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Chapter One

The lights on the TV flickered as I channel surfed. If you’d told me two weeks ago that I’d be sent home from St. Ailbe’s and stuck hanging out in the media room of my parents’ Colorado house, I wouldn’t have bought it. Not for a second. But I would’ve been dead wrong.
St. Ailbe’s was closed. Indefinitely.
When I first heard those words, I’d been secretly glad. A break at home seemed kismet. The last few years had been a bit hellish. That evil witch, Luciana, had cursed me so I couldn’t connect with my inner wolf, and I’d slowly lost power until finally, I almost died.
It was fine now. I was fine. The curse had been broken, Luciana’s demon-riddled, crazy ass was dead, and I had a fantastic mate. My life had turned around faster than I could process. Everything was awesome.
Except my brothers were driving me bonkers.
As I tried to sink deeper into the couch, I wished for the millionth time that St. Ailbe’s would open again. I checked my phone, just in case I’d missed something, but my inbox had exactly zero unread emails.
I squished down the little zing of disappointment. I totally got why Mr. Dawson had to shut down the school. Ever since werewolves made global news by fighting Luciana and her demons in that chapel in Santa Fe, the flood of reporters and crazies at our gates had gotten unbearable. We couldn’t safely be ourselves when reporters were using helicopters and telephoto lenses to spy on us. People were literally crawling over our fences day and night. I wasn’t sure when—or if—school would be open again.
My friends had scattered, with only Adrian staying on campus to help patrol the grounds. Chris was home in the Texas valley. Tessa and Dastien were off on their honeymoon. Claudia, Lucas, and what was left of their coven were leaving for Peru.
And me? I was stuck at home while Donovan dealt with the fallout from our exposure. The Council of Seven werewolves was in Canada, meeting with a delegation of witches, fey, and other supernaturals. Donovan was going to be busy, so I’d thought that going home was my best—and only—option, but now…
I’m sorry you’re not here. I do miss you. Loads. Donovan’s love poured through the bond that tied us together as mates. I’m dying to hear the latest from your mother. What was she ranting about today? Has she finally told you what a proper mate does? His suggestive tone had me chuckling.
Shut up! I covered my face with a pillow to muffle my laughter. My mom had been on my case too, but unlike my brothers, she didn’t care about my ability to defend myself. Nope. Instead, she regaled me with the ins and outs of how to be a good mate to an Alpha. You’re going to get me caught.
Caught? What are you up to now, Meredith Molloney? His voice was all low rumbles now.
Nothing. I’m watching TV. But they think I’m in my room. I have maybe five more minutes before one of my brothers realizes I’m not where I’m supposed to be.
They’re locking you up? His outrage was real this time.
No. Even though my brothers were giant pains in my ass, I didn’t want to get them in trouble with Donovan. They’re still running drills. I snorted. It’s been endless, and it’s all your fault.
Aye. Well, then. I better make sure I’m worth it. Donovan’s words held all kinds of promises that made my heart race. It never ceased to amaze me. A few months ago, I was still cursed. No Were in his right mind would’ve agreed to go on a date with me, let alone be my mate. Even if female Weres were rare. I was so thankful to Tessa for breaking the curse. I owed her my life. Now that I had control over my change, I could have a full life as a Were. And I couldn’t—
Suddenly I was airborne.
I tucked, rolling as I slammed into the wall with a crunch that would’ve hurt a lot more if I were anything but a werewolf.
The screen flashed bright enough so that I could make out a blond form standing above me. I took a whiff. “What the hell, Max! Another fight? We’re too old for these games.” At least I was too old for them. I shook off the drywall dust and gave him my best glare. “It’s over. You lost to me. A lot. Get over it.” I’d gotten fed up the last couple days and started pulling power from Donovan to beat my brothers. I couldn’t beat them on my own, but I’d thought if I proved I could handle myself, then maybe they’d back off a little.
I’d never been more wrong.
My brother sighed. “You’re going to be mating one of the most powerful werewolves in the history of our race. If not the most powerful one. That makes you a target. And his pack is one of the most ruthless, elitist, unwelcoming—”
“I know,” I yelled it before taking a breath. “I know what I’m getting into, but—”
“You don’t. You’re too young. Too naive. You can’t possibly—”
“Max,” I said, cutting him off. I was never going to win this argument, but I had to try. “With access to Donovan’s power, I can beat pretty much anyone. I can only get a little of it now, but that alone is enough to beat you. You’ve been training me since I was a girl, and you’ve done your job. It doesn’t matter if I’m joining the Irish pack. I’m Wayfarer pack at heart and in skill. Always.”
Our small pack had only twenty-three wolves besides my family. Most packs were extremely territorial, sticking to a home base, but ours went where we were needed. Whenever there was an outbreak—vampires or whatever—Wayfarer pack came in as backup.
Where Donovan’s pack was known for being elitist, ours drew the best of the best fighters. We were tough and loved a good fight. It made sense that the guys trained twenty-four seven. I was usually happy to join them, but not all day, every day starting at the butt crack of dawn.
Can of worms opened. Now my brothers were trying to catch me off guard. They wanted to see if they could surprise me enough that I’d forget to pull alpha power from Donovan. They were calling our bond a handicap.
“Please,” I nearly begged my brother. “Trust me. I’m going to be okay.”
“It’s not that I don’t trust you. It’s the Irish pack that has me worried.” He motioned for me to get up, and I couldn’t help the growl of frustration that slipped out. “I want you to fight me without pulling from Donovan. What if you’re separated? Or your bond gets broken? You know better than me that anything’s possible, and if you’re not prepared… You can’t use him as a crutch.”
That stung, and the fact that it was possibly accurate made it that much worse. Am I using you as a crutch?
Nah. You use what you have available in any and every fight. I’ll always be here.
But what if you’re not? Maybe Max had a point.
My brother started at me again, and I rolled, grabbing his feet as I went. He fell to the ground and then it was on. We wrestled until sweat poured down my face, blurring my vision. My muscles ached, and I wondered when one of us would finally cry uncle and end this.
But I couldn’t give in. I wouldn’t give in. If I wanted any chance at stopping my brothers’ incessant hounding, I had to win. Without Donovan’s help.
You’re just playing with him, Donovan said through the bond.
Playing? My brother’s foot dug into the small of my back as I tried to wiggle out of the current hold. The oldest of my siblings had way more than a handful of inches on me and a ton of muscle. He’d passed his Cazadores test a few decades or more ago and had only gotten better—stronger, leaner, faster—over the years. Without Donovan’s help, there was exactly zero competition. Max knew it. I knew it. But somehow my mate was oblivious?
You’re not using your full potential. You think you’re weaker than your brother, so you are. Doesn’t have to be that way. Donovan sounded bored.
Perfect. Now I was getting critiqued by my mate. Only he couldn’t see how badly my ass was getting handed to me. Max is the best fighter in the pack. I’m giving it everything I’ve got, but I can’t win. I growled as Max wrenched an arm behind my back to the point where I was sure he was going to tear something. Not that it wouldn’t heal as soon as he let me go, but the pain…
I bucked, trying to get him to loosen his hold, but it wasn’t working. At all.
You spent years with your wolf suppressed. It’s no wonder you think you’re weak, but you’re not.
“I didn’t suppress shit,” I said aloud.
My brother’s grip loosened. “What was that? You giving up?”
“I wasn’t talking to you.” I gritted out the words.
“No cheating!” My brother rolled me, pinning me in an even more impossible position. I was eating carpet with both my arms twisted behind my back. My brother’s full weight was on me, and I could barely get in enough air.
There was no getting out of this. I should submit.
Don’t submit. Not ever. When Luciana cursed you, you were too young to really be one with your wolf. It takes a few years to know what your power level is. Given a chance, you would’ve come into your own, but you didn’t have the time. Your wolf was beyond your grasp before you got to know her.
I gasped, twisting my neck as I tried to breathe in a little more air, but all I got was a mouth full of fuzz as my brother pressed down on me. Your point?
You don’t need me to beat him. Let your wolf go.
The idea was ludicrous. I’d sparred with Max my whole life and I never won. I’d never even come close. Not until I started pulling power from Donovan.
Trust me, Donovan pleaded softly. I’d not lead you astray.
My vision was going dim. Screw it. I let go. I didn’t shift, but I let my wolf rise, gathering her strength. Embracing it. Feeling her… It was like coming home.
Strength seeped into my limbs. If I let go any more, my muscles would stretch. Re-form. White fur would cover my body.
I took one deep breath and then bucked. Hard. I twisted as I jerked my body, breaking Max’s hold around my neck for just long enough to get loose. I moved quickly. My wolf might not be as powerful as my brother’s, but she was fast. Much faster than Max’s. I flipped him over, threw my forearm over his throat, and growled. “Submit.”
He struggled for a second, blue eyes flashing brightly. Max was more alpha than me. Or I’d thought he was more alpha than me—we both had—but maybe Donovan was right?
Of course I’m right. Donovan sounded mildly insulted.
I almost laughed.
Better to learn this now. I could almost feel is wink through the bond.
