a Coalition captain would be a coveted prize indeed. If anyone discovered what she meant to him—and someone would—she’d never be safe again. The sad truth was that she’d be better off in the Deadlands than she would be with him.

	Of course, he didn’t want her in the Deadlands, either. While some cities and towns still thrived under the rule of the Coalition, many parts of the world had fallen into ruin. Places where no life existed, not even animals, stretches of land where raiders and worse terrorized everyone they encountered.

	She’d be safe in Pittsburgh, though, and if she actually made it that far, he might even see her again one day.

	Roux didn’t ask what had changed his mind. She didn’t feign confusion or gratitude, and she certainly didn’t hesitate. With a brisk nod, she jumped down from the SUV and slung the tattered bag over her right shoulder. After only half a dozen steps toward the highway, however, she stopped.

	“My knife?” she asked without turning.

	Sliding the KA-BAR out of the loop on the back of his belt, Deke weighed the hilt in his palm. “Military issue combat knife,” he muttered. He thumbed the edge of the blade, nodding at its sharpness. “Where did you get something like this?”

	An audible sigh rose on the wind as Roux turned to face him with her right hand extended. “My father.”

	Eying the human female, he pinched the end of the blade between his thumb and the knuckle of his index finger as he offered it to her. “Do you actually know how to use this thing?”

	“I prefer if I don’t have to get that close,” she answered, gripping the handle of the knife with such force her knuckles cracked audibly. “If I have to, I can take care of myself.”

	Under different circumstances, he might have believed her. If her enemies were fewer, if she only had to fight other humans, maybe she’d have a chance. As it stood, he likely sent her to her death.

	“I know what I’m doing,” she repeated, turning her back on him. “I’m not going to thank you.”

	“I hadn’t expected you to.” 

	He should let her go, let her walk away and forget he’d ever seen her. Nothing good would come from an association with him. Even alone, hungry, and weak, she stood a better chance on her own.

	“Wait.”

	He didn’t speak loudly, but Roux stopped walking and looked over her shoulder. “Clock’s ticking,” she reminded him.

	Moving silently to the back of the SUV, Deke opened the hatch and grabbed one of the three emergency packs from a plastic utility box. “Take this.” Rather than approaching her, he tossed the army-green canvas bag to her, smirking when she grunted from the heft of it. “It’s not much, but it’ll hold you. A few MREs, first aid supplies, matches, a blanket—general survival shit.”

	Roux’s eyebrows arched toward her hairline, but she masked her surprise quickly. “I’m still not thanking you,” she muttered as she shouldered the extra pack. 

	Deke didn’t blame her. In fact, he hoped her suspicious nature would keep her breathing until she found refuge. “Stay off the roads, and do not go west past the state border. If you don’t want to go to Pittsburgh, then turn north.” He shuddered to think of her crossing through werewolf territory. “If you decide to go north, I suggest heading toward Ithaca.”

	Watching him through narrowed eyes, Roux shifted her larger pack on her shoulder, clearly trying to decide whether or not to trust him. “Okay.” She nodded, her lips twisting as though the next words tasted bitter on her tongue. “Thank you.” 

	Despite himself, Deke laughed. “Good luck, Roux Jennings. I hope you make it.”

	In another time, in another place, he would have died before he let her walk away. They didn’t live in that world anymore. Revealing the Gemini to what remained of civilization had seemed logical at the time. The survivors of the Purge needed order and stability, leaders willing to make hard decisions for the greater good. 

	Without a common enemy, however, the Gemini had taken to fighting amongst themselves, each faction warring for more territory, greater power. Vampires wanted more blood donors. Shifters argued that they needed more land to run and hunt. The werewolves simply desired free rein to seek their fruitless and never-ending revenge. 

	Everyone wanted something, and there seemed to be no end to the lengths they’d go to get it. Being linked to him didn’t just place Roux in the crossfire—it painted a giant target on her back.

	Every part of him rebelled as he watched the female disappear across the highway and into the trees. Standing beneath the streetlamp in front of the grocer, Deke did something he hadn’t done in ages. He questioned himself. 

	Despite his arguments that she’d be safer on her own, it took everything in him to turn away and climb back into the driver’s seat. Once upon a time, a mate had been a coveted and cherished prize, a sacred treasure held above all else. Now, only approved unions were acknowledged by the Coalition, and only those deemed worthy fell under their protection.

	A human female—a commodity for her blood alone—would never be granted such status.  

	Shoving away his depressing thoughts, Deke reached out to close the door. His patrol had ended at sunset, and normally, he wouldn’t have tagged along on a simple retrieval run for a handful of human rebels. When he’d heard from the informant that the group had a woman among them, however, he’d felt uneasy about leaving her in the hands of the other city guards. 

	He could just imagine Roux’s reaction if she learned one of her own had betrayed the group. The thought almost made him grin. 

	His left hand still rested on the handle of the door when the scream rent through the air. The hair on the back of his neck stood on end, his muscles tightened, and a slow-building rumble vibrated through his chest. 

	It wasn’t fear that propelled him out of the car or sent him sprinting across the highway and into the woods. A primal, unfettered rage coiled in the pit of his stomach, spurring him through the squelching mud that covered the forest floor. His heart pounded too hard, and his chest tightened when the next pained scream reached him. 

	Gripped by instincts he didn’t fully understand, Deke crashed through the low-hanging tree branches, following the sounds of Roux’s struggles. The skin on his neck and chest rippled while the veins crawled along his arm. His beast clawed just below the surface, demanding to be set free, but it would have to wait. He couldn’t afford the time it would take to shift.

	A deep, masculine yell erupted through the night, followed by a vicious growl that chilled Deke’s blood. His nostrils flared, his upper lip curled above his fangs, and a red haze descended over his vision. A small voice in the back of his mind murmured in warning, but he could barely hear it over the roar of blood in his ears.

	The clouds parted, and the rain slowed to a fine mist that clung to his overheated skin. Eventually, the trees began to thin, opening into a small clearing littered with fallen branches and moss-covered stones. Silvery moonlight filtered down through the canopy of sparse leaves, illuminating the fog and glinting off the raindrops that clung to the grass. On the edge of the circle, calling to him like a beacon, Roux struggled and screamed as her attacker dragged her through the mud by her hair.

	“Phelps,” Deke snarled. He needed to get it together and regain at least a vestige of control, but he could barely breathe through the cold, hard rage. “Let her go, Phelps.” His voice still sounded more animal than man, but the ability to form intelligible sentences was a start. “Let the girl go. Now.”

	“Captain.” Sergeant Jordan Phelps faced him, but he didn’t release his grip on Roux’s hair. “I found this stray wondering in the woods. I’m pretty sure she’s part of the group we took in earlier.”

	“Who are you calling a stray, Fido?” Roux twisted and squirmed, trying to free herself from Phelps’ hold. “You heard him. Let go of me and go fetch something.”

	Her smart mouth and fiery indignation helped to loosen the knot in Deke’s chest, allowing him to fully breathe for the first time since he’d stepped into the forest. He’d been wrong in his earlier assessment. Roux wasn’t like the other rebels, especially not the other females. Hell, most of the men wouldn’t be brave enough to provoke a werewolf, but Roux clearly took pleasure in her defiance.

	“Is that any way to treat a lady?” Deke asked, his tone even, less guttural. 

	Phelps barked in laughter. “You’re not serious.”

	Deke didn’t share in his amusement. Leveling a glare on the sergeant, he folded his arms over his chest and nodded toward Roux.

	“I trust I won’t have to repeat myself.”

	“Since when do you care about a little human stray?” With an exaggerated huff, Phelps untangled his fingers from Roux’s hair and shoved her away. “The team is going to think you’re going soft, Captain.”

	“I don’t really give a fuck what the team thinks.” The asshole was lucky Deke hadn’t already liberated his head from his shoulders. “I’m headed back to the city. I’ll take the female.” Striding forward, he grabbed Roux by the elbow and hauled her up against his side before she could do something stupid. “Get back to your patrol, Phelps.”

	The werewolf looked like he wanted to argue, but after a short hesitation, he nodded. “Yes, sir.”

	“Thanks for the assist,” Roux said once Phelps had disappeared back toward the highway. “I can take it from here.”

	She tried to pull away, but Deke held tight to her arm. “I’m afraid that’s not going to happen.” She’d been seen, and he couldn’t let her go without arousing suspicion. “It’s both of our asses on the line now.”

	“I could stab you,” she offered, shaking off his grasp to grab both of her packs from the ground. “I’ll try not to nick anything important.”

	Deke had to chuckle at her solution. He’d been stabbed before—shot, burned, clawed, and bitten—and he had no desire to repeat the experience. If he believed, even for a moment, that the other guards would believe the ruse, he might actually let her attempt it.

	“Here, let me carry that.” He reached for the larger bag, but pulled up short when Roux glared at him. “Or not.”

	“Why are you doing this?” she demanded as she brushed the mud from the canvas backpack. “What do you want?”

	Deke held his hands up in surrender. “I’m just trying to help you, Roux. Is that such a bad thing?”

	“In my experience, nothing comes without a price, but I guess it doesn’t really matter. I’m not going to some prison in the city, so you—”

	“No, you’re not. You’re coming home with me.”

	For all of his assurances that she’d be treated fair and kindly, he refused to leave her protection in the hands of someone else. He’d tried to do the right thing, tried to let her go, but fate had intervened, and now, he couldn’t bring himself to walk away again. 

	“Like hell I am.” Roux reached for her blade as she stumbled away from him. “I’m not going to be your fucking plaything.”

	Deke pinched the bridge of his nose and sighed while he fought to control his temper. He had to remind himself Roux didn’t understand what she was to him. She didn’t know what it meant to be a mate, didn’t realize that he’d give his life to keep her safe. 

	“I’m not going to hurt you, Roux, and I’m damn sure not going to force myself on you. Even if I let you go, how far do you think you’d make it before another guard caught up to you?”

	“I’ll take my chances.”

	“Damn it, female, stop being so stubborn for one minute and just think. If I wanted to hurt you, why would I go out of my way to help you?”  

	“What’s in Pittsburgh?”

	Of all the responses he’d expected, that hadn’t been one of them. “There’s an abandoned warehouse north of the city. It’s just a temporary outpost for travelers, but it’s protected.”

	“Outpost?” Roux’s matted hair slithered over her shoulder when she tilted her head to the side. “Who protects it?”

	Seeing an opportunity, Deke chose his next words carefully. “I’ll tell you anything you want to know, but not here. Come back to my place. You can shower, eat, and get a good night’s sleep. Just give me tomorrow.” Easing closer, he reached for her pack again, encouraged when she didn’t immediately shrink away from him. “If you still want to leave, I won’t stand in your way.”

	Roux let him take her bag this time, though she didn’t relinquish her knife. “In other words, you need everyone to see me tomorrow so they know you did your job.”

	He hadn’t been thinking about his job at all, but if it bought him time and got her back to his vehicle, he’d run with it. “It’s the least you could do after causing me so much trouble.”

	After a long pause, Roux tucked her blade into the waistband of her tattered jeans and crossed her arms over her small breasts. “One day. You get one day, Captain.”

	Though pleased by her response, Deke shuddered when the hair on the back of his neck rose once again. Lifting his chin, he sniffed at the air, searching for any scent that shouldn’t be there.

	“What the hell are you doing?”

	“Quiet,” he answered, scanning the nearby trees. “Someone’s out there.”

	To his surprise, Roux didn’t argue. Reaching for the handle of her blade, she shuffled closer, angling her body in the opposite direction and pressing her back against his. “Where?”

	“I don’t know.” He heard nothing but the natural sounds of the forest, and the most prominent scent in the vicinity came from Roux. 

	“Well, did you hear something?”

	“No, not exactly. It’s just a feeling.”

	“Like someone’s watching us.” Roux nodded. “I feel it, too. Could it be that werewolf?”

	“Phelps? I doubt it.”

	Whatever lurked in the trees, he couldn’t get a read on it—no scent, no sound, not even a heartbeat. Something definitely stalked them, though. He could feel it, like a charge in the air, even if he couldn’t locate the source. He’d grown up hearing stories about ancient shifters that could mask their presence, but he’d never actually seen one.

	Worse than the infighting and petty disputes, worse even than the savage appetites of the Ravagers, the Gemini’s rise had opened the door to something that could destroy them all. Dangers far more unpredictable than werewolves stalked the night, creatures that should have stayed hidden like long-buried family secrets.

	They didn’t even have a name, and Deke had never actually seen one. Most just called them the Others, and not much was known about them beyond legends and myths. His grandmother had said only two existed at a time and the magic that allowed him to shift flowed through their veins in spades. Deke had never met a witch, and as far as he knew, they didn’t exist, but these ancient creatures came pretty damn close.

	It was rumored they lived high in the mountains of South America—if they even existed at all—so it made no sense for one to be in the small Pennsylvania town. Deke mentally berated himself for even considering the possibility. Having a new mate was clearly making him paranoid.

	Without a clear threat, Deke had nothing to fight, so he turned his focus to getting Roux as far from any potential danger as possible. “Let’s go. If there’s someone out there, I can’t find them.”

	“Okay.” Roux grabbed the emergency pack he’d given her and slung the strap over her shoulder. “This doesn’t change anything, though. One day.”

	It didn’t sound like much time, but Deke knew better than anyone that one day could change everything. 

	 


CHAPTER THREE

	Clutching her muddy bag to her chest, Roux stared through the windshield from the front seat of Deke’s SUV. She didn’t know what had possessed her to agree to the captain’s ridiculous terms, but she had to admit she was greatly looking forward to a hot meal and an even hotter shower.

	Deke Collins confused the hell out of her. He didn’t fit the mold of what she knew about the Gemini. As much as she hated to admit it, he might have actually saved her life. On the other hand, if she hadn’t been thinking about him, pondering over why he’d been so kind to her, she wouldn’t have stumbled into that fucking werewolf in the first place.

	In the early morning hours just after midnight, an eerie quiet blanketed the city. Darkened storefront windows, vacant sidewalks, deserted streets—no life moved within the center of Trinity Grove. 

	Streetlamps shimmered through the falling mist, lining their path with ghostly halos of amber light. In some ways, it was beautiful, peaceful, a place untouched by the destruction of war. Then Roux remembered she sat next to a shifter in a region controlled by vampires, and suddenly, the serenity morphed into something straight from one of her nightmares.

	“What just happened?” Deke glanced at her from the corner of his eye before making a turn onto a narrow neighborhood street just past the Square. “You were smiling, and now, you look like someone spit in your lunch.”

	“I wasn’t smiling.”

	Deke bobbed his head a few times, but he didn’t say anything, which only served to annoy her. She didn’t want his understanding or compassion. Each time he tried to help her, every ounce of consideration he showed her, just made it that much harder to dislike him. She just had to remind herself that he didn’t do it out of kindness or a sense of morality. He did it because he wanted something from her, but she had no intention of sticking around long enough to find out what that might be.

	The vehicle slowed before bumping over a drainage grate near the curb, jostling Roux sideways in her seat. Deke turned into a single-car driveway in front of a small, one-story brick house with decorative lattice shutters. The white pillars that bracketed the porch had yellowed with age, but the property didn’t appear neglected. The manicured lawn, the trimmed hedges along the side of the house, and the potted flowers near the front door spoke of someone who clearly took pride in his home.

	“You live here?”

	Deke chuckled as he cut the engine and threw open his door. “Not what you expected?”

	Pursing her lips, Roux held tight to her backpack while she slid out of the SUV on the other side. She’d never given much thought to how the Gemini lived when they weren’t out terrorizing humans. Logically, some part of her had known they didn’t sleep on the ground or build dens in the forest, but she hadn’t expected something so…domesticated.

	“You said there would be food.” Her stomach twisted sharply at the reminder.

	“There’s plenty of food. You’re welcome to whatever I have.” Without waiting for her, he cut across the lawn and bounded up the front steps. “There’s a spare bedroom, so you’ll have some privacy. I’m afraid all I have is an air mattress, but the couch is comfortable if you’d rather sleep there.”

	It had been a long time since Roux had slept on anything as luxurious as an air mattress. Most nights, she huddled on the ground, or on cold, damp floors in places like the fishing shack, using her bag as a pillow.

	“The air mattress is fine.” Climbing the steps after him, Roux glanced over her shoulder while she waited for Deke to unlock the door. Nothing moved, no dogs barked, no lights shined from the windows of any of the houses. “I don’t need much.”

	Opening the door, Deke stepped inside first to flip on the lights, but he waited just past the threshold for Roux to join him. “Food or shower first?”

	The hardwood floors in the entryway gleamed, and a quick study of the adjacent living room revealed a spotless organized space. The navy blue throw pillows sat at perfect angles on the matching-colored sofa, and the smooth surface of the glass coffee table actually sparkled in the light. Floor to ceiling bookshelves stood on either side of the entertainment center, both lined with hundreds of books, all arranged by color and size. 

	Three photos lined the mantle of the fireplace set into a stone column that separated the living room from the kitchen. She couldn’t make out the people in the photos, but each silver frame had been meticulously arranged in equally spaced increments.

	Staring down at her sodden, mud-stained boots and tattered jeans, Roux bit her bottom lip while heat crept into her cheeks. “I should shower first.” She could only imagine what she smelled like, what she looked like. “I, uh, don’t really have anything else to wear, though.”

	Deke’s ice-blue eyes softened, and he moved his hand to the small of her back. He didn’t actually touch her, but she could feel the warmth of his palm through the material of her tank top. 

	“C’mon, the bathroom is this way.” Leading her through the living room, he turned down an empty, narrow hallway and stopped at the first, open door on the right. “Towels.” He pointed to a black, wicker shelf in the corner of the small room. “Soap and shampoo are in the shower.” He swept his hand to the right to indicate the black, marble shower stall encased entirely in glass. “There are extra toothbrushes and combs in that top drawer of the vanity, and if you need anything else, let me know.”

	Roux didn’t know what to say or how to react, so she simply nodded. The harder he tried to make her feel at home, the more it triggered her flight instinct. 

	“Oh, one more thing.” Backing out of the bathroom doorway, Deke turned and disappeared into the room across the hall. “I don’t have anything that’ll fit you,” he called. A moment later, he reappeared in the corridor holding a stack of clothing with a pair of rolled socks on top. “Maybe something here will work for now.”

	He pushed the clothes at her with one hand while he threaded the fingers of his other through his short, dark hair. For the first time since they’d met, he looked tense and unsure, almost as if she made him nervous. 

	“Thank you,” Roux mumbled, balancing the offered clothes on her fingertips so as not to dirty them. “I’ll, just…” Trailing off, she jerked her head to the side. “So, yeah.”

	Without waiting for a response, she ducked into the bathroom and locked the door behind her. After placing the clothes on the vanity between the double sinks, she dropped her bag to the floor and pushed it into the corner with her foot. Taking a deep breath, she steeled herself before lifting her gaze to the mirror.

	She didn’t even recognize the person staring back at her. Her pale skin stretched too tight across her sharp cheekbones, and the dark circles around her eyes made her look almost ghoulish. Even the greens of her irises appeared dull and murky. Mud stuck to her hair in clumps, the strands so dirty she couldn’t even tell what color they were, and skin flaked from her dry, cracked lips. 

	Unable to bear the sight of her own reflection, she turned her back on the mirror and peeled her clothes off, dropping them into a pile on the black and white tiles. She’d had an idea of the damage malnutrition had done to her body, but seeing it firsthand drove home just how bad things had gotten.

	If someone had told her that after a year and a half of running, she’d end up standing naked in a shifter’s bathroom, she’d have laughed right in their face. Being in Deke’s house didn’t worry her nearly as much as it should. He’d been right about one thing—if he wanted to hurt her, she’d already be dead. Furthermore, if he’d intended to turn her over to the Coalition, he would have done that as well.

	After starting the shower, Roux leaned back against the wall and closed her eyes while she waited for the water to warm. She had so many questions, not the least of which centered on why Deke would go to so much trouble to protect her. 

	She’d seen his face in the woods, heard the barely-contained rage in his voice, but she hadn’t been afraid. Some part of her had known he wouldn’t hurt her, but he’d have killed the werewolf without hesitation if it had come to it. She didn’t understand why, but it didn’t change anything, either. No matter what pretty lies he told her, she couldn’t let herself trust him.

	She couldn’t trust anyone.

	Steam fogged the glass and billowed out of the shower stall when she opened the door to step beneath the spray. A long, low groan bubbled through her lips at the first rush of hot water down her back. Bracing one hand against the wall, Roux dropped her head, watching the layers of dirt and other filth swirl down the drain. The heat seeped into her skin, warming and relaxing her, loosening the tense muscles in her neck and shoulders. 

	Bottles of liquid soap, shampoo, conditioner, facial cleanser, and shaving foam occupied the two triangular shelves. Just like the books in the living room, the containers had been precisely arranged by color and size. For some reason, the strict organization made her laugh. Deke had some serious OCD issues. 

	After washing her hair and cleaning the rest of the grime from her body—taking special care with her wounded arm—Roux remained under the spray until the water turned cold. She didn’t know when she’d see another shower, and she meant to enjoy every minute of it while it lasted. When her lips began to tremble, and her stomach growled with hunger, she finally shut off the water and stepped out onto the plush, cream-colored bathmat. 

	With a fluffy towel in the same cream color wrapped around her breasts, she shuffled back to the vanity. Once she’d combed the knots from her hair, she slathered paste onto a new toothbrush and scrubbed her teeth for a solid five minutes. Feeling mostly human again, she turned her attention to the stack of clothes on the countertop.

	All three T-shirts—two black and one gray—looked to be the same size. Choosing the gray one, she pulled it on over her head, wrinkling her nose when the sleeves fell down past her elbows and the hem brushed the top of her knees. He’d only included one pair of bottoms—a pair of red and black basketball shorts.

	While they hung down to her shins, the elastic waistband also contained a drawstring. It wasn’t perfect, but after a little tweaking, she managed to keep the shorts from falling off her hips. When she couldn’t stall any longer, Roux shoved her old clothes into her bag and carried the pack down the hall.

	Delicious smells wafted through the house, making her mouth water and her stomach twist with hunger. Following the aromas, she stopped just inside the pristine kitchen near the glossy, oak table.

	The stainless steel appliances gleamed, reflecting the overhead light, not a speck, smear, or fingerprint to be found. The slate-gray countertops had been polished to a shine, the hard marble devoid of any clutter. Only a coffeemaker occupied the counter with a set of multi-sized, black canisters lined along the wall beside it. 

	The clock on the microwave over the electric range flashed the time—just after one o’clock in the morning. Roux had been in the bathroom longer than she’d realized, but damn, it had been worth it. 

	“Feel better?” Deke asked. He kept his back to her while he stirred the contents of a pot on the stove. “It’s almost ready if you want to grab a seat.”

	“Yes. Um, do you have bandages? I couldn’t find any in the bathroom.”

	“There’s a first aid kit in the foyer closet,” he answered, still not facing her. 

	He’d changed into a pair of black shorts, with a matching tank top that stretched tight over his muscular frame. A smattering of freckles dotted the tops of his shoulders, barely visible against his sun-bronzed skin, but she had no trouble making out the tattoo on his back.

	Dropping her bag against the wall at the mouth of the hallway, she shuffled a little closer and tilted her head to the side. A crescent moon with four small stars had been inked onto his back, just above the scooping neck of his shirt. While curious as to what the symbol meant, Roux bit back the question with a shake of her head. Come morning, she’d be gone. She just needed a place to sleep—not a new friend.

	“Did the clothes fit?” Stretching to reach the top cabinet on the right, Deke removed two black, square plates and finally turned to face her. “I can look for—oh.” 

	“What?” Stumbling away from him, Roux stared down at her baggy clothes while she patted her hair and face. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

	Deke cleared his throat and shifted to set the plates on the counter. “It’s nothing,” he answered easily. “You look different without all the mud, that’s all.”

	The feminine part of her wanted to ask if that was a good thing or not, but she ignored the impulse. “What are you cooking?” she asked instead, dropping into the chair at the end of the rectangular table. “I’m starving.”

	“Steamed rice with vegetables.” He scooped the rice mixture onto a plate while he spoke. “There’s chicken as well, but I’ll put it on the side, just in case.”

	“In case of what?”

	Without filling his own plate, Deke carried the dish over and placed it in front of her on the table, along with a knife and fork. “The rice will be easy on your stomach, but you might need to build up to the chicken.”

	A shower, fresh clothes, steaming food that made her mouth water, Deke’s seemingly genuine concern—Roux suddenly felt anxious and overwhelmed. Lowering her head, she hid her face behind the curtain of her hair as tears gathered in the corners of her eyes. 

	Get it together. It’s just a plate of fucking rice.

	“There’s water, soda, beer, or milk.” Deke either hadn’t noticed her little breakdown or he chose not to comment. “I’d advise against the beer for now, but it’s up—”

	 “Water’s fine,” Roux interrupted, wiping roughly at her wet eyes. 

	Her stomach growled angrily at the smells wafting up from her plate, but she resisted the urge to dive into the meal. Drugging her wouldn’t serve any purpose, not when Deke had proven he could easily overpower her. Still, her paranoia won out over her hunger.

	“Here,” Deke said, his voice quiet, gentle. He placed an unopened bottle of water in front of her before sliding into his seat with his own heaping plate of food. “I know you won’t believe me, but there’s nothing in that rice other than a little ginger.”

	As if to prove his point, he shoveled a large forkful into his mouth, chewed quickly, and swallowed. When she didn’t follow suit, he leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms over his massive chest. The minutes ticked by in silence while they stared at each other, neither of them moving, until Deke finally sighed and shook his head.

	“There’s a pizza in the freezer. You can watch me stick it in the oven, or you can do it yourself.”

	Roux considered him while she took the water bottle from the tabletop and twisted off the cap. “Why are you doing this?”

	“Feeding you?” He shrugged. “Because you look half starved.”

	“Look,” she bit out, her anger and frustration bubbling to the surface. “I’m not stupid. I know how this works. I want to know why you’re helping me. What do you want from me?”

	“Right now, I want you to eat. After that, I want you to sleep.” Deke scooted his chair closer to the table and began eating again. “I think that’s enough for now.”

	Even with the rebels, no one did something for nothing. Every act of generosity demanded a price. “Stop it!” she yelled, slamming the bottle down on the table and splashing water everywhere. “Just stop being so…so…”

	“What?”

	“So…nice!”

	Deke arched an eyebrow at her. “Would you rather I locked you in the bedroom with a collar and a bowl of water?”

	No, she didn’t want that, but it would make the situation easier. At least that type of behavior she expected. 

	“How about this?” Lifting her plate, he placed it on top of his empty one. “Go pop that pizza in the oven, and while we wait, I’ll answer any questions you have. I know you have questions,” he added when she frowned at him. “Do you want answers or not?”

	He could have drugged the pizza, knowing she wouldn’t eat something he’d cooked. That theory sounded borderline psychotic, even to her. Fuck, she felt so confused, and it was making her act like a lunatic. Deke might be a shifter, the enemy for all intents and purposes, but since they’d met, he’d treated her with more humanity than she’d known from most humans.

	“I don’t really like pizza.” She tried to smile, but figured that if it looked as forced as it felt, and she might as well stick with resting bitch face.

	His lips twitched at the corners, but he simply nodded and rose from his seat with both plates in his hand. “I’ll reheat this for you.” 

	“Thank you.” For the first time, the words came naturally and without hesitation. “So, you’re a shifter.”

	“That’s not a question.”

	Roux rolled her eyes at his back. “I know you’re a shifter. What breed?”

	“How do you know I’m a shifter?” The microwave beeped with each button he pressed. “You called Phelps a werewolf. You’re not wrong, but again, how did you know?”

	Weighing how much she should reveal about what she knew of the Gemini, Roux chose her words carefully. “Werewolves are more volatile, and there’s a wildness about them, especially in the eyes.”

	“And shifters?” 

	“Shifters have a kind of finesse, I suppose. They’re more patient.” Like a predator stealthily stalking its prey.

	“There are exceptions to every rule, but that’s fairly accurate.” He rubbed the back of his neck while he nodded. “You’re very observant, so you tell me. What breed am I?”

	“The deal was I ask questions and you answer them.”

	The microwave beeped twice, signaling the end of its cycle. Using a square, blue potholder, he removed her plate and carried it back to the table to place it in front of her.

	“Humor me,” he teased, easing down into his chair again.

	Thinking over all she’d learned about Deke in the short amount of time she’d know him, Roux forked a generous scoop of rice and vegetables into her mouth, uncaring that it burned her tongue. The first taste sent a shiver along her spine, and she groaned as the food slid down her throat to warm her belly. Suddenly, she was ravenous, a primitive beast driven by instinct and her snarling stomach. Where moments ago, she’d been reluctant to even sniff the meal, now, she couldn’t get it into her mouth fast enough.

	“Easy,” Deke cautioned. “Not so fast, or you’ll hate yourself for it later.”

	With no small amount of effort, she managed to place her fork on the edge of her plate and pull in a deep breath. The burn in her lungs surprised her until she realized she’d been eating so fast, she hadn’t taken the time to breathe.

	“You’re fast,” she said, answering his original question once she’d composed herself. “Quiet. You like things neat and organized, and you make this sound in the back of your throat sometimes, like a rumble, but not a growl. Almost like a purr.”

	Deke smiled, showing off his pointed canines, and motioned for her to continue.

	“I’d guess some type of big cat.” She couldn’t guess as to the species, but she felt confident in her assessment. “Am I right?”

	“You’d make a hell of a detective,” he complimented. “What did you do before the Purge?”

	“I waited tables.” Though she’d lacked direction or ambition, her life had been simple then. “Why?”

	The captain just laughed and shook his head. “Panther.”

	“Jaguar or leopard?” she asked around a yawn.

	“Impressive.” Once again, he rose from the table and carried her plate to the sink. “Most people think panthers are a separate breed.” 

	“So…”

	“Jaguar.” He scraped the remainder of her meal into the garbage disposal before washing both of their plates and placing them on the drying rack next to the sink. “Ready for bed?”

	Roux slapped a hand over her mouth to stifle another yawn. “Where are the others?”

	“Your friends? I already told you.”

	“I want to see them.”

	Turning to face her, Deke leaned back against the counter and crossed one ankle over the other. “My patrol starts at four o’clock tomorrow night, but we can go in the morning. We need to get you some clothes anyway.” He rubbed his hands together and pushed away from the counter with a grunt. “You really should get some rest.”

	“One more question.”

	Her earlier shower, combined with a full belly, had begun to work its magic, slowly pulling her into a comfortable drowsiness. The fact that she’d be sleeping in a shifter’s house didn’t bother her nearly as much as it had when she’d first arrived. Roux chalked it up to exhaustion.

	“Shoot.”

	“Who are the people in the pictures you have on your mantle?”

	“My sisters,” he answered shortly.

	“Do they live here?”

	“No.”

	“Where are they?”

	“I believe that’s three questions,” he answered evasively. “And where my sisters are is a story for another day. Come on, Roux, let me bandage your arm so you can go to bed.”

	She couldn’t do anything—not even run—without rest and supplies, and whether she liked it or not, Captain Deke Collins was her best option to get both. So, with only a hint of reluctance, she pushed to her feet, covering another yawn as she did so. 

	“I believe you promised me an air mattress?”

	“Right this way, milady. I’ll show you your room so you can get settled while I grab the first aid kit.”

	Following Deke down the narrow hallway, Roux couldn’t shake the feeling that something had changed during their conversation. She couldn’t explain it, didn’t know exactly what felt different, but she wanted to trust this shifter. She wanted to believe that he’d help her without expecting anything in return. 

	“Deke?”

	“Yeah?”

	She squeezed her fists at her sides and breathed deeply through her nose. “Don’t make me regret this.”

	 


CHAPTER FOUR

	Early morning light spilled in through the naked windows to warm Roux’s face. The rubber mattress squeaked beneath her when she rolled onto her back to stare up at the crinkled paint on the ceiling. Cool air filtered into the room through a vent on the far side of the room, chasing away the late summer heat. 

	Apart from the temporary bed, the room held no other furnishings. No pictures or art decorated the pale blue walls. The closet door stood open across the room from her, its depths completely empty, not even a single hanger on the rack. The rest of the house had a lived-in feel, but this room even smelled unused, musty almost, and she wondered why he didn’t put it to better use.

	Despite her reservations, she’d fallen into an exhausted sleep almost instantly. Cradled by the comfort of the air mattress and enveloped by the softness of the thin blanket, she’d barely moved during the night, and if she’d dreamed, she couldn’t remember it.

	Throwing the covers back, she sat up and rubbed the lingering tiredness from her eyes before crawling off the bed. She flexed her toes over the shiny, hardwood floor and stretched her arms over her head as she yawned. Her stomach rumbled greedily, beckoning her to leave the relative safety of the bedroom to go in search of food. With a final twist and a quiet groan, Roux combed her fingers through her tousled hair and shuffled toward the door. 

	“Shit!” she cursed when she opened the door. Slapping a hand over her mouth to stifle the scream that threatened to rise up from her chest. “Deke? What the hell are you doing?”

	Sprawled out in front of her door, Deke slept on the hardwood floor with his head resting in the crook of his elbow. At her slightly hysterical greeting, he jerked up so quickly he banged his head on the doorframe. Rubbing his brow, he cursed a blue streak that would have made a sailor proud as he climbed to his feet.

	“Morning,” he grumbled, still prodding at a spot just over his left eyebrow. “Sleep well?”

	Roux bit her bottom lip and ducked her head as she fought the urge to grin. Something had to be seriously wrong with her, because in that moment, she realized she’d actually been looking forward to seeing him again. It made no sense, and she didn’t know how to process the information, so she pushed it away and focused on the problem at hand.

	“Why were you sleeping on the floor in front of my room?” How easily she referred to his spare bedroom as hers. A slippery slope indeed. “Afraid I was going to sneak out in the middle of the night?”

	Leaning against the doorjamb, Deke ran his fingers through his spiky, black hair and shrugged. “The thought did cross my mind.”

	“I could have gone out the window.”

	“You could have.” Pushing away from the wall, Deke motioned for her to precede him down the hall to the kitchen. “I doubted you’d leave without your bag.”

	Damn, she’d completely forgotten about her bag. There it sat, though, right where she’d left it against the wall at the end of the hall. It wasn’t like her to be so careless or thoughtless. The bag itself had no value, but it held everything in the world she could call her own. Not once in eighteen months had it left her sight.

	“Did you…”

	Before she could finish, Deke started shaking his head. “I didn’t touch it, didn’t look through your things. I wouldn’t do that, Roux.”

	He spoke with such conviction she couldn’t doubt his sincerity. Clearing her throat, she tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear and nodded. 

	“Are you hungry?” he asked. “Coffee?”

	“Coffee?” Roux perked up and tripped across the kitchen, standing right beside the captain before she even realized what she’d done. “You have coffee? Like real coffee? None of that instant crap, right?”

	Deke laughed, the sound rich and full of warmth. “Let me guess,” he mused. “You’re a dark roast kind of girl.”

	“Guilty.”

	The knot of anxiety she’d felt since their confrontation outside the grocer began to unravel. Revisiting her feelings from the night before, remembering how much she’d wanted to trust him, she wondered if Deke might not be the monster she’d painted him as. 

	“I, uh, I could make breakfast.”

	Resting his hand on her lower back, he ushered her toward the table with a gentle push. “I’ve got this. Sit.” 

	He didn’t speak harshly, but an undercurrent of command laced his tone. It likely made him a fine leader, but Roux wasn’t one of his underlings, and she didn’t take orders from men with more testosterone than manners. Since she couldn’t tell him that without sounding like an ungrateful bitch, she decided on a different course of action.

	“There’s a bakery in the Square, right?” She’d seen it during the ride to Deke’s house. “Do they have coffee?”

	Deke nodded. “And the best scones you’ve ever tasted.” His expression softened, and the lines around his mouth relaxed. “Is that what you want?”

	“Do you want the truth?”

	He dipped his head again. “Always.”

	“I want to see the Square. I want to visit the others from my group, make sure they’re okay.” She tugged at the collar of her borrowed T-shirt, pulling it back up where it had fallen off her shoulder. “I want clothes that fit.” 

	“We can do that.”

	If she planned to escape the city, she’d need Deke’s help. He wouldn’t be too keen on doing anything for her if she continued to treat him with open hostility. Even so, his easy concurrence surprised her, and she couldn’t help but wonder what the catch was.

	“You’ll take me to the Square?” 

	“I will,” he agreed, but he spoke with hesitancy. “It’s not that simple, though. You can’t just go strolling through the streets. There are rules, laws that can’t be broken.”

	Roux arched an eyebrow at him as she folded her arms over her breasts. “Do you think I’m going to waltz into the bakery and stab the first shifter I see?”

	“Damn it, Roux, listen to me!” One, long stride brought him within inches of her, and he grabbed her upper arms, holding her firmly as he stared into her eyes. “This isn’t a joke, and it isn’t a fucking game. Out there, out in the city?” He jabbed his finger toward the front door. “Out there, it’s a whole other world.”

	“You think I don’t know that?” 

	Hell, she probably knew better than he did. Still, it was the first time he’d lost his temper with her, and the urgency in his voice had her attention. 

	“No, Roux, I don’t think you understand at all.”

	“I thought you said humans weren’t treated badly here?” she challenged. She should have trusted her instincts, but she’d dared to hope he’d been telling the truth. “If that’s the case, why are you so worried?” Anxiety began to bubble to the surface, and she leaned away, scratching her nails over the fabric of her shorts.

	With a rumbling growl, Deke stood straight and lifted his right hand. Roux flinched when it moved toward her, but he simply brushed her hair back from her face in an act so tender, it made her breath catch in her throat. He didn’t say anything about her reaction, but she could see the pain in his eyes, and it stunned her to realize she actually cared that she’d hurt him.

	“Anyone who breaks the law in the city is held to the same standards.” His voice gentled, and the grip on her arm loosened. “Humans just happen to have a few more laws than the rest of us.”

	“What would happen if I fuck up?” 

	Instead of answering, Deke grunted and shifted away from her. “I won’t let anything happen to you.”

	“Good. I’m glad that’s settled.”

	“Good,” he echoed with a crooked grin.

	It wouldn’t just be her ass on the line if something went sideways, though. After everything Deke had done for her, she wouldn’t hang him out to dry like that. 

	“Okay, tell me what I need to do.”

	* * * * 

	Holding lightly to Roux’s arm, Deke led her through the front door of the local bakery. The fox-shifter who owned Sunrise Bakery had been in business long before the Purge, though he’d acquired a couple of new assistants since the Coalition had seized control. He seemed good-natured about the help forced on him, though, and he made sure his workers received a decent wage for their time.

	“Mason,” Deke greeted as he approached the counter with Roux following half a step behind him. “Where are the Doublemint twins?”

	“Captain.” Peter Mason, a thin man with shaggy reddish-orange hair, rolled his eyes at Deke’s nickname for his apprentices. “Macy and Sharon have the day off.” His gaze flickered to Roux, and he tilted his head in question. “New pet?”

	Biting back his groan, Deke placed a steadying hand on Roux’s shoulder, inwardly wincing when he felt her muscles tense under his touch. “Too early to tell,” he answered without a trace of the anxiety he felt. “Still in the probationary period.”

	Though his brow creased, and he must have sensed the growing tension, Peter said nothing further on the subject. “Well, what can I get you today?”

