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      I’d never been one for profanity, but only one word seemed adequate to describe our situation and it was four letters that started with an ‘f.’ I didn’t utter the word even though Gage wouldn’t have minded at all. He’d been using it plenty himself as we drove. Along with some other four letter words. 

      We’d been driving for hours with no real destination in mind. Leaving New Orleans was the only direction we had. 

      Somehow we’d managed to get deeper into trouble. Physically we were free from the Dires, but we hadn’t escaped. Gage was still tied to Hunter, and we needed to free Hunter and his pack if we wanted to ensure Gage’s survival. I wanted to be brave, but I was terrified. 

      “Do you want to stop for food?” Gage put a hand on my leg. He was acting like things were normal, as though we were on a run-of-the-mill road trip, not running for our lives—especially his. 

      I turned in my seat so I could look at him. A thick layer of stubble covered his chin giving him a rugged look that made him even sexier than usual. There I went fantasizing about him when I should have been planning. “I’m fine, but we can stop if you’re hungry.”

      “I’m fine too.” His stomach growled.

      I raised an eyebrow. “It doesn’t sound that way.”

      “I want meat. Raw meat. I’m not going to get that at a roadside diner.” His words were light, but I knew he was struggling. The change couldn’t have been easy for him.

      I touched his arm gently. “Meat of any sort would help.”

      “We can’t be seen, so sitting down at a restaurant is out of the question.”

      “Drive-through?” Fast food wasn’t my thing, but Gage was dealing with a lot. Letting his appetite get out of control could be disastrous. 

      “Let’s get a little bit further.”

      “Where are we going anyway?” I finally asked the question. I hadn’t wanted to break the short lived period of relief. 

      “I have no clue.”

      “I have an idea.” It had been floating around my head since we ran from the camp.

      “Let’s hear it.” He watched me out of the corner of his eye.

      “Watch the road.”

      “Some things never change,” he muttered with a smile while returning his eyes to the road. 

      “The queen is a good person.” I wasn’t an expert at reading people, but she’d gone out of her way to help me. That had to count for something. 

      “The queen?” He looked at me again.

      “Eyes on the road.”

      “Fine, but tell me you aren’t talking about the Queen of The Society? The girl at the trial?” He listened and stared straight ahead. 

      “What other queen would I be talking about?”

      “You met her for a few minutes, how do you know she’s a good person?”

      “Woman’s intuition.”

      “Wait, for real? You’re going there?” He tilted his head slightly. 

      “I know I’m usually more about the logical, but I have a feeling. What other ideas do we have anyway?”

      “We can’t just waltz back to the courthouse and look for her.”

      I sighed. “Obviously. I’m sure she’s not there now anyway. It was just a thought. I have another one.”

      “What’s the other one?”

      “We need information.”

      “Not sure how that’s an idea, but I agree. We need information.”

      I paused before sharing idea number two. “I know someone who can find us any information we could possibly need.”

      “Who?”

      “Genevieve. She’s a computer whiz and a master at hacking.”

      “Genevieve, as in your friend from Eastern, is a hacker?”

      I ignored his skepticism. “Yes. She doesn’t steal money or anything, but she does it for fun. She can hack anything and anyone.”

      “And you think she’ll help?”

      “She’s one of my best friends.” I didn’t know if that meant she’d help, but it had to count for something. 

      “And she thinks you’re dead.”

      “Obviously we’ll have to be careful.” I hadn’t thought the plan through that far yet. I was lucky I’d thought of anything. My thoughts were so muddled and confused. My life had been turned upside down in a matter of days that I barely felt like myself anymore.

      “Did she go home for break?”

      “Yes, and that means we have to turn around.”

      “Why?” He tapped the wheel with his long fingers. I wondered if he was hearing music in his head. 

      “Because she’s in Florida, and we’re going north.”

      “Ok.” He slowed and got into the right lane.

      “Wait, that’s it?” I put a hand to my chest. “You’re just going along with this?”

      “Why not?” He shrugged. “I don’t have a better idea.”

      I smiled. “That’s cool.”

      “What is?”

      “That you’re putting your trust in me.” Gage wasn’t the type to go along with anything or listen to anyone. Hence how we ended up stuck in the storm. I wasn’t sure if his willingness to agree came from learning from experience or genuine trust in me, maybe it was a little bit of both. 

      “I’d trust you to do anything but drive.” He grinned.

      I pushed his arm. “Says the guy who got us stuck on the side of the road.”

      “I thought that wasn’t my fault.” He gripped the wheel tighter. 

      I’d hit a nerve. I made my voice light. “It isn’t unless you are making fun of my driving.” 

      “Fair enough.” His grip loosened back to normal. He pulled off at the next exit. “Grab some food, and then head south?”

      “Sounds like a plan. Of course I still need to find her exact address and come up with a believable story for everything.” But those were just details. At least I’d come up with the overarching plan. 

      “Nothing we could say would be believable.”

      “True… this is a mess.” I wasn’t the type to force optimism. 

      “But we’re together.” He squeezed my leg gently. “That’s something.”

      “It is.” In all the years I’d fanaticized about being with Gage somehow I’d never imagined we’d be on the run. Or that he’d be a wolf.

      Gage turned into the drive-through line at a burger place. 

      “Know what you want?” he asked as the car idled. 

      “Chicken nuggets.”

      “Chicken nuggets?” Gage turned to me.

      “What? I like them. Ask for honey mustard too if you don’t mind.”

      “I thought only little kids ordered those.”

      “Little kids and me. I don’t need the kid’s meal though.”

      He laughed. “I wasn’t trying to make fun of you…”

      “Sure you weren’t. First my driving, now my food choices.”

      “You’re beautiful.” He ran his hand slowly down the side of my face and stared at me with his wide brown eyes.

      “Abrupt conversation change. Think flattering me will get you out of trouble?”

      He grinned. “Yes.”

      I liked seeing a smile on his face again. A real smile that wasn’t there just for my benefit. “It does if you mean it.”

      “Of course I mean it.”

      “Is it weird that I’m kind of in the mood to fight?”

      “Yes, that’s weird. Weirder than wanting chicken nuggets.”

      “I want to do something normal.” I leaned my head back against the seat. 

      “And fighting is normal?”

      “Yes.” It was natural. All couples fought. Gage and I were a couple. That thought still shocked me despite everything else going on. 

      “I can think of much more enjoyable normal things to be doing.”

      “Oh yeah?” I was pretty sure I knew what he was hinting at, but that wasn’t happening.

      “I’ll show you tonight.” He raised an eyebrow. 

      “Oh… being mysterious are you?” Whether it was happening or not, I didn’t mind the teasing. 

      “I can be.”

      He drove up to the menu. “Can I have four Double Stack burgers and a twenty piece chicken nuggets with honey mustard dipping sauce?”

      “I don’t need twenty!” 

      “Will that be all?” The server asked.

      “And one large diet coke.” He turned to me and mouthed. That okay?

      I shrugged. I understood him ordering himself an insane amount of food, but twenty pieces of chicken for me? I hoped he planned on eating them too.

      “That will be fourteen eighty-seven. Please drive up to the first window.”

      “I could have had the eight piece. Or even the five.” I wasn’t hungry. Stress sometimes made me pig out, but this was an even more stressful situation than usual. Eating food sounded like work, and I didn’t want any more of that.

      “We’re not going to be stopping again for a while. This is good for you.” He drove up to the window, ending the conversation.

      “Fourteen eighty-seven.” A young woman repeated the amount owed. 

      Gage handed her a twenty.

      She stared at him before giving him back the change. “Do I know you?”

      He shook his head. “No. I don’t think so.”

      I leaned back in my seat. Oh no. Had we been recognized that easily?

      “You sure?” She leaned out the window a little. “I swear you look so familiar.”

      Gage’s face remained calm. “I have one of those faces. People tell me that all the time.”

      “No way. There is nothing generic about your face.” She fluttered her eyelashes and bit her lip. 

      He smiled. “Thanks.”

      “If you don’t mind, we’re in a rush.” I spoke without looking at her. I didn’t want to take the chance of her recognizing me too. Flirting wasn’t going to work for me.

      “Ditch the pissy one next you,” she cooed in a way that didn’t fit her words. “You can do better.”

      “No one’s better than my doll face,” Gage turned and grinned at me. “We’re in a hurry because we’re running off to get married.” He used some horrible attempt at a hick accent.

      She startled. “Are you serious?”

      “Yes. Only the finest cuisine on our big day.” He shot her another toothy smile before pulling up to the next window. 

      I struggled to keep in my laughter as we waited for the food. The girl at this window was all business and barely looked at Gage when she handed him the bags of food. He put the large soda in the cup holder and pulled back out onto the road. 

      I let out a laugh. “Nice accent.”

      He laughed and then got serious. “She was insulting you.”

      “That bothered you?”

      “Of course it did. No one gets to make fun of you but me.”

      I laughed again. “Some of the things that come out of your mouth.”

      He handed me the bags of food. I pulled out a burger and unwrapped it for him. “Now try to eat this without making a huge mess.”

      He shook his head. “Once again, some things never change.”

      “Don’t make it sound like a bad thing.” I knew there were parts of my personality that grated on people, but I wasn’t going to try to change. Changing for someone never worked, inevitably you either fell back into the old habit or the person found something else they didn’t like.

      “Hey, I’m just kidding with you. You know that right?” He accepted the burger.

      “Sometimes it’s hard to tell.”

      “If I ever say anything remotely negative relating to you it’s a joke. I can be more serious if you want.”

      “No!” I protested a little bit too loud.

      He smiled. “Ok, I guess you like my sarcastic charm?”

      I laughed. “Yes, that’s exactly what I’d call it.”

      “Thanks for opening this.” He held up the burger. 

      “Thanks for driving.”

      “I really was kidding about your driving. You can do it anytime.”

      “You’re only saying that because this isn’t your truck.”

      “Seeing the remains of Bessy put things in perspective.”

      “At least they weren’t our remains,” I whispered.

      He paused with the burger halfway to his lips. “We’re going to survive this.”

      “Yes, we will.” I hoped he really meant we. Sometimes he scared me when he seemed content to leave his fate to chance. We needed to free Hunter no matter what. We would end the hunt. 

      He pulled back onto the interstate. “Why don’t you eat something and then we should map this trip out better. I know we ultimately need to get to 95, but I’m not completely sure how we’re going to make that happen.”

      “I’ll do that first.” Maybe I’d have my appetite back if I got something done first. I searched my email and found her address. We had a plan. Everything else would fall into place.
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      My family hated me. That was the only explanation for how I got stuck working security detail at The Society prison. They’d fed me a whole bunch of lines about working my way up in the world, but that was completely hypocritical. They’d been born into The Society elite and never had to lift a finger to stay that way. But arguing wasn’t an option. I wanted to make it onto the new elite intelligence force, and no one and no crappy job was going to get in my way. 

      The one benefit of working at the prison was that the wardrobe was simple enough. Black pants and black tank tops. Technically I could wear any kind of shirt I wanted, but I needed easy access for my wings, so tank tops it was. 

      Nothing interesting had happened at work for a while. It’s not that I wanted a prison riot or anything, but maybe something different. I had six more months left before I could apply for the intelligence force. Hopefully I’d get something out of the experience. 

      I put on a quick coat of lipstick before grabbing my purse and heading out the door of my garden district apartment. I lived alone, and that was the way I liked it. I’d never met anyone I could stomach living with, and I doubted that was going to change. Maybe there was something wrong with me. An anti-social gene had taken over and made it impossible for me to like people. Or maybe it was my mother’s fault. It was easier to blame my parents for everything. 

      Working at night was nice because you could fly where you needed to go. Not so much during the day. It was right before dusk, and I had a few choices. I could take the streetcar or drive my SUV and circle around for parking. Neither appealed since I was already late, but I opted for the streetcar. At least that way I could catch up on some reading. 

      I ignored the ogling of two adolescent boys while I waited for the streetcar on the median. You’d have thought they’d never seen a woman before by the way they stared. Maybe they hadn’t. New Orleans attracted all sorts of weird people.

      The streetcar was nearly empty, and after showing my pass I slipped into a vacant seat, careful to sit on the end. I didn’t need one of the kids sitting down next to me.

      The car lurched to a start, and I stared out the window at the southern homes and live oaks. The city was beautiful when you took out all the politics and stress that came from living in the royal seat of the paranormal world. 

      My phone vibrated with a text. I reluctantly tore my eyes from the window and checked for the message. Get in now. I was about to reply to my boss with something nasty when I realized it was a group text to several guards. Something had to have been going down for him to be calling everyone in on a random weekday. 

      I pulled the string to request a stop and walked to the front of the car to wait. Daylight or not, I had to get downtown faster than the streetcar was going to take me.

      I nodded at the driver, disembarked, and walked a few blocks from St. Charles Ave before transforming. I felt the usual rush of power surge through my body as my long black wings spanned out behind me. I felt invincible when I was in my Pteron form, and nothing else mattered. If only I could feel that way all the time. 

      Someone was going to see me. There was no question about that, but hopefully they’d chalk it up to an angel or alien sighting or something like that. People were more willing to accept those explanations rather than bird shifters. It made my life easier so I didn’t care.

      I flew as high as I could, before descending right before I reached the Crescent City Hotel. I landed in the shadows and retracted my wings before walking through the front door of the upscale French Quarter hotel. 

      No one said anything to me as I headed straight for the elevators. After a few moments an elevator arrived, and I walked into the empty car. I inserted my card and moved down toward the basement that wasn’t supposed to exist. 

      Once downstairs my night vision kicked in as I wound my way deep into the basement. The general chambers and offices of The Society were top secret, but none were more closely guarded than the prison. Most in the paranormal community didn’t believe it truly existed because no one saw people enter or exit. 

      I walked through two retina scanners before turning even deeper into the basement. I pushed open a door and walked down another flight of stairs. It should have been impossible. Building underground in New Orleans was unheard of, but not when you had enchantments. 

      I walked through another set of scanners and turned toward the prison entrance.

       “Michelle, where the hell have you been?” Malcom, my boss, stood with his arms crossed over his chest. He blocked the only entrance.

      “I’m on time. I wasn’t supposed to be in until 6:00 tonight.”

      “I texted you.”

      “And I got off the streetcar and flew down as soon as I could.”

      “Not fast enough.” Joseph, my nemesis, smirked from his spot just within the room. 

      I clenched my fists at my sides. I couldn’t let him get to me even if I wanted to rip the smirk off his face. He reminded me of the one guy I’d ever loved. I say loved in the past tense. The very past tense. “I’m here now. What can I do?” I looked directly at Malcom.

      He straightened his shoulders, emphasizing his 6’5 height. His frame was one of the reasons he ran the prison. “We’re expecting several high profile prisoners.”

      “High profile?” My heart sped up. Was it Bryant? Had they found him? Even thinking of my ex flooded my body with mixed emotions. 

      “Very.” Malcom stepped to the side. “They hit the jack pot today at court. Found a pack of Dires.”

      “Dire Wolves?” My eyes widened. I didn’t waste the opportunity Malcom gave me to enter the prison. 

      “Yes. Walked right into the courthouse today.” He crossed his burly arms. “And they’re on their way here right now.

      “Who’s transferring them?” I didn’t know much about Dire Wolves except that they were incredibly strong. They’d only trust the best with such dangerous cargo.

      “Levi is overseeing it himself.”

      “The king?” I coughed. “He’s doing it himself?” Levi was a great king, but he didn’t get his hands dirty anymore unless he had to. I blamed it on his wife. She worried about him too much. 

      “Yes. We need to be prepared. There are four coming in, including the Alpha.”

      “Let me get this straight.” I put a hand on my hip. “The Alpha of a pack of Dire Wolves willingly walked into The Society courthouse?”

      “Yes. Turns out one of his boys was picked up. We thought he was a regular Were. He got pissed off and all hell broke loose.”

      “I always miss the fun.”

      “Fun?” He raised an eyebrow. “You’ll have plenty of time to have that here if that’s what gets you off. You’re working overtime.”

      “Overtime?” Great. The evening was getting better and better. 

      “What, can’t miss your nail appointment?” Joseph taunted.

      Malcom laughed. 

      “Ok. Where do you want me?”

      Malcom smirked. “Don’t you know better than to say that to a man?”

      I worked with a bunch of sexist pricks. “I don’t see any men, so we’re all good.” When you grow up surrounded by cocky guys, you learn how to keep them in their place. I’d slipped up once, with Bryant, but I’d never let that happen again. 

      “Shut up, and get ready. There’s a reason these Dires have stayed under the radar for so long. They’re tricky.”

      “Gotcha.” I rolled my eyes. 

      “There’s a female. You’re in charge of her.”

      “I can handle the males.” I was tired of always being treated as inferior. I was as strong as the guys were. 

      “I don’t care what you think you can handle. You’re on the female.”

      “Whatever.” I was fed up with working for Malcom, but picking a fight wasn’t going to help. He may have liked to pretend he’d be working overtime too, but there wasn’t a chance. He’d be out of there at five o’clock. Levi really needed to put someone new in charge.
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      I’d messed up everything. Three members of my pack were in harm’s way because I’d let Mary Anne make me soft. I should have let the kid die. Changing him had been an act of idiocy. Within a few days he’d destroyed everything, and because it seemed to be just my luck, I was sure she was with him. Despite my annoyance and anger at Gage I believed he’d protect her. Whether I wanted to admit it or not, they had a connection, and all I could do was hope that connection meant she’d be safe until I could take care of her myself again. 

      We walked through a dark tunnel. I’d heard about the underground tunnels The Society used. They wouldn’t have been possible without magic, but that was the point and the reason my ancestors made them. If something isn’t supposed to exist, no one goes looking for it. 

      “Move.” Someone pushed into my back. 

      I said nothing. I refused to even give these Society shmucks the time of day.

      “I said to move.”

      I refused to budge, and the guard pushed into my back again. The shove didn’t move me at all. 

      “Easy there. No need to treat him that way.” The Pteron king appeared next to me. Aside from the same formal gray suit he’d been wearing in the courtroom, he didn’t look like a king. He appeared young and inexperienced. 

      “He’s not moving,” the guard whined. 

      “Of course he’s not. He’s got chains around him.”

      “If we take off the chains he’s going to run.”

      “He’s the Alpha. You think he’s going to leave his men and woman behind?”

      I didn’t like the reminder that Marni was with us. I knew she was tough, but she was still female in a paranormal world with many more men. “I’m not moving until you tell me where the others are.”

      The king stepped toward me. “I can assure you they have been transported.”

      “Transported where?”

      “The prison.”

      “On what crime do you hold us?” I knew the king didn’t need a reason to hold us, but I wondered what his paltry excuse would be.

      “Crimes against The Society and humans.”

      “On what proof?”

      “We will share that information at a later time.”

      “Why not now?” I gritted my teeth. 

      “Because we need to ask you a few questions first.” 

      His faked politeness was pissing me off. A few questions? As though that was the type of interrogation I was about to experience. No matter what, it would be worth suffering through if I could protect my pack. “Let the others go.”

      “I assure you, your friends are safe.”

      No they weren’t. Not the ones in his control or the ones out of it. None of us were safe. “Why should I trust you?”

      “What other choice do you have?”

      I closed my eyes for a fraction of a second. I needed to stay in control. “I’ll say it again. Let the others go. You only need me.”

      “Now we both know that’s not true.” His eyes set on mine. 

      “Let Marni go.”

      “Marni? That’s the girl?” 

      “Yes.” I gritted my teeth. “Let her go.” 

      “Sexist leader?”

      “My request has nothing to do with sexism.” I felt the shift coming. I needed to calm down.

      “Then what does it have to do with?” He stood watching me.

      “She’s a woman walking into a male dominated prison. I’d prefer if she wasn’t.”

      “Is she your mate?” He looked at something over his shoulder. I turned, but saw nothing. 

      “Why would that matter?”

      “Because I’d understand it. I would never want my mate in that sort of position. She’s been in some bad ones, mostly because of my stupidity.”

      “You’re admitting to getting your mate in trouble?” That came as a surprise. There had to be a reason for his sudden honesty. It was a strategy. Everything with this suit wearing bird shifter had to be about strategy. 

      “I’m explaining that we’re not all that different from one another.”

      “Except we are. You are holding innocent men and women prisoner. I would never.” Mary Anne would probably disagree, but she wasn’t there to argue. As much as I wanted her with me, I was glad she wasn’t in The Society’s control. They always pretended to protect humans, but they viewed them as disposable. 

      “You cooperate, and you won’t be a prisoner for long.”

      “What does cooperation involve?” Not that I believed he was going to willingly release us. 

      “We’ll talk once we get to the prison.”

      “Fine.” I started to walk. The chains around my ankles weren’t a problem. I’d been trying to stall. I needed to know about the rest of the pack. 

      “Let’s get back to my earlier question. Is she your mate?” He matched my slow and deliberate pace.

      “No.” The only girl I wanted as my mate was out there somewhere. 

      “She’ll be safe.”

      “You can guarantee that?”

      “Yes. I’ve requested that she be watched by our top female guard.”

      “You have female guards?” That came as a surprise. There weren’t many female Pterons, let alone any that would be working at a prison. 

      “Again with the male chauvinism.”

      “The Society has always been the sexist organization.”

      “Not true.”

      “Has a female ever ruled?” My question was rhetorical. I knew about every Pteron ruler there had ever been. As a descendent of the last Dire king it was my job to know. 

      “There’s never been a girl born the eldest in the royal family.”

      “And if there was?” I didn’t care about his answer, but I wanted to unsettle him. He might have been trying to sound better than me, but he wasn’t. He was only in charge because of a mistake my people made centuries before. 

      “She’d be the ruler.”

      “If you had a daughter you’d allow her to take the throne?” Asking personal questions might get me in trouble, but it seemed worth the risk. 

      “Yes.” He didn’t hesitate. “But that shouldn’t matter to you. Your female will be safe, as will your men.”

      “What if they don’t give you the answers you want?”

      “I suggest you advise them to cooperate with us.”

      “Cooperate? I think you lost that opportunity when you took us by force.”

      “You willingly walked into our courthouse.”

      “Because one of my pack was on trial.”

      “And he lost control. That was a crime worthy enough on its own to give me grounds to hold you prisoner.”

      “I know you hate my kind, but we don’t want any trouble.”

      “Then why are you in New Orleans?” He stopped and looked me in the eye. All semblance of friendliness disappeared from his voice. I liked it better that way. I already knew the friendly act was fake. 

      “I thought you weren’t asking questions yet.”

      “I will if you’re giving answers.”

      “I won’t answer that.” How could I answer? How could I explain we were running from witches Gage had attacked? Witches I’d allowed to hurt the human population. That crime in itself would put my whole pack in worse trouble than they were already in. 

      “Why the change of heart? Did I strike a chord? Stir a reminder of how right I am about you?”

      “No, but if you’re withholding what you know, so am I.”

      The king stopped again. “What you’re forgetting is that I’m the one in charge here. The same rules don’t apply to me as apply to you.” He nodded at the guard. “Take him in now.” He disappeared back the way we came.

      “You heard the king, let’s go.” The guard glowered. 

      “I also heard the king put you in your place.” I couldn’t resist the small rib. 

      “Shut up.” The guard pushed me roughly.

      That was it. That was all I could take. I felt my body starting to change, my wolf form taking over, but I pushed it back, only relaxing my mind when I felt my human side fully take over again. 

      “Weres can’t do that.” The guard stared at me with his mouth hanging open. “They can’t stop mid-shift.”

      “I’m not a Were.” I started walking again. The sooner we reached the prison, the sooner I could find the others and plan our escape. I refused to stay a captive a second longer than necessary. If I wasn’t determined before, I was completely determined now. The hunt had to end. The Pterons had kept us in hiding for long enough. Our day had come.
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      We’d been driving all day, but I didn’t mind. I’d never take anything for granted again, including time spent with Mary Anne. I tried to stay positive for her sake, but I had no idea what was going to happen to me. I had to keep her safe. I didn’t believe Hunter would leave her alone until the hunt was over, and he realized he didn’t need her. Preferably I would get to live as a result, but if I didn’t? I couldn’t go there. 

      I ate my burgers and felt better. I needed to keep meat in my system. Mary Anne had been right about that. I was starting to feel more animal than man, and that terrified me, but it also gave me confidence. Being a Dire came with strength. I could use that strength to protect Mary Anne. 

      It was already well after nine when we found a campsite to stop for the night somewhere in Alabama. We decided to heed Denny’s warning and stay away from hotels. 

      We set up the tent Denny had packed for us, and Mary Anne surprised me by knowing what to do. I’d never taken her as a girl who went camping, but there was a lot I didn’t know about her. I planned to make up for that lack of knowledge as soon as possible. First I had to get us through this mess alive. 

      A few drops of rain fell as I unzipped the tent. Luckily we had a rain fly. 

      “First snow and now rain, can we catch a break?” Mary Anne stepped inside the tent. 

      “It’s not cold enough to use the body heat excuse, is it?” I teased. The thought of her naked body in my arms set off all too many reactions. I was teasing myself as much as I was teasing her. 

      “Not quite.” She laid out our sleeping bags. “But we could zip them together, you know to save space.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Save space? That excuse doesn’t really work.”

      “Does that matter?” She kneeled down on the floor and started to unroll the sleeping bags. 

      “Not at all.”

      “I didn’t think so.” She unzipped her bag and zipped it together with mine. “I’m wearing clothes tonight.”

      “I know.” It’s not that I wanted her dressed. I wanted the opposite, but I understood that she didn’t need sex, she needed me. Right now we were focused on ending the hunt, but afterward we would focus on us. That would be a whole lot easier if she believed I wanted her for more than her body.

      To make sure she believed me I slipped into the sleeping bag completely clothed, and she did the same. I turned off our lantern, sending us into darkness. I had an unfair advantage because I could see in the dark. She snuggled up closer to me as I ran my hands down her back trying to reassure her. 

      “Think we’re safe here?” She rested her head on my chest. 

      “Safer than anywhere else.”

      “Which doesn’t say much.”

      “You know I wouldn’t let anything happen to you.” I pulled her tighter against me.

      “I’m worried about you too.” 

      “Then plan on protecting me.” I smiled, trying to lighten the conversation. 

      “You think I can protect you?” Her eyes widened in surprise. 

      “Yes.” I rubbed her back. “I know you’re stronger than you give yourself credit for.” Considering all we’d been through, she had held it together remarkably well. 

      “Thanks.” She smiled. 

      “I’m only speaking the truth.”

      “It’s the good kind of truth.”

      “I’d have thought you were the kind of person who thought all truth was good.” I played with a strand of her hair. I was finally used to her with black hair. She looked gorgeous no matter what color it was. 

      “I’m logical, not stupid. Besides, even if I’d thought that before, I wouldn’t now. I’ve seen enough truth to last a lifetime.”

      “What’s your favorite flavor of ice cream?” As inconsequential as her answer was, it mattered to me. I wanted to know her tastes and preferences. I wanted to know everything about her. 

      “My favorite flavor of ice cream?” She leaned up on her elbow. “Are you seriously asking me that right now?”

      “I need to know more about you.”

      “And that includes learning my ice cream preferences?”

      “You know all of that stuff about me, don’t you?” I already knew the answer. 

      “Rocky Road.” She flushed. 

      “See.”

      “Does that freak you out?”

      I ran my lips across hers. “Not in the slightest. It means you cared enough to know. I should have too. I should have noticed you more.”

      “You had plenty of other girls to notice.”

      “I don’t notice them now.” There was no one else I wanted. I’d never understand how I hadn’t noticed how perfect we were for each other. 

      “Maybe you will again.”

      “Nope. You’re stuck with me.” I was only half joking. I wouldn’t force my company on her, but if it was up to me, I’d never leave her side again. 

      “Because I already know you’re a wolf?”

      “No.” I felt a growl growing inside me. “Because you’re meant to be with me.”

      “Oh no. No. No.” She moved away. “None of that. Next you are going to start talking about pre-destined dreams and freaky stuff like that.” 

      I stiffened. Those dreams were the root of most of our trouble. “This has nothing to do with dreams. It’s about the way I feel. Becoming Dire has made things even clearer for me.”

      “But you’re still you, so if it’s just your Dire side…”

      I rolled her over so she was under me. “My feelings for you come from both of my sides. They were always there, but this experience has made them stronger. Being with you has made them stronger. Becoming a Dire has only accentuated what I already felt as a human. Things are clearer now, crisper.”

      She grazed her teeth over her lip in a nervous gesture, and I couldn’t hold back. I needed to taste her lips myself. I leaned my head down and let my lips connect with hers. The kiss wasn’t gentle nor any of the things I’d promised my kisses with her would be now. It was primal and needy. I was greedy, wanting and needing to soak up every ounce of her. 

      She responded immediately, pulling me down on top of her. 

      “Am I hurting you?” I broke the kiss. I didn’t know if she could handle my full weight.

      “I like it.” She pulled my lips back to hers, as her hand slipped underneath my long-sleeve t-shirt. 

      I pulled my lips away just enough to speak. “I love you.” Those words slipped out easily now, but I felt the importance of them. The physical effect they had on both of us. 

      “I love you too.” She watched me with wide eyes. “More than I thought possible.”

      “Genevieve is going to help us. Your plan is going to work.”

      “Are you telling me that, or yourself?”

      “Both.” I returned my lips to hers. I was confident but not delusional. It was important I didn’t waste a moment of our time together. 

      I ran my lips down her neck, resisting the urge to bite down. Mating. That’s what that would mean. No one had to explain it to me. I couldn’t do that to her yet. Not until I knew for sure I would survive. If I didn’t, I wanted her to be able to return to the human world. Selfishly I knew that if I did survive, I’d never want her to leave my side. But I’d let her. I might have been the one to get her into the messed up situation we were in, but that didn’t mean I’d keep her in it. She’d always have a choice. Human or not, I still understood the importance of choice. 

      “Gage,” She whispered my name in the dark. It sounded silky and strong. Perfect. I wanted to hear my names on her lips over and over. I let my lips continue their descent down her sensitive skin, leaving tiny kisses in my wake. I paused at her collar bone, pulling down her shirt to expose more of her soft skin.

      She let out a moan, urging me on. I couldn’t pull her sweater lower, so I took it off, followed by the tank she wore underneath. I slipped down her bra strap, running my lips over her shoulder. She closed her eyes. I ran my mouth over her until I reached the area above the cups of her bra, and only then did I unclasp it and slip the bra off. I was savoring every moment. There was no need to rush either of us. 

      She opened her eyes as I took one of her breasts in my mouth. I cupped the other with my hand. I ran my tongue over her nipple, and she moaned. She ran her hands underneath my shirt and over my chest, exploring me in the way I loved. I bit down on her nipple and she gasped, “Gage.” I grinned like a fool when she rewarded me by saying my name again. I pulled off my shirt, wanting to get every piece of fabric separating us out of the way. 

      All thoughts of leaving sex out of the evening disappeared. I needed her, and she seemed to feel the same way. She fumbled with my pants, taking me in her hand as soon as she got them unbuttoned. I groaned, I was already hard, but her holding me brought me to a whole new level of readiness. 

      I unbuttoned her jeans, gently sliding them off her body. I added them to the ever growing pile of clothes next to our sleeping bag. 

      “We really have a track record with sleeping bags.” She laughed.

      “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

      “It’s not. It’s a great thing.”

      I slipped out of my jeans. I’d stopped wearing anything underneath. It only added work when I shifted. I slowly eased her panties off, loving the way her heartbeat picked up as I moved them down her legs.

      I finally had her naked in my arms again. Exactly the way she was supposed to be. My lips went back to her neck, and I had to force myself to stay in control. Not yet. I couldn’t yet. I knew exactly how to distract myself. I ran my hand down her body, enjoying every single spot I touched. I didn’t stop until my hand slipped between her legs. 

      Her body tensed for a moment before she opened up to me.

      “Gage,” She whispered my name when I slipped a finger inside. She had no idea what the sound of my name on her lips did to me. I took her breast in my mouth. She squirmed underneath me, and I didn’t know whether it was because of my lips or my hand. Or both. She took me in her hand again when she thrust against me. I fought against my desires. I couldn’t rush things. 

      I released her breast and captured her lips again. I sucked her bottom lip into my mouth. She moaned as she tightened her hold on me.

      I removed my fingers and prepared myself to return to my favorite place.

      “I’m ready.” She watched me through her deep green eyes.

      “So am I.” I thrust into her, needing to feel her wrapped around me. 

      She gasped and moaned as I moved more and more of myself inside of her.

       “Gage.” She said it again, and I sped up. Using hard and fast motions I rocked us both inside the sleeping bag. I needed her, all of her. And she needed me too. I could tell. I could feel her in ways I’d never been able to before.

      “I love you,” she moaned the words, and it was the first time she said them first. 

      “I love you,” I was soaring on a high I’d never felt. Everything was going to be okay. It had to be.
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      Prison. My world had turned upside down in the space of hours, and it was Gage’s fault. Technically that made this all my fault. I’d been the one to change him, and now the rest of the pack had to pay the price. I needed to convince my captors to release the others. I was the one they wanted. At least that’s what it should have been, but with the hunt that wasn’t true. The king and his men wouldn’t be satisfied until every last one of the Dires was gone. There was no way I was letting that happen. 

      Mary Anne was the key to ending the hunt. She had to be. There was no way my visions were wrong. I needed to escape and find her again. Everything would work out if I did.

      “Stop daydreaming and move.” The guard grunted. 

      This punk was never going to let up. I fought down the growl that wanted to come out. I could have taken out the guy, in chains or not, but I’d never make it through all the guards on my way to find the others. That’s why they separated us. They understood pack mentality, and they knew I’d never leave a man or woman behind. I reluctantly moved forward through the opened gates. 

      “Get that thing away from me!” Semi’s loud voice reverberated off the walls.

      “You have no choice, wolf.”

      Semi let out a growl. This wouldn’t end well. I could bet on that. 

      “Stop him!” A voice yelled out. 

      “Let me see him.” I was the only chance they had of calming him down, and if they didn’t calm him down we were all in trouble. 

      “Like hell you will.” 

      “I can calm him.” 

      “Shut up.” The guard pushed me through the doors. 

      “Let him through.” A strong female voice cut the guard off. “Let him see him.”

      A tall brunette walked into my line of sight. Her hair was tied up in a knot on the top of her head, but my guess was it was long enough to reach her waist. She was dressed all in black, and her clothes were fitted enough to show off her slender figure. She was pretty, and her features were striking in a completely different way than Mary Anne.

      “Not until he gets his shot.” The guard with me laughed.

      “Then give him the damn thing, Joseph.” 

      Joseph. The punk had a name. “Do it.” I already knew what the shot would do. There was only one thing they’d care about, and that was preventing us from shifting. It’s where we had far greater strength. 

      “It’s temporary.” The girl spoke again. She was studying me. 

      “I realize that. You think anything could stop a Dire from shifting forever?” I sure as hell hoped they hadn’t had a witch concoct something that strong. 

      “I don’t know, but if you’re the Alpha maybe you aren’t as tough as everyone thinks.” Joseph smirked.

      I ignored him. “Give me the shot so I can see him.”

      I felt the sting of the needle. No matter what magical serum they had, it couldn’t stop me from shifting. That didn’t mean it wouldn’t work on the rest of the pack. Being the Alpha came with its advantages. 

      “Try anything and you’ll never see your pack again.” Joseph’s idle threat made me want to laugh rather than retaliate. He only thought he had the power. He didn’t. And I now knew my ticket out. She was dressed all in black and walking on my other side.

      “Got it.” 

      “Get the fuck off me!” Semi’s eyes were wild and each of his arms was held by another guard. 

      “Semi, calm.” I spoke out loud, keeping my voice level. 

      His eyes took a moment to focus, but then he turned to me. “Don’t let them stick you!” 

      “It’s too late, they already did.” My arm throbbed from where the needle had entered my skin. 

      “You let them?”

      “We need to cooperate.” I spoke the words the Pterons wanted to hear, but inside I was sending Semi a completely different message. Stay Calm. I will get us out. I tried not to overuse my ability to get inside the Pack’s head, but sometimes it was the only way. We had to pretend to go along with things to keep the Pterons off guard.

      “That’s enough. Time to go.” Joseph tightened his hold on my arm. “See you, Semi.” I sent another message to his head. Bide your time and be ready. 

      He nodded, but no one seemed to notice. 

      I looked around for the girl, but she was gone. 

      Joseph led me down another dark corridor. “We’re giving you a cell with lots of peace and quiet.”

      “I don’t mind the noise.” My bare feet were silent against the cool tile floor. 

      “We don’t really care what you think.”

      “You’ve made your feelings about me known.” I didn’t care what they thought of me, but I wanted to know what they’d been told. 

      “I don’t like savages.”

      “Says the bird shifter.” The Pterons had their own blood trail. They’d killed off nearly all of the Dire species. 

      He slammed me into the concrete wall. I felt the urge to shift. I couldn’t. I couldn’t let them know that their serum didn’t work on me.

      He laughed. “Is that enough back talk?”

      I pretended to be hurt, weak. “Yes.” 

      “I thought so.” He pushed me forward into a small cell and slammed a heavy iron door closed in front of me. 

      Joseph hurried off down the corridor. I was alone again, which was ideal. 

       I didn’t move. There was no point sitting down. Sitting never helped anyone. I liked to be ready to act at any given moment. I strained my ears to listen. I assumed Semi was being kept in the general direction I’d last seen him, but I needed to figure out where Marni and Chet were being held. 

      Now that I’d had the chance to calm down Semi, my next concern was hoping that Chet wouldn’t flip out over Marni. He was fiercely protective of her, and he wouldn’t be happy she was captive. Chet was usually level headed, one of the reasons he was my second in command, but with Marni in jeopardy he might do something reckless in an attempt to protect her. He knew she was strong, but his protective instincts were intense. The two of them needed to mate, but by tradition they couldn’t yet. Not until I mated. I hoped to be able to take care of that soon. My thoughts turned to Mary Anne. I had to break us out. We had no time to waste. 

      I had no watch to monitor the time, but it seemed to move slowly as I stood by the door. I heard light shuffling, but otherwise the corridor was silent. I mentally reached out for my pack, but I couldn’t reach anyone. There was something in my cell preventing me. I could generally reach them hundreds of feet away.