I did laugh, then. Max thought that meant that I was giving up, and struggled against me, nearly getting away. I pushed harder, and a gurgle slipped from his throat. I was choking him, cutting off his airway. “Come on. Don’t be an idiot. Submit.” It was just my own power—my wolf—backing those words, but maybe it would be enough.
He started to say something, but I couldn’t make it out. I let my arm up just enough.
“Fine,” Max’s voice rasped. “But I want the remote.”
And there it was. The sweet feel of victory.
Holy shit. You were right. I am more alpha than my brother. This was epic. It was like the dawn had just come, and I felt amazing. He couldn’t order me to do shit anymore. No more training at ungodly hours. I could sleep in every day if I wanted.
This was beyond epic.
I rolled off Max and lay panting on my back. It wasn’t the easiest win of my life, but it was a win. In the end, that was all that mattered. “No. Remote goes to the winner. Loser makes the popcorn.” I gave him a good kick in the ribs. “In case you were wondering, that’s you.”
The lights flicked on. “Okay. You can leave the house.” Dad’s voice startled me. I’d been so caught up in the fight that I’d lost track of my surroundings. Rookie mistake.
I rubbed my eyes as they adjusted. “What? You were in on this, too?”
Don’t be too hard on your da. Proper battle training is a big part of becoming a leader among Weres… And it’ll come in handy with my pack.
Right. Because your pack is filled with assholes. I figured my family was proud of me because of who I was mated to, but also scared for me because I was going to have to join his notoriously unfriendly pack. I appreciated both but could do without the constant lectures and training.
Donovan let out a pained sigh. I wouldn’t say they’re all assholes, but my pack is selective about who they allow in. I’ll help you as much as I can, but it’s best if you show your strength to them early.
Oh boy. That sounded like fun.
And I still couldn’t believe that Dad was in on this whole test Meredith twenty-four seven until she goes crazy plan. “Really, Dad? Was all of this necessary?”
He shrugged, but he didn’t seem the least bit sorry. “It was your brothers’ idea to get you ready for the Irish pack and whatever else might come up, but I supported it. If you’re not careful, you’re going to be in over your head. That’s a fact.”
Great.
“That said, I think you’ve more than earned a break. A day away from this house is all yours. Wherever you want to go, your brothers will take you.”
My father had kept me confined to the property because of how much I’d been on the news lately. I’d traded my hot pink streaks for electric blue, but I knew the color change wasn’t going to fool anyone. The rest of my hair was still jet-black. I could go back to my trademark Pettersen hair—the white blonde from my mother’s side that all of my siblings shared—but that would make my mother happy. I couldn’t have that, even if it got Dad to lighten up on his fears about me getting recognized. Under no circumstances did he want someone following me back to the house.
Reporters climbing our gates? Yeah. No. He wouldn’t handle that very well.
All the workouts, sparring sessions, and training with my brothers had kept my days packed full, but getting out sounded wonderful.
Dad walked to the wall and ran a hand along the Meredith-sized dent in the drywall. “Damn it. I told you not to break anything.” I nearly squealed with delight. Payback was a bitch. “One of you boys is fixing the drywall in here, and we’re going to have a serious talk about following orders.”
There was a chorus of groans from my four brothers.
I tuned them out as I thought about where I wanted to go and who I wanted to go with me. The only non-Wayfarer I knew in Denver was Cosette, but she wasn’t answering her phone. No one had heard from her since Santa Fe. I was sure I didn’t need to worry about her—she could more than handle herself—but I was worrying anyway. I was pretty sure she’d gotten in a lot of trouble for helping us take down Luciana. We couldn’t have done it without her, and I felt like if there were some way to help her, I owed it to her to try.
I brushed my sweaty hair away from my face. “I’m going to take a shower, but I’m making plans for tomorrow. Wherever I want.”
“Within reason. I’m not going on any spa days.” Micah threw me a towel. His white-blond hair was cut short against his scalp, and the tattoos he sported along with his battered combat boots and torn black jeans gave him a serious don’t-mess-with-me vibe. Which was completely planned. As the youngest brother, he had the most to prove and was the hardest to get along with. Not that I didn’t love him, but sometimes he made it more work than I wanted.
He still wasn’t over the time I made him get a mud bath. For a tough guy, he didn’t like to get dirty. “You need to relax. A massage could do you good. Or a hot soak in some—”
“No way. I smelled horrible for days. Pick something else.”
Dad put his hands on his hips as he stared down at me. He wore a pair of pants that looked like slacks but had enough give that they could be qualified as workout pants. His button-down had panels on the sides so that it wouldn’t rip whether he was throwing punches or shifting. As our pack Alpha, he was tougher than all my brothers put together. “I just don’t want to hear about any shenanigans. No showing up on TV again. Are we clear?”
“You end up on the news a couple of times…” I muttered. True, the whole supernatural community had gotten outed, but give a girl a break. We’d been hunting a demon-summoning evil witch. How were we supposed to know the cop cars’ dashboard cameras would auto-upload to the police station server? And I couldn’t exactly help that there’d been reporters around as we left the chapel. There’d been a ton of cops there getting their asses kicked before we even showed up. The battle was already so loud, it must’ve woken up half of New Mexico. There wasn’t any way anyone could’ve shoved it under the carpet with the humans.
I chewed on my lip as I replayed the horrible scene in my mind. The memory so sharp I could almost smell the sulfur…
I shook it off, but my mind went to my friends—specifically Cosette. She’d had my back and was probably in the area. If I was getting out of here, I had to call her. At least try and get her to meet up.
“I think I’m going to call Cosette. See if she wants to go shopping.”
Max and Dad shared a long look before Max finally spoke. “That might not be the best thing right now.”
“Why not? She’s my friend. She has a condo in Denver. If she’s around, there’s no reason I can’t hang out with her.”
“Let’s just say the fey aren’t happy with the pack,” Max said.
“I understand that the fey are mad, but Cosette’s not just fey. She’s my friend. Friendship overrides all that political nonsense.”
“She’s fey first. Just like we’re pack first.”
I nearly growled. They were pissing me off. Time to make my exit.
I started to brush past my father, but he stopped me. “I know you’re friends with her, but I want you to be careful. Colorado has a heavy fey presence. Donovan is meeting with the queens to smooth things over, but until that happens, do everyone a favor and heed your brother’s warning. Leave Cosette alone.”
I blew out a breath. Arguing wasn’t going to get me anywhere. “Fine. Maybe Ciara will go shopping with me.” Ciara was kind of like my nanny, but more like my mom slash best friend. We talked about everything, and when I was first cursed, she was the one who’d pulled me back from a deep depression.
But she’d been avoiding me since I got to Colorado. It wasn’t like her. We’d never even fought before. A shopping trip would be a good excuse to find out what was going on. If I’d upset her somehow, I’d make it right.
“Good. I think that’s a much better idea,” Dad said.
I leaned back. Dad’s hair was a darker blond than the rest of ours, but all of us had his blue eyes. "Okay." As soon as I said the word, I wanted to take it back. I understood his point, even if I thought he was wrong. Now more than ever, it was important to protect my friendship with Cosette.
I’d text her anyway—just to say hi. I didn’t think she’d answer, but reaching out wouldn’t hurt anything. At least I didn’t think it would.
“Thanks for understanding.” Dad grasped my shoulders, pushing me back just enough to brush a kiss on my forehead.
“Love you, Dad.”
He tapped me softly on the chin and turned, leaving the room without another word. Micah, Matt, and Miles followed him, but Max hung back.
I was by far closest with him, which was probably weird because he was nearly twenty years older than me. My youngest brother was only a few years my senior, but Max had always understood me the best. He gave me the freedom to be myself without any judgment.
He wrapped an arm around me. “That was an impressive maneuver. I’m not quite sure how you got out of my hold.” He squeezed me a little tighter before letting go.
“It’s best if you come to term with reality now. I’m just flat out better than you.” I gave him my best grin.
“No. You cheated. I know you pulled power from Donovan.”
I shook my head. “Nope. All me.”
“I refuse to believe that.”
Laughing, I headed for my room. “Refuse all you want. Doesn’t change the fact that I beat you fair and square.”
“No… It just… I can’t…” He growled. “Tomorrow I’m calling in the rest of the pack. We’ll see who’s having a fun time after they’ve been at you for a day.”
I rolled my eyes, even if Max couldn’t see it. The rest of the pack had been too nervous about fighting me. If I got hurt, would the mighty Donovan come after them? The fact that there was even a question meant there was no way Max would get them to join in on their “training” session.
I lifted a hand, waving at him without turning around. “Looking forward to it.”
Maybe Donovan was right. Maybe I wasn’t giving myself a fair shot. If I could beat Max…
Plus, our bond was relatively powerful. I could already pull a decent amount of power from Donovan, and I wondered what we’d be able to do once we had our Full Moon Ceremony and completed our bond.
With someone as powerful as Donovan, anything was possible.



Chapter Two

Two things happened on the way to the mall. One totally expected. The other a complete yet welcome surprise.
My brothers annoyed the hell out of me.