	Eager to get Roux seated—and more importantly, out of the earshot of any passersby—Deke ordered quickly, paid the man, and ushered his fuming mate to a corner table.

	“What was that?” she demanded, her tone hushed but clearly angry. “Pet?” Her bright green eyes—eyes the color of new spring grass—darkened as she fell heavily into her seat. “You said I just had to keep my head down, my mouth shut, and not make eye contact with anyone.”

	Deke turned his own chair so he could see the entire dining room and still keep an eye on his irritated mate.

	“You said nothing about fucking pets,” Roux continued, leaning across the table toward him.

	Despite her outrage, or maybe because of it, Deke wanted nothing more than to close the distance between them and kiss the combativeness right out of her. She was a hellcat with all the fury of a raging tempest, yet her size and demeanor reminded him of a rebellious kitten.

	He’d nearly swallowed his tongue when she’d stepped into his kitchen the night before, freshly showered and brimming with defiance. Even pale and malnourished, she was more beautiful to him than she could possibly know. 

	Dark shadows swept under her eyes and below her angular cheekbones, testaments to the hardships she’d endured. The shirt he’d given her constantly fell down around her shoulders, and the shorts barely clung to her narrow hips. Paired with her own hiking boots, the ensemble made her look smaller somehow, more fragile. Still, a sense of possessive satisfaction filled him at seeing her in his clothes.

	Her long, chestnut-colored curls lacked luster, but the ringlets had felt soft and feathery against his fingertips. Roux didn’t trust him, not yet, and he understood her reasons. That didn’t stop him from wanting her. 

	Before he could stop himself, his gaze fell to her pale, pink lips, and once again, thoughts of sealing his mouth over hers filled his mind. That line of thinking wouldn’t do either of them any favors. If he had any damn sense at all, he’d follow through on his promise and get her as far away from Trinity Grove as possible. The more time he spent with her, though, the more impossible it became to let her go. 

	“Hello?” Roux’s brow creased, and her mouth turned down at the corners as she waved a hand in front of his face. “Are you even listening to me?”

	“Why does it matter what label they put on it?” Reaching across the tabletop, Deke took her hands, holding tight when she tried to pull away from him. “This isn’t the place,” he added, giving her a pointed glare. “As far as anyone in the city is concerned, you’re under my protection. That’s enough for now.”

	Roux had proven she could be obstinate, but luckily for him, she was also smart. A muscle ticked in her jaw, and her eyes narrowed into slits, but she only nodded. Sliding her hands out of his grip, she leaned back in her seat and quirked an eyebrow at him. 

	“For now.”

	“Captain,” Peter called from the counter. “Your order.”

	Deke started to rise, but Roux jumped up with a smirk that could mean nothing good. 

	“Allow me…sir.”

	Moon goddess above, she made him fucking insane. In all his life, he’d never met anyone he simultaneously wanted to kiss and strangle. She both focused him and turned his world upside down. His instincts had been tripped into overdrive, his every thought now centered on protecting Roux, doing whatever it took to keep her safe. It made him a formidable protector, but it also left him vulnerable as a soldier and a leader. 

	 “French roast,” Roux announced, placing a brown and white paper cup down in front of him. “Apple-something scone.” Dropping a matching sack into his lap, she kicked the seat of his chair, right between his legs. Then she leaned into him, resting her hand on his left shoulder, just near his collarbone. “And one more thing.”

	He didn’t react, didn’t so much as blink, but his pulse sped when her fiery temper flashed in her eyes again. Hypnotized by her closeness, Deke didn’t immediately realize what she intended until it was already too late. 

	Dropping her foot from the seat, she swept her heel into the leg of the chair while she shoved at his shoulder, toppling him onto the linoleum floor. With a wicked grin, she straddled his hips and crouched over him, her elbows resting on her bent knees. 

	“I don’t need protection,” she whispered. “I just need an advantage.”

	Deke didn’t know whether to be pissed off or impressed. Pushing up on his elbows, he bared his fangs, growling a warning at the female. He’d never hurt her, but she needed to understand what world she lived in now. Roux was a survivor—smart, strong, fearless—but she was also hotheaded, impulsive, and reckless. Traits that had served her well in the wild would only end up getting her killed in Trinity Grove.

	“Captain?” Peter stood just behind Roux, a coy smile curving his lips. “Is everything okay?”

	Partly to maintain their cover in case anyone had seen them through the window, but mostly because he’d been able to think of little else, Deke fisted his hand in the collar of Roux’s shirt and jerked her down on top of him. Her surprised gasp caused his cock to twitch, and a deep groan rolled through his chest when her breath fanned against his face.

	Tangling his free hand in her curls, he held her close, slanting their mouths together in a kiss that seared his blood. 

	“Never mind,” Peter muttered, his footsteps shuffling away back toward the counter.

	Roux stiffened, her muscles tensing while her thighs squeezed his hips. Her eyes rounded momentarily before creasing at the corners, the brilliant green alight with murderous rage. Pushing at his chest, she arched her back in an attempt to free herself, but only succeeded in rubbing her pert ass over his aching groin.

	Releasing his grasp on her T-shirt, Deke slid his hand under her arm to caress her back in long, soothing strokes. He didn’t close his eyes or look away, but watched her intently, mesmerized by the soft shade of pink that spread over her cheeks. Sweeping his tongue across her unyielding lips, he teased and coaxed with gentle ministrations until…

	A quiet, utterly feminine moan spilled from her mouth as she relaxed into him, suddenly groping at his chest rather than pushing him away. The first glide of her tongue against his sent a jolt of electricity through his veins, awakening something ancient and primitive inside him he’d never experienced before.

	His skin burned with a heat that consumed him, and his naturally elongated canines grew in length until the tips pierced his bottom lip. Deke had always prided himself on his control, but in that moment, he was little more than a beast, driven only by desire and instinct. 

	His gaze shifted from his mate’s lovely face to the soft, delicate skin at the crook of her neck. Breaking the kiss, he pulled her closer, nuzzling the column of her throat with his nose and lips. The gums around his canines throbbed, and his mouth filled with saliva at the thought of kissing her there, licking…biting.

	Deke jerked away with such force his head smacked against the aging, brown linoleum. He released his hold on Roux, and without hesitation, she scrambled off him to kneel at his side.

	Brushing her tangled hair out of her face, she panted as she leaned over him. “Holy shit,” she breathed, pressing her fingers against his right temple. “Deke, your eyes. What’s wrong with your eyes?”

	Colors blended together, some muted, others distorted, and the sunlight streaming through the large, storefront windows caused an ache in the center of his forehead. The noise from the Square exploded in a thunderous roar, making it difficult for him to understand her. Not since puberty had he been unable to control his shift, and in the middle of a bakery didn’t seem like the best place to relearn bad habits.

	“They’ll shift back,” he assured her. “Just give me a second.”

	“Deke,” she whispered urgently, glancing out the windows and then over her shoulder as though to be sure no one could see them.

	“It’s okay.” Pushing to his feet, he hauled her up with him and smiled. “It’s a town full of Gemini, Roux. No one’s going to be fazed by a pair of cat eyes.”

	“Maybe not, but they might have something to say about a pair of glowing ones.” Lunging past him, she grabbed the silver napkin dispenser and shoved it toward his face. “Look.”

	A ring of ghostly blue light surrounded his slitted pupils, reflecting back at him in the metal surface. 

	“It’s nothing.”

	“It doesn’t look like nothing.”

	No, but unfortunately, he couldn’t do anything about it. The change didn’t happen in most shifters until they’d already claimed their mates, but nothing seemed “normal” with Roux. 

	Staring at a fixed point on the floor, Deke took several deep breaths while he focused on his heart rate. As the rhythm slowed, colors bloomed throughout his surrounding again, and the deafening noises of the city quieted to a low, steady murmur.

	“What was that?” Roux returned the napkin holder to the table and fisted her hands on her hips. “Are you okay?”

	He couldn’t explain what had happened without delving into topics best left for another day. “I’m fine.”

	“Good.” Nodding, she doubled up her fist and punched him right in the stomach. “Don’t kiss me again.”

	A soft smile played on her lips as she turned away, a smile he hadn’t been meant to see, and one that solidified what he’d already known. She could pretend all she wanted, but she wasn’t nearly as unaffected by him as she pretended to be. No matter what he’d promised, he couldn’t let her go, not at sundown, not ever. Whatever he had to do, whatever it took to make her stay, he’d convince her. If he planned to succeed, he’d need a lot more than charm and persistence, though.

	He needed backup. 

	“Mason!”

	“Collins!” Peter yelled back sarcastically, rounding one of the square tables to join them.

	“Is Abby working today?”

	Peter crossed his arms and nodded. “Of course.” His gaze slid sideways to Roux. “Why are you staring at me like that?”

	“Your tattoo.” Roux’s gaze settled on Peter’s wrist where a crescent moon and four stars had been inked into his skin. Her eyebrows drew together, and she glanced at Deke from the corner of her eye. “What does it mean?”

	Deke tensed, but Peter didn’t miss a beat.

	“It’s the symbol of the Coalition,” he answered easily, shaking his sleeve down to cover the ink.

	“It’s not,” she muttered, her scowl deepening. “That.” Jerking her thumb to the side, Roux jabbed the patch—a shaded silver star surrounded by a simple circle—on the sleeve of Deke’s uniform. “That’s the symbol of the Coalition. I’ve seen it before.”

	“This isn’t the place,” Deke interrupted, casting his gaze around the bakery to make sure they were still alone and couldn’t be overheard. “Come on, we need to go.”

	Roux looked between him and Peter, her jaw clenched in mutiny, but she only nodded. “I’ll get the coffees.”

	“Where the hell did you find her?” Peter asked as he watched Roux march to the corner table to retrieve the remains of their order.

	“Where I found her isn’t the problem.”

	“She wants to leave,” Peter surmised.

	“Of course.”

	“And you think Abby is going to convince her to stay.” The corners of Peter’s brown eyes crinkled with amusement. “You fight dirty.”

	Deke shrugged. “She’s worth the fight.”

	 


CHAPTER FIVE

	The city center had come alive while Roux had been inside the bakery. Sidewalk merchants set up around the fountain in the middle of the Square, their blankets and tables overflowing with all manner of goods from handcrafted jewelry to intricately woven blankets. Coalition guards also roamed the streets and sidewalks, easily identifiable by their uniforms—urban camouflage cargo pants, black T-shirts, and black, military boots.

	She wanted to ask about the tattoo again, to find out what it meant. If Deke had been unwilling to discuss it inside an empty bakery, he certainly wouldn’t tell her anything while surrounded by curious ears. 

	“Is it a secret?” she asked, unable to let it go, but careful to not say anything damning.

	“Yes,” he answered shortly, leading her past a table filled with beautiful, vibrant paintings.

	“A dangerous one?” she pressed, using her coffee cup to cover her mouth as she spoke.

	“Yes,” he answered again, nodding at another guard as they passed.

	“Okay.” 

	His shoulders visibly relaxed, and he released a deep breath. “Just okay?”

	Roux understood dangerous secrets all too well. “Will you tell me later?”

	Deke nodded, taking a long sip of his coffee.

	“Then, yes…okay.” Letting her attention drift to the vendors camped out around the fountain, Roux slowed until she came to a complete stop. “They’re human.”

	“Mostly.” Deke stopped beside her and chuckled. “Did you really think we kept your kind in shackles and cages?”

	Rolling her eyes at his reference to her “kind,” she gave him a shove to the shoulder to start him walking again. “Forget it.”

	Laughter and conversation echoed through the Square, the sounds filled with happiness and solidarity. Friends embraced each other, mothers chased their children down the sidewalk, and humans greeted guards with warm, genuine smiles. Roux hadn’t seen anything like it, but then again, she’d spent most of her time avoiding populated areas. The few cities she had seen, however, had been nothing more than cesspools of pain and misery. 

	“Where are we going?” she asked, forcing those nightmarish memories to the back of her mind.

	“There’s someone I want you to meet.”

	“No.” Roux stopped again and squared her shoulders. “I’m not meeting anyone else or parading through the streets like a dancing monkey until you take me to see the rest of my group.” 

	“That’s funny,” Deke mused, dropping his paper cup into a nearby trash bin. “You’re concerned about them, but I’ve never heard you call them friends.”

	“Because they’re not my friends.” She shrugged. “I don’t have friends.”

	Deke’s broad shoulder shook as he laughed. “You keep telling yourself that, Roux Jennings. Maybe one day you’ll actually believe it.”

	“Don’t pretend to know me.” Angry, she tossed her own cup into the trashcan with more force than necessary. 

	“That’s the second time you’ve said that to me, but I’m starting to think I know you better than you know yourself.” Advancing, Deke backed her against the brick wall of one of the shops and loomed over her. “If they’re only allies, why are you so insistent on seeing them? Why do you care what happens to them?”

	Roux couldn’t think when he stood so close. Her gaze dropped from his eyes to his mouth, and her own lips tingled when she remembered the way he’d kissed her in the bakery. She couldn’t explain what had happened. One minute, she’d been furious, concocting various and imaginative ways to make him suffer. Then, her body had overruled her mind, and she’d kissed him back.

	Worse, she wanted to do it again.

	A rumble vibrated through Deke’s chest as he sniffed at the air between them, no doubt scenting her arousal. “Your heart is beating so fast.” Carefully, he cupped the side of her neck, pressing his thumb against the jumping vein on the side of her throat. “So fast,” he repeated, “like a hummingbird’s wings.” 

	Roux couldn’t think. He was too close, crowding her, muddling her thoughts. 

	“Do I make you nervous, Miss Jennings?”

	A high-pitched, feminine scream reverberated through the Square, interrupting them and saving her the trouble of formulating a convincing lie. 

	“What was that?” Without waiting for a response, she shoved past Deke, scanning the cobblestone streets for the source of the commotion. “Why are you just standing there? You’re a cop. Go protect and serve.”

	“I’m a soldier,” he corrected, still not moving off the sidewalk.

	“Okay, well, get out there and…soldier.”

	Snorting, Deke stepped out of the shade created by the overhead awning. “What exactly would you have me do?” His hands landed on the tops of her shoulders, and he turned her toward the street that led into the Square. “Should I rescue her?”

	Roux looked up just in time to see a young woman with bouncing blonde curls jump into the waiting arms of a guard. Laughing, he lifted the squealing female into the air, spinning her in large sweeping circles, before slanting their mouths together.

	“Dangerous, I know,” Deke continued, his tone mocking. “I might need backup.”

	Shaking off his hold, Roux turned and glared up at him. “You’re an ass.”

	“No, kitten, you’re the one looking for shadows where they don’t exist.”

	“I’m not—wait. Kitten?” She snorted. “The last I checked, you’re the one who turns into a cat.”

	A shallow V formed between his eyes, and he crossed his arms over his chest. “I’m not some common housecat.” His upper lip curled, revealing his pointed canines, and he leaned toward her with a menacing snarl. “I’m a fucking panther.”

	Despite the aggressive display of testosterone—or maybe because of it—Roux had to laugh at him. “Leave it to a man to argue about the size of his pussy.”

	The seconds ticked by while Deke continued to glare at her. “You’re hilarious,” he said at last. “Now, do you want to see your friends or not?”

	Uninterested in arguing terminology with him, Roux swiped a strand of loose hair back from her face and nodded. In reality, she hadn’t had “friends” since high school. She’d known people in her old life, some she’d even liked. Experience, however, especially in the months after the Purge, had taught her that the more she cared, the more people could use it against her. 

	“So, you don’t care about these people,” Deke mused, his tone gentler as he led her away from the city center. “You’re pretty adamant that you don’t have friends, and yet you risked a lot to try to protect them last night. Today, you’re hell-bent on getting to the Bastille to see them.”

	Since he hadn’t technically asked a question, Roux stared straight ahead and did her best to ignore him. Just because she didn’t casually toss around the word “friend” didn’t mean she was indifferent to what happened to Cade and the others men.

	“Tell me,” he continued, clearly amused, “if you really don’t care, why is this so important to you?”

	“I owe them,” she answered, the words spilling from her lips before she’d registered the intention to say them. It wasn’t necessarily a lie, and it was the closest she could get to telling him the truth. “Especially Cade.”

	“Cade?” Deke’s voice didn’t waver, but the cords in his neck strained. “Is he…yours?”

	What had happened between her and Cade, it was in the past, and it had never been about anything more than a mutual release of tension. “No, he’s not mine, whatever that means. Like I said, I owe him, that’s it.”

	Deke grunted, but he didn’t say anything further on the subject as he led her past the last brick building. Beyond the intersection, the cobblestone streets of the Square gave way to asphalt-paved roads lined on either side with newer, more modern shops. Jewelry, clothing, shoes, toys, electronics, appliances—the row of businesses contained everything she could possibly want, and some things she’d almost forgotten existed.

	Past the stores with their gleaming windows and colorful displays, the blacktop curved to the south, opening to green fields and sparse forests. Atop the highest hill and surrounded by a black, iron fence sat a white, three-story mansion with towering columns and sprawling balconies. 

	Roux stared up at the pretentious house with an arched brow and wrinkled her nose. “That’s not excessive or anything.”

	“The royals enjoy their luxuries.” With a shrug, Deke turned her away from the mansion, leading her in the opposite direction. 

	“Are they really royalty?”

	“Yes and no.” He pointed toward a concrete building set into the mouth of the forest and nudged her toward it. “The Diavolos family is the oldest and wealthiest line of vampires in North America. They’re considered nobility amongst the paranormal community, but they aren’t royalty like you’d think of the title.”

	Roux didn’t know how she could use the information, but she filed it away for future reference. “And this place?” she asked, nodding toward the stone building. “This is the Bastille?”

	“That’s just what the guards call it. You can think of it like a holding center. When refugees come in—”

	“You mean humans. When you kidnap humans and bring them here against their will, what happens after that?” Her irritation flared when he laughed at her. “What’s so funny?”

	“You.” Deke shook his head as he urged her ahead of him. “After everything you’ve seen this morning, you still think this place is a prison.”

	One hour didn’t erase the horrible things she’d seen during the past eighteen months. “Forgive me if I remain skeptical.”

	Instead of debating her, Deke shook his head again and stepped forward to push open the huge, metal door. “There’s an infirmary in the basement,” he said as they entered a wide, sterile corridor. “You need to get that arm looked at before we leave.”

	Roux ran her fingertips over the gauze bandage on her forearm. It didn’t hurt as much anymore, and the bleeding had stopped. The gash didn’t go deep enough to require stitches, and as long as she kept it clean, the risk of infection was minimal.

	“I’m fine. It barely even hurts today.”

	Deke said nothing.

	At the end of the hallway, he pushed open a set of double, swinging doors to reveal a room that brought back memories of her high school cafeteria, right down to the deafening volume of noise. Long, collapsible tables with bench seats covered most of the gray and white checkered tiles, and dozens of people milled about the rectangular room. 

	The scent of freshly baked bread filled the dining hall, and Roux’s stomach gurgled, reminding her she’d walked out of the bakery without her breakfast. Food would have to wait, though.

	“Why are we here?”

	In answer, Deke pointed to a table against the far wall. 

	Secluded from everyone else, four men ate in complete silence, staring down at their trays as if they’d been force-fed broken glass. Showered, shaven, and dressed in borrowed clothes, they were barely recognizable as the same guys she’d left the previous night. 

	“Where’s Nevah?” She didn’t know Nevah well, didn’t even really like her, but she felt responsible for the woman. “Did something happen to her?”

	“I’m sure she’s around here somewhere.”

	She tensed at the evasive answer. Deke had known exactly where Cade and the others were in the cavernous room. Whether he could smell them, hear them, sense them, or whatever, she didn’t know, but it stood to reason he’d be able to use the same methods to find Nevah.

	“Where is she?” Roux pressed.

	“I told you, she’s—”

	“That’s the first lie you’ve told me.” Now that she knew what it sounded like, she could confidently say he’d been telling the truth about the treatment of humans in Trinity Grove. “Where is she, Deke?”

	Sighing, Deke rubbed the back of his neck while he scanned the cafeteria. “Not here.”

	“Fine.” Roux gritted her teeth against the growing frustration. “Later.” She understood the need for secrecy, but the lack of answers grated on her already frayed nerves. “I’m going to talk to Cade.”

	* * * * 

	Deke bit the inside of his cheek until he tasted blood. The female asked too many damn questions, and she was going to ruin everything if he couldn’t get her under control. Once again, he thought about honoring his promise to help her get out of the city. He rejected the idea just as quickly, though, his need to protect her outweighing his need to safeguard the mission. 

	Ideally, he’d find a way to do both, but that meant telling Roux everything, entrusting her with secrets that could potentially get her killed. So, he’d put her in danger to protect her. Somehow, his plan felt a little counterproductive. 

	Wanting to give Roux privacy with her friends—even if she wouldn’t admit they were friends—he moved to an unoccupied corner of the room and leaned against the wall. He tried to occupy his mind, to think about anything except her, but his gaze continuously drifted to the far side of the room. 

	He told himself he just wanted to keep an eye on her, make sure nothing happened to her. If his heart beat too fast, or his stomach clenched when she hugged the leader of the group, it didn’t mean anything. And if he focused his hearing until the roar of the room faded into white noise, allowing him to eavesdrop on Roux’s conversation…well, that didn’t mean anything, either.

	“Denny, you’re looking dapper,” she greeted the older gentleman with glasses. “I see you have a new bowtie.”

	She turned on the bench to look at the two men sitting across the table. “Greg, I don’t think I’ve ever seen your face before,” she said with a laugh.

	“It’s different,” he answered, smoothing his palm along his jawline.

	“He refused to get his hair cut, though,” the guy sitting beside him interjected. “I don’t know why. It looks like a fucking bird’s nest.”

	“Brody!” Roux slapped at his hand where it rested on the tabletop. Then she sat back between the one she called Denny and the leader, Cade. “How are you? Are they treating you okay?”

	“Forget us.” Grabbing her shoulders, Cade turned her to look at him, running one hand over her face and petting her hair with the other. “How are you? Did they hurt you? I really hoped you’d gotten away.”

	Growling under his breath, Deke curled his fingers, squeezing his hands into fists against his thighs. Without warning, his fingernails erupted into inch-long daggers, the claws digging into the flesh of his palms, but he barely noticed the pain.

	Or the blood that dripped from between his fingers. 

	“I’m okay,” Roux answered, leaning away from his touch.

	Deke relaxed a little.

	“What happened to your arm?” Ignoring her reaction, Cade took her hand, lifting it and stretching her arm so he could inspect the gauze-wrapped wound. “Did someone do this to you?”

	Visions of slapping the asshole through the glass window flittered through Deke’s mind. It would be satisfying, but ultimately, it wouldn’t accomplish anything.

	“I fell.” Gently, Roux removed her hand from his grasp and placed it in her lap. “It happened before we left the fishing shack last night.”

	“I remember.” Brody bobbed his head. “Nevah patched it up.”

	“Where is she anyway?” Straightening in his seat, Greg peered around the dining hall, as if he expected the female to come waltzing down the aisle. “She was there when they took us, but I haven’t seen her since we got here.”

	“I don’t know. I haven’t seen her.” Roux fidgeted in her seat, her gaze darting toward Deke and away again quickly. 

	“What the hell are you wearing?” Cade demanded. His gaze narrowed, and a crease formed along the bridge of his nose. “Where have you been, Roux? Where did you get those clothes?”

	Deke stilled, holding his breath while he waited for her to answer. Would she lie? What would she say about him?

	“I’m okay,” Roux insisted, worrying her bottom lip between her teeth. “I stayed with the captain last night.”

	“You mean he kidnapped you.” Cade rolled his eyes and scoffed. “We’re not guests here, Roux, we’re prisoners.”

	“It’s safe here,” the older man, Denny, interrupted, his voice quiet and wavering. “They haven’t treated us poorly.” He stared down at his tray, his shoulders rounded and his back hunched. “It’s better than out there.”

	“Don’t be stupid.” Brody rubbed a hand over his newly shorn scalp. “We’re getting out of here, and the sooner the better. I don’t trust them.”

	With stilted and halting movements, Roux rose from her seat and rubbed at her arms. “I need to go, but I’ll be back. Keep your heads down and don’t do anything stupid. Just…give me some time.”

	Before any of the men could argue, she spun around and hurried toward the exit. Pushing away from the wall, Deke navigated around the long tables, catching up with the female just as she reached the double doors.

	“Everything okay?” he asked. “You look a little frazzled.”

	“I’m fine.” Roux glanced over her shoulder and frowned. “So, uh, where to now?”

	Unable to say anything comforting without revealing he’d been eavesdropping, Deke pressed his hand to her thin back, ushering her through the double doors. “We’ll swing by the dorms first, get you some clothes that fit, then I’ll take you to the infirmary.”

	“What dorms?” she asked, purposely ignoring the bit about the infirmary. 

	He pointed to the end of the corridor. “The females’ dorms are to the right, just before you get to the exit. Three women to a room, so it’s kind of cramped, but there’s been talk of expan—”

	“What happened to your hand?” Roux grabbed his wrist, jerking his hand closer to examine the bloody, mangled flesh of his palm. “These look like…” Trailing off, she prodded the four, crescent-shaped wounds with a light touch. “Did you do this to yourself?”

	“Just an accident.” Her concern touched him, gave him hope, but still, he withdrew his hand and wiped it against his pant leg. “It’s fine.” Flipping his hand over, he held his palm out again for her to see. “Already healing.”

	Indeed, the skin tingled and itched where it had begun to knit itself back together. In another hour, there would be no evidence that anything had ever been wrong, apart from the smeared blood, and even that would wash away.  

	Fuck, he didn’t know what was happening to him. Twice in mere hours, he’d partially shifted without meaning to, without even realizing he’d done it until after the fact. He couldn’t think straight with Roux around, didn’t trust his judgment when it came to her. Every decision he’d made since finding her in the woods had been based on how it would affect her. Even when she’d nearly jeopardized his cover, his primary concern had still been for her.

	If finding his mate meant losing his damn mind, maybe he’d been better off alone.

	Entering the common room of the women’s dormitory, Deke paused, unsure he should be there. “I’ll just wait here by the door.” He directed her to a row of wooden wall lockers on the other side of the room. “Take whatever you need. Grab a jacket, too,” he added. “You may not need it now, but you will come winter.”

	Roux made quick work of shifting through the lockers, taking only two shirts, two pairs of jeans, a sweater, and a package of black socks. Following a heated argument, she also conceded to grabbing a pair of tennis shoes and a black, leather coat with sheepskin lining.

	“These are nice,” she commented, shoving her new belongings into a spare pillowcase. “I expected something more institutional. Where does all this stuff come from?”

	“The shops in town. In exchange for their donations, the store owners are given certain…incentives.”

	“Right.” Her eyebrows quirked upward, but for once, she didn’t push for specifics. “Okay, I’m going to change. Bathroom?”

	“End of the hall.”

	Deke waited by the door, trying to think of anything other than Roux being naked just a few feet away. Not surprisingly, he failed, and within seconds, memories of the kiss they’d shared at the bakery consumed his thoughts. He’d never expected her to return the kiss, but he also knew he hadn’t been the only one who’d felt the spark that ignited between them.

	Urges and impulses wouldn’t be enough to convince her to stay. Furthermore, he suspected his original plan to enlist Abigail’s help wouldn’t change Roux’s mind, either. He’d hoped another female, especially another human female, would know what to say to alleviate Roux’s suspicions. 

	He’d thought that if anyone could break through Roux’s shroud of distrust, it would be Abigail Dawson. Now, he wasn’t so sure. Roux didn’t want or need a friend. She wanted answers, but also something else, something Deke couldn’t quite identify. 

	“Ready,” Roux announced, entering the common room dressed in a pair of dark-wash jeans and a pale blue tank top. 

	The scent of fresh blood followed her into the room, drawing his attention to the swell of bright crimson blooming across the bandage on her forearm. How she’d managed to reopen the wound in the span of three minutes, he couldn’t guess, but it solidified his decision to escort her to the infirmary. 

	“What happened?”

	“I tripped and hit it on the sink.” She wrinkled her nose. “Hurt like hell, but it’ll be fine.”

	“Right.” Deke had never met anyone so damn stubborn. “Let’s go.”

	“It’s just a cut, barely more than a scratch. I don’t need to see a doctor.”

	“You can walk, or I can carry you.” He crossed his arms in challenge, blocking her way to the exit. “What’s it going to be?”

	 

	 


CHAPTER SIX

	“You know, I’m still not opposed to killing you.”

	Roux couldn’t believe he’d actually slung her over his shoulder like a fucking caveman and carried her down to the infirmary. As she’d suspected, her cut hadn’t needed stitches. After the doctor had cleaned and rewrapped the wound, he’d given her a prescription for antibiotics and another for pain medication, should she need it. 

	“Are you speaking to me now?”

	She hadn’t said anything at the Bastille, or during the walk to the pharmacy. Deke had tried to engage her in conversation while they’d waited for her prescriptions to be filled, but she’d done her best to ignore him. All the while, however, she’d been daydreaming about knocking that smug grin off his face.

	“You’re pretty damn pleased with yourself, aren’t you?” 

	Deke held his hands up—both healed now—in mock surrender. “I did warn you, female. I also gave you a choice.”

	“So, this is my fault?” 

	“Your words, not mine.”

	Yes, she was definitely going to murder him. “You’re lucky there are witnesses.” After picking up her meds, he’d taken her back to the Square, but he still hadn’t said why. “Where are we going?”

	“You haven’t eaten.”

	The answer caught Roux off-guard, and anything she might have said in return died in her throat. The clothes, the infirmary, the medications, even the coffee—that had all been for her. Plenty of guards had seen her in the Square and at the Bastille. If she suddenly came up missing now, no one would suspect Deke, and everything would go back to normal. 

	He had no reason to go out of his way to help her, not now that he had what he wanted. Deke had delivered on everything he’d promised, and he hadn’t asked for anything in return. Throughout the morning, he’d fed her, clothed her, tended to her wounds, and he’d even taken her to the Bastille to see Cade and the others.  

	She’d been running for so long, always looking over her shoulder, and it had kept her alive. Now, the game had changed. Focused on getting out of the city, she hadn’t stopped to consider what would happen next. On her own, she could move quickly, quietly, but without the security of a group to watch her back, she likely wouldn’t last long.

	Every cell in Roux’s body believed Deke would let her walk out of the city if she still wanted to go, but leaving no longer felt like the safer option. Then again, she’d also kissed a shifter that morning, so maybe her instincts weren’t to be trusted. 

	“Come on, kitten. We’re going to be late.”

	“Huh?” Blinking, Roux shook her head and looked up at the shifter. “Late?” She ignored the stupid pet name. Making a fuss over it would only encourage him. “Are we meeting someone?” 

	Deke laughed. “You ask a lot of questions.”

	And he deflected just as many. He never gave her answers, not real ones, anyway. All morning, he’d offered her just enough to satisfy, a taste, but never anything more. Every question she’d asked had been met with a vague, non-answer while he promised something more substantial “later.”

	“Yes, we’re meeting someone,” he admitted, stopping in front of a glass door painted with a red and gold dragon. “Do you like eggrolls?”

	“I’m not picky.”

	That hadn’t always been the case. As a child, she’d refused to try new foods, sitting at the dinner table for hours until she finally fell asleep over her plate. After a while, her parents had given up on forcing her to eat fruits and vegetables, not that she blamed them.

	As an adult, she’d been a little better, and over time, she’d learned to tolerate most vegetables. She still hadn’t cared much for fruits, unless they came glazed, sautéed, or baked into a dessert—preferably covered in chocolate. 

	Living under the radar, dodging the Coalition, even simple things like peanut butter had become a luxury. Soon after, food became something to sustain her, a tool for survival, and with so little of it, turning her nose up at an apple wasn’t an option.

	The interior of the tiny Chinese restaurant looked like a thousand others of its kind. Tapestries stretched across the walls, depicting tranquil gardens or fiery dragons. A soft, oriental melody drifted from the overhead speakers, and spicy incense mingled with the delicious smells coming from the kitchen.

	Roux tensed and jerked away when Deke took her hand. “Sorry,” she mumbled. “Kneejerk reaction.”

	The shifter only smiled and placed his hand against her hip instead, leading her through the restaurant to a table in the back. A petite woman with pin-straight blonde hair looked up from the book she’d been immersed in as they approached, greeting them with a thousand-watt smile.

	“Deke! It’s so good to see you.” Standing, she rounded the square, four-top table and rushed forward to throw her arms around him. “Where have you been keeping yourself?”

	Shifting away from Deke’s side, Roux fisted her hands against her thighs and gritted her teeth. Heat rushed into her cheeks, and a red haze descended over her vision as she valiantly resisted the urge to rip the little bitch’s hair out by the roots. 

	Whoa. She didn’t know where the hell the urge had come from, but she didn’t like it. At no point had she staked any claim to the captain, nor did she want one. He could cuddle up with any little tramp he wanted.

	“Abby, I want you to meet Roux Jennings. Roux, this is Abigail Dawson. She works at the registration office.”

	“So, you’re the one causing all the commotion this morning.” With a warm, welcoming smile, Abby offered her hand as she bobbed her head. “I can see what all the fuss is about. It’s very nice to meet you, Roux.”

	Taking the woman’s hand, Roux squeezed it briefly, then pulled away. “I assure you, it’s not.”

	Abby blinked a few times, her brow creasing. The expression cleared almost as quickly as it had come, and a slow, knowing smile graced her bow-shaped lips.

	“I see.”

	Pressing his fist to his mouth, Deke coughed twice, but it didn’t completely hide his laughter. When he caught Roux glaring at him, he ducked his head and rubbed the back of his neck, though he didn’t quite pull off the look of contrition. 

	“I’m going to hit the head,” he announced, squeezing past Roux but not looking at her. “Order whatever you like.”

	“Should I order your usual?” Abby called, beaming when he responded in the affirmative.

	Again, Roux had to resist the urge to drive her fist into the woman’s too-perfect smile. Whether it had been a deliberate ploy to goad her or not, it had worked. Roux just didn’t know why she cared so much.

	“You want to hurt me right now, huh?” Still smiling her plastic, Barbie doll smile, Abby sashayed around the table and settled into her seat. “Please, sit.”

	“I don’t want to hurt you.” Much. “I don’t even know you.” Tucking the bag of clothing she’d taken from the Bastille under her chair, Roux dropped into the red, padded seat and folded her arms.

	“Oh, honey, you can lie to yourself, but don’t lie to me.” Abby’s lips twisted into a shrewd grin, and she tapped a manicured fingernail against the side of her water glass. “You want to claw my eyes out, but you don’t know why.”

	A young man wearing a white, button-down shirt and a pair of black slacks hurried up to their table with his pen poised over a small notebook. “What can I get you ladies, today?”

	Unsure of what her stomach could tolerate, Roux ordered fried rice with sesame chicken and a glass of iced tea. Abby, on the other hand, ordered enough food to feed a small army.

	“When does Deke have patrol?” she asked Roux, holding a finger up to the server.

	“Um, I think he said four.”

	Abby nodded. “And a Corona with extra lime.”

	“How do you know Deke?” Roux blurted once the server had left.

	“He’s a friend.” Leaning back in her seat, she crossed one leg over the other and sighed. “Deke saved my life. He brought me here and helped me get a job.” Her hazel eyes took on a faraway look, and a tender expression fell over her heart-shaped face. “He introduced me to Peter.”

	“Peter? The bakery guy? You two are a thing?” Roux definitely had to be missing something. “But, you’re human.”

	One of Abby’s golden eyebrows winged up toward her hairline. “Yes, I am, and no, we’re not a thing. Peter is special to me, though. Is that a problem?”

	“Not a problem, just surprising.” Nothing in Trinity Grove was like she expected. The humans she’d seen so far appeared happy, content with their lives, and none of them seemed to be in a hurry to leave. “Are you a pet?”

	“Where did you hear that term?”

	It was Roux’s turn to smirk. “Your baker.”

	“Bloody idiot,” Abby muttered under her breath. Then louder, “For all intents and purposes, and as far as the ruling body is concerned, yes. I am a registered personal companion.”

	“And you’re okay being the equivalent of the family dog?”

	“Don’t be so naïve, Roux. Being strong and independent is fine, encouraged even, but turning down help where it’s offered is neither of those things.”  

	“You’re a fucking slave, Barbie. That’s not help.”

	The seconds ticked by while Abby watched her through narrowed eyes. “I like you, Roux Jennings. So, I’m going to give you a little piece of advice.” Splaying her hands across the table, she leaned forward, pinning Roux with her intense gaze. “Don’t wait until it’s too late.”

	Her advice might have been more helpful if Roux knew what the hell it meant. “Where is Deke?”

	Abby lifted one shoulder in a half-shrug. “Probably slipped out for a minute. He’ll be back.”

	The information filled her with more anxiety than it probably should have, but it also irritated her. She’d been pretty obvious in her dislike of the blonde, and yet, he’d abandoned her to the woman. In fact, he’d seemed downright amused by the entire situation.

	If she had to be stuck with the hussy, she might as well get some information out of her. “You said you’re registered? What does that mean?”

	“Do you really want to know? Or are you just going to continue to mock me?”

	As much as she hated to admit it, Abby made a decent point. “Okay, fine.” She dipped her head toward the other woman. “I’m listening.”

	Sliding her fingers along the delicate chain necklace hidden under her hair, Abby extracted a teardrop-shaped sapphire encased in an antique silver setting. When she turned the jewel around, Roux had to lean closer to read the words engraved on the back of the pendant—Abby’s full name, followed by Peter’s, then a series of letters and numbers.

	Remembering her promise to listen and not judge, she held her tongue, though every part of her rebelled at the idea of being collared like a shelter rescue. But, she simply nodded, motioning for the woman to explain.

	“I see that look on your face,” Abby chastised, “but this pretty little trinket marks me as claimed. Meaning,” she continued a little louder when Roux started to interrupt, “that I’m untouchable. You think belonging to someone is so awful? Try being an unclaimed female in this town.”

	Roux sat up a little straighter, suddenly much more interested in the conversation. “I thought this town was all handholding and campfire songs, that humans didn’t need to be afraid of the Gemini?”

	“Oh, don’t be so obtuse. The world wasn’t black and white before the Purge. Why do you expect it to be that way now?” Inhaling deeply through her nose, Abby held the breath for a heartbeat, then released it through her parted lips. “Are you going to sit there and tell me you met no raiders in the Deadlands? That every human you met had only honorable intentions?”

	Abby already knew the answer, and judging by the way she spoke, that knowledge came from experience. “Point taken,” Roux responded grudgingly, her nostrils flaring as she struggled to keep her voice even. “Not all humans are monsters, and not all monsters are human. There are bad eggs in every group. I get what you’re saying.”

	Abby snorted, a very unladylike sound, especially for such a prissy looking woman. “Look, cupcake, whether you like it or not, this is how the world works now. You and I? Humans? We’re not at the top of the food chain anymore.”

	“So, we’re supposed to be happy being slaves?”

	“There’s that word again.” Abby shook her head as she drummed her fingernails against the red, laminate tabletop. “I have a job. I get my hair and nails done once a week. I spend time with my friends.” She waved her hand to indicate the restaurant. “I go out to lunch, dinner, and sometimes, I even have a drink on the weekend. Does that sound like a slave?”

	No, it didn’t, but Roux still couldn’t reconcile how belonging to someone equaled freedom. “So, Peter has staked his claim and peed all around you. Which means…what?”