      I heard footsteps heading toward me. I hoped it was the girl, but the steps were heavier than those she would take, and I wasn’t surprised when Joseph appeared in the darkness instead. 

      “Step back!” he bellowed as soon as he reached the front of my prison cell. I didn’t budge. Just because I was playing by the rules didn’t mean I was going to listen to every order. If he wanted something done he could talk politely. I was in a cell, yelling was unnecessary. 

      A vein bulged in his neck. “I said to step back.”

      “Not until you say please.” It felt good to push the guy. He had been messing with me from the moment I met him. In any other situation I would be doing far worse to get him back. 

      “You think this is funny?” He moved further toward my cell. “You think I’m kidding around?”

      “No.” I kept a straight face even though I wanted to laugh. The kid was far too easy to rile up. I was surprised the king didn’t have stronger men guarding me. Was he underestimating me? That could end up being a huge mistake. 

      “Then do as I say. Step back.” He crossed his arms and pressed his lips together in a firm line. This was his intimidation look. Maybe it worked on humans or some other paranormals, but it wasn’t going to work on me. 

      I waited a few beats to make him squirm. “Why should I step back?” 

      “Because I told you too.” He shifted his weight from foot to foot. He was getting increasingly frustrated, which meant things were going as I hoped. I didn’t want to disobey too much, but going along with his every command would make me appear weak. 

      I stretched my arms above my head to emphasize how relaxed I was. He wasn’t affecting me at all. “That’s not a reason.”

      His face turned red. “Shut the fuck up.”

      “Now you’re using profanity?” Hadn’t he received any training in maintaining his composure? He was playing straight into my hands. 

      “I can use whatever words I fucking want to.” He stepped toward the cell again. 

      “Oh, can you?”

      “Of course.” He glowered. 

      “Then I can too.” I reached through the bars and grabbed hold of his shirt. I pulled him up against the bars. 

      He fought against my hold, so I held harder. “Your arrogance will be your downfall.”

      “Fuck you.” His voice was hoarse. I was holding his shirt tightly. 

      “No thanks. You don’t do it for me.” 

      “Joseph, enough!” The girl strode over. She had her hands crossed over her chest in the same way Joseph had done. Was the intimidation look part of their basic training?

      Joseph snarled. “This isn’t your problem, princess.”

      “So you want me to leave you like that?” She gestured to where I held him against the bars. “Are you comfortable?” She was enjoying herself. There was no question that bad blood existed between these two. Yet another advantage for me. 

      He shook with anger. “Shut up.”

      She rolled her eyes before turning her attention to me. “I know he’s annoying, but I need to ask you to let go of him. Prison policy and all.”

      “What’s your name?” The girl was my ticket out. I knew it. She was smart, that much was clear, and her intelligence would help me. 

      “None of your business, prisoner # 279.” She lowered her arms to the side. She was relaxed despite the situation. 

      “I’ll have to make up a name for your then.” I kept my voice light, nonthreatening. 

      “Make one up?” She put a hand on her hip. Evidently she wasn’t in too big of a rush for me to let go of the kid. “This I have to hear.”

      I went with the first name that came to my head even though I was sure it wasn’t really hers. It didn’t matter what name I chose. “You look like a Jane.”

      She laughed. “Not quite, but if you call me Jane does that mean I can call you Dick?” Her eyes moved down to my crotch. And they stayed there.

      I tried to ignore the way my body responded to her appraisal. “Aren’t you a little young to have read those books?” 

      “Who said anything about books?” She grinned. Her smile was full of bright white teeth. 

      “Well said.” I released the kid. 

      He stumbled back before glaring at the girl I was now calling Jane. “You can leave now.”

      “Oh can I? You won’t get yourself captured by the prisoner again?” Jane laughed. It was a light laugh that didn’t seem to fit her. It should have been deeper and stronger. Everything about her exuded strength and prowess. 

      “I wasn’t captured. He’s the one in the cage.” He kicked the door. 

      “Yet you were the one with your face smashed against it. Interesting.” Her deep chocolate brown eyes twinkled. She winked at me before sauntering away. 

      I watched her retreating figure. 

      Joseph spat. “Don’t even look at her. She’s a Pteron, far too good for you.”

      I smiled. “Is that so?”

      “Yes. Stay away from her.”

      “I planned on it. I am inside this cage after all.” I wasn’t interested in the girl in the way he was implying, but I’d let him think what he wanted. Maybe it would distract him enough that he’d slip up. All I needed was a small opening and some more information. Jane would be the key to that. Levi had promised a girl would watch Marni. I had only seen one female since entering the prison. It had to be her. I’d get information and get us all out of there. 

      “I came to get you for dinner, but forget that.” 

      “Going to starve me now?” I was hungry, but I wouldn’t let him know it. 

      “You’ve been uncooperative.”

      “You haven’t seen uncooperative.”

      His face faltered slightly. Maybe he was learning. 

      “I’ll bring your food here.” 

      “That’s probably a wise choice.” I stayed in the same spot. I wouldn’t move back. I wasn’t shifting, but that didn’t mean I would fully retreat. “No more games or you get nothing.” He turned and walked away. 

      “I’ll be on my best behavior.”

      Only after he left did I hear the faintest sound of laughing. It was Chet. My first clue. If he was close enough to hear, I’d be able to find them fast. Maybe we’d get out even sooner than I thought.
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      I hadn’t planned to have sex with Gage again, but it happened. It always seemed to happen with us no matter how bad the timing or the location. We were like animals, and I guess in Gage’s circumstance he really was one. I didn’t have that same excuse. I was still human even though everything about me and my life felt different. Somewhere in the craziness of the journey I’d lost my old self, and I had no idea how or if I ever wanted to get it back. I definitely didn’t if it involved losing Gage. In the short time we’d spent together I’d realized I liked myself a lot better when I was with him. I might have made some stupid decisions, but they were my decisions to make, and I didn’t regret them. 

      At first I ignored the rays of sun coming through the side the tent. Getting up meant leaving Gage’s arms, and I wasn’t ready for that yet. Any night could be our last together, and that reality made facing morning more difficult. 

      “Hey.” He nuzzled against my neck.

      “Morning.”

      He brushed some hair away from my face. “Sleep ok?”

      “I slept a little bit. You?”

      “I enjoyed my company.”

      I ran my hand up and down his chest. “Me too.”

      “One of these days we need to do this when we’re not on the run.”

      I laughed. “That would be far too simple and boring.”

      “But nice. I’d even make you breakfast.”

      “Now that sounds good.”

      “You’re not going to question my ability to cook?”

      I shook my head. “Nope. I’m not questioning anything about you anymore.” I reluctantly slipped out of his arms, but not for long.

      He had me pinned down under him in seconds. “Thank you.”

      “For?” I looked up at him expectedly. 

      “Everything, but specifically I’m referring to last night.”

      “I should thank you too.”

      “You did seem to enjoy yourself.”

      “I always do.”

      He brushed his lips against mine. “So do I.”

      “We need to go.” I had no desire to separate my body from his, but we couldn’t put it off any longer. 

      “I know.” He moved off of me and unzipped the bag. “Hence why I’m excited for a morning when we’re not on the run.”

      I slipped back into my underwear and bra. “One day.”

      “Soon.” He kissed the space between my breasts before getting up to get dressed. “Very soon.”

      “You’re optimistic this morning.”

      “It’s amazing what a night of sex with you can do for me.”

      I laughed. “Glad it helped.”

      We finished dressing and packed up the tent. Neither of us wanted to get back on the road, but we had no time to lose. We didn’t have a death wish. Any security we felt from the cover of night was gone. Although darkness probably shouldn’t have made us feel better. Nearly all of the creatures we were running from could see as well at night as during the day. 

      Still, realistic or not, the night gave us a sense of protection that the day didn’t, and I found myself jumping into the SUV, clinging to the hope that distance and continuing to move would somehow help. But the real problem was I didn’t even understand what we were doing. How could we possibly break the Dires out of a high security prison, especially since we weren’t even sure where the prison was? Denny had made it sound simple, like I should have been able to conjure up a plan, but it wasn’t simple. I was so far out of my comfort zone it wasn’t funny. 

      Gage got us back on the interstate, and I tried to calm my thoughts. Genevieve could help. She was a genius with understanding systems. She’d break us in. The biggest problem was how I was going to get her to help in the first place. If she went into shock upon seeing us it wasn’t going to do us any good. 

      The drive should have been monotonous, but after everything we’d been through, there was something extraordinarily enjoyable about just sitting next to Gage. Maybe like the sex, our situation defied all rational rules. Maybe it was because he represented my real life, but deep inside I knew it was more. 

      He made me feel like no one else ever had. Part passion and part comfort, I never wanted the experience to end. Whether Gage liked it or not he was stuck with me—although I was starting to truly believe he did like it. He did love me. I wasn’t sure what had changed for him, whether it was the circumstance, or something buried deep inside before, but his feelings for me had grown, and he wasn’t clinging to me for protection, his or mine. There was something real between us, and once things calmed down, I planned to explore exactly how deep it went. 

      “What are you thinking about?” He sipped a bottle of water as we drove past the ‘Welcome to Florida’ sign.

      “You.”

      “Always a good thing to think about.”

      I rested my hand on his leg. “Glad you’re still modest.”

      “I’ve never been modest.”

      “I know.” I knew way too much about Gage. Or at least I’d thought I had. The more time I spent with him, the more I began to question if I’d seen the real him before. He was better than the jock who starred in my fantasies. He had a heart and strength unlike anyone else I’d ever met. If anything, Gage Marshall was even more attractive inside than out. 

      Sunwalk, Florida was as small as Genevieve had described. For some reason I hadn’t quite believed her. I’d assumed she was exaggerating, trying to relate to my tiny town, but she was right. It was small, but still not as small as Mayville. Sunwalk had a few traffic lights and lots of palm trees. We didn’t have either of those back home.

      “What’s the plan exactly?” Gage traced small circles on my jean clad leg. 

      “Plan?” I raised an eyebrow. “What makes you think I have one?”

      “You always have plans.” He moved his fingers in the opposite direction.

      “Not always.” I liked to pretend I did. I was supposed to be the one who was on top of everything. 

      “Usually.”

      “True, but this time I’m winging it.” It was terrifying because there was so much on the line. 

      “You don’t know how to wing it.”

      “Considering all we’ve been through, I’m learning.” It wouldn’t be fair to explain how different I felt. He was the one who’d been physically changed. I hadn’t. 

      “I’m only kidding.” He stopped tracing circles, and rested his hand on my leg. “I know you can. You can do anything.”

      A wave of pride swirled through me. “I know you are, but you’re not completely wrong about me winging things.”

      “Not completely wrong?” He raised an eyebrow. “Is that your version of saying I’m right?”

      “Not fully… but I am a planner by nature. I like things neat and logical, but that doesn’t work right now. I’ve had to face that.”

      “We’ve both had to face a lot.”

      “You more than me.” A wave of guilt hit me again. He was a Dire because of me. I’d wanted him alive so bad I’d traded in his human life without thinking. I wondered if I’d have wanted him to do the same thing for me. Would I have chosen to be turned into a paranormal creature rather than close my eyes for the last time? In theory, yes, I’d have done anything to live, but not if it meant losing myself completely, or losing the ability to see those I loved. We’d find a way to return to our old life. Somehow. Facing Genevieve was the first step.

      “I’ve got a plan.” It came to me all at once, nothing like the way plans usually formed for me.

      “Let’s hear it.” Gage slowed down as we reached the residential area of town. 

      “First, you need to promise to go along with anything I say.”

      “Uh… why do I sense that’s a loaded statement and what you say isn’t going to be something I like?”

      “Because your sense is right.” I took a deep breath. “I need to see her myself.”

      “Absolutely not.” He shook his head. 

      “Seeing both of us might be too much.”

      “She’s a big girl. She can handle it.”

      “And her parents? Want to tip them off?”

      “They’re going to recognize you too.”

      “I dyed my hair.” I turned a piece of my black hair in my hands. It still felt like I was pretending to be someone else. I’d never imagined something so superficial could have had such a big effect on the way I felt about myself. It wasn’t that I felt bad, but I felt different. 

      “You think that’s really enough?”

      “They’ve never met me.” Boston was far enough from Florida that they hadn’t come to parents’ weekend. 

      “Still, your face was plastered all over the news.” 

      He had a point. And her parents would have had more of a reason than most to pay attention to the news about us. I was sure Genevieve had been upset. “I’ll call her first.”

      “Will she pick up an unknown number?” He slowed to a stop at a stop sign. A mother with two young kids crossed the street in front of our SUV. Watching them clutch her hands made me miss my mom more. 

      “Probably not.” Once again he had a good point. She hated junk calls, and that’s what she would assume the out of area call was. “I’ll have to leave a message and wait.”

      “Why aren’t you doing it then? We’re almost to her house.” Gage slowly continued driving down the residential street. 

      “I’m procrastinating.” I played with a loose string on the cuff of my shirt. 

      “I didn’t know you were capable of doing that.”

      “I am.” I pulled my phone out of my pocket. “Think about how long I went before telling you I liked you.”

      He grinned. “You have wanted me for a while, haven’t you?”

      “I’m never living that obsession down.” After years of keeping my fantasies and feelings a secret from almost everyone, it was strange to be able to say it out loud. 

      “It wasn’t obsession.”

      “Then what was it?” I kicked at my sweatshirt on the floor. 

      “Interest.” He smiled. 

      “That’s a much nicer way to put it.”

      “It’s the only way to put it. You aren’t the type of girl to get obsessed. At least you weren’t. Obsession and logic don’t go together.”

      “I like how you added in the ‘you weren’t’ part.” I smiled. “Now I’m totally open to becoming obsessed.”

      He shrugged. “You said it yourself, you’re letting go of your logical and rational side.”

      “And that means I’m primed and ready for obsession?” I arched an eyebrow. 

      “As long as it stays positive we’re good.”

      “Meaning I shouldn’t get obsessed with hurting anyone?”

      “That’s exactly what I mean. I have enough anger for both of us.”

      “I have it too.” I spoke softly, not wanting to admit to all the myriad of emotions I was feeling. 

      “I know, but anger isn’t going to help us now. Calling Genevieve might though.”

      I nodded and slowly typed in her phone number. As predicted, she didn’t pick up. I took a deep breath before going into my message.

      “Hey, it’s me. Mary Anne. No I’m not dead. There’s a completely rational explanation for how I’m calling you. I’m alive. Please call me back.”

      Gage turned onto another road. “I can’t stop. We might attract attention.”

      “We might attract attention if we keep circling too.”

      “What do you suggest?”

      “What kind of place would have people in the lot all times of day?”

      “Strip clubs.”

      I glared at him.

      He laughed. “It’s true.”

      “I was thinking more along the lines of a library or grocery store.”

      “But people don’t sit in their car at those places.”

      “And they do in a strip club lot?”

      “Who’s walking by to look in the windows there?”

      “Just find a grocery store.” I stared at my phone willing it to ring. It didn’t. What was Genevieve doing? Surely hearing from a friend you thought was dead took precedence over nearly anything else.

       I didn’t want to show up on her doorstep unannounced. Gage had me paranoid that I’d be recognized by her parents. I didn’t need to deal with that. 

      “Give it time.” Gage pulled into a shopping center. “It’s only been a few minutes. You could also call back.”

      “You think it’s been long enough?”

      “Staring at the phone isn’t going to help, so either wait or call back.”

      “I’ve never been good at waiting.”

      “Unless it came to me.” Gage grinned.

      “Very funny.” I called her back. 

      “Yes?” Genevieve answered impatiently. 

      I hadn’t expected her to answer, and I froze. 

      “Are you going to talk or just annoy me?” She huffed into the phone. 

      I forced myself to speak. “Sorry. I was waiting for you to call back.”

      “Call back?” Her voice lilted. “Who is this?”

      “You didn’t listen to my message.”

      “Who the hell is this? You sound just like…” she trailed off. 

      “Mary Anne. Yes. Because it’s me.”

      “No.” I could picture her shaking her head. “Mary Anne is dead.”

      “I’m not dead.” Although I was a little worse for wear. 

      “Prove it.”

      “Prove what? That I’m alive?”

      “That you’re really her. Tell me something only she could.”

      I went with the first thing that came into my head. “Sex with Gage was even better than I expected.” 

      Gage chuckled loudly. 

      “Now I know it can’t be her. Mary Anne would never actually sleep with him.” She sounded so confident that it was difficult not to take it personally.

      “Gee, thanks.”

      Gage pulled the phone from me. “Genevieve, It’s Gage. We’re alive, but we’re in trouble. Any chance you can help us out?”

      I strained to hear her response, but I couldn’t with him holding the phone so close to his face. 

      Gage smiled. “Great. We’ll meet you there in two minutes.” He ended the call and handed the phone to me. 

      “Wait. What? She believed you? No questions?” I couldn’t believe he’d gotten her to change her mind so quickly. 

      “I guess I sound trustworthy.” He grinned. 

      “I’m her friend. Shouldn’t she trust me?” It wasn’t the time to dwell on my friendship with Genevieve, but it bothered me. 

      “Does it matter? She’s going to meet with us.”

      “Yes it matters. She’s one of my closest friends.” I’d stopped being logical, which meant I was free to obsess over things. At least that’s the excuse I gave myself. I’d probably have obsessed over what I perceived to be a slight anytime. 

      “Does it matter to our current situation?”

      “You sound like me.”

      “You make that sound like a bad thing.”

      “Not bad. Different.” And not the good kind. I needed to stop worrying though. Nothing mattered unless Genevieve could help. Otherwise I was out of ideas. 

      “She’s going to freak out, isn’t she?” I knew the answer to the question but I decided to ask it anyway. 

      “Of course she is. She thinks we’re dead.”

      “You say that so calmly.”

      “Would you rather I get upset?”

      “No.” I sighed. “I don’t want that.”

      He put his arm behind my seat. “You’re afraid of me now.”

      “I’m not afraid of you,” I quickly corrected him. “That’s crazy.”

      “You’re afraid of me losing control. I can tell, so there’s no reason to deny it. It’s normal, and it’s good. I’m not human anymore.” He looked away. 

      “I’m not afraid of you. I’m afraid of what could happen to you. That’s totally different.”

      “Are you sure?” He turned off the engine. “Are you really sure that’s the only thing you’re scared of?”

      “No.” I shook my head. “It’s not.”

      “Exactly.”

      I took his hand in mine. “I’m afraid of how you make me feel. Of how out of control we get when we’re together, but that has nothing to do with you being a Dire. That crazy feeling was there before you changed.”

      “You know exactly what to say.” He leaned over and brushed his lips against mine. 

      The light touch wasn’t nearly enough. I pulled him closer and pressed my lips against his. Without warning he pushed his way into my mouth. I was ready to climb over the center console to get closer. But I couldn’t. 

      I snapped back to reality. “We need to stay focused.”

      He shook his head as though clearing away a fog. I knew exactly how he felt. “Yes, we do.”
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      “What do you mean I have to go home and pack my bags? I just got here.” While talking to Malcom I kept replaying my exchange with the Alpha over and over in my head. He was rough around the edges, that was for sure, but he didn’t look like the blood hungry savage he was supposed to be. I knew that was probably all part of the game. 

      “The word is we’re moving them in the morning. You need to go home, pack enough for a week and get back here in time to help with the transfer,” Malcom explained between checking his watch and looking at something on his phone.

      “My job description doesn’t involve field trips.” I was stalling. Why would we be moving them? Was there more going on than I thought?

      “This isn’t a field trip.” Malcom wiped sweat off his forehead. He usually sweat a lot, but not that much. 

      “Why are we moving them?” The reason had to be important. Every decision The Society made was important, especially when the king was calling the shots, which he clearly was right now. 

      “Does the reason matter?”

      “Yes. If we’re moving them I need to know why.” I straightened my shoulders. At 5’8” I wasn’t short, but I was still much shorter than most Pteron guys. 

      “All you need to know is the girl is your responsibility. Levi doesn’t want anyone else near her. You got that?”

      “In other words, I’m getting no time off.” I wanted him to think I wasn’t invested. I was positive Joseph was going to spin some story to give Malcom about my personal interest or something. 

      “Think of it as a chance to prove yourself.”

      I shouldn’t have needed to prove myself. My family should have been enough, but if that’s the game they all wanted to play, I’d do it. At least for now. “I can pack later.”

      “The girl is in for the night. This is the time to go.”

      “What if she needs something while I’m gone?”

      “She’s a prisoner. Female or not. She can wait an hour for you to come back.” He looked at his watch. 

      “I’ll be back in twenty.” There came a time in every argument with Malcom when it was worth cutting my losses. 

      “I thought you’d come around.”

      “I don’t have a choice.”

      “Of course you do. You can quit.”

      “Then who will watch the girl?” That was the one angle I had, and I wasn’t going to lose it. 

      “You can quit afterward.”

      A slow smile spread across my lips. I’d won this time. “Exactly. Be nice to me.”

      “There are others. Maybe Hailey.”

      “Hailey?” I put a hand on my hip. “She’s the queen’s advisor. She’s not doing prison guard duty.” The thought of the red head working in something as lowly as the prison made me want to laugh. Her family held no weight in The Society, but her brother got her close to the queen, and they became besties for life. 

      “She’ll do what she has to for The Society.”

      “As compared to me?” I was tired of everyone obsessing over Hailey. She was friends with the queen, and that was all she had to offer. 

      “We both know your interests come before those of The Society. There’s no reason to hide it.”

      “If that’s the truth, then why did you hire me?” Maybe the match wasn’t over. “If I’m not dedicated enough, then why even bother?”

      “It wasn’t my choice.” He looked away, but I caught a strange expression on his face before he did. 

      “Whose was it?” I knew it couldn’t be my parents, but who else would have cared whether I was hired?

      “Not telling you that right now.”

      I groaned. “Whatever. I’m going to pack.” I turned and stormed out of the prison. I hurried down the tunnels I knew by heart, eager to get above ground. Pterons didn’t belong in dark closed places, yet that’s where we had our top-security prison. No one would ever look for it there.

      

      

      I pocketed my phone and slung my bag onto my back as I took one last look around my apartment. It was dark, so I didn’t hesitate to fly this time. If I had to deal with all the negatives of being a Pteron, I might as well get to enjoy the benefits. 

      The flight went entirely too fast, but I savored the fleeting moments of being in the sky. I never felt as free or alive than when I was airborne. 

      Reluctantly I descended and landed in the shadows behind the Crescent City Hotel. It was the most official way to reach the prison. I straightened out my tank top that had ridden up during the flight and turned my phone to silent. It had only been fifteen minutes. I was doing fine on time, but I’d gotten three calls from a guy I should have never given my number to. To give myself some credit, I hadn’t actually given it to him. He’d taken my phone and called his before I slipped out on him. It wasn’t that I was a cold-hearted bitch, although some probably would argue that I was, but dating was more than a little bit complicated for me. First there were the wings I couldn’t tell anyone about. And then there was my job I could never admit to. Oh and the family they could never meet. Pretty much I had nothing to offer beyond sex and half decent conversation.

       Being one of the few female Pterons was rough. When guys behaved the way I did it was normal. When I did I had to put up with countless phone calls. 

       “Don’t fuck this up,” a snarky voice called from deeper in the shadows behind the hotel. My night vision was near perfect so I’d have known who it was even if I didn’t recognize the annoying voice. 

      “I could say the same thing to you.” Considering Joseph had been the one in a headlock earlier in the evening, he shouldn’t have talked. Too bad I couldn’t complain to Malcom about his own brother. I’d learned early on that it didn’t go over well. 

      “But you won’t, because you know you have way more to lose than me.”

      “What do you want, Joseph?”

      “I want you to quit.”

      “You and everyone else.”

      “There’s only room for one new recruit on the elite intelligence force this year. That spot should be mine.”

      I chortled. “Like hell it is. I’ve worked harder than you.” I’d never missed a shift or been a minute late. I was in the best physical shape of my life, and I’d aced every challenge I’d been given. 

      “This has nothing to do with hard work. It has to do with who would make a better addition.” He ran a hand though his black hair. 

      “This is about me being a girl, isn’t it?” We’d known each other forever, and we’d gotten along fine until I started working at the prison. 

      “There’s a reason there’s no women on it.”

      “Yeah there is.” There were way more males than female Pterons. There was nothing else to it. “The decisions are made by arrogant sexist pigs.”

      “Now, now, that isn’t lady-like language.”

      “Lady like?” I stepped toward him. “I’ll show you lady like.” I raised my fist, but at the last second I dropped my arm. It wouldn’t be worth the trouble. 

      “We need to go inside.”

      “Oh yeah? Now you decided that?” I straightened my tank top and didn’t bother hiding my smile. 

      “You’re a piece of work, you know that?” He sneered. 

      “Of course I do. Maybe now you’ll remember not to mess with me.”

      “We’re going to be stuck with each other for the next few weeks.”

      “So stay out of my way.”

      “You stay out of mine.” He pushed past me and headed toward the entrance. I followed, the last thing I needed was to be late and to let him mess things up more than necessary with Malcom. 

      “Are you following me?”

      “Oh, shut up.” I pushed passed him. Joseph may have been the most annoying Pteron I’d ever met, and I’d met plenty of annoying ones.
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      Mary Anne was adorable. She was also incredible and addicting, but at the moment it was her adorable side that had my attention. 

      There was so much going on, but I needed to take a few minutes to appreciate what was right beside me. No matter what happened, I’d been given more time with Mary Anne. I’d never take a moment of that time for granted again. How I hadn’t made her mine earlier blew my mind. Mine. I couldn’t avoid the possessive feelings. They only got worse. I guess that was a side effect of becoming Dire. It was one thing that couldn’t be avoided. 

      I pulled up to the library parking lot. I couldn’t believe Genevieve had asked to meet there. She really was a lot like Mary Anne. I found a spot and waited. Hopefully she’d show up soon. 

      Mary Anne bounced her knees nervously. 

      “She’ll be here soon.” She’d seemed determined. She was going to show up. The question was whether she’d come alone or not. I wasn’t sure what we’d do if she had company. I knew I could protect Mary Anne physically, but we needed to be careful. 

      Our borrowed cell phone rang. It was Genevieve again. Mary Anne picked it up. “Hello.”

      “Ok, now drive to this address. 444 Regal Ct.” One of the best parts of being Dire was my enhanced senses. I could hear everything she was saying without even leaning in. I’m sure sometimes the hearing was annoying, but at the moment it was helpful. 

      “Wait. We’re going somewhere different?” Mary Anne pulled her feet up under her on the seat.

      “Yes. I wanted to make sure it was you first.”

      “How do you know it’s me now?” Mary Anne scrunched up her nose. 

      “I’m watching you.”

      “Uh, how?” Mary Anne peered out the window. “Where are you?”

      My senses were supposed to be sharp. How had I missed her? All of the cars were empty.

      “From the attic. I have a telescope.” 

      “You’re watching us through a telescope in the attic of the library?” Mary Anne asked incredulously. Considering we were asking her friend to believe we were alive after thinking we were dead, we shouldn’t have been that surprised. 

      “Is that a problem?” There was a definite note of annoyance in Genevieve’s voice, but it was mixed with amusement. She was enjoying this situation more than I would have expected. 

      “No, but why don’t you just jump in the car with us?” Mary Anne held her breath. 

      “The girl who’s supposed to be dead is going to ask me to ‘just jump into her car?’” Genevieve gave the answer I expected. 

      “Yes.” Mary Anne smiled. She knew how crazy she sounded. 

      “I’d be stupid to do that.”

      “Or curious. Sometimes those two things go hand in hand.” She put her feet back down. 

      “It’s really you. You’re not dead?”

      “I’m not.”

      “And you’re not a vampire?”

      I laughed even though she wasn’t completely off when it came to me. 

      “I’m human. Completely human.” Mary Anne avoided my gaze. 

      I held my breath. Would Genevieve ask about me next?

      “I’m coming down, but if I die because of you I’ll never forgive you.”

      “You’ll be dead, so why would that matter?”

      Genevieve groaned. “Have you no faith in the afterlife?”

      “I’m not sure what I have faith in.” Mary Anne looked out her window, away from me. 

      “Yes, it’s really you.” Genevieve seemed convinced. 

      I watched the door to the library like a hawk. Would Genevieve really walk out just like that? 

      She did. I knew it was her even with the black hooded sweatshirt that covered most of her face. Actually that made it even more obvious it was her. It was easily seventy degrees. No one else was dressed that way. I barely knew her, but she seemed to always be with Mary Anne when I ran into her at school. 

      We watched as she carefully walked across the parking lot. She was moving so slowly, I wondered if she was debating whether to turn around. Finally she reached the car, paused for a second, and threw open the back door. “Oh. My. God.” She closed the door behind her. “This is insane.”

      “You already knew we were alive.” Mary Anne turned around. 

      “But seeing is different than hearing.”

      “We’re alive.” I didn’t look directly at her. I wondered if I looked any different. Mary Anne didn’t seem to think so, but she’d been with me the whole time. 

      “What the hell happened? Whose bodies were those they found? Why are you only contacting me now?” She spit out question after question. 

      “We don’t know. I can assure you we had nothing to do with the bodies.” I still felt sick to my stomach thinking about it even though we’d been told the remains were from people who were already dead. 

      “Then why didn’t you come forward? Your parents are beside themselves. Haven’t you thought of them?”

      “Trust me. I want to see my parents.” Mary Anne sighed. “It’s one of the worse parts.”

      “What happened?” Genevieve’s voice was softer this time. Maybe it was because she heard the sadness in Mary Anne’s voice. 

      “It’s a long story.”

      “Considering you came here to find me, I’m guessing you can spare the time to tell me.”

      “How about we give you the cliff-notes version and then we fill in any details you need?”

      “That I need?” She leaned forward between the seats. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Mary Anne let out a deep breath. “We need your help.”

      “Fantastic. Why am I not surprised?” Genevieve leaded back against the middle backseat.

      “Because we came here to you first. There had to be a reason,” Mary Anne explained. 

      Genevieve rolled her eyes. “I wasn’t asking that question literally.”

      “I know, but I had a real answer.” Mary Anne stared at her hands in her lap. 

      “So what’s the story? The short version.”

      I decided to tell the story myself. “We got caught in the storm.” I went with the shortest version of the story I could. “Want to buckle up? I probably shouldn’t stay parked here too long.”

      “I do mind. I need to know details first.” She leaned forward again. “So pretty much I was right. I told you it was idiotic to go with him in the snow.”

       “Yes. I knew you were right, but we discussed why I thought it was worth it.” Mary Anne snuck a glance at me. 

      “Because of him. Right.”

      Once again I was reminded of how strong Mary Anne’s feelings had been for me, and how oblivious I’d been. I’d also been stupid and reckless, but there was no reason to rehash that again. 

      “And then what happened?” Genevieve waved us on with her hand. 

      “Something jumped in front of the car, and we swerved off the road and got stuck in a ditch.” Mary Anne used the word we. I wondered if that was intentional. 

      “And?”

      Mary Anne looked down again. “We spent the night there.”

      “What jumped in front of the car?”

      “A large wolf.” A Dire wolf, but I wasn’t giving that detail yet. 

      “A large wolf?” Genevieve raised an eyebrow. 

      “Yes.”

      “Then why did you say ‘something’ before and not a wolf?” Genevieve asked far too many questions. 

      “Because we didn’t know at the time. We found out later.”

      “When later?”

      “When we met the wolves.”

      “You met the wolves?” Genevieve put a hand on the door release.

      “The Dire Wolves to be more specific.” I now understood there was a big difference. I didn’t want anyone calling me a regular wolf. 

      “Ok. No more. This joke is old already.”

      “It’s not a joke.” Mary Anne picked at her nails. “I wish it was.”

      “And next you are going to tell me that they were really werewolves, right? And they wanted to make Mary Anne their mate?” She rolled her eyes again. 

      Mary Anne and I looked at each other. 

      “Oh no. No. No. No.” Genevieve shook her head back and forth rapidly. “Don’t even go there.”

      “That’s the crux of what happened, but then we ran away, and Gage got caught by psycho witches.”

      “Of course.” Genevieve nodded. “Because there have to be psycho witches involved.” She reached for the door latch again. She groaned in frustration. “You guys have lost your minds.”

      “We’re not crazy, but our experience has been. The witches almost killed Gage, so…”

      “Almost killed Gage?” 

      “Yes, he would have died, so the Alpha saved him in the only way he could.” Mary Anne looked away.

       “In the only way he could? Wait. Are you trying to tell me that the wolves turned him? Huh?” She laughed dryly. “Is that what happened?”

      “Yes.” Hearing it from someone else made it seem even crazier. “You made telling that story easy.”

      “You’re crazy.” She struggled with the door again, but the child lock was engaged. “Let me out.”

      “Genevieve. Please,” Mary Anne pleaded. “Don’t do this.”

      “Don’t do what?”

      “Leave. We need your help.” A few stray tears rolled down Mary Anne’s face. She was desperate. 

      I resisted the urge to reach over and wipe away the tears. 

      “No, you need a different kind of help.”

      “We need your technical expertise.” Mary Ann wiped the tears herself. “We need you to break into a security system.”

      “What?” Genevieve stopped playing with the door.

      I held in a laugh. Was that really all it took? The mention of using her computer skills?

      “We need to bust the Dires out of a paranormal prison, so we—”

      “Stop. I’ll talk about the security system, but no more about Dires or paranormal anything. Got it?” She crossed her arms. 

      “Fine. We need to break into this system to help Gage.”

      “Why would this help Gage?” Genevieve finally pushed off her hood. 

      “This goes back to what you didn’t want us talking about.”

      “Fine. Just keep that stuff to the absolute minimum requirement of what you have to say.”

      “Gage needs to be fully changed. If not he might die. Only one person can do that, and he’s in prison.”

      “Is he in prison for a good reason? Like maybe Gage’s life is worth sacrificing to save mankind?”

      “Nice. Real nice, Genevieve.” Mary Anne shook her head. 

      “I’m just saying.”

      “He’s not there for a good reason. It’s this stupid hunt run by these bird shifter royalty people.”

      “Bird shifter? Oh my, this keeps getting better.”

      “It sounds crazy I know.” Mary Anne put a hand on her chest. “It’s hard to accept, and if I hadn’t seen everything with my own eyes I probably wouldn’t believe it myself.”

      “You two really did have sex.” She looked between us. “You weren’t lying about that.”

      “How can you tell?”

      “It’s easy to tell if people have been intimate.”

      “No it’s not.”

      “It is. Or maybe it’s just me. I can always tell.”

      “That’s ridiculous.” Mary Anne pulled her leg up under her. 

      “That’s ridiculous? You’re telling me a story about werewolves, and—”

      “Dires. Not werewolves.”

      “Whatever. Men who change into a beast and birds and witches. It’s insane. All of it is, yet you think it’s ridiculous that I know when people have been having sex?” She cocked her head to the side. 

      “We’ve had plenty of sex. She’s right. Okay? Moving on.” This was no time for fighting over something stupid. Genevieve could claim any sixth sense she wanted as long as she helped.

      “You’re right.” Mary Anne’s face relaxed. “Are you up for breaking into a system for us?”

      “Maybe.”

      The phone rang again. This time it was a new number. I gestured for Mary Anne to hand me the phone and she did. I answered. “Hello.”

      “It’s me. You need to get to Tampa ASAP. Any brilliant ideas yet?” Denny didn’t bother to tell me it was him, but he probably assumed we hadn’t given out the number to anyone else. 

      “Yes. We have one.”

      “Great, meet me as soon as you can.”

      I glanced at Genevieve in the rearview mirror. “We’ll bring the idea with us.”

      “What kind of idea would you need to bring?” he asked suspiciously. 

      “It’s a person.”

      “Oh.” The line was silent. 

      “She’s an expert.” At least Mary Anne said she was, and there was no reason to doubt her assessment. 

      “Whatever you say.” Denny hung up.

      “Hell no.” Genevieve shook her head. “I’m not going anywhere to meet with anyone.”

      “But you said you’d help.” Mary Anne kneeled on her seat and looked over at Genevieve. 

      “That meant here. On a laptop or something.”

      “We don’t have the information here.”

      “So you actually expect me to drop everything and go with you god knows where?”

      “No.” Mary Anne shook her head. “I don’t expect you to do anything. I would appreciate if you would do it though.”

      “You really love this guy?” She pointed her thumb at me.

      “Yes. I do.” Mary Anne smiled, and I did the same. I’d never get tired of hearing her say things like that. I wiped my brow. I was increasingly exhausted. I shrugged it off. I didn’t have time to rest. 

      “You finally did something about it.” Genevieve grinned. “I wasn’t sure you ever would.”

      “I guess I just needed the right opportunity.”

      “The right opportunity meaning complete and utter chaos.”

      “It’s amazing what happens when people are placed in impossible situations.” Mary Anne ran her hands over the head rest of the seat. She was kneeling. 

      “And it was good?” Genevieve smiled.

      “Of course it was good,” I quickly jumped in. What was she implying? That I was going to suck? I found my ego was also worse now. More possessive and a bigger ego. Mary Anne probably wasn’t a fan of either of those, but she was a fan of me. That counted for something. 

      “Will you come with us?” Mary Anne bounced up and down on her knees. “I promise we’ll get you back soon.”

      “Because your promise is so reassuring.”

      “Hey, I’m trying.”

      “I’ll come because I’m curious. Because my life is so insanely boring that I’ll risk my life.” Genevieve played with the cuff of her sweatshirt. 

      “I wish my life was boring.” Mary Anne returned to sitting.

      “Even if it means no more great sex with Gage?”

      “If it meant Gage’s life was safe, yes.” Mary Anne nodded. 

      Her intense feelings both scared and excited me. I refused to let her down no matter what I did. 

      “I’ll come.” Genevieve buckled her seatbelt. “But I’d prefer to live through this experience.”

      “You will.” I hoped my words were true. 

      “You can’t know that.”

      “No, I can’t.” I couldn’t know anything anymore. “But I’ll try.”

      “Ok, I guess that’s something.”
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      The food was inedible. They knew we only ate meat, so why bother giving us processed grains? Either they were trying to make us angry, or trying to remind us who was in charge. Most likely it was a combination of both along with a slew of other reasons I didn’t have the energy to figure out. I was exhausted. I still hadn’t recovered fully from changing Gage and the serum was further weakening me. I needed Mary Anne. I hoped she wasn’t in need of me. Not that I’d have minded taking care of her, but I wasn’t in the position to do anything. Somehow I had to break us out, and unfortunately that wasn’t happening as quickly as I’d have liked. Whether Mary Anne needed me or not, Gage did. I wondered if he’d figured that out yet. He probably had. 