Cosette texted me back.
When I’d messaged her last night, I hadn’t expected to hear back. Max and Micah would shit themselves if they found out I was planning to meet up with Cosette—especially after what Dad said—but Cosette was my friend, and I needed some girl time. Desperately. And if she was texting me back, something was up.
I had to ditch my brothers. As soon as we got to the mall, I headed to the one place that was guaranteed brother repellant. Victoria’s Secret.
Micah’s nose scrunched at scent of all the perfumes as soon as I stopped in front of the store. “You’ve gotta be kidding me, Meredith. No. Just no.”
I gave them my most innocent grin. “What do you mean?”
“You don’t need any of that—” Max waved his hand at one of the displays. “Stuff. In there.” He grabbed my arm, trying to drag me away.
I jerked free. “It’s just Victoria’s Secret. It’s underwear. And Donovan is coming back soon, so I thought I’d get something a little—”
“Stop.” Max covered his ears. “That’s disgusting.”
I raised my eyebrows. “My sex life is disgusting?” They didn’t have to know that I wasn’t actually having sex yet. I almost felt bad about the twinge of glee I got from the horror on Micah’s face. Almost being the operative word.
Micah shoved Max. “Make her stop.”
“I’m going in,” I said. “Why don’t you guys grab some food, and I’ll be down to the food court in a bit? Just text me if you want to know where I am.” The two of them stared at each other before coming to an unspoken agreement.
“Share your location with me, and you’ve got a deal,” Max said.
“No problem.” I whipped out my phone, turned on location sharing with Max, and smiled. “All good here? Can I shop now?”
“Feel free,” Max said. They both scampered away, nearly tripping over their own feet.
Seriously? The idea of me buying underwear had them running? Maturity at its finest.
I moved to the back of the store, pulling out my phone to text Cosette. Got rid of my brothers. So glad you could make it! Although I’m shocked. I haven’t heard from you in weeks.
Your timing was perfect. I’m ten out. Meet me in the Dave & Busters?
No good. My brothers might go there. I pretended to look at some bras while I watched the little animated dots.
My cousin runs a jewelry and mystic shop on the fourth floor. Reeks of nag champa. You can’t miss it. We’ll figure out where to go from there.
Heading there now.
Good. We need to talk.
That sounded a little ominous.
Patience was never my thing. I started typing back as I walked through the mall, head down, as I wondered what she needed to talk about. I’d planned to stay out of the fey stuff, but if Cosette was in trouble, then I had to do something.
I was about to hit send when someone bumped me. I would’ve thought it was an accident, but the girl’s hand was out. She’d purposefully stopped me?
She was about my age, blonde, average height and whatnot. I would’ve breezed past her with an “excuse me,” but the look on her face stopped me. Her mouth opened so far that her chewed-up, slimy piece of gum dropped to the floor with a wet plop.
“It’s you.”
Oh shit. This was so not good. Being on the news—twice—wasn’t good for my anonymity. Not at all. This girl was going to get me caught. If this mall trip turned into a thing, my brothers were going to kick my ass, and Dad had barely let me out of the house in the first place.
Damn it. Maybe my mother was right. I should’ve gone blonde again. “Don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Hey, Ashley! Hurry up! That werewolf—”
Shit. I wasn’t waiting for Ashley or anyone else to show up. I started walking again. If I caused a scene, not only would my brothers—and possibly the rest of the pack—kill me, but Donovan wouldn’t be happy, either. If it escalated in any way beyond this girl and her friend recognizing me, it could be a huge problem. Inciting a mob incident while Donovan was trying to smooth things over with the supernatural community and the humans would be an epic disaster.
I sneaked one quick glance back at the girl. She was walking off with her friend as she gestured toward me. I let out a breath. Even though the girl had recognized me, she wasn’t making a big deal about it. She was leaving.
Crisis averted.
I kept moving through the mall until I smelled the incense. Cosette wasn’t kidding. Her cousin was mad for nag champa. The closer I got, the stronger the scent got until the herby smoke was all I could smell. From three stores down, it wiped out every other scent in the mall. I wouldn’t have thought that was possible.
The store’s big glass doors were open, welcoming people, but I didn’t particularly feel welcome. A ding sounded as I stepped through the threshold. There was no one inside, but I assumed Cosette’s cousin was in the back. A big square of display cases filled the center of the store. Shelves piled haphazardly with smaller items lined the walls. Little baggies of herbs, smudging sticks, candles, crystals, packages of tarot cards, and Lord only knew what else filled the shelves until everything was nearly spilling over the edges. Not even the central display had space between the amulets, knives, coins, and other glittering things. It was like the owner had just dumped everything in there.
Between the clutter and the scent, it was no wonder I was the only customer in the place. And if I were fey and wanted to limit who was coming in… Cosette’s cousin was either a genius or crap at business.
I moved to the right wall. It held spell books and amulets that could be worth checking out. If a fey owned the shop, the books might actually be full of useful information instead of the usual BS that humans tried to sell. I was reaching for a book about protection spells when someone tapped my shoulder.
Whirling, I nearly knocked into the shopkeeper standing behind me. No one ever got that close without me noticing. The damned nag champa was blinding my nose.
“Yes?” The word came out a little ruder than I wanted. The taken-off-guard thing made me snippy. I tried to smile to ease the sting of it.
“You think you should be here—in my store—with the way things are right now?”
The burning incense might have been messing with my nose, but I could see well enough to know I was looking at Cosette’s cousin. She was over six feet tall and rail thin. Her fingers were a little too long, and so was her neck. Her appearance was just off enough that I wondered how much magic she was using to hide what she actually looked like.
“I’m meeting someone here,” I said.
The woman snorted. “Not likely.”
I took a step back, hoping to gain a little distance. If me being here was a problem, I should probably go. “Your cousin Cosette said to meet her here, but I’ll leave. I don’t want to make a scene.” Getting into a fight would cause epic problems. I tried to leave, but she blocked my exit. “I can’t leave if you don’t get out of the way.”
“You’re the one. You exposed us.” Her eyes narrowed, and her fists clenched.
She made it sound like I’d been the only one on the news—like outing the supernaturals was my fault. But others had been involved. And it wasn’t like the fey were the only ones going through shit right now. Things were just as messed up for the Weres. “None of us did it on purpose.”
“Doesn’t matter when we’re all paying the consequences.” Her face scrunched up. “I’m losing everything, and it’s your fault.”
Nothing I could say would make it better. The fey had seven courts—Lunar, Solar, Midnight, Leaves, Flames, Waves, and Gales. And if all their queens were demanding something be done, there was absolutely nothing I could do to help. So I said the only thing I could. “I’m s—”
“Lania. Cousin.” Cosette strode through the door. She gave me the tiniest shake of her head, warning me to stay silent. “Stop. She’s a friend.”
“Yes. Remind me of our relation as you bring one of them to my shop.” Lania spat at the floor. “I’ll have you know I’m mad at you, too.”
Cosette grasped Lania’s hand. “Nothing can be done to fix it now.”
Lania pulled away from her. “Did you ask your mother?”
Cosette sighed, her shoulders slouching a little. I’d never been aware she could slouch. “It’s out of her control. We all must do as we’re bidden. Believe me, she dislikes it as much as you do.”
Lania crossed her arms over her stomach as she spun away. I hated that I was part of the reason the supernatural world was being uprooted. It seriously stunk.
“Do you have what I asked for?” Cosette said.
Lania turned back to us, sneering at Cosette. “You’re giving one of our possessions to that?” She motioned to me.
Perfect. I was a that now.
“I know what it means to give something of ours to a Were, but it’s with good reason. I trust Meredith with my life, and our friendship was forged in battle.” Cosette held out her hand. “I’ll have her protected if I can.”
Little bits of electricity flashed along the carpeting as Lania stormed to the counter. New singe marks showed her path, covering up older ones. I motioned to Cosette, and she gave me a small shrug.
This fey was nearly out of control if her magic was seeping out enough to burn the carpet, but I wasn’t about to say anything. I had a feeling that would go over like shit on rice.
Lania pulled a green velvet pouch from beside the register. “I will not speak of this to anyone.” Whiffs of smoke came up from the carpet with each step she took toward us. “I trust you both will keep your silence. It would do me no favors if someone were to find out I was involved in handing this over.”
I nodded. “Of course.” I had no idea what Cosette was doing, but I was totally okay with keeping my mouth shut.
Cosette nodded. “Until we next meet.”
“Until we next meet,” Lania responded, but the words sounded hollow.
“Come on,” Cosette said as she strode back into the mall.
She didn’t tell me what was in the bag.
A part of me wasn’t sure if I wanted my questions answered, but the rest needed to know why Cosette was risking trouble with her queen. Because whatever the reason was, it had to be big.



Chapter Three

Cosette moved through the mall at breakneck speeds. I wasn’t sure what the rush was, but I didn’t want to ask any real questions until she was ready. Instead, I kept pace beside her.