	“It means that if anyone even looks at me in a way I don’t approve of, they’re ass is toast. It means I don’t have to deal with tawdry advances on a daily basis. It means I can walk down the street without being harassed or subjected to random searches.”

	“And Peter? What does he get out of it?”

	“There are a variety of reasons for the Gemini to claim a companion. Some need someone to clean their houses or maybe cook dinner for them. The vampires might choose a companion so that they don’t have to use the blood bags the Coalition provides.” Glaring, Abby held up her hand when Roux opened her mouth to interrupt again. “It’s a trade, Roux. No one is forced to be a blood companion.”

	“Fine, but you didn’t answer my question. What does Peter get out of your…relationship?”

	Abby regarded her for several, long seconds before she finally answered. “Many of the Gemini register a companion in an effort to protect someone they love.”

	Roux could feel her mouth hanging open, but it took a while for her brain to work out how to close it. “Peter loves you? I mean, you’re in love? Together? With each other?” Clearly, the news had fried her brain. “You know what I mean, but I thought you two weren’t an item.”

	“Calm down.” Chuckling, Abby tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Yes, I love him, but I’m not in love with him. We take care of each other, but it’s not romantic.”

	“Please don’t tell me he’s like your brother.”

	Abby laughed again. “I’m sorry to disappoint you, but that’s exactly how it is. Peter is family,” she added with conviction. “It’s never been sexual, nor is it something soul deep—like a mating bond, for example.”

	“Is he gay?”

	Though she pressed her lips together in a tight line, Abby’s eyes sparkled with mirth. “I’m going to take that as a compliment, but no, he’s not gay. We just don’t see each other that way.”

	Roux understood to a degree, but she had more important things on her mind than discussing inconsequential things like sexual orientation. “What is a mating bond?”

	For the first time since they’d sat down, the smile slid from Abby’s face, and she glanced around the room as if afraid of being overheard. “That’s something you’ll need to ask Deke.”

	Before Roux could question her further, the man himself appeared, walking toward the table with a wary expression. “Sorry about that, ladies. I had to see a guy about a thing.”

	“You’re a terrible liar.” Still, Roux smiled, and kicked the chair next to her, scooting it away from the table. “Are you hungry? Barbie here ordered half the restaurant. We might need a bigger table.”

	Deke arched an eyebrow as he glanced between them. “I see you two are becoming fast friends.”

	“We’re working on it,” Abby agreed, flashing one of her sugary sweet smiles in Roux’s direction. “Isn’t that right, cupcake?”

	* * * *

	Sneaking into the back alley to give the women a chance to speak freely had seemed like a good idea at the time. Upon his return however, Deke had been forced to reevaluate his definition of “good.”

	While the majority of the meal had been spent in awkward silence, when they did speak, every word practically bled with tense, forced pleasantries. He’d expected it from Roux, but in the months he’d know Abby, the woman had never been anything except warm and welcoming. Goddess above, he’d never understand females.

	“What did you think of Abby?” he asked as they left the restaurant, not entirely sure he wanted to know the answer.

	Roux slung the pillowcase containing her new clothing over her shoulder and shrugged. “Barbie? She’s not what I expected, but she’s okay, I guess.”

	“Wow, what a glowing compliment. Don’t strain yourself.”

	She surprised him by bumping against his arm as she laughed. “Abby doesn’t mince words, which I appreciate, and she gave me a lot to think about. That’s all I really know about her.”

	“Fair enough.” He wanted to hear more, but he didn’t know how to ask without rousing her suspicion. “I still have a few hours before my patrol begins, so what would you like to do now?”

	To her credit, Roux actually seemed to think about it before she requested to return to his house. “I seem to I have everything I need, and the pain meds the doctor gave me are making me kind of sleepy.”

	“Of course.” Spending time alone with her wouldn’t be a chore, especially in his own home where he could be himself. “Here, let me carry that for you.”

	Tentatively, Roux passed her knotted pillowcase to him and nodded. “Thank you, Deke. Not just for carrying my stuff, but for everything. I mean it.”

	Several responses came to mind, but none of them seemed adequate or appropriate, so he simply mirrored her nod and tucked the makeshift bag under his arm. 

	As they crossed the Square, Roux slowed near the fountain, watching a young woman with dark, wavy hair. He didn’t think much of her fascination until she stopped suddenly and tilted her head to the side.

	“What is it, kitten?”

	“Stop calling me that,” she muttered, though her tone lacked heat.

	“Would you prefer kitty?”

	“Do you prefer your balls attached?” She still didn’t look at him, and her threats sounded halfhearted at best. “Is that Phelps? The werewolf from last night?”

	Following her gaze, Deke found the guard he hadn’t noticed before hovering just behind the dark-haired female. He also understood why the pair had drawn Roux’s attention in the first place. The woman—he thought her name might be Bethany—had her arms wrapped around her midsection, shoulders rounded, while she trembled from head to toe.

	Shifting his focus back to Phelps, Deke watched the guard’s moving lips and honed his hearing, cutting through the white noise that filled the Square.

	“You really should accept my offer, Beth. Life could be a lot easier for you as my pet.” Phelps chuckled darkly. “A lot better than selling baubles on the street.”

	“Please,” Bethany whispered, “just go away.”

	Warm fingers surrounded Deke’s elbow, and he looked down, just as Roux pushed up on her toes, bringing their mouths only inches apart. His cock twitched, and he held his breath, unable to tear his gaze away from her pink lips.

	“What’s he saying?” she asked. “You can hear him, right?”

	It took a moment for Deke to remember what he’d been doing, and then another for him to shake off his lustful thoughts. “He wants Bethany to be his pet,” he answered, dragging his attention back to the guard. “She refused.”

	“Okay, quiet. Listen.”

	Deke rolled his eyes. “Yes, ma’am.”

	“It would be a shame if your merchant license was revoked,” Phelps told Bethany. “We wouldn’t want that to happen, would we?”

	“I haven’t done anything wrong,” Bethany argued, though her voice wobbled and cracked. “You can’t do that.”

	“Come home with me, and we won’t have to find out if I can or not. Really, Beth, there are worse things. You might even like it.” 

	“No,” the female responded firmly. “Leave me alone, Phelps. I’m not going to sleep with you, and I don’t want to be your pet.”

	With a low growl, Phelps stepped forward, grabbing Bethany by the elbow and jerking her around to face him. Before Deke had even finished processing what he’d seen, Roux was gone.

	“Goddamn it,” Deke grumbled, following after her.

	“Hey!” she yelled, shoving past people to reach the guard. “Leave her alone!” 

	Roux jumped in front of the other female, shoving the girl behind her. Curling his lip, Phelps grabbed Roux’s injured arm, digging his thumb into the wound through the bandage, but he released her just as quickly when she drove her other fist into his throat. When the guard doubled forward, she reached up, clapping her hands over his ears as she rammed her knee between his legs, dropping him to the ground.

	The werewolf didn’t stay down long, though, and before Deke could reach them, Phelps lunged up from the cobblestone with a vicious snarl. Extending his arm, he backhanded Roux across the cheek hard enough to send her stumbling into one of the merchant stands. She had barely regained her balance when he grabbed her by the hair, jerking her sideways as he reared back to deliver another blow.

	A red haze descended over Deke’s vision, and long, pointed claws extended from his fingertips as he caught the guard’s wrist. “Let her go,” he snarled.

	“She attacked me!”

	“I said, let her go.”

	Proving he had zero sense of self-preservation, Phelps removed his hand from Roux’s hair and curled his fingers around her throat, cutting off her air supply. “I think you’re the one who needs to let go, Captain. Unless you want to see how long she can hold her breath.”

	Roux fought hard, twisting and squirming as she pulled at his hand, but she was no match for his supernatural strength. Her toes scraped against the ground, scrambling for leverage, but her face had already begun to turn an alarming shade of red.

	Enraged beyond rational thought, Deke reacted with equal violence, dragging the claws on his free hand across the werewolf’s throat. Phelps choked, the wounds in his throat gurgling as blood poured down his chest, soaking into the fabric of his uniform. With wide, fearful eyes, he slumped sideways, his hand falling away from Roux as he crumpled to the street. The gashes had already started to heal, but not fast enough, and within seconds, Phelps exhaled his last breath on a shudder.

	Other guards around the Square sprinted toward them, some trying to control the terrified crowd, while others converged on Phelps’ lifeless body. Deke still couldn’t think clearly, and the voices of those around him blended together in a hollow roar. A female guard and his friend, Corporal Thea Mendez, approached Roux, likely to check her injuries, but she pulled up short when Deke growled at her.

	“Captain,” she said carefully, holding her hands up. When he didn’t let up, she dropped her hands and let loose a snarl of her own. “Damn it, listen to me.” She spoke urgently, her voice quiet as her gaze shifted to those around them. “What the fuck happened here? You killed a guard, Captain.”

	Shoving her out of the way, he took Roux by the shoulders, pulling his mate against him and winding is arms around her protectively. “It’s okay, Roux, I’ve got you. You’re safe now.”

	Naturally, Roux struggled against him, shoving at his chest until he released her. “Give me your dog tags,” she demanded in a harsh whisper. “Hurry.”

	“Why do you want—?”

	Grunting, she reached up, grabbed his dog tags, and jerked, pulling the ball chain from his neck. Then she reattached the ends with the connector and slipped the chain over her head, dropping the tags down the front of her shirt, just as another guard appeared at Deke’s side.

	“You want to tell me what the hell happened here?” 

	Lieutenant Zerrik Thorne ran a hand through his long, silver-blond hair as he looked back and forth between Deke and the felled werewolf. The tips of his fangs peeked out beneath his thin upper lip, and his pale blue eyes darkened with worry.

	“Watch your tone, Lieutenant,” Deke warned the vampire. 

	“Phelps attacked the captain’s companion,” Bethany interrupted, saving him the trouble of inventing a plausible explanation. “We all saw it.” She looked to those gathered for confirmation. “He was going to kill her.”

	Murmurs went through the crowd, and several of them bobbed their heads, hurrying to corroborate Bethany’s story. 

	“That’s right.”

	“He had his hand around her throat.”

	“He hit her.”

	“He was choking her, even after Captain Collins warned him to let her go.”

	Apparently, he hadn’t been the only one who wouldn’t be sorry to see the last of the fucker.

	“Companion?” Thea swiveled toward him, her inky black ponytail swishing around her face. “Since when do you have a companion?” 

	“Since today,” Roux challenged, gripping the chain around her neck as she stepped forward. “You don’t have to take my word for it, though. You can talk to Abby Dawson at the registration office.”

	Zerrik pinched the bridge of his long, narrow nose. “Anything else you want to add, Captain?”

	As much as he appreciated everyone’s support, Deke couldn’t lie, not about something like this. “Phelps was threatening Bethany, and when he assaulted her, my ma—my companion attempted to stop him…by punching him in the throat.”

	The lie about Roux being his companion played to their benefit. Since she was his responsibility, he would be held accountable for her actions. His mate would be spared punishment, and beyond that, nothing else mattered.

	Thea looked a Roux with a new respect shining in her chocolate-brown eyes. “You attacked a werewolf?”

	“Only after he grabbed her,” Bethany chimed in once again. “She was protecting herself.”

	Zerrik lifted a hand over his head, snapping his fingers at a group of nearby guards. “Get the body out of here and clean up the blood.” His hands moved to his hips as he turned back to Deke. “Since we have about twenty witnesses all telling the same story…”

	“No laws have been broken,” Thea finished. “The captain used the force he deemed necessary to protect his companion.” She jerked her head toward Roux and arched an eyebrow. “Get her out of here, Captain. We’ll take care of this.”

	“Come on, Deke.” Taking his bloodstained hand, Roux pulled him gently, leading him away from the fountain. “You heard the lady. Take me home.”

	 


CHAPTER SEVEN

	Neither of them spoke during the four-block trek back to Deke’s house. A million thoughts spun through Roux’s head, a thousand questions, but she kept them to herself. She kept quiet while she waited for him to unlock the front door, and even when she led him to the kitchen sink to clean the blood from his hands, she said nothing.

	“I’m not going to hurt you,” he mumbled.

	“I know.” After turning off the faucet, she grabbed the dishtowel hanging from the oven door handle and used it to pat his hands dry. “I’m not afraid of you, Deke.” She’d seen far worse than some werewolf lying dead in the street. “Considering you just killed a guy for me, I’d say I’m probably the safest person in the whole damn region.”

	Taking the dishtowel and tossing it onto the counter, he moved with deliberate slowness as he cradled her sore and swollen face. “Let me take you to the infirmary. Please.”

	Roux’s heart beat too fast, causing her bruises to throb, but she ignored the pain as she fought for something to say. It didn’t seem possible that it had only been a few hours since they’d left the house that morning. Even more unbelievable was the fact that it had taken only ten minutes and one impulsive decision to change everything.

	“I think I can make do with a bag of frozen peas,” she responded once she’d found her voice. “I’m sure it looks worse than it feels.”

	It felt like she’d been hit by a train and then dragged for three miles, but she didn’t tell Deke that, not when he already looked so close to losing his damn mind. 

	“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I screwed up.” She’d never been one to play by the rules, but what had happened in the Square was different. This time, her rash actions had endangered everyone involved. 

	Instead of reprimanding her, Deke laughed. “Remind me not to piss you off.” He caressed her bruised cheek with his thumb, a featherlight touch that soothed rather than irritated. “You were brave, especially for someone who swears she doesn’t care about anyone but her herself.”

	“I never said I don’t care about people. I said I don’t have friends, and I don’t.” 

	She couldn’t explain her hang-up, but the word “friend” just didn’t sit right with her. Too many people tossed it around to describe co-workers, acquaintances, and even the barista they exchanged a few words with every morning at the local coffee shop. Of course she cared about Cade and the other men. 

	Caring about someone’s well-being didn’t necessarily equal friendship, though. To her, the word meant something special, something beyond a mutual desire to survive. Hell, she’d spent an entire year with the guys, and she knew little more about them now than she had when they’d met.

	Easing away from him, she went to the freezer to find something to ease the ache in her cheek and jaw. 

	“I just reacted, ‘leapt before looking’ as my mother used to say.” She snorted and shook her head. “It was reckless and stupid.”

	“I think Bethany would disagree with you.”

	Roux didn’t find peas, but she did find a frozen blood bag. Removing it from the shelf, she held it up to Deke with a questioning quirk of her eyebrow.

	“Zerrik.”

	“The Lieutenant? The one with the complexion the color of baby powder?”

	Deke erupted into deep, rumbling laughter. “That would be him.”

	Unable to find anything more suitable, Roux shrugged and pressed the frozen bag to her cheek, hissing when the coldness burned her skin. “So, vampires don’t burn in the sun, I gather.”

	“Nah, that’s a myth. Their eyes are sensitive to light, though, so most prefer to be indoors during the day.” He opened a narrow drawer beside the oven to retrieve a clean dishtowel and held his hand out for the blood bag. “Garlic doesn’t effect them, and holy water is just water.”

	“I’d surmised as much.” She accepted the cloth-wrapped bag and pressed it to the side of her face again. “I figured out pretty quickly that most of the myths were just fiction.” Clearly, she still had more to learn. “Can I ask you something?”

	“I’m sure you have several things you want to ask me, and I’ll answer anything I can.”

	“True, but this is different.” A lot had changed during the morning, changes that had forced her to rethink leaving Trinity Grove on her own. “That offer? To get me out of the city? Is that limited time or open-ended?”

	“Have you changed your mind, kitten?” He leaned back against the counter, portraying a picture of ease, but his shoulders and neck tensed at her question. “Decided to stay?”

	“I haven’t decided,” she answered slowly, staring down at her boots. “And you didn’t answer my question. Is that offer just for tonight?”

	Pushing away from the counter, Deke closed the distance between them and slid two fingers under her chin, tilting her head up until she had no choice but to meet his gaze. 

	“Roux, I promised I’d help you, and I’ll keep my word.” He moved closer, sliding his free hand down her arm to her wrist, where he traced circles over her jumping pulse with his thumb. “If that’s tonight, tomorrow, or a year from now, you just say the word. When you’re ready, I’ll do whatever I can to help. However…”

	As always when he touched her, Roux’s heartbeat tripped into a gallop, and she had to swallow twice before she could ask, “What?”

	Deke dipped his head, rubbing his lips against hers in a light, chaste kiss. “I’m glad you’ve decided to stay.”

	“I haven’t decided,” she repeated, but her words and tone lacked conviction. “I’m, uh, I’m kind of tired. Do you mind if I…”

	“You need the rest, kitten. Take my bed. It’s more comfortable, and I have to leave soon anyway.”

	“What time does your patrol end?”

	“Midnight.” He gave her a nudge toward the hallway. “Make yourself at home, but please, do not leave the house while I’m gone. You know what? Don’t even answer the door.”

	“Deke, it’s going to be okay.” She could see the distress in the lines of his face, and it was easy to guess the real reason for his concern. “Don’t worry.” Slipping the ball chain off over her head, she dropped Deke’s dog tags into his waiting palm with a smile. “I’ll be here when you get back.”

	* * * * 

	The doorbell rang just after eight o’clock that night while Roux was in the kitchen, rummaging for something to eat. Moving with deliberate slowness, she made her way to the front door, but stopped with her hand poised over the doorknob.

	“It’s me!” a cheerful, feminine voice called from the front porch. “I come bearing gifts.”

	Roux unlocked and opened the door, frowning when Abby breezed past her and headed straight for the kitchen. “Barbie? What are you doing here?”

	“I brought food.” Abby busied herself at the table, pulling black, plastic containers with clear lids out of a large paper sack. “And wine.” Holding up a dark bottle, she waved it back and forth by the neck before placing it on the table with a thud. “Do you like fajitas? I also picked up some tacos, and Peter sent a tin of fudge brownies.”

	The more frantically she spoke, the more Roux began to worry. “I like tacos,” she answered, shuffling closer to the table. “And brownies.”

	While the extended nap had helped to clear her mind, and the hot shower afterwards had eased her tense muscles, her whole body still hurt like the ten shades of hell. With three scratches across her forehead, and a brilliant, multicolored bruise sweeping down the left side of her face, she painted a gruesome picture. No wonder Abby still wouldn’t look at her.

	“Not that I don’t appreciate this, but again, why are you here? Are you checking up on me?”

	Dropping the last container onto the table, Abby wheeled around, placing her hands on her hips, and glared. “So what if I am?” A suspicious sheen welled along the lower lids of her bloodshot eyes. “Everyone is talking about what you did. Phelps has been abusing his position for a long time, but no one has had the courage to stand up to him or even report him.” She sniffled as her gaze traveled over Roux’s swollen face. “You’re something of a hero in town.”

	“No.” Roux shook her head firmly, wincing when it caused her cheek to throb. “What I did was stupid, not heroic.” She wrinkled her nose. “Will you stop looking at me like that? I’m fine.”

	“You don’t look fine. You look like—”

	“I got my ass kicked by a werewolf? Well, I did, and now it’s over.” Folding her arms over her chest, Roux narrowed her eyes, fighting to hold the expression even when it hurt. “I’m. Fine.” Sighing, she dropped her arms and nodded sideways to the table. “Let’s eat before it gets cold.”

	Abby pursed her lips like she wanted to say more, but after a pause, she shook her head and helped to divvy up the food. For a while, they ate in companionable silence, but Roux hadn’t even finished her first taco when Abby started talking again.

	“There’s going to be an inquiry. There always is when a guard dies, so it’s pretty routine. One of the Wardens will probably want to talk to you, but just stick to the facts, and you’ll be fine.”

	“An inquiry? What’s a Warden?” 

	“The Wardens comprise the royal guard. They don’t leave the estate often, leaving Deke and the others to do their jobs. When a dispute arises among the guards, however, they have to do an inquiry.” 

	Lowering her taco to her plate, Roux swallowed hard enough to make her throat burn. “Abby, they’re going to find out that I lied.” 

	“No, they won’t. Not if you stick to the facts.”

	“Yeah, well the facts are that I told everyone I was Deke’s freakin’ companion.”

	“Which you are,” Abby added, a smug smile twisting one corner of her lips. “I registered you as soon as I’d heard. Though, I may have altered the records so that it says you were registered before lunch.”

	Roux choked, coughing so hard it made her whole body ache. “You didn’t!”

	“Oh, I did, and you’re welcome.” Abby pushed her plate away and propped her elbows up on the table. “You’ll need to get a marker in the morning, some token that we can engrave with the registration number, but it’s done.”

	“What would happen to Deke if the royal guard or whoever found out I wasn’t his companion?”

	“They’ll execute him,” Abby answered quietly.

	Roux thought about it for a moment and nodded. “Okay. Thank you.” 

	She hadn’t just put herself and Deke in danger, she’d implicate Abby in the lie as well. Roux knew she could be stubborn and selfish, but while she liked having her head firmly attached to her neck, she wouldn’t let anyone else take the fall for her mistakes. Especially not Deke, not after everything he’d done for her.

	Gods, something was very wrong with her. Not because she wanted to save his life—okay, maybe that, too—but because she couldn’t stop thinking about him. 

	“What’s a mating bond?”

	With her signature smile, Abby lifted a metal tin from the table and shoved it toward Roux. “Brownie?”

	Despite her desire for answers, Roux never had been able to resist anything chocolate. So, she took a brownie, then grabbed a second one, giggling like a little kid when Abby laughed at her. 

	Once she sobered, she tried again. “So, about this mat—”

	“Wine!” Popping up from her seat, Abby rushed across the kitchen. “I know Deke has some wine glasses here somewhere,” she said as she dug through the cabinets. “Ah, here we go.”

	Roux placed her feet on the chair, tucking her knees under her chin while she watched. Seeing Abby so flustered amused her, and she nibbled at her brownie as the other woman scuttle around the room. When Abby hurried back to the table with two glasses and poured a generous amount of red wine into each, Roux couldn’t stop the snort that escaped her nose.

	“Okay, enough,” she said, interrupting Abby’s babbling about different types of dessert wines. “I don’t care if it’s a port or a sherry or a glass of grape juice.” That didn’t stop her from taking the offered glass. “Tell me what a mating bond is.”

	“I really shouldn’t say anything.” She took a gulp of wine and began pacing the floor beside the table. “I mean, it’s not my place.”

	“When we met at lunch, and I wasn’t exactly friendly, you said ‘I see.’ What did that mean?”

	Abby looked at her with a sigh and took another long swallow of her wine. “You didn’t trust me, of course, but you didn’t actively hate me until I hugged Deke. Then you wanted to claw my eyes out, right?”

	“Pull your hair out by the roots, but close enough. And that has something to do with a mating bond?”

	“You were jealous.” Abby waved her hand back and forth, fluttering her fingers. “That’s not a strong enough word for it. You were…possessive.”

	“Yes.” No point in denying it when they’d both seen it. It didn’t answer her question, though. “Stop being so cryptic and just tell me what it means.”

	“You’re doing it again.” Abby stopped pacing and glared. “You’re being purposely thickheaded. Don’t you read?”

	“Sorry, there wasn’t a lot of time for casual reading while I was running for my life,” Roux answered, throwing the blonde’s sarcasm back at her.

	“It’s an intrinsic bond between two souls fated to be together.”

	“Soul mates? Me and Deke?” Roux tossed back the remainder of her wine. “Okay.” Grabbing the bottle, she refilled her glass to the brim and took another drink. “No, I mean, that’s crazy.”

	“Werewolves and vampires exist. A virus wiped out most of humanity. There are places in the world literally called the Deadlands, and mutated Gemini hunt us all.” Huffing, Abby placed her glass firmly on the table and fisted her hands on her hips. “Soul mates are crazy, though. Perfectly sensible deduction, cupcake.”

	When she put it like that, Roux couldn’t think of anything to say except, “We’re going to need more booze.”

	Abby scoffed. “Is it really such a bad thing?”

	“What? That I have no choice but to—”

	“Oh, please, of course you have a choice. Stop being so dramatic.”

	“Fine, just tell me one thing, Barbie. Take out the romantic notion of some epic, destined love, and what’s the bottom line? What do I have to do?”

	Abby finished the last of her wine and poured another glass. “There’s no bottom line, Roux, and you don’t have to do anything. No one is going to force you into something you don’t want, but this isn’t just about you anymore. So, how about you try to get over yourself?”

	“Okay, I think you’ve had enough to drink.” Her sudden anger didn’t make sense, unless… “You have a thing for Deke.”

	“What? Don’t be ridiculous.”

	Jealousy bubbled inside her, simmering just beneath the surface. No, not jealousy. What had Abby called it? Possessiveness. The idea of Abby wanting Deke didn’t bother her, not much. However, when she thought about the tiny Barbie doll acting on those feelings, it filled her with unadulterated, animalistic rage. 

	Roux set her glass aside and rose from her seat. Narrowing her eyes, she moved around the table, stalking toward Abby with a slow, measured gait. The rational part of her mind demanded to know what the hell she thought she was doing. A more primitive part of her, a piece of her she hadn’t known existed, only cared about one thing.

	“Deke is mine.”

	“Of course he’s yours,” Abby agreed, standing her ground with her hands planted on her hips. “Now, will you stop snarling at me and pass the brownies?”

	“The…” Roux shook her head, easing out of her tense posture. “Uh, yeah, sure.” Still a little dazed by her near-violent reaction, Roux reached across the table for the dessert tin. “What the hell is wrong with me?”

	“It’s just the mating bond. I’d like to tell you it gets easier, but from what I understand, that’s not really the case.” Her gaze flickered toward the digital clock display on the microwave. “Oh, shit, I have to go. Curfew is at sundown,” she explained when Roux gaped, “and I have to pick up Peter from the bakery.”

	“But, I still have more questions.”

	Taking Roux’s hand, Abby squeezed gently. “Talk to Deke. And don’t forget to come by the registration office in the morning.” She squeezed Roux’s hands once more and smiled before she released her. “Seriously, talk to him.”

	She watched Abby sashay to the front door, but called her back before she could leave. “I just wanted to say…”

	“Yes?”

	Returning Abby’s smile, Roux nodded once. “Thanks, Barbie.”

	Once alone, Roux spent a few minutes cleaning away their mostly uneaten dinner, boxing it up and moving the containers to the refrigerator. Maybe Deke would be hungry when he returned from patrol. Then she cleaned Abby’s glass in the sink and sat it aside to dry while she refilled her own. 

	With only her thoughts for company, Deke’s modest, two-bedroom home felt too big and depressingly empty. Deciding she needed a distraction, she took her wine and the remainder of the brownies to the sofa in the living room. There, she curled up in the corner of the cushions and used the remote the flip on the television.

	Nothing new had been released since the Purge, but she found a reshowing of one of her favorite movies. Twenty minutes into it, however, the restlessness returned, and her thoughts began to wander. Sitting still didn’t agree with her. She had no one to fight, no one to hide from while she feared for her life. The fridge and cabinets contained plenty of food. Indoor plumbing was just as amazing as she remembered. 

	None of it felt right, though. She should be doing something, not sitting around indulging in chocolate and wine. Especially not when Cade and the other guys were still locked away in the Bastille. Unfortunately, she didn’t know how to free them, and even if she could, she had no way of getting them out of the city. Deke would be the most logical person to ask for help, but she’d already caused him enough suffering. Next time, Roux didn’t know if she’d be able to talk her way out of trouble.

	On top of everything else, she had to worry about some weird, soul bond now. Abby hadn’t given her a satisfactory answer, but she didn’t want to go down that conversational road with Deke, either. Abby had made it sound like some big, romantic overture to be coveted, but Roux just knew that it made her act like a psycho. 

	It explained several things, not just about her behavior, but about Deke’s as well. The way he’d kissed her in the bakery, how he always seemed to find a reason to touch her. He constantly worried about her, whether she had enough to eat or if she needed medical attention for nothing more than a black eye.

	In the woods the night before, she remembered thinking Deke would have ended Phelps’ miserable existence if given the provocation. If the werewolf hadn’t released her when he had, he probably wouldn’t have lived to see the sunrise. As it stood, he’d only made it a few extra hours before pissing Deke off again. 

	She had to wonder if the captain’s reaction would have been so violent had Phelps threatened anyone besides her. While he’d sounded angry, he hadn’t been in a big hurry to defend Bethany. She felt confident that he wouldn’t have let anything happen to the young woman, but she doubted he’d have killed for her.

	Roux sat there for so long, trying to work out what she knew and what she felt, she nearly jumped out of her skin when the front door opened. 

	“Why is the door unlocked?” Deke demanded, entering the living room to flop down on the sofa beside her. “Brownies?”

	“Abby came by. I guess I forgot to lock the door when she left.” She sat her wine glass on the coffee table and offered him the tin of brownies. “How was patrol?”

	“Quiet, thankfully. What did Abby want?”

	“Just to check on me.” He looked so tired, almost adorably so, and she didn’t want to bombard him with questions, but she had to ask about the inquiry. “She said that a Warden might want to talk to me about what happened today.”

	“Probably.” His broad shoulders lifted in a shrug. “It’s just a formality. Tell the truth, kitten, and you’ll be fine.”

	“Abby registered me,” she told him, her muscles tense while she waited for his reaction.

	Slowly, Deke sat up on the cushion and angled toward her. “How do you feel about that?”

	“Honestly, I don’t know.” She was more interested to hear how he felt about it. “I’m grateful that she thought to cover my ass, and since I’ve already decided to stay, I suppose it’s only going to help.”

	Deke pressed his lips together, but it didn’t hide the amusement that glinted in his eyes. “I thought you hadn’t decided.”

	“Deke, please. I have no idea what I’m fucking doing.” 

	She wanted to ask him what it meant to be a mate, how it different from being a companion. She wanted to ask him a million questions, but she didn’t know if she was ready for the answers.

	“I’m glad Abby registered you, and I’m glad you’ve decided to stay.” Inching closer, he brushed his fingertips down her bruised cheek and sighed. “It saves me the trouble of having to convince you.” He leaned in even closer, his lips hovering just an inch from hers. “Just so you know, I was prepared to pull out all the stops.”

	Roux didn’t move, didn’t breathe. Her gaze fixed on his mouth, and when he closed the distance between them, she closed her eyes with a soft moan. He kissed her sweetly, just a soft rub of his lips, but the intimate touch made her heart race and her head spin.

	“Are you ready for bed?” he asked, pulling away from her.

	Dazed, Roux nodded. “Um, there’s leftovers in the fridge if you’re hungry.”

	“I’m hungry,” he admitted, his heated gaze raking over her, “just not for food.” Then he kissed her again and stood. “Goodnight, kitten.”

	Roux watched him walk down the hallway and disappear into his bedroom. She didn’t know what she’d expected to happen or if she’d wanted more than that chaste kiss. His parting words had stoked the embers of desire, but then, he’d just walked away.

	“Men,” she mumbled, rising from the sofa to carry her glass and the brownies into the kitchen.

	She’d never understood human men, and she didn’t see why a shifter male should be any different. In many ways, things had been so much simpler when she’d been running for her life. At least Cade and the others hadn’t expected more from her than to watch their backs and pick a few locks.

	Even if he hadn’t said it, Deke wanted more, so much more, and he’d already convinced her to stay in Trinity Grove. The man posed a real threat to her, but not for the reasons she’d initially believed. In just one day, he’d gotten under her skin and made her question everything she’d thought she knew.

	Yes, he was dangerous, because while she didn’t know if she could give him what he wanted, in a small corner of her heart, she was willing to try.

	 


CHAPTER EIGHT

	The next several days passed in relative quiet, and by week’s end, Deke was losing his patience. Roux had something on her mind, and he’d hoped by giving her space, she’d eventually confide in him. He should have known better. His stubborn mate never did anything the easy way.

	She’d been unusually docile, less combative, but that worried him more than her sharp tongue. A part of him actually missed her constant threats to kill him. She didn’t complain about staying inside when he went out for patrol, nor had she freaked out about being a registered companion. She’d even requested her token be a replica of his dog tags.

	When he’d taken her to the registration office to receive her vaccines—a Coalition inoculation that would protect her from any future illness and help her heal faster—she’d only complained about the needle. He’d been a little disappointed when she’d eagerly accepted the birth control shot Abby had offered, but the rational part of him knew it was for the best. 

	Unlike human methods for birth control, the injection the Coalition doctors had concocted lasted for a full year with a hundred percent effectiveness. That gave him an entire twelve months to work on being a better mate before he even thought about becoming a father.

	At no point during the week had she asked to see her friends, but Deke had still taken her to the Bastille, and he’d done his best not to eavesdrop. Goddess, he’d even gone to Abby for advice, but the female wouldn’t tell him anything, except that he should talk to Roux. He’d felt the need to remind her that if Roux would actually talk to him, he wouldn’t have needed to seek out her counsel in the first place.

	Blowing out a frustrated breath, he untangled himself from the sheets and sat up on the side of his bed. The sun had already crested over the eastern horizon, but the morning remained dark and gloomy as storm clouds gathered overhead. Considering how his week had been going, it didn’t surprise him that it would rain on his only day off, not that he had anything exciting planned. Still, the depressing gray skies did nothing to improve his mood.

	He’d fought against werewolves and vampires. He’d battled the Ravagers, and on boring days, he led an entire city of guards. Yet, he couldn’t contend with one human female.

	Snorting at the absurdity of it all, he rubbed both hands over his face and stood. He’d let her mope, or think, or whatever she’d been doing for the past week, and they’d tried it her way, but no more. 

	An upbeat pop song played on the stereo in the living room—one of those boy-band songs from the nineties—and the scent of sizzling bacon wafted to him from the kitchen. So, Roux was already awake. Good. Now, she was going to talk to him, whether she liked it or not. 

	Pulling on a pair of black basketball shorts, he shuffled out of his room and down the hallway to the bathroom. He took his time, going through his morning routine on autopilot, then headed for the kitchen to find his mate. 

	Dressed only in the T-shirt he’d given her that first night, Roux bounced and wiggled, dancing to the music as she searched through the contents of the refrigerator. She pulled out the orange juice and set it on the counter, letting the door swing closed as she sashayed back to the stove to flip the bacon.

	Deke paused at the entryway of the kitchen, leaning his shoulder against the wall, and just watched her. She’d gained a little weight since she’d arrived in Trinity Grove, and her fair skin had lost its sickly hue. Her hair fell in spiraling curls down her back, the chestnut-brown locks shining with renewed health. She’d never looked more beautiful. 

	When she started to sing, he bit the inside of his cheek, but he couldn’t stop the smile that stretched his lips. She had the voice of an angel, but she couldn’t carry a tune in a bucket. What she lacked in talent, she made up for in enthusiasm, and it loosened the knot in Deke’s chest to see her happy for a change.

	Roux pulled a tray of fresh, golden-brown biscuits from the oven, and while they smelled delicious, they didn’t make his mouth water nearly as much as the sight of her bare, slender legs. Pushing away from the wall, he moved silently across the floor, not even stirring the air, until he stood just behind her. He inhaled her sweet scent, then released the breath with a rumbling purr as he settled his hands on her hips, pulling her back against his chest.

	“Good morning, kitten.”

	Roux shrieked and spun around, slapping him in the chest and shoulders with a plastic spatula. “Damn it, Deke! Don’t do that!” Her fingertips slid over his bare stomach, and her eyes widened almost comically. “Where is your shirt? Why aren’t you wearing a shirt? You could…could…you’ll catch a cold!”

	“It’s the middle of summer and eighty-five degrees.”

	“Yes, well…”

	Deke chuckled, wrapping his arms around her waist to pull her closer. “Do I make you nervous, kitten?”

	“What? No.” With a cute sigh, she dropped her forehead to his chest and relaxed into him. “Yes,” she whispered. “That’s actually what I wanted to talk to you about.”

	“Is that why you made breakfast? Are you trying to bribe me, Miss Jennings?”

	Lifting her head, she looked up at him through her thick, dark lashes. “More like a peace offering. You know, for being such a maudlin bitch the past few days.”

	Deke couldn’t stop smiling at her. Tucking a strand of hair behind her ear, he cupped the side of her face and bent to kiss her brow. “Do you need help?”

	After a brief hesitation, Roux bit her lip and tilted her head to the side. “You could pour the orange juice and get the plates.”

	She didn’t say anything else while she finished preparing breakfast, and Deke respected her unspoken request for quiet as he set the table, complete with two glasses of orange juice. Once seated, however, with only the clink of forks against their plates to fill the silence, the atmosphere in the kitchen changed from comfortable to awkward, much like it had been in previous days.

	“You wanted to talk to me about something?” he prodded. “What’s on your mind?”

	Roux didn’t respond right away, and as the seconds ticked by, Deke worried she wouldn’t answer him. Her shoulders tensed, and she held her fork in a white-knuckle grip while she stared down at her plate. 

	“Is this about Phelps? What happened wasn’t your fault. You have nothing to feel guilty about.”

	The Wardens had ruled it justifiable force, which he’d known they would. The questioning had lasted less than an hour, a formality more than anything. Deke was no stranger to death and carnage, but that didn’t mean he enjoyed killing. Still, if he had it to do over, he wouldn’t hesitate to end that miserable mutt’s life—or anyone else who dared to threaten his mate.

	“I know,” Roux whispered. “I don’t feel great about dragging you into it, but I don’t feel guilty about Phelps, either.”

	“Then, what is it?” Lowering his fork, he reached across the table and took her hand, squeezing firmly when she tried to pull away. “Knock it off, and just talk to me.”

	“Are we…mates?” She waved her other hand. “Wait, no, don’t answer that.”

	“Roux—”

	“No, I’m being a coward. I know we have this mating bond thing.” Instead of struggling to free herself, she returned Deke’s grip and met his gaze. “I guess I’m just trying to figure out what that means.”

	He didn’t try to placate or patronize her. It didn’t matter where she’d heard about mating bonds, but Deke had a pretty good idea who had dropped that bit of information. He’d deal with Abby later.

	“Is that what’s been bothering you?”

	“Among other things.” Shrugging, she pulled her hand out of his grasp and leaned away. “So, it’s like soul mates, but not. Or, it’s more?” Roux dropped her head back on her shoulders and covered her face with both hands. “This is so fucking confusing.”

	“It’s really not that complicated, kitten.” He paused for a minute, trying to think of an example that would fit more into her scope of understanding. “Have you ever had something happen—good or bad—that seemed random at first? Then later, it feels almost like it was meant to happen?”

	Roux lowered her hands and looked at him, her brow furrowed. “Sure, I guess. My roommate asked me to pick up her dry cleaning once. I figured I’d just swing by before I went to work, even though the cleaner was in the opposite direction. I took a different route to work that day.” She looked down at the table, her gaze soft and a little sad. “There was a seven-car pileup on the highway I usually took to get to the diner. Four people died.”

	Not exactly what he’d meant. “Okay, well, the mating bond is kind of like that, only less morbid.” 

	Yep, great, he’d just compared their connection to vehicular manslaughter. That would win her over. It had made sense in his head, but out loud, he sounded like an idiot, and he was making a fucking mess of explaining his world to her. Goddess, why had he thought this would be easy?

	“It’s fate,” he said simply, boiling his explanation down to its most basic form. “It’s intense and unpredictable. One minute, it makes all the sense in the world, and the next, you can’t make heads or tails of it.” 

	The more he talked, the more he realized he really didn’t understand it himself, but unlike Roux, he didn’t need to know how all the working parts moved together. The moment he’d laid eyes on her, he’d felt it. While she hadn’t been as immediately struck by the connection forming between them as he had, she clearly felt something now. Otherwise, he doubted they’d be having the conversation.