      After setting the food aside, I gave in and sat down. I passed over the sorry excuse for a cot in exchange for the concrete floor. 

      I mentally reached out for the others again, but there was nothing. Something in my cell blocked me from communicating. I wondered if all the cells were that way, or only mine. I knew they hadn’t made it for me, but I guess they’d considered every possibility when making their secret prison. Now I had to find a way to get us all out. 

      “Get up!” 

      My anger flared when I heard Joseph’s rude greeting. “Why?”

      “Because you’re moving.”

      “Moving where?”

      “Is that any of your business?”

      “It is since I’ll be the one moving.”

      “Moving because we want you to. You have no say in any of this.”

      “Will we all be moving?” That was the most important part. Were we staying together?

      “Maybe not all of you.” He walked close to the stall, but he stood back a safe distance. Maybe he’d learned something.

      “Joseph, that is enough.” The king’s loud voice came from somewhere down the corridor. “I can take it from here.”

      Joseph skulked away, and I stood, waiting for the king.

      The king appeared in the same suit. He hadn’t changed, which meant not too much time could have passed. “I apologize for him.”

      “Why?”

      “Because he indirectly works for me. I take responsibility for all who do. It’s the only way.”

      “Then you take responsibility for keeping us here?”

      “Yes. Which is why you are moving.”

      “And where am I moving exactly?” I walked toward the bars. The king wasn’t going to show any concern about me coming close. To do so would show weakness. 

      “More comfortable quarters. I do apologize for your short stay here. We didn’t have time to get your new ones ready.”

      “By more comfortable, do you mean the morgue?”

      He laughed. “Of course not. Do you believe I want you dead?”

      “Yes.” That was certainly what he wanted. Whether he’d do it was another story altogether. 

      “I want answers, and I want an end to the violence.”

      “I’ve done nothing violent besides turning over a few humans. I don’t believe that’s grounds to hold us.”

      “You mean the humans your pack member killed?”

      “We did have a questionable relationship with witches. We needed to protect ourselves. Our numbers are dwindling.” I put it all out there to emphasize my willingness to cooperate. 

      “What witches?” 

      I had his attention. “I’ll tell you everything you need to know if you let my pack members go.”

      “How about we make a deal?”

      “A deal?”

      “You move over to your new quarters without causing trouble, and I will free one of your pack members.”

      “And why would you do that?”

      “You did say I only needed you.”

      “You want us all dead.”

      “I have no wish for anyone to die.”

      “I don’t need your mock politeness. I’m not looking to play games.” I met his gaze head on. 

      “Neither am I.”

      “Then where am I moving?”

      “It’s more of a house than a typical prison. Transporting you will be much easier if I have your cooperation.”

      “You want me to order my men to listen?” There was no reason for him to pretend otherwise. 

      “One is freed if you do.” He watched me with the gaze and determination of a hawk searching for prey. He was crow, so it wasn’t far off. 

      “Do I get to choose who you release?”

      His lips twisted into an amused smile. “No. I already know who you’ll choose.”

      “In other words, you won’t release Marni?”

      “I have a feeling she’s more important than you’re admitting.”

      I shrugged. “Believe what you want.”

      I played it cool, but I was nervous. If the king freed Chet and not Marni… well no one wanted to see what happened there. 

      “Your majesty?” I forced myself to use a formal term whether I believed he deserved the respect or not.

      “Please, call me Levi.” He slipped his hand through the bar.

      Who was this king? Was it all mind games? I accepted his handshake. “I’m Hunter.”

      “I am aware of exactly who you are. Hence why I want you in more appropriate accommodations. You are of royal blood after all.” 

      “Why would you say that?”

      “No need to pretend. I’m well informed.”

      “Then you already know I haven’t been killing anyone.”

      “I don’t know anything to the contrary, but you aren’t the only royal Dire still around.” He stepped back.

      He knew about my brother. 

      I said nothing. I wasn’t admitting anything yet. 

      “We can finish this discussion soon, but tell me. Are you going to cooperate?”

      “Yes. I will do what I need to for my pack.” At least for now. He wanted to find my brother Fielding. I wanted the same thing, and my bet was it was for the same reason. 

      Levi opened the cell himself. I was surprised. Most leaders left the dirty work to those underneath them. He wasn’t what I had expected. He was a better leader than his predecessors, but that didn’t mean he was strong enough to keep control. If we weren’t at war I may have helped him. But helping the leader of the organization systematically killing off my people was never going to happen. 

      He stepped aside to let me exit.

      “Where are the chains? The shackles for my hands?”

      “I don’t think we need those.”

      “Aren’t you afraid I’ll run?” 

      “No.” He shook his head. “This imprisonment is nothing compared to what you’ve been experiencing for your entire life.”

      “The hunt.”

      “Yes. What good would running do for you? An Alpha Dire shouldn’t spend his life running and hiding.”

      “We were given no choice.” I stepped into the corridor. Levi gestured for me to walk ahead. He might have trusted me, but clearly not enough to have me at his back. At least he wasn’t completely stupid. 

      “As I mentioned, I have known about you. We’ve been trying to find you.”

      “Of course you have. You want to kill us all.”

      “No. That is not my intent at all. I would like for us to reach an understanding.”

      “We’ve been at war for centuries.”

      “No.” He turned around. “We have not been alive for centuries. We don’t have to continue the same fights of our fathers or grandfathers. It’s our choice what we decide to do now.”

      “Who are you?”

      He smiled. “You know who I am.”

      “But you are nothing like I thought you would be.”

      “I could say the same thing to you. I mean you prefer to wear pants and stand on two legs.” He laughed.

      I couldn’t let my guard down. His jovial attitude was all part of the plan. He was trying to manipulate me. “I have no interest in taking over your kingdom.”

      “If I thought you had one, I assure you, you’d be getting different treatment.”

      “You rely on your judgement that much?”

      “If you’d been trying to take over, you wouldn’t have stepped foot into my courtroom. You would have sacrificed one member of the pack for the greater good of your plan. But you didn’t.”

      I’d been thinking of Mary Anne. Of survival. “The hunt needs to end.”

      “And it will if we can reach an agreement.”

      “Where will this summit take place?”

      “I already told you, a house of sorts.”

      “A house of sorts? You are not going to share any other details?”

      “Not yet.”

      “Don’t touch her!” Chet’s yell had me running down the corridor. He was angry and that wasn’t good for anyone. 

      I found Chet being held by a Pteron. Semi and Marni weren’t in sight. 

      “Do something!” he roared at me. “They took Marni from me.”

      “There’s nothing to worry about.” Levi tried to calm him. “She’ll be meeting you at the more comfortable place where you’ll be staying.”

      “That had better not be an euphemism for the morgue.”

      “Funny, your Alpha said the same thing.”

      “And is it?” Chet moved, making the chains he still wore around his ankle chime. 

      “No. It’s a house. Hunter and I have been talking, and we’re hopeful that we’ll reach an understanding soon.”

      “An understanding?” Chet glared. “We will never reach an understanding with you.”

      Calm down. I urged him in his head. 

      His shoulders relaxed.

      Levi looked between us. He’d noticed it. 

      “We may be able to end the hunt on peaceful terms.”

      “Don’t believe whatever line he’s giving you. The Pterons don’t believe in peace.” Chet scowled at Levi.

      “We will move to our new location peacefully.” I have this. Do not hurt yourself or Marni by fighting.

      Chet said nothing. He cast his head down.

      “Your other pack member has been cooperating so far. He has already been moved.” 

      My warning must have gotten through to Semi. If he was on good behavior it boded well that Levi would release him. That would work out much better for all of us.
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      We were driving to Tampa with Genevieve in the backseat. Denny must have had a GPS on our phone because he selected a location only a few hours away from where we were. That was both good and bad. I wasn’t sure I wanted the drive to go all that fast. 

      “Are you really a wolf?” Genevieve asked quietly.

      “I thought you didn’t want to talk about the paranormal stuff?” Gage kept his eyes on the road. He was learning. 

      “I didn’t, but I’m wondering how delusional you are.”

      “Oh yeah? You’re worried I’m delusional now?” He looked into the rearview mirror, probably to catch her eye. 

      “Not just you. Mary Anne too.” Even without turning around I knew she was watching me. 

      “Then why are you with us?” Gage asked, filling the silence where I probably should have said something. Assured her that I was fine. 

      She sighed dramatically. “You locked me in.”

      “We would have let you out.” I turned around. “I’ve never been one for kidnapping.”

      “Would he have let me out though?” There was nothing apologetic about her tone. She still didn’t trust Gage, and I knew I couldn’t blame her. She didn’t know him the way I did. 

      “Yes,” I answered at the same time Gage said “No.”

      “See.” She gave me a knowing look.

      “He would have, because I would have made him.”

      She pushed up her sweatshirt sleeves. “Ok… so yeah, even if you had let me out I couldn’t have left. As a friend it is my duty to make sure you get the help you need. You may be suffering from PTSD or something like that.”

      “There’s probably some of that thrown in for her, but I’m a Dire.” Gage merged onto another interstate. I’d lost track of where we were. So much of the past few days had been spent on the monotonous interstate roads that crisscross our country. 

      “And a Dire is different from a wolf how?” Genevieve was hard to read. I couldn’t tell if she believed us at all. Either way we needed her help.

      “We’re bigger, stronger, better.” There was an element of pride in his voice. He was starting to relate to what he was. To feel part of it. I knew that in some ways that was good, but it also scared me. 

      “Already using the personal pronoun?” Genevieve caught on to the same thing. 

      “I can’t change what I am.”

      “But that means this goes deep.” She tugged on the cords of her hoodie.

      “I’m not crazy, and neither is Mary Anne.”

      “You don’t always know when you’re crazy.”

      “We’re not.” I twisted in my seat to look at her again. “And you are going to be meeting another Dire.”

      “Oh yeah? Is he cute?”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Seriously? At a time like this you’re asking that question?”

      “Seems normal to me.”

      I shook my head. Maybe she wasn’t as shaken up as I thought. She was still Genevieve. “He’s kind of cute.”

      Gage looked over at me. 

      “Not cuter than you.”

      “She’s obsessed with you, Gage. I wouldn’t be jealous.”

      “It’s not obsession. Obsession sounds negative. She’s extremely interested.”

      “And what about you, Gage? Are you extremely interested?” Was she really asking him? Despite everything was she still concerned he was using me?

      “More than extremely. Completely.”

      “Ohhh, nice. Have you been practicing that line?”

      “You and I barely know each other.” Gage slowed as we got boxed in behind a large truck.

      “So?” Genevieve asked. “What does that matter? 

      “Why are you so argumentative with me? I’m not the enemy.”

      “It’s simple really.” She clasped her hands together in her lap. “Because you got my friend in a lot of trouble.”

      “And I got myself in it too. I wish I hadn’t on both counts, except I kind of do because if I hadn’t I wouldn’t be with her now.” He took my hand in his. 

      “Aww isn’t that sweet? Beauty and the beast.”

      “Says the girl who was asking about whether the other Dire was cute.” Gage moved our joined hands to his leg. 

      “That was out of curiosity. I like to know what I’m in for.”

      “Because an ugly shifter is better or worse than a cute one?” He glanced at her in the rearview mirror again. 

      “I want to know whether to expect to be repulsed or attracted.”

      “You won’t be repulsed.” Denny wasn’t my type, but he was attractive in his own way. 

      “Is that so?” 

      “He’s out there though.” They were all different, but he was something else. Probably the nicest of the bunch though. 

      “Out there how? Like he thinks he’s something more than human?”

      I shot her an annoyed look. “Very funny.”

      “I’m just asking.”

      “He drinks out of a flask and lives alone in the woods.” I gave out a few details. “That help?”

      “Where do the other Dires live? In penthouses?”

      “You are quite the riot.” Gage finally got around the truck. He gave the driver in the left lane who’d boxed us in the finger. I cringed. Road rage wasn’t the best idea in our situation. “The Dires are in hiding.”

      “And some are in prison. Yes, I listened to you.”

      “Can we agree to get along right now?” We were all stressed and arguing wasn’t going to help any of us. 

      “Who’s not getting along?” Genevieve leaned forward. “All I’m doing is asking questions. I can’t help it that I have a lot of questions. This situation is a little bit weird. You have to admit that.”

      “It’s weird.” Gage adjusted his hand on the wheel. “It is weirder than anything I ever expected to experience.”

      “But it’s also cool. Kind of.” She gazed out the window.

      “Oh?” I looked at her. “How do you figure?”

      “Are you really asking me that? I mean you are sleeping with a guy who can shift into a wolf.”

      “Oh, so dating a shifter is one of your fantasies?”

      “Not exactly, I’m just saying I could see it being uh, satisfying.”

      I shook my head. “You are always full of interesting ideas.”

      “I am, aren’t I?” She laughed.

      “Especially when they come to sex, I see.” Gage opened a bottle of water and took a large gulp. “Evidently I was hanging out with the wrong crowd.”

      “You were.” I accepted the water he offered to me. “The smart girls are where it’s at.”

      He put his hand on my leg. “I don’t plan on letting this smart girl go.” 

      Not planning to? There was something about that added phrase that worried me. I was overthinking things again. 

      “Want some?” I offered a fresh bottle of water to Genevieve.

      “No thanks.” She shook her head. “What if your wolf friend doesn’t like me?”

      “Dire.”

      “Whatever. From your side of the conversation it didn’t sound like he was expecting you to bring more company.” She was right, he wasn’t, but none of us were expecting anything. 

      “All he cares about is saving his pack. If you can help us do that, he’ll be happy.”

      “But what if I can’t? What happens then? Am I thrown overboard? And no literal response about us being on land.”

      “Then we’ll get you home.” I wasn’t going to let her get hurt. She was helping us, and I’d make sure she was safe and that I could pay her back one day. 

      “Oh, that easy? Even though I know your secrets?” She reached for the water I’d left in the cup holder.

      “Our secrets?” I handed her the bottle without mentioning how quickly she’d changed her mind. “You think we’re crazy. Is that a secret?”

      “Your Dire secrets, the fact that you are still alive when everyone thinks you are dead.”

      “We’re not going to hurt you. It’s me.” Could she really believe I’d hurt her? Had she lost all trust in me already?

      “You are kind of still you.”

      “Oh yes, because I can’t be me now that I’m having sex with Gage.”

      “You’re different. You may not be the one claiming to have been changed into a wolf, but something is different. You’re not the same girl I said goodbye to before you left.”

      “What about you?” I really looked at her for the first time. There were bags under her eyes. “Have you been sleeping?”

      “I thought you were dead.” She leaned back in her seat. “I thought my only friend in college was dead, and I was the last one to see you alive. I should have convinced you not to go.”

      “And then I’d be dead.” Gage moved his hand back to the wheel. “The only reason they didn’t directly turn me over to the witches and let them kill me was because the Alpha wanted Mary Anne. So in that way I owe you my life too.”

      “Hmm, when you put it that way.”

      I smiled. “I’m sorry you went through so much.”

      “Which is why you are going to have to tell your parents.”

      “I will, eventually, but not until I know I can go home.” I truly hoped that would be soon, but I knew it wasn’t going to be easy no matter when it was. I had more than a little explaining to do. 

      “By the way, Roy tried to convince everyone you guys were together.”

      “I saw.” I remembered listening to the girls at the mall. My hesitation to date him had been right. He was an attention hungry opportunist. 

      “How did you see? Were you in Boston?” There was something accusatory in her voice, like she was suddenly doubting our story. 

      “No. On TV. We were at a mall, that’s why I ended up dying my hair.” I held out my black locks. “I needed to change my appearance.”

      “In all the craziness I didn’t really notice. I’m not sure what that says about me.” She ran a hand through her own brown hair. 

      “It says you aren’t superficial.” It was one of the things I loved most about her. Aside from my attraction to Gage, I was generally the same way. At least I tried to be. 

      “Nice positive spin.”

      “It’s true. You were relieved to see me alive, and that was more important than my hair. Maybe that’s the difference you are seeing though, you just didn’t mentally process it.”

      “Nope. It goes deeper than hair.”

      “Did you know Mary Anne is a seductress?” Gage stretched one arm above his head. He’d been driving for hours, and he was due for a break, but I knew he’d refuse.

      I pushed his arm. “I am not.”

      “Oh, she seduced you?”

      “Well yes, but also this other wolf. We needed her to so we could escape. And well…”

      “Wait, escape?” Genevieve set aside the water. “From the prison?”

      “No this was from the Dires’ cabin before we got caught by the witches.”

      She put her hands on either side of her head. “Ok, this is getting way too complicated.”

      “None of it matters right now.”

      “You will explain it in exact detail later.”

      “Most of it.” I wasn’t going into details about having to sleep in Hunter’s bed or anything. 

      “All of it. All of it.” She was asking about a very specific set of details. Ones having to do with sex. 

      “You perv.”

      “I’m not a perv. I had to put up with you moaning about him for months, I at least deserve some of the details.”

      Gage laughed. “You girls are something else.”

      “Like guys don’t talk that way.”

      “Of course we do. But we’re guys.” Gage sped up to pass another car. We’d been on the road for far too long. 

      “And we’re girls.” Genevieve gave the exact response I was planning to give. 

      “You two like arguing.” I didn’t mind it all that much because it helped pass the time as long as it didn’t involve talking about my sex life. 

      “No, we don’t,” they said in unison.

      “No more sex talk.”

      “Why? Is it distracting?” Genevieve waggled an eyebrow. 

      “Considering everything else that’s going on, yes.”

      “But distractions can be good.” Gage turned off at our exit. Finally. 

      “Sometimes.” But nothing could distract me from the road ahead of us. We had Genevieve, but that didn’t mean I knew what to do next. Hopefully Denny could give us some clues on where to start. Until we knew where to find the prison and where to find the queen, there was nothing we could do.
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      I hated the tunnels, and it was with relief that I led Marni up the basement stairs and into the house that would be our home until Levi decided he was done with them. Sometimes the most dangerous places are the most appealing, and that’s exactly what this house was. The Society had spared no expense on the fancy décor and furnishings, but the greater expense was the magically reinforced walls, and impenetrable glass doorways. Even if the Dires could shift, they weren’t getting out. Walking Marni up into the house brought the old Eagles’ song Hotel California into my head. It was the kind of place you could never leave—at least not until the power that be let you. 

      Marni wasn’t fooled by the pretense. I could tell from the way she eyed the walls and took every step carefully. She was waiting for a trap to spring, but she was already in the trap. Levi had them exactly where he wanted them. 

      Semi and Chet were standing in the large open living room that none of the Dires would see again anytime soon. Neither man looked happy, and it had a lot to do with the fact that they were being restrained by Pterons. I barely had a hand on Marni, she understood that running would be a mistake. I respected that understanding, and gave her leeway accordingly. Besides, the chains around her ankles would slow her down. My guess was the two males weren’t being as reasonable. Either that or their guards weren’t in the mood to be reasonable. 

      Marni’s eyes immediately went to Chet’s when we walked in the door. The two were an item. There was no question by the way they found each other immediately. They were sleeping together, but there was something else there. At least I thought there was. I wasn’t exactly an expert at understanding Dire relationships. I didn’t even understand my own. 

      “Why are we here?” Marni’s eyes were still fixed on Chet, but I knew she wasn’t asking him the question.

      I answered before either of my male counterparts could say something stupid. “We’re here because it’s more comfortable then the underground prison.”

      “But it’s still a prison.” She wasn’t asking a question.

      “Of course it is. You knew you weren’t being released.”

      “I preferred the last place,” Semi grumbled. His features were severe, and I wondered if the man ever smiled. 

      “It doesn’t matter what you prefer.” Josh gritted his teeth. Normally he’d have used more choice words. I assumed Levi had already scolded him about treating these prisoners better. He wanted them to feel respected, even though they weren’t. 

      “I don’t like games and tricks. This is both.”

      “Didn’t you hear me?” Josh tightened his hold on Semi. “It doesn’t matter what you think.”

      Semi growled.

      Josh laughed. “What are you going to do? You know you can’t shift.”

      Semi started to struggle against him. 

      The basement door opened again, and Hunter walked in with Levi behind him.

      The other guards and I looked immediately at Levi while the Dires did the same for their Alpha. I couldn’t imagine being in a pack arrangement. It was nothing like how the Pterons did business. 

      “Wonderful, we’re all together again.” Levi cocked his signature half smirk/half smile. 

      “Wonderful isn’t the word I’d use.” Marni moved beside me. I was holding on to her arm more for a symbolic purpose than anything else. 

      “I understand you’d rather be elsewhere, but unfortunately you can’t leave yet.”

      “When can we leave?” Chet asked. “We still don’t understand why we’re here at all.”

      “Here as in custody or as in inside this house?”

      “Custody. It’s already been explained to us that we’re here because it’s more comfortable accommodations.” Chet’s voice dripped with sarcasm. 

      “Because I want to get to the bottom of things. The hunt has gone on for long enough.”

      “And you care about that because?” Semi’s face fell into an even more serious expression.

      “Because it’s time that Hunter and I stop fighting our fathers’ battle.”

      “It started long before our fathers.” Hunter’s deep voice filled the room. 

      “Yes it did.” Levi looked right at me. “But we are always focused on the ones who came just before. Aren’t we?”

      He was talking to me, but I didn’t know why. Did he know how messed up my relationship was with my parents? He probably did. He was king, so he probably knew everything that was happening in The Society. 

      I nodded to let him know I was listening.

      He nodded in response. “In a show of good faith, I’ve decided to let one of you go.”

      Hunter’s expression didn’t change. He wasn’t surprised. That was interesting. It meant Levi had talked to him about the plan. That had to have been for a reason. The question was what reason. 

      “Let one of us go?” Marni asked. “If you want to show good faith let us all leave.”

      Levi smiled. “Good try.”

      “If anyone leaves, it’s Marni. Let her out.” Semi was the one to make that suggestion. I’d have expected it be Chet, but he didn’t say a word. There had to be strategy in that. Either that or he wanted to keep her close.

      “I’ve already decided who it is.” Levi looked right at Semi. “Ready for the outside?”

      “I already told you who you should pick.”

      “I appreciate you making a suggestion, but I have my own.” 

       “What’s the catch?” Semi, looked at Levi suspiciously. “Why would you let me go? There’s no such thing as good faith.”

      “Sure there is. Maybe your kind doesn’t know of it, but we do.”

      All four Dires growled.

      Levi must have noticed his mistake. “I mean no disrespect.”

      Marni snorted. “No disrespect?”

      “Fine. What I said was disrespectful, but I believe in showing good faith.”

       “Why me?” Semi moved his legs, setting off a clanging of his chains. The Dires were strong.

      “You seemed like the best choice.” Levi pulled out his phone to check something, then quickly pocketed it. 

      “He knew I wouldn’t leave her.” Chet’s eyes set on Levi. “Didn’t you?” 

      “I made the best choice given the circumstances.” He didn’t respond to Chet’s insinuation, but it was true. He was trying to avoid an unnecessary scene. The only one he really needed was Hunter, but having others gave him leverage. Especially Marni. Having a girl captured might give extra pull. Levi liked to think of himself as a gentleman, at least he seemed to, but that didn’t apply this time. He needed as much leverage as he could muster. 

      “What if I don’t want to leave without the others?” Semi looked at Hunter. He wasn’t actually asking Levi. 

      “You have no choice.” Levi ignored that Semi wasn’t addressing him.

      “He’s giving you freedom. Take it. Find the others. Tell them we are going to be fine.”  Hunter locked eyes with Semi. 

      “Are you kidding me?” Semi gritted his teeth. But then his face relaxed for the first time since we’d arrived at the house. 

      Something passed between Hunter and Semi, because Semi nodded. “As you wish.”

      “Josh, take him back through to the eastern exit and get him ready for release. I’ll join you shortly.”

      Josh nodded. 

      “See you all soon.” There was a warning in Semi’s words.

      Levi merely smiled and turned his back. The door opened again, and Joseph walked in. I groaned to myself. Really? They had to send him back?

      “I will be taking my leave as well.” Levi stepped toward the basement door. “You each know your orders. You will find the rooms ready for our guests. I already have the perimeter protected.”

      “Your guests.” Marni rolled her eyes. “Right. And why is the perimeter being protected? What happened to good faith?” Marni narrowed her eyes. 

      “There’s only so far good faith can go.” Levi nodded at us and followed out the way Josh and Semi had just left.

      “And then there were three.” Chet let out a loud sigh. “These games are getting old.”

      “They are only going to get worse.” Joseph glared at him before turning his attention to me. “All right, you heard the king. Let’s move them.” 

      “He left ten seconds ago.”

      “That’s ten seconds beyond what we were supposed to do.”

      I opened my mouth to give a snarky response, but then I shut it. There was no point. I’d just be giving him what he wanted. Attention. 

      “Come on, Marni. Let me show you to your room.” I led her up the stairs before Joseph could go first.

      “Hunter is Alpha, I get to pick his room first.”

      “I’m sure both Hunter and Levi would agree that ladies should go first.” I turned over my shoulder to smile. “Wouldn’t you Hunter?”

      “Absolutely. I’m in no rush at all.” Hunter smiled at me in a slow and sexy way. I blinked and looked away.

      Marni laughed. “Oh yes, Hunter, always the gentleman.”

      I shook my head and continued up the stairs with Marni by my side. I didn’t want to give Joseph a chance to argue with us anymore. 

      The rooms were spaced out exactly equidistant apart on the second floor. They were all far enough away from each other that the prisoners couldn’t communicate with one another, but close enough that a guard could help the others if need be. I selected the middle room for Marni. I did it for my purposes mostly, since it kept me in the middle of things, but also for her benefit so she’d be closer to Chet no matter which room he took. I undid her chains, and gestured for her to enter the room. She did without any trouble.

      Joseph pushed past with Hunter. “The Alpha should be in the center room.”

      “Too late.” I closed the glass partition.

      “Bitch,” he mumbled under his breath.

      “There are so many words I could use to describe you, but I’m professional.”

      He chortled. “Yeah right.”

      Once again I forced myself to ignore him. I refused to play into his hands.

      Logan arrived at the top of the stairs with Chet, and got him settled in the remaining room. 

      “You okay, babe?” Chet called out, and I knew he wasn’t talking to me.

      “I’m fabulous.” Marni went heavy on the sarcasm.

      “Maybe next time we can book a room together.”

      I laughed despite myself. I wasn’t supposed to like these Dires, but they weren’t as foreign as I expected. “Sorry we don’t have any king sized bed rooms.” 

      “We’d share a double,” Chet muttered.

      “Against house rules,” Logan joined in on my joke. Of all the guards, he wasn’t so bad. He was way better than Joseph. At least I got one decent co-worker to spend the next few days with. One out of two would have normally been good odds, but Joseph took horrible to a whole new level.

      “Not a bad cell.” Marni sat down on the end of her double bed.

      “Better than your last one at least.”

      “Different.” She ran her hands over the white quilt.

      “I know it’s still a cell, but at least you have a bed and a bathroom.”

      “A bathroom without a door.” She craned her neck to look into the small space.

      “I’m not going to watch you pee.”

      “I wasn’t worried. I spend the majority of my life naked with the pack. I was making a point.”

      “Gotcha.” I waited just outside the door. 

      “Pterons aren’t that way about nudity. You don’t connect to your animal side completely.”

      “We connect fine, but we prefer to live a more civilized life.”

      She laughed. “Civilized? Is that how you see it?”

      “How else should I see it?” I knew the Dires were violent and very animalistic, but beyond that I didn’t know much. I guess from the outside we didn’t seem like true shifters, but we were. We just happened to live a more refined lifestyle. 

      “You’re not a human. Why do you want to act like one?”

      “Just because we like to keep humans alive and we chose to mate with them doesn’t mean we are them.”

      “Mate with whoever you want to, but why the city life? Why not live in the country so you can fly freely?”

      “I can fly plenty. It’s not hard to leave the city behind.”

      “But your home is a place you should be free to be yourself. Don’t you want that?”

      “Says the girl locked in a prison cell.”

      She shrugged. “I’m merely commenting on your situation.”

      “Do you really want me to comment on yours?”

      “Not particularly.” She held up her hand. “But I do have a question.”

      “What question?”

      “Can I have a drink?” She watched me through the glass. “Preferably something strong.”

       “I’m not sure if you’re allowed to have alcohol.”

      “What’s it going to do? It doesn’t affect me much.”

      “Who knows?” I shrugged. “It could interfere with the serum.” Holding the Dires prisoner was much easier when they couldn’t shift. Marni hadn’t taken the shot well, but she’d handled it. She had some self-preservation, and she seemed to have accepted she needed to cooperate if she was going to survive. 

      “The serum, is that what you’re calling this stuff?” She touched the spot on her upper arm where the shot was given. “It’s inhumane you know.”

      “Good thing you’re not human then.” No one in the house was. I knew I was far from human myself, and most of the time that was a good thing. 

      “You know what I mean.”

      “It’s not permanent.” The serum was for everyone’s safety. Theirs, ours, and the entire human race. 

      “Like you are ever going to let us shift.” She lay back on the bed. 

      I could no longer see her face, and if she were most prisoners I’d have abandoned the conversation, but if she might be the key to finally getting my spot on the intelligence force. I was going to listen. “Not while you are still dangerous.”

      “We’re always going to be dangerous. We’re Dire Wolves.”

      “Why do you hate them?” I broke a cardinal rule and asked her a semi-personal question. That made me vulnerable even though I was the one asking the question. 

      “Hate who?”

      “Humans.” It wasn’t as though I loved them. Other than my mother I’d never had a real relationship with one, but Pterons usually mated with humans. We needed them for our bloodlines. 

      “I don’t hate humans.”

      “Yes you do.” The Dires were responsible for thousands of deaths. I’d been taught that from a young age. It was part of why it was so important we stayed in power.

      “I don’t.” She sat up. “Neither do any of the members of my pack.”

      “Then why do you want to kill them?”

      “Uh, I don’t.” She walked toward the glass.

      “Fine.” I sighed. “I get the whole pack dynamic thing. I’ll rephrase, why does your Alpha want you to?”

      “He doesn’t.” She stopped right in front of the impenetrable glass that separated us. “Why would you even say that?”

      “Because it’s the truth.”

      “It couldn’t be further from the truth.”

      I looked down the hall toward Hunter’s room. I couldn’t see him, but I could still picture how he’d looked earlier. Despite the situation, he’d seemed relaxed. What else had Levi told him? Or was it really an act? I also remembered exactly how he’d looked shirtless. He put the rest of the Dires—and Pterons to shame. The man was ripped. Joseph might have been assigned to him, but I was going to manage to get some face time in. It had nothing to do with his physique. I needed to prove myself, and Hunter was going to help me do it.

       “He doesn’t want anyone dead. At least no humans.”

      “But others?” I jumped on the opening. I didn’t believe her, but I wouldn’t get anywhere with that topic yet. If I wanted to be considered for the promotion I needed to prove my worth. I’d break her. I’d find out what else they were planning. 

      “Nothing you need to worry about.” She crossed her arms. 

      “I need to worry about everything.” You never knew what details were important. 

      “Not this. It’s internal Dire business.”

      “Internal?”

      “It’s his brother you want. Not Hunter.”

       “Brother?” I knew there were a few other Dires around, but no one had mentioned any brother.

      “Yes. His twin.”

      “His twin?” I arched an eyebrow. “That almost never occurs.”

      “It did this time.” She turned and walked back toward the bed. Our conversation was over.
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      “This is where we’re meeting your wolf?” Genevieve asked as we pulled into the abandoned RV park a few miles outside of Tampa. 

      The trees were grown up all around the path, and I slowed down to make sure I didn’t hit any. I wasn’t taking any chances when it came to driving anymore. “Looks about right for Denny.” 

      “You weren’t kidding about him living in the woods.” She opened her window. 

      “We weren’t. Although there is one RV there.” Mary Anne pointed to a rusted out RV in the distance.

      Genevieve rolled the window back up. “Lovely accommodations.”

      “I don’t think we’ll be here long.” At least I hoped we wouldn’t be. I didn’t know how much time we had. 

      “Right, because then we’ll be at the prison.” Genevieve spoke so nonchalantly. She didn’t understand the extent of the mess she’d walked into. Either that, or she wasn’t accepting it. 

      “Don’t worry, you don’t have to go there.” Mary Anne stretched out her legs. 

      “I might have to. I can’t do all my work remotely.” 

      “We’ll make sure you can.” I stopped the SUV a few feet from the RV. I hoped Denny didn’t freak Genevieve out too much with whatever entrance he was planning. 

      “I will do what I have to. I told you I’d help.”

      “And we told you we’d keep you alive.” I planned to keep that promise. I’d also keep my promise to protect Mary Anne. If things went bad I’d get them both to safety no matter the cost to me. 

      “If it’s that dangerous you guys shouldn’t go either.” 

      “Maybe not Mary Anne, but I will. I’m going to die if this doesn’t work, so I might as well go out fighting.”

      Mary Anne paled. “I’m staying with you. We don’t split up. Remember our deal.”

      “And you living and breathing supersedes that.” She still had a chance for a normal life. She wasn’t giving that up. 

      “What about you? I want you living and breathing.” She touched my arm gently. Too gently. I needed to stay strong. I owed it to her. 

      “I’m glad you enjoy my being alive, but I’m no longer human, the stakes are different. You can still have a real normal life.” I knew my words wouldn’t change her view, but I had to try. 

      “Not without you.”

      Genevieve let out a gasp.

      Mary Anne turned to look at her. “What?”

      “You really love him. You actually truly love him.” Her eyes widened in apparent amazement. 

      Mary Anne laughed. “Yes. I’m aware of that.”

      “It’s so strange. You didn’t before. You liked him, a lot, but it was more infatuation. This isn’t that. It’s more.”

      “The feeling is mutual.” I needed Mary Anne to know that. To understand nothing was one sided. 

      “I’m trying to get a read.” Genevieve exhaled loudly. 

      “What?” I turned around to look at her. “Are you seriously doubting my feelings?”

      “You care about her, but do you really truly love her?”

      “More than anything.”

      “Are you capable of that? I mean you’re not even human.”

      I opened my door and got out. “I love her. End of story.” I slammed my door harder than I should have, but Genevieve’s insinuation irked me in a way that little could. She was calling me a monster. The same thing I called Hunter and the others when we first discovered what they were. Could that really be what I’d become?

      “Thanks for that.” Mary Anne’s voice carried through her still closed door. 

      “Before you go and throw your life away for someone you should make sure it’s worth it.”

      “It is.” 

      “It’s a good thing I’m here now.”

      “Is it?” Mary Anne hesitated with her door half open. 

      “I can help advise you and make sure you don’t make any other bad decisions.”

      “What if getting you was a bad decision?” Her words made me smile. Leave it to Mary Anne to make a comment like that.

      “Do you want my help or not?” Genevieve crossed her arms. 

      “I want your help with the hacking.” Mary Anne got out and stood right next to me. The action meant more than she could know. She was with me, and she didn’t view me as a monster. 

      Genevieve didn’t get out for a moment, and I realized she was fiddling with the child lock. Finally she opened the door and jumped right back into the same conversation as though no time had passed. “You mean you aren’t relieved to have your friend with you?”

      “I’m glad to see you.” Mary Anne pulled Genevieve into a hug. “I appreciate you coming. You could have said no. Most people would have said no.”

      “I’m not most people.”

      “No, you’re not.” Mary Anne smiled.

      “Is this your ‘idea’?” Denny called from behind us. 

      I turned to find Denny standing outside the RV shirtless and barefoot. I wasn’t too surprised.

      “Yes, I am.” Genevieve straightened and stared him dead in the eye. “And you must be the other wolf.”

      “Wolf?” He looked at me questioningly. “What did you tell her?”

      “We told her a short version of everything.” I kicked at a rock. Genevieve had riled me up enough that I had excess energy I needed to get rid of. 

      “And you think she’s going to help how?” He looked her over.

      “They wanted my technical expertise.” She raised her chin. 

      “Technical expertise?” He narrowed his eyes. “You picked this one for that?”

      “She’s the best I know,” Mary Anne explained. “And that’s saying a lot because I’m an engineering major. Lots of computer nerds around.”

      “And what do you plan to do with this ‘technological expertise’?” He used air quotes.

      “Crack the The Society system and get us into the prison.”

      Denny laughed. “Society system?”

      “Yes. There has to be one. I assumed it was complicated, which is why—”

      “The Society has been around for centuries.”

      “So?” Mary Anne wrinkled her brow. 

      “You think they’ve upgraded to the latest technology?”

      “They have to use something.” Mary Anne held out a hand in front of her. “Everyone uses some sort of technology system.”

      “Yes. Brute strength and magic.”

      I shook my head. “No way. Not a chance.”

      “It’s true. No computers necessary.”

      Mary Anne sighed and slumped down to sit on the dirt ground. “Great. All that work for nothing.”

      “It wasn’t for nothing.” Genevieve sat next to her. “I’m here for moral support too if you remember.”

      “Why aren’t you ready to kill me for dragging you here for no reason?”

      “I’m your friend, and I already told you, my life is boring. This isn’t boring by a long shot.”

      “Do we move on to plan B then?” I sat down on her other side. Seeing her deflated calmed my anger. I’d take care of her first and then worry about myself. 

      “Find the queen?” she asked.

      “The queen?” Denny’s eyes widened. He remained standing and looked down on all of us. “Which queen?”

      “I thought there was just one.”

      “You can’t mean the Queen of The Society.” Denny shook his head. 

      “That’s exactly who I mean.” Mary Anne moved to standing, and I followed behind. 

      “Why? Why would she be of any help?”

      “Because she’s a good person. Because I know she will.” She seemed too sure. So determined that it rubbed off on me. I found myself nodding. 

      “And you expect us to walk in there and turn ourselves over to them?”

      “No.” She shook my head. “I’ll go alone.”

      “No way!” I grabbed her hand. “Not a chance.”

      “She won’t be alone. I’ll go.” Genevieve nodded committedly. “They won’t want me. I’m just an average human.”