“Where’re we headed?” I asked, finally. Not that I cared. Getting out of that incense was enough motivation to keep me moving. Add in the possibility of shopping, and it was all good. I could just look at things, never buy a thing, and be happy.
“Shoes. I have a need for shoes.”
“Shoe emergency. Got it. Nordies?”
“Hmm,” she said, and I took that as agreement.
The mall had a Nordstrom at one end. A few people did double takes as we passed. Maybe I was paranoid after that girl recognized me, but Cosette didn’t seem fazed, so I shrugged it off. Cosette was a force to be next to. Especially since she wasn’t hiding her fey very well. Her skin had a golden glow that no amount of salt scrubs could replicate, and as she walked, homegirl looked like a fan was blowing on her, making her dark blonde curls flow gracefully around her shoulders and down her back. It was kind of a sight if I was being completely honest.
“I would’ve answered your calls sooner, but cell reception is abysmal at court.” Cosette offered me the tiny, green coin purse. “This is for you.”
“No worries. I figured you were tied up.” I gave the purse some serious side-eye. Insulting Cosette would be bad, but I didn’t want to take anything from her until I knew what the hell it was. “I don’t know… After how your cousin looked at me, are you sure you want to give me anything?”
“I’ve heard what’s going on in Ireland. Donovan’s pack is a mess, and it’s about to get worse.”
I stopped walking. How on earth would she know anything about Donovan’s pack? “I’m sorry, what?” I asked when I caught up with her again. “How do you know what’s going on with the Weres?”
“The entrance to my court is in Ireland.”
“Then why’re you here?” Denver wasn’t exactly next door to Ireland. It was at least a twelve-hour flight with a stop. Unless Van, her fey bestie slash possible boyfriend—I wasn’t quite sure which way she leaned when it came to him—had teleported her out like he was Scotty and she was in an episode of Star Trek.
“I’m harder to assassinate when I’m half a world away.” She shrugged. “Plus, my condo in Denver rocks, the coven here is more than welcoming, and the Colorado pack likes me better than my family does. I tend to like them back.”
“Assassinate?” Someone was trying to assassinate her?
“Hmm.” Cosette wasn’t elaborating. Honestly, I was shocked she’d said so much.
I put that aside and asked a question she might answer. “What’s with you and the pack?” Cosette got along really well with the unmated guys at St. Ailbe’s and not one Cazador had ever complained she could be a security threat. It seemed odd when things were supposed to be so tense between our races.
She flipped her long curls over her shoulder. “I have a thing for wolves.”
“Oookaaaay.” That so wasn’t an answer. I tapped my fingers on my leg as we walked. At least there was one thing she could tell me about right now. Or so I hoped. “What’s in the pouch?”
“Your get out of jail free card. I was hoping to get coins for Tessa and Claudia, too, but for now, I just have the one, and you need it the most.” She held the pouch out to me again. “Although, I’ll warn you. You shouldn’t go to Ireland right now if you can avoid it.”
I had exactly zero plans to go anywhere—especially Ireland—in the near future, but it was odd that she was worried about it. “Why?”
“My court hears things. Donovan’s pack was in a state before everything went down with Luciana and the news reports. Add in our recent adventures… And then there’s you.”
“Me?” Why would I be an issue?
“Yes. You. Now that Donovan’s mated, the Irish pack will only get more chaotic. Since you haven’t completed your bond to him yet…” She shook her head. “Trouble is brewing.”
“What are you talking about?” Cosette was my friend, but sometimes she was so vague I wanted to wring her skinny neck. Why would having an uncompleted bond with Donovan cause a problem in his pack?
“I can’t tell you much more than I already have, but at the very least, I wanted to warn you and leave you with a measure of protection.”
Protection? Now she was starting to freak me out. Donovan? What the hell is going on with your pack?
Nothing that I know of. And as Alpha, he’d definitely know if something was up. I’m in the middle of a pretty heated debate. Just tell me what you’re after.
I winced as I felt his stress level edging on nuclear. I shouldn’t have mentally bombarded him like that. Nothing. It’s okay. Go back to whatever you were doing.
You sure you’re fine? I could already feel his attention turning from me.
Yeah. We’ll talk later.
The bond went quiet. I thought over Cosette’s warning, but if Donovan didn’t know of any conflict, then the girl was talking nonsense. “I’m not going to Ireland, so I don’t need protection.” She gave me a long look that told me arguing would be pointless. “And a get out of jail free card is what exactly?”
“Open it.”
I took the pouch and shook its contents into my hand. It held a single gold coin attached to a chain. One side was smooth as silk, and the other had a ring engraved with the phases of the moon.
A Lunar court coin? That was one of the more powerful fey courts. Cosette couldn’t be part of it, could she? With the way she liked to lay out in the sun reading magazines whenever she had a second to herself, I’d totally thought she was Solar. I’d know if she was Lunar, wouldn’t I? I shook off all the questions rolling through my mind and asked the one I truly needed her to answer. “What does it do?”
“It’s a one-use enchantment.” She grabbed it from me and fastened the chain around my wrist. “It will stay until you take it off, even if you shift. Don’t do that. Keep it on. The saying that goes with this coin is: When you’ve reached your darkest hour, the coin will warm. Grab hold of it and be safe.” She paused. “Don’t forget the last part, okay?”
Grab hold of it and be safe? Perfect. That wasn’t vague at all. Would it destroy my enemies? Give me an extra life? Heal me? But I knew Cosette better than to ask too many questions. It was a big deal that she’d gotten the coin for me. I’d figure out the details out later.
I glanced at the bracelet. “I don’t know what to say.” I couldn’t thank her. That was a severe no-no with the fey. A thank you implied a debt, and the fey could claim what they were owed in a whole host of unsavory ways.
“You had my back in the chapel, and this is the only thing I can do for you before I get hauled into hiding.” She sighed. “Just be careful whenever you do end up in Ireland. They’re a dangerous bunch. There might be challenges. If you can get out of fighting—”
“No.” Cosette might be an expert on fey stuff, but what she was about to say was complete crap. That was a piece of advice no Were should ever take. Especially me. “I can’t run away if I get challenged.”
“Why not?”
“I’d be a disgrace.”
“You’d be alive.”
My blood ran cold. “I’m not the most dominant wolf, and until Donovan and I have our ceremony, my position won’t be secure. If his pack wants me gone, they can probably make it happen. Running from a challenge would only speed that up.” And it scared me how easy it might be.
“Donovan will try to protect you, but he can’t see all the threats. You have to look for the truth.”
Look for the truth? What was she talking about now? “What do you know?”
“I can’t.”
I nodded. Cosette was under some crazy restrictions. I knew she’d tell me more if she could. “Either way, I’m glad to have some insurance. This was really thoughtful of you,” I said instead of thanking her.
“I hope you never need it.”
“Me, too.” I prayed she was wrong. Fighting to join a pack that didn’t want me seemed like a worst-case scenario. But it was Donovan’s pack. If I wanted to be his mate—and I did—then I had to do what I had to do.
Luckily, there was no hurry to head straight to Ireland. Donovan hadn’t agreed to a date for our Full Moon Ceremony, and until then I was still officially part of the Wayfarer pack and a satellite member of the St. Ailbe’s pack. That was more than enough for now. I was cool with avoiding Europe altogether if things were bad over there.
Since I couldn’t say thanks, I did the next best thing. As we walked into the Nordstrom, I waved around the shoe department. “Whatever you want, it’s on me.”
Cosette grinned. “I’ll take you up on that. I’ve been eyeing a pair of Louboutin cage sandals that are to die for.”
Good thing I still had my father’s credit card. “God. Why haven’t we gone shopping together before?”
“Because we were hunting a psychotic witch. But I knew from your stash of magazines that this would be a true pleasure.”
I cracked my knuckles. “Let’s do some damage.”
Two hours later, shoe boxes were piled around us. We were making a mess, but I didn’t care. I had a few pairs I was for sure getting, and a couple of maybes. I was trying on a pair of Kate Spade booties that I was dying over. “What do you think?”
Cosette glanced up from a pile of K Jacques. “Do they have a zip?”
“No.” They had laces with a buckle around the ankle, but no hidden zip.
“How quickly can you get out of them?”
“What?”
“If you needed to shift?”
That was a fantastic point. I’d never had to think about shifting in random scenarios. At least not until Luciana. Now, with all the problems we’d had… I tried toeing a shoe off, but it didn’t work. I had to unbuckle and then pull them off. “This is so sad.”
Cosette walked off and came back with another pair. “These. Get these.”
The boots were made of the most gorgeous chocolate leather. A zip with red accents went up the length, and they had some flex in the toe, which meant they’d be okay to run in. Not the best, but doable. “Done.”
My phone buzzed.
Micah: We’re coming to get you in ten. Check out.
I sighed. “Looks like fun is over for today. Brothers are heading this way.” I motioned to the guy helping us and handed over my card and my pile of trophies. “These. And whatever she wants.” One of the other salesmen rushed over to help gather up all the boxes. It was quite the bounty.
“There! That’s the werewolf.”