	Trying to make sense of something that defied all logic and rationale couldn’t be done. So, Deke stopped trying and simply spoke from his heart.

	“It’s safety and it’s comfort. It’s not just a feeling, but like this living, breathing entity that consumes you and fills this emptiness you didn’t even realize you had.”

	“Like finding a piece of yourself you didn’t know was missing,” Roux added, her voice quiet, thoughtful.

	“Yes.” He smiled, encouraged by her response. “You see this person, the one person in all the world that fate has chosen just for you, and everything changes. Your priorities shift, and you’d do anything to make them happy, to keep them safe.”

	A lovely shade of pink swept over her cheeks, and she chuckled under her breath. “Is intense jealousy part of this package? Or is that just a bonus?”

	“Gemini in general are territorial and intensely protective. We don’t share, and we’ll do anything—anything—to eliminate a threat to our mates.”

	“I guess it’s not really so different than humans, just more intense,” Roux agreed after a significant hesitation. “I mean, we’re pretty big on monogamy and loyalty for the most part.” She stopped, tilted her head to the side, and glared at him in accusation. “You were going to let me leave.”

	“Yes,” he admitted, “but only after I did everything I could to make you stay.”

	“So, how does that work? What happens when making your mate happy conflicts with keeping her safe?”

	“Protecting her—you—wins every time.” He could see the confusion returning, dimming the brilliance of her green eyes. “In this case, letting you go probably would have been safer.”

	“Explain. Does this have to do with your dangerous-secret tattoo?”

	He had to give his girl credit. She had good instincts, and she didn’t waste time with insecurity. During their conversation, she’d had justifiable questions, but never once had she doubted that a connection between them actually existed. Not only did Deke appreciate her confidence, he found it sexy as hell.

	“The tattoo isn’t secret, but we don’t exactly flaunt it.”

	“But what it represents is secret.”

	He nodded, pushing away from the table to stand. “Come on, kitten, let’s move this party to the living room.”

	“I didn’t even finish my bacon.” She pouted for a heartbeat, then grabbed all three strips of bacon and followed him into the living room. “What?” she asked around a mouthful of pork when he shook his head at her. “I like bacon.”

	She lowered herself into the far corner of the sofa and tucked her feet under her. While she waited, staring up at him expectantly, Deke removed a small notebook and a pen from the end table drawer. Joining her on the sofa, he drew a crude replica of his tattoo and passed the notepad over to her.

	“Duty, loyalty, courage,” he said, pointing to the each three stars within in the hollow circle of the moon in turn. Then he tapped the star that sat outside the crescent, right at the uppermost point. “And above all, sacrifice.”

	“The moon?” Roux asked, tracing the drawing with her fingertip.

	“The Revenant keeps watch over everyone the moon touches.”

	“The who?”

	The Revenant had been formed long before the Purge to defend those unable or unwilling to protect themselves—humans and Gemini alike. They moved in secret, sticking to the shadows like phantoms. Even in paranormal circles, the Revenant was just a myth, a legend told around campfires to give people hope and optimism that things could get better. 

	Roux finished her bacon, then pushed the pen through the spiral spine of the notebook before tossing them both to the coffee table. Sitting up a little straighter, she folded her hands in her lap and watched him intently as he explained the history of the Revenant. Occasionally, she’d nod or frown or lift an eyebrow, but she never interrupted.

	“I know you think I don’t understand what’s it like out there, but I do.” He’d seen more than she could even begin to imagine. “Trinity Grove is better than most, but far from perfect. There’s a different way, though, a place where everyone is equal and free.”

	Some came to Trinity Grove to stay, but some only stayed long enough to rest and replenish their supplies before moving on to the next checkpoint. Revenant controlled havens had been set up across North America, mostly in the Deadlands, but a few had been hidden within populated cities. 

	“We hide them in a room beneath the infirmary at the Bastille,” he concluded, holding his breath for her reaction.

	“You’re like an underground railroad,” Roux said, bobbing her head as though it made perfect sense. “I’m assuming these rest stops all lead somewhere. So, where is this Atlantis?”

	Caught up in Roux’s excitement and enthusiasm, Deke couldn’t help but laugh. She had the most infectious smile, and happiness looked damn good on her.

	“Actually, we call it Olympus. It’s in Washington, on the edge of the Olympic National Park.

	She wrinkled her nose. “Washington?”

	“What’s wrong with Washington?”

	“Nothing. With a name like Olympus, I just expected somewhere a bit more magical, I guess.” She waved a hand and tilted her head. “Have you seen it?”

	Deke nodded slowly. “I was born there, and I spent a little time in the mountains right after the Purge started.”

	“That’s where your sisters are, isn’t it?”

	“Yes, Evie and Jazz are in Washington, waiting for me to come home.” 

	It had been almost a year since he’d seen his two younger sisters, and it would probably be longer than that before he could be with them again. It was a price he had to pay to know they were safe. 

	“I had a sister once,” Roux whispered, moisture gathering along her lower lashes. “A vampire killed her.”

	“Do you want to talk about her?” Deke didn’t know what to say to comfort her. He’d be devastated if something happened to one of his sisters.

	Roux parted her lips as if she wanted to say something more on the subject, but she stopped and shook her head. “Okay, so say I believe you, that this place in Washington exists.” Leaning back, she pulled her knees to her chest and wrapped her arms around her shins. “Why bring us here? Me, Cade, Greg, the others? You knew we were going to raid that grocer, so why not hide us out under the Bastille and then send us on our way?”

	“Yes, we knew you where your party would be, and it’s not that simple.”

	“How did you know?”

	She’d find out eventually, and Deke hated keeping secrets from her. “Nevah. The Wardens use human spies, usually one of the blood donors who live in the mansion.” 

	When they received word of rebels nearby, they sent out spies to infiltrate the group and report back. In the beginning, if the party posed no threat to the city, the scout would quietly slip away without anyone being the wiser. In recent months, however, the royal family had adopted a zero tolerance policy, and anyone found within city limits was to be detained on sight. The guards hadn’t been given a reason or an explanation, not one that Deke bought anyway.

	“Something is going on in Trinity Grove,” he concluded. “I don’t know what yet, but until I can figure it out, I have to play by the rules.”

	“I knew I shouldn’t have trusted Nevah. We were all suspicious of her, but there are so few of us now…”

	She trailed off, and Deke didn’t encourage her. In fact, the selfish part of him hoped she’d drop the subject entirely. Roux toed the line, navigating closer to questions he couldn’t so easily answer. She wasn’t ready to hear the truth about the genocide of her race, and maybe, she never would be. 

	“I’ve seen the people in this town.” She spoke quietly, staring at a point just over his shoulder. “Humans are treated with at least a measure of respect, but they’re still watched over like criminals.” Finally, she met his gaze, but her lips turned down at the corners. “We’re not slaves, but no one is allowed to leave, so tell me. What am I missing?”

	Of course she’d bring up the very thing he’d just been hoping to avoid. As before, he found he couldn’t lie to her. She probably wouldn’t believe him, and worse, she might even hate him, but he couldn’t hide the reality of it from her forever.

	“Do you know how the Purge started?”

	Roux shrugged. “Not really. I figured it was part of the Coalition’s plan.” Before she’d even finished speaking, she started shaking her head. “I guess it doesn’t matter much to the other Gemini, but why would the vampires kill off their food source?”

	They wouldn’t.

	Deke didn’t know how many Gemini had been captured, or how many officials in the human government had known about the paranormal world, but it had been enough. To prevent widespread panic, they’d kept the knowledge from the masses while their scientists had hidden away in underground labs to perform their experiments. 

	The Revenant had freed as many of the Gemini as they could, but with facilities all around the world, their efforts had little impact to impede the governments’ research. Humans hadn’t just experimented, either. They’d tortured the vampires and shifters for information, mostly about how many Gemini existed and where they could be found.

	Eventually, after they’d pieced together all the information, they’d estimated that every one in five thousand people on the planet was some manner of paranormal creature. Then, the panic began. Governments in North America and Europe began to blame all manner of violent crimes and large-scale attacks on the Gemini, labeling them as terrorists and murders, and it hadn’t stopped there.

	Searching for a way to eliminate the threat, scientists worked around the clock to develop a serum that attacked a gene sequence exclusive to the Gemini. The serum had worked, but they needed a faster, more effective way to administer the drug than individual injections.

	An airborne biological weapon had been their solution. They’d pumped the virus into the air filtration systems of several international flights, and sent crop dusting planes to more remote regions. Deke didn’t know what had gone wrong from there. Within a week, the infection had mutated and spread, decimating more than three-quarters of the human population and altering the Gemini in unexpected ways.

	“We did this,” Roux whispered when he’d finished. Tears gathered in the corners of her eyes, and her lower lip began to tremble. “We did this.”

	“I’m so sorry, Roux.”

	“You said the Gemini had been altered. What does that mean?”

	“I told you earlier that vampires are sensitive to sunlight, but what I didn’t tell you is that it’s a side effect of the virus.” He spoke quickly, eager to rid himself of the secrets. “The virus makes it painful for all shifters to transform, but whatever part of us it attacked, the wolves got it the worst. Other than teeth and claws, they can’t shift at all.”

	“Is that why they’re so aggressive?”

	Deke rubbed the back of his neck and nodded. “Think of it like a person who holds everything in, never complains or fights back. Then one day, the pressure becomes too much, and they explode into a violent rage. It’s the same with shifters who don’t transform often enough.”

	“Oh, my god,” Roux whispered, pressing her fingertips to her lips.

	Keeping his expression impassive, Deke nodded again. “The wolves fight and fuck a lot to keep their rage in check, but in the beginning, a lot of them turned feral.”

	Unable to bear the pained expression on Roux’s face, he held his arms open, beckoning her to him. To his surprise and relief, she didn’t argue or hesitate before crawling into his lap and burying her face against the side of his neck. She didn’t cry, nor did she speak. They just sat in silence, Roux curled in his arms while he stroked her silky hair.

	“I’d like to go the Bastille today,” she whispered long minutes later.

	“You’re registered now, kitten. You can go anywhere you want as long as you don’t leave the city.”

	“I know.” Arching her neck, Roux placed a soft, lingering kiss against the corner of his mouth. “I want you to come with me. Will you take me?”

	Closing his eyes, Deke rubbed his cheek over the top of her head, inhaling her sweet, intoxicating scent. If there was anything he wouldn’t do for her, he hadn’t found it yet.

	“Anywhere you want to go, kitten.”

	“And I want you to stay this time.”

	He smiled into her hair. “Always.”

	 


CHAPTER NINE

	It had taken Roux a few days to sort through all of her feelings after learning the truth about the Purge. The knowledge had forced her to reevaluate all the anger, pain, resentment, and bitterness she’d been bottling up inside and confront the cause of it. 

	For the longest time, she’d placed herself and her kind on a moral pedestal, convinced that humans were the superior and righteous beings. The Gemini had taken everything from them. Her people had been murdered, brutalized, and enslaved for the pure entertainment of a savage race.

	Abby had said during Roux’s first day in Trinity Grove that the world wasn’t black and white, and now, she finally understood what the woman had meant. Good and bad existed, not just in every race, but also within every being. Roux had done things she’d rather forget, and while not exactly evil, she wouldn’t classify them as “good” either.

	The Gemini hadn’t destroyed the world. They hadn’t asked for the tragedies that had befallen them any more than she had. A small, quiet part of her even sympathized with the werewolves. Not all of them had been crazed killers before the Purge, and she couldn’t imagine the agony they still endured from the infection.

	As clichéd as it sounded, in essence, the truth had set her free. When she’d thought the Gemini had caused the Purge, she’d been prepared to slaughter them all without exception. Humans had condemned the vampires and shifters just for existing. So, as much as it pained her, she had to admit the Gemini had handled things much better than she had. Hell, humans had nearly destroyed the planet and caused the extinction of their own race. Maybe it was time for a revolution.

	Roux had some changes of her own to make, starting with letting go of the past and taking back her life—or some semblance of it anyway.

	“I want to get a job,” she announced as she entered the kitchen. 

	Deke paused in the middle of reaching into the refrigerator, and though she couldn’t see his face, she could practically feel the tension rolling off him. Abandoning his search, he straightened slowly and closed the door.

	“I’m not sure that’s the best idea, kitten.”

	Okay, she’d been prepared for this. “Three days ago, you said I could go to the Bastille alone.” She grabbed the chain around her neck and rattled her dog tags. “That’s why I have this registration thingy, right?”

	“Going to the Bastille for a couple of hours is different than going to a job every day.”

	“Abby has a job. I could work with her.”

	Deke was trying to keep his cool, but she could see the storm brewing in his eyes. “Yes, she does, and Peter works right across the street.”

	“Exactly. Peter likes me. Kind of.” She’d met him exactly twice, but the second time had gone much better than the first. “Look, I can’t just stay locked up in the house twenty-four-seven. I’m going to lose it.”

	He crossed his arms over his chest, stretching the fabric of his gray T-shirt to its limits. “No.”

	“Excuse me?” Roux took a deep breath and reminded herself to stay calm. “Deke, I appreciate that you want to protect me, but I’ve been taking care of myself for a long time. I’m not asking to join the guard and go on patrols.” 

	A deep rumbling growl started in his chest, gradually moving up his throat and finally through his snarling mouth. When his face began to turn an interesting shade of purple, Roux rushed across the kitchen and grabbed his face, cradling it in both hands, while she tried not to laugh.

	“Deke, breathe. Not joining the guard. I mean, I would totally kick ass as a—Deke!” She did laugh at him then. “I’m joking.” 

	“You’re hilarious,” he answered tightly, but he closed his eyes and nuzzled against her palm. “I just need you to be safe.”

	“I did manage to survive for over a year on my own.”

	“You did, but you don’t have to anymore.”

	Recently, they’d spent more and more time together, cooking, talking, watching old movies, or just strolling through the Square. Every day, Roux felt the link between them growing stronger, more urgent, but they hadn’t shared a kiss or done more than hold hands since that night on the sofa. 

	Sometimes, insecurity crept in, and she couldn’t help but wonder if Deke only wanted her because of the mating bond. At other times, old prejudices had her pushing him away, afraid of what it would mean to give into the things she felt for him. The barriers she’d constructed to keep people out had begun to deteriorate, crumbling at their foundations, and she didn’t know how to survive without them.

	Gathering her wrists into one hand, Deke held them lightly while he traced a fingertip across her forehead. “Always so busy in there. What are you thinking now, kitten?”

	“Nothing.” She tried to pull away, but he held tighter to her wrists, jerking her in closer.

	With exaggerated slowness, he bent his head, leaning in closer until his lips hovered just a breath away from hers. “It’s okay,” he whispered. “You’ll tell me when you’re ready.” Light and easy, he brushed their mouths together in a chaste kiss. “I can wait.”

	His head slanted, the tip of his tongue teased the seam of her lips, and Roux forgot how to breathe. Her legs trembled, the muscles in her thighs quivering as she struggled to stay upright. The room tilted and spun, the dizziness forcing her to close her eyes, and she opened for him with a quiet gasp. 

	A charge in the air around them seeped into her, tingling her skin and raising the hairs on the back of her neck. Each slide and tangle of their tongues tightened her nipples and sent pulses of pleasure throughout her body until she trembled from the onslaught. Kissing Deke was like trying to hold on to a bolt of lightning. Her whole body responded to his touch, to his taste, and desires she’d nearly forgotten awakened with fierce, demanding need.

	When she tried to pry her wrists out of his grasp again, he let her, but she didn’t pull away this time. Sliding her hands beneath the hem of his cotton T-shirt, she flattened her palms against the hard bricks of muscle and splayed her fingers. His skin was so warm, softer than she’d expected, and she wanted more of it. Gripping the hem of his shirt, she pushed it up his stomach and over his broad chest, thankful when Deke broke the kiss to jerk the fabric off over his head.

	“Your turn,” he panted.

	He fisted the collar of her tank top in both hands and ripped it right down the middle. The chilled, conditioned air in the kitchen swept over her exposed skin, and her nipples tightened into hard, tingling buds as scraps of blue cloth fell to the floor. With his hands buried in her hair, Deke attacked her mouth, walking her backwards until her hip collided with the kitchen table. 

	The white, porcelain saltshaker tipped over and rolled across the tabletop, falling to the floor to shatter at her feet. Water from an overturned plastic cup splashed against her back and seeped into the waistband of her jeans. Deke removed one hand from her hair and coiled his arm around her waist, holding her in an iron grasp, pressing against her hard enough to slide the wooden table across the floor. 

	“Tell me you don’t want this, and I’ll stop.” Deke claimed her mouth again, delving his tongue between her lips. Then he pulled away, trailing his lips along the curve of her jaw to the hollow behind her ear. “Tell me what you want, Roux.” His arm tightened around her waist, and he rocked his trapped erection against her lower belly. “Tell me, and it’s yours. Tell me.”

	She could say no. She could push him away like she always did and lock herself in her room like a fucking coward. Her body wanted everything he had to offer, overruling her brain, but her heart wouldn’t be so easily swayed. At twenty-eight, Roux knew the difference between casual sex and real intimacy. If she broke down her walls, if she risked letting him in, there would be consequences. Good or bad, she couldn’t say, and not knowing scared her more than anything.

	“It’s okay,” Deke whispered when she didn’t answer him right away. He still held her against his chest, but his touch had turned more comforting than passionate. “I can wait, kitten. However long you need, whatever demons you’re fighting, I can wait.”

	When he started to pull away, Roux grabbed his arms, digging her fingers into his biceps, and swallowed hard. She was tired of trying to resist him, tired of fighting herself and the ache that had been building inside her. 

	“You,” she forced out around the lump in her throat, her pounding heart making her lightheaded. “I want you.”

	With a fierce growl, Deke cupped her ass and lifted her off the floor. Shutting down her brain, Roux simply reacted, grabbing the back of his neck and locking her legs around his waist. Sweet heavens, he was big, a solid wall of packed muscle and golden skin. The smell of soap from his recent shower mingled with his natural, earthy scent, and Roux inhaled deeply, shivering with renewed desire as he carried her from the kitchen.

	Their mouths locked together once more, and their tongues dueled all the way down the hall to his bedroom. Sunlight filtered in through the thin curtains, illuminating the room in golden light that gleamed off the hardwood floor. Gently, almost reverently, he lowered her to the nest of tangled gray sheets on the mattress and unbuttoned her jeans to slide them down her legs. Then he nibbled and kissed along the inside of her thigh and over her bare hip. 

	Naked and vulnerable, Roux tilted her head back on the pillow and arched her spine, needing more of him—his lips, his tongue, his teeth. Wet heat slicked her pussy, and her clit throbbed in time with the rapid beat of her pulse. Her extremities had gone numb, too heavy for her to move them, but at the same time, she felt wound tight, stretched thin, as though the lightest touch would make her shatter.

	Deke skimmed his nose over her mound and flicked his tongue against the top of her cleft, but he didn’t linger. Kissing a line of liquid fire from her belly button to her sternum, he cupped the swell of her breasts and kneaded the flesh with his fingers. Roux shuddered, bowing up from the mattress in an attempt to get closer to his mouth. He didn’t disappoint, closing his lips around her pebbled nipple and sucking until she writhed beneath him.

	“Mmm,” he purred, “you like that.”

	Capturing the hardened bud between his teeth, he tugged hard, grinning wickedly when she gasped and moaned. Once he’d finished teasing and torturing, he turned his attentions to her other breast, squeezing, biting, and licking, until she trembled and panted beneath him, hovering on the brink of release.

	“I think…just…” Trailing off, he reached between her thighs, parting her folds with his thumb and pressing it hard against her swollen clitoris. “Right there,” he breathed. 

	Pure, intense pleasure ripped through her, tightening every muscle in her body. Roux thrashed and moaned, coming apart at the seams as she rode out the waves of orgasm. When the falling sensation faded, she pried her lids open and blinked up at Deke, strangely unsurprised to find his eyes a bright, glowing blue. 

	Still trying to catch her breath, she didn’t argue when he pushed away, rolling off the mattress to stand at the foot of the bed. He stripped out of his shorts quickly, shoving them down his legs to the floor, and crawled back onto the bed, insinuating himself between her splayed thighs. Forcing her arms to work, she held them up, twining them around his neck as she welcomed him into the cradle of her hips.

	Hooking his elbow beneath her knee, he opened her wider, positioning the crown of his cock at her slick entrance. His shoulders tensed, the cords in his neck popped, and she could hear his teeth grinding together as he took his time, entering her in controlled increments. Even now, he needed to protect her, but Roux didn’t want his restraint. 

	“Don’t hold back.” Arching her neck, she nipped at his earlobe. “You won’t hurt me, Deke.”

	His growl vibrated against her chest, and he snapped his hips, stretching her inner walls as he invaded her clenching depths. Crying out his name, Roux bucked beneath him, clawing at his back while lights danced behind her closed eyelids. He pressed their cheeks together, blanketing her as he thrust hard and deep, filling her completely with every stroke. 

	The muscles in his back bunched and flexed beneath her palms, his skin damp with perspiration. His warm breath fanned over her neck, the sensation sending currents of electricity racing down her spine. When her second orgasm barreled down on her, everything faded away except for the man in her arms. Deke surrounded her, filled her…consumed every part of her. 

	Moaning and writhing, she called his name, holding tight to his shoulders to anchor herself when she careened over the edge of bliss once again. Deke followed, pistoning his hips in a demanding tempo, chasing his own climax. With a low rumble, he stilled, tense and unyielding, while his cock throbbed within her core, filling her with sticky heat.

	With a grunt, he fell to the side, his back to her and his face pressed hard into the mattress. The high from her release vanished, instantly replaced by concern.

	“Deke?” Curling against his back, she gasped when he snarled and launched himself off the bed. “Deke, answer me. What’s wrong?”

	His blue eyes glowed brightly, his pupils only tiny, vertical slits, and a thin trail of blood trickled down his chin where he’d bitten into his lip with his elongated canines. Pacing from the window to the bed, he flexed and unfurled his fingers, his entire body tight and vibrating.

	“Just give me a minute,” he answered, his tone harsh and ragged. 

	Gathering the sheets around her, Roux sat cross-legged on the mattress, wanting to reach out to him, but knowing she’d only make it worse. He needed to claim her, his nature gnawing at him, urging him to complete the bond. While she’d understood intellectually when he’d explained it to her, nothing could have prepared her to witness it firsthand.

	As much as it hurt to know she was the cause of his pain, she wasn’t ready to take that next step, not yet. Maybe never. She’d nearly had a panic attack when she’d signed the six-month lease on her first apartment. Deke wanted forever. 

	Hoping to lighten the mood—as well as avoid the subject of their mating bond—Roux sat up a little straighter and pasted on a bright smile.

	“So, about that job…”

	* * * *

	“I feel like pizza for lunch today.” Roux slid the last document into its assigned folder in the filing cabinet and pushed the drawer closed. 

	It had been nearly two weeks since she’d started working with Abby in the registration office, and most days, it bored her to tears. She completed and filed a lot of paperwork—in triplicate—things like merchant permits, companion registrations, and business contracts. Once, she’d been asked to give a new resident her inoculations, but her hands had shook so badly, Abby had sent her out of the room.

	Abby looked down at her billowy white blouse and then back to Roux with an arched eyebrow. “You’re kidding, right?”

	Deke had offered and Abby had begged to take Roux shopping, but she’d steadfastly refused. She still had the clothes she’d borrowed from the Bastille, and those would be enough until she could purchase her own things. Since physical money no longer held any value, she was paid in credit at the local businesses. Each hour she worked equaled a hundred credits, which she could exchange for food, clothes, or anything else she wanted. 

	That independence had been one of the biggest reasons she’d fought so hard to get the job in the Square. It had taken her nearly a week to wear Deke down, but he’d finally agreed to let her work with Abby at the registration office. He’d probably only consented out of sheer exhaustion, but Roux still called it a win. 

	For twenty minutes, she’d stood silently in his kitchen, watching him pace the floor while he ranted—again—about unnecessary risks and irresponsible behavior. After he’d run out of steam, she’d calmly and methodically picked apart every one of his arguments. Finally, she’d won him over with compromise and her trademark stubbornness. She’d work the same hours as Abby, and she wouldn’t leave the office except for lunch. At the end of the day, she’d wait for him to pick her up, and above all, she wouldn’t attempt to be a hero again. 

	Then she’d led him to the bedroom, and they’d lost themselves in each other for the rest of the night. 

	Deke had moved her meager belongings to his bedroom after their first tryst, and she’d spent every night since wrapped in his arms. She still hadn’t made a decision about him claiming her, but she knew she’d need to soon. Not only was it incredibly unfair to him, but it had also become harder, more painful for him to resist his natural instincts. She either needed to break down that last wall between them, or she needed to let him go.

	Not an easy decision, and not something she wanted to think about right then.

	“Oh, come on, Barbie. You know you want pizza.” She wiggled her eyebrows and grinned. “My treat.”

	The Coalition had shut down communication systems shortly after the Purge, mean no phones, no Internet, not even broadband radios. However, the ruling family had created an intercity network within Trinity Grove that allowed merchants to communicate via emails. It only worked between computers on the same network, but it felt so normal, Roux decided not to condemn the lack of outside communication. 

	That morning, she’d received notice that a record of her credits had been transferred to all the local businesses. Roux had already planned to go shopping after work, but she didn’t know if she could wait that long. It would be nice to own something she hadn’t had to beg, borrow, or steal to obtain.

	“Oh, fine,” Abby relented with her signature smile. “If I ruin this shirt, you’re buying me a new one, though.”

	“Deal.” Roux grabbed the woman’s hand and practically dragged her toward the exit. “Get the lead out, lady. I’m starving.”

	“What has gotten into you? I swear, you’re like a different person lately.”

	Roux felt different. She couldn’t pinpoint what exactly had changed, but she’d bet her shiny, new credits it had everything to do with Deke. When he walked into a room, she swore the everything brightened just a little. While his overprotectiveness sometimes frustrated her, she understood it came from a place of genuine care and concern. God help her, she found it sweet.  

	“Roux? Hello?”

	Coming out of her thoughts, Roux blinked a few times, surprised to find they’d already arrived at Moon Pie. Deke had told her a werewolf owned the restaurant, and the name had something to do with the Dean Martin song about moons, pizza pies, and love. Honestly, though, she didn’t get it.

	“Yeah, sorry,” she answered, reaching out to hold the door open for Abby. “Lost in thought.”

	“Different person,” Abby muttered under her breath as she sashayed into the restaurant.

	“I’m really not that dif— Deke?” Roux brushed her wild curls away from her face and smiled. “What are you doing here?”

	Rising from the bench he’d been occupying just inside the doorway, he rubbed his hands together as he approached them. “I thought I’d join you ladies for lunch.”

	“You mean you thought you’d check up on me,” Roux corrected, but she couldn’t be angry with him. “Fine, but I’m getting pineapple on my pizza.”

	Clearly unconcerned about those watching, Deke slid an arm around her waist and pulled her to his chest. “Whatever you want,” he agreed, his gaze locked on her lips. “I missed you, kitten.”

	“Yes, well, that happens.” She couldn’t breathe. Every bit of oxygen had been sucked out of the room, and she had a mind to complain to management about it. “What are you doing? People are watching.”

	“Let them watch.” 

	The rough, gravelly quality of his voice stoked the embers burning in her belly, and she could barely remember her argument. “Why are you here?”

	Deke chuckled, the sound low and sexy. “You already asked me that.”

	Right, she remembered that. “What are you doing?” 

	“I’m going to kiss you.”

	“Why?” 

	“Because I’m selfish, and I missed you.” He leaned in a little closer, tilting her chin up as he skimmed his nose along the column of her throat. “You are so beautiful, kitten.”

	Then his mouth closed over hers, and his tongue delved between her lips to tangle with her own. Everything around them faded away—the noise, the people, the smell of baking pizza dough—and Roux struggled to remain upright when her head started to spin. 

	“Sweet baby Jesus,” Abby grumbled from beside them. “Get a freakin’ room, you two.”

	Deke laughed, but Roux’s cheeks burned, and she hid her face against his chest. “Okay, so why are you really here?” she demanded, her voice muffled against his black shirt.

	“I thought you’d want to know that your friends are moving into the house across the street tomorrow.”

	“What? Why? How?” Roux jerked back and stared up at him. “Really?”

	Deke laughed again and kissed her brow. “Yes, really. I thought maybe we could invite them over, help ease the transition a little.”

	“We could have a barbeque,” Abby chimed in, clapping her hands together enthusiastically. “Oh, this will be fun.”

	Somehow, having Cade and Deke in the same room didn’t feel like Roux’s idea of fun. “Yeah,” she answered dully, anxiety already setting in, “it should be memorable.”

	 


CHAPTER TEN

	Saturday morning dawned clear and sunny, the sky a flawless shade of blue that reminded Roux of the color of Deke’s eyes. As they moved closer to fall, the heat had finally abated, giving way to more moderate temperatures. Though still nervous about the evening’s gathering, she had to admit it was a perfect day for a barbeque. 

	“Cade!” she called, entering through the front door of the house across the street without knocking. “Brody! Greg! Denny!”

	Denny stepped around the corner, his customary bowtie looking as prim and perfect as ever. A bright smile lit his lined face, and he adjusted his glasses as he entered the living room. He looked good, younger, no longer ravaged by malnutrition, and in her heart, Roux knew the city they’d distrusted so much in the beginning had saved their lives. 

	“Roux, it’s good to see you.” He hurried forward, wrapping her into a warm, fatherly hug. “You look beautiful, dear. Trinity Grove is clearly agreeing with you.”

	“It has its charms,” she answered, her mind straying to Deke. “Where’s everyone else?”

	“On the back deck.” He lowered his voice and leaned closer. “They still haven’t quite adjusted to being confined indoors.”

	Roux’s face fell, and her chest constricted. “They don’t want to stay.”

	Denny mirrored her frown and shook his head. “I’m afraid not. I thought things would get better.”

	“But they’re not.” Roux couldn’t make them stay, but she had to try. “Let me talk to them.”

	The men hadn’t shared quite the same experience she’d had in Trinity Grove. Without Deke and Abby, Roux imagined she’d still be plotting ways to escape as well. She didn’t like all of the guards, but Deke had introduced her to other members of the Revenant, and she no longer looked at the Gemini as monsters. Well, not all of them. 

	Crossing through the living room and the kitchen, she exited the open back door and stepped out onto the wooden deck. “What trouble are you guys plotting without me?”

	Cade pushed away from the railing, his smile reaching all the way to his honey-brown eyes. “Roux.” Three strides closed the distance between them, and he lifted Roux into his arms, crushing her tightly as he spun in circles. “Where the hell have you been? I haven’t seen you in weeks.”

	His hair looked longer than it had the last time she’d seen him, the brown tresses flowing past his shoulders in soft waves. He, too, had lost the gauntness, and his once ashen skin glowed bronze in the sunlight. He truly was handsome, striking even, but he did nothing for her beyond a passing appreciation.

	“I got a job,” she answered, brushing her hair away from her face when he placed her on her feet. “I’m working at the registration office.”

	“A job?” Greg asked, pulling her into a hug as well. “You’re staying?”

	“I am.”

	His golden stubble scuffed against her cheek, and he’d cut his hair so that the short locks spiked out in every direction. Like the others, he’d gained enough weight since his arrival to be deemed healthy, and Roux couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen a genuine smile from him.

	“You can’t be serious,” Cade scoffed. “I don’t know what bullshit they’ve been feeding you, Roux, but this place—”

	“Saved our lives,” she interrupted, glaring back at him. “You do what you want, Cade. I’m staying.”

	“Can I get my hug in before you two kill each other?” Brody rose from the ugliest green lawn chair she’d ever seen and wound his arms around her shoulders in a tight hug. “It’s good to see you, Roux. I think what Cade is trying to say is that he missed you. We all missed you.”

	Brody’s inky-black hair had grown as well, still as shaggy and unkempt as she remembered it, but the controlled-chaos look worked for him. His eyes, the same bright green as hers, danced with mischief as he looked back and forth between her and Cade. Out of all of her friends—and she could finally admit that was what they meant to her—Brody had changed the most. He seemed happy, less burdened, and the physical transformation stunned her.

	“Good god,” she muttered, staring up at him. “What the hell did they feed you in the Bastille?”

	“There’s a gym in the basement, next to the infirmary. I took advantage.” He winked at her, laughing when Cade grunted.

	“Okay, back to this bullshit about you staying here.” Planting his feet shoulder-width apart, Cade crossed his arms over his chest. 

	Roux really didn’t want to argue, not now. “Look, I just came over to check on you and invite you guys to a barbeque tonight. We can discuss how this is none of your business later.”

	“You’re still staying with the captain?” Brody asked, his tone void of judgment or accusation.

	“Yeah, right across the street. So, don’t be a stranger.”

	“You’re living with him?” A cruel sneer curled Cade’s upper lip. “Gone native?”

	Sad more than angry, Roux just sighed and turned to go back into the house. Stopping just inside the kitchen, she glanced over her shoulder, pinning Cade with an icy stare.

	“The party starts at six. I hope you’ll be there.”

	“Tell me you didn’t sleep with him.”

	Cade didn’t speak from a place of jealousy. After living with Deke, she knew the difference. No, his disdain rested solely in her choice of partners, but she didn’t need his approval. 

	“Six o’clock,” she repeated before turning her back on him and walking away.

	* * * *

	Roux had barely spoken since she’d returned from seeing her friends, and while she assured him everything was fine, Deke didn’t buy it. He’d seen the way Cade looked at her, the way his eyes tracked her across the dining hall at the Bastille. If it wouldn’t completely break Roux’s heart, he’d snap the asshole in half and call it a day.

	Despite all her protests, he knew the group of men living across the street had been more than just a means of survival. They’d been and still were her friends, and in some ways, her family. So, he’d requested they be relocated to the house across the street, to keep them close to Roux. Not a full day after they’d moved in, and he already regretted it.

	She’d come home reeking of the other males, and it had taken everything in him not to strip her down right there in the kitchen and take her against the wall. If she hadn’t been fighting back tears when she’d walked through the front door, he might have done it anyway. 

	“You had one job,” Roux grumbled, stomping down the deck stairs and across the yard.

	Deke finished spreading the coals and closed the lid on the grill. “Yes, you said pick up beer.”

	“I said pick up drinks, Deke. Drinks!”

	He shrugged. “There’s tap water.”  

	Her face turned an interesting shade of red, and he worried for a moment that the top of her head would explode. The venom in her stare could have dropped a wild buffalo at twenty paces, but he loved that fiery temper. It did, however, seem like a bit of an overreaction to beer.

	Moving away from the grill, he reached for her, but stopped when she leapt back and threw her hands up to block him. “Stop! You’ll ruin my shirt.”

	The shimmering purple material clung to her like a new lover, draping over one shoulder and lacing up the back. She’d matched it with the tiniest pair of faded denim shorts and a pair of white flip-flops with purple flowers in the center of the Y-shaped straps. His girl looked good enough to eat, and he had serious doubts about making it through the evening without murdering someone. 

	Brushing his hands off on his jeans, he held them up for her inspection and winked. She shook her head, but didn’t resist when he reached for her again, folding her into his arms. 

	“Kitten, relax. Everything is going to be perfect.”

	“Yeah, I guess.” The stiffness in her posture dissolved, and she relaxed into him with a shuddering sigh. “I’ve never hosted a party before.”

	“You already know everyone who’s coming. You look beautiful. We have plenty of food.”

	“But no drinks.”

	Deke chuckled into her hair. “There are a couple of cases of soda and bottled water in the garage. Seriously, everything is going to be fine.”

	With her arms still around his waist, she leaned back and craned her neck to look up at him. “And if it’s not?”

	“Then fuck everyone else. All I care about is that you’re happy.”

	She nodded, a small smile gracing her lips. It faded quickly, and her brow creased to form a shallow V just above the bridge of her nose while she scratched her fingernails against the denim of her shorts.

	“What is it?” Using the tip of his index finger, he traced a path from her hairline to the tip of her nose. “What’s going on in that brain of yours?”

	The expression cleared, and she shook her head, giving him a smile so fake it could have been painted on with watercolors. “Nothing. You’re right. Everything’s going to be fine.”

	The doorbell rang before he could prod further, echoing through the backyard from the speaker box over the sliding patio door. Roux jumped out of his arms like a startled colt, smoothed the wrinkles from her blouse, and hurried off to greet their guests. 

	Deke followed at a more leisurely pace, his concern growing by the second. He didn’t know what had happened at the house across the street, but he’d be damned if it would happen again. Each time they’d visited the Bastille, he’d bit his tongue, telling himself Roux’s friends just didn’t understand yet. They needed time to adjust, to see that things could be different, better. He’d heard Cade’s snide remarks, though, each biting comment he’d made about the Gemini and Roux’s growing acceptance. 

	That shit stopped now. 

	The man could be as suspicious and scathing as he liked about the town, the Gemini, and everything in between. Deke didn’t give a flying fuck what Cade Novak thought of him, but the next time he upset Roux with his caustic ranting, Deke would destroy the idiot.

	Familiar voices drifted to him from the kitchen, and he paused at the top of the deck stairs to compose himself before meeting his friends. Roux wanted the perfect day, and he wouldn’t ruin it by causing a scene, not unless someone forced him. 

	“I didn’t know if you liked it heated,” Roux was saying when he finally joined them. “I figured you probably did, but then, I didn’t know how warm it should be. I guess body temperature?” Roux held two blood bags, one in each hand, and stared up at Zerrik in apology. “Or did you want a beer? I could make you a Bloody Mary.” 

	Once the words were passed her lips, she blushed an alluring shade of pink and hastily tossed the blood bags to the counter. Before Deke could step in to comfort her, Zerrik took one of Roux’s hands and patted her knuckles.

	“Roux, please breathe. You didn’t have to go to so much trouble, but—”

	“That’s what I told her,” Deke interrupted, earning him an eye roll from his friend.

	“But,” Zerrik continued, his attention back on Roux, “I truly appreciate the consideration. I know this is uncomfortable and probably a little distasteful to you, so know that it means a lot.”

	“Better watch out, Captain,” Thea said, plucking a cube of cheese from the tray in the center of the kitchen table. “I think Z might be after your girl.”

	“Shut up, Thea,” he and Zerrik said in unison.

	If he even suspected what Thea had said to be true, Zerrik would be bleeding on the floor. As it stood, he’d known the vampire for a long damn time, and Zerrik had never been one to poach. More importantly, the respect and reverence he showed Roux earned him a few thousand points in Deke’s book.

	The front door opened again, no doorbell this time, and Abby sashayed into the house with Peter following behind her. “Honey, I’m home,” the petite blonde sang. “And I brought brownies.”

	Roux’s eyes lit up, and she rushed across the room, meeting Abby in the entryway to relieve of her of the aluminum container in her hands. “Fudge brownies? Did Peter make them?” She peeled the lid off and glanced up at Peter. “Did you make these?”

	Everyone laughed, including Peter. “Yes, I made them, and yes, they’re fudge brownies. Abby said they were you favorite.”

	“And they’re for dessert,” Abby scolded, swatting Roux’s hand and taking the tin back from her. 

	“We also brought potato salad.” Moving around Abby, Peter held up a clear container before placing it with the other food on the table. 

	Eventually, they all moved onto the deck where the conversation turned to safe, inconsequential topics. Roux had finally started to relax, to smile and enjoy herself, when the doorbell rang again. They all stopped talking at once, and Roux looked like a stiff wind would knock her over when she rose from her seat to go answer the door.