      “What if they try to use you to get to us?” I didn’t hide my concern. Mary Anne needed to see the logic. This was a dangerous move. “It’s too risky.”

      “Maybe this was what I was meant to do. Part of Hunter’s dreams.”

      “Hunter’s dreams were bullshit.” I looked right into Mary Anne’s eyes. “Complete and utter bullshit.”

      “Uh, what dreams? And who’s Hunter?” Genevieve asked. 

      “The Alpha that wants Mary Anne,” I explained. Genevieve cared about Mary Anne which meant she’d be a good ally. 

      “The one you want to break out to finish changing you?” She furrowed her brow. “He also had dreams about Mary Anne?”

      “Yes. Apparently I was destined to end the hunt, and that’s why he wanted to mate with me.” Mary Anne sighed. “Exciting huh?”

      “But what does mating with you have to do with you ending the hunt?” Genevieve moved to standing. 

      “You may be on to something.” Denny paced. “Hunter might have misinterpreted everything.”

      “It’s possible. Men do that a lot.” Genevieve grinned.

      “So do women.” Denny shook his head. 

      “Not as much, but sometimes.” Mary Anne seemed pensive. 

      Genevieve unzipped her sweatshirt again. “Either way, Mary Anne and I can handle this.”

      “What will you do if the queen won’t help? And how will you get to see her anyway?” If they weren’t going to ask the important and logical questions, then I would. 

      “Maybe my technological skills can help after all.” Genevieve smiled. “I can find anyone that’s on the grid. Is she on the grid or as old fashioned as the rest?”

      “She seems modern, and she’s human.” Mary Anne bounded excitedly. “I bet she has a cell phone.”

      “I need names and addresses, and I can get you everything you need.”

      “You’re awesome, Genevieve.” Mary Anne grinned.

      “I know.” 

      “You need to run. You’re too new of a Dire to deny that need.” Denny looked long and hard at me. “They’re safe with me.”

      “I’m not leaving her.”

      “You look like you’re going to snap. We can’t risk that happening.”

      “Go ahead. We’ll be right here.” Mary Anne touched my arm gently. “You have to take care of yourself. Whether that’s eating enough meat or running.”

      “All right.” They had a point. I would be useless if I didn’t calm down and pull myself together. “I’ll be right back.”

      I walked into the woods, stripped down, and my body convulsed as I let the Dire take over. My body gladly accepted the change and my vision deepened. It was time to run. 

      I felt free. Powerful. Whole in a way I hadn’t felt in days. The wind rushed around me as I circled the woods over and over. I didn’t want to go too far. I trusted Denny, but I’d never stop worrying about Mary Anne unless I was with her myself. 

      Finally, once my body fully calmed, I shifted back and found my clothes. Now came the hard part. Letting Mary Anne face the queen without me.
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      The girl watched me again. She waited until Joseph walked off and she thought I wasn’t looking, but I was always looking. She was my ticket out. I had no question about that, and it was the only reason my eyes returned to her over and over. It had nothing to do with her physical appearance or the laugh I occasionally heard through the fortified glass. There had to be something special about the glass that made them think it would keep us in, but I hadn’t had a chance to investigate it yet. 

      Our prison was worse than any with bars. To be able to see freedom but not reach it, was hard to take, but knowing my pack mates were close without being able to interact with them was the worst part. 

      Joseph walked back over, and she hurried away.

      He noticed me watching her retreat. 

      “Her exterior is the only sweet thing about her.” Joseph returned to his chair.

      “I’m not concerned with whether she’s sweet inside or out.”

      He quirked a smile, clearly amused by my choice of words. “The way you were looking at her says otherwise.”

      “You can’t blame me for enjoying the brief view. I don’t enjoy looking at you.”

      “But you could read a book. Stare at the wall.”

      “I’ve done plenty of the staring at the wall, and I haven’t seen any books.” I wasn’t looking for distractions. I was looking for answers before Levi returned. I wasn’t going to lose my opportunity to garner any information possible. 

      “Your female seems to like Michelle.”

      Michelle. So that was her name. “Marni gets along with everyone.” She did, although she’d hit some friction with Mary Anne. We all had. 

      “Is that a good trait or a bad one for your kind?”

      “For my kind?” I wasn’t sure why I bothered to talk to him. It was obvious he knew and understood nothing. “Give up on your attempts to play me. We’re not very different from you.”

      “Like hell you’re not.”

      “You’re afraid of our strength. That’s all this is.”

      He chortled. “No we’re not. Pterons aren’t afraid of anyone.”

      “Then what’s with the shots? The prison? The hunt?” Saying the word hunt burned my throat. My anger about the situation knew no bounds. 

      “You are savages.”

      “Savages?” My blood boiled. “Yet you are the one keeping innocent men and women imprisoned.”

      “You are not innocent. You have killed countless humans.”

      “That’s a lie!” My yell reverberated off the walls. 

      Michelle walked over and peered through the glass again. “Calm down.”

      “No. I will not calm down!” I seethed. “You will not accuse me of murder.”

      “Marni had the same reaction.” Michelle watched me carefully. “She claims your pack is non-violent toward humans.”

      “We are. We’ve had a few indiscretions, but everyone has.”

      “What kind of indiscretions?”

      “We handed a few humans over to some off-kilter witches. That was it.”

      “That was it? What did these witches do with the humans?” Her words asked for information, but there was fear in her eyes. She didn’t really want to know. 

      “You already know the story doesn’t end well. I regret our involvement, but it was only out of necessity. If we weren’t being hunted, it wouldn’t have been required. It was to protect our species. Your king is determined to kill us all.”

      “We are tasked with protecting the people of this world. If humans keep disappearing, we’re going to be in hot water.”

      “It was on a minor scale.” We’d kept it to the absolute minimum, but I didn’t like it. It went against my true nature. Fielding called it my weakness, I considered it a strength that I respected life in all of its forms. 

      “But with your brother it isn’t so minor, is it?” She stepped toward the glass of my room. 

      “My brother?” Did she know of him too? 

      “Get out, Michelle. This isn’t your territory.” Joseph suddenly snapped to attention.

      She shook her head. “It’s my job to get information. That means this is all my territory.”

      “Why are you asking about my brother?” No one ever did. Thinking about him made the skin crawl on the back of my neck.

      “Marni mentioned him, and I did some research.”

      “We are not aligned. He deserted the pack.”

      “Who is the true leader? Who was selected as Alpha?” She pressed. 

      “How do you know anything of Dire hierarchy?” I knew she was knowledgeable, but I was surprised a prison worker would know something like that. I couldn’t imagine Pterons were taught about Dire law on a regular basis.

      “I make it my business to research.”

      Joseph eyed her suspiciously. 

      This was my chance. “I’ll tell you everything I know about him if we can talk alone.”

      “Absolutely not.” Joseph shook his head. “I’m not moving.”

      “Then I’ll say nothing.” 

      “Why? Why would you want to tell her anything?” He narrowed his eyes.

      “Because she is more pleasant on the eyes.” I had to get rid of Joseph. He was only going to cause problems. 

      “I thought you didn’t find her attractive.” He pushed back his chair, letting it noisily fall to the hardwood hallway floor. 

      Michelle smiled in amusement. “Please leave, Joseph.”

      “You can’t leave the girl. You remember your orders.”

      “I’m not leaving her. I’m right here.”

      “But you have to watch her.”

      “Her door is blocked. She isn’t going anywhere.”

      “This is against protocol.” He was grasping for straws. All three of us knew it, and we also knew that if he got in the way of her ‘breaking me’ he was going to have a price to pay. 

      “When have you ever cared about protocol?” She pushed him with her elbow, and he stumbled back.

      I smiled. She was strong, and he didn’t like it. “I’m leaving, but I’ll be waiting right down the hall. Don’t mess this up.”

      “Funny how you’re the one worrying about that, when you almost messed it up yourself.”

      “Go to hell.”

      “No thanks. I think I’ll stay alive a little bit longer.”

      “You’ve got nerve.”

      “So do you.” She touched the glass. It disappeared, and she stepped through it. Once she stepped forward the glass reappeared behind her.

      “You’re not afraid of me.”

      “You can’t shift.” Her long legs carried her within inches of me. 

      “But if I’m such a savage I could still hurt you.”

      “You’re not a savage.” She looked me right in the eyes. 

      I met her eyes. “I’m not?”

      “You’re not a saint.”

      “No, I’m not.”

      “But you aren’t what they say you are.” She studied me, her eyes raking over me from head to toe in a way I knew wasn’t sexual. 

      “And how would you know that?”

      “I just do.” She moved around me like a cat circling its prey. Everything about her screamed cat instead of bird. 

      “Then why are you helping The Society keep us here? If we’re not savages, then free us.”

      “Because I have more to learn.”

      “Then learn it. Let us out.”

      “Why are you in such a hurry?” She crossed her arms. 

      “Wouldn’t you be in a hurry?”

      “Of course. Everyone craves freedom. But you weren’t in a hurry before.”

      “Things change. More time has passed, and I have things to do.” And people to see. 

      “Like what?” She circled me again. 

      “Save my people.” I watched her over my shoulder. Having her stand behind me made me uncomfortable, but I tried not to show it. 

      “Yet most of your people are locked up.”

      Not everyone was, she already knew that. “What do we need to do to end the hunt?” 

      She walked back around to the front of me. “You make it sound simple.”

      “Shouldn’t it be? I don’t see any way around it. Either you keep us here forever, which will cost too much time and money, you kill us all, which might be messy, or you end the hunt.”

      “Might be messy?” She smiled slightly. “Come on. No need for the bravado. You want to live.”

      “Of course. Just like I want freedom. But what kind of life is one when you have to hide?”

      “You’ve been living that life for years.”

      “Far too many years.” My entire life had been lived that way. I’d never known anything else, and the older I got the less willing I was to put up with it. Almost everyone I loved or cared about was gone. It was time to do something. “It has to end.”

      “Which means our sources were right. You were planning a coup.”

      I shook my head. “That couldn’t be further from the truth. We want nothing to do with The Society. Not in that way. We only want to be left alone. That’s different.”

      “Why?” She raked her teeth over her bottom lip. Was that a nervous tell? Or was she trying to use her sexual appeal? I couldn’t tell. 

      I pulled my eyes from her red lips. “Why do we want to be left alone?”

      “No, why would you settle?”

      “Because being in power isn’t the only thing out there. There is more to life than that.”

      “You think I don’t know that?” She put a hand on her hip. 

      “Who are you?”

      “We’ve been over that. It doesn’t matter.”

      “I know your name is Michelle. I’m not asking that.”

      “Then what are you asking?” She flipped some of her long hair off her shoulder, revealing a swath of tan skin. 

      “Who are you really? You’re more than a prison guard. Don’t pretend.”

      “My actual job title is Prison Security Agent.”

      “Still, you’re more than that. You’re not bred for this kind of job.”

      Her face reddened. I’d hit a chord. “That’s none of your business.”

      “Why not? You keep asking about me, can’t I ask about you?”

      “It doesn’t work like that.”

      “Oh yeah, because I’m the prisoner.”

      “Yes.” She nodded.

      “If that’s how you want this to go.” 

      “It is.”

      “Very well.” I sat down on the one chair in the room. It was nailed to the floor. The nails wouldn’t have stopped me from ripping it off, but I guess it was more for effect than anything else.

      She walked right over to me. “How old are you?”

      “What does that matter?

      “It matters because I want to understand how much life you’ve lived.”

      “I’m twenty-three.”

      She blinked as though startled. “Same age as me.”

      “Isn’t that something? We share something in common.” 

      She laughed. “I guess we do.”

      “Does that mean you’ll free us?” A joke seemed appropriate at the moment. 

      “No, but it means I’ll listen to you.”

      “Listen? What else do I need to say?’

      “Tell me about your brother. His plans.”

      “I haven’t spoken with him in years.” The last time I had he’d left me with a nice parting gift. 

      “But you’re twins. Shifter twins are rare. Aren’t you connected or something?”

      “Fortunately not.” Being connected with my brother would make the mess of my life even worse. His thoughts were dark, and I couldn’t imagine having to share them. 

      “He gave you that.” She reached out and ran her hand over the scar that crossed my face. 

      I forced my eyes to stay open even though they begged to close. Her soft caress made me too comfortable.

      “Yes.” I gently removed her hand from my face. She had no right touching me that way. The last person who had was Mary Anne, and I wasn’t giving up on her even if she’d given up on me. 

      “You’re not thinking about him now.”

      “No.”

      “It’s a girl. Who is she?”

      “The one who will be my mate.”

      She nodded absently. “Is she pretty?”

      “Beautiful.”

      “But that’s not why you want her.”

      “Perceptive.”

      “You aren’t a shallow man.” Her eyes studied me. She was trying to figure me out while I did the same to her. 

      “You mean because I’m scarred?” My scars changed the way some people looked at me, but they didn’t change the way I viewed others. 

      “No, it doesn’t fit your personality.”

      “I dreamt of her.” I wasn’t sure why I was opening up to this Pteron. I didn’t need to. This wasn’t the type of information she wanted, but maybe if I was forthcoming on one thing, she’d be satisfied. 

      “Dreamt of her? Do Dires often dream of their mates?”

      “No. Never.”

      “Then why you?” She put her hands in her back pockets. She was relaxing. Interesting that it took talking about Mary Anne to get her to do that. 

      “Because I was born to end the hunt.”

      “And did you find this girl?”

      “Yes.” Although ‘found’ was an interesting way to put it.

      “And was she everything you expected?” She raked her teeth over her lip again. It wasn’t nervousness. She was trying to use her sexuality to throw me off. That wasn’t going to fly. 

      “She was more.” 

      “Where is she?”

      “I don’t know. I was separated from her against my will.”

      “Was she with you in the courthouse?”

      “It’s not Marni.”

      “I realize that.” Michelle smiled. “She’s in love with another one of your pack.”

      “She told you that too?” Marni had been talkative. What other details had she shared?

      “No.” She shook her head. “I figured it out. It’s too bad they haven’t had a chance to mate.”

      “They will.”

      “Confident we’re not going to kill you?”

      “Confident may be too strong of a word. I’ll go with hopeful.”

      “Hope is good sometimes, but it can be dangerous.”

      “Yes, it can be.” It left you open to disappointment and hurt, but worst of all it could make you weak. “But it’s still necessary.”

      “If you tell me more about the girl I can have someone find her. Make sure she’s safe.”

      I laughed dryly. “Because I want her safe with you all.”

      “We wouldn’t hurt her. She’s human, isn’t she?”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “You’re very protective. You aren’t so protective with your kind. You’re worried she can’t protect herself.”

      “She’s stronger than she seems.”

      “How does she seem?” Michelle appeared genuinely curious. 

      “That doesn’t matter.”

      “But it matters to you, and right now my concern is understanding you.” She rested her chin in her hand. 

      “All you need to understand is that I want to end the hunt.”

      “Because you’re tired of hiding, was it?” She sat down on the edge of the bed. A bold move. She had the appearance of more power by standing. I was surprised she gave that up. 

      “Yes.”

      “We’d have to be able to put a lot of faith in you to change things.” 

      “How can I earn that trust?” Maybe I was getting somewhere. 

      “Where is your brother?”

      “I already told you. I haven’t spoken with him in years.”

      “But you can find him. I know you can.”

      “Maybe if you let me out.”

      She smiled. “Nice try.”

      “I can’t find him while locked in here.” 

      “No, you can’t.” She got up and walked back to the glass. She touched it, and the glass disappeared. It had to be set to open and close by the Pterons’ touch. I didn’t bother trying to follow her. I’d never get Marni and Chet out. Besides, I’d learn more if I spent another night or two in the prison. The bigger problem was Mary Anne. Not for the first time I hoped Gage was keeping her safe.
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      “This idea is crazy.” I wrapped my arms around my chest as we walked down St. Charles Ave in New Orleans on our way to meet with Allie. I say ‘meet’ loosely. She had no idea we were on our way. I’d officially resorted to stalking, and I had no shame. Desperate times called for desperate measures. 

       I’d had the entire drive from Tampa to think about just how crazy the idea was, and the time didn’t change my opinion. The problem was, crazy or not, we had no other options. Now that we knew hacking into the system was out, finding Allie and hoping she’d listen to us was the only thing we had. I barely knew the queen, but she’d gone out of her way to try to help me at the courthouse. That had to mean something. At least I hoped it did. It could also mean I’d used up my one free pass with her. Either way we had to try. Hopefully it didn’t make things worse for us in the process. 

      “It is, but it’s no crazier than you staying with a guy who isn’t human.” Genevieve picked up her pace making me hurry to keep up with her as we walked the few blocks toward Tulane’s campus. Gage and Denny had dropped us off far enough away that no one would have seen us all together. Gage had fought against that idea, but he’d fought against the whole plan, so it was nothing new. I understood his reluctance and secretly it thrilled me. He cared about me. He didn’t want me to get hurt. I knew that already, but every time he showed it he reminded me my feelings weren’t one sided. He was still in there. He still had his heart. He was different from who I thought he was, but the differences only made him more appealing. He was real, and for once, reality was far better than fantasy.

      “That’s not crazy. I’m the reason he’s not human.”

      “Correction.” Genevieve touched my arm. “You’re the reason he’s alive.” She dropped the line as though it was nothing. As though she weren’t discussing life and death. 

      “Fair point, but it wasn’t really my decision to make.”

      “Whose was it then?” She asked a question I’d never thought to ask. “Gage wasn’t conscious to make it himself, and no one else there cared a lick about him.”

      “Would you have done the same thing?” My decision had been of the split-second variety. What did it look like from the outside? 

      “Exchanged my freedom to save a guy I loved?” She pursed her lips. “I don’t know. I’ve never been in love. Love makes you do stupid things.”

      “What I did was stupid?” It shouldn’t have mattered what she said, but I cared. The guilt was starting to eat me alive. 

      “Exchanging your freedom and tying yourself to a wolf-guy who you barely knew? Yes, but just because something is stupid doesn’t mean it’s the wrong decision.”

      I laughed. With one sentence she’d relaxed me. “I needed this.”

      “I know you did. And it’s time to stop over analyzing this decision. It’s an idea. What ideas aren’t crazy? At least what good ones? Everything truly worthwhile has crazy roots.” 

       “If we’re back to talking about crazy, I have to say that I can’t believe you’re doing this with me.” I’d never expected her to continue going on with the plan once the hacking angle was gone. I should have been doing this myself, but the selfish part of me rationalized my decision to let her join me. She wanted to be there I told myself, even though I knew she was doing it for me. 

      “Was I that bad of a friend for you to keep saying that?” Her forehead furrowed. 

      “No. Not at all,” I quickly explained. “But this goes above and beyond.”

      “Remember that on my birthday. I’m not asking for a lot. Just a large party, maybe a new laptop. You know. The usual.” She grinned.

      “I don’t know how you still have a sense of humor.” I didn’t. I barely had any energy to do anything but worry. 

      “What’s the alternative? Besides, I’ve only been involved in this for a day. You’ve been handling it longer, and you’ve been through more.”

      “I miss my normal life.” At least some parts. I missed my parents. I missed feeling safe. But I didn’t miss everything. I didn’t miss pining over Gage or feeling like I’d never be good enough. When survival was at stake, it was hard to worry too much about grades and jobs. It put things into perspective in a way nothing else ever had. 

      “It’s still there waiting.” 

      We continued walking down St. Charles Avenue until Genevieve stopped in front of a large stone wall that spelled out the name of the university. Reading the words brought back memories of touring college campuses the year before. Had it really only been a year ago that I was worrying about college acceptances? It felt like forever since I’d graduated from high school. 

      Genevieve tugged on my arm, and we continued onto the campus. I glanced at several large stone buildings. It was strange being back on a college campus. Tulane looked nothing like Eastern, but every college still had a similar feel. It was eerie and made me worry about Gage. What if this plan didn’t work? It had to. We didn’t have a choice. “We can’t just walk away from this and go back to normal life.” I couldn’t leave Gage.

      “No we can’t. You’d spend the rest of your life regretting it. Feeling guilty. You’d make me feel guilty too, and we’d both amount to nothing. The world would be robbed of two of its greatest minds either way. Might as well do it with some dignity.”

      I laughed again. It felt good, and it further eased some of the mounting tension. I was full of nerves, and that didn’t bode well for the meeting, or maybe more appropriately termed ambush, we had planned. “Thanks.”

      We walked around until we found the building we needed. It was right at the front of campus, so it didn’t take too long. 

      “Thanks for what?” She took a seat on a stone bench partially hidden by some bushes, but still with a clear view of Gibson Hall, the large stone building we needed. 

      “Keeping it real. Keeping me sane.”

      “No problem, but you’re going to have to take over now. I found the girl, but I have no clue how we’re supposed to deal with royalty.”

      “I don’t either, but I guess we’ll have to wing it.” Genevieve had broken into Allie’s cell phone records, and we’d discovered her plans for the day. I felt like a complete creeper, but we weren’t doing it for any bad reason. We needed to talk to her, and we had no time to lose. 

      “Wing it?” She pulled on the hood of her sweatshirt. “Since when do you wing anything?”

      “Since the start of winter break.”

      She laughed. “Amazing how much can change so quickly.”

      I was glad for my sweatshirt when the wind picked up. Either Allie had never made it to the registrar’s office as she’d planned, or she was taking an extra-long time changing her schedule. 

      “Do you think she’s in there?” Genevieve huddled against me.

      “Let’s hope she is.” I stood up to get a better view. Finally, the door to the building opened. A girl with long red hair walked outside. Seeing her red locks made me miss mine, but my hair color was the least of my problems. She was wearing a Tulane hoodie sweatshirt. Her eyes scanned the area, until they fell on us. “Can I help you guys with something?”

      “Oh, uh. Yes,” I struggled to come up with an excuse which wouldn’t force us to move before Allie emerged. All of my plans involved talking to her first, I should have considered we’d run into other students. 

      Genevieve smiled. “We’re here visiting, and we got a little bit lost.”

      “Lost?” The redhead arched an eyebrow. “You’re right next to St. Charles Ave. This is the front of campus. If you want to see more walk that way.” She pointed behind her. 

      “Yeah, but I can’t find a map of all the different buildings.” Genevieve shrugged and wore a rather convincing confused face. I’d never seen Genevieve act before, but she was pretty good. 

      The redhead didn’t look any less suspicious, but she nodded. “Have you tried the Admissions Office? It’s located on the other side of this building.”

      “Oh yes, but they were closed.” Genevieve was good at improv. “But while we have you, how has your college experience here been?”

      “I’m not a tour host.”

      “Yes, but you’re a student here, right? You have opinions too.” I tried to go along with Genevieve’s charade.

      The door opened again, and Allie strode out. She had her long brown hair tied back in an elegant pony tail. Her eyes met mine. “Hi.”

      After a moment I made myself reply. “Hi.” 

      “You know these girls?” The redhead asked suspiciously.

      “I’ve met her before.” She nodded toward me. Like the last time she seemed to understand my situation. She was choosing her words carefully. 

      “But she’s just a potential student.”

      “Oh, I didn’t know you were applying here.” Allie watched me. 

      “Yeah, that’s why I’m in New Orleans right now.” I slung words together without thinking about whether they fit. I had no idea who this redhead was.

      “Hailey is trustworthy.” Allie nodded toward the other girl. “Anything you want to say to me you can say to her.”

      Hailey’s mouth fell open. “Ok. Answers. Now.”

      “Is there somewhere we could talk?” Genevieve looked over her shoulder at a guy riding by on a bicycle. “Privately.”

      “Who are you guys?” Hailey narrowed her eyes. “What do you want with Allie?”

      “We can do private.” Allie ignored her friend. 

      Hailey clutched my arm. “If you plan to hurt her in any way, I will kill you.” 

      “What are you, her body guard?” Genevieve asked.

      “Not exactly, but I might as well be.”

      “So, uh, what are you?” Genevieve leaned in.

      “What am I?” Hailey crossed her arms. 

      “I mean I doubt the queen has a human body guard.”

      “Prospective students, huh?” Hailey glared at us. 

      “I thought it was a great cover.” Genevieve smiled, and Hailey laughed. I’d never noticed how good Genevieve was at breaking tension.

      “Come with us.” Allie pointed down the sidewalk. “Let’s talk in the car.” 

      “What are you doing, Allie?” Hailey shot me an annoyed glance. “We can’t trust these girls.”

      “They’re just humans. What trouble could they cause?” 

      “Let’s hope those aren’t your famous last words.” 

      Allie laughed. “They won’t be.” She started walking, and we followed her as she continued over to a lavender Land Rover.

      “Levi wouldn’t like this.”

      Allie turned back. “Levi doesn’t need to know about a little girl talk.” She winked at me before continuing on to the road.

      “Pretty.” I was a fan of purple. Not that I’d choose it as the color of my car.

      “Yeah, don’t even start on it.” She unlocked the doors and stepped into the driver’s side. 

      “Her dad gave it to her when she graduated high school,” Hailey explained with a smile. 

      “Nice graduation gift. I got concert tickets.” Genevieve slid into the back seat. Hailey followed.

      “Uh, where do you want me to go?” I waited at the side of the car. 

      “The front.” Hailey pointed toward the front. “You are the one who needed to talk to Allie, weren’t you?”

      “Yes. Absolutely.” I hurried around and got into the passenger seat. 

      “You don’t want us sitting behind you, huh?” Genevieve asked. I turned to look at her, was she trying to egg them on?

      Hailey shrugged. “Can you blame me?” 

      “I’m sorry about your mate.” Allie held onto the wheel.

      “It’s not your fault. You tried.”

      “Where is he? He wasn’t captured.”

      “No he wasn’t.”

      “But you are here to talk to me. Which means you probably need something.”

      I was sure she got that a lot. People showing up to talk to her because they needed help. “How are you feeling?”

      She smiled. “Ok. You were right by the way.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      “Right about what?” Hailey leaned forward between the seats. 

      “I’ll explain later. That’s not why Mary Anne is here.”

      “Then why is she? Or rather why are they here?”

      “Gage isn’t really my mate. Not officially.” I hoped I wasn’t making things worse.

      “Okay…” Allie released the wheel and looked at me.

      “But I love him. I really love him.”

      “She does.” Genevieve leaned forward. “I can vouch for her.”

      “No vouching necessary.” Allie smiled. “But why all the charades?”

      “Up until a few weeks ago we were college students heading home for the holidays.”

      Allie nodded.

      “But then a wolf jumped in front of our truck. We ended up stranded in the snow.”

      “You’re telling her it was a wolf right away? I guess you’re getting better at telling this story,” Genevieve interjected.

      “What kind of wolf? A Dire?” Hailey asked. “I assume this is all going to relate to the attack at the courthouse.”

      “There was no attack,” I quickly explained.

      “She knows. “ Allie nodded again. “Go ahead, continue.”

      “It was a Dire, and then I met the Alpha who recognized me from his dreams and wanted me to stay and become his mate. We tried to run but got captured by evil witches.”

      “Another interesting change. Evil, not psycho. Nice.” Genevieve pointed at me. 

      I narrowed my eyes.

      “Sorry. Just saying.”

      “What happened?” Allie gestured for me to continue. 

      “They almost killed him, but the Alpha gave me a choice. He said he’d save Gage if I agreed to be his mate and stay with him.” Confusion and hurt swirled around my head as I told this part of the story.

      “Wait.” Allie looked at me. “Wait a second.”

      I knew what was coming. It was a risk to reveal their secret, but she needed to know. She needed to know everything if we wanted any chance of getting help. “You can just ask.”

      “Did he turn him?”

      “Yes.”

      “But that’s not possible.” Hailey’s voice rose slightly. “Shifters can’t make other shifters.”

      “A Dire Alpha can.” I felt guilty revealing it, but it was the only way.

      There was complete silence, so I continued. “And he did, only it’s not done.”

      “What do you mean?” Allie asked.

      “Hunter didn’t finish it, and Gage is going to die if he doesn’t.” Tears welled up in my eyes. 

      “Are you sure?” Allie touched my arm lightly. “Are you sure that’s true?”

      I shook my head. “No. I’m not sure of anything anymore, but I think so. Even he seems to finally believe it.”

      “Where is he?”

      “Waiting. I wouldn’t let him come.”

      “That was a smart move. I would have knocked him out before he got to her.” Hailey grinned.

      “You must be a whole lot stronger than you look.” I took another glance at her slim and tall figure. 

      “I am. So is Allie.”

      I took another look. “I’m not.”

      Allie laughed. “Honest.”

      “I am trying to be.” I needed Allie to understand. We needed her help. “I’m also desperate.”

      “What is it that you want me to do?” She seemed puzzled. 

      I took a deep breath. “Help me get Hunter out.”

      “You expect the queen to free a prisoner?” She put a hand to her throat.

      “The hunt makes no sense. The Dires aren’t evil. At least no worse than any other shifters.” 

      “That’s not true. Fielding is one of the deadliest men out there.” Hailey’s expression darkened. 

      “Who is that?”

      “You don’t know?” Hailey studied me.

      I sighed. “Does it look like I know the names of all the remaining Dires?”

      “You’ve spent a lot of time with his brother, so I assumed you knew something.”

      “Wait. Hunter’s brother? The one who gave him the scar?”

      “What scar? The Alpha has scars?” Genevieve was interested again.

      “A large one across his face and his chest. His brother did it. He’d tried to kill him.”

      “Do you know why?”

      “His brother, I guess Fielding, wanted to be Alpha and wanted to take over The Society.”

      Allie shook her head. “I love how you say that calmly.”

      “That’s how Hunter said it. Calmly.”

      “An Alpha Dire calm? I doubt that.” Hailey raised an eyebrow. 

      “Can we stop with the stereotypes?”

      “Yes, please. It’s getting old.” Genevieve chimed in.

      “How did you get roped into all of this?” Hailey asked her.

      “She wanted my computer skills.”

      “For what?”

      “To hack into The Society.”

      “There’s nothing to hack.” Hailey wrinkled her nose. 

      “Exactly, but I did help find Allie.”

      “Wait… what?”

      “I looked at your texts, figured out your plans for the day.” Genevieve shrugged. “No evil intensions, just needed to find you.”

       “I’m going to pretend that doesn’t completely freak me out.”

      “It should. Probably need better security on your phone. I can help with that if you want,” Genevieve offered.

      Allie rested her chin on her hand, and she seemed to be considering the offer. “I’ll talk to my husband about it.”

      “Your husband, the king. Is that weird?” Genevieve asked. “I mean being married to a king?”

      “Not anymore. Plus I was dating him when he was only a prince so it was a gradual process.”

      ‘You’re right, Mary Anne. She is cool.”

      Allie laughed. “Glad I made a good impression.”

      “So?” I took a chance and pushed. “Will you help us?”

      “I can’t break them out, but I can look into why he is being held. I’ll talk to Levi and see what I can do.” She seemed pensive. “Unless you want to talk to him yourself.”

      “Talk to the king?” I coughed. “Are you kidding?”

      “You are talking to the queen.” Hailey folded her arms across her chest. “She’s just as important.”

      “But she’s human.”

      “So. I’m a Pteron, and I don’t freak you out.”

      “You’re a crow shifter?” Genevieve asked. “What does that mean? Do you turn into a bird?”

      Hailey laughed. “No, we haven’t done that in centuries. We have a humanoid shifted form.”

      “Oh, so human with wings?”

      “Exactly.”

      “But you can fly?”

      “I can.”

      “That’s awesome!” Genevieve’s eyes twinkled. I felt the same way. If I got to choose a super power it would be flight. 

      “It is.”

      “Do you fly with your husband?” I asked Allie. I didn’t want her feeling left out.

      “Yes. It’s something we enjoy.”

      “Do you really think we should talk to the king?”

      “I should probably talk to him first.”

      “Where should we wait?”

      “How about we meet at The Boot tomorrow morning?” Allie suggested. 

      “Where’s that?”

      “Right off campus. Near Broadway. It’s the unofficial campus bar.”

      “Ok…” A campus bar? That was where they wanted to meet? It sounded crazy, but hadn’t Genevieve just explained that all worthwhile ideas started that way?

      “And bring Gage.” Allie put her hands on the wheel. 

      “Wait, what?” I hadn’t expected that. “Do you expect us to walk right into a trap?”

      “It’s not a trap. Not at all.” She turned to look at me. “I promise.”

      “Then why do I need to bring him?” I wanted to give her the benefit of the doubt, but I wasn’t going to simply turn him over to The Society. That was insane. 

      “I understand your apprehension.” She nodded. “But, if you want our help, we need yours.”

      “And you think Gage can help?” I narrowed my eyes. 

      “We thought Dires were near extinct.” Hailey leaned toward the front. “It would be helpful to speak with him.”

      “Because you’ve been hunting them.”

      “It’s not so black and white. Remember you’re getting your information from a biased source.”

      “So are you.” And that was the problem. Everything was a mess because of lack of communication. 

      “I’m not going to deny that, but Gage is important.”

      “Important because it means Dires can change humans… that can’t be good.” For him or the Dires. At the moment I was specifically worried about him. 

      “Levi is a very reasonable king. He’s not as scary as he wants people to believe.”

      Hailey laughed. “Not at all.”

      “Do you know him well?” Hailey seemed to be close friends with Allie, but what did that mean about the king?

      “I’ve known him my whole life. My brother is his best friend.” Hailey sounded proud. 

      I had no idea how anything worked with the Pterons, but I assumed there was some sort of hierarchy. Every society had one. “Oh. Ok.”

      “You’ll probably meet him if you stick around here long enough. He’s usually with Levi.”

      “Ok…” I was hoping to avoid sticking around long, but I wasn’t admitting that yet. 

      “You think you can find your way back this time? To wherever you were really coming from?”

      I laughed. “We weren’t really lost.”

      “I know.” Hailey shook her head. “I didn’t believe it even before I found out you’d met Allie previously.”

      “Hey, I thought we were convincing.” Genevieve put a hand to her chest.

      “Sorry, nope.” Hailey opened her door. “We’ll see you tomorrow at ten a.m.”

      “At The Boot. See you both then.” I opened my door and got out. I met Genevieve on the curb, and we watched Allie drive away.

      “That just happened.” I watched the purple car disappear around the bend. 

      “Yes, that just happened.” Genevieve linked her arm with mine.
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      I’d been waiting forever. At least it felt that way while I stood waiting for Mary Anne and Genevieve to meet us at the levee. I wasn’t sure if my hat and sunglasses were going to hide my identity from anyone, but I wasn’t about to wait miles away in the woods while Mary Anne put herself at risk to help me. 

      “You’re a lucky S.O.B., you know that?” Denny took a swig from his flask. He held it out to me but I shook my head. I didn’t need alcohol muddling my reactions or mind.

      “Why am I lucky exactly?” I assumed he wasn’t referring to my half-changed status.

      “You have someone who cares about you like that.” He took another swig before pocketing the flask. 

      “Mary Anne?”

      “Who else would I mean?” He looked behind him. I wasn’t the only paranoid one. 

      “I am lucky, and I don’t deserve her.” No reason to pretend otherwise. It didn’t mean I was planning to give her up though. I’d make myself the kind of man who deserved her. 

      “You don’t.”

      “Aren’t you going to lecture me on her belonging with Hunter?” He’d acted like he didn’t care, but I knew his true motivations would come out eventually. 

      “I already told you I don’t care as long as you end the hunt. She loves you, not him. And call me sentimental but that means something.”

      “She needs to live.” Everything else aside, her survival was the most important goal. I wanted to live too, but she was still human. She had a chance at a normal life. 

      “She will.”

      “Even if I die.”

      “You’re not dying. We’ll get Hunter out.”

      “That doesn’t mean he’ll finish changing me.” I had no guarantee. He wanted Mary Anne; he wouldn’t be sad to get me out of the way.

      “I’m making the promise on his behalf. He’s honorable. Besides, he knows it.”

      “Knows what?”

      Denny shook his head. “That she loves you. It pisses him off and he might try to deny it, but he knows it’s true.”

      “And that changes anything?” Hunter didn’t strike me as the type to care. He was an Alpha. He could have or take anything he wanted. I felt a growl rising up inside. A burning heat. He couldn’t have her. She was mine. My Dire voice was different from my human one, but I knew it was mine. My two halves were growing closer in a way that the other Dires had never described. 

      “It does.”

      “Where are they?” I glanced at my wrist even though I’d lost my watch days before. “It’s been too long.”

      “We don’t know how long the meeting will be, if they even have it. It could be a good sign if it’s taking a while.”

      “You actually think that?” I adjusted the brim of my new hat. 

      “Yes. I want to free my pack. You know this is important to me too.”

      “I know.” I nodded. Denny was far more tolerable than the rest of the pack. Of all the guys to be stuck with, I was glad it was him. 

      “We can’t stay here too much longer though. We may be spotted.”

      “We can’t leave. They won’t be able to find us.”

      “She has a phone. We can reach her.” He tapped his own phone in his jeans pocket.

      “What if they take away her phone?” If the meeting went bad, that might be the first thing they’d do. 

      “Great point. If that happens, what’s the chance she’s going to show up here anyway?”

      “It’s not the case. She’s fine.” I said it for my benefit rather than his. He wasn’t the one worrying. 

      “We give it another few minutes and then we walk. We don’t have to go far.” 

      “We won’t go far. I can promise you that.”

      He laughed. “You’re a lovesick fool, you know that?”

      “At least you acknowledge it. Genevieve thinks I’m messing around with her or something.”

      “Do you blame her for thinking that?” He did another 360 scan of the area. 

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Just that.” 

      “Is it that improbable that I could love someone?” I did my own scan. Where were they?

      “I barely know you, yet I can already tell you what kind of man you were as a human.”

      “Oh, can you?” I turned back toward him. “I didn’t realize I was that easy to characterize.” 

      “A playboy. The type that went through women as often as you changed clothes.”

      “Not quite that often.” He wasn’t too far off. It wasn’t all my fault though. 

      “But you went through them?”

      “Yes.” It wasn’t something I was proud of, but the women I attracted seemed to want that. It’s not like they were calling me for second dates.

      “So why are you surprised that Genevieve doubts your feelings? It’s easier to believe someone hasn’t changed than to believe they have.” He was right, but I didn’t want to believe him. “But that shouldn’t matter. Worry about whether Mary Anne believes it.”

      “I hope she does.”

      “I’d make sure of it.”