I spun. The girl who’d spit out her gum earlier was standing by the rack of sale shoes, and this time she wasn’t alone. She easily had ten friends with her. And more people were heading toward us through the makeup counters. The gum girl had her phone out, recording. With my luck, she was probably streaming. This was a disaster.
Cosette’s face went ghostly pale. “I’m in so much trouble.”
I looked around, trying to find a way out. “Can Van get you out of here?”
“Not with this many people. We can’t get caught on tape again.”
She was right. The crowd was getting bigger by the second, and they all had their phones out now. “Shit. We’re going to end up on the news again.”
Cosette closed her eyes and let out a long breath. When she opened them, she looked resigned. “Can you get out if I take the fall?”
I could outrun humans—even a mob like this one—but I wasn’t leaving Cosette behind to deal with the mess. I glanced around, hoping an idea would come. Then it hit me. There was a way I could help. “Follow me.”
I took off running, feeling only a minimal sting as I left my shoes and credit card behind. I’d take care of them later. Cosette wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for me. I had to make this right.
We darted through racks of clothes. The crowd was yelling behind us. I had the urge to dump a rack of clothes to slow them down, but I didn’t want to cause any damage on purpose. It was another thing if it happened accidentally. A crash sounded behind me, and I didn’t look back.
I hit the escalator and sprinted up, trusting Cosette to follow.
“Up? Shouldn’t we be going down to the exit?”
“You don’t need an exit,” I shouted as I leaped three steps at a time.
We blew through the lingerie department, and I spotted the glorious sign: Women’s Restroom.
“In.” I held the door open and then locked it behind Cosette. A lady washing her hands froze.
“This, I can handle,” Cosette said as she moved toward her. “Forget you ever saw us.”
The lady nodded once and continued washing. I pulled Cosette into the wheelchair access stall. “Call Van.”
Cosette nodded. “Van.”
I didn’t feel any fey magic happening, but suddenly Van was there, standing on top of the toilet. His navy pants and tunic were belted with his scabbard hanging empty. He had his sword out, ready to take the head off any enemies. “Who’s attacking?”
“We’re at the mall,” Cosette said. “There’s a crowd outside with their phones out…”
Van let out a series of curses, before turning to me. His long, white hair was out of its standard low ponytail, the only clue that he’d been in the middle of something. “Do you need me to get you out, too?”
I considered it for a second, but it wouldn’t work. If we both disappeared, the fallout would be worse. Going back out might at least distract the human mob from the fact that Cosette had left from a bathroom with no exits. “Nah. I’ll be fine.”
Van nodded, but Cosette raised an eyebrow. “Are you sure?”
“Yeah. No worries. My brothers are on their way.” Sure, they were going to murder me, but there was nothing Cosette could do to stop that.
A pounding came on the door followed by Max’s voice. “Open up, Mere!”
“That would be them. I’ll catch you later.”
Van lifted his chin a bit and then grabbed Cosette’s hand. Suddenly I was alone in the stall.
What the hell is going on? Donovan yelled through the bond.
I jumped at the sound of his voice. My mate clearly wasn’t happy with me, but I could still fix this. I’m just at the mall, and—
With Cosette? With a fey? When things are strained, and I’ve been here for days working my arse off trying to make nice with the queens? You took the youngest Lunar court princess to the mall? Undisguised? The same princess who started the mess with them? I—
I banged my head on the stall door. Did he just say that Cosette was a Lunar court princess? What the… Maybe it wasn’t the best plan, but I honestly didn’t think anyone would recognize us.
The pounding on the door got louder and my phone vibrated. I answered the call.
“You need to come out,” Max said. “The police are here. They’re going to escort us to the car.”
“Great.”
I hung up. I’ve got to talk to the police. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to cause more problems. Donovan’s anger and frustration came through our bond, and they hurt. A lot.
The police? I’m in the middle of trying to stop a war and you’re getting in trouble at a mall with Cosette? He was yelling so loud that I couldn’t hear my own thoughts. Which wasn’t going to work. I needed to put on my game face or else this was going to get a whole lot worse. So, I did the only thing that would give me a chance to think clearly. I shut down our bond.
I slid down the stall door as I fought a wave of heartbreak and the tears that welled up. Inside it felt like Donovan had died. He was gone. The emptiness I felt without access to our bond took my breath away. I focused on the fact that I knew he was at his meeting, probably cursing me out about now. What I was feeling wasn’t real. He was fine. Pissed off at me for sure, but fine. Once he cooled down, he’d get over this whole mess. We’d get our bond back in place and everything would be okay.
For now, I had to focus on the shitstorm waiting outside the doors. The people. The police. My brothers.
This was going to be epically unfun. Next time I wanted to shop, I’d pull out my laptop and do it on the internet. No pair of shoes was worth this massive pain in the ass. Not even Louboutins.



Chapter Four

The police were polite enough, but with pictures of Cosette and me going viral on social media, the mob scene had kept growing. A lot. Max, Micah, and I had ended up waiting in the Nordstrom office for a couple hours while the police contained everyone and then cleared out the store.
I was officially calling this outing a massive fail.
At least I’d gotten my shoes and card back. The salesman had rung up Cosette’s shoes, too. I’d hang on to them until I saw her next, even if I had no idea when that would be. I had a feeling she’d be in even more trouble than I was after this one.
As we wound our way home through the mountains, the weight of the gift Cosette had given me got heavier. She’d taken a huge risk by meeting me in public. I’d forgotten that while we shopped. Trying on shoes and hanging out felt so normal, but the more I thought about it, the more unsettled I was.
Her warning about Donovan’s pack was way too vague. I wish she’d told me more. Especially about how the Lunar coin worked.
And now Donovan was probably extra pissed that I’d been on the news again with Cosette. Who apparently was a princess? Would’ve been nice if she’d mentioned that. Maybe I wouldn’t have invited her to the mall in the first place. My father had been right. I should’ve just kept my nose down.
Although if I’d done that, I wouldn’t have gotten Cosette’s warning or my get out of jail free card.
But if there really was something going on with the Irish pack, then why was Donovan so clueless about it?
I wanted to hit something. Why were the fey so frustratingly vague? Even Cosette—who was supposed to be my friend—had left me with a million new questions.
One thought that kept going through my mind. If what Cosette said was true and there was trouble within the Irish pack, then Donovan and I needed to move up the date of our Full Moon Ceremony. I might not be the strongest wolf, but I knew pack politics. My father had started lecturing me about them as soon as I was old enough to understand because traveling from emergency to emergency meant that we had to be able to fit in with all the different packs. We had to make nice with whoever was hosting us. Through the years, I’d seen excellently run packs and others that were the definition of a hot mess.
If the Alpha of the Irish pack didn’t have a clue his wolves were having unrest… Donovan was going to need my help. If I could get him to take it.
“Well, that trip to the mall was loads of fun,” Micah said as Max parked the car in front of the main house. “Remind me never to go outside again.”
“Can you not complain for one second?” I rubbed my temples, feeling a headache starting to blossom. Micah had had a lot to say while we were in the Nordstrom’s office.
I took the steps up to the front door two at a time. Shower and bed were all I could think about. This disaster of a day was about to end, and that was probably for the best. Exhaustion pulled at my limbs, making them feel leaden. I probably needed to eat, but that could wait.
I was a few steps from my bedroom when the scent registered. Motherfucking shit. How could I be so stupid?
If I hadn’t been in such a hurry, I’d have picked up on it sooner. Now it was too late to hide.
What the hell was Donovan doing in my room? He was supposed to be in Toronto.
More importantly, why was the scent of his anger filling the hall? I was missing something, but I couldn’t place it…
The sour undertone of fear in his scent slayed me. I stood frozen, not sure what to do, but every second, the smell grew stronger, until I was bathing in it. I swallowed down my nerves. I’d never made Donovan mad before, but I was pretty sure we were about to have our first fight.
I’d messed up asking Cosette to meet me in a public place. I’d undermined the very problem he’d been trying to fix, and that was a real betrayal, so he had the right to be upset. But other than apologizing, I wasn’t sure how to fix it. What was done was done.
For a split-second, I thought about sneaking back out of the house, but he’d already heard me in the hall for sure. There was no way he hadn’t.
“You might as well come in.” Donovan’s voice had a little too much roughness, which meant he was so pissed that his wolf was peeking out. That didn’t happen with Donovan. The more powerful the Alpha, the more control they usually had.
I stepped into my room, softly closing the door behind me. “Hey. I’m sorry. I had no idea that a shopping trip could get so out of hand. Not even in my wildest imagination…” I sighed, taking a few steps toward him, but he wasn’t even looking at me. Donovan lay on his back on my bed. His eyes were closed, and his hands were peacefully folded on his chest. If I didn’t know better, I would’ve thought he was sleeping. I shoved my hands into my back pockets as I stepped deeper into the room, stopping at the edge of my fuzzy, rainbow-print carpet.
“I really am sorry.” There wasn’t anything else I could say. I just had to wait for him to accept my apology.
Donovan opened his eyes, and they told me everything I needed to know. They were glowing electric blue. His face was more angular than usual, and I was pretty sure that wasn’t just stubble on his face, but actual fur.