	“I’ll get it,” Deke offered.

	Roux just shook her head. 

	Thea toyed with the ends of her dark hair, watching Roux with a peculiar expression. “What just happened? Did I miss something?”

	“It’s nothing.” Still, Deke moved close to the patio door, ready if his mate needed him.

	A minute later, Roux reappeared, all four of her friends following behind her. She gave Deke a small smile and touched his arm when she passed. Then she made the introductions, saying everyone’s name and occupation for the benefit of those who didn’t know. 

	The older male, the one she’d called Denny, acknowledged everyone with a smile and a handshake. Greg didn’t smile or offer his hand, but he did nod a lot. Brody, though clearly uncomfortable, smiled and waved, likely making the effort to be cordial for Roux. Cade, as expected, said nothing. He straddled the kitchen threshold, his arms crossed defensively over his chest, while he glowered at everyone on the deck, even his own friends.

	“You’re a teacher?” Thea scooted to the side, making room on the outdoor wicker sofa for Denny. “Will you be teaching here?”

	Denny accepted the offered seat with a gracious smile. “Yes, it’s quite exciting really. I’m supposed to stop by the registration office on Monday to see Abby about ordering books and supplies for the children.”

	“That’s me!” Abby swept her hair back from her shoulder and waved. “You just let me know what you need, and I’ll set you in the right direction.”

	“Thank you.” Clasping his aging hands together, Denny nodded to Abby. “They’d like classes to begin next Wednesday, so there’s much to accomplish before then.”

	“I like you.” Propping her booted feet up on the matching wicker coffee table, Thea tipped her beer bottle to her lips and patted Denny’s shoulder. “You talk funny. I like it.”

	“Yes, Mendez,” Zerrik said with a snort, “because talking in complete, grammatically correct sentences is a good time for all. Hilarious, even.”

	Greg shrugged from his place by the railing. “I think he talks funny, too.”

	Slapping a hand over her mouth, Thea gasped. “Barbarian!”

	Everyone laughed—except Cade—and the tension eased by a degree. Even Roux smiled, though she avoided eye contact while she picked at the flower on her shoe. It couldn’t be easy, spanning the divide between two worlds, and Deke could tell she was barely holding it together.

	“Roux, would you help me with the burgers?”

	Blinking, she looked up at him as if she suddenly didn’t understand English. “Huh? Oh, yeah, sure. Okay.”

	Rising from her seat, she wiped her palms on her shorts and smoothed down the front of her shirt. Without looking at anyone else, she followed him down the steps, surprising him by taking his hand as they crossed the lawn. In present company, Deke hadn’t been sure if she’d want him to touch her, and as much as he hated it, he also understood. 

	“How are you holding up, kitten?”

	“Everyone seems to be getting along. Greg doesn’t say much, never has, so that was him making an effort.”

	“Denny is a good guy,” he offered.

	“Yes.” A fond smile graced her lips. “He always sees the good in everyone. People can’t help but like him.” Shifting sideways, she looked back to the deck and sighed. “Brody will take a little more work, but he’ll come around.”

	Deke released her hand and opened the grill lid to flip the burgers and rotate the hotdogs. They’d both purposely avoided talking about Cade, but they couldn’t pretend like he didn’t exist. 

	“Cade’s here,” he said casually. “I wasn’t sure he’d come, so I think that’s progress.”

	With a shake of her head, Roux rolled her eyes and shuffled closer to him. “You can stop. I appreciate what you’re doing, but it’s okay. Cade doesn’t make it easy for people to like him.” 

	“It doesn’t matter what I think. As long as he respects you, I’ll tolerate him.”

	Fluttering her long, dark lashes, Roux pushed up on her toes and kissed the side of his throat. “My hero.” Her expression turned serious, and she scuffed her shoe through the grass. “I was just like him not so long ago.”

	“I remember.”

	Roux slapped at his arm and snorted. “What I’m trying to say is that I know he can be stubborn and difficult, but…”

	“I get it.” He closed the lid to the grill and dipped his head, claiming her lips in a slow, gentle kiss. “I can handle Cade’s shitty attitude, okay? I just don’t like that he upsets you.”

	Her eyes creased at the corners, and her shoulders rounded, but she didn’t say anything as they walked back to the deck to join the others. Greg still stood by the railing, away from the group, but he answered questions amenably enough. Denny waved his hands around in animated gestures as he regaled Thea with comical stories about his past students. Zerrik had even managed to pull Brody into a conversation about security tactics and weaponry.

	Cade wouldn’t be budged, though. When spoken to, he simply glared, holding his position in the doorway as if he planned to bolt at any minute. Every time he acted like a raging douchebag, Roux cringed and ducked her head to pluck at the flowers on her shoes. The poor daisies wouldn’t make it through the evening.

	“So, Cade…” Abby’s eyes narrowed at the corners, and the muscles in her jaw ticked. “When will you be seeing the doctor?”

	The question must have startled him, because Cade’s eyes widened, and he took a step back. “What doctor?”

	“The surgeon, of course,” Abby answered sweetly—a little too sweetly. “You know, to remove that abnormally large stick from your skinny ass.”

	A heartbeat of silence followed, then everyone erupted into raucous laughter. Even Greg cracked a smile, something Deke had thought was a physical impossibility. Cade didn’t react, didn’t respond, but his eyes softened just a bit when he looked at Abby. If Deke didn’t know better, he’d swear he saw a measure of respect in Cade’s expression.

	“Burgers are about ready. You assholes start moving the other food to the picnic tables.”

	“I’ll grab the serving plate for you.” Popping up from her seat, Roux rushed past Cade and into the kitchen.

	“So, that’s how it works.” Cade leaned back against the doorway, an impressive sneer twisting his lips. “He says jump, and you ask how high.”

	“Shut up, Cade.” 

	Though she spoke quietly from inside the house, Deke had no problem hearing the pain in her voice.

	“No, you need to hear this. I don’t know what he’s told you, or what you think you know, but it’s all lies, Roux. He’ll use you and discard you. That’s what they do.”

	“Don’t,” Roux snapped. “Don’t do this, Cade.”

	Cade curled his lip at her. “I’m disappointed in you, Roux. I thought you were better than this.”

	“Leave.”

	“No.” 

	When Cade disappeared into the kitchen behind Roux, Deke shoved past his friends to follow. He’d expected Cade to discourage Roux from staying, from being with a shifter. It fit his personality and suspicious nature. Deke hadn’t expected him to be so cruel about it, though.

	“Get out of my house,” Roux demanded, her shoulders back and her fists clenched at her sides.

	“Don’t fucking kid yourself. This isn’t your house. You don’t belong here, Roux, and that freak show sure as hell doesn’t love you.”

	“Enough,” Deke growled from just inside the doorway. “I believe the lady asked you to leave.”

	“Roux, wake up!” Cade yelled, grabbing her by the shoulders and shaking her roughly.

	Deke didn’t remember moving. One minute, he’d been standing by the door, then the next, he had Cade slammed against the refrigerator with a hand around his throat. His claws extended into sharp points, but he didn’t draw blood, not yet.

	“I don’t like you,” Deke informed him. “I could kill you now, and I promise I wouldn’t lose any sleep over it.”

	“Deke.” Hesitantly, Roux reached out, placing her hand on his forearm. “Deke, don’t do this.”

	Thea, Zerrik, and Brody had crowded into the kitchen, forming a loose half-circle around them, but no one spoke. Smart.

	“For some reason that I can’t comprehend, she thinks you’re worth saving.” Deke nodded sideways to his mate. “Now, I want her to be happy, so I’m going to let you walk out of here…this time.”

	“Deke,” Roux whispered, “please. He can’t breathe.”

	“Don’t worry, kitten. I’m not going to kill him today.” Pulling Cade toward him, he leaned in until their noses almost touched. “If you lay a hand on her again, I will eviscerate you. If you speak to her in any way except with respect and admiration, I will remove your head from your shoulders and use it as a paperweight.” Still holding the asshole by the throat, Deke slammed him back into the fridge door again. “Are we clear?”

	“Fine,” Cade choked out, glaring daggers at him. “Clear.” He puffed out his chest when Deke released him, his eyes burning with hatred. “Roux,” he said stopping next to her on his way through the kitchen. “If you ever need me, you know where to find me. Freak show here might not always be around t—oomph!”

	Cade stumbled backwards into the counter when Roux caught him on the chin with a wicked right hook. Before he could recover, she had scaled him like a jungle gym, her fingers tangled in his hair as she drove her fist into his face again and again.

	“Deke?” Zerrik shuffled his feet and threaded his fingers through his silver-blond hair. “Don’t you think you should stop her?”

	Deke shrugged. “I think she’s having fun.” Goddess, she was remarkable.

	“Don’t. You. Ever,” Roux growled between punches, “threaten my mate again.”

	“Uh, guys?” Brody shrunk back and winced when Roux’s next blow sent blood flying across the countertop. “I think he’s had enough, yeah?”

	Thea and Zerrik nodded their agreement, but none of them made a move to go near the little hellcat. Chuckling quietly, Deke wrapped both arms around his female’s waist and hauled her away from Cade. She didn’t go easily, still kicking and clawing at the air to get to him, and it amused Deke greatly to see a tinge of fear in the man’s eyes.

	“Okay, easy there, tiger. It’s supposed to be a party, remember?”

	Eventually, she stopped struggling and sagged in his arms. “My hand hurts.”

	“Not as much as his face does.” 

	The others filed into the kitchen, taking in the scene with varying expressions of shock. No one spoke. No one moved. The very room seemed to hold its breath, waiting for the next, inevitable explosion. 

	“Go home, Cade.” The anger had drained from Roux’s voice, and she snuggled deeper into Deke’s arms. “Now.”

	“Come on, cupcake.” Abby smiled as she pulled Roux from his arms and walked her toward the patio door. “How about those brownies now?”

	“Holy shit, Captain,” Thea breathed when the other females had left the kitchen. “Your mate is kind of my hero.”

	Zerrik bobbed his head. “Mine, too.”

	Leaning back against the counter, Deke watched Abby lead his mate to the patio sofa and hug her tight, petting her hair in long, soothing strokes. He hated that the incident had caused Roux even a moment of pain or heartache, but sweet hell, she’d been utterly magnificent in her fury.

	“Yeah,” he agreed, “mine, too.”

	 


CHAPTER ELEVEN

	“Have you spoken to Cade yet?”

	Looking up from the merchant license renewal she’d been completing, Roux arched an eyebrow at Abby. “No, but it’s only been three days. He knows where to find me.”

	“You beat him to a bloody pulp in front of his friends. Boys are weird. They kind of take things like that personally.”

	Shrugging, she returned to the paperwork. “Not my problem.” 

	She hadn’t meant to lose her mind and take it out of his face, but at the same time, she wouldn’t apologize for it. His words may have seemed innocent enough to everyone else, but they didn’t know Cade like she did. When he’d threatened Deke, something dark and cold had descended over her, and she’d reacted on a primitive level, prepared to defend her mate to the death. 

	Abby slid one hip onto Roux’s desk and crossed her bare legs at the ankles. “Does this mean you’ve made a decision about Deke?”

	“No. Maybe. I don’t want to talk about it.” She scrolled down the screen on her computer, searching for the credit total to add to the merchant document. “Huh, that’s weird.”

	Abby made a face, but she didn’t push the subject of Deke claiming her. “What’s weird?”

	“Bethany, that girl that sells those pendants by the fountain? Have you seen her lately?”

	“Hmm, I guess I haven’t really paid attention.” Sliding off the desk, Abby sauntered over to the window and peeked through the blinds. “She’s not there today.”

	“Her credit numbers haven’t changed in four days. None in, none out.”

	“It’s not that unusual for people in this town to disappear.”

	Dropping back in her chair, Roux thumped the end of her pencil against the desk. “I thought residents weren’t allowed to leave the city limits without an escort.”

	“We’re not.” Abby moved away from the window, an uncharacteristic somberness to her mood. “It started about six months ago, I guess. A person here, two people there. They just vanish one day, and no one ever hears from them again.”

	“Have you told Deke?”

	“They know about it. Deke’s guards are looking into it, but so far, they don’t have much. It’s sporadic, and so far, no one has found any connection.”

	They didn’t speak about the Revenant in public places, but Roux understood which guards Abby meant. If the missing residents hadn’t been smuggled out of the city and sent on their way to the mountains in Washington, she wanted to know who had taken them and why. 

	“I know that look,” Abby warned, shaking her finger in Roux’s face. “Don’t start sticking your nose where it doesn’t belong. Let it go.”

	“I’m not going to do anything stupid.” That didn’t mean she couldn’t quietly look into the matter, possibly find something Deke and the others had missed. “Aren’t you worried that you could be next?”

	Abby picked her fingernails and shrugged. “Not really. No registered companions have gone missing. Besides…”

	“What?”

	“A lot of people say it’s the Others.”

	Roux tilted her head to the side and snorted. “The who? What the fuck is an ‘Other?’”

	Even Abby couldn’t keep her composure and began to giggle. “They’re like boogeymen in the Gemini world, cautionary tales to keep little brats in line. It’s just a story. Nobody has actually seen one, but a lot of them still believe the Others exist.”

	Roux wasn’t smiling any longer. Not so long ago, she’d believed vampires and shapeshifters were just myths. “And they’re supposed to be worse than Ravagers?”

	“Supposedly, they have magic.” Abby wiggled her eyebrows and fluttered her fingers. “Scary.”

	“If these assholes actually exist, they can use their magic to fix some shit around here. I promise I won’t complain.” A myth hadn’t taken Bethany or any of the other residents of the town. “They’re all women?”

	“The Others? No. The story goes that only two exist at a time, one male and one female.”

	Roux rolled her eyes. “The missing people, Abby.” 

	“No.” The blonde glared at her. “Mostly, but a few men have been taken as well.”

	“All merchants?”

	Dropping her hands to her sides, Abby huffed. “No. A few merchants in the Square, a couple of store employees, handymen, a delivery truck driver…”

	“Delivery truck?”

	“Well, how did you think we stock the businesses? With Other magic?”

	Roux sighed and gave her friend a half-hearted shrug. “I guess I never really thought about it. So, life still goes on pretty much how it always has. Factories?”

	“Yes, there are factories, mostly owned by shifters.” Abby plopped down in her chair and pinched the bridge of her nose. “Can we stay on topic?”

	Grinning, Roux made a mental note to discuss the subject in further detail later. With over a couple of million people still alive on the planet, and most of those being Gemini, it made sense. Before the Purge, she’d never given much thought to the effort it would take to keep things running smoothly. Electricity, sewers, clothing, food, medicine—she rather liked penicillin and not having smallpox—and the thousand other little things had to be controlled by someone. 

	“What about Europe? Asia? Do we still import goods from the East?”

	“Roux!”

	She’d never seen Abby so worked up, and it made her giggle. “Okay, okay, don’t pop a blood vessel, Barbie.”

	The front door of the office swung open, bringing a gust of warm wind that shuffled the papers on Roux’s desk. The sunshine had persisted through the weekend and into the workweek, the sky dotted with only white, wispy clouds, and the temperatures holding in the upper seventies. The nights had been cooler, but still just as clear and lovely, perfect for sitting out on the deck with a batch of brownies and a glass of wine.

	“Hey, kitten.” Deke crossed the small lobby and leaned over her desk for a chaste kiss. “Are you ready?”

	“Almost.” She tapped the eraser of her pencil against the document in front of her and scowled. “Actually, never mind. I guess I don’t need to file a renewal license for someone who doesn’t exist anymore.”

	Deke’s eyebrows shot toward his hairline, and Abby groaned quietly into her coffee mug. “What do you mean?” Deke asked. “Who’s missing now?”

	“Bethany.”

	Threading his fingers through his thick, dark hair, Deke exhaled harshly. “Damn it. I liked her, too.”

	“In the past tense? So, you think she’s already dead?”

	“Roux, please,” Abby hissed.

	“She’s right.” Pushing away from her desk, Deke held a hand out to help her up from her seat. “This isn’t the place to discuss it. C’mon, kitten, let’s get you home.”

	His tone brooked no argument, so Roux bit her tongue to hold back her sarcastic retort and took his hand. She’d barely risen from her seat when a blood-chilling shriek cut through the Square beyond the office windows. Another terrified scream followed, and then another, intermixed with the commanding shouts of the guards.

	“What the…” Hurrying to the window, Abby opened the blinds and gaped. “What’s happening?”

	Pandemonium reigned in the Square as people bolted through the streets, searching for the nearest shelter. A young mother with red hair and a harried look burst into the registration office, cradling her baby protectively to her chest.

	“Ravagers,” she panted, stumbling toward the far corner of the lobby. “They’re everywhere.”

	Thankfully, Roux had never encountered a Ravager up close, but she’d seen the destruction they left in their wake. “We have to do something.”

	“No,” Deke snapped, grabbing her elbow when she started toward the door. “Stay here, lock the door.”

	“You’re kidding. You want me to hide while people are dying in the street?”

	“I want you to stay alive!” Growling, he pulled his handgun from its holster and chambered the first round. “Stay here.”

	Abby followed him to the door, locking it behind him as he hurried out into the Square. The first shot rang out only a heartbeat later, followed by wild, vicious snarls. 

	Roux couldn’t just sit around and do nothing. Rounding her desk, she jerked open the bottom drawer and fumbled through the contents until she found her father’s military-issue knife. She curled her fingers around the leather-wrapped hilt, the weight of the blade familiar and comforting in her hand. 

	“Where did you get that?” Abby met her in the middle of the room, blocking her way to the door.

	“My desk.”

	“Yes, I can see that. Why do you have it here? Do you know what would happen if someone found it?”

	“I’m mated to the captain of the guard.” Roux arched an eyebrow. “Who’s going to search my desk?” She tried to step around her, but Abby sidestepped with her. “Move, Barbie.”

	“We’re supposed to stay here.”

	Roux actually had to laugh at her. “Since when do I do what I’m supposed to?” She moved again, but Abby pushed her back. “I don’t want to hurt you, Abby.”

	The redhead screamed, and her baby began to wail, his little fists shaking with the effort. Catching sight of the young woman from the corner of her eye, Roux followed her gaze to the front exit. Outlined by the silver frame of the door, standing just inches from the glass, a Ravager stared back at her, his cold, obsidian eyes tracking her as she pulled Abby behind her.

	Dark shadows ringed the creature’s lids, standing out in a striking contrast against his sallow skin. Hair as dark as night trailed over his shoulders in a tangled, matted mess, and his blue lips parted in a terrifying grin. His sharp canines glistened with saliva, and he lifted a clawed index finger to tap tauntingly at the glass.

	Dirt and blood stained the fabric of his shirt, and the cargo pants had been shredded up to the knee, but Roux recognized the Coalition uniform easily enough. For a moment, she considered the possibility that he’d stolen the clothes, but a different, more horrifying theory tickled the fringes of her consciousness.  

	“…the wolves got it the worst. Other than teeth and claws, they can’t shift at all…in the beginning, a lot of them turned feral.”

	Deke had never said what had happened to the wolves that had gone feral, and Roux hadn’t thought to ask. Really, she hadn’t thought much about them at all in the past couple of weeks. Staring at the Ravager—his sunken eyes, his sharp cheekbones, and the maze of blue veins that snaked up his neck—she would have never guessed he’d once been a shifter.

	The redhead had stopped screaming, but she still cried along with her baby. Abby patted the girl’s arm awkwardly while offering generic and clichéd words of comfort, but most of her attention remained on the door. She didn’t appear as frightened as Roux would have expected, but then again, the beast was only toying with them at the moment.

	The thought had barely crossed her mind when the Ravager threw himself against the door with a heavy thud. A spider web of fissures appeared in the glass and splintered outward toward the frame, but it didn’t break. Not yet. The…man—she had to remind herself that he’d once been a man—backed away several steps, preparing for his next attempt.

	“Go!” Roux yelled, crouching into a fighting stance.

	“What the hell are you doing?” Abby ushered the other woman toward the small room where they administered inoculations and birth control shots. “Roux, let’s go!”

	The cheap, manufactured door and its flimsy lock wouldn’t keep the Ravager out of the clinic room. “Just go, Abby! Take the alley to the library. I’ll meet you there.”

	She might not be able to stop the Ravager, but she could slow him down. He was bigger, stronger, and crazier, but she was smarter. The last time she’d gone up against a werewolf hadn’t ended so well, but she’d been rash and impulsive. She’d played to his strengths instead of her own, and she wouldn’t make the same mistake again.

	Thankfully, Abby didn’t argue. When the Ravager slammed into the door again, breaking the lock and shattering the glass, the two women and the crying baby had already disappeared. With a little distraction and a lot of luck, they’d make it to the library’s basement untouched.

	Adjusting her grip on the knife, Roux scissor-stepped to the right, staying out of his reach but keeping herself between him and the back exit. “Okay, big guy, it’s just you and me. No one has to get h—”

	When the Ravager charged for her, Roux dropped to the ground, rolling into his legs and toppling him off balance. He stumbled a couple of steps, but unfortunately, he didn’t go down like she’d intended. With a high-pitched snarl, he swerved toward her, lunging again with his curved claws. 

	Crouching on the balls of her feet, Roux waited until the beast was practically on top of her. She gritted her teeth and exploded upward, driving her body into his sternum, using his own momentum to flip him over her shoulder. The Ravager landed on her desk, scattering the contents and knocking her computer to the ground where it smashed into jagged pieces. 

	If she bolted for the back door, he’d follow her, and she refused to lead him to the library. Even if she managed to lose him, he’d just go after someone else, and she couldn’t have that blood on her hands, either. Repositioning her grasp on the hilt, she ran toward him, slashing her dagger through the air. At the last minute, he rolled to the right, dropping off the edge of the desk, and the tip of her blade carved into the desktop instead.

	He came at her again, his eyes wide and filled with rage. Clearly, he’d tired of toying with her. Still attempting to pry her knife out of the wood, Roux leaned into the table to steady her weight and kicked out behind her, landing a solid blow to his ribcage. Of course, the impact barely slowed him, but it did give her enough time to free the dagger and spin on her toes, driving the blade into the side of the Ravager’s neck. 

	Stumbling backwards as blood seeped out around the handle of the knife, Roux groaned when it became obvious that even a slashed throat wouldn’t keep the guy down. Pulling the dagger from his flesh, he tossed it to the floor and staggered toward her, his upper lip curling over his fangs. 

	“Oh, come on!” Roux groaned, calculating her chances of reaching the knife before the Ravager separated her head from her shoulders. She didn’t like her odds.

	Grabbing one of the wooden, straight-back chairs they reserved for visitors, she used it as a battering ram, driving the legs into the Ravager’s chest. He slipped in a pool of his own blood, smearing crimson across the white tiles, and crashed to the floor. The guy just wouldn’t give up, though. His long fingers curled around Roux’s jean-clad calf, his dirty claws piercing her skin through the denim. 

	“Jesus Christ!”

	She jerked her leg away and scrambled for her blade, slipping and sliding through the growing puddle of blood. Gritting her teeth against the white-hot pain that seared through her ripped flesh, she crawled back to barely moving Ravager, poised the blade just below his sternum, and stabbed upward to pierce his heart.

	With the beast dead, Roux turned her attention to bandaging her own wounds, cutting off one leg of her jeans and shredding it into strips to tie around her calf. Then she hauled herself to her feet, wincing at the throb that ran from ankle to knee, and limped out into the Square.

	The gunfire had ceased, replaced with the primal sounds of snarls, growls, and cat-like screams. A sable-colored cougar leapt off the fountain, landing on the back of a naked Ravager. Across the street, a white tiger the size of a fucking pony dragged another monster through the door of Peter’s bakery by his throat. 

	In front of the pharmacy, three of their uninvited guests gathered around a prone body on the ground. Nearby, Zerrik used his superior strength and agility—along with a wicked-looking dagger—to cut a path toward them through the Square. A werewolf guard Roux only knew by appearance fought with his bare hands, laughing and dancing around a lone Ravager as he threw punches. At least someone was having fun.

	All manner of wild cats prowled the Square, all except the panther she most wanted to find. Another wave of petrified screams rose up over the sounds of the battle, coming from the direction of the Bastille. A deafening, guttural roar followed, echoing off the stone buildings, and Roux jerked toward it as if she’d been summoned.

	“Deke.”

	Ducking away from a Ravager’s reaching arms, she drove her blade into his right flank and ripped it free, barely slowing as she did so. She skirted around the rest of the fighting, cutting through the alley that ran between Moon Pie and the barbershop. Pain lanced through her calf, and a cut over her eyebrow began to sting, but Roux ignored the discomfort, running as fast as her injured leg would allow to the Bastille. 

	She emerged at the edge of the forest bordering the main building and ducked into the trees. Pressing flat against one of the large trunks, she fought to catch her breath while she assessed the situation. Bodies littered the ground, some moving, some not, but it seemed most of the residents had made it inside the Bastille. 

	A black jaguar with glowing blue eyes swiped his massive paw at a Ravager, creating deep gouges down the creature’s chest. Then he bounded into the nearest tree, twisted his sleek body, and soared through the air to land on the savage’s back, dropping him to the ground and snapping his neck.

	Deke’s fellow guard—another werewolf covered in blood, dirt, and sweat—dispatched his own opponent, but neither of them noticed the Ravager leaping from the top of the building.

	“On the roof!” Roux shouted, shoving away from the tree, staggering as she tried to make her swelling leg cooperate. “Deke, watch out!”

	The Ravager landed next to Deke with a heavy thud, unsettling the dirt at his feet. Before anyone could react, he tackled the big cat to the ground, sinking his claws into both flanks as he went for the throat with his fangs. Deke screeched and flailed, batting at the beast with his paws, but he couldn’t get the leverage to do much damage.

	A scream built in Roux’s throat, but she choked it back and jogged forward. Unlocking her white-knuckled grip from the hilt of her blade, she tossed the knife to the ground and climbed onto the Ravager’s bare back. Fear and rage vied for dominance as she sunk her fingers into the feral wolf’s shaggy hair and pulled roughly. 

	He roared and twisted his upper body, trying to shake her loose, but Roux locked her knees around his waist and grabbed his chin in a steely grip. With one hard twist, the bones in his spine snapped, and the Ravager slump sideways, his coal-black eyes wide and unseeing.

	Then all was quiet.

	With shaking hands, Roux stroked Deke’s furry side, swallowing down a sob when her palm came away coated in his blood. “Hey,” she whispered when he lifted his head to nuzzle against her thigh. “I’m okay. You’re okay. It’s over now.”

	Deke nudged his nose against her shin and chuffed.

	“No, really, I’m okay.” The tears she’d been fighting fell hot and fast, but she wiped them away roughly and smiled. “Just a scratch. No big deal.”

	“I’m going to guess you’re the female who’s had the captain all tied in knots lately.” The other guard, a werewolf with caramel skin and bright green eyes, knelt down beside her. “Those were some nice moves.”

	His hand landed on her shoulder to steady her when she began to sway, earning him a low growl from Deke. 

	“Knock it off.” Roux sniffled as she scratched behind his ears. “And thank you,” she added to the werewolf. “I’m Roux, by the way. Roux Jennings.”

	“Sergeant Gabriel Riccelli.” The sun had already begun to set, but he still squinted as he ran a hand through his short, dark hair. “This is a fucking mess. I’ve never seen a pack that big before, especially not here.”

	“Pack? They’re the wolves, aren’t they? The ones that went feral?” She continued stroking Deke’s side, comforted by the steady rise and fall of his chest. 

	Gabriel nodded. “They hunt in the woods a couple of miles from here sometimes, but they don’t ever come into the city.” He glanced over his shoulder at the Ravager she’d killed. “And I’ve never seen this many of them together.”

	Roux jerked when a shudder rippled through Deke, and a rumbling yowl escaped his black lips. “What is it? What’s wrong? Is he going to be okay?”

	“Easy, relax.” Gabriel chuckled as he pushed to his feet. “He’s just changing. I’ll grab him some clothes from the dorm.”

	The guard disappeared into the building, leaving her alone with her mate. The shift was painful to watch, and she could only imagine what it would be like to go through it. Deke’s bones cracked and realigned, the thick fur receded from his skin, and his muscles bunched, flexed, then bunched again as he panted through the transformation.

	The entire process took less than a minute, but it seemed like much longer to Roux. When it was over, Deke laid curled on his side, naked, pale, and shaking. The bleeding had stopped, and his wounds had begun to heal as his supernatural abilities repaired the mangled flesh.

	“Hey, kitten,” he whispered, inching closer to her. 

	Stretching out beside him in the dirt, she pushed the damp hair back from his forehead and smiled. “Hey back. Gabriel went to get you some clothes.”

	“You’re hurt.”

	“A little.”

	“What happened? You were supposed to stay in the registration office.” Pressing his palms against the ground, he pushed into a sitting position with a grunt. “Let me see it.”

	“Yes, well, I was actually in the office when this happened.” She stuck her injured leg out, propping it up in his lap. “One of those things broke down the door. I sent Abby and that chick with the baby to the library, killed the Ravager, and came to find you.”

	Carefully, he peeled away the makeshift bandage and examined the gashes in her calf. “Roux,” he sighed. “What am I going to do with you?”

	She shrugged and decided not to point out the fact that she’d just saved his life. “I wouldn’t say no to some painkillers.” She’d finished her antibiotics, but she still had half a bottle of prescription-strength Ibuprofen back at the house. “And a hot shower. Food could be an option. A nap, too. Not necessarily all in that order.”

	Chuckling, he slipped a knuckle under her chin and tilted her head up to brush their lips together. “Don’t worry, kitten. I’ll take care of you.”

	It had never crossed her mind that he wouldn’t, but not because she felt entitled. After everything that had happened in the past couple of months, even the smallest everyday things, she couldn’t deny that he cared for her, and not because of some mating bond, either. She knew because she saw the same emotions swirling inside her mirrored in Deke’s eyes. 

	Reaching up, she cupped his cheek and pressed their lips together again. “We’ll take care of each other.”

	 


CHAPTER TWELVE

	Dressed in borrowed clothes, Deke stuck around the Bastille just long enough to issue orders to the guards before setting off to see how much damage had been done to the Square. He’d mostly healed by the time they reached the fountain, but with the adrenaline wearing off, Roux’s limp had worsened. Keeping an arm around her waist, he supported as much of her weight as she’d allow. 

	Given his way, he’d have carried her home and put her ass to bed. Of course, as soon as he’d mentioned that he needed to assess the situation in the city center, she’d stubbornly refused to return to the house. As a compromise—after a fairly heated argument—she had agreed to let the doctor in the infirmary examine her leg. 

	Because of the vaccination she’d received when she’d been registered, she wouldn’t need an antibiotic, but the gashes in her calf had needed thirteen stitches to close. At his request, the doctor had also given her something for the pain, though Deke had been forced to restrain her while she received the injection. 

	It some ways, it amused the hell out of him. She’d fought and killed two Ravagers without blinking, yet she fell into hysterics at the sight of a needle.

	“Gabriel said he’s never seen a pack of Ravagers this big before,” Roux mused. “How many were there?”

	“Nine here,” Zerrik answered, joining them in front of the fountain. Healing claw marks marred his face, and his uniform shirt hung off him in shreds, but he appeared otherwise unscathed. “We stacked the bodies in front of the bakery.”

	“Peter will love that,” Roux mumbled.

	Deke laughed and kissed the top of her head. “Grab a couple of SUVs and the other three Ravagers from the Bastille,” he told the lieutenant. “Burn them out by the edge of town.”

	“Did you get the one inside the registration office?” Roux asked.

	Zerrik nodded, his pale eyebrows lifting toward his hairline. “You did that?”

	“I did what I had to,” Roux answered evenly. “Have you seen Abby?”

	“Yeah.” Zerrik angled to the left and jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “She was with Peter at the bakery. I’m pretty sure they’re still there.”

	She dipped her head once and started toward the bakery, but Deke caught her around the upper arm, pulling her back. “What are you doing?”

	“Going to find Abby.” Roux looked at the hand on her arm and then back up to meet his gaze. “What are you doing?”

	She’d more than proven she could take care of herself, but Deke couldn’t let her go. He’d told her to stay in that office, and in doing so, he’d inadvertently put her in danger. He should have been there, should have protected her. 

	“You shouldn’t be walking around on that leg. You’ll pull the stitches.”

	Rolling her eyes, she tangled her fingers in the front of his shirt and pulled him down to kiss his cheek. “I’ll be across the street.”

	Watching her limp down the cobblestone street to Sunrise Bakery, Deke gritted his teeth and clenched his fists at his sides. It took everything in him not to call her back, but he knew it wouldn’t do any good. Aside from tossing her over his shoulder and wrestling her back to his house, he couldn’t make her leave until she was ready.

	“She’s tough, Captain.” 

	He acknowledged Zerrik with a grunt but continued watching Roux through the window of the bakery. She greeted Abby with a brief hug and scrutinized her for a moment before launching into a full-scale interrogation. Deke had to laugh.

	“There was a redhead?” 

	Zerrik shook his head, but he didn’t bother to ask why Deke was eavesdropping on his mate. “Kate Rogers, human female, arrived in town a couple of months before Roux. Just had her baby about three weeks ago and moved into one of those apartments off Kramer Street.”

	“The father?”

	“Killed by raiders in the Deadlands. That’s all she’d say about him.”

	Most newcomers didn’t volunteer any more information than necessary, so it didn’t surprise Deke that she wouldn’t discuss her baby’s father. What did surprise him was why he cared so much about this woman he’d never met. He blamed Roux.

	“Was she hurt?”

	“Shook up, but otherwise okay. Mendez walked her and the baby to the clinic on her way to get the SUV.” Scratching at a patch of dried blood on his wrist, Zerrik jerked his head toward the smashed door of the registration office. “Kate said Roux saved their lives, sent her and Abby out the back while she held off the Ravager.” 

	While proud of his mate’s tenacity and courage, Deke recognized that tone, and he doubted he’d like what the vampire had to say next.

	“She could be an asset, Deke.”

	“No.”

	“Why not? She’s smart, intuitive, and with a little training, she’d make a hell of a fighter. Not to mention, she’s a born leader.” Zerrik glanced over his shoulder toward the bakery and snorted. “Have you ever known Abby to take orders from anyone?”

	“Abby left Roux in that office do die while she saved her own ass.”

	“Abby and Roux worked together to save a young mother and her newborn baby. There’s a difference, and you damn well know it.”

	Yeah, he did, but that didn’t change his feelings on the matter. “The answer is still no. I’m not dragging her into this.”

	“She’s your mate,” Zerrik reminded him. “She’s already in this.”

	At the sound of approaching footsteps, Deke bit back his retort and turned to face the newcomer. He’d expected another guard, but not a royal guard, especially not the one striding toward him.

	“Foster,” Deke greeted the Warden with a slight inclination of his head.

	“Collins.” The shifter turned to Zerrik with a curl of his upper lip. “Leave.”

	Lieutenant Lynk Foster hadn’t earned his position as head of the elite group of guards who protected the Diavolos family by mincing words. At six-foot-three, Deke didn’t look up to many people, but Lynk towered over him by an impressive six inches, maybe more. With a chest the size of a tree trunk, and biceps that strained the fabric of his black T-shirt, the shifter presented a truly imposing figure.

	He wore his white hair—not gray or silver or light blond, but pure white hair—in a long curtain that brushed against his shoulder blades. His eyes—pale gray eyes the color of moonlight—were always watchful, gleaming with an intensity that most found disconcerting, if not outright intimidating.  

	Right then, his menacing gaze was locked on Zerrik. “Leave,” Lynk repeated, his nostrils flaring with distaste. “Now.”

	To his credit, Zerrik didn’t back down, but he did swallow hard enough to make Deke wince. 

	“Mendez just pulled up,” Deke told the vampire, hoping to diffuse the situation and let his friend walk away with a shred of his pride remaining. He pointed to a dark SUV at the end of the street. “Take care of the Ravagers and assign a detail to start cleaning up the Square. Greg can help. He used to work in construction.”

	Zerrik turned toward him with a furrowed brow. “Greg?”

	“Yeah, Roux’s friend. Big guy, blond hair, doesn’t say much.”

	“No, I know who he is.” The lines across his forehead deepened, and he rested his hands on his hips. “No one has seen him all day, though. He was supposed to start installation on some new countertops at the salon this morning, but Laney said he never showed.”

	“When was this?” Lynk interrupted, suddenly appearing much more interested in information about the missing human.

	“I talked to Laney right after lunch, I guess. Why?”

	Lynk grunted. “Nothing. Go away.”

	“I’ll check with the others, find out if anyone has seen Greg.” Folding his arms over his chest, Deke nodded toward the bakery. “Send Roux this way, yeah?”

	Zerrik glared at the Warden, but didn’t argue. “Yeah. All right.” 

	Watching Zerrik disappear into the bakery, Deke shook his head and sighed. “Foster, has anyone ever told you that you’re a dick?”

	Lynk shrugged. “Frequently.” He sounded almost proud of the fact. “We need to talk.”

	“So you said. What is it?”

	“Not here.” Subtly, he raised the sleeve of his uniform shirt, revealing the bottom half of the Revenant emblem tattooed on his bicep. “Your place, ten minutes.” Then he turned and stomped away, but before turning the corner, he called over his shoulder, “I’ll meet you there.”

	“Who was that?” Roux limped down the street toward him and practically collapsed into his arms.

	“Lynk Foster. You’ll meet him later.” Holding her around the waist, he supported some of her weight to take pressure off her injured leg. “How much does it hurt?”

	“I’m okay,” she insisted.

	“Stubborn.” A grin stretched his lips, and he bent to press a kiss to her temple. “We need to go.”

	“But there’s still so much to do here.”

	She had a point. The dead needed to be burned or buried. Some of the injured still needed medical attention. Many of the shops in the Square would need repairs to one degree or another. Everyone standing had a job to do, and Deke’s duties didn’t include fixing broken doors or digging graves. 

	“We’ll come back,” he promised. “There’s somewhere we need to be right now.”

	Roux struggled along beside him, her limp growing more pronounced with each step. Twice, he tried to carry her, and both times, she growled and slapped at him, insisting she could walk on her own. Her tenacity both frustrated and awed him. She had more heart, more determination and drive, than anyone he’d ever known. 

	Their new reality didn’t cater to or make allowances for the weak. The Revenant protected those in need, but Deke often wondered if they fought a winless battle. Physical prowess helped, but without strength of mind and will, the people they worked so hard to save would still end up as cannon fodder to a merciless world. 

	 Not Roux, though. 

	In essence, she didn’t need him. On the other hand, it did give him a measure of relief to know that she could survive on her own. While she could be reckless and impulsive, she was also smart, cunning. If she couldn’t fight her way out of a situation, she knew how to run, how to hide. 

	As much as he hated to admit it, Zerrik had a point. With a little training and direction, Roux had the potential to become a tremendous asset to the Revenant. She already had the instincts of a soldier, and with a little focus, Deke had no doubt he’d be able to help her hone her natural abilities. Moreover, it would give her purpose, a place to belong, and an extended family to watch over her if something ever happened to him.

	“What are you thinking?” Roux asked as they trekked up their driveway to the front porch.

	Deke grinned. “Isn’t that my line?”

	“Don’t change the subject? I know that look, Captain Collins.” Reaching into her front pocket, she pulled out the spare key he’d given her when she’d started her new job. “You’re trying to decide if you should tell me something. Spoiler alert, you’re going to tell me.”