      “Or what? She’ll leave me for Hunter?”

      “No. I doubt that, but she deserves to know. The girl has been through a lot.”

      “I know.” No one needed to remind me of that. 

      “It isn’t all your fault.” He started to walk, and I reluctantly followed. Hopefully Mary Anne wouldn’t be too mad. 

      I walked as slow as possible to stall him. “Is there a confession in there?”

      “You already know why you crashed, right?”

      “I do.”

      “So what other confession are you waiting for?”

      “I don’t know.” I put a hand on my forehead. “I keep thinking there is something I am missing. Something else happened that night I’m forgetting.”

      “Have you talked to Mary Anne about it?”

      I shook my head. “No. I don’t want to freak her out any more. Besides, we’re better off focusing on moving forward rather than looking back.”

      “Unless looking back is the answer.”

      “Come on, what are you even talking about?” I stopped. 

      He stopped next to me. “Just that everything is a mess, and I can’t help thinking there is more to the story.”

      “You think I’m holding out on you?” I’d have no reason to be. 

      “No. I don’t.” He shook his head. 

      “Then what are you implying?”

      “Just that we might find answers if we look back. Something isn’t adding up. You aren’t the only one having doubts about that night.”

       “Do Dires have the ability to time travel?”

      He chuckled. “Not at all.” He stuffed his hands in his pockets. 

      “Then how is that supposed to help us?”

      “It isn’t. It’s just a thought.”

      “Keep having those helpful thoughts.”

      I turned back to where we had come from to make sure Mary Anne wasn’t looking for us. She couldn’t be too much longer. 

      I saw them from a mile away. “They’re here.” I sprinted back without worrying about whether Denny followed.

      “Hey.” Mary Anne smiled and walked right into my arms. 

      “How’d it go?” I greedily pulled her against me, allowing the wave of relief to move over me before worrying about reality. “Does the smile have to do with the meeting or with seeing me?”

      “Both.” She put her hand on my chest. “Although you might not like everything that we discussed.”

      “Uh oh.” Denny leaned over. “That doesn’t sound good.”

      “She’s being over dramatic. It’s not a big deal.” Genevieve sounded less than convincing. 

      “Over dramatic?” Mary Anne raised an eyebrow. “Neither of them are going to like it.”

      “Spit it out.” Denny huffed. “I’m not one for waiting.”

      “Okay.” Mary Anne let out a deep breath. “Allie suggested we all go see the king together.”

      “Go see the king?” I repeated her words, convinced I must have misheard her. 

      “What good is that going to do?” Denny asked. “Do you want us all locked up?”

      Mary Anne wrung her hands. “Of course not.” 

      “We’re not going to break into this prison easily. We don’t even know where it is. Technology is not our friend.” Genevieve put a hand on her hip. “Allie thinks we might be able to reach a deal.” 

      “Yes, because that’s likely.” I appreciated their optimism, but it was naive. The king wasn’t negotiating anything with us. 

      “If nothing else we might get more information.”

      “And we’ll get locked up.” Denny crossed his arms. “It’s a bad idea.”

      “I thought you guys were strong.” Genevieve rocked back on her heels. 

      “We are.” Denny puffed out his chest, and in any other situation it would have been humorous. 

      “Then stay alert. Don’t allow yourselves to get locked up.” Genevieve rolled her eyes. 

      “Easier said than done.”

      “Then why bother with the whole macho, I’m so strong stuff? If you’re too weak to do anything about it, you might as well throw in the towel.”

      I felt a growl grow inside again. “I’m not too weak.”

      “Then stop being so afraid. You can defend yourself. We need you to come to show we are willing to uphold our end of things. Besides, you didn’t like the idea of Mary Anne seeing the queen without you. Do you really want her seeing the king alone?” Genevieve leaned toward me slightly.

      “No.” Damn it. She got me right at my weak spot, but there was an even simpler solution. “I don’t want any of us seeing the king.”

      Mary Anne let out a deep breath. “I’m meeting them either way. I don’t want you to die.”

      “You make it sound so simple. Nothing is black and white.” I was learning that more and more each day.

      “I’m not pretending it is simple, but it’s all we’ve got right now.”

      “When are we supposed to meet them?” Part of me expected her to say immediately.

      “Tomorrow at ten a.m.”

      “Isn’t that a random time?” I asked. “Aren’t they more night people?”

      “You think we know?” Genevieve rolled her eyes again. She did that entirely too much. 

      “Fine, then let’s get food and talk about it.” Denny started to pull out his flask, but then let go of it. 

      “Where are we getting food?” Mary Anne asked. 

      “I know a place where no one will bother us.” Denny smiled.

      I shrugged, a place where no one bothered us sounded perfect. “Ok, sounds good to me.”

      

      No one even looked at us as we walked into the dingy bar. It was a total hole-in-the-wall, complete with peeling paint on the walls and low light. Denny was right about one thing. No one would bother us there. 

      “Are you sure they serve food here?” Mary Anne whispered.

      “Yes. But it’s not the kind of place that has menus.”

      I kept Mary Anne and Genevieve close as I followed Denny toward the long wooden bar. He went right up to the bartender.

      The man with a long gray beard looked up. “Been a long time since you’ve been in here.”

      “Years, yet you don’t seem surprised to see me.”

      “I’m not.” The bartender leaned forward on the bar. “There aren’t too many Dires out there to be causing trouble.”

      “You’ve heard?”

      “Who hasn’t heard?” 

      “I didn’t realize the news spread that fast.” Denny took a seat on a stool. “I’d have thought The Society would have wanted to keep a lid on it.”

      “Oh they tried, but you know how these things go.”

      “I do.” Denny rested his elbows on the bar. “I brought some friends.”

      “I see that. Two pretty ones and what’s with the fella who looks like he’s going to hurt someone?”

      Denny laughed. “That’s Gage. He’s new to the Dire world.”

      “Ah, Hunter changed one?”

      “Not by choice.”

      I hoped Denny knew what he was doing spilling secrets to a random bartender. He had better have been trustworthy. 

      “What can I do for you?”

      “We need to eat and a place to sleep for tonight.”

      “Hiding out in the city?”

      “Hiding in plain sight.”

      “I see. You are welcome to both here.”

      “What can I get for you pretty ladies?” He looked at both Mary Anne and Genevieve.

      “Oh, anything,” Mary Anne quickly answered.

      “That doesn’t narrow down the choices. I know your friends here want some meat.”

      “She wants chicken fingers.” I took a guess. If she liked chicken nuggets maybe she’d like those.

      Mary Anne nodded. “Do you have those?”

      “Of course. It’s a specialty of the house.”

      I doubted there were too many specialties here, but I kept that thought to myself.

      “I’ll have the same,” Genevieve added. 

      “Fries or chips?”

      “Fries,” both girls answered at once.

      “Why don’t you all take a seat? I’ll take care of it.”

      “Thanks, Carl.” Denny stood up.

      “Anytime.” 

      I stepped back and let Denny lead the way again. I wasn’t sure if there were any unwritten rules about what tables were available. I didn’t have much experience dealing with bars like the one we were in, paranormal or otherwise. I had a feeling Mary Anne and Genevieve didn’t either, but neither seemed uncomfortable. I guess compared to everything else, the bar wasn’t that strange. 

      Denny pulled out two chairs at a table in the back corner beside the bar, and gestured for Mary Anne and Genevieve to sit. 

      “Thanks.” Genevieve smiled and sat down. He pushed in her chair. 

      Either he was into her, or he was suddenly showing his gentleman side. I sat down next to Mary Anne. I figured she wasn’t going to appreciate me pushing her in. She was the type of girl who liked to do that kind of stuff herself. 

      “Nice guess on what I would eat.” 

      “You like chicken.” Gage shrugged. 

      “It’s a nice change of pace.”

      “That I actually know what you like?” I wasn’t sure if that was supposed to be a snub or a compliment.

      “That you’re the one who knows something about me. I’m usually the weird one who knows too much.”

      “You’re not weird, and you don’t know too much about me.”

      She smiled. “I am weird, but I’ll accept your word for the second part.”

      “All right, back to serious things.” Denny leaned in. “Do you really think we should meet with the king?”

      “Yes.” Mary Anne answered immediately. “What other choice do we have?”

      “Find another way to get them out.”

      “And then what? We get Hunter and the others out and miraculously things change? You’ll still be running for your life.” Mary Anne straightened her shoulders. 

      “Why do you care?” Denny watched her closely. “You get Hunter out, he helps Gage, and you’re done.”

      “We all know that’s not true. I’m not done until we end the hunt.” She sighed. 

      “And you really believe that’s going to happen by having a heart to heart with a king who despises us? He’d rather we didn’t exist.”

      “Possibly. I think it’s all a misunderstanding.”

      Denny let out a loud laugh. “Oh, isn’t that something. A misunderstanding?”

      “Apologize to her.” I glared at him. “She doesn’t deserve your mocking.”

      “I’m not mocking her.” Then his face fell. “Ok, I was. I apologize, but your hopelessly naïve. It isn’t your fault, but it also isn’t my problem.”

      “Then what other ideas do you have?” She crossed her arms.

      I put a hand behind her chair. I stayed quiet. I wasn’t going to step on her toes. 

      “I don’t have any others.”

      “Exactly.” Genevieve took off her sweatshirt, revealing a black t-shirt with a smiling pug. 

      “Appropriate.” Denny nodded toward her.

      “What?”

      “Your shirt. It’s a dog.”

      “Oh.” Understanding crossed her face. “That wasn’t intentional.”

      “I figured it wasn’t.”

      “So we’re really going to do this?” I asked as I got a whiff of raw meat. Carl had moved fast.

      “I guess so. We have no other choice.” Denny let out a slow deep breath. 

      “Let’s hope we don’t regret it.”
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      My life was from the pages of Moby Dick. At least that’s how I felt as I rolled around on the ancient mattress in the room above the bar. I’d read the classic when Hunter gave me his copy to borrow, and I couldn’t help but think I might as well have been in a rented room in an inn from the nineteen century for how old the furnishings appeared. However, unlike Ishmael, I knew the man sleeping next to me.

      “You okay, babe?” Gage whispered in my ear.

      “I’m fine. Sorry I’ve been rolling around so much.” 

      “Don’t apologize.” 

      I rolled over so I was looking at him. “Do you think Genevieve is okay?”

      “She’s with Denny. She’ll be fine.”

      “Was I a bad person for taking her up on the offer to stay with you?”

      “No. Absolutely not.” He kissed my forehead.

      “And you’re not saying that because you wanted alone time with me?”

      “Nope. You really didn’t see it, did you?” He ran his hand down my arm.

      “See what?”

      “Come on, Mary Anne. The two have been ready to jump each other since they met.”

      “Wait. You don’t? You think she wanted to spend the night in a room with him?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know for sure, but she seemed perfectly happy to offer.”

      I laughed. “I totally missed that.”

      “That’s okay. I love your innocence.”

      “I think you took my innocence already.”

      “Hey, I didn’t take your virginity.” He ran his lips down my shoulder.

      “I wish you had.” It would have been far better than my first experience. 

      “I wish you would have told me how you felt sooner.”

      I swatted at him. “No fair. I had no reason to think you shared the feelings.”

      “Can’t turn back the clock, so focus on the positive. I am the first Dire you’ve ever slept with. Or the first non-human for that matter.”

      “That’s true.” I ran my hand down the side of his face. “I’m in bed with a man who’s not human. I guess that makes you even more exotic than Queequeg.”

      “Then who?”

      “It’s a character from Moby Dick.” I realized how ridiculously nerdy I sounded, but I didn’t care. I wasn’t embarrassed in front of Gage anymore. He seemed to embrace all my weird quirks. 

      “Should I ask why you’re thinking about that book right now?”

      “It’s just the ambiance.”

      “Okay…”

      “But that doesn’t matter. I’m glad we get some time together.”

      “Met too.” He brushed his lips against mine.

      “We aren’t in a bed together very often.”

      “Not nearly enough.”

      I took his hand in mine. “This bed isn’t the best, but it’s something.”

      “It’s not our sleeping bag.” He laughed.

      “No, nothing can beat that.”

      I ran my hand up and down his bare chest.

      He let out a deep breath. “Your touch feels incredible, but it’s also torture.”

      “Why is it torture?”

      “Because I want you so bad it hurts.”

      “And that’s a problem because?”

      “I guess it isn’t right now.” He slipped his hand underneath my shirt. I was only sleeping in a t-shirt. I needed a break from my jeans. 

      “It’s dark in here so I won’t be reminded of how creepy and old this room is.”

      “I assure you, I’ll make you forget.” He pulled my shirt up over my head and left it with the sleeves around my wrists. 

      “You’re really good at that.”

      “I know I am.” He kissed my neck and moved his lips down over my chest, stopping at the spot between my breasts. “I’m really good.”

      My body pulsed with excitement. I let everything else go. The stress and fear fell away, and I focused on the feel of his lips. I waited anxiously as he unclasped my bra. He pulled it up to join my shirt. I felt more exposed than usual with my hands trapped inside my sleeves.

      His lips claimed one of my breasts, his teeth lightly grazing my nipple. I moaned.

      His hand slipped down over my stomach and he slipped a finger inside the waistband of my underwear. Without releasing my breast, he slid down my underwear agonizingly slow. I kicked them off as soon as they reached my feet.

      He laughed. “A little anxious are you?”

      “More than a little.”

      He moved up over me. “I’m always anxious for you.”

      “I want to touch you.” Having my arms over my head felt sexy, but I wanted to touch him.

      “Not yet. I’m not ready.” He slipped his free hand between my legs, and I eagerly opened up to him. I closed my eyes and leaned my head back. I moaned again. 

      “Still want to touch me?” His lips brushed against my ear. I opened my eyes, surprised he was so close.

      “Yes.” He released my hands and slipped off my shirt. I immediately ran my hand down his chest before taking him in my hand.

      He groaned. “Mary Anne.”

      “Two can play at this game.”

      He laughed again. “I’ll play this game anytime you want.”

      I stroked him until he stilled me. “Are you ready for me?”

      “I always am.”

      “Good.” He positioned himself over me, and I waited with bated breath.

      “I love you.” He thrust inside me. There was nothing gentle about his movements, and I urged him on. I wanted him to fill me. To make me forget everything and everyone. In those moments there was only us, and we were fused together as one. 

      He sped up his movements faster and faster, and I held onto his back. His lips moved down to my neck. I moaned as he found a sensitive spot.

      “Mine.” His lips tightened on my neck. 

      I felt an intense sting followed by a burst of euphoria like nothing I’d ever experienced. I could feel, see, and taste it. I pulled him closer, needing more.

      “Mine,” he repeated his possessive word, and I didn’t mind. I was his. I’d always been his, only he didn’t know it until now.

      He moved his full length inside me harder and faster until I could barely hold it together. “Gage!” I yelled out his name without thinking about the thin walls and our friends on the other side. I couldn’t think about anything other than the sensations surrounding and filling me completely. 

      He pushed me over the edge, and moments later he shuddered, reaching his own release. I felt it. Not just in the way he pulsed inside me. I felt it in my veins. I moaned. It was like another orgasm all of its own. 

      I opened my eyes to find him staring into mine. “Gage?”

      “I didn’t mean it.” He was still inside of me, but his face was a mask of shock. He gently stroked my neck.

      “What do you mean? Did you give me a hicky or something?” I touched my neck where his hand was. It was slightly sore. 

      “Not exactly.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked even though reality was dawning on me. I’d felt his orgasm. We were connected in some weird new way.

      “I claimed you, Mary Anne. I made you my mate.”

      “Like that? You did it just like that?” I touched my neck again. We’d mated? We were really connected in that kind of official way? I felt another wave of euphoria. This was right. Everything was going to be okay. 

      “I’m so sorry.” He started to pull out.

      I stopped him and pulled him back down on top of me. “I’m glad.”

      “Why? Now you’re stuck with me.”

      “Stuck with you?” I cupped his face in my hand. “I was with you for good before this. Now it’s simple. You can’t get rid of me.”

      “Hunter. What’s he going to say?”

      “Are you really going to worry about that now? We’re about to break him out and end the hunt.”

      “We are.” 

      “Glad you finally agree.”

      “You’re mine now. Hunter can’t have you.”

      He also might not change him. That thought briefly flittered through my head, but I pushed it away. That was impossible. All I had to do was end the hunt. If only that was simple.

      He kissed me before pulling out and rolling on to his side. “How do you feel? I should have asked that first, but now is better than never.”

      “I feel wonderful.” Despite my nerves with Hunter, I felt great. I felt whole in a way I’d never felt before.

      “Good.” He kissed me lightly. “Then I should probably let you get some sleep.”

      “Only if you hold me.”

      He pulled me into his arms. “As if I wouldn’t.” 

      I closed my eyes and snuggled against him. We might not get another night alone together for a long time. I was going to enjoy every last second of it. 

      

      

      I was still on a high the next morning when we sat down for breakfast. Carl had fixed large plates of eggs for Genevieve and me, and raw meat for the Dires. 

      Genevieve picked at her food, but I didn’t notice any signs she’d had an eventful night. I wondered if there was any truth to Gage’s suggestion after all. 

      We all ate silently, but Gage and I kept exchanging glances. Mating with him had changed things. I felt so much closer. 

      “Thanks for the food and housing.” Denny broke the silence to thank Carl when he walked over to check on us.

      “Yes, we appreciate it.” I set down my fork. 

      “No problem. Don’t be such strangers.”

      Denny nodded. “Hopefully next time we won’t in this kind of situation.”

       We left the bar to head over to The Boot. I was starting to regret eating my whole plate when my stomach began doing somersaults. The combination of the food and nerves wasn’t a good one. 

      This wasn’t going to go well. I might have been the one pushing for the meeting, but that didn’t mean I was ready for it. If we’d had another option, I would have eagerly jumped on it. I wasn’t sure what I was most afraid of. The king might try to take Gage, or Gage and Denny might do something to upset the king and undermine everything. I trusted Gage, but he was temperamental. I wasn’t sure how much of that was being a Dire and how much was that he wasn’t fully changed. I hoped it was the latter because it meant it was only temporary. 

      “Are you sure she said to meet here?” Gage asked suspiciously as we neared the bar. “This doesn’t exactly look like the type of place royalty would hang out.” It was a simple red building located right off Tulane’s campus without much to say for it. From the outside it appeared deserted. 

      “I’m sure. It sounded strange, but I assumed they wanted to do this on the down low.” That was the only explanation I could come up with. It also explained the random time. 

      “Or it’s a trap. One or the other.” Genevieve shrugged. “Impossible to tell.”

      “You are one of the strangest humans I’ve ever met.” Denny shook his head.

      “Thank you, I think.” Genevieve stopped right near the entrance. 

      “You are thanking me for calling you strange?” Denny raised an eyebrow. 

      “Yes. That shouldn’t surprise you.”

      “Maybe I’m wrong about human women.”

      “Oh I’m sure you’re not wrong. Most aren’t like us.” She gestured to me. “I’m sure you already know Mary Anne is as strange as me.”

      “I didn’t notice, but then again, she does like this guy.” Denny pointed a thumb at Gage.

      “I think we were both insulted.” Gage slung an arm around me.

       I snuggled into his comfortable embrace. “Sounds like it.”

      “If anything goes wrong, you run.” Gage locked eyes with mine. “You understand?”

      “The same goes for you.” I was worried about his safety more than mine. I didn’t know the king and queen well, but I doubted they’d hurt a human without a reason. At least the queen wouldn’t. 

      “You know I’m not leaving you behind.”

      “Then why should I leave you?” I wasn’t going to let him throw his life away. It was just as important as mine. 

      He groaned. “We’ve been over this. One of us has a guarantee at life, the other doesn’t.”

      “Then let’s focus on getting you that guarantee, okay?”

      “Let’s focus on everyone staying alive and together.” Genevieve moved her zipper up and down the zipper track of her sweatshirt. 

      “Perfect plan.” I was increasingly more grateful about our decision to bring Genevieve in. I didn’t like that she was in danger, but she made everything easier. It was selfish, but I also truly believed Genevieve was glad for the excitement. Evidently she’d been craving excitement more than I thought. 

      I took a deep breath and walked over to the door. Gage pulled back on my shoulder gently as if to stop me, but I shrugged him off. I was the one who set up the meeting. I was going in first. 

      The door opened easily. The bar was completely empty. No one sat at any of the wooden tables, and there was no bartender stationed behind the bar top that spanned the entire back wall of the room. If they were going for quiet and private, they were going to get it. I was positive that was exactly what they wanted. 

      “You think they’re going to show up?” Gage asked as his eyes scanned the room in the same way I had. 

      “I think so.” I was already worried that we’d stepped into a trap. Denny eyed the door, and I knew he’d be ready to pounce at any given moment. 

      A door next to the bar opened and Allie walked in with Levi right by her side. 

      “You showed up.” She gave me what I assumed was supposed to be a reassuring smile, but it didn’t help. I felt like a wobbly pile of gelatin. 

      Gage pulled me against his side, probably stopping me from falling over then and there on the floor. Despite everything we’d gone through, this was the confrontation I was dreading most. 

      “Welcome.” Levi smiled in an alarmingly bright way. “I hope you don’t mind the location, this seemed like a quiet place to talk.” He was relaxed and dressed far more casually than when I last saw him in the courthouse. He’d changed his suit for a collared shirt and a pair of khakis. 

      “This is fine.” No one else was talking so I decided to do it. I was surprised Genevieve wasn’t taking over again. She was completely silent by my side. The king seemed to be intimidating her more than the queen. 

      “And you must be Gage.” Levi held out a hand to him. “I understand you’ve had quite a busy few days.”

      “You could say that.” Gage warily accepted his outstretched hand. 

      Levi returned his hand to his side. “I’m glad you could make it.”

      “We didn’t see another choice.” Gage looked him square in the eye. 

      “You want to get your Alpha out.”

      “I want to protect Mary Anne, and I can’t do that if I’m dead.” He pulled me even closer to him. 

      “You’re newly changed.” Levi stepped toward Gage. “I had no idea an Alpha Dire could still do that.”

      “There’s a lot you don’t understand about the Dires,” Denny mumbled.

      “And you’re another member of the pack?” Levi stroked his chin. 

      “Yes.” Denny met his gaze head on. “It’s not a big pack, so we value each and every member.”

      “We have no plans to hurt Gage or you.”

      “Then what do you want with us?” Denny crossed his arms. “Clearly you want something or you wouldn’t have required Gage to show up.”

      “We’re here to talk, aren’t we?” Levi gestured for us to take seats at a long wooden table.

      “We’re here to make a deal.” Genevieve broke her silence.

      Levi smiled. “And you must be the loyal friend.”

      “That’s one way to describe me.”

      “How did you get tied into this whole mess?” He pulled out a chair for Allie. She sat down, and he sat right next to her.

      “Don’t ask.” Genevieve sat down diagonal from him across the table, and I took the spot next to her, leaving only Gage and Denny standing. 

      “Ok, I won’t.” Levi chuckled. “Won’t you join us?” He gestured to the guys.

      “If you insist.” Gage sat down beside me, while Denny went over to sit on the other side of Genevieve. 

      “All right, let’s talk.” Levi put his hands down in front of him on the table.
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      “We may be able to find a mutually beneficial solution to our problem.” Levi domineered the conversation, and I let him at first. I wanted to know his thoughts before I replied with any of my own. “But you may not like it.”

      “I don’t like anything about our situation right now, so you might as well tell us.”

      “You are aware that your Alpha has a twin brother?”

      I nodded. “Yes. Fielding.” Denny had filled me in a little.

      “And you know about his past transgressions and realize the kind of destruction and violence he’s capable of?”

      “We’re aware he’s dangerous.” Mary Anne put a hand on my leg.

      “That’s putting it mildly, but the bottom line is I need you to bring him in.”

      I could barely concentrate. I was so hyper aware of Mary Anne now that it was difficult to focus on anything else. At least I felt better. I felt stronger than ever, and I was beginning to wonder if the whole not completely changed thing was just BS. 

      “Gage?” Mary Anne spoke my name loudly.

      “Sorry, yes?”

      Levi smiled. “Are we interrupting something? A daydream perhaps?”

      “No.” I shook my head. 

      “Do you understand what I’m suggesting?” He watched me, and I realized he was waiting for my answer.

      I took a deep breath. “Let me get this straight. You want us to capture Fielding for you? In return you will remove all bounties from the Dires and let us live undisturbed?”

      “You were listening.” Levi gave a tentative smile. 

      “Of course I was. I didn’t respond right away because I’m at a loss for what to say.”

      “Why do you want us to do your dirty work?” Denny asked. “You’re The Society, shouldn’t you be capable of bringing him in yourself?”

      “Of course, if we could find him.”

      “Your intelligence is that good, eh?” Denny rested his elbow on the table.

      “If he’s that well-hidden, how do you expect us to find him then?” Mary Anne asked. 

      He smiled. “I expect your friend down there,” he pointed at Denny, “has plenty of connections. He’ll be able to find him.”

      “What are you going to do, put a tracker on us so you can take him in?”

      “Not exactly. That’s the sort of thing he’d be expecting. Besides, I’ll have less to explain to the shifter community if we catch him in the act.”

       “How do the shifters feel about you holding Dires for no crime?”

      “The Dires disturbed a tribunal and attacked Pterons. That provided plenty of evidence. It’s a short sentence, just like your sentence wasn’t to be long. Fieldling’s punishment should be forever. By the way, you do this and your sentence is revoked.”

      “I kind of assumed that, but how do you even know Fielding is that bad?” I asked what I believed was an obvious question. 

      “He’s bad.” Denny answered for him.

      “There you have it.” Levi waved his arm. “Or do you need details? Lists of people he’s murdered in his arrogant quest to take down The Society?”

      “Then why hold Hunter and the others if you know they aren’t bad?” Mary Anne folded her hands in her lap. “That undermines your whole argument of doing this for the greater good.”

      “Hunter isn’t perfect.”

      “I’m well aware.” She tiled her head to the side slightly. “But he isn’t evil in the way you describe Fielding. He doesn’t hurt people for sport.”

      “Fielding doesn’t either.” Denny leaned forward. “He’s just single minded in what he does. If someone gets in the way, he takes them out. He’s focused on only one goal.”

      “And that’s who we’re supposed to get?” Genevieve arched an eyebrow. “Does anyone else see a problem with them sending two human girls along to face this guy?”

      “They don’t have to go.” Allie spoke up. “I don’t want them getting hurt.” Worry crossed her face. 

      Levi turned to her and nodded. “Exactly. No one said anything about who needed to go, just that it needed to be done. If Mary Anne and Genevieve would like to stay here with us that can be arranged.”

      “Yes.” I nodded enthusiastically. “That’s the most reasonable suggestion you’ve made yet.”

      “Not a chance.” Mary Anne shook her head. “We’re going. You are not doing this alone.”

      “No offense, but how are you going to help?

      “She’s the one Fielding will be willing to see. Not us.” Denny leaned forward on his elbows. 

      “How would he even know about her?” I didn’t like thinking about the possibility that he even knew her name.

      “Because he’s been watching his brother. I guarantee it. Fielding would never stop monitoring Hunter.”

      “Then why haven’t we seen him?” My senses were stronger now. I would have noticed. 

      Denny didn’t seem so certain. “Because he doesn’t want to be seen. He also has plenty of people working for him. Paranormal and otherwise.”

      Goosebumps formed on Mary Anne’s arms. “Then that settles it. If I can be of any help at all, I’m going. Genevieve, you are welcome to stay here though.”

      “Are you kidding me?” Her eyes widened. “You think I’m hanging back while you three go off on this wild adventure?”

      “It’s not an adventure,” I quickly corrected. “It’s a dangerous mission.”

      “We’ll stay together. I’m not ditching my girl here.” She linked her arm with Mary Anne’s. 

      “Then it’s settled. You have three days to bring Fielding in. We’ll be waiting to receive him.”

      “What guarantees do we have that you’ll stick to your word?” I didn’t trust anyone or anything anymore. 

      “I thought you might ask that.” Levi turned over his shoulder. “Semi. You can come out now.”

      Semi strolled out through the door next to the bar. He was dressed in jeans and a clean shirt. There was no sign he was there against his will. 

      “Semi?” Denny sprang out of his chair. 

      “Wait. What’s going on?” I looked between Semi and Levi.

      “Semi is completely free. I invited him to stop by our meeting, but he can leave at any time.”

      “I don’t get it.” Why would Semi be free? 

      “I freed him as a show of good faith.”

      “Semi?” Denny looked at him. “What do you have to say about all of this?”

      “He says I’m free. Wish he would have chosen Marni instead, but that wasn’t an option.”

      Denny scowled. “Why not?”

      “Do you have feelings for the female Dire as well?” Levi turned to Denny.

      Denny gritted his teeth. “She’s my sister.”

      Levi laughed. “My mistake.”

      “How is she?” Denny turned to Semi.

      “Fine, and she’s been moved to nicer quarters.”

      “Good.” 

      Levi pulled out his phone, checked the screen, and then replaced it in his pocket. “And she’ll be out as soon as you bring Fielding in.”

      “I’ll help them.” Semi walked over to the table. “Might as well be of use now.”

      “No.” Denny shook his head. “I want you here, closer to Marni.”

      “Chet’s with her.”

      “He’s with her on the inside. I want you here on the outside.”

      Semi nodded. He was listening to Denny. That was an interesting twist to the hierarchy I didn’t know about. “May I make one other suggestion though?”

      “Sure.” Denny gestured for him to continue.

      “Take me and leave the newbie here.”

      “No. He’s not leaving Mary Anne’s side, and we need her to lure Fielding out.”

      “Why would he want Mary Anne?” Allie asked. “I don’t understand.”

      “He knows Hunter’s fascinated with her. He know she’s important. Otherwise Hunter wouldn’t be keeping her as his own.”

      “She’s not his.” I felt the growl again. It was worse now that I’d officially made her mine. 

      “Fielding doesn’t know that.”

      Levi stood and Allie followed. “I expect to see you within three days. If not we will apprehend Fielding ourselves and the deal is off.”

      “Why? Why does it have to be off?” Mary Anne wrung her hands.

      “Because this is business, and in business there are terms.”

      “I hate business.” Mary Anne scowled. 

      “So do I.” Allie smiled lightly before following Levi back out the basement entrance. 

      “So what now?” I asked. “Are we doing this?”

      “Yes.” Mary Anne stood up. “I’m willing to be bait.”

      I shook my head. “You won’t be bait.”

      “We have to make a stop first anyway, so we’ll have plenty of time to argue.” Denny pushed back his chair. 

      “What’s the stop?” I dared to ask.

      “We’re going to be paying another visit to the Sabers.”

      “Fantastic.” I stood and took Mary Anne’s hand. “My favorite kind of people.”
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      “Hello darling," Jocelyn greeted me warmly as though my showing up came as no surprise. She’d flung the door open within seconds of my knocking, which made it seem as though she’d been waiting. Had someone called ahead and warned her? We hadn’t seen or heard from either of the Sabers since they high tailed it from the camp as soon as a whiff of trouble arrived. 

      I slipped through the opening she left in the doorway. The drive to Tennessee had given me a ton of pent up nervous energy, and it made me pushier than I’d usually be. "This isn't a darling type meeting."

      Everyone looked at me with surprise, but I wasn't in the mood to play nice. Levi gave us three days, and considering we had no idea how hard it would be to find Fielding, I wasn’t in the mood for games. Especially games that involved me getting played. 

      "The last time we were together you were out with Hunter. How was your dinner?” Jocelyn followed me inside. 

      “The last time we were together you were running for the hills and leaving us to our own fate.” There was no reason to sugar coat it. They might have been able to help, but instead they helped themselves. I knew that was human nature, and likely shifters had that even more, but abandoning people when they needed help the most wasn’t acceptable in my book. 

      Her smile finally slipped from her face. “Sabers can't get involved with Dire business.”

      “Sure you can. You do it all the time.” Denny wore a fake smile of his own.

      “Is there a reason you are here now?” Her face hardened. Any pretense of friendliness was gone.

      “You tell me. You weren’t surprised to see us at all.”

      “I had a hunch I’d see your faces again.”

      “You knew we were coming today.” I put a hand on my hip. “Who told you?” The only other person who knew we were coming was Semi, but there was no reason for him to have called ahead.

      “I already told you, it was a hunch.” She opened the door to the basement. “Let’s continue this conversation downstairs.”

      Genevieve leaned in to whisper. “The basement? Are you sure that’s such a good idea?”

      “Oh, hello dear. I don’t believe we’ve met yet.” Jocelyn smiled at Genevieve. “Maybe you’re in a better mood than your friends.”

      “I’m afraid I’m in the exact same mood. I don’t do well with people who hide the truth from me.”

      “What truth?”

      “How did you know we were coming?” Gage gave her an intense stare. “Just tell us.”

      “A lady is allowed to have her secrets.”

      “Not when it puts my friends in danger.” My patience was wearing thin.

      “You know I have no interest in hurting you or your friends.” Her eyes set on mine. “Don’t pretend otherwise.”

      “How would I know that? As I said earlier, you ditched us.”

      “Self-preservation doesn’t mean I’d hurt you.”

      “It means you’d throw me under a bus for your own convenience.”

      “Whatever you want to believe, but I assume there’s a reason you are here. If you want to talk, we’ll do it downstairs.” She started down the stairs without another glance at us.

      We’d come this far already. I wasn’t about to turn around. I followed behind her, with Gage right behind me. 

      She waited for us by the bar. “Can I get anyone a drink?”

      “No thank you.” I could at least pretend to be polite if she was going to be.

      “Ok. Right to business then.”

      “That would be preferable.” Gage put a hand on the small of my back.

      “All right. How may I help you?” She took a seat on a bar stool, carefully tugging down on her dress to cover her legs. 

      “Where is Fielding?” Denny cut right to the chase.

      Jocelyn’s eyes widened for a moment, but then just as quickly her carefully guarded expression returned. “How would I know how to find him?”

      “Quit your bullshit, Jocelyn.” Denny stood right in front of her. "We need to find him.”

      She swatted the air with her hand. “Why on earth would you want to find that man?” She turned to Genevieve as though sharing girl talk. “Sexy as sin, but his personality doesn’t match at all.”

      “We’re not concerned with him sexiness.” I frowned. “We need to find him because it’s the only way to free Hunter. He was taken into custody by The Society when you conveniently left for your self-preservation.”

      “And why would you care about freeing Hunter?” She dropped down from the stool. “If I recall, you were more interested in this one right here.” She ran her manicured fingernails down Gage’s arm. He recoiled.

      “It’s the only way to end the hunt, and Gage is part of that now.”

      “And you want him to finish changing Gage. Don’t forget that detail.” She touched the air as though touching a button.

      “Exactly.”

      “I hardly think finding Fielding is the key to doing any of those things. There’s some bad blood between those brothers. He isn’t going to run to Hunter’s aid.”

      “But he’ll run to take what he believes belongs to his brother.” Denny moved right in front of her. “We need to find him, and you will help us.”

      “You are rather bossy without your Alpha around to keep you in line.”

      “You haven’t seen bossy.” Denny’s eyes blazed. Speaking of bad blood, there seemed to be some between these two. 

      “You’re going to use her to lure him in?” Jocelyn’s eyes widened. “Trap him and turn him over?”

      “Something like that.” Denny left out the part about catching him in the act. I still didn’t know what act they wanted to catch him in. I really hoped it didn’t involve hurting me. It wasn’t only for selfish reasons. Gage would do something stupid if that happened. Now that we were mated, his protectiveness had only grown stronger. 

      “You really think you can outsmart Fielding?” Isaac strode into the room. I’d nearly forgotten he might be home.

      “Yes, but why do you care whether we succeed or not?” Denny scowled. 

      “Because this smells of a Society deal, and I’m not in the business of making deals with The Society.”

      "Neither am I, but sometimes we don't have a choice.” Denny pulled out his flask.

      “I offered you a drink.” Jocelyn seemed offended. 

      Denny took a long swig. “And I prefer my own.”

      “He's not going to come out easily even with Mary Anne as bait.”

      “We are not using her as bait.” Gage stepped in front of me.

      “Sure you are. Denny just said it, or do you not understand?” Jocelyn turned her head to the side as though talking to a puppy or something.

      Gage must have gotten the same image because he started to growl. I touched his arm, trying to calm him down. He’d had a bad experience with women looking at him as a pet.

      Jocelyn laughed. “Calm down, but face the truth. She is being used as bait.”

      “We’ll protect her.” Denny put his flask away again. “You don’t have to worry, Mary Anne.”

      “I wasn’t worried.” I was, but I wasn’t about to admit it in front of the Sabers. I didn’t trust them one bit anymore. That was probably a good thing. Trusting anyone in this paranormal world could be dangerous. 

      “You should be worried.” Isaac turned to me. “He won't spare you just because you are a woman."

      "I wouldn't expect him too." I didn’t expect anything from any of these people. 

      “What kind of bargain did you make?” Isaac poured himself a drink at the bar. “What kind of yarn did The Society representative spin for you?”

       “The representative was the king, and he agreed to end the hunt.”

      “And you trust him?”

      “We have no other choice.”

      “Sure you do. Get Fielding to overthrow The Society.” Isaac took a swig of his drink. 

      “That’s what you want.” Denny walked over to the bar. “Isn’t it? No matter what it costs us.”

      “It’s time a real king ruled again. It’s been far too long.”

      “Your opinion on this matter isn’t the issue. Hunter is the Alpha. It's his choice.” Gage sounded uncharacteristically dedicated to his pack. It might have been for show, but I sensed there was something real in his words. “Right now we’re only asking you one question.”

      Jocelyn stepped toward me and ran her hand down the side of my face. "Lovely girl. You have such a classic look to you. It's still beautiful even without the red hair.”

      “I don't care about my hair.” I gritted my teeth.

      “How about you?” She looked at Gage. "Do you care about her hair?"

      “I care about her.” Gage returned his hand to my back. The touch immediately comforted me. I wasn’t in this alone. 

      Jocelyn smiled. "You are learning."

      "I've learned plenty, including that I shouldn’t trust most people." Gage spoke the thoughts I’d been thinking. 

      "And do you trust me?" she cooed

      He didn’t hesitate with his answer. "No."

      "Then why are you here?” 

      “You’re our best option.” Gage shifted his weight from foot to foot.