Okay. So his wolf was really close to the surface. When an Alpha lost control, it was bad for everyone. But Donovan wasn’t just an Alpha. He was one of the Seven. The Council of Alphas that ruled all the packs.
I stared at the ground, trying not to set off a reaction by meeting his gaze for too long. “Did you have a good flight?” It was a lame question, but I’d already apologized, and he was giving me nothing. I just needed to calm him down until he got control again.
Donovan’s low, rumbling growl rolled through me. The power in it was enough to knock me back a step.
That was enough. He needed to get control. “I went shopping. Cosette is my friend. I’m allowed to hang out with her.”
“Not when I’m trying to make nice with the fey. Not when you both end up on the news again. Which is why things are a mess in the first place!”
I knew it was bad, but there was no time turner I could use to undo the whole mess. If there were, I’d totally use it. “I swear I—” More of his power slammed into me.
What was he doing throwing it around like that? I wasn’t sure if it was on purpose or if he was so angry he was just having that much trouble controlling himself. Either way, it wasn’t cool.
I stared into Donovan’s eyes, not caring about setting him off anymore. “If you don’t want to have a reasonable conversation without the stupid power plays, then you can leave.” I strode to the door and flung it open. “Because this is so not happening.”
He sat up so slowly, so smoothly, it was eerie. Almost as if some other force lifted him off the bed. My heart picked up a pace or ten as I realized what I’d done.
Fantastic plan, Meredith. Way to piss off an already angry Alpha even more. So unbelievably stupid. I was trained better than to snap at an out of control Were. It had been drilled into me that keeping calm was the key to staying alive.
When Donovan stepped to me, I stepped back. He closed in on me again, and I couldn’t help but take another step back. It happened again. And again. Until my heels knocked against my closet door.
He placed a hand on either side of my head, and my pulse raced.
My mate was almost feral, but he wasn’t destroying things, so he wasn’t all the way feral. I just didn’t know why. Maybe he could be upset that I’d gotten caught up in more human drama, but this was ridiculous. It hadn’t been intentional.
Something else had to be bothering him. Getting on the news was bad, but unless everyone who was with me in those videos holed up in a cave for the rest of their lives, it was bound to happen. We lived in a world filled with cell phone cameras, social media, and live streaming. That was why we’d been exposed. Weres couldn’t hide anymore. Especially me. This wasn’t going to be the only time I’d get recognized. He knew that. So, I’d obviously done something else to set him off, but what?
We’d been fine before I went to the mall. We’d talked about what I was planning for my day, how his very long day was going…
Donovan brushed his nose against my neck, and I instinctively lifted my chin, showing him my throat in surrender. As a rule, I wanted to do that as little as possible. If we were going to have an equal relationship, I couldn’t be surrendering to him left and right. But this time was an exception. I knew when an Alpha was losing his mind and losing control of his wolf. It was better to show my throat than force him to lose what little control he had left.
His teeth brushed my neck. They were almost a wolf’s teeth—elongated and sharp. When he bit down, I gasped, but he let go before drawing blood.
He growled something indecipherable.
“I don’t know what you’re saying.”
“Open.”
Open? Open what? The closet? A window? Sure. No problem. But he had me cornered. I couldn’t do anything until he moved out of the way, and I was pretty sure that wasn’t happening anytime soon.
I tried to feel along our bond to figure out—
And then it hit me. I knew why Donovan had gone crazy. I’d seen Dastien go through this. It had been worse then because he wasn’t as old as Donovan. He didn’t have the control that Donovan did. But when Tessa had gone onto coven land, the magical barrier that surrounded La Alquelarre’s compound had cut off their bond, and Dastien had lost his mind. We’d locked him up in the feral cages before he did something horrible.
I was such an idiot.
I closed my eyes and focused on our bond. It took me a second to find Donovan. I had to sort through my connections with both my pack and the St. Ailbe’s satellite pack. When I found the severed link that tied us together, I grabbed hold of it and tugged it back into place. The force of it knocked me against the wall.
Donovan’s terror ate at my soul. All the possibilities he’d been thinking raced through my mind at once. The fear that I’d been taken by rogue wolves or killed or worse—stolen by the fey. It was all too much. I almost shut him off again but didn’t dare. I could barely breathe until the bond settled down.
When I could finally open my eyes, I was sitting on the floor, wrapped around my mate. Donovan pressed his mouth against the side of my neck, and his hot breath heated my skin. I knew I should say something, but what?
Should I apologize? Probably best to lead with that. It seemed like apologies were going to be the theme for the evening. “I’m sorry that I closed off the bond. The cops were coming, and there was a mob scene outside of the bathroom, and I knew I’d epically fucked up. I had to focus on figuring a way out of it without making things worse, and I couldn’t do that while you were so upset with me.” I paused for a second. “But it was the wrong thing to do. And I’m sorry.”
Donovan shuddered, and I felt the movement echo through my soul. “Please don’t do that again. I don’t care what’s going on or how mad we are at each other. Don’t shut me out. Don’t leave. I can’t help you if I can’t connect with you. I didn’t know if you were okay. If the fey had hurt you. I didn’t know where to find you…” The little bit of whine in his voice broke my heart. I’d done this to him.
Being mated to someone so strong was an enormous responsibility. I had the power to upend Donovan’s control, and that was dangerous and more than a little intense.
He pulled away just enough so that he could look into my eyes. “It’s going to take time for us to learn how this works, but I want to share my life with you. So if I’m mucking the situation up in any way, just give me a moment to calm down.”
“I will. I didn’t know what I was doing.” I stared into his eyes, which still glowed wolf-blue. “But I won’t cut off our bond again.”
“Aye. That would best.” He gave me a half smile. “I scared a fair amount of people getting here.”
I laughed. “I bet you did.”
He closed his eyes for a second, and when they opened, they were back to their usual glass blue. “And now. You want to tell me what happened at the mall? And what you were doing with Cosette when you knew what was going on between us and the fey?”
I sighed. “I didn’t mean to make things complicated.”
“You’re my mate. That means that you act in my place. When I’m trying to make relations with the fey better and you’re doing the opposite, then it makes an already hard job that much more difficult.”
I knew that. I did. With all of my father’s lectures, I knew what it meant to be mate to an Alpha, and especially one of the Seven. “I truly thought that our friendship overrode her being fey. And I didn’t think we’d be recognized… That’s not an excuse. Just an explanation. Believe me, that was not fun for either of us.” I chewed on my lip. “Cosette’s in big trouble, isn’t she?”
“From what I’ve heard, yes. That’s probably accurate.”
That royally sucked. I hadn’t meant to get Cosette in more trouble than she already was. “She told me that your pack was in chaos and that I’m about to make it worse.”
“Aye. There are rumblings along the bonds.” He rubbed the bridge of his nose between two fingers. “But nothing more than there’ve been the past twenty years or so. I can’t imagine you’ve changed anything. Our bonding is much too new for all of that.” He shook his head. “No. She must be mistaken.”
I didn’t want to contradict him, but Cosette couldn’t lie. And even if by some loophole she could, why would she risk being exposed to the media again to give me the coin?
And while I thought of it, I held out my wrist. “Cosette gave me this.”
Donovan gave the bracelet some serious side-eye.
I laughed. “That was pretty much my reaction.”
“Gifts from the fey always come with a price.”
“Maybe she considers it paid since I bought her a pair of amazing Louboutins.”
Donovan gave me a grin. “Even still. This might be worth more than a pair of shoes.”
“Watch your mouth. Louboutins are more than just shoes.”
He held my wrist as he inspected it. “What does it do?”
I shook my wrist free. “Not a clue. Honestly, I was hoping you’d know.”
He grunted. “It’s a coin from the Lunar court, but you probably knew as much.”
No, but I’d guessed it.
“It could do anything. It all depends on what magic was used during the making. She give you any hints?”
“If you call it a hint…” Which I wouldn’t. It was way too vague. “She said—and I quote—When you’ve reached your darkest hour, the coin will warm. Grab hold of it and be safe.”
“Well, that’s fecking ominous.”
I couldn’t help but laugh. It was indeed pretty fecking ominous. “Cosette’s under the impression that I’m headed to Ireland soon and apparently going to have my darkest hour there.” I swallowed. The humor drained from me, leaving me cold. Good thing I wasn’t planning on going anytime soon.
Donovan grabbed my hand. “You’ve nothing to worry about from me and mine. I’ll keep you safe.”
I nodded, giving him the agreement he was looking for, but he was wrong. Donovan wouldn’t be able to protect me. Not if someone challenged me. But Donovan saw me through some weird lens of love. He thought I was stronger than I was. Maybe he was right about it to a point. I’d managed to beat my brother. Once. But I wasn’t sure what threats I’d face in Ireland. Who I’d face. His pack was strong and if they wanted me out…
On that dark thought, I decided it was time for a change in subject. I rubbed my arms, trying to get the chill away. “Did the meetings end?”
“I left. We were getting nowhere, and when I got wind of what you were up to…” He ran his fingers through his hair, mussing it up. “Thankfully the jet was ready, and I was only a few hours plane ride away.”