	Taking the key from her, Deke unlocked the front door and pushed it open. “Is that so?”

	“Who the fuck are you?” Roux demanded when she stepped into the foyer. 

	“Excuse me?” Her question made no sense until he realized she wasn’t looking at him. 

	“You’re that Warden,” she accused. She shook off Deke’s hand when he reached for her elbow, but she still didn’t look at him. “How did you get into my house?”

	Standing from the sofa, Lynk Foster rested his hands on his hips and smirked. “You’re not the only one with a key, sweetheart.”

	Instead of being pissed at the lieutenant, Deke groaned and reached for his mate again, catching her around the waist as she lunged at Lynk. “Down, tiger.”

	The corner of Lynk’s mouth hitched up a little higher, revealing the tip of one pointed canine. “Are you talking to me or her?” 

	Ceasing her struggles, Roux leaned heavily against Deke’s side, holding her weight on her good leg. “He’s a tiger shifter?” At his nod, she rolled her eyes and snorted. “You trust him?”

	“I do.”

	“So, he’s a Revenant.”

	Deke nodded again. “He is.”

	“Fine.” Pushing away from him, she limped toward the kitchen, wincing with each step. “He’s still a dick.” She stopped just inside the doorway and looked over her shoulder at him. “Beer?”

	Shaking his head, he strode toward his mate, lifted her up, and carried her to the overstuffed armchair. There, he settled her gently into the seat and propped her hurting leg up on the cushioned ottoman. 

	“Don’t move,” he ordered. “Where are the painkillers?”

	“Medicine cabinet, top shelf.” Gritting her teeth, Roux leaned her head back and closed her eyes. “Thank you.”

	In the short time it took him to find the pills and return to the living room, Roux had her shoes off and an ice pack pressed against her stitches. She even had an unopened bottle of water sitting on the end table next to her.

	“I told you not to move.” Easing down on the ottoman beside her foot, Deke placed the two tablets in her upturned palm. “Here, take these.”

	Roux thanked him again and reached for the water. “And I didn’t move.”

	He twisted around to look at Lynk, but the lieutenant simply arched an eyebrow at him and said nothing. The guy did his job, and he did it well. His post with the Diavolos family made him an invaluable member of the Revenant, but words like comfort, kindness, and compassion had never been part of his vocabulary. For him to go out of his way to ease even a little of Roux’s pain wasn’t in his nature, not that Deke had ever seen, and he had no idea what to make of it.

	“Gabriel said the Ravagers don’t come into town.” Shifting in her seat, Roux held the water bottle in both hands as she looked between him and Lynk. “What makes this time different?”

	Lynk stared back at her blankly. “Who the fuck is Gabriel?”

	“Sergeant Riccelli,” Deke answered. “Werewolf, assigned to the Bastille, you’ve met him a few times.”

	“Did I like him?”

	Deke snorted. “As much as you like anyone, I guess.”

	“This is all very interesting,” Roux grumbled. “Now, is someone going to tell me what the hell just happened out there? Or are we going to braid each other’s hair and continue to talk about our feelings?”

	“You called this meeting,” Deke reminded the shifter. “What’s going on? What do you know?”

	“You’re being watched. All of you.” Without elaborating, Lynk rose from the sofa and marched into the kitchen. 

	“Is he always like that?” Roux asked, not bothering to keep her voice down.

	“Pretty much.”

	Returning from the kitchen with two frosted bottles of Corona, Lynk passed one to Deke before popping the top off his own beer. “You, that fuckhead vampire, the baker, and even that feisty puma—you’re all being watched, and everything is being reported back to the family. Nikolai Diavolos in particular has taken a special interest in you, Captain.”

	“Wait, wait, wait. Back up.” Gripping the cushioned arms of the chair, Roux pulled herself up straighter, her bright green eyes locked on Lynk. “What puma? Who is Nikolai Diavolos? And what the hell does he want with Deke?”

	“Thea is a puma shifter,” Deke explained. “You probably saw her in the Square during the attack.” He paused, choosing his next words carefully. “If you think of the Diavolos family like royalty, Nikolai would be the crown prince. He’ll take over the region when his father passes.”

	“And?” Roux prodded, clearly unimpressed. “Why does he have such a hard-on for you?”

	Since Deke didn’t have an answer for her, he turned to Lynk. “Do you know why he’s having me watched?”

	“No, not for certain, but I think it’s to make sure you don’t interfere.” Moving to the edge of the cushion, Lynk sat his beer on the coffee table and rested his elbows on his knees. “I overheard a couple of the guards a few nights ago. They were talking about making a delivery, only it didn’t sound like they meant groceries.”

	“People,” Deke deduced lifting Lynk’s beer to slide a coast beneath the bottle. “They were talking about delivering people.”

	“The missing residents,” Roux whispered, growing visibly more restless as the conversation continued. “Abby might have mentioned it,” she added when Lynk arched an eyebrow at her. “Where are they delivering them?”

	Deke had an uneasy feeling he already knew the answer. In the months directly following the Purge, Ravager attacks happened almost weekly. There hadn’t been merchants in the Square during that time, and most people had been afraid to leave their homes. Guards and civilians alike had been dying at alarming rates, and life in Trinity Grove had been a constant nightmare.

	Then, one day, the attacks had stopped. A week went by, and then two, and then an entire month without Ravagers prowling the streets. Hope blossomed. Each day, things got a little better, but no one had thought to ask the most obvious question—why? 

	The Revenant had their suspicions, but with the disappearances happening so sporadically, they’d never been able to gather proof. By the time they realized someone else had gone missing, it was too late to do anything about it.

	“What?” Roux asked, her voice tight. “Why are you looking at each other like that?” Struggling to her feet, she began pacing the narrow strip of floor between the television and the coffee table. “Why are the Wardens kidnapping people? Where are they taking them?”

	“Sit down.” Exasperated, Deke sighed and reached for her, only to have his hand batted away. “Roux, you need to rest or that leg is never going to heal.”

	“I’m fine,” she bit out through clenched teeth. “Tell me what’s going on.”

	“Ravagers.” Lynk lifted one shoulder when Deke glared at him. “We don’t have proof, but we think the Diavolos are sacrificing civilians to the Ravagers.”

	Roux gasped. “Bethany?”

	“I don’t know who that is, but if she’s missing, it’s a good bet she was taken.”

	“Wait.” Roux held her hand up, but she didn’t speak for several seconds. “Okay, let me get this straight. Wardens—on the orders of the Diavolos family—are kidnapping people out of the city and just hand-delivering them to the Ravagers.” Resting her hands on her hips, she looked up and glared at both of them. “Why aren’t you doing anything to stop this?”

	“What would you have us do?” Deke held both hands out to the side, palm up. “We don’t know who is going to be taken or when.” Humans didn’t exactly have rights to protect them against such things, but he didn’t say that to Roux. “Hell, we don’t even know where they’re taking them.”

	“Gabriel said the Ravagers hunt a couple of miles from here. That seems like a pretty good place to start.”

	Deke nodded. “They do, but we’ve only ever seen a few at a time. Today’s attack is the most I’ve seen in one place in over a year.”

	“We’ve searched those woods a dozen times,” Lynk interjected. “We still can’t find their den.”

	A muscle in Roux’s jaw ticked, and she held her shoulders back, her spine rigid. A thin vein along the side of her neck had begun to pulse, and color rose in her cheeks. Deke understood her anger, but without more information, neither he nor his team could do anything to change the status quo.

	Standing, he approached his mate with slow, careful movements, much like he would a wounded animal. “We don’t know how many there are. If today was any indication, I think it’s safe to say we’re outnumbered.”

	“Even if we knew where they lived, it would be fucking suicide to storm their den.”

	Glancing at Lynk out of the corner of his eye, Deke growled. “Shut it, Foster.”

	“No,” Roux whispered, “he’s right. We have to do something, though.”

	“We will.”

	Pushing up from the sofa, Lynk drained the rest of his beer before setting the empty bottle down on the coffee table. “I have to get back before people start asking questions.”

	“Won’t they wonder why you were talking to Deke in the first place?”

	Meeting Roux’s gaze, Lynk shook his head. “There was an attack in the Square, and I’m debriefing Captain Collins on the specifics.” He nodded and strode to the front door. “I hope you find your friend.”

	“Poor Bethany,” Roux muttered once Lynk had left. “Do you think she’s still alive?”

	“Honestly?” Deke pulled her into his arms and rested his chin on top of her head. “It’s probably better if she’s not.” He warred with himself for nearly a minute before he added, “There’s something else you should know.”

	Leaning back, Roux blinked up at him, her expression so trusting he almost changed his mind. As it stood, he had to swallow several times before he could manage to force the words past the tightness in his throat.

	“Greg’s missing.”

	 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

	It didn’t seem real. When Deke had first told her of Greg’s disappearance, she hadn’t believed him. She hadn’t wanted to believe him. When three days passed without any sign of her friend, however, Roux had been forced to accept the truth.

	Worse than knowing Greg had either been kidnapped by Wardens or eaten by Ravagers—or both—she’d had to look Cade in the eye and lie to him about it. He already distrusted the guards. If he found out what the royal family and their small battalion of elite soldiers were up to, he’d storm the proverbial castle gates and end up getting himself killed.

	She wanted to tell him about the Revenant, gain his support for the cause, but even if he believed her, he’d never align himself with the Gemini. Cade saw things in black and white, with no room for gray areas, much like she herself had viewed the world before she’d met Deke. Maybe he’d come around eventually, but in the meantime, he could cause a lot of damage with that kind of knowledge, and she couldn’t afford the risk.

	With her problems mounting, worry and stress had become constant companions. A small part of her, however unrealistic, clung to the hope that they would find Greg alive. While she’d made amends and apologized for punching Cade in the face—repeatedly—she still felt like shit for lying to him. She couldn’t return to work until someone repaired the mangled door, and since the attack on the city, Deke had been protective to the point of being suffocating. 

	Just that morning, she’d exited the bathroom after her shower to find him standing in the hall waiting for her. The incident had sparked a heated argument that only spiraled further when he’d suggested she lock herself in the bedroom until he returned from patrol.

	“He’s driving me insane!” she ranted to Abby as they sat around the kitchen table with extra-large glasses of wine later that evening. “He follows me around the house. I’m not even ‘allowed’ to sit on the deck, and I thought his head was going to pop off when I asked when I could return to work.”

	“I know.” Abby shook her head, making her long, golden ponytail sway. “Peter has been the same way.”

	“Okay, what’s the deal with you two? I mean, c’mon, we’re friends now. You can tell me the truth.”

	Abby’s lips curved against the rim of her glass, and she took a long drink before she answered. “There’s honestly nothing to tell. I love Peter like a brother, but there’s never been anything romantic there.” She adjusted her black, fitted T-shirt where it had bunched around her hips and sighed. “Can’t a man and a woman care about each other without it needing to be more?”

	Roux thought about her relationship with Cade and Brody, and to a lesser extent Greg and Denny. Yes, she’d tangled the sheets with Cade, but she wouldn’t call what they’d had a relationship. Furthermore, the five of them had formed a sort of family. They cared about one another, protected each other, but Roux felt nothing romantic for any of them and vice versa. 

	“Fair enough,” she conceded. “So, what do you propose we do about their paranoia?”

	“That’s the thing. I don’t think they’re being paranoid.” She snorted when Roux gaped at her. “We could have died. You get that, right?”

	“Yes, but we didn’t.”

	“Put yourself in Deke’s shoes. How do you feel about him going out on patrol after what happened?”

	She hated it. Every time he walked out the door, her heart stopped beating. The first night, she’d paced the floors and chewed her fingernails down to nubs while she waited for him to return. Yes, she’d been hurt in the fight, but so had he. Without his supernatural ability to heal, he’d probably still be in bed, or worse…a grave. Next time, he might not be so lucky.

	“Stop being logical,” she complained, “and pass the booze.”

	“Okay, this is getting depressing.” Popping up from her seat, Abby grabbed her glass and the second bottle of red wine. Then she jerked her head to the side, motioning for Roux to follow her into the living room. “Let’s watch a scary movie.”

	“You’re serious?” Still, Roux stood and pulled her pink, cotton sleep shorts down so as not to be indecent. “You do realize that we live in a scary movie, right?”

	“Yes.” Turning when Roux entered the room, Abby held up the DVD case for the Dawn of the Dead remake with a bright smile. “But we don’t have zombies.”

	“Barbie, you are seriously twisted. You know that, right?” Standing in the kitchen entryway, Roux glanced back toward the patio doors and bit down on her bottom lip. “It’ll be sundown soon.”

	Once night fell, she still had nearly three hours until Deke returned from his patrol. She’d never been afraid of the dark before, not even when she’d been a little girl. The attack had shaken her more than she’d admit aloud, and she dreaded being alone. She was afraid.

	And she hated feeling so weak.

	“Don’t worry.” With a knowing grin, Abby lifted both arms and flexed her biceps. “I’ll protect you.” Popping the disc out of its case, she bounced over to the DVD player. “Besides, curfew only means I can’t go anywhere unescorted. Deke can walk me home after his patrol.”

	“Maybe he should drive you.” Abby and Peter only lived a couple of blocks away, but Roux didn’t like the idea of anyone being that exposed, especially since many of the residential streets didn’t have streetlamps.

	“Okay,” Abby agreed easily. “Now, stop worrying, and go make us some popcorn.”

	Over the next few hours, they drank wine, ate popcorn, and watched a scary movie. They shared a blanket, both of them holding it up close to their eyes. Abby screamed when zombies ate people, and Roux jumped at all the right places in the movie. When the popcorn ran out, they baked a frozen pizza, and by the end of the movie, they’d nearly finished their second bottle of wine. 

	Two friends enjoying a Saturday evening at home, indulging in junk food and too much alcohol—it felt…normal. For a little while, Roux managed to let go of the guilt, the worry, and the fear. For just a couple of hours, she could pretend everything was right in the world. 

	Of course, being sloppy drunk definitely helped.

	“Roux?” Deke called when he walked through the front door just after midnight.

	Lieutenant Lynk Foster followed behind him, his white hair tied back at his nape and gleaming in the soft light of the table lamps. When he spotted Roux and Abby staring at him from the sofa, he arched one fair eyebrow and rested his hands on his hips. 

	Bounding over the back of the sofa, Roux stumbled across the living room and basically fell into Deke’s arms. “There you are. I was just talking about you.” She jerked her thumb over her shoulder. “That one needs a ride home.”

	Lynk’s gaze shifted to Abby once more. “I can walk her.”

	Roux shook her head, but she couldn’t stop giggling. “Too dangerous.”

	“Believe me,” Lynk answered with a low growl, “I’m scarier than anything out there.”

	Chuckling, Deke pulled Roux in closer and kissed the top of her head. “He does have a point.”

	“Abby, do you know this guy? He’s an albino giant.” She started to giggle again, and it took several seconds before she could regain her composure. “You know, like the abdominal…admonable…the abam…the yeti.”

	“Kitten, look at me.” Taking her chin, he forced her head back until she stared up at him. “Flushed skin, dilated pupils, slurred speech, uncharacteristic giggling,” Deke listed, and he sounded slightly horrified. “If I didn’t know better, I’d swear you were drunk.” He looked toward Abby with narrowed eyes. “What did you do to her?”

	“Me?” Slapping a hand to her chest, Abby fell back against the sofa cushions and gasped. “She’s a bad influence.”

	Deke huffed at the tiny blonde female. “What did you do to her, Abby?”

	“Wine,” Roux sang. “I had awesome wine.”

	Groaning, he pulled her against his chest and tucked her head under his chin. “Exactly how much of this ‘awesome’ wine did you drink?”

	“All of it,” Roux answered around a yawn as she snuggled deeper into his embrace. “I drank all the wines.”

	 Deke made a sound somewhere between a sigh and chuckle before lifting her into his arms. He spoke to Lynk for a couple of minutes, and he said a few words to Abby, but by that point, Roux could barely keep her eyes open. Surrounded by Deke’s warmth, inhaling his unique scent, she felt safe, and soon, she began to doze.

	She woke long enough to say goodbye to Abby and Lynk, and once again when Deke carried her to bed. Snuggling into the pillows, she mumbled her thanks, though the words sounded distorted, even to her. Then Deke pulled the blanket up around her shoulders and kissed her forehead, bringing a sigh of contentment from her lips.

	Roux didn’t know how much time had passed when the mattress dipped behind her, but she squirmed closer to her mate, pressing her back against his broad, naked chest. Strong yet gentle, his arms circled her, enveloping her in a protective embrace. 

	Her earlier annoyance with him forgotten in a haze of alcohol and affection, she linked her fingers with Deke’s, holding tight to him as she drifted off to sleep once more.

	* * * * 

	Monday morning dawned gray and dreary with the temperatures hovering in the upper sixties. Summer had finally released its hold on the city, and the crisp winds coupled with the scent of falling leaves to make the overcast skies a bit more bearable. Halloween, pumpkin pies, spiced lattes, Thanksgiving dinner, hooded sweatshirts, tall boots, and everything in between—Roux loved autumn. 

	The front door of the registration office had been replaced during the weekend, meaning she could finally return to work. The prospect both excited and terrified her in equal measure, but she couldn’t be afraid for the rest of her life. She’d faced raiders in the Deadlands, fought off hungry vampires, and she’d boldly charged a werewolf right in the middle of the Square.

	Nothing in life had ever prepared her for the likes of the Ravagers. Almost a week had passed since the violent incident, but Roux couldn’t reconcile what she’d seen, the things she’d done. Feral and ruthless, the Ravagers attacked without prejudice. What terrified her more than their savagery, however, was the gleam of intellect she’d seen in their eyes. 

	She didn’t know how much of the person they’d once been remained, but their attack had been coordinated, their grunts and growls taunting. Nearly a dozen had slipped quietly into the city. They’d evaded the guards, the Wardens, and all the merchants gathered around the fountain. No one had seen them or heard them until it was too late to do anything except run.

	Tension still hung over the city center like a heavy blanket. Where there had once been laughter and conversation, silence stretched eerily through the streets. Only a handful of merchants had set up around the fountain, and several businesses remained closed, including the library. Some store owners had even ceased operations permanently. 

	While the front window of the bakery hadn’t been repaired yet, Peter had insisted on reopening the bakery. He’d said that with everything happening, people would need a good cup of coffee and a sugar rush more than ever. Roux, however, figured he did it to keep an eye on Abby, and she approved.

	Walking hand-in-hand with Deke toward the registration office, she nodded as they passed people on the sidewalk. She didn’t speak, and she avoided eye contact, afraid of seeing her own fears reflected in a stranger’s eyes. With time, the city would rebuild what it had lost, and the residents would feel safe to venture out of their homes again. Roux wanted to believe that, but in her heart, she had a terrible feeling something much worse loomed on the horizon.

	“You don’t have to do this.” Coming to a stop in front of her office building, Deke held her by the shoulders, forcing her to look into his eyes. “There’s nothing wrong with needing a little more time.”

	“Time isn’t going to change anything.”

	Sighing, Deke leaned in and brushed their lips together in a tender kiss. “I had a feeling you’d say that. Why can’t you just do things the easy way?”

	Roux rolled her eyes and snorted. “I’ll be fine, Deke.”

	“I know you will.” His gaze traveled to a point over her shoulder, and he dipped his head once. “Thank you.”

	“Anytime,” a deep, masculine voice answered from behind her. 

	Spinning around, Roux gaped up at Cade. “What are you doing here?” Then she looked back at Deke, watching him as he watched Cade, and realization dawned. “No. No way. Absolutely not.”

	“You want to work today?” Deke asked, his tone hard and unwavering. “This is the deal.”

	“I don’t need a babysitter.” She also didn’t need to spend an entire day trying to avoid Cade’s knowing stare and deflecting his questions. “There are guards everywhere.”

	“I’m not arguing with you.” Deke looked over her head to Cade. “Gabe will join you in a couple of hours. I have a double shift today, but I’ll be by at six to take her home.”

	Roux held her hands up as the muscle in her jaw began to tick. “So, I need two babysitters?”

	“Actually,” Cade drawled, “Brody is coming around noon, so you’ll have three.”

	“I’d have the entire fucking guard standing watch around this building if I could.” Deke tilted her chin up and kissed her lips again. “Don’t push me, kitten.” Then he turned, marching across the street to the bakery without further comment.

	“Don’t fucking start,” Cade warned when she turned on him. “I’m never going to be president of his fan club, but on this, we agree.”

	“What?” She swept past him to the door and held it open. “I didn’t say anything.”

	She and Cade had been watching each other’s backs long before they’d arrived in Trinity Grove, and she trusted him with her life. While she could be obstinate, she wasn’t stupid, and she agreed that safety lied in numbers. A purely sentimental part of her even found Deke’s extreme measures endearing. However, she didn’t appreciate him assigning her bodyguards without giving her a say in the matter.

	“Besides,” she added sweetly when Cade motioned for her to enter the office first, “you just wanted an excuse to spend the day with Barbie.”

	Abby rounded her desk to greet them when they entered the office, bestowing a brilliant smile on Cade. “Is that so, Mr. Novak?”

	“Don’t listen to her.” His nostrils flared, and his upper lip curled when he turned to look at Roux. “She just likes to hear herself talk.”

	And the rest of the day continued in pretty much the same vein. Little work actually took place, and Cade spent most of his time staring at Abby when he thought no one was watching him. Sergeant Gabriel Riccelli arrived mid-morning, right on schedule, and Brody had joined them just after noon with three enormous pizza’s from Moon Pie for lunch.

	Just before the end of the workday, Roux received an unexpected visitor as well. While on the run, hiding out in abandon buildings, and eating next to nothing, her body had reacted to the stress and decreasing body fat by disrupting her monthly cycle. Hell, she couldn’t even remember the last time she’d had her period, and it wasn’t like she’d missed it. With proper nourishment and an added twenty pounds to her five-foot-four frame, her body had apparently decided it would be a good time to betray her.

	Worse, she felt like a teenager again, embarrassed to tell her “bodyguards” that she needed to leave the office to buy tampons. She did find one in the bathroom cabinet beneath the sink—likely Abby’s—but she still needed to make a trip to the pharmacy. Unfortunately, subtly didn’t really work on men.

	“Where are you going?” Cade demanded when she started toward the front door.

	“To the pharmacy.”

	“Why?” Brody asked, tilting his head to the side. “Are you sick?” 

	“You’re bleeding,” Gabriel announced to the room as he lifted his nose to sniff at the air. “Where are you hurt?”

	He marched across the office lobby, but before he could reach her, Roux threw her hands up and took a deliberate step back. Her face burned so hot she feared her flesh would melt, and she could only imagine what she looked like.

	“I just need to go to the pharmacy.”

	“Did you cut yourself?” Gabriel reached for her hand, his eyes raking over her in a purely clinical way. “Do you need to go to the infirmary?”

	Roux had never been so humiliated in her life, and she prayed for the ground to open up and swallow her whole. Abby had clearly caught on to why she needed to make the trip down the street, but a fat lot of help she was. The tiny blonde sat behind her desk, both hands covering her face, while her shoulders shook with silent laughter. 

	“Roux.” Cade stood and crossed his arms over his chest. “Just tell us what happened.”

	“Nothing happened!”

	“You’re bleeding,” Gabriel repeated, his eyebrows drawing together to form a crease at the bridge of his nose.

	Of course, Deke chose that moment to enter the office—a full twenty minutes early—and Roux thought she would die. 

	“What happened?” he demanded, stomping across the room to grab her shoulders. “Are you hurt?” He lifted her arms one by one and turned her in a circle, sniffing as he inspected her for injuries. “Where are you bleeding?” Before giving her a chance to answer he turned on the other men in the room. “Who did this?” he growled.

	Abby lost it, falling across her desk in a fit of unrestrained laughter, tears streaming down her face as she clutched at her midsection.

	Roux shot her a scathing glare before refocusing on Deke. “No one hurt me. I’m fine. Can we please just go home?”

	“You’re bleeding,” he insisted, sniffing at her again. “Did you pull your stitches?” Grabbing her knee, he lifted her leg up to examine the nearly healed wound on her calf.”

	“Damn it!” She slapped at his chest and pulled her leg away. “Stop that.” Thanks to whatever was in the booster shot they’d given her, she no longer had to worry about illnesses, not even a cold, and she healed almost three times as fast as she would have normally. “The stitches have already dissolved, and you know it.”

	“She wants to go to the pharmacy,” Gabriel informed the captain.

	“Why?”

	“Oh, sweet baby Jesus.” Dropping her burning face into her hands, Roux groaned. Then she took a deep breath and looked up to meet each man’s gaze. “I got my period okay? I need to go to the pharmacy to buy tampons. Is everyone happy now?”

	Brody’s mouth hung open, and Cade’s eyes widen almost comically. Gabriel’s cheeks blazed scarlet, and he actually took a step away from her, his head down and his eyes averted. At her desk, Abby still shook with mirth, and she’d crammed half her fist into her mouth in an attempt to muffle her giggles. 

	“Okay.” After clearing his throat and nodding a couple of times, Deke stared down at the floor and sighed. “Who’s going to the pharmacy?”

	“Not it.” Brody threw his hands up, palms facing outward, and moved around Roux’s desk to claim her unoccupied chair.

	“Not even if you paid me,” Cade seconded with a stubborn shake of his head.

	Gabriel said nothing, probably hoping Deke would forget he existed. Roux almost felt sorry for them. Almost.

	“What about you?” she asked her mate, batting her lashes innocently. “You could take me.”

	“I could.” He said it in such a way that implied he’d rather chew off his own foot. “I’m here to take you home, and then I have to get back to patrol.” His gaze turned on Gabriel. “Get whatever she needs and bring it by my place.” When the sergeant didn’t move, Deke growled. “Now.”

	“Yes, Captain.” He made it to the exit, but stopped and rubbed the back of his neck. “Uh, what exactly am I supposed to get?” 

	“Kotex tampons.” Once Roux realized the men were even more uncomfortable with the situation than she was, it eased a little of her embarrassment, and she actually enjoyed watching them squirm. “Any other kind makes my vagina hurt.”

	Brody started to cough, and he eventually had to leave the room, disappearing through the door that led to their makeshift clinic. As stoic as ever, Cade glared at her, completely silent. Abby—the traitor—fell into another fit of giggles, and even Deke looked a bit paler than usual.

	“Kotex,” Gabriel muttered under his breath, his face so red he looked in danger of stroking out at any second. “Got it.” Without further prodding, he pushed open the glass door and ducked out onto the sidewalk.

	“And a heating pad!” Roux called. “Oh, and Midol, if you can find it!”

	The werewolf kept his head down but raised a hand in the air to acknowledge her request. 

	“Shoot. I forgot to ask for chocolate.”

	Chuckling, Deke wound his arm protectively around her waist, but he didn’t squeeze her as tightly as he normally did. “Would chocolate brownies suffice, kitten?”

	Her face lit up, and she pushed up on her toes to kiss him. “Yes, please.” The smile faded, and she arched a questioning brow at him. “You have time for brownies, but not to take me to the pharmacy?”

	“I don’t know what you mean.”

	Once she’d composed herself, Abby rose from her chair and brushed the wrinkles from her charcoal-gray pencil skirt. “I just need to shut down the computers and lock up the office. Can you let Peter know, I’ll be ready in ten minutes?”

	“I’ll tell him.” Brody reappeared in the room and rubbed his hands together. “Denny’s making spaghetti for dinner, and he asked if I could pick up some kind of bread.”

	“Breadsticks?” Roux asked, a smirk tilting the corner of her lips.

	Brody shrugged. “Sure.”

	Deke didn’t smile, and worry clouded his eyes when he looked at Abby. “You shouldn’t stay here alone.”

	“I’ll stay with her,” Cade offered without prompting. “I can walk her across the street when she’s finished.”

	Roux wished good things for all of her friends, but Cade, more than anyone, deserved to find a little happiness. If Abby could give him peace and even a sliver of joy, Roux wanted that for him. Still, she worried. All day, she’d watched Cade cast sideways glances at Abby, but not once had she witnessed his covert looks returned. Either the miniature Barbie was oblivious to his interest, or she didn’t feel the same way. Maybe both. 

	Since she made it a point not to meddle in other people’s lives, Roux bit her lip and followed Deke through the exit, Brody trailing right behind her. The two would work it out or they wouldn’t, but sticking her nose where it didn’t belong wouldn’t change anything.

	The scent of freshly baked bread wafted through the air of the bakery when they entered the shop, and Roux groaned when her stomach twisted with hunger. Peter rounded the front counter to greet them with a bright smile, his reddish orange hair dripping with water. Darker blue spots dotted his faded T-shirt, and his white tennis shoes squeaked against the linoleum when he moved.

	“Pipe in the kitchen burst,” he said with a laugh in answer to Roux’s unspoken question. “I fought the good fight, but I’m afraid to say I lost.”

	“I can take a look at it.” At Peter’s agreement, Brody started toward the swinging metal doors behind the counter. “Oh, and I need bread. Whatever goes with spaghetti.”

	“Well, I have Italian breadsticks, or I just pulled some French bread out of the oven…” Peter trailed off when Brody disappeared into the kitchen without a word.

	“Don’t mind him.” Still staring at the double doors, Roux shook her head. “Breadsticks are fine. They’re not picky.”

	 The front door banged open again, and a woman with defined muscles and black hair cut into a severe bob staggered into the bakery. Blood covered her face and ran in rivulets down her naked body. She looked paler than the last time Roux had seen her, sickly so, but she had no trouble recognizing the Warden’s spy.

	“Nevah!” Rushing across the room, Roux caught the woman in her arms when she began to sway, but Nevah’s weight toppled them both to the ground. “Deke! Help me!”

	Peter and Deke hurried to her side, both kneeling while Deke examined Nevah and cursed. 

	“Ravagers?” Roux whispered.

	Deke shook his head minutely. “See her neck?”

	An involuntary gasp escaped Roux’s mouth, and her hands shook as she stroked the woman’s hair away from her eyes. “Vampires?”

	“Go,” Nevah gurgled. “They’re coming.”

	Her lashes fluttered, and she released a last wheezing breath before slumping lifelessly into Roux’s arms.

	 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

	More people disappeared over the next week, probably more than Deke even realized. The guards had found another female dead near the edge of the woods outside of the Bastille with the same bite marks on her neck. He couldn’t launch a full-scale investigation into the deaths, not without invoking the wrath of the Diavolos family, but he’d made some carefully inquiries around town. No one he’d spoken to knew anything helpful—or they’d been too afraid to talk.

	Nevah’s last words worried him, but no one had come for them. Neither the royal family nor their battalion of Wardens had waged an official attack on the residents of Trinity Grove. It seemed unlikely that she would know about the Revenant, but he couldn’t rule out the possibility that she had meant the warning for him specifically. If true, everyone close to him was in danger, and he couldn’t do a damn thing to protect them.

	On the following Friday, when Denny and Zerrik vanished right from the streets, Deke knew he had to make a decision. He could keep Roux close, watch her day and night, do everything in his power to safeguard her, and he might still lose her. Or he could do what he should have done in the beginning, and let her go.

	So, on Saturday morning, he called a meeting in his living room with Roux, Cade, and Brody. Roux sat in her usual corner of the sofa with her knees tucked up under her chin. Tear tracks stained her cheeks, and red rings lined her puffy eyes. Denny had been like a father to her, and his disappearance had hit her hard. For most of the evening, Deke had cradled her in his lap, rocking her gently while she cried, and he’d made himself a vow to never see her hurt like that again.

	Brody sat on the edge of one of the armchairs, his elbows resting on his thighs, his hands clasped together between his knees. He hadn’t said a word since he’d arrived, but his somber expression spoke volumes. 

	Near the entertainment center, Cade stood with his arms crossed over his chest, his booted feet planted shoulder-width apart. His accusatory gaze seared into Deke, his hatred emanating from his very pores. He hadn’t spoken, either, not even to Roux, but a storm brewed beneath the placid surface, a time bomb waiting for the right trigger to detonate.

	“Tomorrow night, there will an SUV waiting at the edge of town, behind the grocer where we first picked you up,” Deke told the group. “There’ll be enough supplies in the back to last for a week, and you’ll find a map in the glove compartment.” He settled down on the sofa beside Roux and took her hand. “Wait until sundown, then go out the back and cut across to Trinity Woods. Thea will meet you there.” 

	“What?” Roux gripped his fingers tighter and shook her head. “I’m not leaving. Greg, Denny, Zerrik, they could still be out there, still be alive.”

	“Roux, be smart,” Cade interjected. “Greg has been missing for almost two weeks. He’s not coming back. Neither is Denny.”

	“You don’t know that,” she argued, though her tone lacked conviction.

	“More people are disappearing every day.” Sitting up straighter, Brody dragged his fingers through his dark, shaggy hair. “Do you want to wait around to be next?”

	Roux’s glare moved between her two friends, and she released her hold on Deke’s hands. “You’re just going to leave everyone to die? What about Abby?” she said in challenge to Cade. “Don’t deny it. I see how you look at her.”

	“Peter will protect her.”

	“So, that’s it? You’re just going to tuck your tails and run?” Her nose wrinkled, and her upper lip curled over her teeth. “Cowards,” she spat. “You’re both fucking cowards.”

	“Roux.” Reaching for her hand again, Deke spoke calmly, comforting. “Just listen.”

	“Don’t!” she snapped, jerking away from him. “I’m not leaving.”

	“It’s just for a little while, kitten. I’ll meet you in a couple of months.” Ignoring her protests, he slid closer, cupping her cheeks in both hands. “I’ll find you. I promise.”

	Tears spilled down her cheeks, but her gaze didn’t waver. “Come with me.”

	Goddess, the female was breaking his heart. “You know why I can’t.” Too many people depended on him, and he couldn’t leave them to the mercy of the Coalition. “You’re strong. You can do this.”

	He had to believe it, had to trust that the others—Cade, Brody, and even Thea—would watch over her. Otherwise, he’d never be able to let her walk out the door. 

	“This isn’t our fight, Roux,” Brody tried to reason.

	“Then whose fight is it?” Jumping to her feet, Roux pulled her shoulders back, squaring off with each of them. “The last I checked, Denny and Greg weren’t Gemini. They took Zerrik because he’s part of the Revenant, I know it, but everyone else—”

	“What the fuck is the Revenant?” Pushing away from the shelf he’d been leaning against, Cade advanced toward the center of the room. “What aren’t you telling us?”

	It surprised Deke that Roux hadn’t confided in her friends, but he appreciated her discretion. The time for secrets, however, was long past. So, as quickly but as thoroughly as he could, he recounted the conversation he’d once had with Roux. He explained about the Purge, the feral wolves, and the role of the Revenant. He told them about the underground quarters beneath the basement of the Bastille and the haven in the mountains of the Olympic Peninsula.

	When he’d finished, he’d expected some sort of argument from Cade, or maybe even angry disbelief. He’d anticipated a hundred questions from Brody, because the man never made a decision without first having all the details. As the silence stretched on, and both men continued to stare at him, Deke didn’t know what to think, and it made him twitchy as fuck.

	“Do you see why we can’t go?” Roux insisted. “We can help these people. We can be part of something bigger than ourselves. Cade, don’t you want to make a difference?”

	Deke loved her courage and persistence, but he wouldn’t allow her to risk her life when the odds were stacked against them.

	“We’ll talk tonight,” Cade said after another long stretch of silence. “I need to think.”

	Both men left without further comment, leaving Deke alone with his mate. “Kitten, you can’t stay.”

	“And you can’t make me go.”

	“I can,” he argued, “and I will. It’s too dangerous. Please understand this.”

	“I know exactly how dangerous it is, and that’s why you need me. I can fight, Deke. I’m smart and I’m fast. People are scared. They want help, but they don’t know who to trust.” She jabbed a thumb at her own chest. “They’ll trust me.”

	“I’ve known these people a lot longer than you have. What makes you think they don’t trust me?”

	The smile she gave him bordered on sad as she shook her head. “Some might, because they don’t know anything but this.” She held her hands out to the sides in an all-encompassing gesture. “At the end of the day, though, you’re still a shifter, and the world beyond the city limits is filled with monsters that look just like you.” 

	He’d seen the cities, especially those in werewolf-controlled territories. Wolves who hadn’t succumbed to their feral state had grouped together, forming large packs across much of the Midwest in a dangerous stretch of territory referred to as Demon Alley. True monsters stalked the night there, and the few humans who managed to survive were chained, starved, and tortured until nothing of them remained. 

	Deke wouldn’t wish that kind of existence on his worst enemy, but he also didn’t have the resources needed to fight such an enormous battle. The small pack of shifters in Washington would fight with him, but it wouldn’t be enough. Even if he could gain the support of the larger packs that had claimed the forests that stretched from Oregon to northern California, the wolves still outnumbered them two-to-one. 

	“I believe you,” he said after a pause, “but it doesn’t change anything. You can’t stay.”

	“Then I guess we’ve reached an impasse, because I’m not going anywhere.” She crossed her arms in defiance and held his gaze. “I’m not leaving without you, Deke.”

	His control snapped, and he launched up from the sofa. “Why do you have to be so fucking stubborn?” he bellowed. 

	Roux didn’t back down, didn’t even flinch. “Because I fucking love you!” she shouted right back at him. 

	Deke opened his mouth to yell again, to make her see reason, but stopped when her words finally registered. Their relationship hadn’t always been easy, and at times, he’d thought he’d never hear those words from her. His beautiful, defiant mate with her fiery temper and giving heart—he’d loved her from the first moment he’d laid eyes on her.

	She gave him purpose, a new strength he hadn’t known he possessed. Roux challenged him every day, and in turn, she’d taught him patience. Through her eyes, the world looked a little brighter, a little more forgiving, and from this, he’d learned compassion. She pushed him to be better a person, a braver soldier, and every day, he strived to be the kind of man she deserved. 

	“Say that again.”

	Her eyes softened, and the corners of her lips twitched. “I know I’m not the easiest person to live with, but I’m working on it.” Bending her arms, she placed her hands over his where they rested laxly on her shoulders. “You saved me, Deke. Physically, yes, but more than that, too. When we met, I was untrusting, and I didn’t have any idea how to love somebody.”

	When she took a breath to continue, Deke interrupted by sliding his fingers into her hair and tilting her head up to deliver a scorching kiss. His heart felt full to bursting, and his head spun a little when she moaned into his mouth. Their tongues twined, sliding together in an intimate duel that left him breathless. 

	“It feels like I’ve loved you forever, Roux Jennings. I told you once before that you were mine, and I meant it. This is it. Last chance, and after that, there’s no turning back.”

	In answer, Roux rose up on her toes to slant their mouths together again. “Of course I love you,” she breathed. “How could I not?”

	He’d grown accustomed to the subtle glow of her skin that proclaimed her to be is, the pale blue luminescence that only he could see. Mostly, he didn’t even notice it anymore, but right then, she dazzled him.  

	His mate. His to love, to cherish, to protect. His entire world, everything he’d ever wanted, right there in his hands, and all he had to do was take it.

	Instinct warred with common sense, and before he could stop it, a single word burst through his trembling lips.

	“Mine.”

	The heat of her gaze enveloped him as he jerked her into his arms, lifting her up and encouraging her legs around his waist. Gripping the back of his neck, she held tight, nipping at his mouth and kissing a trail of liquid fire down the column of his neck.  