      “You really know how to make a girl feel special.”

      “We don’t have much time. Either you tell us where he is or you don't.” I crossed my arms.

      “I don't know for sure.” She held her hand out palm up. 

      “Let's go.” I took Gage’s arm.

      She stepped in front of us. "I said I don’t know for sure. That doesn’t mean I don’t have a guess.”

      We all watched her with interest. “We’re listening.”

      “What happened to you?” Jocelyn looked at me.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You were a meek little thing a few days ago, barely able to make eye contact, yet here you are bossing me around in my own house.”

      “It’s called desperation. It can do strange things to you.” I ignored her rib about being meek. It didn’t matter. What mattered was finding Fielding so we could get on with our life, or whatever this new version of our life was going to be. 

      “And you still like her?” She looked at Gage. “Even with the attitude?”

      “I like the attitude.” He grinned. “Makes things more interesting.”

      “I’m sure it does.” She watched me. “You might be of use to me.”

      “Uh, what?” I had no interested in being of use to anyone. Hunter had wanted the same thing, and look where that got me—and Gage. Although if Hunter hadn’t wanted me, Gage would probably be dead. I shivered. Gage looked over with worry, but I shook my head. He had enough to deal with. He didn’t need anything else to worry about. 

      “I hadn’t realized you had that kind of strength in you.” Jocelyn touched my arm as though it were physical strength she were talking about. I didn’t have much of that kind, but I planned to fix it. I wouldn’t neglect the gym again. 

      “What kind of strength?”

      “This.” She said it simply like it explained everything. It didn’t explain anything. 

      “I don’t follow.”

      “You. Your personality might be useful.”

      “It is. It’s useful to me.” I stepped away from her. “So enough about me. Where is Fielding?”

      “He’s not going to come with you easily.”

      “You’ve already told us that. That’s beside the point. Where is he?”

      “I can only give you a guess.”

      “Don’t oversell it.” Isaac set down his empty glass on the bar top. “You really have no idea. It’s been a long time.”

      “Has it?” Gage asked. “Because I don’t think I believe you.”

      “Why would you say that?” Jocelyn avoided his eyes.

      “Because you’re hiding something.”

      “We’ve already discussed this.”

      “But this piece of information impacts us all.”

      “As your secrets impact me.” She examined her nails. 

      “Not like this.”

      “Ok. Enough fighting.” Genevieve shook her head. “Will you tell us where Hunter’s brother is or not because we’re wasting our time and need to be on our way.”

      “Who are you? You never told me.”

      “Genevieve. Best friend of Mary Anne. Any other questions?”

      Isaac laughed. “Where are all of these humans coming from?”

      “Earth. Because we live here. Now tell us or we’re leaving.”

      “The last I knew he was in a small town outside Boston.”

      “Outside Boston?” Where everything started.

      “Yes. A small town right off of the Mass Pike.”

      “Why do you sound so sure now, yet you didn’t earlier?” I narrowed my eyes. 

      “Because he rarely stays in the same place for long, and he was only there because of Hunter. Now that Hunter moved, he likely moved to.”

      “It’s somewhere to start.” I nodded at the others. “I think that about does it. We’ll leave you to whatever it is you were doing.”

      “You are going to get yourself hurt. If you were smart, you’d run.” Jocelyn’s eyes bore into mine.

      “I don’t want to run. Running doesn’t help anything.”

      “No, it doesn’t in the long run, but it does in the short term.”

      “I’m not afraid.” I rolled my shoulders back. “I’ve faced enough since meeting the Dires that meeting another doesn’t faze me.”

      “He’s not like Hunter.”

      “I realize that. Hunter has his flaws, but he isn’t a blood thirsty killer.”

      “He might look like him, but he’s not him at all. Remember that.”

      “Got it.”

      She seemed pensive. “Maybe he was right about you.”

      “In what way?”

      “That you will be the one to end the hunt. You definitely have enough fire in you.” She scribbled something on a piece of paper. “The last time I heard they were staying here.”

      I pocketed the paper. “I will end it, but it has nothing to do with Hunter being right or any dreams. I’m doing this because it has to be done.” Before anyone could say anything else I turned and headed back out the door. I assumed everyone else would follow. There was only so much of the Sabers I could take.
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      “What?” I asked a little too loudly as I noticed Michelle mouthing something to me through the glass outside my room. 

      “Shh, keep it down,” she hissed. “Do you want to get us both in trouble?”

      “No.” I’d noticed her whisper something to Joseph about ten minutes before, and I hadn’t seen him since. I hadn’t thought too much about it at the time.

      She opened the glass and stepped through. 

      “What’s going on?”

      “The girl you care about, is her name Mary Anne?” She closed the glass and looked back out into the empty hallway. 

      “Yes.” My heart skipped a beat. “Why?” I’d been careful not to mention her name at all. If Michelle was asking about her, it couldn’t be good.

      She walked further into the room. “Because I heard she and some of your guys were sent to bring in your brother.”

      “What?” Panic flooded my system. Fielding would destroy her if only to hurt me. 

      “It was some sort of deal with Levi. I’m not even supposed to know about it, but I have connections.” She stepped away from me. I’m sure I didn’t look too friendly. 

      “A deal? Does he realize how much danger she’s going to be in?”

      “My guess is he does, but what the hell do I know?” She shrugged. “I thought you’d want to know.”

      “Why?” There had to be something motivating her willingness to share the information. “Why are you telling me this?”

      “Because I know you care about the girl.”

      “And that matters to you because?” I pressed.

      “Because I’m not a heartless bitch.”

      “But what good does this information do for me? I’m stuck here.” But not for long. If Mary Anne was at imminent risk, that changed everything. I couldn’t wait any longer. 

      “Levi was supposed to talk to you first. He didn’t, which means he’s been playing you. I’m not surprised. He’s the king and can do whatever he wants, but this wasn’t because he wanted to play a game. There’s more to it.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “He’s worried. He’s desperate and for some reason he thought sending them out to get Fielding was the best plan.”

      “It’s a crazy plan.” I wouldn’t wish a confrontation with Fielding on my worst enemy. There was no way they could be successful. 

      “It is, and I have an even crazier one to fix it, but it’s only going to work if you cooperate with me.”

      “What does cooperating involve?” I was skeptical of that word. Cooperating hadn’t done me any favors yet. 

      “Telling me everything else there is to know about Fielding. I need to know everything. What does Levi know that I don’t?”

      “There isn’t much to tell.” I rubbed the back of my neck. “I have to get out of here. He’s going to kill her, and he’s going to cause more trouble than Levi can imagine.”

      “You said you guys aren’t as bad as we think, but why is Levi going to these lengths to get Fielding, and why in this way? None of it makes sense.” She wore a puzzled expression. 

      “I said that we weren’t that bad. I never defended my brother. Fielding is power hungry and willing to use violence to get what he wants. He’ll destroy The Society if he gets the chance, even if he destroys himself in the process.” Dying as a martyr would be his ideal death. “And as for why Levi is doing this, how would I know? He’s your king.”

      “So? I’ve never seen him do something this illogical. He’s putting innocents in danger. That’s not like him.”

      “Innocents? As in plural?”

      “There’s another human I think.”

      “Who?” Mary Anne couldn’t have run back to her family. She wouldn’t have wanted to bring trouble to them. 

      “I don’t know. Like I said, I heard this second hand. I wasn’t part of the conversation.”

      “I’m getting out, and it’s best you get out of here before I do.” I didn’t need to warn her, but she’d come clean to me. I owed her the chance to get lost before I brought things down. 

      “I’ll help you get Mary Anne, but you’re not getting out.”

      “You can’t save her. Fielding would destroy you, if you could even track him down.” I needed to do this on my own. I needed to get to Fielding, and I couldn’t have anyone slowing me down. 

      “Seriously?” She put a hand on her hip. “Are you even going to go there?”

      “I’m not saying your weak, but he’s that strong.”

      “If you want help, it’s going to come through me. Did you notice I already got rid of Joseph?”

      “That is convenient, but why? What’s in it for you?” There had to be something. 

      “I don’t like how Levi is running this. My gut was right. He’s underestimating Fielding. Innocents may get hurt, and you told me he might take us down in the process.”

      “Yes.”

      “But if I brought him in before that happened.” She got a gleam in her eye. “I’d prove myself once and for all.”

      “I see. Looking for a promotion.” I could trust her more now that I knew her motivation. She had something personal to gain, but our current interests aligned. 

      “Is that a bad thing?” 

      “And what do you suggest we do?” I glanced into the hallway. “How much time do we have? Where’s Joseph?”

      “I sent him on an errand, and Logan is on a break for the next hour, and I already told you. We aren’t doing anything. I am.”

      I ignored her insistence for a moment to get to the bottom of my other question. “Why would Joseph listen to you?”

      She gave me a sly smile. “He didn’t want me giving an important message to Levi.”

      “My guess is there is no message?”

      “Oh there was a message, but it wasn’t particularly urgent.”

       “We have to get Chet and Marni out. They can help.” I couldn’t leave them behind. 

      “No way.” She shook her head. “I can’t break any of you out.”

      “Then what do you expect me to do?”

      “Sit tight after you tell me everything and anything I need to know about your brother.”

      “It would be easier if I came.”

      “But I’ll lose my job.”

      “And you won’t lose your job for revealing Society secrets?” I appealed to her logical side. “Face it, you hate this job. You want another job. This isn’t a company, it’s The Society. You don’t have to follow the rules to get ahead. You have to prove yourself.”

      “And your point is?”

      “We take down my brother together, and we take the credit together. You get the promotion to the job you actually want, and I get the end of the hunt. We both win.” Apprehending Fielding might be the trick. We were all being punished for his actions. Otherwise we’d be able to come to an agreement.

      “Unless you’re bullshitting me and you’re going to run off and screw me over.”

      “And still spend my life looking over my shoulder?” I was tired of running. I wasn’t going back to that life. 

      “Or helping your brother.”

      “Look at me.” I ordered. “Do you really think I’m going to help my maniacal brother?” I tried to look as innocent and harmless as possible. 

      Her eyes zeroed in on the scars across my face. “No.”

      “Then get me out of here.” I could do it myself, but I preferred to keep her on my side. Besides, she could help me get Marni and Chet out much easier than I could on my own. 

      “I’m not getting the others.” She pursed her lips. “Dealing with one Dire is bad enough.”

      “I’ll make it look like I escaped while he was out. You can make up some excuse about using the bathroom. Someone will believe it.”

      “You will not be doing this by yourself.”

      “Then we do it together.”

      She seemed to debate with herself. “Do you know where to find him?” 

       “Not at all, but I know someone who might be able to help.” I had no desire to see the Sabers, but Denny had to be with Mary Anne and Gage. He’d be determined to get Marni out, and he would go to the Sabers first. 

      “We need to make this look like a prison break. That way if we are caught you can always claim you were chasing me down.”

      “There’s no way you could escape from this prison alone. No one would buy it.”

      “I could as a Dire.”

      “Yeah, but you can’t transform.” She gestured to my arm. “The serum.”

      “Don’t worry about that.”

      “Uh, what are you telling me?” She wrinkled her brow. “You could have shifted this whole time?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m telling you. Wait outside and close the glass.”

      “It’s not going to work.” She sounded skeptical, yet appeared almost fearful. She was afraid of me at my full power. The fear was unfounded. I wasn’t going to hurt her. 

      “It will.”

      She stepped outside and raised the glass.

      I eagerly welcomed the shift. It had been far too long since I’d been my wolf self. My vision tunneled, and my body pulsed with the limitless power that came with my Dire side. 

      Michelle’s eyes widened as she watched my transformation. She slowly backed away from the glass. 

      I waited until she was out of the way before I launched myself at the glass. The firm impact cracked the glass, but not enough. I backed up and tried again. This time the glass shattered as I jumped through.

       “You might need these.” Michelle swept up my clothes and ran down the hall. I followed, ignoring Marni and Chet’s yells. I had no time to stop. We had no clue when Logan and Joseph might get back. The time to face Fielding was finally here, and this time I wouldn’t be the one left with scars.
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      “Wow. That was intense in there.” Genevieve glanced back at the closed door. 

      “It was necessary. We needed to find Fielding, and we had nowhere else to start.” That was something. 

      “Let’s hope Jocelyn isn’t sending us on a wild goose chase.” Gage stood right by my side.

      “We have to take the chance.”

      “We do.” Gage nodded. “Are you up for another long drive?”

      “I’ll drive.” Denny walked over to the driver’s side. 

      “I’m not sure I want to experience anymore of your driving.” Memories of the tight turns and high speeds flooded my mind. “I’ll drive.”

      “You hate driving.” Genevieve wrinkled her nose. 

      “I used to.” I took the keys from Gage’s hand. “But if I’m not afraid of murderous paranormal creatures, surely I should be able to get behind the wheel.” I unlocked the car.

      Gage smiled. “I’m taking shot gun.”

      “You go for it. The backseat is safer.” Genevieve got in behind me, and Denny went around to the other side. 

      I sat in the driver’s seat. “Ok, now where are the lights?”

      Genevieve groaned. “Oh no.”

      “I’ve never driven this car before. Cut me a break.”

      “I’ll cut you a break if you get us there in one piece.”

      “I was planning on it.”

      “Ignore her,” Gage reassured me. “You’ve got this.”

      After finding the lights, adjusting my seat and mirrors, and getting the car into reverse, we headed back toward the interstate. “Let the cross country adventures continue.”

      “Hey, at least it’s been in the continental U.S. so far. Can you imagine dealing with passports right now?” Gage asked.

      “No.” I shook my head. “I’m sure our names would flag the system.”

      “We could get fake ones.” Denny’s voice was completely monotone. He was either tired or stressed. Or both. 

      “From the Sabers right? Isn’t that why we stopped there on the way to New Orleans?” I asked.

      “There are other suppliers.” Denny replied with just as much enthusiasm in his voice. He was lost in thought. I was sure he was going through a lot too. He may have been a nomad, but he cared about his pack, and I knew he wasn’t going to relax until everyone was released. Especially Marni. It was easy to forget, but she was his sister. “Could you maybe drive a tiny bit faster?”

      “This is killing you, isn’t it?” I didn’t change my speed. 

      “I wouldn’t use the word killing, but it’s taxing.”

      “Taxing, eh?” I teased. “I suppose I could speed up a little.”

      “You’re doing fine.” Gage squeezed my leg gently. It was usually my left leg that got the attention because I was in the passenger seat, and my right leg seemed even more sensitive to his touch.

      “Don’t distract her, Gage.” Genevieve ordered. “I want to survive this.”

      “My driving is not that bad!” 

      “The way you describe it is.”

      “See, that’s the problem. You undersell yourself.” Gage pointed at me. 

      “Hey, how many times have you teased me about driving while on this trip?”

      “Only a few.”

      “More like twenty.” I changed lanes. 

      “Not twenty. Maybe ten.”

      I laughed. “No more comments about my driving. I’m going to do a shift and then one of you ‘know it alls’ can take over.”

      “Can I put on music or will it distract you?” Gage reached for the radio dial but didn’t touch it. 

      “You can put it on.”

      “Great.” Gage flipped through the stations, 

      “Stop!” Genevieve yelled.

      I slammed on the brakes. Luckily there was no one behind us. 

      “Not the car! I meant the music.”

      “Be clearer next time.” I hit the gas and started to get back up to speed. 

      “Clear or not, you don’t hit the brakes like that when you’re going seventy miles per hour.”

      “First I was going too slow, now it’s too fast.”

      “Everyone, let’s be nice.” Gage stopped fooling with the radio. “Is this station okay?”

      “It’s fine.” I wasn’t the biggest pop music fan, but the upbeat music would hopefully keep me awake. 

      I drove for another few hours, trying to get comfortable behind the unfamiliar wheel. My biggest problem with driving was I didn’t do it often. I was going to change that. Just like the gym. Just like living in the moment. My list of life changes was starting to get long. Hopefully I’d have a long life to do them. 

      I looked out the dirty windshield. Everyone stayed quiet after my hitting the breaks incident, so I was left to my thoughts. I wasn’t sure if that was such a good thing. The Sabers made Fielding sound terrifying. What if he was as bad as they said? But would that be worse than not finding him at all? No. We had to find him. Levi didn’t give us a second option. We were lucky he gave us one. Gage and I were also lucky we weren’t alone. As much as I enjoyed having his company to myself, there was a security in numbers. Both Genevieve and Denny could be helpful in their own ways. Ideally we’d have had Semi to help as well, but I understood why Denny asked him to stay closer to Marni. 

      “Why do you go to college in Boston if you’re from Florida?” Denny broke the silence to ask Genevieve a question.

      She didn’t reply at first, and I wondered if she was sleeping until she answered. “I wanted to get away. Try something new.”

      “And was it worth it?” Denny sounded interested in her answer. 

      “It was cold. Really cold and lonely. I don’t have a lot of friends at school, but then again I didn’t have a lot of friends at home. I’m too different for that.”

      “Trust me, I know the feeling, and keeping to yourself isn’t a bad thing.” Denny rolled down his window. I didn’t complain about the noise, and the rush of cool air felt good. 

      “I don’t keep to myself. I just have a small circle of friends.” Genevieve was more social than I was, although that didn’t say much. 

      “Same idea.”

      “But overall I’m glad I tried it. I met Mary Anne.”

      “And you see how great that turned out to be.” I chanced a tiny glance in the rearview mirror. 

      She smiled. “It is. This isn’t your fault, well aside from you ignoring my advice and getting yourself stuck in the storm to begin with.”

      “The storm wasn’t supposed to be that bad.” Gage turned to look at her. “Had I known, we never would have gone.”

      “No, it did come fast that night.” Genevieve leaned forward toward the front. “Just as I warned you.” 

      “That whole night is a blur and feels like a lifetime ago even though I relive it over and over.”

      “Me too.” Gage rested his hand back on my leg. 

      “Anyone want something to drink?” Denny sounded like himself again. 

      “Uh, I’m driving and someone is going to take over for me soon.”

      “You drink a lot.” Genevieve wasn’t much of a drinker, and I wasn’t sure if there was a story behind it. 

      “It goes with the whole isolationist tendencies.”

      “No.” Genevieve shook her head. “It doesn’t have to. Do you see me drinking all the time?”

      “It goes, that doesn’t mean it’s required.”

      I turned up the music and drowned out their argument in the back. 

      Gage laughed. “Getting distracted?”

      “No, but my blood pressure is rising. I want to stay stress free.”

      “Stress free?” He moved his hand to the back of my seat. “Is that possible in our current situation?”

      “Probably not, but that doesn’t mean I can’t try.”

      “What’s your favorite flower?”

      “Is this kind of like the favorite ice cream question?”

      “Yes.”

      “Lilacs.” I loved them. I’d planted tons of them in my backyard back home. 

      “Which are those?”

      “You haven’t seen them?”

      “I may have, but I don’t remember.”

      “They’re purple. They come in different shades.”

      “Is purple your favorite color?” He watched me as though my answer held some great meaning. 

      “Purple and yellow.”

      “Good choices.”

      “Glad they pass your muster. What would have happened if I’d said neon pink?”

      He laughed. “Nothing. There is nothing wrong with neon anything.”

      “What’s your favorite?”

      “Color or flower? Both?”

      “Either.” I wanted to know both. 

      “Blue and I don’t have one.”

      “No favorite flower?”

      “I’m not really a flower person. I like weeping willow trees though.” He moved his hand and started to run it down my arm. 

      “Those are very pretty.”

      “I always said I’d have one in my yard if I ever got a house.”

      “Don’t talk in the past tense.”

      “Even if we survive this, you really think I’m getting a house?”

      “Of course. You can even have the white picket fence if you want.”

      He laughed again. I loved hearing his deep natural laugh. “What about the beautiful wife and two children?”

      “Isn’t the average 2.5?”

      “But 2.5 is impossible. I don’t want half a baby.”

      “Maybe a dog is the .5?”

      “You think a dog is worth half a baby?”

      “They’re half the work.”

      “Have you ever had a puppy?”

      “Have you ever had a baby?” I’d done enough babysitting to know they were harder than pets. 

      “No, but neither have you.”

      “Nope, but I’ve babysat plenty.”

      “I’ve had dogs. They’re not easy.”

      “Easier than people.”

      He mumbled something indecipherable under his breath.

      “What did you say?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Come on tell me.” I glanced in the rear view mirror. Genevieve and Denny were deep in conversation and not listening. 

      “Just that I probably won’t keep pets anymore. It isn’t right.”

      “Why?”

      Gage looked down at his lap. “Because I’m an animal now.”

      “No.” I shook my head. “You’re still mostly human.”

      “I’m not. I can’t explain it, but I’m not.”

      “Can you try?” I needed to know. I needed to understand him. 

      “Try to explain what it feels like?”

      “Yeah. I can’t imagine the experience you are going through.” I wanted to. 

      “It’s like I have two halves. One is completely new. It’s animalistic, and it constantly wars with my other side. The second is me, but it’s not. That’s the hard part to explain. Even my human side is different.”

      “Different how?” I pressed. He hadn’t told me anything about how he felt, and I wanted to know. Maybe it would be good for him to share, and I knew it would be good for me to understand. 

      “My feelings are more intense, especially certain ones. Like I’m more possessive.”

      “Possessive of what?” I assumed I knew the answer, but I wanted to hear it straight from him. 

      He ran his hand through my hair. “Of you. It’s almost scary.”

      “I’ve noticed that a little.”

      “Does it bother you?” He continued running his fingers down my arm. 

      “No.” The answer was an easy one. Usually I stayed away from possessive people, but he wasn’t the typical jerk guy. “I know you care about me, and considering the circumstances it makes complete sense.”

      “You mean how I’m fighting with my Alpha for you?”

      “You don’t have to fight for me.”

      “I’ll always fight for you.”

      My heartbeat sped up. “I mean because I’m already yours.”

      He let out a deep breath. “It’s amazing to hear you say that.”

      “You already knew it.”

      “Yes, but it’s different. Every time I hear you say things like that it makes both sides of me happy.”

      I wished there was a way to make him understand how strong my feelings for him were. “I’ll keep saying it a lot then.”

      “Good.” He smiled. 

      “You called Hunter your Alpha. Do you view him that way?” I was trying to understand how he felt about the pack.

      “I do even though I don’t want to.”

      “It’s okay. I’m sure it’s natural.”

      “The only natural thing is us.” He returned his hand to my leg.

      “I might need a break from driving.” I’d never driven for more than a few hours before. 

      “That’s fine. I can take over. You’ve been driving for hours.”

      “Thanks.” I slowed and moved into the right lane.

      “Why are you slowing?” Denny asked from the backseat. 

      “Because I need a break.”

      “I need to use the bathroom anyway,” Genevieve piped in. 

      “Me too.” Once she said it, I realized I needed to do the same thing.

      “And we need gas.” Gage gestured to the fuel gage I’d neglected to check. I was usually on top of those kinds of things. 

      “Good time for a stop.” 

      I pulled off at the next exit and found a gas station. I parked and immediately hopped out. I waited for Genevieve, and we walked inside to find the restrooms. I’d driven for hours. Gage and Denny could handle the gas part. 

      “You did surprisingly well,” Genevieve teased.

      A bell rang as I pushed open the door to the convenience store. 

      “Gee, thanks.” I held open the door for her to enter. 

      “Good evening.” A guy around our age greeted us.

      “Hi.” I replied without even looking at him. We needed to be quieter. We couldn’t afford to attract more attention. We hurried toward the back of the store. I pushed on the door to the woman’s bathroom. It didn’t budge. 

      “Is it a single stall?” Genevieve asked.

      “I guess so.” I crossed my legs at the ankles. Now that we were so close to the bathroom I could barely hold it. 

      “We could always use the men’s room.”

      “Ugh. No way.” That sounded disgusting.

      “After everything you’ve been through, you’re going to complain about using a men’s bathroom?”

      The door to the women’s room creaked open, and an older woman walked out. “Hello, dears. I hope I didn’t take too long.”

      “Not at all.” I gestured for Genevieve to go first.

      “No, you look you’re about to burst, you go.” She pushed me in. I walked in but glanced back at the woman. There was something familiar about her that that I couldn’t quite place. It was probably my imagination.

      After washing my hands, I walked out and let Genevieve take her turn. I walked around the small store looking for the woman. She was nowhere to be seen. That wasn’t surprising. Most people walked in to use the bathroom right before leaving.

      I jumped up as someone touched my shoulder.

      “Geez, scare much?” Genevieve looked at me funny.

      “Sorry, I’m trying to figure out why that woman seemed so familiar.”

      “That old woman?”

      “Yeah.”

      “She looked pretty generic to me, although she did kind of remind me of the woman who made the omelets at school. She wore her gray hair the same way.”

      “Maybe that’s it,” I agreed even though I really didn’t think I recognized her from school. 

      “Should we find the boys?”

      “Sure.” It was funny to hear her refer to them as the boys. It was so informal and normal like we were a bunch of regular college kids on a road trip. Unfortunately we weren’t.
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      “I know that woman.”

      Denny spun around from his spot on the other side of the SUV. "What woman?"

      “The one with the gray hair.” I turned back to point to where she had been, but she was gone.

      “Imagining old women now, man? I guess Mary Anne isn't enough for you.” Denny laughed.

      “Shut up.” I removed the gas nozzle from the tank and put it back in its spot on the pump.

      He laughed again. "You are losing it."

      “Maybe I am.” I twisted on the gas cap. “Is that normal?”

      “Is what normal?”

      “Losing my mind or thinking I saw something.” I scanned the parking lot for the woman again. It was going to bother me until I could place her. 

      “Because of the change?”

      “Yes.”

      “I wouldn't know. I've never been through it, and I haven't exactly seen too many people go through it.” He walked around to the other side of the car. 

      “It's a great feeling. Being the weird one.”

      “You'll adapt. It will help when Hunter finishes it. Maybe.” He rested his hand on the hood of the car. “Once again I don't actually know.” 

      “Great. Real helpful.”

      “If you were looking for helpful you wouldn't be talking to me.”

      “I don’t have any other authorities on Dire life to go to.” It’s not like you got an instruction book when you were changed.  

      “You'll figure it all out. It should come naturally.”

      “Says the guy with no experience with this whatsoever.”

      “Hey, you guys ready?” Genevieve called as she and Mary Anne walked over from the store. 

      Mary Anne looked a little pale. 

      “Are you okay?” 

      She nodded. “I'm fine.”

      “You promise?” I didn’t want to push her too hard, but something was definitely up. 

      “Absolutely.”

      “I'll drive.” Denny came around to my side and pulled the keys from my hand. 

      “Shot gun!” Genevieve ran around to the passenger side. 

      I gladly slipped into the back seat next to Mary Anne. We wouldn't exactly be alone, but at least we'd have time together when neither of us were required to watch the road. I laughed thinking of how upset she’d gotten when I took my eyes off the road for a second.

      She buckled up next to me. “What?”

      “Nothing.” How could I tell her that looking at her was one of my greatest pleasures, after touching her of course.

      “Ok.” She dropped it, but I knew she didn't want to.

      “We’re getting close. No more stops until we get there,” Denny instructed.

      “I can handle that.” Genevieve replied excitedly. She appeared much happier being in the front seat. She was taking this all so well. I hadn't known her well at school or anything, but I wouldn't have expected her to be so calm. She seemed to even be having fun. It was more than escaping boredom, she was actually enjoying herself.

      Mary Anne was buckled in the middle seat next to me, and I couldn't have been happier about her seating choice. I needed her close.

      “I never had any eggnog this year.” Mary Anne leaned into my side.

      “You like that stuff?”

      “Yes. You don’t?”

      “Not really.” I told her the truth. We didn’t have to like all the same things.

      “Great, that means if we get it I don’t have to share.”

      I laughed. “Good thinking.” I put an arm around her. 

      In front of us Denny and Genevieve were n some sort of argument about the best ways to deep fry. Why Denny would ever need to know about that was beyond me, but their conversation brought some much needed normalcy to the car. We needed normalcy even though it was the farthest thing from our current situation. 

      I tuned out the conversation in front, and instead focused in on Mary Anne's light breathing. I was able to hear every small sound. Listening to her steady and rhythmic breathing relaxed me.

      “We need a plan." She rested her head on my shoulder.

      “We always need a plan.”

      “We do.” She lifted her head up. “I have a feeling if he's there we aren't going to have to search.”

      “Because he'll find us.”

      “Do you think he really knows about us?” She glanced toward the front. 

      “He does.” Denny broke from his conversation with Genevieve. “He’s going to find us right away. He’s not an Alpha, but Fielding thinks like one. He has never accepted Hunter was in charge. It didn't help that he completely disagreed with him about everything.”

      “Or that he is a psychopath.” Genevieve turned toward Denny. "Sorry, but isn't he?”

      “That depends on how you define psychopath.” Denny sped up and passed a car. 

      “I wasn’t aware there were multiple definitions.” Genevieve pulled her leg up under her on the seat. 

      “It’s more whether you are being literal or not.”

      “He’s crazy and kills everyone who gets in his way.”

      “Then yes, that describes him.”

      I went back to Denny’s earlier comment. “What do you mean he thinks like an Alpha? Does he run his people like a pack?”

      “Yes and no. He lacks the ability to truly order them, so he controls them with fear.”

      “Fear of himself or others?”

      Denny changed lanes. “Both.”

      “Did a lot of your friends stay with him?” Genevieve asked carefully. 

      “I didn’t have a lot of friends to begin with.”

      “There are almost no Dires left.” Mary Anne cared about the Dires in her own way, and it was one of the great parts about her. She could empathize with people everyone else would run away from in fear. She understood them even if they didn’t want to be understood. She understood me. 

      “I’m trying to understand the dynamic here. How the group functions.” Genevieve remained all business. “Why were they willing or even able to defy the Alpha?”

      “Hunter let them go.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He let them go. He said he only wanted loyal members in his pack.” Denny glanced at her and then back at the road. “Not everyone was loyal.”

      “How many left?”

      “About six, which is a lot for us.”

      “Are they all still with him?” I asked. 

      “I wouldn’t know.”

      “Would you still recognize them?”

      “Yes.” Denny looked straight out in front of him.

      “We’ll get Marni back.” Mary Anne leaned forward toward the front seat. “She’s strong. I’m sure she’s holding up fine.”

      “I know she’s strong, but she’s still female.”

      Genevieve let out a sharp breath. “You didn’t just say that.”

      Denny shook his head. “You don’t understand.”

      “I do understand. You think being a female makes you weak.” She waved her hand around.

      “No.” He captured her hand. “But for humans, the genders are almost balanced. There are as many men as women. It’s not like that in the paranormal world. Women are targets. Strong or not, she’s at a greater risk then the men.”

      “You think they’ll touch her?” Genevieve asked quietly. 

      “She’d probably kill anyone who tried, but I don’t like that she’s in that prison.”

      “Levi said she’s being watched by a female guard, and it’s not the main prison.” Mary Anne sat up again. 

      “I don’t care what he says. I need to see her with my own eyes.”

      “The sooner we find Fielding, the sooner you’ll see her.” I wasn’t looking forward to facing him, but we had no choice. 

      “I need you three to promise me something.” Denny watched us in the rearview mirror. 

      “Okay.” Genevieve nodded. 

      He let out a deep breath. “If something happens to me, you’ll make sure Marni gets out okay?”

      “Why would something happen to you?” Mary Anne asked with concern. 

      “Fielding hates me. He’ll go after me first.”

      “Why does he hate you?” I asked. 

      “Marni. He’s always had a thing for her.”

      “Ah, she picked Chet.” Mary Anne played with a piece of her hair. “That makes sense.” 

      “Why does your sister’s love life reflect on you? Is that part of pack culture too?” Genevieve’s questions made it seem as though she should have been taking notes.

      “It’s not pack culture. It’s life.”

      “Weird.”

      “Not really. Guys do that sort of thing.”

      “Really? I thought it was only girls who were catty.” Genevieve looked back at Mary Anne. 

      “It’s not catty as much as it’s macho-ness, right?” Mary Anne crossed her legs. 

      “Macho-ness?” I raised an eyebrow.

      “I’m saying it’s for a different reason.”

      “That’s true.” I nodded. “I would probably call it ego.”

      “Does it really matter the how or why, or what we call it?” Denny sighed. “Let’s focus.”

      “What’s gotten into you?” Genevieve touched his arm. 

      “I don’t want to deal with Fielding.”

      “But we have to.”

      “One has nothing to do with the other.” He shrugged off her hand. 

      “Do you know how we find him if he’s not where Jocelyn said he would be?”

      “Mary Anne and Gage were right, he’ll come to us.”

      “You think he’ll find us easily?”

      “We’ll make it easy.” Denny gripped the wheel. 

      “Wait.” Genevieve sat up straight. “We’re not back to the bait thing, are we? I assumed you weren’t really going to have Mary Anne do that.”

      “Who said anything about her being the only bait? We’re doing this together.”

      “Meaning we’re all going to be luring him in?”

      “We don’t have time to play detective. We need to find him.”

      “And what do we do when we do find him?” Mary Anne asked. “I mean he’s not going to come with us easily.”

      “That’s what the smart girls are for. One of you come up with a plan.”

      “I’d love to come up with one, but I need more details.” Genevieve tapped her temple. 

      “What more information do you need?”

      “How about what makes Fielding tick for one.”

      “You said it yourself, he’s a psychopath.” Denny slowed down and changed lanes. We were getting close. 

      “But why is he one? Just brother issues? Tired of the hunt?”

      “Tired of feeling like a second class citizen both in and outside of the pack.”

      “Sounds like the perfect guest for daytime TV.” Genevieve smiled lightly. 

      “Unfortunately that’s not an option.”

      “No because he’d probably kill the host.”

      “He’s not like that.”

      “You admitted he kills anyone who gets in his way.” Genevieve put her foot back down on the floor. 

      “Yes. People who get in his way. He doesn’t go around eating people for the fun of it. My guess is most people who deal with him think he’s a nice guy.”

      “I’m sure.” Her voice dripped with sarcasm. 

      “That doesn’t mean you’re going to like him.”

      “Great, can’t wait to meet him.” 

      “It won’t be long.” Denny turned off at the next exit.

    

  



    
      
        
          22

        

        

    
    





          Hunter

        

      

    
    
      Michelle led the way through the twisted tunnels I’d have struggled to navigate myself. I would have eventually found my way out, but the magic holding them together would have affected my senses and made it difficult. It would have taken more time, and time wasn’t something I had to lose. I argued to myself that this was the reason I hadn’t overtaken her and left her to wait at the prison. That would have been better for her. If they didn’t buy the story that she’d chased after me, she was going to be in a lot of trouble if we didn’t bring my brother in. We both would be, so it was going to happen. 

      “If you ditch me, you'll never get out of here.” She seemed to read my thoughts.

      “Why’s that?”

      “Because you need my eyes to get out.”

      “You think I can’t take out retina sensors?”

      “Not these. They have another enchantment.”

      “How much are you paying the witches?”

      “I don’t like the reliance on magic either, but there’s no other choice. There are some non-magical security features built in as well.”

      “I bet.”

      “I can’t believe I’m doing this.” She glanced at me over her shoulder. 

      “Yes, you can. You can completely believe it.” I wasn’t going to let her pretend otherwise. 

      We continued down the dark corridors. I didn't mind being underground, but I was anxious to get outside. We could move faster that way, and I’d know I was closer to our destination. 

      “I’m curious about the girl.” Michelle pushed aside a large boulder. I wondered if that was part of the jail break deterrent system as well. 

      “What about her?”

      “Who is she? Why did you dream about her?”

      “I can’t answer the second question aside from the fact that I thought she was meant for me.”

      “You thought, but you don’t believe it now?”

      I sighed. “Not something I want to go into.”

      “I think it’s worth going into considering we’re on our way to find her now.”

      “We’re on our way to find my brother.” The brother I never wanted to see again in my life. 

      “And her. It was worry for her that motivated you.”

      “I’m wondering if I misinterpreted things. She seemed so unhappy with me.” There were moments when I thought she had feelings, but they paled in comparison to how much she cared about Gage. 

      “Meaning she ran away from you.”

      “Multiple times.” Realty was setting in. Having too much time to think tended to have that effect on you. 

      “Why did you think she was meant to be yours?” She turned and led us down yet another tunnel. They were far more extensive than I could have imagined. 

      “My dreams. I already told you.” I didn’t want to rehash any of it again. 

      “‘Yeah, but what about the dreams?” She stopped and turned to look at me. 

      I wasn’t happy about having to face her when giving the response. “They were those type of dreams.”

      She smiled. “Oh. I see. And you are completely sure it was her?”

      “Looked just like her.” I sounded more pathetic by the minute. 

      “Sometimes the mind has the ability to make us see things that aren’t really there.”

      “I didn’t imagine Mary Anne.” I was sure of that. 

      “I know you didn’t, but maybe you imagined it was her exactly.” She continued walking further down the tunnel. “Did you really see her face clearly in your dreams?”

      “It was her.”

      “Other than her looking like the girl from your dreams, why are you so sure it was her?”

      “She liked for me to call her Firefly.” I still remembered my excitement when I realized she liked the endearment. 

      “That’s a nice nickname.” 

      “It’s her.” I gritted my teeth. I had enough to worry about without Michelle trying to convince me I was wrong about Mary Anne. 

      “Ok, let’s say for a second you did dream about MA.”

      “MA?”

      “What? You guys don’t do nicknames?”

      “Fine, what were you going to say?”

      “I’m saying I’ll humor you and assume it was the same girl from your dreams, but maybe the sex was just your subconscious way of getting the message. Men like sex. It’s like giving a dog a pill in a piece of meat.”

      “Are you comparing a man’s sex drive to a dog’s inability to realize he’s being tricked?”

      She shrugged. “I’m just saying.”

      “I suppose you could be right.” I hated to admit it, but there was some logic to what she was saying. I pictured Mary Anne’s face. She cared about me. I know she did, but was there anything real there?

      “Do you love her?”

      “Why would you ask that?”

      “Because whether you love her or not tells me a lot.”

      “I’d be happy to take her as my mate. I’d never want for anything else. I’d care for her and give her everything she could ever desire.”

      She turned to look at me again. “Save the ‘what you offer’ spiel. I’m not buying any, but that isn’t love.”

      “What is love anyway?”