“I really am sorry.” I hadn’t meant to cause him more problems.
“Eh. Don’t worry yourself over it. The fey way of talking in circles is frustrating at best. They’re planning to go into hiding, but some of them wish to stay and cause trouble. The rest of the Council is still in Toronto, trying to find a way to calm the troublemakers.”
“Could it come to war?”
He sighed. “None of us want that, but some of the courts are itching for a fight, and the way we exposed them is as good an excuse as any to start one. If some fey act out the way they want… Well, it’ll mean a lot of death.” He shrugged. “But if Cosette wanted to deliver her warning anyway, then you couldn’t have done much to stop her. It’s just a shame you were recognized together.”
“You’re telling me. It was absolutely nuts. I have zero desire to go out into the world for a while.”
He plopped down on the bed and pulled me with him. “It’s been a day.”
I huffed. “Kind of. Yeah.” I had a million worries and questions running through my head. What did Cosette mean about my darkest hour? About the Irish pack? Would there really be a war between the Weres and fey? It was a lot to take in.
Donovan pulled me until my head was resting on his chest. He opened the bond wide, and I felt his steady calm. I wasn’t sure how he’d managed it, but he was back to feeling upbeat.
I sat up enough to look at him. His eyes were closed, but he wasn’t asleep. The guy was just chilling. After a day like today? “How do you do that?”
He cracked an eye open, then closed it again, giving me one of his easy smiles. “Come on now. We were just getting comfortable.”
I dug a finger into his side. “No, really?”
He sighed. “When you’ve seen as many days as I have, you know there’ll be tough ones. Each time you go through something, you never know how you’ll reach the other side. But you will. And this time, I’ve got you. Whatever it is that Cosette’s goin’ on about… It doesn’t matter. When it comes, we’ll get through it. And on the other side of it, we’ll be together. That’s all that matters.”
If I told anyone that Donovan was a total softie, they’d say I’d lost my mind. But he was sweet. “You actually believe that?”
“More than. I know it.” He tugged me, but I stayed where I was, looking down at him.
He shook his head, sitting up on his elbows. “All right then. If we’re not after sleep, how about some food. I’m half starved.”
So was I. Only suddenly, looking at his crooked smile and glittering blue eyes, I was hungry for something else.
“If that’s what you’re after, I can make it happen, too.” The gravel in his voice set my heart racing.
I swallowed. “Maybe we should get food… My father…” Yeah. He wouldn’t be happy if anything happened before the ceremony.
“Aye. That’d be wise.” Donovan rose from the bed and held a hand out to me. “How about you show me the way? I’ve never been to your home before, and it’s right massive.”
I laughed. “Let’s go, handsome.”
“You think I’m handsome?” He held his hands to his chest.
I shoved him out of my bedroom. “Shut it. You know you are.” Laughing, he gave me another one of his grins, and I rolled my eyes. “Stop flirting.”
“Can’t be helped. It’s in my DNA. Especially with you.”
“Only with me.”
He stopped, pulling me to him. “Aye. Only with you.” The brush of his lips against mine was soft and tender. It nearly pulled all the worry from my mind.
Nearly.



Chapter Five

Donovan slept in another room. My mate was nothing if not respectful of my father’s wishes for no pre-ceremony slumber parties, so I ended up alone in my bed. Cold. Lonely. And missing Donovan.
But I didn’t wake up that way.
Donovan’s heat pressed against my back and his scent surrounded me. I leaned into him for a second. Light peeked around the edges of my blackout curtains, hinting that I’d actually been allowed to sleep in a bit. I’d been up before daylight every morning since I got home, but guessing from the light, it was maybe seven a.m.
This was more like it. I pulled the comforter up under my chin, snuggled back against Donovan, and closed my eyes again.
What was another few minutes? I was way too comfortable to get out of bed.
Donovan’s arms tightened around me. “I know you’re awake.” His voice rumbled through me in the most delicious way.
“Hmmm,” I said as I rolled in his arms. I felt gloriously rested for the first time in weeks. “What time is it?”
“Nine.”
I sat up. “Holy shit. My brothers let me sleep in.” Already a sign of an awesome day to come.
Donovan rolled to his back. He was lying on top of the covers, dressed only in a pair of sweatpants. No shirt. No shoes. I raked my gaze over his body—the way his biceps tightened as he put his arms behind his head, his perfectly formed abs, and his grin. He gave me a wink.
It was too much. I couldn’t help the little sigh that slipped free.
I felt his amusement through our bond. He knew exactly what he was doing to me. Jerk.
“You think I’d let them torture you while I’m around to put an end to it?” he said.
It took a second for my mind to catch back up to him. Right. My brothers had only let me sleep because Donovan had kept them away. “Best present ever.” I settled over him and nuzzled my nose in the crook of his neck. “Second best present? You in my bed.”
Donovan laughed as he wrapped his arms around me. “You like to sleep more than anyone I’ve ever known.” He gave my back a little rub before letting go.
“No. Don’t stop. I like the rubbing.”
“Aye. I bet you do, but it’s off to train. Why do you think I’m not fully dressed yet?”
He had to be joking. “Nope. No way. I’ve had enough. I’m not getting up.”
“After what Cosette said, I’d rather you be over-prepared than not. Up with you.” He slid out from under me and ripped the covers away.
I narrowed my gaze at him. “I take it back. Your presents suck.”
His grin didn’t dim at all. “Enough with the whining. Let’s go show your brothers what we’ve been doing the past while.”
I gave him a long look. “Honestly, Donovan. I don’t think they want to see that.”
He leaned back as he laughed. “Not that, woman. Mind out of the gutter. Christ Jesus.” He shook his head at me. “I’m trying to be respectful in your father’s house before we’re fully mated, but you’re making it hard.”
“Am I? Making it hard?” He, on the other hand, was making it too easy.
“Shite!” He turned to the door.
“Running from your mate already?” I teased.
“As if that were a thing.” He crossed his arms. The movement did amazing things to his arms. I almost laughed at myself. I was losing my mind, totally full-on obsessed with the guy. And who the hell would’ve guessed I was so into arms? It wasn’t like every other Were in the history of Weres wasn’t built. But something about Donovan got to me.
“I’m off to gather your brothers. I’ll meet you in your sparring room.”
All the sexy thoughts went right down the toilet. “I thought this place was big and you didn’t know where anything was.”
“That was before this morning. I’ve had plenty of time to explore.”
Plenty of time? “When did you wake up?”
“A while ago.”
That was vague. “Did you get any sleep?”
“Aye. Some.”
I slid off the bed and took a step toward him as I really looked at him.
His color was a tad pale, which wasn’t normal. Especially for an Alpha. Weres healed quickly, which meant practically no aging and next to no wear and tear. It was the biggest benefit to being a Were. That and the strength. And the whole running as a wolf thing.
Honestly, there were a lot of benefits to being a Were.
But if Donovan was looking even a little tired, then he must be exhausted. So, why wasn’t he sleeping?
“Some” wasn’t flying with me. “How much sleep did you get exactly?”
He closed the distance between us, cupping my face in his hand. “Don’t worry, my love. I’m fine.”
Fine. That was the kiss of death. And he hadn’t answered my question. “Donovan…” He sighed, and all his good-natured humor drained out of him. “Are you having nightmares again?”
“No. It’s not that.” He paused. “Or not just that.”
After the demon battle in the chapel, he’d had a few nightmares. During the fight, one of the demons had gotten hold of me and was dragging me to the pit of hell. I’d seen down into the abyss, and I knew exactly what my fate would’ve been if Donovan hadn’t gotten there in time. The problem was that when he killed the demon, it let go of me, and I’d almost ended up falling down the pit anyway. He’d caught my leg just in time, but it was close. Too close. And Donovan had some residual guilt because of it. He shouldn’t have any. He saved me. But he felt like he’d fumbled and nearly lost me.
I didn’t like that he was still having nightmares. It should’ve been me having them, but I wasn’t dwelling on what almost happened. He had to let it go. “I’m fine. You saved me.”
“I know. It’ll take some time before I get over the sight of you falling… But it’s not just that. It’s been a busy go the last few years, but I’ll be okay,” he said. “After all this mess with the fey is sorted, maybe we’ll take a wee holiday.”
“That’d be a start.” But I wasn’t settling for “wee.” Not if he was this exhausted. I’d known he was tired after the fight in Santa Fe, but he’d had to rush off to calm down the rest of the Seven, and then the fey were upset… But things couldn’t have been this intense for the last few years. I’d have heard about it. Wouldn’t I?
He gave me a soft kiss and left, but my worry still lingered. The man was always rushing off to deal with his pack or the latest Were crisis, but when was the last time he took a break? If he’d ever taken one. Which meant I’d probably have to make him take some time for himself. But that would be a Band-Aid on his bigger problem.
Was being one of the Seven and a pack Alpha too much for any one person to handle?
I sat down heavily on my bed. In the few months since we met he’d rushed back and forth across the globe dealing with all kinds of issues. He hadn’t been back to his pack, and he certainly hadn’t stopped to take a breath anywhere. Not even with me in Texas.