	Growling, he tangled his fingers in her silky hair and ravished her lips, pushing his tongue between her teeth to sweep around the inside of her mouth. Blindly, he carried his mate from the living room, bumped off the walls in the narrow hallway, and finally stumbled into their bedroom.

	His eyes shifted, throwing the world into shades of black and gray with hints of yellow. From Roux’s expression, he knew his irises glowed with his need for her, with a passion that was almost feral. It took every ounce of self-control to ease her gently onto the bed and remove her clothes without shredding them into scraps.

	When he finished, he stepped back to undress himself, divesting his simple T-shirt and favorite shorts in a matter of seconds. Turning his sights on the female sprawled across the mattress, Deke groaned as he raked his gaze over her supple body, admiring every feminine curve, every shallow dip and flexing muscle. 

	His heart jackhammered into his throat when she parted her knees, opening her legs to reveal her hairless pussy. His cock hardened painfully when her fingers skimmed over her flat stomach and up her ribcage to cup her full breasts. With her hair spread across the silver pillowcase and the sun spilling over her fair skin, she reminded him of some mythical sea goddess, wild, passionate, and seductive.

	Crawling onto the mattress, he settled between her splayed thighs, pushing her legs even wider until her folds parted. The sight of her drenched pussy coupled with her intoxicating scent threw him into a spiral of lust, and his canines burst through his gums to extend below his upper lip. 

	Thankfully, he had enough presence of mind to prevent his hands from shifting as well, and he traced his forefinger down her center. “Gorgeous,” he murmured. “Absolutely gorgeous.”

	Roux squirmed and quivered, rocking her hips toward him in invitation. Too far gone to deny either of them, Deke dipped his head, closing his lips around her swollen clit. He sucked and laved, flicking his tongue across the bundle of nerves in quick, short movements that drove his mate crazy. 

	Her cries echoed around the room, spurring him on, not that he needed any encouragement. He could taste his mate for hours, days, and never grow tired of it. Her pleasure was his pleasure, and he loved watching her fall apart. 

	“More,” Roux panted, threading her fingers through his hair to pull him closer as she arched up against his mouth. “Please, Deke.”

	Goddess help him, her quiet pleas sent a jolt of electricity straight to his cock. Many women had come and gone from his life over the years, but since he’d met Roux, he couldn’t remember a single one of them. Not their names, their faces, not the sound of their voices. She consumed his entire world, and to know how much she desired him, craved him, made him crazy with need. 

	Parting her slick folds, he eased one finger into her clenching opening, pumping into her in slow, languid movements. With her legs thrown over his shoulders, he pressed closer, bending her knees back toward her chest to change the angle as he inserted a second finger. 

	Roux went wild, thrashing beneath him, her head whipping back and forth of the pillow. One hand held a tight grip on his hair while the other raked over his shoulder.

	“Deke!” she cried. “Deke, please.”

	Lifting his head, he looked into her glazed eyes and purred. “Tell me what you want, kitten.”

	“You.”

	Deke shook his head and bent once more, closing his lips around her clit. Using his mouth, his hands, his teeth, he pushed her higher, harder, not stopping until she cried out his name again and released a fresh wave of cream into his hand.

	“Tell me what you want,” he repeated, but with more gravel in his voice this time.

	Still trembling from her release, Roux untangled her hand from his hair and held her arms open in invitation. “You. I want you. I don’t care how, just don’t stop.” 

	“Good answer,” he murmured, his voice muffled against her soft skin as he kissed his way up her stomach. “I can’t seem to ever get enough of you. I want more. I want everything, kitten. Your body.” He twisted his fingers inside her, eliciting a quiet moan. “Your mind.” Hovering over her, he circled one erect nipple with his tongue before nipping at the hard bud. “But mostly—” He brushed a tender kiss across her sternum in the space right between her breasts. “—I want your heart.”

	Without words, Roux curled her arms around his neck, pulling him into a heated kiss that set his blood boiling and made his dick throb. Pulling his fingers from her entrance, he eased into the cradle of her hips, his aching shaft nestled between her folds. The slick heat that surrounded him pulled a strangled groan from deep in his chest, sending tendrils of ecstasy racing along his spine.

	“Want you,” he growled, breaking the kiss to nuzzle against the sensitive skin on her throat. “Open for me, kitten.”

	Sliding his mouth lower, he caught her erect nipple between his teeth and tugged. Then he swirled his tongue over the hardened tip to soothe sting. Roux bowed up from the mattress, her head back and her lips parted as her chest heaved with each gasping inhalation. Deke had never seen anything more extraordinary.

	With his need growing and his patience waning, he slid an arm beneath her hips and lifted her from the bed, flipping his mate over to press her stomach into the tangled sheets. Kneeling behind her, he held her hips in a bruising grip, guiding her onto her hands and knees before tilting her pert ass into the air. 

	“Don’t move,” he growled.

	With shaking hands, he gripped the base of his cock, guiding the head to her tight entrance. Placing one palm flat against the center of her back, he rocked into her slowly, invading her depths in measured increments. Once seated, with his hips pressed firmly against her rounded backside, he began a slow grind, rolling his hips in sensual waves. Soon, as her cries grew in volume, his pace quickened, until he pounded into her with a punishing rhythm.

	Roux met him thrust for thrust, pushing back into him with each demanding plunge. Her silky walls closed around his length, squeezing him, milking him. When his canines lengthened even further, and his mouth began to water, Deke jerked his mate upright, holding her back to his chest as he continued to pump into her.

	Her head fell back on his shoulder, and she moaned in a deliciously erotic way when his hands traveled down her stomach, caressing her sweat-dampened skin. Sitting back on his heels, he pulled her into his lap and reached between her spread thighs. He found her clitoris without error, drawing quick, hard circles against the swollen flesh with his middle finger as he continued to thrust up into her. 

	Roux’s soft cries filled his ears. Her burning skin scorched him, and her fragrance filled him with the scent of only her. Sweet and creamy, her taste still lingered on his tongue. The female enveloped him, overwhelmed his senses, until the only thing that existed was her. 

	The fire raged out of control, consuming the last shred of his control, and Deke thrust hard and fast, driving into his mate’s drenched core with fast, wild strokes. Their breaths mingled, her moans echoing his growls, and soon, Deke found himself at the precipice of an earth-shattering orgasm.

	Gripping a handful of Roux’s hair, he pulled her head back, exposing the slope of her throat. Roux sighed, holding one hand on his hip as she tilted her head further to the side in silent permission. The submissive gesture sent him careening over the edge, and lights exploded behind his closed lids when he pierced her supple skin with his canines.

	Roux called out his name, her pussy convulsing around his throbbing dick as she trembled in his arms. Holding her tight to his chest, Deke shuddered through his own orgasm, releasing a volley of seed within her clenching depths. Once he could think straight again, he carefully extracted his fangs from her neck and lapped at the twin marks. 

	Maneuvering around until he sat with his back against the headboard, he positioned his female in his lap and cradled her close as he drew circles across her damp skin with his fingertips. Already, he could feel their bond growing stronger, cementing into something permanent and unshakeable. Every part of his heart, his soul, filled with love for his mate. He’d do anything for her, be anything she wanted him to be. No matter what it took, he’d never disappoint her, never betray her. He’d never let her down. 

	Now that he’d claimed her, he couldn’t be away from her. She couldn’t leave, not without him, but the thought of her staying in Trinity Grove ripped a harsh growl from his throat. By any means necessary, he’d protect her.

	He’d die for her.

	And if he didn’t get them out of the city soon, he might be forced to prove it. 

	 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

	Roux had just stepped out of the shower when the doorbell rang, followed by frantic pounding that seemed to shake the entire house. Deke’s footsteps strode past in the hallway, and she could just make out a few of the curses he mumbled under his breath.

	Wrapping herself in the towel, she tiptoed to the bathroom door and cracked it open just an inch, straining to hear the conversation happening in the foyer. From the deep timbre of the voice, she knew their visitor was a man, and she quickly scrolled through the males she knew who would have reason to disturb them on a Saturday afternoon. 

	Her neck ached pleasantly where Deke had bitten her, but otherwise, she didn’t feel much different. A little more grounded, more centered, and a hell of a lot less chaotic with her emotions, but nothing significant beyond that. His bite definitely hadn’t given her supernatural shifter hearing, because she couldn’t make out anything the men were saying.

	Suspicious of their hushed tones, she toweled off quickly and brushed out her wet hair. Dressed in the yoga pants and black sweatshirt she’d brought into the bathroom with her, Roux pulled her shoulders back and marched down the hall to the foyer.

	“Cade?” 

	Of all the people she’d expected to see standing in her house right then, he hadn’t even made the top three. His wide, frantic eyes darted from her to Deke and back again, and his normally fair skin had drained of all color, giving him a sickly gray pallor. Whatever he’d come to tell them, it had to be bad.

	“What happened?”

	“Stay here,” Deke ordered. “Lock the doors.”

	Then he and Cade hurried off, pulling the door closed behind him with a sharp snap that rattled the windows. 

	She’d made her position clear when it came to taking orders and being left behind. They worked better as a team, and he damn well knew it. Grumbling under her breath, she jogged back to the bedroom, pulled on her socks and sneakers, and dragged the lockbox out from under the bed.

	“Damn fool,” she grumbled. “Going off half-cocked. He doesn’t even have a toothpick to protect himself with.” 

	She pressed her thumb to the biometric scanner and opened the lid of the box. It took her about six seconds to check the clip, insert it into the 9mm handgun, and chamber the first bullet.

	“Well, he does have teeth and claws,” a voice said from the doorway.

	Still crouched on the floor, Roux pivoted on her knee, sweeping the gun toward the intruder.

	Abby yelped and stumbled backward into the doorframe.

	“Oh, shit.” Lowering her weapon, Roux jumped to her feet. “Are you insane? What the hell are you doing sneaking up on me like that?”

	“I knocked,” Abby responded, her eyes narrowing. “Do you even know how to use that thing?”

	Ignoring her, Roux pushed past her and marched down the hall. “Do you know what’s going on?”

	“No clue. Cade showed up at my door, just to tell me to stay inside my house, and then he took off like the devil himself was on his heels.”

	“Yet, here you are.” Roux smirked. “I knew I liked you.” After pressing the safety on the handgun with her forefinger, Roux tucked it into her waistband at the small of her back. “Where’s Peter?”

	“At the bakery. After the girls went missing, he didn’t have the heart to hire a new assistant, so he works the Saturday shift now.” Following her out the front door, Abby pulled it closed behind them and huffed. “You’re going to shoot yourself in the ass.”

	“It’s fine.”

	Only the guards were permitted to carry weapons inside the city. While she’d rather have the gun in her hand and at the ready, she couldn’t risk being caught with it. Not only would it land her in a world of hurt, but as the registered companion of a Coalition captain, she’d land Deke’s ass in hot water as well.

	“Roux, maybe Cade was right. Maybe we should stay.”

	Pausing in the driveway, Roux turned to face her friend. “Look, you can stay here if you want, but a locked door isn’t going to keep anyone out.” Abby was scared, but Roux had never known her to be stupid. “Something is happening, Barbie. Something bad, maybe worse than anything we’ve seen, and I’m not going to sit around waiting for someone else I love to die.” Looking the woman in the eye, she softened her tone. “Are you with me or not?”

	After a short hesitation, Abby sucked in a deep breath, held it for a heartbeat, and released it through her parted lips. “Let’s go.”

	Roux led the way through the neighborhood and down the street lined with the newer shops to the city center. This new incident could have easily happened at the Bastille, but her gut had told her to head to the Square. Every time things went sideways, it always seemed to start there. 

	As suspected, her instincts had been right. Rounding the last corner, she found a small crowd mostly comprised of city guards surrounding the large fountain in the center of the cul-de-sac. Roux couldn’t see around them, over them, or even through them, but they spoke in low, growling voices full of urgency.

	“Can you see anything?” Abby asked, pressing against Roux’s back. “What’s going on?”

	“Not sure.”

	A gap opened in the circle of bodies, giving her a clear view of the crimson water that filled the bottom basin of the fountain. As more of the guards began to stir, she finally saw it. A male body lay in a broken heap on the cobblestone street. The clothes and hair were sodden, the skin pale and wax-like. It took Roux a couple of seconds to realize what she was seeing, but when she did, she slapped her palm over her mouth to muffle her gasp and took a deliberate step back. 

	“Oh, my god,” Abby whispered in her ear, her voice filled with barely contained horror. “Is his…is his head missing?”

	Too shocked to form a verbal response, Roux bobbed her head in slow motion. She’d seen a lot of shit in her life, but never anything so gruesome. Her stomach cramped, and bile rose in her throat, but she couldn’t drag her eyes away from the body. Going by the reaction of the guards, this wasn’t normal territory for them, either. 

	“How does this happen in the middle of the freakin’ day?” Abby demanded. “I mean, someone just strolls into town, rips some guy’s head off, and nobody notices?”

	It would seem odder if the city hadn’t become a virtual ghost town of late. “Who’s actually in the Square today? Peter? Maybe a guard or two?”

	“Fair point,” Abby conceded. “And if they came in through the alley over there, even Peter wouldn’t see them.”

	“Maybe it’s your Others,” Roux quipped, but a part of her still believed this bogeyman might not be so imaginary.

	“Look.”

	Just as Abby pointed, three Wardens emerged from the mouth of the alley, distinguishable from the city guards only by the blazing red of the Coalition emblem on their sleeves. Three more Wardens appeared—seemingly from nowhere—at the end of the street that led into the Square, and still, two more came from the alley near the Red Dragon Chinese restaurant. The two women and six men, all carrying modified, military tactical rifles, converged on the group around the fountain. 

	“We’ll take it from here,” one of the women said, using the barrel of her gun to point at the body. “Everyone return to your homes or posts. The Square is on lockdown.”

	“On whose authority?” Deke asked, drawing himself up to his full height with his shoulders back and his chest forward.

	Abby pressed even closer to Roux’s back, nearly toppling her over. “Where’s Lynk?” she whispered. “Why are they quarantining the Square?”

	“Quiet, Barbie.”

	“On mine,” the female Warden answered. 

	“And just who the fuck is she?”

	Roux stifled a snort at Abby’s indignant tone. The blonde made an interesting point. Tall and muscular, with smooth skin the color of creamed coffee, cropped, ebony hair, and blunt, severe features, the Warden made a striking image one wouldn’t quickly forget. Roux had never seen her, though, and from the look on Deke’s face, he didn’t recognize her, either.

	“You are?” With his hands still hanging loosely at his sides, Deke appeared calm, but Roux knew better.

	“Captain Brianna McLemore.” She didn’t offer a hand or move closer to Deke, but stared at him as if he were something she’d found on the bottom of her shoe. “Just transferred here yesterday from Cornwall.”

	Ranks between the city guards and the Wardens didn’t cross over, meaning one didn’t necessarily outrank the other. The private army acted as more of a security detail from what Roux understood, leaving Deke and his team to oversee everything beyond the gates of the Diavolos’ estate. They rarely ventured beyond their posts, and only once had she seen a Warden other than Lynk inside the Square. She’d also never known them to carry so much firepower. 

	As she watched the exchange, the crisp autumn wind kicked up at her back, and Roux stiffened. “Shit.”

	“What? What is it?” Pressing up on her tiptoes, Abby peeked over Roux’s shoulder. “Do you see something?”

	“Not exactly, but I think we’ve been found out.”

	Sure enough, Deke lifted his head just fractionally, his nostrils flaring as he sniffed at the breeze. He didn’t turn to look at her, didn’t acknowledge her presence in any way. If he’d caught her scent, however, it stood to reason the other Gemini in the crowd had as well.

	So focused on the guards in front of her, Roux didn’t hear the approaching footsteps behind her until it was too late. Abby yelped when Lynk lifted her off the ground and tossed her over his shoulder. Then the shifter’s massive hand gripped Roux’s upper arm, jerking her away from the brick building.

	“Put me down, you overgrown gorilla!” Kicking and squirming, Abby beat against Lynk’s back with her tiny fists. Lynk barely blinked at her efforts.

	“Trust me,” he mouthed to Roux.

	Seeing no other alternative, she nodded. In theory, she did trust Lynk, but people who came in contact with Wardens had a bad habit of going missing in the city.  

	Lynk marched them across the street to join the others near the fountain. When they passed the body of the poor man on the ground, he angled himself to shield most of the carnage from Roux’s sight. She appreciated the courtesy, but it didn’t make the guy any less dead.

	Captain McLemore spared Roux only a passing glance. “Take them to the estate.”

	“On what grounds?” Deke demanded, stepping forward to place himself between Roux and the new captain. “She’s not going anywhere.”

	“Neither is she,” Peter added, taking Abby’s hand when Lynk sat her on the ground, pulling the petite female behind him. “They’ve done nothing wrong.”

	“In my experience, people who sneak around have something to hide.” Turning her sea-blue eyes on Roux, Brianna lifted her upper lip and snarled. “Who are you, human?”

	“Go fuck yourself,” Roux answered evenly.

	Deke groaned, but Peter chuckled at her outburst. Even Lynk had to cough to cover his snort of amusement. Roux hadn’t intended her comment to be funny. She didn’t quite know why yet, but she seriously disliked the bitch. 

	Several things happened in quick succession after that. The Warden behind Abby grabbed her, jerking her away from Peter, who in turn launched himself at the big, beefy werewolf. Another Warden tried to grab Roux, but she was ready for him. Leaning into Deke, she used him as leverage, pushing off his shoulders as she delivered a solid back kick to the vampire’s midsection. Snarling, Deke swiped at the other female Warden when she approached, his long, black claws catching her across the chest and shredding her shirt. 

	Roux turned just in time to see Captain McLemore point the barrel of her rifle at the back of Peter’s head. Before she could shout a warning or make a move to stop the woman, Brianna pulled the trigger.

	Blood splattered the nearby guards, and Peter’s eyes widened sightlessly as he crumpled to the ground. The world stood still for a heartbeat, disbelief etched into the lines of every face, even the other Wardens. Then everything erupted into chaos.

	Loud shouts, growls, and snarls rose up to echo off the buildings, but none as loud or tragic as Abby’s cries. Her wracking sobs sliced through Roux’s heart like a hot knife, but Roux wasn’t sad. There would be time to grieve, time to give into her pain. Right then, a pure, white-hot rage consumed her, and she wanted to make the bitch captain pay, make her hurt like she’d hurt Abby. Or better yet, put a bullet through her head like she’d done to Peter.

	Bedlam erupted in the Square. Guns forgotten in favor of claws and fangs, Wardens and guards attacked one another with a terrifying ferocity. One Warden had Gabriel pinned to the ground by the throat while Lynk drove his fist into the vampire’s face who’d first tried to grab Roux. Deke battled it out with two royal guards at once, and Thea leapt at the other female Warden, tackling her to the ground where she slammed the woman’s head against the cobblestone street.

	Only Captain McLemore hadn’t moved or relinquished her weapon. She stood in a classic shooter’s stance, one foot slightly in front of the other, shoulders relaxed, breathing even. Circling around the fight, Roux slipped the handgun from the waistband and crept toward the captain’s back. She’d intended to wound the woman, clip her in the shoulder or the knee. When Brianna swung her gun to the right, training her sights on Deke, all good intentions went out the window.

	Sliding up behind the captain, Roux pressed the barrel of her gun to the base of the female’s skull and snarled. “Drop it.”

	The crazy bitch actually laughed at her. “Who do you think can pull the trigger fas—”

	The 9mm discharged with minimum kickback, effectively silencing Captain Brianna McLemore…permanently.

	“You talk too much.” 

	Turning away from the sight of the captain’s blood spilling out onto the street, Roux searched for Deke once more. She’d just found him—wounded and bleeding from the gut, but still standing—when a hand closed over her mouth, jerking her head back against a wall of hard muscle. Her assailant used his free hand to disarm her, squeezing the bones in her wrist until the gun fell from her numb fingers. 

	Kicking and twisting, she cried out for someone to help her, but her screams were muffled against the man’s huge palm. As the man carried her away from the fight, she frantically searched for someone, anyone, but her friends remained engaged in their own battles. Not even Deke looked in her direction. 

	As her kidnapper dragged her into the dank alley beside the bakery, she couldn’t help but wonder if she’d ever see any of them again.

	* * * *

	The gashes in his side from the Warden’s claws had started to heal, but it still hurt like a son of a bitch. Dried blood flaked from his skin, and two of his ribs had been cracked, but Deke wouldn’t let the pain stop him.

	His best friend was dead, and his mate had been kidnapped. He couldn’t even properly mourn Peter’s loss because every part of him demanded the blood from the Wardens who had taken Roux. They would pay, every one of them. He’d tear apart the entire fucking state to find her if he had to, and the goddess help anyone who stood in his way.

	Only Lynk had stopped him from charging the Diavolos estate when he’d found Roux missing from the Square. They were outnumbered, outgunned, and most of them were barely standing. Lynk didn’t know of any type of jail on the grounds, and he couldn’t say where the Wardens would keep Roux and Abby. Without a plan, they’d only end up getting themselves captured or killed, and that wouldn’t help anyone.

	The longer they sat in the second-level basement of the Bastille without any progress, the more anxious he grew. It had been almost three hours since the confrontation by the fountain, and though Deke couldn’t see outside, he knew the sun would be setting soon. While everyone had been bandaged, stitched, and otherwise patched up, they were no closer to reaching a decision than when they’d started.

	Once he’d realized Roux had snuck into the Square, he’d wanted to strangle her. When Lynk had marched her right into the middle of the fray, it had taken every ounce of willpower he possessed not to eviscerate the man where he stood. He understood why Lynk had done it, but that didn’t mean he had to like it. 

	Everyone around the fountain had caught her scent. Deke had seen it in Captain McLemore’s eyes. If not Lynk, then another Warden would have grabbed her and Abby, and he doubted his little hellcat would have come as willingly. To add to the clusterfuck, they’d still needed Lynk at his post within the estate, and disobeying an order from the new captain would have raised a few eyebrows.

	Then everything had gone to fucking hell. Deke should have expected that the Wardens would want Roux. It had been his fear all along that someone would use his mate against him, and he’d fallen right into the trap. There had been no way to win, though, no decision he could have made that would have led to a different outcome. Even if Roux hadn’t ventured into the Square, the captain would have sent someone for her. 

	It was just a gut feeling, nothing he could prove, but Deke’s instincts told him this was personal. The Wardens had been watching him. A new captain had come in to take his place. His best friend had been murdered and discarded like day-old leftovers. Then, to pour salt in the wound, they’d taken his mate, only to dangle her just out of reach, before offering her up to for slaughter. 

	“This is bullshit!” Jumping up from the metal, straight-back chair, Cade kicked the seat, toppling it over with a loud clang. “What the fuck are we even doing? The longer we sit here, the less chance we have of seeing Abby and Roux alive.” 

	For once, Deke actually agreed with the male.

	“And if you get yourself killed, it won’t matter.” Standing as well, Gabriel dragged his fingers through his hair and growled. “I want to get them back, too, but we have to be smart.”

	“We need supplies,” Brody added in a quiet, reserved tone. “Once we get them, we’re going to have to haul ass, and my guess is that we’ll have every Warden in the city chasing us.”

	“So, we need to move quickly.” Gabriel bobbed his head. “We’ll need vehicles.”

	Deke shook his head. “We only have access to two SUVs.”

	“So?” Cade shrugged. “With Abby and Roux, there are only eight of us. Even with supplies, we’ll fit.”

	“And what if we find more survivors?” Gabriel questioned, folding his arms over his wide chest. “Zerrik is still out there, and aren’t a couple of your people missing as well? Or have you already written them off?”

	“It’s been weeks.” Cade’s upper lip curled as he snarled. “Yeah, it fucking sucks, but I’m being realistic.”

	Fighting amongst themselves wouldn’t get them anywhere. It sure as hell didn’t get them any closer to finding and rescuing Deke’s mate. Maybe they were looking at it wrong. Everyone wanted to storm the gates and rescue the girls, but a stealthier approach might work to their advantage. 

	“I’ll go,” he announced, raising his voice to be heard over the bickering. “Alone.”

	“No.” Lynk shook his head defiantly. “I know you think you’re invincible, but you’re not.”

	“We can’t all go. I’ll have a better chance if I go on my own, and I can feel Roux. I can find them.” 

	Their mating bond was the only thing keeping him going. He didn’t know how to explain it to anyone not mated, but it felt like a tiny spark in his chest, just a flicker of life that didn’t belong to him. As long as that flame continued to glow, he knew Roux was still alive, and only that knowledge kept him from losing his mind.

	“Say you do find them.” Stepping back, Lynk held his hands out to the side in challenge. “What are you doing to do then? How are you going to get them out on your own?”

	He hated when the asshole used logic against him. “I can’t do nothing!” he exploded. More subdued, he added, “I can’t lose her.”

	“Captain, we’ll get her back, but…” Trailing off, Gabriel shifted his eyes toward Lynk.

	“We’ll have a better chance of getting them out alive if we wait until they’re moved,” Lynk finished. “In fact, it might be our only chance.”

	The rational part of Deke’s brain agreed. The part of him willing to do anything to save his mate—even die—wanted to tear out the shifter’s throat.

	“You said you can feel her?” Relaxing his stance, Cade approached him with caution. “So, you know she’s still alive?”

	Deke nodded.

	“Then there’s a chance. They’ll know you’re coming for her, so they won’t keep her at the estate, not for long.”

	“They won’t risk it,” Lynk agreed. “They’re ruthless, but they’re not stupid.”

	“It makes sense, Captain.” The muscles in Gabriel’s shoulders tensed, but he looked resolute. “They’ll move her soon, Abby, too, and like Lynk said, that’ll be our best chance.”

	“They won’t kill her.” Lynk spoke slowly, drawing out each word as if tasting them before he spoke. “If they killed her, it would only make you more dangerous. With her just missing, you’re distracted.”

	It sounded plausible, but Deke couldn’t pry his thoughts away from Roux long enough to see the bigger picture. Which was exactly what Lynk had just hypothesized.

	“Distracted from what?”

	Lynk arched a pale eyebrow. “That’s what we need to find out.”

	“As much as I hate that Roux and Abby are caught in the middle of this, I have to agree.” Scrubbing both hands over his face, Brody sighed. “We’re missing something, but I don’t think we can worry about that right now. Whatever it is, we’ll deal with it when we get there.”

	“Agreed,” several men said at once, and even Deke bobbed his head a couple of times. 

	Brody rested his hands on his hips, his gaze sweeping around the room. “I saw a van behind the bakery, one of those big, white delivery rigs.”

	Gabriel snapped his fingers. “Right, Peter uses…used it for deliveries. It only has four seats, but we can load it with supplies.”

	Everyone began talking at once, planning how to get to the van, the SUVs, what supplies they needed, and how to gather everything without drawing unwanted attention. The more they talked, the more Deke’s temples throbbed, and his frustration, fear, anger, and impatience came bubbling to the surface in one explosive wave.

	“Shut up!” he yelled. “Everyone just shut the fuck up!”  

	Instantly, the room when tomb quiet, and all eyes turned toward him. They always looked to him, but he couldn’t lead them when all he could think about was Roux. Unfortunately, he didn’t have a choice.

	“Gabriel, take Cade, and you guys get the van. The SUVs are parked behind the Bastille, so at least there’s that.” He turned to Brody. “Thea is standing watch outside. Find her, and you two gather enough supplies for at least three days. Lynk, you’re with me.”

	Gabriel, Cade, and Brody nodded in unison and started toward the exit. They still needed weapons. The Coalition allowed only one handgun and one dagger to each guard, but they maintained a small armory in the back of the unused county jail just a few blocks from where they stood.

	Unlucky for them, it was guarded around the clock by two, armed Wardens and video surveillance. With Roux and Abby’s lives on the line, it was worth the risk, especially if he intended to get them out of the Diavolos’ territory once he had them.

	“What are we doing?” Lynk asked after everyone else had left the room.

	Deke clapped his friend on the shoulder and shoved him toward the door. “We’re going to break into the armory.”

	 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

	Abby’s sobs had quieted hours ago, but Roux could still hear her sniffles coming from the cell across the stone walkway. Other than sporadic reassurances that Roux would get them out of their predicament, neither of them said much. Talking about it wouldn’t solve anything, and it wouldn’t lessen Abby’s pain. 

	Deke and the others would come for them. She just hoped they reached them in time. The underground prison had no windows, but she guessed it was getting close to sundown. Her back and hips ached from sitting on the cold, stone floor for so long, and her stomach ached with hunger. The shackles around her ankles allowed her to stand, but the chains connecting them to the wall only stretched a couple of feet in any direction. A menacing-looking Warden with a shaved head and a perpetual frown had allowed her one bathroom break, watching her the entire time as if she might pull a weapon from her vagina to use on him.

	“On your feet,” the guard barked, stomping down the walkway in his giant, black boots. He stopped in front of the bars to Abby’s cell and inserted a key into the lock. “Time to go, princess. Face the wall, hands behind your head.”

	“Hey!” Roux shouted, jumping to her feet and pressing against the iron bars of her own cell. “What are you doing? Where are you taking her?”

	Abby did as she’d been told without a word of protest. After the Warden released her from the metal shackles, he shoved her ahead of him hard enough to nearly topple her to the ground.

	“Leave her alone, asshole!” Pulling against the bindings on her legs did nothing more than chafe the skin, but Roux didn’t care. “Abby, I’m going to get you out, okay? Be brave. You’re strong. You’re going to be okay. I’ll find you. I promise I’ll find you.”

	Passing under the naked bulb over the door of Roux’s cage, Abby offered her a small smile. “I know you will.” 

	The Warden shoved her again, cackling when she jerked and stumbled forward. Within seconds, they’d both disappeared into the shadows at the end of the corridor, leaving Roux alone in her empty, dimly lit prison. She didn’t mind being alone. It was what came next that worried her.

	After what she’d seen, and after facing the Ravagers and the Wardens, it seemed ludicrous that she had once thought Deke was a monster. To some degree, she pitied the Ravagers. They hadn’t asked for what had happened to them. In some ways, they were as much victims as the humans. 

	The Wardens, on the other hand, were simply greedy, high on borrowed power. Without the Diavolos family backing them, they had no authority. Moreover, they took pleasure in causing pain and strife, evident by the ease in which Captain McLemore had disposed of Peter—an innocent who’d simply been standing in her way.

	Roux pushed away thoughts of Peter. If she thought about him, broken and bloody, his lifeless eyes staring blankly back at her, she’d fall apart. When she escaped her prison, when she’d fulfilled her promise to find Abby, then she’d allow herself to cry, to scream and rage and let the pain consume her. 

	She turned her thoughts to Deke. He’s been wounded. How badly, she didn’t know, but she kept reminding herself that he’d been on his feet, still fighting, and he healed quickly. He’d come for her. Hell, he’d move mountains to find her, just as she’d do for him. 

	Absently, she closed her eyes and traced two fingertips over the scars on her neck. She’d fought him so hard. She couldn’t pinpoint when it had happened, when she’d fallen head over feet for him. It hadn’t been a bright, blinding epiphany, or any one definable moment. Little by little, he’d chipped away at the walls she’d constructed, until one day, she’d woken up to find them nothing more than dust and rubble. 

	Even before he’d said the words, she’d known he loved her. Of course, she hadn’t been able to admit it, but she’d seen it in the way he looked at her. She’d been resistant, stubborn, as he liked to say, but he’d never pushed. Not once had he been so arrogant as to insist that she trust him, not without reason, but with each promise kept, he’d proven that she could. 

	He’d taught her to love.

	Maybe more accurately, he’d taught her how to love. Not just him, but everyone around her. Deke tried to see the good in people, even when they didn’t deserve it, where she’d always been ready to condemn first and ask questions later. Second chances were rare in life, especially after the Purge, but he’d given her a reason to believe in the impossible. 

	Relationships and feelings created entanglements she’d once thought she couldn’t afford. Deke had shown her it was okay to care about people, and that she didn’t have to carry the weight of the world on her shoulders. She could share her burdens, others would share theirs, and together, it made the load a little lighter.

	She’d see Deke again, and she’d tell him all of those things. Then she’d tell him again. Every day, she’d tell him she loved him, and every day, she’d mean it a little bit more. Because without love, she might survive, but she’d never truly live.

	What felt like an eternity later, but in reality had probably been only twenty minutes, hurried footsteps approached her cell. Gathering her courage, she kept a clear picture of Deke in her mind and rose from the stone floor. 

	“Who’s there?”

	The man who appeared beneath the single light—a vampire if she had to guess—wore the uniform of the Wardens, but he was no soldier. Thick, blond hair the color of fresh honey cascaded down his broad shoulders, and flawless, creamy skin stretched over his high, angular cheekbones. Even in the inadequate light, she could see the flecks of gold in his deep brown eyes, and she stood mesmerized in his soulful gaze. He didn’t even look real, but she hadn’t been locked up long enough to be hallucinating. 

	“Roux Jennings?” His deep voice held just the hint of an accent—though she couldn’t place it—and his cadence flowed like water over smooth stones.

	Roux nodded.

	 “Who are you?” she asked, stepping back when he used a long, black key to unlock her cell door.

	“It doesn’t matter who I am. We have to hurry.” Once inside her cell, he knelt to unshackle her ankles, then dropped the ring of keys to the floor in the middle of the cell. “Let’s go. We have to warn Captain Collins.”

	“If you plan to inform him that a group of Wardens are going invade the Square, it’s a little late. Been there, done that.”

	The vampire shook his head. “Worse,” he answered, “much worse. Now, come on, we have to go.”

	Biting her lip, Roux wavered. She didn’t know this guy from the man in the moon. He could be leading her right into a trap, but it seemed like a lot of unnecessary effort. Plus, she had little choice but to trust him. Either she could follow him to some unknown end and hope he was one of the good guys, or she could remain in her cell and wait for another opportunity that might never come.

	“Shit. Wait up.”

	Half jogging to keep up, Roux followed him through a set of heavy, steel door, up a flight of stairs, and through yet another reinforced door. To her surprise, they stepped out onto the edge of a manicured garden with flowing fountains, decorative stone benches, and twinkling amber lights. Glancing over her shoulder, she found the door they’d just exited set into the trunk of a massive tree and painted to mimic the bark. 

	“What the…” she mumbled, but she didn’t have time to linger on the peculiarity of it. Maybe it had once been a tool shed before the Purge. Rich people were weird like that.

	“Hurry,” her guide hissed. “They probably already know you’re gone.”

	“Where the hell are we going anyway?”

	“Through the garden and over the back fence. There’s a trail that will lead us to the Bastille.” 

	“Are you sure about this?”

	The vampire nodded. “The guards don’t use the pathway after sundown.”

	He sounded confident, so of course, the moment they landed in the dirt on the other side of the fence, four Wardens converged on them. Two guards—one female shifter and a male vampire—bracketed Roux, crowding her on both sides while they held her by the elbows. Two other guards had forced her would-be rescuer to kneel on the ground, and they stood over him, handguns pointed at his head. 

	“You aren’t having a very good day, are you?” the female guard jeered, squeezing Roux’s arm hard enough to cut off the circulation.

	Roux could barely see in the thin beams of moonlight filtering through the treetops, but she recognized the woman’s voice. She’d been in the Square earlier, the only other female.

	“I’d say your captain is the one having a bad day,” Roux shot back with a pleasant smile. “That had to have been the shortest command post in history.”

	“Trust me.” Leaning in until her lips brushed against the shell of Roux’s ear, the Warden chuckled. “Where you’re going, you’ll wish you were dead.”

	“Nikolai,” a deep, rumbling voice said from the shadows of the trees. “You were always such a disappoint to me.”

	“Nikolai?” Roux whipped her head around to stare at the vampire kneeling on the ground. “Nikolai Diavolos? As in, the crown prince of the Diavolos family?”

	Nikolai didn’t look at her, didn’t acknowledge her, just stared straight ahead as another man emerged from the darkness. Though a little older, a little harder looking, Roux could easily see the family resemblance. 

	The king held himself with an air of privilege, and everything about him screamed of pretentiousness, right down to his shiny loafers. The suit he wore hugged him like a second skin, contouring to his well-built frame. Though older—his long locks looked more gray than blonde in the moonlight—he was every bit as handsome as his son.

	He was also a murdering psychopath, so he had that going for him as well. 

	“Put her with the others,” the king said with a flick of his wrist in Roux’s direction. “I’ll deal with my son.”

	Calmly, as though they were discussing nothing more extraordinary than the weather, he pulled a pair of pliers from the front pocket of his suit jacket. At his nod, the Wardens holstered their weapons and surrounded Nikolai, holding him immobile while forcing his mouth open to reveal long, sharp fangs.

	“You’ve tested me for the last time,” the king added with a wicked smile as he approached his son. “This is going to hurt you more than it hurts me.”

	“No! Stop it!” Roux jerked against her captors’ hold. 

	She couldn’t blame Nikolai for his father’s sins any more than she could blame Gabriel for what the Ravagers had done to the city. From what she could tell, he’d been terrorized by his father as much as anyone, and for a hell of a lot longer than the rest of the town. 

	He’d tried to help her, to free her. He wanted to warn Deke. Maybe it had all been an act, but her gut told her she could trust him. 

	“It’s okay.” Nikolai’s voice sounded tight, but he didn’t struggle. “It doesn’t matter what he does to me.”

	“Get her out of here!” the king barked before bending toward Nikolai.

	The last thing Roux heard as the guards dragged her away was the prince’s agonized scream.

	* * * *

	Sticking to the edges of the tree line, Deke crept through the forest, his black pelt seamlessly blending into the night. He moved swiftly, his paws making no sound against the soft dirt. Twice, he lifted his head to sniff at the air, but he found nothing out of place. Not many of Trinity Grove’s residents had ventured out of their homes during the day, and none of them would risk being caught out past curfew. 

	Nearing the armory, he crouched lower, his tail flicking in agitation when he caught the scent of not two, but five, guards patrolling the old jail. He identified two shifters, two vampires, and a werewolf. Pressing even lower to the ground, his ears twitching as he closed his eyes and listened. 

	Five heartbeats. The fastest pulse came from behind the brick-faced building, probably the werewolf. Two hearts pumped much slower than the others—definitely vampires. The rhythmic thumping of the vampires’ heartbeats sounded fainter than the rest and likely came from inside the building. That only left the two shifters at the front of the old sheriff’s station.

	The rumbling of a car engine echoed off the trees and vibrated the ground beneath his feet. A moment later, headlights flared, illuminating the faded sign over the entrance of the jail. As soon as Deke spotted the SUV pulling into the cracked, weed-strewn parking lot, he bolted for the back of the station, flying over the ground in long, fluid strides.

	He caught the werewolf at the corner of the building, dispatching him quickly, just as gunfire erupted through the night. His claws clacked against the aged asphalt as he sprinted for the front entrance to help Lynk. One shifter lay dead fifteen feet from the vehicle, while the other shook his gun, slamming his palm against it in an attempt to unjam it. 

	When he spotted Deke, he abandoned the rifle for his dagger and lowered himself into a fighting stance, unwittingly exposing his back to Lynk. Mentally shaking his head at the stupidity, Deke cut to the left and leapt into the air, landing on one of the vampires who had burst through the door during the commotion. 

	Only one remained.

	After retrieving two duffle bags from the SUV, Lynk met him in the entryway. “Stay behind me and stick close to the walls. With any luck, he won’t even see you coming.”

	Deke chuffed his understanding before slinking into the sheriff’s station. Once inside, he veered to the right, hugging the wall a few feet behind Lynk. Together, they crept around the welcome desk and through the bullpen to the gun closet in the back corner of the station. 