      She groaned. “Ok, let’s find your brother.”

      “You can’t truly believe in it?” 

      “I don’t know what I believe.” She turned back around. Michelle didn’t appear to be the sentimental type, so I was surprised she hadn’t admitted her disbelief. It had to be because she did believe.

      “You’ve felt it.”

      “We’re not talking about me.”

      “Why not?”

      She always shut down when I asked about her. “Because my life isn’t the issue.”

      “Of course it is. You are risking everything to get a job. That means your life is the issue here.”

      “I’m allowed to want a better position. I wasn’t born into one like you were.”

      “You were born into a powerful family.” That was obvious from the way she handled herself. I still didn’t understand how she wound up working at the prison. 

      “How would you know?”

      “Because you know far more than someone in your position should know. You’re hyper aware of the elite. You are trusted beyond your pay grade.”

      “That doesn’t have anything to do with my family.”

      “It doesn’t?” I was pushing her, but it was helping pass the time. Besides, understanding her could help me better understand The Society. Who was I kidding? I was also asking out of curiosity and because thinking about her helped me take my mind off the revelations I’d had about my own life. About Mary Anne. 

      “Clearly your family life isn’t perfect either, but mine sucks. They left me hung out to dry.”

      “Why?” There had to be a reason.

      “It’s a long story.”

      “We seem to have time, but you’re the one leading us, so I don’t know.” I was hoping we’d get out soon though. I didn’t mind the dark tunnels, but I’d feel better once we were off Society property. 

      “We do.”

      “Then I’m all ears.”

      “I made a mistake a few years ago, and they’ve never forgiven me.”

      “What kind of mistake?”

      “I don’t want to talk about it.” She pursed her lips and straightened her shoulders.

      “Why not?” I touched her shoulder. “You think I’m going to judge you?”

      She spun around. “Why would I care about that?” 

      “Then tell me. What did you do?”

      She turned around again and fell into silence. I didn’t push her. I had a feeling that some patience would pay off.

      “I fell in love with the wrong person.” Her voice was soft, barely more than a whisper. It was nothing like her hissed whispers from earlier. This one spoke of hurt and betrayal.

      “Who was it?”

      “Someone I shouldn’t have loved.” 

      “An enemy of your family?”

      “He wasn’t at the time. He was the son of a powerful member of The Society. He was supposed to do great things.”

      “What happened?” I needed her to continue. I hated to hear the hurt in her voice, but I wanted to know the rest of the story. It would help her. Sometimes having one person listen was all you needed. 

      “He was sent away when his dad found out about us. He came back a different person.”

      “A broken one.” I guessed. 

      “More than broken. He’s the biggest traitor The Society has ever seen. Well, aside from his father.”

      “He may have hardened anyway.” I followed her as she made another turn. 

      “What do you mean?” She glanced at me over her shoulder.

      “I mean you don’t know for sure it’s all from being sent away. A true man would have stayed and defied his father if he truly loved you.”

      “Defying a father like his wouldn’t have been easy.”

      “Who said anything about it being easy? Nothing that’s worth doing is ever easy.”

      “I understood why he made the decision he made.”

      “Did you?” I don’t know why I pressed her so hard, but I did. 

      “To do anything else would mean giving up his future.”

      “His future? As in a job in The Society?”

      “His father was the head of security.”

      “It’s a job.”

      “Being Alpha is a job.”

      “Not in the same way, but let’s say it is. I’d have given it up if it were the only way to be with the one I loved.”

      “Maybe he didn’t love me.” Unshed tears welled in her eyes, but she blinked them back. 

      “Maybe he didn’t, or maybe he did but not enough.”

      “It doesn’t matter. Out of sight, out of mind.”

      “That saying is wrong.”

      “I know.” She sighed. “Enough of that conversation. We’re almost out.”

      “Great.” I dropped the conversation. Pushing her any harder wasn’t fair. The guy who hurt her was an idiot. I barely knew the girl, but I could tell she was someone worth giving up a job for. The worst of it was he’d scarred her. They weren’t the physical scars I wore, but they were painful just the same. 

      “We’re almost there.” She rushed down the dark tunnel. “We need to hurry.”

      She didn’t need to tell me twice. I hurried after her. We had no time to waste.
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      Either I'd made the smartest decision of my life or the dumbest. If I managed to find Fielding and bring him in, I'd be given a promotion without question, but if I failed I'd be brought up on charges as a traitor to The Society. Hunter had tried to make it look like I'd been innocent, but no one was going to believe that. Especially not Levi. He'd never paid much attention to what happened in the prison before, but he was now. The outcome with the Dires would speak volumes about his time as king, and if he successfully came to an alliance with the second most powerful paranormal creatures in the world, he’d once and for all step outside his father’s shadow. I completely understood that motivation. 

      Using my SUV may not have been the most secure choice, but it beat breaking into someone else's or trying to fly Hunter. In addition to being twice my size, he was a Dire, and Dires did not like to leave the earth. 

      Hunter reluctantly got into the front seat, doing little to hide his distaste for having to ride instead of drive. It only got worse when I pulled onto the interstate.

      I pretended not to notice until his heavy breathing got to me. "Is there a problem?"

      "Yes. We'd be there already if I were driving."

      “That’s impossible.”

      "Not literally maybe, but a heck of a lot closer." He crossed his arms. 

      "I don't want to get pulled over. We can’t afford to be slowed down by that right now.”

      “You’re a Pteron.”

      “So?” I accelerated slightly. I wanted to get to his contact just as much as he did. “You think that's going to help at all with a state trooper?” Society connections could only get me so far. 

      “You are so hard to understand." He stretched out his legs as much as he could.

      "Oh am I?” I sped up again. He was annoying me. “As compared to you?

      "I'm not comparing us. I'm merely stating that you are hard to understand. You are a paradox, both brave and nervous, strong and meek.”

      "Meek?" I raised an eyebrow. “Are you really calling me meek?” I pressed down on the accelerator going up to eighty. I moved over into the left lane to pass a car. 

      “I didn't mean you should be reckless."

      “Nope just that I'm meek. I got it." I cut back into the right lane.

      “Let’s call a truce.”

      “There’s no truce to call. I’m being nice, and you’re being obnoxious.” I scooted over slightly away from him. 

      He laughed. “I’ve never been called obnoxious before.”

      “There is a first time for everything.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it to be insulting.” He looked over at me.

      “Whatever.”

      “So how about it. A truce?” 

      “Sure.” I relented. “Fill me in on these friends of yours.”

      “I wouldn’t exactly call them friends.”

      “What would you call them?” This was getting better and better. 

      “Associates that I have a long history with.”

      “How can the history be that long? You’re twenty-three.” I still found it hard to believe we were the same age. He seemed years older than me. Experience can age a person. 

      “I’ve known them my whole life.”

      “Gotcha.” I knew all about those kinds of associates. “What are they?” I was positive they weren’t human, but if they’d been Dires he would have told me. 

      “Sabers.”

      “Sabers?” I laughed. “Sabers and Dires hang out? I guess it’s an endangered species thing.”

      He scowled. “Watch it. We are only endangered because of you.”

      “We don’t hunt Sabers.”

      “Not in the same way, but they still have to hide from you.”

      I sighed. “Yes, we can be dumb sometimes.”

      “Interesting.”

      “What?” I leaned my left elbow against the door frame. I was getting tired of driving. 

      “Even though you are willing to defy The Society, you still consider yourself to be part of it. You said we.”

      “It’s habit, and I am part of it. It’s all I’ve ever known.”

      “I’m surprised.”

      “Surprised about what?”

      “That you never bucked the system and left. No teenage rebellion years for you?” His lips quirked into a smile. 

      “My rebellion was dating my ex.”

      “Ah, I see.”

      “You don’t see anything.”

      “And you claim to be the nice one?”

      “I am nice, but you can’t pretend to understand me.” I looked straight ahead, determined to avoid meeting his gaze. “You don’t.”

      “Fine, what else do you need to know about the Sabers?”

      “Everything.”

      “That could take some time.”

      “Fine. Let’s start easy. Why are we driving all the way to Tennessee to see them?”

      “Because Jocelyn always knows where Fielding is.”

      “Why? Or should I ask how?” I thought Fielding was supposed to be incredibly hard to find. 

      “She likes to be knowledgeable and involved in any and everything.”

      “And you think she’ll tell you where he is?”

      “It’s not the first question I’m asking.”

      “The first is whether Mary Anne was there.” I used the girl’s name and glanced over to watch his expression. I still couldn’t get a read about what he actually felt about the girl.

      “Stop analyzing me and watch the road.” His voice was sharp and curt. 

      “Why would you think I was analyzing you?”

      “You’re watching me that way.”

      “Can’t I just want to observe?”

      “Do I get to use that excuse? Stare at you and say it’s observation?” He smirked. 

      “You did that at the prison.”

      “I did, didn’t I?”

      I ignored the small satisfaction I got from knowing he found me attractive. That didn’t matter. “All right. So you’re going to ask about Mary Anne stopping by. What happens if your associate doesn’t talk?”

      “I’ll worry about that.”

      “And you wonder why we don’t trust you.” I rolled my eyes. 

      “I’m not going to hurt her.”

      “But you’re going to make sure she talks.”

      “Don’t worry about it. She’ll probably be very forthcoming.”

      “Why would you say that?” I passed another car. 

      “Because she likes drama. Having me confront Fielding would provide plenty of that.”

      “Great. One of those women.”

      He laughed. “I take it you’re not a fan?”

      “Of course not. They are the worse. That’s why I’m not friends with many women.”

      “You’re friends with lots of men?”

      I didn’t have too many friends, and I liked it better that way. “Enough talking, let’s just get there.”

      

      I pulled up to a large, yet rundown house. The overgrown yard matched the vinyl siding that was falling off the house in several places. “Are you sure this is the right house?”

      “Positive.”

      “I guess I imagined Sabers would be more glamorous.” Saber-tooth tigers were one of my favorite animals from childhood. I liked modern day tigers, but the saber-tooth variety were even cooler. 

      “They are.” 

      I opened my door and met Hunter around the front. 

      He held up a hand to stop me. “Let me do the talking.” He led the way up to the front porch.

       Normally I would have argued with him, but he knew these people, and I didn’t. If he could get the necessary information, I was perfectly happy to sit back and let him. 

      The front door was wrenched open before Hunter even knocked.

      “Why am I not surprised to see you here?” A blonde with eye makeup dripping down her face waited in the doorway. She was wearing a deep purple cocktail dress with a low neckline. 

      “Wonderful to see you too, Jocelyn.” To his credit, Hunter looked at her eyes and not her chest. 

      “Don’t bother using the lines, Hunter. I’m not in the mood for it.” She sighed dramatically.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked impatiently.

      “Isaac and I had a fight.” She sighed again. 

      “You fight all the time.”

      “But not like this.” She shook her head. “He left. He’s gone and left me.”

      “What was the argument about?”

      “Your friends.” She walked back inside.

      Hunter nodded at me to follow. I did with him right behind me. 

      Jocelyn walked over to a door, and she started down a steep set of stairs. I caught Hunter’s eye, and he nodded. Despite my apprehension I descended the basement stairs. 

      We emerged in a bright and open room. Half of it was set up as a living area, while the other had a full bar and kitchen. There were doorways all over that I assumed led to other rooms. The basement was as different as night and day from the upstairs and exterior of the house. It was elegant and inviting instead of dated and worn. 

      Jocelyn walked right over to the large bar with a granite countertop and poured herself a drink. “Help yourself to anything.”

      Neither Hunter nor I moved. I didn’t drink on the job. 

      “What kind of fight did you have because of my friends?” 

      She swirled around the brown liquid in her glass. “Isaac didn’t think I should have told them how to find your brother.”

      “I find it hard to believe he’d leave over a difference in opinion like that.”

      I kept quiet. I had no idea whether this was normal behavior for the Saber couple. 

      She took a swig from her drink. “You know his views on your Dire politics.”

      “Yes. We’ve never seen eye to eye on that. Neither have you and me.”

      “But I like you.”

      “And Isaac doesn’t.”

      She shrugged. “We can’t make everyone a fan.”

      “But he does like Fielding.” Hunter clenched his jaw.

      “More than you.” She held up her glass. 

      “He’s going to warn Fielding.” Hunter froze. “Where is he?”

      “I might as well tell you. I already lost Isaac.”

      “You didn’t lose Isaac.”

      “He’s in a small town outside Boston called Baymill. It’s right off the Mass Pike. I think he’s running a service station there now.” She twirled a few strands of her blond hair. 

      “Got it.” Hunter turned to walk back upstairs. 

      “But, Hunter?”

      “Yes?” He nodded. 

      “Where’s Chet?”

      “Why?”

      “I heard Isaac talking to him right before we split ways. It wasn’t the kind of talk they should have been having without you.”

      Hunter paled. “Sorry to run like this, but we have to.” He took my hand and tugged me back toward the stairs. 

      “So that was weird.” I unlocked the SUV as we stepped outside.

      “It was more than weird.” He grabbed the keys from my hand. “Excuse me, but I’ll be driving.”

      I decided not to argue. “Fine.” I slipped into the passenger seat. “But you are going to have to fill in the blanks for me.”

      “I’ll tell you everything I can.” 

      “Good thing we’ve got a long drive ahead of us.” I leaned back against the seat.
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      “We’ve been here before.” I stared out the window as Denny pulled off the turnpike after what felt like endless hours of driving. 

      “Yes. We have.” Gage sounded far away, and I assumed he was having the same flashback I was.

      The night of the storm the snow had picked up, and we’d pulled off the turnpike so Gage could put on the chains. He’d stopped at the gas station while I’d gone into the diner.

       “That’s where I knew her from.” My whole body froze as chills covered every inch of me.

      “The old lady at the gas station?” Gage stared at me.

      “You saw her too?” That only validated my realization. We both couldn’t have imagined it. 

      “Wait what?” Genevieve asked. “Are you talking about the woman by the restrooms back in Tennessee?”

      “Yes. I told you I knew her from somewhere.” In one sense I had been validated, but it wasn’t a good thing. The connection couldn’t have been random. 

      “And you really think you saw her the night of the storm? You remembered her that well?” Skepticism filled Genevieve’s voice.

      “We talked for a while at a diner. First while Gage was getting the gas. And then after he arrived.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense.” Genevieve crossed her arms. “Can’t be random if it’s so far separated in time.”

      “Which means it’s important.” Denny slowed down. “Where was the diner?”

      “Further down this road.”

      “Do you remember the name of the gas station?”

      “No. Wait.” Another round of chills covered me. “Do you think it’s the same place where we’re going now?”

      “I’d guess it.” Denny sighed. 

      Gage took my hand. “This is crazy.”

      “What isn’t crazy?” I took several deep breaths. I had absolutely no idea what was happening, but I felt like I’d been dumped in the middle of the Twilight Zone. 

      “Has she been following us?” Genevieve stared out the window.

      “I don’t know.” Denny gripped the wheel tightly. “We don’t know who or what she is.”

      “Meaning she might not be human?” I asked.

      Denny nodded. “Meaning she probably isn’t. What did she say to you that night? What happened? Was she alone?”

      “She was with her husband.” Gage stared out the window. We were both looking at this road with new eyes now. 

      “Or at least a man who she was involved with. I didn’t look for a ring.”

      “They seemed really interested in us, but in that old couple kind of way.” Gage tore his eyes from the window. “When Mary Anne left for the bathroom the guy told me she was a keeper. It was weird, but also kind of normal coming from an older couple.”

      “What happened after that?” Denny pulled into a strip mall. He unbuckled and turned toward the back. Genevieve unbuckled as well and kneeled on the seat. 

      “We got back in the car. Someone told me the interstate was closed up ahead. I planned to get off right at that point, but then we almost got in an accident with a parked car and got off.”

      “You got off onto back roads because the main roads were so bad?” Genevieve raised an eyebrow. 

      “This isn’t the time for a lecture.” I narrowed my eyes. We didn’t have time for that. 

      “Sorry.” 

      “Did you see anyone in the parked car?” Denny asked.

      “Nope, but we didn’t look closely or anything.” Gage held my hand. “I was more worried about how much worse the roads would get.”

      “Ok.” Denny nodded. “So you got off onto the side roads?”

      “Yes, and not long after Chet jumped in front of our truck, and you know the rest.”

      “It never made sense why Chet was out there.” Denny seemed to be talking to himself. “And he normally picked the humans carefully. Hunter wasn’t happy that he picked a random truck—well until he saw it was Mary Anne.”

      “Wait. What are you saying?” Gage startled. “Was this planned?”

      “I have no idea, but there is only way we are going to find out.”

      “We have to face him?” I was even more freaked out about it now that we were doubting everything from that night. Things seemed even more messed up than I thought, and I wasn’t sure how much more I could take.

      “You don’t have to do this. You can stay back.”

      “She isn’t safe anywhere, Gage. Don’t be stupid.”

      “She’s definitely not safe near Fielding.”

      “We’re already near him. If you saw that woman all the way back when we stopped, do you doubt that he knows we’re coming?” He tapped on the center console. “Did you say anything to her?”

      “No. She just apologized for taking too long in the bathroom.”

      “We can’t put this off any longer.” Denny turned back around. 

      Genevieve got back in her seat. “I’m going to be honest. This is getting freaky.”

      “It is, but it isn’t going to get better. Denny is right. We’re already here. For all we know Fielding is watching us right this second.”

      “Way to freak me out more.” Genevieve slumped down further in her seat. 

      Denny continued down the road, and I was hit with even more déjà vu as he pulled into the gas station parking lot. Gage still held onto my hand tightly. I held on just as tight. I was afraid of what would happen if he let go.

      Denny parked in the deserted parking lot. 

      “Why do we always have to do these kinds of things at night?” I knew we’d be in just as much danger during the day, but the darkness made it all the more ominous. 

      “Because it’s our luck.” Denny got out and closed his door loudly. It was as though he were trying to get attention. I guess he was.

      Tall lights reflected off the packed piles of snow all around the periphery of the parking lot. I wrapped my arms around myself. It was much colder up north, but more than the cold, I was terrified. 

       Gage noticed me shiver and added his arms, but for once that didn’t help either. Something bad was coming, and we couldn’t outrun it. Instead we had to face it head on. 

      “Do you think anyone’s here?” Genevieve stood right next to me. 

      “I don’t know.”

      “Yes.” Denny stuffed his hands in his pockets. “My guess is Fielding is watching us right now deciding exactly how long to wait before he shows himself. He wants to intimidate us, and making us wait is part of that process.”

      “That’s pretty intense.” Genevieve watched the building. 

      “And that’s Fielding.”

      The sound of a door creaking open made me jump. I looked toward the silent station as a lone figured walked out onto the pavement. 

      “Well, well, well.” Hunter’s nearly exact look a-like strode toward us. Despite Jocelyn’s warning that he looked just like him, I still hadn’t expected them to appear so identical. 

      “Fielding.” Denny nodded formally.

      “Look what the cat dragged in. What are you doing here?” Fielding’s lips twisted into a smile. “My brother finally kick you out?”

      “You know why we are here.” Denny glared at him. 

      “Do I?” His eyes raked over me and then Genevieve. He may have been talking to the guys, but he was looking at us.

      Gage growled beside me.

      “Oh my. What has my dear little brother been up to?” Fielding finally looked at Gage. “And he turned a new one? And to think he sent you running to me.” He laughed.

      “You’re not going to kill him.” The words slipped out of my mouth.

      “Who said I was?” His eyes twinkled with amusement. “I heard my dear brother has gotten himself in trouble.”

      “Yes.” I nodded, determined to keep my composure despite his intense state. 

      “And it’s all your fault, isn’t it?” He stepped toward me. 

      Gage growled again. “It’s not her fault.”

      “But you exist for her, don’t you?” His smile grew more twisted. “It’s also her fault that my brother is locked in a cage.”

      “You’ve been following us? Or is there someone on the inside?” Denny stepped in front of me in a surprisingly protective way. 

      “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

      I mustered every ounce of courage I had. “Your brother is locked up because of you, not me.”

      “How do you figure?” He leaned down to my height. Gage pulled me back against him. Fielding laughed. “Calm down cub, I’m not touching her.”

      “How is any of this her fault?” Genevieve crossed her arms. “The hunt has been going on for far longer than she’s even been alive.”

      Fielding smiled at her. “And how did you get into this mess?”

      “I stick with my friends.” She linked her arm with mine. 

      “Even when your friends are on the wrong side?” He narrowed his eyes. “Come on, you don’t do that.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “Sure I do. Genevieve Wester.”

      “How?” Genevieve stepped away. “How did you know my name?”

      “It pays to do some research.”

      “On me?” She put her hand to her chest. “Why do I warrant research?”

      “You are with them. There had to be a reason. I needed to know what I was up against.”

      “And what did you discover?”

      “You’re more interesting than I expected.” He moved back to his full height. 

      “I am?” She lifted up her chin. 

      “You can stop shaking.” He turned back to me. “No one’s getting hurt. We’re actually going to work together.”

      “Why would we work with you?”

      “Because we both want the same thing.”

      “And what is that?” I highly doubted he wanted to be captured, and that’s exactly what we planned to have happen to him. 

      “To get Hunter and the pack out.” He put a hand on the back of his neck. “Isn’t that why you’re here?”

      “You don’t want that.”

      “Sure I do. He’s my brother. My twin brother, surely that means I care about him as much as the girl who spurned him for another.”

      Blood didn’t always mean love. “You hate your brother. You scarred him.”

      “Oh, that little thing.” He touched his face in the spot where Hunter had his long scar. “That was simply a misunderstanding.”

      “You don’t care about him.” I balled a hand into a fist. “Don’t pretend.”

      “I do, but that’s beside the point. The Society has him. It’s time to break him out and bring him home.”

      “You want to take down The Society.” Denny’s eyes darted around, and I assumed he was checking our surroundings for more people.

      “Surely after they kidnapped your sister your views on the organization have changed. You understand that they must be stopped at any cost.”

      Denny shook his head. “I believe the hunt has to end. We need to show that we will not be pushed around.”

      “And we will. We’ll all make Hunter proud.” Fielding grinned. 

      “Hunter doesn’t want a war.” Gage kept his arm firmly around me. 

      “How would you know?” He glared at Gage. 

      “He’s right. He doesn’t want that.” I echoed Gage’s sentiment. 

      Fielding laughed. “You can’t talk about his wants either. You haven’t taken the time to get to know him.”

       “I’m not his family. It wasn’t my job to get to know him.” Maybe antagonizing him wasn’t the best idea, but playing nice wasn’t going to help either.

      “Oh? You’re the ideal member of your family then?” Fielding shifted his weight from foot to foot. 

      I shivered again, as the cold night and Fielding’s words set in. “I try to be.”

      “Is that why you’re running around with Dires instead of returning to your parents now that you have the chance?”

      “I can’t leave Gage to his fate.” I was tired of people expecting me to just leave. 

      “Why not? Because it’s your fault he’s no longer human?”

      “No. Because I love him.” Why not get the truth said out loud?

      “It’s the guilt propelling you, not love.”

      “How would you know?” It was my turn to question him. 

      “It’s easy to read someone who is a lot like you.”

      “We have nothing in common.” It was bad enough when Hunter tried to make us sound similar, but now Fielding? 

      “We’re both calculated in our decisions, passionate about the wrong things, and reckless at the worst times.” He counted off each point with his fingers. 

      “You don’t know me.”

      “Of course I do. As I said, I’ve done my research.”

      “That’s not like knowing Genevieve’s name. That takes knowing me.”

      “Or watching you.” His eyes twinkled with amusement. 

      “When were you watching me?” I shivered again. I was already aware that he knew about me, but there was something about the way he said it made it worse.

      Gage growled. 

      Fielding laughed. “That’s for me to know. I can’t reveal all my secrets. What would be the fun in that?”

      “Will you help us get Hunter out? That’s all we want to know.” Denny’s jaw clenched.

      Fielding shook his head. “No.”

      “Great. We’re done here.” Denny turned his back on him. 

      “I haven’t finished.” Fielding smirked.

      “What is it?”

      “I will allow you to watch while I get him out myself. I merely meant I wouldn’t go along with whatever plan you had.”

      “Your plan is going to get us all killed.” Denny’s face was completely serious. 

      “How do you know? I haven’t even told you about it yet.” Fielding tossed a coin in the air and caught it. Who even carried coins anymore?

      “I just know,” Denny grumbled. 

      “You’ve never trusted me.” Fielding caught the coin and closed his fist around it. “Never.”

      “You’ve never given me a reason to trust you.”

      “Wait. How old are you?” Genevieve asked.

      “Why?” Fielding asked with an amused smile.

      “You two sound like old men, but you look like you’re in your mid-twenties.”

      “Early twenties.” Fielding corrected. “I guess I’m not aging well. How does Hunter look?”

      “You’ve seen him.” I answered even though he wasn’t asking me. “You already admitted to stalking me.”

      “It’s not stalking, and I have seen him, but I also never thought I looked older than my years.”

      “I haven’t had the pleasure of meeting him yet.” Genevieve put a hand on her hip. “But I hear he’s looking fine.”

      “Mary Anne is attracted to him.” Fielding challenged me with a wicked smile.

      As if my ill will against the guy needed to get worse. “My attraction to anyone isn’t the issue.”

      “She doesn’t want to admit it, but she is. She wants her college boy more, but if he wasn’t in the picture.” Fielding shrugged. “It’s beyond me why Hunter kept you.” He pointed at Gage. “I’d have gotten rid of you so I could keep the girl myself.”

      Gage growled and his body shook.

      I grabbed his arm. Shifting and starting a physical fight with Fielding wasn’t going to help matters. “And that’s why you’re not Alpha.” 

      Fielding glowered at me, and anger rolled off him in waves. For the first time since meeting Fielding I was legitimately scared for my safety. “Be careful what you say.”

      “I thought you weren’t going to hurt me?” I attempted to calm my shaking body. Gage wrapped me up in his arms. 

      “I wasn’t.” Fielding stepped toward me. “But you seem to be looking for trouble.”

      “I’m not.” I leaned back into Gage. 

      “How did you meet Hunter anyway?” Fielding watched me. 

      “You already know.”

      “Are you sure I do?” He smirked. 

      “You do.” I was completely sure he knew everything. Every little detail from that night. 

      “Refresh my memory.”

      “We had an accident.” Memories from that night were fresh in my head after seeing the old woman again. 

      “Oh that’s horrible.” He shook his head.

      “Driving in the snow.”

      “So sorry to hear that.” He spoke with fake concern. 

      “It was your fault.” The words flew out without a filter, but I knew they were true. 

      “Excuse me?”

      I forced myself to pull out of Gage’s arm before I spoke. I needed to do this standing on my own two feet. “You are behind everything.”

      “How could I be? We’ve only just met.”

      “Yes… but you admitted to watching me.”

      “I wasn’t the one who caused the accident.”

      “Were you there?” I watched his face carefully, looking for any slip or any hint. 

      “No. I haven’t watched you every second.”

      Denny nodded. “Of course you weren’t there yourself. That wouldn’t be your style.”

      “I don’t like what your insinuating.” Fielding crossed his arms.

      “Don’t worry, we all know the truth.” Denny dug his boot into a pile of frozen snow. “It was one of ours.” 

      “Exactly. You should be blaming Hunter, yet you’re siding with him.”

      “Because he needs to finish changing Gage.”

      “I could do it too. We’re twins, we have the same genetics.” He smiled.

      “You’re not Alpha.”

      “Are you going to start that again?” He rubbed the back of his neck. 

      I had to take a calculated risk, and I hoped Gage and Denny didn’t screw it up. 

      “Do you really think you can help us?”

      He grinned. “Absolutely.”

      “We have to think about it.” I found Gage’s hand behind me and squeezed it. He needed to go along with everything I said. 

      “Having second thoughts?”

      “You’re right. Hunter is the reason we had the accident. He may not have been the one to cause the accident, but he controls his pack.”

      “Exactly. And especially his second in command. He listens to everything Hunter has to say.”

      “Yes, Chet is completely loyal to Hunter.” I needed to tread carefully, but I needed to break through. That wasn’t part of the plan, but I needed to hear him admit it. To admit he’d caused everything. 

      “Of course. Chet would do anything for Hunter. He’s even given up his own happiness waiting for him to find a mate.” He tossed the coin again. “Silly tradition isn’t it?”

      “What do you mean?” I hoped playing stupid would work for me. 

      “Chet wants to mate with Marni, or didn’t the two love birds whine about it to you?”

      “I didn’t know that. I thought Marni was into someone else.” I was improvising and hoping I was right about him having feelings for Marni. 

      “Who else?”

      “Someone who wasn’t with the pack anymore. That’s all she told me.”

      He paled slightly. “Oh. I thought she and Chet were together. My mistake.”

      “I guess so. She seemed determined to end up with this other guy. Girl talk, you know?”

      “Yes.” He gave a slow smile. “Girl talk.” 

      “So back to changing Gage?” I squeezed Gage’s hand again. “Are you ready now?”

       “We should get the others out first. It might be better if Hunter did it.”

      “Would it be?” Gage asked. “I thought you said you could do it as well.”

      “I assume so, but it’s a gamble.” He put his hand in his pocket. 

      “Then we’ll wait.” No matter what we had to get Hunter out of the prison. There was no way in the world I was trusting Fielding to touch Gage. I was positive he’d kill him, and to make it worse, he’d do it with a smile.
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      I needed to go faster. I slammed down on the accelerator and wove in and around the few cars on the turnpike. We’d been driving for hours and had only stopped once. Darkness had set in, and although it was usually my favorite time of day, this time it worried me. Fielding was dangerous day or night, but under the cover of darkness he could get away with far more. 

      “She’s going to be okay.” Michelle spoke softly, but I heard it loud and clear. 

      “You don’t know that.”

      “She’s not alone.”

      “No, she’s not.” I clenched my jaw. She was with Gage. 

      “Stay focused. We are almost there.”

      “I am focused.” I tightened my grip on the wheel. 

      I was worried about Mary Anne, but I also couldn’t shake Jocelyn’s words about Chet. Why would he have been talking to Isaac without me? She’d implied it was an important conversation. No matter what it was, I had to get to Fielding now. 

      I turned off at the exit for Baymill and only slowed down slightly. I glanced at Michelle. She was staring straight ahead. A few minutes later I saw the weathered service station on the left side. A black SUV that looked like something Denny would have procured was the only vehicle in the parking lot. I parked a few spots down. I unbuckled and jumped out. Michelle followed.

      We followed the drive back around to the side of the building, and we found everyone. Mary Anne was cradled against Gage with another girl and Denny at their side. Fielding was standing in front of the rest of them, holding court. He was all about being the center of attention. He had been since day one. 

      I walked over, and he heard me approach.

      “Hello, brother.” Fielding grinned. “We were just talking about you.” 

      “That conversation will need to wait, because you and I need to talk.”

      “We do. I’m so glad you made it to our fun get together.”

      “Let them leave. We can talk about everything else as a pack.”

      He laughed. “As a pack? I left your pack years ago.”

      “Yet you always seem to be nearby.”

      “Seems like you are following me right now.”

      “It’s done.” I gritted my teeth. “Over.”

      “What is?” He feigned innocence. 

      “All of this. The hunt would be over if you could just stop—”

      He laughed. “Oh, little brother. So naïve. The hunt will never be over as long as the Pterons are in power.”

      Michelle tensed where she waited beside me.

      “Who’s your new friend? Gave up on the former redhead already?” He smirked.  

      “This is between you and me.”

      “Except it isn’t.” He strut over.

      “It is.” I stared him right in the eyes. 

      “You made a new cub I see.” He gestured to where Gage stood holding Mary Anne. The discomfort of watching them was second to my relief that he was keeping her safe. Someone needed to, and I needed to focus on Fielding. 

      “This isn’t about me turning someone. It was life or death and completely my choice.”

      “Everything is your choice, brother. Isn’t it?” His eyes were dark, almost soulless. He was so full of anger that he seemed to have lost everything else. 

      “You have made plenty of your own choices.”

      “I have.” He stepped toward me. “And I plan to make many more.”

      “Make the right choice for once.”

      “Like you?” He sneered. “Where are Chet and Marni? Or did you leave them to rot in The Society prison? Some Alpha you are.”

      Denny looked at me worriedly. 

      “Marni is safe,” I assured Denny before turning back to Fielding. “I had to get out, with or without them.”

      “Ah. And your new friend is one of them too.” He turned his eyes to Michelle. “A Pteron?”

      She glared back at him. “Yes, so watch it.”

      “Oh, a threat. This one is fun.” He clapped. He had lost his mind truly and completely. 

      “Leave her alone, Fielding. This doesn’t involve her.”

      “Then who does it involve?”

      I locked eyes with him, searching for something of his soul, but I found nothing. “Us.” 

      “No, I think it involves a whole lot more.” He winked at Mary Anne.

      Gage growled. 

      “Oh little cub, how cute.”

      “Leave her alone.” Gage pushed her behind him. 

      Fielding only laughed.

      “We need to talk as brothers.”

      “We haven’t been brothers since you stole my pack.”

      “I stole nothing. It wasn’t my choice.”

      “You should have abdicated.”

      “I was born to be Alpha, and I was born to end the hunt.”

      He chuckled. “Some job you are doing at both. Can’t even keep your second in command on board.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He grinned wickedly. “You haven’t figured it out yet?”

      “That you’ve been working together.” I knew how Fielding worked. I wouldn’t play his games. If things didn’t unroll the way he wanted, he’d get sloppy.

      His eyes widened in surprise. “Very nice… maybe that’s why you left him.”

      I shook my head. “I left Marni too.”

      “That you did. You were always good at leaving people.”

      “Not as good at you are.”

      “So you say.”

       “What the fuck?” Gage yelled as Mary Anne screamed out in pain. 

      I looked over, and could see nothing, but by the look of agony on her face, something had to be going on. I dashed over, but Gage grabbed for her first. His body jolted, and he fell to the ground as though he’d touched some sort of invisible electric fence. He immediately transformed into a massive grey wolf and stood back up. He was larger than the last time.

      I turned to Fielding, warring with my desire to change, but determined to get the answers from Fielding I could only get in my human form. 

      “You aren’t the only one who likes to play with witches, Hunter.” He grinned.

      Vanessa walked around the corner with an older woman I didn’t recognize. “Nice to see everyone again. Especially you, Sprinkles.”

      Gage lunged for her, but he was jolted to the ground in the same way he’d been with Mary Anne. 

      “Vanessa?” I stared at the witch who’d betrayed me.

      “Hi, baby. Nice to see you too.”  She smiled, revealing two rows of sparkling white teeth. “Miss me?”

      “Let. Her. Go.” I seethed before running toward Vanessa. As soon as my body made contact with hers I was hit with a searing pain and my entire body jolted. I fell to the ground. 

       “Come on, you can’t still be hung up on this girl. She doesn’t even have red hair anymore.” Vanessa snickered. 

      “Please let her go. She has nothing to do with this.” I slowly returned to my feet. 

      “So? What does that matter?”

      “She’s innocent.” I pointed toward Mary Anne who stood frozen as if she were a statue. 

      “As though that has ever stopped me before.” Vanessa turned to the older woman. “And there’s why we didn’t work out. He never took the time to get to know me.” She gave a fake pout. 

      “Who are you?” I demanded of the old lady.

      “A friend of a friend.” Her eyes twinkled. 

      Before I could ask more questions Mary Anne screamed again. I didn’t think, I transformed and lunged for Vanessa. She was doing something to hurt Mary Anne, and I had to stop it.  

      I was electrified in midair and once again found myself on the ground. Vanessa laughed again, and in my Dire form it was louder and rang through my ears. 

      She walked over to Mary Anne. “I thought I’d gotten rid of you, but turns out Hunter liked you after all. Not that I’m surprised. I did send you straight to him.”

      Mary Anne seemed to be trying to open her mouth. She was frozen and unable to talk.

      “Wait, you don’t still think it was random that Chet caused your accident do you?” Vanessa laughed. “That’s so adorable.”

      “What are you talking about?” Was she somehow part of their accident?

      “You must realize by now that Mary Anne ending up on your doorstep wasn’t an accident. Can’t even keep your second in command on your side. Fielding is right. You were never meant to be Alpha.”

      “Oh shut up.” Michelle’s eyes darkened and large black wings spanned out of her back. I’d never seen beauty in a Pteron before, but that’s what her wings were. She flew toward Vanessa and the old lady, and she slammed them both to the ground. 

      Mental. It had to be mental. Pterons were immune to mental magic, that’s how she was succeeding.

      “Watch out!” Genevieve screamed.

      Before I could react, Fielding lunged for me in his wolf form. The element of surprise gave him the upper hand at first, but not for long. He gnashed his teeth at me as I lay on the ground covering my face. His eyes beat into mine, and I knew the moment had come. I twisted with all my strength tossing him over. I transformed and jumped on top of him, using the burst of strength from taking my Dire form to pin him to the ground.

      I slashed at his face the same as he had mine so many years ago. It was time to end him. I hesitated, and I felt something sharp pierce through my side, knocking me off my brother.

      I turned and saw a large saber tooth tiger staring back at me. The Saber had to be Isaac. Of course he had been working with Fielding. Chet wasn’t the only one who’d betrayed me. 

      I struggled to stand back up onto my paws. My brother still lay on the ground recovering. I looked at my side as a steady stream of blood dripped to the ground from the spot where I must have been bitten. I slowly walked toward Isaac careful not to expose my weak side. He appeared less confident now without the element of surprise. As I backed him against the wall of the station with no place to run, Fielding lunged for me and went right for my neck. I needed to fight back, but my energy was waning. 

      I knew it was close to the end as Fielding appeared ready to strike a final blow. Just as he opened his jaws he was shoved off me as Gage attacked him, ripping flesh from his neck. 

      Gage trapped him beneath him on the ground and ripped away at Fielding’s neck. I heard a final whimpering sound before a sudden silence.

      The searing pain in my side seemed to worsen as I lay in a puddle of blood. 

      “Don’t move, it will only make it worse,” Michelle ordered.

      She didn’t need to tell me, the pain was only getting worse. My vision darkened and my eyes started to close as a flurry of black wings descended toward us. 

      

       “Hunter?” A soft voice called from somewhere far away.

      I blinked a few times and forced my eyes open. “Hello.” I locked eyes with Mary Anne.

      She smiled. “Hello? Is that all I get?”

      I felt the hard blacktop beneath me. We were still in the parking lot. “You’re okay. Where’s Vanessa? Isaac? Were those Pterons?” I fired off a round of questions, but immediately regretted it. My side ached. My injuries usually healed quickly, but a saber-tooth bite wasn’t any small thing.  I immediately noticed a small bandage over the wound. 

      “Levi and his men showed up and took Isaac and the witches into Pteron custody. Michelle really did a number on the witches.”

      “Gage?” I was tired, but she hadn’t mentioned him yet. He’d risked his life to save me, and by attacking my brother he’d saved Mary Anne. Had he been injured? I knew he was alive. Mary Anne wouldn’t have been so calm otherwise. 

      “He’s talking to Levi.”

      I struggled to sit up, but I couldn’t lie there any longer. Mary Anne or someone had laid a piece of fabric over my lower body. “I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry for what?”

      “Failing you.” I looked underneath the bandage on my side. The wound was starting to heal up. 

      “You didn’t fail me… you kidnapped me, but that’s a different story.”

      “I couldn’t save you.”

      “I didn’t ask you too.”

      “My brother is dead.” It was a statement rather than a question. I’d never felt a connection to him in life, but I felt the absence of him in his death. 

      “He is.” She looked down. “I’m not sure if I’m supposed to say I’m sorry for your loss or something like that.”

      “He’s been dead to me for years.”

      “That’s not the same thing.”

      “He was about to kill me. To kill you.”

      “He was still your brother.”

      “He was.” I blinked a few times, and my vision finally returned to normal. “What did I miss? How long was I out?”

      “Not too long, but you missed quite a bit. It turns out Fielding has been working with Vanessa’s coven.”

      “And the older woman? Was she a witch?”

      Mary Anne nodded. “Yes. We first met her the night of the storm.”

       “How? Before your accident?” I knew there was more to the story. Now that I knew about Chet, I had to doubt everything he’d ever told me.

      “She was with an older man, and we thought they were a nice old couple, but really they contacted Fielding and Chet and set everything up.”

      “That still doesn’t make sense. How could they have known you were the girl from my dreams?”

      “I wasn’t that girl.”

      “We’ve been oven this.”

      She put a hand on my shoulder. “We have, but I understand it now. Vanessa didn’t help you. She manipulated you. She made it so you’d think any redhead you met matched the image exactly. That’s why when the witch saw I had red hair she went for it.”

      “But why?”

      Levi walked over. “Because this was all Chet’s idea. He wanted you to overthrow The Society and take your place as leader. He knew you wouldn’t do that without a push.”

      “He also wanted you to take a mate.” Mary Anne shrugged.

      “Then how did Fielding get involved?” He wasn’t one to join up with someone else’s plan. 

      “Chet needed help, and he knew Fielding would be more than happy to participate. Of course Fielding planned to take you out as soon as you took power.”

      “Why didn’t Fielding try it himself? I have been expecting him to for years.”

      “He had followers, but not enough. You were the true Alpha. The only one who could claim legitimacy and take the crown if you took me out.” Levi’s face darkened.

      “What would have happened if they didn’t see me that night?” Mary Anne asked him. 

      “Nothing until they found one. They were actually eating dinner and realized they got lucky.”

      “That’s insane.” I refused to believe Mary Anne wasn’t the girl. It had been her. If it hadn’t, I’d been obsessed with a figment of my imagination for months. “It’s you. You knew my nickname for you. I felt the connection. You did too.”

       “There was a connection. There is, I’m not going to sit here and deny it. Maybe it has something to do with what Vanessa did to you, maybe it doesn’t. Maybe it’s just plain old attraction, but that doesn’t mean we’re meant to be together.”

      Levi cleared his throat. “I get you two need to talk, but can I talk to Hunter alone for a few minutes?”

      “Yes, but are you still willing to—” Mary Anne started. 

      “Gage doesn’t need me.” I interrupted.  

      “How did you know that’s what I was going to ask?” She raked her teeth over her bottom lip.

      “Because that’s why you’re here.”

      “I promised to end the hunt. I didn’t break that promise.”

      I smiled. “No you didn’t.”

      “But you’re sure he doesn’t?” Her face was a mix of hope and worry. 

      “He knows it. He’s strong.”

      “Did he ever need you to, or was that all a lie?” She watched me carefully.

      “It wasn’t a lie. He would have it weren’t for you.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You mated with him.”

      “I did.” She blushed and looked down.

      “That completed him. He’s stronger than ever.”

      “Oh…” She seemed to consider my words. “I helped him.”

      “You helped all of us.”

      Levi cleared his throat again.

      “I’ll talk to you later.” She hurried off.

      I turned to Levi. “Nice timing.” It was the first and only time I was glad that Pterons showed up. 

      Levi laughed. “Sorry about that.”

      “The question is, were you late or were you watching us the whole time?”

      “We showed up as soon as we could.”

      “I hope that’s the truth.”

      “It is. My wife would kill me if I purposely let that girl get hurt.”

      “Gage saved her. He saved me too.” I had to admit it. 

      “He did.” 

      “What happens now?”

       “We’re still going to have to keep you under observation.”

      “I know that.”

      “But no need to hide. No more hunt.”

      “You can’t promise that.” Nothing was that easy. 

      “I’m the king, I can promise anything I want.”

      “Promote her.” I nodded toward Michelle. 

      “I had a better idea.”

      “Oh?”

      “I’ll make you a commander in our newest intelligence force.”

      I laughed. “Good one.”

      “What better way to show everyone that the hunt is over? Put you on our elite intelligence force.”

      “Where does Michelle come in?”

      “You are under observation, remember?”

      “You want her to babysit me?” I raised an eyebrow.

      “No. I want her to work with you.” 

      “Oh.” I wasn’t sure how to react. A job offer wasn’t exactly the response I was expecting. 

      “I have to deal with some prisoners.” He looked in the direction of Isaac and the others he captured. “Plus the one back at the prison. I already had them free Marni. She should be on her way up here already.”

      “You’re a better man than your father.” His father would have never made this offer. 

      “So are you.” He held out some clothes. “Why don’t you get dressed?”

      “Thanks.”

      “No problem.” He nodded and walked away.  

      I quickly changed and noticed Mary Anne wrapped in Gage’s arms. 

       “She’s not yours.” Michelle put a hand on my shoulder. “She’ll never be, and she was never meant to be.”

      “Is that supposed to help me?”

      She shook her head. “No, but you don’t love her. You care, don’t get me wrong, but you don’t love her.”

      I only stared at her, trying to come up with a response. She didn’t give me a chance. 

      She smiled, squeezed my shoulder and walked off. 

      Her words angered me, but she was right. Completely right. Mary Anne wasn’t mine. That reality shouldn’t have come as a surprise, but it did. Through everything I’d hoped we’d find a way to work things out, but Michelle was right. I didn’t love Mary Anne. I loved the idea of her, and even if for that reason alone I had to let her go. Gage didn’t deserve her. At least not yet. But he would. 

      “Hunter?” Mary Anne’s soft voice pulled me from my thoughts as she walked over.

      “How are you holding up?” I tightened the blanket she wore around her shoulders. It couldn’t replace a coat, but we didn’t have an extra one of those lying around. 

      “I’m fine.”

      “You’re more than fine, aren’t you?” I’d never met a girl so deceiving. On the outside she seemed so fragile, almost weak, but on the inside she was the strongest woman I’d ever met. 

      “I am.” She smiled. 

      “This Pteron debriefing shouldn’t take much longer. You’ll be able to go soon.” 

      “You did tell me I’d get to see my family again one day.”

      “I always keep my promises.” I regretted my words as soon as I saw her face fall. She’d broken a major promise to me. “I didn’t mean it that way. I wasn’t comparing myself to—”

      “I know.” She shrugged. “We all do what we have to do, right? That’s how I’m supposed to excuse what I did.”

      “No.” I shook my head. “You don’t have to excuse doing what your heart told you to do. And the hunt is over. You did more than anyone could ever ask of someone.”

      “Thanks for understanding.” She smiled again. 

      “Mary Anne?” Michelle called. “Can we chat for a few minutes?”

      “Sure.” Mary Anne turned to me. “Don’t leave before I say goodbye.”

      “Don’t worry, I won’t.” I wanted to say goodbye. I needed to even if it was the kind of goodbye that hurt. 

      Michelle winked at me as Mary Anne strode over to her. The Pteron was growing on me. She was annoying sometimes, but she had spunk. She had the courage to defy her family. I knew all about that. 

      “You did the right thing.” Denny held out his flask. 

      “Letting Gage kill my brother?”

      “That too.”

      “You mean Mary Anne?”

      “Yes.” He took a swig from his flask. “Letting her go.”

      “She is mated to him.” Saying it out loud for the second time was easier. 

      “That wouldn’t stop the Alpha.”

      “Not necessarily.” Alphas could do whatever they wanted to do. Right or wrong. “He loves her.”

      “Of course he does. And she’s in love with him.”

      “On second thought.” I pulled the flask from him and took a swig.

      He laughed. “Thought you might need it.”

      “Fielding is gone.”

      “He is.” Denny pulled the flask from my hand. “It’s not as satisfying as you thought, is it?” 

      “No.” I shook my head.

      “Most things in life aren’t.”

      “I need you to take your position back.” Denny had abdicated the position to Chet several years before, and I’d never been more upset about that decision.

      “We have almost no pack.”

      “I still need you.” I met his eyes. 

      “I know.”

      “So you’ll do it?”

      “Yes.” 

      “You going to take a chance with her?” He nodded toward Michelle.

      “Maybe.”

      “Fair answer.”

      “What about Mary Anne’s friend?” I’d noticed the protective way he moved around her. 

      “Genevieve?” He shrugged. “Maybe when she’s older.”

      “She’s of legal age, isn’t she?”

      “Technically yes, but she’s a kid. A cute, spunky one, but still a kid. Turning eighteen doesn’t magically change that.”

      “It doesn’t.” I watched Mary Anne. “But living does.”

      “Mary Anne has grown up.”

      “She has.”

      “It’s not your fault.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me I was an idiot about the dreams?” 

      “Because you wouldn’t have listened.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because you’re you.”

      “That I am.”
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      I hugged Hunter one last time. I knew it wasn’t a forever kind of goodbye, but I also knew that things would be different the next time I saw him. He’d be different, and I’d be different. But that was for the best. Maybe then we could get to know each other as real people and not caricatures of the roles we were destined to play. Hunter was no more a ruthless, heartless animal than I was a damsel in need of being saved. Once we pushed those pretenses aside it was obvious we were meant to be one thing. Friends. He’d saved my life and Gage’s, and for that I would be eternally grateful, but that couldn’t hold me back from living my own life. 

      Hunter had been right about one thing. My appearance in his life would help end the hunt, only it had nothing to do with my being his mate. Once we accepted that, everything else fell into place.

      So much had changed in such a short period of time. I’d changed in more ways than I could count, but some things had stayed the same. I caught Gage’s eye from over Hunter’s shoulder. He was tense, but I knew he was trying. He understood I had to say my goodbye. 

      “Take care of yourself.” Hunter released me from the hug. “And don’t be a stranger.”

      “Same to you.”

      “Is that your way of inviting me to visit you at Eastern?”

      “You can’t stay with Genevieve and me. You’ll have to stay with Gage.” I smiled thinking about how nice it would be to have Genevieve as a roommate. 

      “I can get a hotel.”

      I smiled again. “Let me know when you’re in town.”

      “I will, but it’s going to be awhile. There’s a lot of work to be done before I get to take time off.” He glanced at Michelle where she waited. She smiled back, and if I wasn’t imagining things, there was something hidden in that smile. Hunter was going to be just fine without me. 

      “I understand.”

      He took my hand in his. “I’ll miss you my Firefly.”

      Tears welled in my eyes. “I won’t forget you.”

      “Of course you won’t.” He kissed me on the cheek, nodded at Gage, and walked away. 

      I walked over to Gage. “Are you ready?”

      “To face our parents?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I hope they don’t have heart attacks.”

      “We need to stick to our cover story, and we’ll be fine.” I blinked back the remaining tears. I needed to stay focused. We were returning to our real lives. I needed to be ready. 

      “The cover story, yes. We met a crazy cult in the woods after our accident. The leader wanted you and kept us captive.”

       “That’s not too far from the truth.” I leaned up on my tippy toes and brushed my lips against his.

      “No. Not too far. Well, aside from the fact that I’m not human anymore.”

      “That’s a little detail.” I ran my hands through his messy hair. 

      “We also get to tell them we’re together.”

      “I’m sure that won’t be as big of a shock as the rest.”

      “My mom will be happy I finally chose a nice girl.”

      “Nice girl?” I put a hand on my hip. “After everything we’ve been through do you really think that still describes me?”

      “You’re badass, smart as hell, gorgeous, tough as nails, and willing to sacrifice to protect those you care about, but yes on top of all that you are a nice girl.”

      “You’re a nice boy.”

      “Am I?” He raised an eyebrow.

      “Yes. All that bad boy act stuff isn’t going to work on me anymore.”

      “Will you still find me impossible to resist?” He wrapped his arms around my waist. 

      “I’ll never be able to resist you.” I rested my head against his chest. I’d never get tired of being in his arms. “So what happens after?”

      He stroked my back. “After we see them?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I don’t know… you still want to live with Genevieve?”

      I nodded. “Yes.”

      His face fell.

      “Not that I don’t want to be with you, but I think we need to take things slow. Let this flow naturally.”

      “Got it. But when you say take things slow does that mean I have to wait three dates to bring you home with me?” He dropped his lower lip in a pouty way. 

      “Would you be willing to wait that long?”

      “I’d wait forever for you.” His eyes locked with mine, and I knew he meant it. Despite everything else we’d made it through, those words hit me hardest. He loved me flaws and all, and I loved him. I wasn’t in love with my fantasies of him anymore. Those were gone, but what replaced them was so much better.

      “I won’t make you wait forever.” I entwined my hand with his. “We should go.”

      “Would you like to drive?”

      I thought about it. “Yes. I’ll drive.” I accepted the keys and got into the driver’s seat, the seat I would always take now in my life. I was done worrying about failure and whether I’d disappoint everyone. I was me, and that was more than enough. 

      It was nearly morning when we got on the road, and I forced my eyes to stay open, but it was worth it. The sunrise was the most beautiful one I’d ever seen. 

      Gage played a beat on my leg the same way he usually did on the steering wheel. “We made it to dawn.”

      “And we’ll make it right back to dusk again.”

      “There’s a beauty in that, isn’t it?” He asked. “In the predictability of each day and night.”

      “There is, but it’s not the predictability I love. It’s knowing that I get to spend the rest of my sunsets and sunrises with you.”

      “A lifetime of sunsets and sunrises.” He kissed my cheek, and we made our way home.
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      The son of darkness is all grown up... 

      James is a Guardian. He is tasked with protecting the most important person in his world. For eight years he has done his job without complaint, but he has grown tired of living under the shadow of a father who is responsible for the most unimaginable violence and destruction his world has ever known. 

      Ainsley is at a loss for what to do with her life. She hates her two dead end jobs and the family who betrayed her. She has resigned herself to living one day at a time, but she longs for an escape from her lonely life. 

      When Ainsley finds James in her bed, their two lives and worlds collide. They may have both found exactly what they need, but the darkness James has been running from his whole life has just caught up.
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      The dated rock music was giving me a headache. If not for the alcohol still left in my glass I would have been out of the bar already. Even the redhead hanging on my every word was getting to me. Did girls no longer believe in the chase? 

      “James?” she said my name with an exaggerated southern drawl that came across as almost fake. It probably was. 

      “Yes?” I blinked a few times trying to bring things back into focus. I had drunk far too much, but there was nothing I could do about that now.

      “Are you even listening to me?” She tapped her fingers on the bar top between us. 

      “No.” I took in the faded blue paint on the walls. The place had seen better days, but it served my needs perfectly. No one thought anything of the quiet guy getting plastered at the bar. I blended in. 

      “I asked you if you wanted to take me home. I only live a few blocks from here.” She put her hand on my upper thigh. 

      I looked into her glazed over green eyes. “Probably not.”

      “Oh.” Hurt marred her overly made-up face, and for a second I felt bad, but then it faded. She would be even more hurt when I left her in the morning. Besides, if she was half as drunk as I was, she had no idea what she was asking.

      “I am doing you a favor.” I downed the rest of my beer. It was some crappy lager I had no plans to try again. I had chosen it as an alternative to the whiskey that had filled my glass earlier in the evening. 

      “Oh.” She stared at me blankly. She clearly liked that word. 

      “See you around.” I moved over a stool to make sure she got the less than subtle hint. I did not particularly enjoy being mean, but I had no time or energy to play nice. 

      Loud laughter got my attention. “Cold.”

      I looked at the aging bartender chuckling in front of me before glancing down at the now vacant stool the redhead had been seated on. “Honesty.”

      “You have to admit that was harsh.” He leaned on his elbows. “Do you usually treat pretty girls that way?”

      “Would it have been better to have bedded her and never spoken to her again?”

      He straightened up. “No, but there is an in-between. There is value in politeness.”

      “And what value is that?” I pushed my empty beer glass toward the bartender. “Give me something stronger this time.”

      “I can’t serve you more. We both know that.”

      “And we both know you make exceptions.” I was drunk. There was no question about that, but I needed more to numb the emptiness. Otherwise there was no point in having made the trip into Charleston. 

      “I can’t serve you more booze, but I don’t mind listening.”

      “Listening?” I raised an eyebrow. “Do I look like I want someone to listen?”

      “You’re wasted before nine o’clock at night. You need someone to talk to.”

      “Next time I will wait until later to get intoxicated.” I tossed down enough money to cover double my tab and stumbled out of the bar.

      The cool night was a welcome change from the stifling heat of the overcrowded dive. It had been years since I lived in the city of Charleston, South Carolina, but one thing remained the same. They still insisted on pumping heat into buildings the second the temperature dropped south of sixty degrees. I doubted that most of the people at the bar could survive long where I came from.

      The city portion of my walk should not have taken long, but it did. I guess that happens when you get pissed drunk. I knew Charleston well from the months I lived there in high school—and the few nights I spent there now. I spent most of my time in an altogether different place, a place that had stopped feeling like home years ago. A place that was literally another world. 

       I was far too exhausted to make it all the way back home, so I stopped at the one place I could in the city. I had no key, but I had another plan to get in. I went around back, taking one cursory look into the withering garden before starting my climb up the thick ivy that wound its way all the way up to the third story balcony. 

      The ivy swayed under my weight, but I made it onto the balcony without breaking my neck. I shook the doorknob with enough force to get it to budge. I pushed the door open, kicked off my boots, and tossed my shirt before collapsing on the queen sized bed. It was not my bed, but at the moment any bed would do.
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      I was living the life of a TV sitcom friend. You know the type: the boring one that serves no purpose except to make the main character seem more interesting. I worked not one, but two dead end jobs. I didn’t know which was worse, serving frozen yogurt or working as an office assistant at a law firm. Neither had anything to do with my career goals, but as my mom always said, beggars can’t be choosers. My art history degree had proved as useful as it sounded. I couldn’t manage to land a job working in a gallery, let alone a museum. I’d eventually have to go back to school to get a degree in something useful, but the thought of spending time in a classroom wasn’t something I could stomach. At twenty-two, I was just happy to be paying the bills without moving back in with my parents. It was more than most of my friends could say. Or at least most of the friends I still had.

      I waited impatiently as a couple stared at the flavor listing above my head. They’d been in the frozen yogurt shop for twenty minutes already. We only offered a dozen flavors. The decision couldn’t have been that hard to make. “We close at nine.” I used the most polite voice possible, but as it was 8:56 I figured they needed a reminder.

      “That means you don’t let new customers in after nine. We’re already here. You can’t kick us out.” The guy wrapped his arm around his date’s waist. “Don’t worry baby, there’s no rush.”

      I bit my tongue. Who did this clown think he was? If I wasn’t certain the guy would report me and get me fired, I would have given him a piece of my mind. Instead I started wiping up a sticky spot on the counter I’d overlooked earlier. Despite how boring the job was, it did pay decently, and I didn’t mind my boss.

      “Can I try the vanilla again? I’m not sure I liked it.” The girl pointed at the hard yogurt in the case in front of her.

      Seriously? Who tried vanilla twice? I mean everyone in the world knew what that flavor tasted like. I gritted my teeth. “Sure.” I picked up one of the small pink spoons and scooped a tiny amount. I handed it to her.

      She tasted it. “I’m still not sure.”

      I glanced at the neon colored clock by the door. It was two minutes after nine now. “I’m sorry, but I really have to close.”

      “No you don’t. You’re going to let my girlfriend take her time and pick a flavor.” The guy puffed out his chest like that was supposed to intimidate me or something. 

      I sighed before glancing at the clock again. I was going to be late meeting my friends for drinks. Or really my friend Grace and her other friends. Saying it in the plural made it sound better.

      “Is the chocolate chip cookie dough flavor good?” The girl batted her long eyelashes. I’d have bet a lot they were fake. 

      “If you like cookie dough, yes.”

      She nodded as though I’d just shared some life altering secret. “Can I try that one too?”

      I sighed again. “Sure.” I took out another pink spoon. 

      She tried it. “I changed my mind. I don’t want anything.” The girl turned toward the door.

      “I agree. Horrible service here.” The guy followed her and slammed the door behind him.

      I silently cursed them while I wiped down the rest of counter. There was a time in my life when I got along with everyone. That time had come and passed. Now I was lucky if I could handle being in the same room as someone who rubbed me the wrong way. It made working in the service industry dicey, especially when your customers were mostly tourists. I loved living in Charleston, but sometimes I wished I lived somewhere a little more off the beaten path. 

      I finished my clean up and checked the clock again. I didn’t have time to do much to help my appearance, but I changed into a black three-quarter length sleeve sweater rather than my Yogurt Love t-shirt. I checked the tip jar. There wasn’t much in there, which was the same way it was every shift. Clearly my sparkling personality wasn’t doing me any favors. 

      I locked up and hurried out to my car, checking the clock as soon as I started the engine. Nine twenty-two. I could still make nine-thirty if I didn’t hit too many lights.

      I raced down to King Street, nearly destroying my car in an attempt to parallel park in the smallest spot known to man. Even my tiny Honda Fit barely found enough room. If it had been during the day, I could have avoided using my car completely, but I was far too paranoid to walk around the city alone at night. My step-dad the cop had shared countless horror stories with me. 

      I got out and booked it around the corner to the bar. Right before I reached the entrance I realized I hadn’t locked the car. I turned around, locked it, and walked into the bar half out of breath. 

      I took a moment to compose myself while I strained my neck to locate everyone. When I didn’t see anyone I went over to the bar and ordered a glass of wine. You always look less socially awkward when you have a drink in your hand. 

      So much for being late. I pulled out my phone and texted Grace. You coming?

      She didn’t respond. I took another sip of wine. It was only ten minutes after the meeting time. They’d show up. 

      Twenty minutes later my wine was gone, as was any of my motivation to wait around. My phone buzzed. Sorry. We had to cancel, but someone else is coming.

      Someone else? My chest clenched. What was going on?

      I promise you are going to love him. His name is Brad and he’s been dying to meet you since he saw your picture.

      What? You know I’m not interested in dating.

      Of course I know. Why else would I make up a girls’ night? 

      I silently cursed her before stuffing my phone back in my purse. Luckily I had a ten in my wallet, so I tossed down the cash and got up. Whoever this Brad was, I had no interest in meeting him. 

      I was never talking to Grace again. She may have been my last friend in town, but that didn’t make up for this. We’d been friends since the first week of our freshman year of college, and she set me up with no warning? How pathetic did she think I was?

      I hurried toward the entrance, carefully maneuvering through the crowd until I walked into something—or rather into someone.

      “Sorry,” I mumbled before I tried to walk around him. 

      “Ainsley?” A hand wrapped around my arm. I looked up at the sound of my name coming from a stranger’s mouth. “Am I that late?” 

      I glanced into the deep brown eyes of a guy I’d never met. “Uh, sorry, you’ve got the wrong person.” Was my luck really that bad? I literally ran into the blind date I was ditching. 

      “I’m Brad. Didn’t Grace tell you about me?” He still held onto my arm a little too tight.

      “Not until a minute ago.” 

      “Wait. You didn’t know we had a date? Didn’t Grace show you my picture or anything? And why are you here then?” He glanced over my head as though someone else might somehow have the answers. The only one with the answers was Grace, and she was conveniently not there. 

      “I was supposed to be having drinks with friends.”

      “Oh.” His eyes set on mine. “How about having drinks with me instead?” His lips twisted into a smile.

      Talk about confidence. Too bad that wasn’t going to change the fact that I was angry and in no mood to deal with him. “Sorry, I’ve got to go.”

      “Just one drink? I’ve been looking forward to this all week.”

      All week? Grace was really going to get it. We’d only planned the night out a few days ago. “There are plenty of girls here, I’m sure you’ll find someone to occupy your time.” I put a hand over my mouth. Had I just sounded that bitchy? He probably had no clue what he’d stepped into. 

      He laughed. “Feisty. Nice.”

      And any sympathy for him disappeared at the use of the word feisty. “Not feisty and not nice.” I shook my arm, but it didn’t budge from his grip. I swore I’d start working out with weights more. “Listen, I’m sorry if you’re disappointed, but I never agreed to meet you.”

      “I get that, but why leave now? Might as well enjoy the evening, right?” He smiled.

      I sighed. “Let go of my arm, and I’ll think about agreeing to a rain check.”

      “A rain check?” He glanced at his watch. “But it’s early. Why not have a drink now?”

      “Because I’m annoyed, and nothing good is going to come of anything I do when I’m annoyed.”

      He laughed. “Fair enough. Can I get your number? Maybe set something up without involving Grace?”

      “How about you give me yours, and I’ll call you?”

      He raised an eyebrow. “You mean so you can lose my number and never call?”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “You don’t think I will?”

      “I know you won’t.”

      “Then why bother getting my number? I could blow you off that way too.” I gazed longingly at the exit. It was so close yet so far away. 

      “No, you like being chased. I understand girls like you, and I’m willing to play the game. Usually the reward is well worth the effort.” 

      “Ok, offer to take your number revoked. Goodnight.” I turned away. What an arrogant jerk.

      He grabbed my arm again. “What? I’m just saying it like it is.”

      “Like it is? No, what it’s like is that you’re going to let go of me and walk away right now. Preferably forget my name.” 

      I used his momentary shock to slip away. I made it to the door and stepped out into the cool night. 

      Holding on to my arm once was one thing, but twice? I’d done the whole Neanderthal guy thing before, and I wasn’t interested in going there again. He’d turned out to be the biggest mistake of my life, and Brad was no different. He screamed alpha male asshole, and I didn’t need that in my life. Boring was better than that. 

      I dared one glance over my shoulder before walking around the block to my car. At least I’d parked close. I tossed my phone on the passenger seat.

      I spent two minutes getting my car out of the cramped spot, miraculously sparing my car and the others from any scratches. I drove home slowly, in no real rush to face the giant empty house. It wasn’t my house. 

      A former professor had talked me into house sitting for one of his old friends. I didn’t mind the rent free part, but there was something depressing about living alone in a giant house when you were single and nearly broke.

      I marveled at the live oaks as I drove down the narrow streets. I loved Charleston, but there were some things about urban life I’d probably never get used to. The house came into view. It was gorgeous. Three floors and right near the battery. It was so close to the water that you could nearly taste it, and you got an amazing view from the upper balconies. I had no trouble understanding why it was a stop on the historical tours, even if it did get annoying when people parked out front to take pictures. 

      I pulled around to the side of the house and parked in the small drive. When I got out, I did what I always did, I checked over my shoulder before walking up the wraparound porch. Living alone in a city wasn’t good for an already paranoid person. 

      I unlocked the door and quickly locked it behind me. I glanced at the large kitchen. It was tastefully done, but I was surprised the owners hadn’t updated it. Then again there was something charming about the old countertops. Granite might have taken away from the overall feel of the place.

      The thought of a late night snack appealed, but a glass of wine sounded even better. I filled a tumbler two-thirds full with some left over Cab Sav. Although I was broke, there were certain luxuries I indulged in. I walked down the hall to the living room. At least there was a big screen TV to keep me company. 
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      “I’m sorry but there’s no other way, Bailey. We gave you a whole extra year to come to terms with this,” my father grumbled. 

      I quickened my pace toward the meadow, my jaw aching from clenching too hard. “I was hoping you’d come to your senses, but obviously not. I can’t believe you did this to me! I’m not going to agree to this . . . I won’t.”

      “You have no choice, Bailey. We did what we thought would keep you safe. You’re of age now, and mating with Kade will keep you safe and pass on our bloodline.”

      Actually, I did have a choice. My father was alpha of our pack, but my loyalties remained my own. I didn’t feel the pull that everyone else did when it came to following orders. While they had to follow them; I didn’t. Growing up, I had often wondered if there was something wrong with me. But as I got older, it all began to make sense. I had a gift—I was a rare female alpha—and it needed to stay hidden. 

      “Keep me safe? You’ve got to be kidding me. I’ve kept myself safe my entire life. Maybe I should’ve left when I had the chance.” They both tensed and hung back while I took the lead.

      They were angry, yet it was almost as if they were scared of fighting against me, afraid I would leave and never return. I wanted to do what was best for our pack, I really did. But mating with Kade wasn’t the answer. I was basically being given away like a mail-order bride. 

      There was a time when I lived for the pack, when I would do anything to save my people. The white wolves were slowly reducing in number, and now everyone was desperate, struggling to make ends meet before we were wiped into extinction. I was twenty-four years old, and a daughter of the Northern pack alpha. It was my duty to continue my lineage. The only problem was, there were no other unmated alphas around other than my best friend, Sebastian, and the supreme douche, Kade Whitemore. 

      There was no way in hell I was going to alliance myself with that rat bastard. He was alpha of the Yukon pack, violent, and an overbearing ass who’d rather see me on my back with my legs spread open than being his equal. I’d rather die than be forced to be his mate for all eternity. Why couldn’t I mate with Sebastian? Thinking of fucking him gave me the willies, but anything was better than Kade.

      Anger racked my body and I sat there, seething . . . until I felt him. He was coming for me; I could sense him drawing near. The closer we got to the meadow, the more I could smell Kade and his excitement—his lust. Hopefully, he could smell the rage and disgust coming from me. 

      Wolves mated for life; it was a sacred union. It wasn’t like a human marriage where you could end it by signing a piece of paper. Our unions weren’t something you did lightly. It was also not a decision I was going to let my parents make for me. The only way to escape would be to kill him, and the last thing I wanted to do was start a war between packs. There had to be another way. 

      Up ahead, in wolf form, Kade kept his stare dialed in on me. He was large—like all alpha males tended to be—but I wasn’t impressed. He could smell my indifference and in return growled low, challenging me. I glared straight at him, not backing down, nor lowering my head. No one would ever make me submit. 

      Shifters needed the magic of the moon to change into their wolf form, but the strongest of our kind could transform at any time of the day. Most of the wolves in our pack had that advantage, except on the nights of the new moon. Only alphas had the ability to change on those nights. Tonight, there was no moon, so being the arrogant jackass he was, Kade decided to show up as his wolf. Figures. 

      Everyone backed away except me and my father. Kade sidled up to us and brushed his body against mine, marking me. Next, he pushed his nose between my legs and sniffed. Anger consumed me and I was close to shifting, but held back. “You do that shit again and I’ll have me a nice, white fur coat for the winter.” 

      His lips pulled back in a wolfish grin before he transformed into his naked, human self. “I was only getting a taste of what’s mine.”

      Most white wolves had similar traits—light colored hair and blue eyes, with the occasional exception of green. My parents both had the bright blonde hair and had passed it down to me, along with their crystal blue eyes and immaculate strength. However, their strength wasn’t with them today which made me wary. My father didn’t even attempt to defend my honor. 

      Raking my gaze over Kade, he had platinum blond hair, striking blue eyes, and a body that even I hadn’t seen on the men in my pack. He was much larger, in more ways than one, and one of the youngest alphas in the country, most likely in his late twenties by the looks of him. Fortunately, when his gaze found mine, I didn’t see my future mate in those eyes. 

      Crossing my arms at my chest, I stood stock-still, waiting on my father to get done talking to him. I only wished he’d take heed of my loathing and leave. I wasn’t going to go with him. Everyone else got the choice of who they mated with and I’ll be damned if I didn’t get the same luxury. 

      Back and forth the men conversed heatedly, the tension filling the cool night air. The moment my father’s blue eyes met mine, I knew something was wrong. Please, don’t let it be so. He clutched my face in his hands and kissed me on the head. “Say goodbye to the pack. By sunrise, you’ll be on your way with Kade to your new home.”

      “What?” I shouted, pulling away. “You’re supposed to be our alpha! Are you really so spineless?”

      Our pack sucked in a collective breath at my daring words. Kade smirked and I made sure he could feel every ounce of my hatred. I pushed my power so hard at him, he stumbled back. 

      My dad was working hard on biting his tongue. “To ensure the survival of our packs, and to keep you safe, there’s no other way. We have to honor our promise.” 

      “Fuck your promise, and fuck you,” I hissed. “It was yours, not mine.” 

      “It was the packs, Bailey. There’s no way around it.”

      There’s a way around everything. My power roiled but I couldn’t unleash it . . . yet. It wasn’t the right time. Taking a deep breath, I closed my eyes and huffed. “I’d like to speak to my intended for a moment, alone. I’ll say my goodbyes to everyone once we’re done.” 

      My father nodded in agreement and walked away, looking back at me once before turning his back. My pack followed close behind him, along with my mother who had tears streaming down her cheeks. The Yukon pack, however . . . 

      “Your people need to go,” I demanded. 

      Glancing over his shoulder, Kade nodded to his second in command and they disappeared through the trees. 

      When they were out of earshot, I pursed my lips and spat, “Out of every single pack in the world, you came to this one to claim me. Surely you could find someone who’d be glad to take you.”

      “True, but I wanted you.”

      “What makes you think I’m going to leave with you tomorrow?”

      Kade laughed and sauntered over, leaning close so he could smell me; I stood my ground and didn’t waver, even when he brushed up against me. I could rip his heart out in the blink of an eye. He moaned and grew hard between his legs. “You’re mine, Bailey,” he growled, circling around behind me. “You were promised to me, and I’m not leaving without you.”

      “You don’t even know me.” 

      Pushing his cock against my ass, he reached around and placed his large hands on my thighs, holding me to him. Wolves were physical creatures and we loved touch, but I didn’t want him touching me. 

      “So help me God, if you don’t back up, I’m going to rip out your goddamned throat.”

      Instead of letting me go, he held me tighter and chuckled in my ear, rubbing his scent all over my body. His hands gripped my breasts, and then one slid down into my pants so he could cup me with his palm. “I’d like to see you try, sweetheart. I love a good fight. The more you resist, the harder I’m going to fuck you.”

      His pheromones were extremely high, choking me, and with that I could smell his need to mate, to claim me. I needed to do something fast without unleashing my power. I struggled in his hold, but the more I moved against him, the wilder his scent grew. He wanted the fight, and I couldn’t give him what he wanted. 

      Taking a deep breath, I swallowed back the bile and leaned into his touch, putting one of my hands over the one he had down my pants. I had to make him believe I didn’t want to fight. All I needed was a little bit of time.

      Rubbing my ass against his cock, I took hold of his fingers and pushed one inside me, and then another. I gasped as his growl deepened and he bit down hard on my neck, drawing blood. Fucking bastard. Biting your mate was an intimate act only to be done when you’re actually mated. 

      “Now everyone will know you’re mine,” he whispered gruffly in my ear. “I'm going to fuck you until you scream. I’ve waited long enough to get you, and now that I have you, there’s no escape.” 

       “I tell you what,” I rasped, slowly trying to pull away, “why don’t I go tell my family goodbye, and then you can do whatever you want with me.”

      Gripping my arms, he turned me around and ripped my shirt off my body, making me gasp. He lowered his mouth to one of my nipples and sucked hard while pushing his fingers back inside of me. “Actually, I have a better idea. How about you put that mouth of yours around my cock and then you can say goodbye. You need to start acting like my mate and do as I say.”

      Gripping me around the waist, he forced my pants down and knocked me backward onto the ground. The breath whooshed out of my lungs and I choked, struggling to suck in a breath as he put his weight on top of me. “Don’t worry, sweetheart, you’ll enjoy it.”

      Immediately, I could feel my fangs lengthen behind my lips and my body temperature rise. I was so close to shifting. As alpha, my fangs were longer, sharper. I could be in human form and still rip someone to shreds with my teeth. 

      I refused to be a victim for the sake of my pack. 

      “Kade,” I moaned, opening my legs for him. “Take me now.” All I needed was a clear shot to his neck. I had been with human men before, but never another wolf. I’d heard it was the best sex ever, and I planned on experiencing it one day . . . but not yet. 

      Chuckling, Kade lifted his head and I hid my fangs behind my closed lips. “Begging me already? I’m disappointed, little wolf. I thought you would put up more of a fight.”

      When he lowered his mouth to my breasts, I could feel the tip of his cock pushing on my opening. The tension in his body elevated and I knew I needed to act fast. Before he could thrust inside, I opened my mouth wide and locked them on the inside of his neck. In one quick move, I ripped out as much flesh as I could. His blood ran warm down my throat, making me gag. I spit it out, along with a giant mound of flesh from his body. 

      Falling over to the side, he grabbed his throat and gurgled, choking on his own blood. I refused to be a slave to him when I was more powerful. Holding the wound on his neck, he growled as his eyes started to change into that of his wolf. He tried to shift, but it wasn’t working. 

      As I jumped to my feet, Kade grabbed a hold of my ankle and I fell to the ground. 

      “You’re going . . . to pay . . . bitch.” 

      I needed to get away before the packs could hear our struggle. Luckily, I wriggled out of his hold and kicked his hand away. Knowing he would be dead in a matter of minutes, I summoned my magic and let the force shimmer around my body. Kade’s eyes went wide in disbelief. Letting the magic overtake me, I shifted into my wolf form and took off. I never once looked back. I didn’t want to leave everyone behind, but they left me no choice. 

      I would never see my family again.
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