	When they met no resistance, Deke nipped at Lynk’s pant leg, tugging the lieutenant to a stop. Unable to communicate in his current form, he stretched his long body out of the ground and closed his eyes, hissing and snarling as the change came over him. His bones crunched, his muscles twisted, and the hair receded from his body. After a painful few seconds, he pushed up to sit against the wall, panting and shaking from the pain.

	“Where’s the other vampire?” he asked through gritted teeth.

	Lynk shook his head as he dug through one of the duffle bags, producing a pair of cargo pants and a T-shirt, along with a pair of socks and black boots. “I can smell him.” He pointed in the direction of the old holding cells. “That way. It doesn’t make sense.”

	Deke shook his head. “This was too easy.” Lifting his nose, he sniffed at the air while he pulled on his clothes. “There’s blood.” 

	“I know.”

	The coppery scent of blood hung heavy through the station, but the air directly around them seemed more saturated than it should have been. In fact, if he didn’t know better, he’d say it was coming from Lynk.

	“You hit?”

	Turning to face him, Lynk pulled down the collar of his T-shirt to reveal a jagged, bloody opening in his shoulder. “Clean shot, right through. It’s already healing.”

	“You good?”

	Lynk released his collar so that it fell back into place. “I’m good.”

	“Then let’s find our fanged friend, grab the guns, and get the fuck out of here.”

	“They took the guns,” a deep, male voice answered, reverberating through the dark hallways. 

	Indicating Lynk should follow him by jerking his head to the side, Deke crept toward the sound of the voice to the holding cells on the west end of the building. A single, LED lantern sat in front of one of the cell doors, creating a large circle of light that glinted off the walls and floor. Tall, blond, and covered in blood, the vampire stood close to the iron bars, his arms resting limply through the slats.

	“Captain Collins,” he said in greeting when they entered the holding area. He turned his head and spat on the floor, covering the gray cement with a fresh splatter of blood. “Lieutenant Foster. I’m Nik—”

	“I know who you are,” Deke interrupted. With a loud growl, he lunged forward, grabbing the prince by his shirt and yanking him forward so that his face slammed into the bars. “You did this. Your family. All of this is your fault.” He repositioned his right hand, curling his fingers around the vampire’s neck. “Where is Roux? Tell me where she is!”

	“She’s on her way to the Ravagers’ den,” Nikolai answered calmly. “I can take you there.”

	“Or, you can just tell us. Then we leave you here to rot.” Lynk stepped into the circle of light and smirked. “But it looks like someone already beat us to it.”

	Slowly, Deke released his grip on Nikolai’s throat. While it would give him a great deal of satisfaction to kill the prince, he needed answers. More than that, he needed to find his mate, and he couldn’t trust that any information the vampire gave him would lead him to her.

	“Why are you here?”

	“Because I tried to help Roux escape. We were caught, and I was punished.” He opened his mouth and tilted is head back, revealing gaping holes where his fangs should have been.

	“But why here?” Lynk questioned. “Why this place?”

	“They knew you’d come looking for the armory. They know you’ll go after the females. That’s what they want.”

	Deke shook his head. “So, you’re here to purposely lead us to the Ravager camp?”

	Giving him a crooked smile, Nikolai nodded. “Either that, or you kill me. Either way would please my father.”

	It still didn’t make sense, and Deke was quickly losing patience. “Tell me what the fuck is going on, or I swear to everything holy, I will gut you where you stand.”

	“I’ve been watching you,” Nikolai admitted. “I needed to know if you were in my father’s pocket like the others. I needed to know I could trust you.” He turned his gaze to Lynk. “All of you. The Revenant.”

	“How do you know about the Revenant?” Deke demanded.

	“Everyone knows,” he answered ominously. “My father and his Wardens have been sacrificing people to the Ravagers for a long time. Just a few here and there to keep them out of the city, but something changed.” Holding his hands up when Deke growled, Nikolai shook his head. “I don’t know what, but something happened. That’s when the attacks started again.”

	“The bodies,” Deke mumbled. “Those were vampire attacks. We saw the wounds.”

	Nikolai lifted one golden eyebrow, and his grin turned almost sad. “Captain, the Ravagers aren’t purely wolves. Some are hybrids, and they’re more dangerous than anything you’ve seen. They’re not rabid beasts. They’re smart, calculating, and absolutely fearless.”

	Deke thought back to the attack on the Square, and tried to recall the way Roux had described the Ravager she’d fought in the registration office. She’d said something similar, something about seeing intelligence in his eyes. He’d taunted her instead of going straight for the kill. 

	“Fuck,” he breathed. His pulse tripped into a wild gallop when he thought of the danger Roux faced. “Guns be damned. We have to go.”

	“Wait.” Lynk caught him by the arm and pulled him to a stop, his gaze never leaving Nikolai. “What did you mean when you said your father wants us to find the Ravagers?”

	“He’s hoping they’ll kill you,” the vampire answered bluntly. “You whittle down their numbers, they take you out, and if I die in the process, all the better.”

	“Your dad sounds like a dick.” Deke still didn’t trust the guy, but for now, he didn’t have a choice other than to work with him.

	Nikolai chuckled. “You have no idea.”

	“If he wanted us to find you, what’s up with the guards?”

	“They weren’t guards, not even soldiers, just servants who knew too much. They were put here for staging after the Wardens cleared out the armory.” Nikolai hung his head with a weary sigh. “Same concept as with the Ravagers. Two birds, one stone.”

	Deke’s stomach turned, and when he glanced at Lynk, he knew the shifter felt the same. They’d been tricked into killing innocents, all so Elias Diavolos could keep his power. 

	“After we find my mate, I’m coming back here to put your dad’s head on a fucking stick.”

	Growling, Nikolai stepped forward and gripped the bars until his knuckles turned white. “Once we find your mate, I’ll help you.” 

	 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

	Bonfires burned around the playground of the local elementary school, the flames creating dancing shadows over the unkempt grounds. Frayed ropes dug into Roux’s skin, holding her suspended over the tall grass as she swayed from the set of green monkey bars. Blood trickled down both arms from her wrists, as well as down her legs from the punctures on her thighs where the Ravagers had bitten her repeatedly. 

	When the Wardens had loaded her into the back of an SUV, she’d had mixed feelings about seeing Abby huddled in the backseat. On one hand, she was glad to be with a friend, but at the same time, she hated that Abby had to go through this with her. A short ride later to the wholly inappropriately named town of Pleasantville—population before the Purge just under nine hundred—fear had begun to overtake her anger. 

	The eerie setting of the abandoned school hadn’t alleviated her anxiety, nor had being dumped in the dark parking lot while she watched the Wardens speed off in their vehicle. Before she’d even untangled the ropes around her ankles, two Ravagers had appeared from the shadows, and all hope of escape had wilted away.

	Stripped down to her bra and panties, she’d been hoisted up on the monkey bars so that her toes barely brushed against the hard-packed dirt. Beside her, Abby hung from another set of rungs, her shorter stature preventing her from touching the ground at all. Other men and women had been hung from various pieces of playground equipment, but not one of them had gained consciousness since Roux had arrived, and she doubted any of them were still alive.

	Two dozen or more Ravagers prowled around the fires, grunting, growling, and occasionally attacking one another without provocation. Beyond them, men and women of all ages and sizes lined the tall, chain-link fence, each of them naked and in varying stages of decomposition. Bruises and bite marks littered the waxen skin on some, while others were missing entire body parts. 

	Some of them she recognized. Bethany. Denny. Greg. Both young women who’d worked for Peter at the bakery. 

	For weeks, Roux had clung to the hope that they’d find everyone who’d gone missing and bring them home. In her heart, though, she’d known for a while that she’d never see them alive again. Still, that didn’t make seeing them that way—dead and displayed like the wall of some macabre hunting lodge—hurt any less. 

	Unless she wanted to join the mounted bodies on the fence, she couldn’t focus on the dead. She’d miss them, mourn them, but there was nothing more she could do for her fallen friends. Unfortunately, she didn’t know what she could do for her and Abby, either.

	Even if she managed to free herself, she had nowhere to go. She could try to fight, but with only one of her and so many Ravagers, any attempt would be ineffectual at best and deadly at worst. Her only chance was to stall, to keep her and Abby alive until Deke came for them. Not exactly the most proactive plan, but it beat waiting around to die.

	It would be easier if the Ravagers wanted something from her. Regrettably, torturing and biting seemed to bring them the greatest pleasure. The more she struggled, the more excited they became. Each time one of them bit Abby, causing her to scream, the rest of the group dissolved into a frenzy, circling around the female with predatory growls. 

	Then, just when things felt as bad as they could get, Roux’s night became infinitely worse. 

	Two Ravagers—a male and a female—marched out of the school and started toward the playground. Each one held a length of rope attached to the man between them as he twisted and jerked, snapping his long canines at his captors. Dirt and soot covered most of his face and bare chest, and clumps of mud had dried in his silvery-white hair. His camouflaged cargo pants had been ripped away at the knees, and he wore only one black boot, giving him an odd, uneven gait.

	The tendons in his neck stood out, and his ribs protruded over his hollow stomach. Purple shadows surrounded both sunken eyes, and when the flames flickered over his face, Roux cringed at the blackness that swallowed the whites of his eyes. Despite his wild, deranged appearance, she had no trouble identifying the vampire being dragged toward her.   

	Instinctively, she knew he wouldn’t recognize her, so she didn’t bother calling to him. Only once before had she crossed paths with a starving vampire, but even he hadn’t looked as emaciated or crazed as Zerrik. She didn’t even want to guess what the Ravagers had done to him, how hard they must have pushed to break him. 

	Another male appeared in front of her, his hands held loosely at his sides. “Choose,” he demanded in a harsh, growling hiss.

	Roux had never heard anything like it before, and the quality of his voice chilled her to the core. “Choose what? What do you want from me?”

	“Choose,” he repeated, drawing the word out with a curl of his upper lip. He looked at Abby and then back to Roux. “Choose one.”

	The other Ravagers dragged Zerrik a little closer, jerking on his ropes when he lunged for Roux. Watching him gnash his teeth at her, realization dawned. He was hungry, starving even, and the Ravagers intended to feed him—probably for the first time since they’d taken him. He wouldn’t be gentle, and he wouldn’t stop. Still, her choice was easy.

	“Me,” she answered with conviction. “Take me.”

	“No,” Abby whimpered. “Roux, he’ll kill you.”

	“Quiet, Abby. I know what I’m doing.” Roux looked right into the soulless, black depths of the Ravager’s eyes and nodded. “Me.”

	 Smiling to show off his yellowed teeth, the one she assumed to be the leader angled toward Zerrik and nodded to his guards. Producing a long, serrated blade from her waistband, the female cut the rope between Zerrik’s wrists, freeing him from his constraints, and the male shoved him toward Roux.

	She fought to remember that beneath that crazy, he was still her friend, and if she could avoid it, she didn’t want to kill him. Grabbing the rungs above her head, she gripped tight and waited. Zerrik charged at her, his mouth open, and his gaze locked on her thigh. Two steps before he reached her, Roux dredged up her remaining strength, lifting her upper body as she swung her feet over his head.

	With her ankles bound, it took a bit of coordination, but she managed to trap him between her knees. Twisting to the left, she bent her right leg and squeezed, pressing her knee into his throat. The muscles in her arms burned, and her fingers started to go numb, but she held on, even as he fought and clawed at her midsection. 

	“C’mon,” she muttered, swinging her body forward to jab her knee more firmly against his Adam’s apple. “Just go down, Zerrik.”

	It wouldn’t take much, just one, hard jerk, and she could end it—end him. Even as the thought crossed her mind, Zerrik’s struggles weakened, and he pawed more than scratched at her. He swiped at her a few more times before his eyes rolled back in his head, his arms dropped to his sides, and he fell to the ground with a hard thud.

	Her arms gave out, and Roux released the rungs. A soft, involuntary moan burst from her lips when the ropes caught around her wrists, providing a hard stop with no rebound. Zerrik wouldn’t stay down long, but hopefully, she’d bought herself some time.

	Snorting in disgust, the Ravager leader stepped forward and kicked his foot out to the side, connecting solidly with Zerrik’s ribs. The vampire made no sound, and he barely moved. When the Ravager turned his sights on Roux, she met his gaze through the curtain of her hair, too exhausted to be afraid.

	“Brave,” he rasped. He dug his forefinger into one of the gashes on Roux’s stomach, causing her to cry out, then brought the blood-soaked digit to his lips. “Sweet.” He rubbed his finger over his tongue and grinned. “Mine.”

	“Sorry.” Mirroring his taunting smile, Roux tilted her head to the side to reveal the twins scars on her neck. “Already taken.”

	Growling viciously, he wrapped his thick fingers around her throat, lifting her higher so that the top of her head touched the monkey bars. “Mine!”

	Zerrik began to stir, chuffing and grunting as he pushed to his feet. He swayed for a moment and shuddered before his head snapped toward the leader. At the same time, a loud, angry roar echoed through the night, followed by a cat-like screech that cut through the playground. It was feral, determined, terrifying, and the most beautiful sound Roux had ever heard. 

	She could barely breathe, but she lifted her head, met the Ravager’s eyes, and smiled. “You’re all going to die.”

	Zerrik launched through the air, curling himself around the leader and pulling him to the ground, sinking his fangs into the monster’s neck. The school grounds erupted with movement and sounds, Ravagers snarling, growling, and yelling as they rushed through the night in menacing groups.

	A sleek cat whipped past one of the fires, nothing more than a sable blur, and in the next moment, two Ravagers dropped without a sound. A gleaming white tiger bounded into the middle of another group, taking down two opponents with his massive claws while catching another one by the back of the neck. Three men armed only with daggers hurled themselves into the fray, cutting down Ravagers in a coordinated attack.

	The monkey bars shook, and hot breath fanned over the top of Roux’s head. Tilting her head back, she looked up at the big, black cat and grinned as her soldier emerged from the shadows.

	“Hey, babe. Nice night.”

	The cat chuffed twice, almost like a chuckle, and lowered his head to gnaw at the ropes. Within seconds, the frayed strands broke apart, dropping Roux to the ground. She stumbled twice and went down on her knees, where she worked quickly to remove the bindings from her ankles. Freed, she turned to find Abby struggling with her own restraints.

	Deke leapt down from the monkey bars, landing in the dirt beside her without a sound. Purring and mewling, he rubbed his massive head over her face and licked at the side of her neck with his rough tongue. As happy as she was to see him, they didn’t have time for a proper reunion.

	“I’m good,” she told him, holding his furry face in both hands. “Go. Help the others. I’ve got this.”

	As Deke darted off to join the fight, Roux crawled through the dirt and high grass, reaching Abby just as an unlikely savior appeared at her side. Nikolai looked so out of place amidst the beaten, battered, and bleeding, she stared at him for several seconds and worried that she might be hallucinating. Pulling a familiar dagger with a leather-wrapped hilt from his waistband, he placed it in her upturned palm before using his own dagger to cut the ropes around Abby’s wrists and ankles. 

	“Deke said you’d probably want that,” he said casually as he stood, pulling Abby up with him. “Be ready to fight. We’re getting out of here.”

	Roux shook her head. “Take Abby. I’m not leaving without Deke.”

	“Roux,” Abby pleaded, “don’t try to be the hero. You can barely stand as it is.”

	Wrapping an arm around Abby’s neck, she pulled her into a crushing hug. “I love you, Barbie.” Then she eased the female back and looked up at Nikolai. “Keep her safe.”

	It had nothing to do with being a hero. Hell, it wasn’t even her usual stubbornness standing in the way. She wouldn’t leave her mate. She couldn’t. If they died, they’d die together, but as long as she could stand, she couldn’t walk away and let him fight this war on his own. 

	“We’ll be back,” Nikolai vowed. “Get everyone to the front of the building. Fast.”

	Roux nodded and watched him scoop Abby into his arms before hurrying away. When they reached the shadows at the corner of the building, she gripped the handle of her father’s dagger and spun on her toes, searching the playground for Deke. She’d just found him scaling a plastic rock-climbing wall when a female Ravager charged her from the right. Without enough time to get a clear angle to use her blade, she tucked her elbows against her side, crouched low, and lunged upward when the woman leapt at her.

	The momentum sent the Ravager over her head, but the female landed on her feet, spinning toward her with a rumbling growl. Before she could take her first step, Roux threw herself forward, ramming the bitch in the midsection. The Ravager stumbled backward a couple of steps and lost her balance, toppling right into the flames of the bonfire. Rolling to the side, Roux beat the ends of her signed hair, watching as her foe vanished into the consuming fire with an eerie scream.

	She had no time to catch her breath before another Ravager dove for her. Reacting on instinct, she rolled onto her back, pointing her knife toward the sky. The monster landed on the blade, the steel sliding through his flesh with a sickening squelch. Twisting her shoulders, Roux jerked the dagger upward, piercing his heart. Her attacker stopped moving and slumped forward, pinning her to the ground as blood streamed from his open mouth. 

	It took more effort than it should have to push the guy off her and retrieve her weapon. Gaining her feet, she wiped both sides of her blade off on her bare thigh and returned once again to her search for Deke. As luck would have it, however, he’d found her. The big cat appeared from the other side of the bonfire, purring loudly as he nuzzled his big head against her hip. 

	“I’m okay,” she assured him, dropping to her knees to rub her cheek against his soft fur. “We have to get everyone to the front of the building.”

	Deke huffed and nodded. Then he lifted his head to the sky and released a roar that reverberated down through Roux’s bones. Several heads turned in his direction, and she saw both Cade and Gabriel nod. Clearly, they had a plan, and though she didn’t know all the details, she trusted her mate. 

	“We have to get Zerrik.”

	The moment she said his name, Zerrik’s head snapped toward her, distracting him long enough for a Ravager to land a solid right hook to his jaw. With a fierce snarl, Zerrik retaliated by grabbing the other male’s head in both hands and snapping his neck. By the time the Ravager hit the ground, Zerrik had already turned to fend off another attack. Once he’d dispatched two more of the feral beasts, he turned and jogged to them.

	“It’s okay,” he said, slowing a few feet away and raising his hands in a peaceful gesture. “I’m not going to hurt you, Roux.”

	Grateful to have him back to himself, Roux launched herself at the vampire, hugging him tightly. With a disgruntled chuff, Deke stuck his head between them, nudging Roux back from the lieutenant. She had to laugh. Only Deke would find the time to be possessive while fighting for his life.

	“Go.” Zerrik pointed to the school building. “I’ll get the others.” When Roux didn’t move, he bared his fangs and growled at her. “Go!”

	Sharp teeth closed gently around her wrist, and Deke backed away, pulling her toward the entrance of the school. Running away while others were still in danger wasn’t in her nature. She could, however, clear the way for them. Pulling her arm free of Deke’s mouth, she met his glowing, blue eyes. An unspoken agreement passed between them, and he lowered his head as he backed away.

	Together, they cut a path through the Ravagers standing between them and their target. Each time Roux looked over her shoulder, she found their friends closing the gap between them and the building. By the time she reached the door and pushed it open, everyone except Lynk and Gabriel had caught up to her. 

	“Go, go, go!” She sent everyone through the door, shoving at Cade’s back when he hesitated. “Get them out, Cade. I’m right behind you.”

	Deke stayed with her, pacing back and forth along the cracked walkway as Gabriel and Lynk fought their way to them. Lynk reached the building first, slowing only long enough to lift his striped head and grunt at them before hurrying after the others. Gabriel’s left pant leg had been shredded, and blood covered the exposed flesh. He jogged toward them with a noticeable limp as several Ravagers sprinted after him. Roux gauged the distance and decided they wouldn’t reach him in time—none of them except one.

	“Duck!” she screamed. She lifted the blade to her ear and sent it flying.

	Gabriel hit the ground and rolled as Roux’s dagger soared over his head, finding its mark in his pursuer’s throat. The Ravager stumbled and went down. Gabriel found his feet again and limped through the open door, helping Roux to close and lock it behind them.

	“Thanks,” he panted.

	Roux just nodded. That dagger had been the only thing left from her old life, the closest thing she’d had to a family heirloom. That life was gone, though, and no matter how much she wished it, she’d never get it back. Maybe it was time she stopped clinging to a dream, let go of her past, and move forward.

	“No problem,” she answered as they navigated the dark corridors of the school. “What do we do when we reach the exit?”

	“Nikolai should be waiting with the van.” He pointed ahead of them to the double, glass doors that separated them from freedom. “There he is.”

	“Van?”

	A loud crash stopped Roux in her tracks, and she spun back toward Gabriel, just as a female Ravager burst through the glass windows of the front office. With a high-pitched screech, she landed on Gabriel’s back, digging her hooked claws into his throat. A flex of her wrist was all it took to open the werewolf’s throat, spilling a tide of blood down his chest. 

	“Gabe!”

	Gabriel went down hard with the Ravager still clinging to his back. His head bounced against the hard floor with a sickening crunch, but the female appeared to be unfazed. Grunting with excitement from all the blood, she clamped her jaws around the side of his neck, shaking her head back and forth like a hungry dog. 

	Roux had just taken a step toward her friend when muscular arms surrounded her, lifting her off her feet.

	“No! Stop! Let me go.” She fought Deke, throwing her elbows back into his chest as she twisted her upper body. “We have to help him!”

	“We can’t help him,” Deke answered, his breath warm against the side of her neck. “We have to go, Roux.”

	Tears streamed down her cheeks, but she knew he was right. Gabriel hadn’t made a sound, not once, and he’d likely been dead before he’d even hit the floor. Roux stopped struggling and slumped in her mate’s arms, allowing Deke to carry her out of the school and into the waiting van parked on the front lawn. Once inside, someone slammed the sliding door closed, and the vehicle lurched forward, the tires spinning in the grass before finally finding traction. 

	“Gabriel?” Zerrik asked.

	Roux closed her eyes and buried her face against Deke’s neck, trying to stem the emotional tide threatening to overwhelm her. She’d lost a lot of people, but this time felt different. They’d been so close, just a few yards from freedom. If she hadn’t distracted him with pointless questions, maybe he would have heard the Ravager before she attacked. 

	“It’s my fault.”

	“Stop it,” Deke whispered, cradling the back of her head as he rocked her side to side. “It’s not your fault, none of this is. Gabe knew the risks, and he died doing what he believed in. Don’t take that away from him.”

	Someone draped a blanket over her, and Roux pulled it tight around her shoulders while she mumbled her thanks. “Where are we going? Are we going back to the city?”

	“Not tonight,” Deke answered cryptically. “Rest.”

	Physically and emotionally drained, she didn’t question him. They couldn’t just leave the citizens of Trinity Grove to face the king’s sadistic rule, but they also needed to approach the situation with level heads. They were all exhausted, most of them were injured, and the Wardens outnumbered them significantly. A night to rest and regroup made sense.

	Still, she’d seen just how much could happen in one night, and she prayed that when they made it back to the city, it wouldn’t be too late.

	 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

	They’d made the hour drive to a Revenant bunker just outside of Pittsburgh in record time with Nikolai behind the wheel. To any passerby, the refuge looked like nothing more than an abandoned warehouse, but in the basement, they kept food, cots, extra clothes, and a small cache of weapons. Deke knew a few guns wouldn’t be enough to retake Trinity Grove, but it got them one step closer.

	The Revenant members assigned to guard the bunker and assist anyone passing through had greeted them on the upper level, patched them up, then left them to recover in peace. No one had spoken much, the grief and trauma still too fresh to talk about, even to one another. 

	So, they’d slept. Or at least, they’d tried to sleep. Deke had laid awake most of the night, listening to Roux’s soft whimpers as she tossed and turned in her sleep. He’d done what he could to comfort her, but he knew only time would heal the pain she felt. 

	The next morning, a new sense of urgency seemed to rise with the sun. By the time Deke stirred from a fitful sleep, Nikolai, Cade, and Zerrik were already discussing ways to get back into the city undetected. 

	“Hey,” Roux whispered, nuzzling against the side of his neck in their shared sleeping bag. “Love you.”

	Roux didn’t wear her heart on her sleeve, and she didn’t say things just to hear herself talk. His heart swelled at her declaration, but it wasn’t like her to offer the words so casually.

	“I love you, too, kitten.” He brushed the hair back from her face and curled his fingers along the curve of her jaw. “How are you?”

	“It still doesn’t seem real,” she admitted. “Deke, what are we going to do?”

	Glancing over her head to the men gathered around a single lantern, he tapped her hip and sighed. “Let’s find out.”

	Roux wiggled out of the bedroll and stood, trying to tame her wild hair while she waited for him to untangle the bag from around his feet. She’d found a pair of gray sweatpants and a white T-shirt in the storage lockers at the back of the bunker the night before, but both swallowed her small frame. Crimson dotted the front of her shirt, blood from the claw marks on her abdomen. 

	She hadn’t complained, though, and she’d refused the pain meds the guards had offered her. Deke didn’t know if she wanted to be clear headed for the battle ahead, or if she was punishing herself for what had happened to Gabriel. Either way, he wished he could do more to help her, but of course, she wouldn’t listen to him. 

	Once they’d cleaned up a little and found something to eat—protein bars and bottled water—they joined the group around the lantern. 

	“Okay, what’s the plan?” Roux asked, lowering onto an empty wooden crate next to Thea. “We have to go back, right?”

	The others fell silent, their eyes darting between her and Deke. When the quiet began to grow uncomfortable, Nikolai cleared his throat and stood. 

	“We’ve been discussing it, and we think the best plan is to quietly get the residents out of Trinity Grove.” With his hands resting on his hips, he lowered his head and sighed. “We can’t fight my father and win.”

	“We’re up against at least twenty Wardens,” Lynk added, “each one armed to the teeth.”

	“Twenty-two at last count.” Nikolai rubbed the back of his neck. “We’d need a small army to even get past them.”

	“Not necessarily.” Splaying her hands across her knees, Roux sat up a little straighter when everyone turned to look at her. “Nik, if you control the throne, you control the Wardens, right?”

	“In theory,” the vampire answered slowly. “What are you saying?”

	Tilting her head to the side, Roux gave the prince a look that said she found him rather dense. “Well, we kill the king, of course. What?” she demanded when Deke groaned. “Everything that’s happened is because of him. He did this. Greg, Peter, Denny…Gabriel. They’re dead because of him.”

	 “It’s suicide.” Nikolai shook his head. “He’s too powerful.”

	Roux rounded on Nikolai with a very human though fearsome growl. “He ripped your fangs out and left you for dead!”

	“Look, I won’t mourn the loss of him, but I’m telling you, it can’t be done.”

	“Why?” Roux demanded. “It’s not like he’s one of your fairytale Others.”

	Deke stood up straighter and hissed. “Where did you hear about the Others?”

	“He’s not,” Abby interrupted before Roux could answer. “Well, even if he were, he wouldn’t be that much of a threat. The Others are powerless unless they’re together. They’re like…a bonded pair, two parts of a whole.”

	“How do you know this?” Deke had heard the stories his entire life, and he didn’t remember that bit of information.

	“What the fuck is an Other?” When no one paid any attention to him, Cade threw his hands in the air and huffed. “Never mind.”

	“People like to talk,” Abby answered simply. “I listen.”

	“Okay, whatever.” Lifting her hands, Roux waved them around in wild, animated gestures. “I still say we take down the king.” 

	While she made a fair point, familial entanglements were never that black and white. Roux spoke from a place of fear and anger, not from a tactical standpoint. Deke could admit that assassinating Elias Diavolos did hold a certain appeal. However, he couldn’t let his own emotions dictate their next move, especially when they didn’t know how many of the Wardens would remain loyal to their king, even after his death.

	“Roux, enough.” Moving to stand behind her, he wound his arms around her waist and pulled his mate back against his chest. “Take a deep breath. We’re going to figure this out, but I’m not going to lose anyone else.”

	Releasing a long breath through her nose, Roux relaxed into him and bowed her head. “I know you’re right. That doesn’t make it any easier to sit here and do nothing, though.”

	Deke knew the feeling all too well. “How quickly could we get the residents out of the city?” he asked Lynk.

	“There aren’t many people left, so I’d guess a couple of days to be on the safe side.”

	At the beginning of summer, Trinity Grove had boasted a population just over one hundred, a significant number in the wake of the Purge. After the attacks, kidnappings, and outright murders, that number had dwindled rapidly. Even more residents had fled, sneaking out in the middle of the night, and he often wondered if any of them had actually managed to outrun the Wardens.

	Now, Deke estimated the town’s population to be no more than fifty or sixty, with nearly half of those being Wardens. He understood Lynk wanted to avoid detection while trying to relocate the citizens, but they didn’t have two days. By then, there wouldn’t be anyone left to save.

	“No.” He shook his head. “We do it tonight. We’ll gather them all, divide them into groups, and take them through the forest to the highway. Can we find a couple of box trucks?”

	“I saw two moving vans in the warehouse upstairs,” Zerrik offered. “I don’t know if they’ll run, though.”

	Cade nodded. “I’ll get them running.”

	“Okay.” Gearing up for an argument, Deke turned Roux to face him and tilted her chin up. “I need you to stay here with Abby.”

	His mate didn’t disappoint. “I can help. I’ve had a lot more practice avoiding the Coalition.”

	“So have Cade and Brody.”

	“Is this some kind of sexist crap because I’m a girl?”

	“No, kitten.” Smiling, he dipped his head to brush a chaste kiss against her lips. “It’s because I love you.”

	“I know.” She hummed a little and wrapped her arms around his neck, pulling him in for a proper kiss. “I’m still going.”

	As usual, Roux got her way. With an hour left until sunset, Cade had the motors in the moving vans purring, and they’d scavenged enough supplies to feed and clothe as many as thirty residents for at least a few days. The bunker hadn’t been designed to provide refuge to so many bodies at once, and frankly Deke wanted to get his mate as far away from Trinity Grove as possible. Luckily, the next checkpoint big enough to house that many people was just outside of St. Louis—less than a day’s drive, provided nothing went wrong.

	When Deke suggested they split up, it came as no surprise to anyone when Cade offered to go ahead with Abby to prepare the St. Louis facility. Zerrik also volunteered to accompany them. His bloodlust had dissipated, but it would be days, maybe weeks before he regained his strength and stamina. In the end, they decided Thea would travel with the others to Missouri, leaving Deke, Roux, Brody, and Lynk to make the hour-long drive back to Trinity Grove. 

	Brody drove, with Lynk riding shotgun, while Deke and Roux secured themselves in the back of the enclosed trailer. Even though they mostly stuck to highways, it wasn’t a smooth ride, and Deke made a mental note to punch Brody in the face when they arrived.

	“What happens if people don’t want to go with us?” Roux asked, swaying forward when the truck began to slow. “Do we just leave them?”

	“We can’t force them to go, kitten.” Handing his flashlight over to Roux, Deke banged on the front end of the box trailer. “Why are we stopping?”

	He heard one of the cab doors open and close, then a moment later, the back door on the trailer rolled up, spilling in yellow light from the streetlamps. Nodding for Roux to follow, Deke exited the van, jumping the three feet to the gravel of the grocer parking lot before turning to help his mate down.

	“Brody, what the fuck? We’re supposed to be on the other side of town.”

	“I know,” the guy answered, joining them at the back of the truck. “I think you need to see this, though.”

	Deke didn’t need to see, but he followed Brody to the front of the cab anyway. He could smell the smoke on the air, mingled with the scent of blood and decay. His sensitive hearing picked up the faint crackle of flames, and the hum of downed power lines. 

	“Oh, my god,” Roux breathed, coming to stand beside him. “We’re too late.”

	An eerie orange glow lit the sky over the city, tinged with a haze of gray smoke. The fires hadn’t been burning long, maybe a couple of hours, which somehow made their failure even more devastating. 

	“What do you think?” Brody asked. “Ravagers or Wardens?”

	“Ravagers,” Lynk answered immediately, pointing the northeast. “The Wardens wouldn’t have burned down the estate.”

	“Do you think the king survived?” Linking his fingers together, Brody rested his hands on the top of his head. “Does it make me a dick to hope he didn’t?”

	Deke shook his head. “I don’t know if he survived or not, but I’m right there with you. Let the sadistic prick burn.”

	Ignoring them, Roux took a couple of steps toward the burning city. “Maybe some people made it out, or maybe they hid.”

	Roux’s optimism made Deke love her that much more, but he couldn’t share in her faith. The townspeople had no weapons, no vehicles, and no way to call for help. Even if some had taken to the woods, Ravagers would have tracked them down before they ever reached safety. 

	Wrapping his arms around her shoulders, he tucked his mate against his side and kissed the top of her head. “I’m sorry, kitten. There’s nothing more we can do here.”

	“We have to try,” she insisted.

	“We’ll do it.” Lynk jerked his thumb at Brody. “We’ll stay, search for survivors.”

	Brody bobbed his head in agreement. “Don’t worry, Roux, if anyone survived, we’ll find them and catch up with you in a couple of days.”

	“Take the van,” Lynk insisted. “We’ll move faster on foot.”

	Moving away from Deke’s side, Roux crossed her arms over her breasts and scowled. “How will you get to St. Louis?”

	Brody just laughed at her. “Roux, relax. It’s not like we haven’t done this before.” Stepping forward, he grabbed her shoulders, pulling her into a tight hug. “Stop worrying. You’ll see us again.”

	They argued for several more minutes before Deke finally agreed that they’d all stay, spend the night at his place, and search the city come daylight. Lynk snorted at his willingness to accommodate his mate, but Deke didn’t care what the shifter thought of him. 

	He didn’t feel right about leaving when there could be survivors in town. Plus, with four of them, the search wouldn’t take more than a couple of hours, and they could be on the road before noon. Plus, Roux was right. They’d lost too many of their own already, and he couldn’t stomach the thought of losing anyone else when he could prevent it.

	Silent tears streaked down Roux’s cheeks as he drove through the remains of the city. Staring out her window, she wiped roughly at her eyes and sniffed. 

	“It feels like everything is falling apart,” she confessed when they reached their driveway. “Everyone’s gone.”

	Thankfully, the entire street had been untouched by the destruction, and Deke breathed a sigh of relief as he cut the engine. “Not everyone.” He reached across the bench seat to squeeze her hand. “We’ll see Cade and the others again,” he vowed with more certainty than he felt.

	And every part of him prayed he’d be able to keep that promise.

	* * * *

	Even with the Lynk and Brody sleeping down the hall, the once welcoming two-bedroom home felt barren, lonely. Deke continued to reassure her that they’d see their friends again, that everything would be okay, but Roux couldn’t shake the feeling that things would get worse before they got better. 

	The next stop of their journey across the country would land them on the outskirts of werewolf-controlled territory. Roux didn’t look forward to venturing into the notorious Demon Alley, but she disliked her friends traveling there alone even more. 

	“We shouldn’t have split up,” she said for what felt like the thousandth time. 

	She was driving herself crazy with worry, and she knew Deke must have reached his limit hours ago. Still, he never lost his patience with her.

	“Maybe you’re right,” he answered as he crawled into their bed, probably for the last time. “It’s done now, though, and we can’t go back. Take a deep breath, Roux. With any luck, we’ll see Cade and the rest tomorrow.”

	Slipping under the blankets, Roux snuggled up next to her mate and rested her head on his chest. The steady rhythm of his heartbeat calmed her, soothed some of her anxiety, and she smiled against his warm skin. 

	“Deke?”

	“Yes, kitten?”

	“Thank you for loving me.”

	Rolling her onto her back, Deke hovered over her, insinuating himself between her thighs. “You’re the best thing that ever happened to me. So, believe when I say it’s no chore to love you. It’s my privilege.” 

	“I love you, too, Deke. I’m just worried.”

	“I know, kitten. So am I, but we’ll get through this just like we do everything else. Together.” He rubbed their cheeks together, then nipped at her bottom lip. “Now, quiet that beautiful brain of yours and let me take care of you for a little while.”

	Their lips met in a slow, tender kiss that spread warmth throughout Roux’s body. Curling her arms and legs around her mate, she pulled him closer, trying her best to suspend them in that one perfect moment where their troubles didn’t exist.

	Deke’s hands mapped her body, caressing her sensitive skin beneath her shirt and teasing the swell of her breasts. Without hurry or urgency, they undressed each other, peeling away one layer at a time in between kisses until they rested skin to warm skin. 

	His soft lips skimmed down the length of her throat and across her collarbones, stoking the embers that burned in her belly. When his skillful mouth found her nipple, sucking the hard bud between his teeth to flick his tongue across the tip, Roux moaned into his hair as slick heat drenched her pussy. 

	Deke took his time, exploring her body with a thoroughness that left her breathless. When the need finally became too much for both of them, he positioned the head of his swollen cock at her entrance and pushed inside, filling and stretching her. Still, the usual frantic urgency never came, and they made slow, lazy love, coming together in slow glides and languid kisses.

	Eventually, their tempo increased, the need for release to great to ignore. When Roux’s climax struck, it stole her breath, hurling her over the edge, and Deke followed, tumbling into the abyss with her. 

	Blinking open her eyes, she found her mate staring down at her with a strange smile on his lips. “What?”

	“Mine,” he whispered, his voice cracking on the single word.

	She’d never had anyone to call her own, never anyone she wanted for more than a night. With Deke, everything had changed…she had changed. Sometimes, her love for him overwhelmed her, almost to the point of pain, but she wouldn’t trade it for anything. 

	A long road, likely filled with more struggles and more loss, stretched out before them, but she’d be right there to fight by his side. The world had ended, and they’d still found each other. This time would be no different. As Deke had said, they’d figure it out together. 

	Individually, they were strong, but when they worked as a team, they were unstoppable. 

	Linking her fingers together behind her mate’s neck, she pulled him into another kiss filled with everything in her heart that she couldn’t bring herself to say. When they broke apart, and he smiled down at her, she could think of only one word—a single word filled with a thousand promises.

	“Mine.”

	 


EPILOGUE

	Stepping out of the SUV at the Revenant compound in St. Louis, Corporal Thea Mendez pulled her handgun from its holster and disengaged the safety. Her boots crunched against the debris littering the parking lot of the converted truck stop, her footfalls echoing eerily through the early morning.

	“Are you sure this is the place?” Cade exited from the driver’s side door—motioning for Abby to stay put—and rounded the front of the SUV to join Thea.

	“This is the place,” Zerrik confirmed, appearing on her right with the map Captain Collins had given them before they’d left Pittsburgh. “This doesn’t feel right. Where is everyone?”

	There should have been Revenant guards to greet them, yet when Thea sniffed at the air, she didn’t scent anyone except the members of her party. The front door of the rest stop hung from a single hinge. The large windows had been shattered, the pieces of glass strewn over the ground, glinting in the sunlight. Tall weeds grew from the cracks in the pavement, giving their surroundings an air of abandonment. 

	She agreed with Zerrik that something felt off about the place, but then again, she’d thought the same thing about the bunker in Pittsburgh. From the outside, the warehouse had appeared unremarkable, and it made sense that a truck stop on the side of the highway would be no different. 

	“Should we check it out?” she asked.

	Pulling his own gun from its holster, Zerrik glanced at Cade and then back to the SUV. “Stay with Abby, but keep your eyes open. If you see anything, don’t be selfish. Share.” Once he had Cade’s agreement, he turned back to Thea. “Ready?”

	Thea chambered a round into her 9mm, stared into the darkness beyond the broken windows, and nodded. 

	“Let’s go.” 

	 

	THE END
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