Cosette’s words ran through my mind again. Could he be so busy with Council work that he didn’t notice his pack was falling apart?
It was hard to imagine. The pack bonds were always loud and present in an Alpha’s mind. At least that was how my father described it.
No. Cosette had to be mistaken. Because if she wasn’t, then something was seriously wrong with my mate.

I quickly threw on some leggings and a sports bra. No shoes or shirt were needed. Not when sparring with Donovan. He was almost worse than my brothers. Not in the sense that he’d wake me at all hours to train, but when we worked out, it was serious business. I’d end up a ball of sweat and out of breath, which didn’t often happen to a Wayfarer.
The little hole in my leggings would’ve horrified my mother, but I didn’t care. They were comfortable, and that was all I needed from leggings. I made my way through the halls, and popped into one of the kitchens for a smoothie on my way to the gyms.
To protect Weres and humans from all types of supernatural threats, Wayfarers had to be in top form at all times. But we had more than enough gear for three packs.
The exercise wing of the estate had a studio for yoga and tai chi. Another room was filled with a Pilates instructor’s wet dream of reformers, Cadillacs, and chairs. Weight lifting equipment, TRXs, and boxing bags packed the room next door. You name it, we had a room full of it.
Today I headed straight for the sparring gym. I was enjoying the last little bit of my smoothie when I pushed through the double doors and stepped foot onto the mat. It was the largest room in the wing and void of any equipment. The black mats that lined the floor and walls had some spring to them and a thin layer of padding, but that was it. The walls had no windows. Nothing in there could break. Except for me.
All my brothers were standing around the room. Perfect. I was so glad Donovan had managed to find them. Each of them looked like variations on a theme. One had hair a little longer, another with shorter, varying levels of facial hair, and of course, Micah had his million and one tattoos. But all of my brothers were tall, at six feet seven inches, with the same white-blond hair, blue eyes, and pale skin. “What? The whole pack couldn’t make it?”
“Eh. Don’t want you to get too embarrassed, little sis,” Matt said.
“Like that ever bothered you before.”
“I asked that it just be them,” Donovan said.
“Why?”
He shrugged. “Family is one thing. But you sparring with unmated males is another.”
I barely held back the laugh that threatened to break free. It was really sweet and actually made me feel a little awesome that he’d be jealous. Even if it was completely absurd. Donovan was my mate. There was no contest. At all. Ever.
“Might want to put that smoothie down,” Donovan said. He was standing in the center of the room. “We’ll do our warm up first, and then your brothers want a try at you.”
I rolled my eyes. “You beat one brother once…”
“I keep telling you that you’re stronger than you realize.”
I snorted. “Blinded by love.”
That got me the smile I wanted. Donovan strode toward me and brushed a kiss against my lips. “Yes. But no.” One of my brothers coughed, and I suppressed a groan of frustration.
“Don’t mind us,” Matt said. “We’ll just be over here.”
Right. Until they joined in on the sparring session. “What are we starting with?”
“Beijing Short.”
I nodded, closing my eyes before we moved into the first stance in our tai chi form. The movements flowed from one to the next in an elegant dance.
The door slammed shut behind me and I stopped.
“I was comin’ to find what you’d like for…” Ciara’s voice trailed off as she twisted the skirt of her dress. Her dark-chocolate-colored hair cascaded down her back. Long bangs were cut straight across her forehead, making her look young, but she was starting to get crow’s-feet around her eyes. Which was concerning.
More concerning was the scent of fear coming off her and the way her face paled. “I—I—Sorry. I’ll just be—”
The way she scurried off so quickly had me worried. “I’m going to go after her.”
“No,” Donovan said. “It was me. I’ll have a word with her later. But give her a moment.”
“Yeah, cutie pie. No getting out of this on,” Max said.
I nodded. For now, I’d listen to them, but something was up with Ciara—who was more like a best friend than nanny these days—and I was going to find out what.
Donovan started the form over again, and I struggled to join him. I kept missing moves in the sequence and turning the wrong way. My head wasn’t in it at all. I couldn’t stop thinking about the way Ciara had acted. By the time we reached the end of the series, my body was starting to warm up, but I still hadn’t found my groove.
Donovan paused and I turned to him, wondering what was next. Letting him lead the session was okay by me. He had the experience and learning from him was a big deal. But this wasn’t a teaching session. This was meant to prove to my brothers—and to myself—that I could truly hold my own.
He did a capoeira style backflip with a kick, and I dropped to the ground.
Just like that, my head was back in the game. It was time to kick a little ass.
You could’ve given me some warning. I jumped up from the ground and spun, barely missing his fist.
Pay attention.
With that, it was on. Donovan worked with me, flowing effortlessly from style to style. It was one of the things I liked best about him. I’d never met anyone outside the Wayfarer pack who was so well versed in various forms of martial arts. Working out with him felt like coming home.
That and his smile. He made me laugh.
And his abs…
Concentrate, he said as his fist almost grazed my cheek.
I jumped back. I am.
He bounced in place for a second. No. You’re getting romantic in your head. It’s slowing you down. You can’t do that in a fight.
I caught his fist in my hand and knocked it to the side, causing him to skid away. We’re not in a fight. We’re sparring. It’s different. My mind can wander. I’m just—
The world spun as I caught air. It took me a split-second to tighten into a ball and spot the ground before I landed. On my feet.
“Goddamnit! Micah!” His scent gave him away.
“You were slowing down.”
I spun toward him. “So sue me. I didn’t let one of his hits land. I was—”
“He was pulling his punches.” He shoved a finger in Donovan’s direction.
That wasn’t true. “No, he wasn’t.”
“Yes, he was.”
I stepped up to Micah. “No—”
“Yes,” Donovan said.
My mouth dropped open as I turned to him. “What?”
He didn’t even look a little bit sheepish. “I’m not about to hit you. Ever. Even here.”
I was going to murder him. “What was all this about how strong I am and how I can beat them and you’re not even trying.”
Donovan gave me a small smile. “You’re my mate. I can’t hit you.”
I ran my fingers through my hair as I screeched in frustration. “We’re sparring. It’s not the same thing as an abusive relationship.”
He shrugged, unfazed by my frustration. “It’s not a reflection on your ability. I’m Alpha. I’m one of the Seven and have been for a very long time. I’m much stronger than you, and even if I wasn’t, I’m not about to hurt what’s mine to protect. I’m still giving you a full workout, and—”
“We’re done with this. We’ll talk after. In private.” He needed to stop before he pissed me off even more. I turned to Micah, waving him forward. “It’s on.”
One of my other brothers caught me from behind and flung me into the air.
I tumbled over him, kicking him in the small of his back as I landed. Matt. The jerk. He flew into Micah. “What the fuck is this? A game of toss Meredith?” I punched Matt, and he blocked just before my fist crushed his nose.
And with that, the fight was on. Me against all four brothers.
Even Miles, who usually stood back, joined in.
I’d drop to avoid a kick, roll before one would stomp, and pop up only to almost get hit in the face. They were moving faster and more in sync than ever. I could barely keep up, and after a week with them, I should’ve been able to. It was like they were showing off for Donovan.
Oh shit. They were fucking showing off for Donovan. Those assholes.
With that realization, my wolf rose to the surface, and I let her. My movements quickened. My hits were stronger. I was better. One by one, I pinned my brothers down and forced their submission. Until it was just Max and me.
Blood trickled from my nose as we circled each other. I’d caught an elbow somewhere in there, but it’d already healed. Sweat dripped into my eyes, but I didn’t wipe at it. That would give Max the window he needed.
No. Max was fucking going down. Again.
I leaped at his legs, throwing him off balance. He hit the floor with a thud.
My wolf rose a little more, giving my weary muscles a boost, and I flipped Max. He swung an arm, trying to gain leverage, but I caught it and twisted it behind his back.
It wasn’t the best pin ever. I wiggled up Max’s body a bit so that I could get my knee on his back. “Submit.”
His body relaxed as soon as the word left my lips. Any fight in him was gone. “Fine.”
That was a nice change. I sat back on my heels. My breath came in quick gasps. I tried to wipe my face with my hands but ended up just spreading the sweat around. Gross.
Max rolled, his breath coming in pants. “You’ve gotten better.”
“At least someone’s finally admitting it.” All I wanted now was a shower, a giant glass of ice-cold water, and a nap.
Donovan strode toward me, a towel hanging from his hands. “You Molloneys are out of your minds. That wasn’t fecking sparring. You nearly took Miles’ head off.”
I laughed. “He can take it.”
“And they hit you. In front of me.” I felt his anger brewing along our bond. This was super not good.
My brothers started laughing. “Remember when Miles broke her arm?”
Was he an idiot? Why would he bring that up now of all times?
“Shut up. That’s why I never fight with her anymore. I didn’t mean—”
Donovan roared, actively pushing power through the room. His command for submission passed me by, but my skin burned with it. My brothers’ laughter switched to whimpers as they all hit the ground.
My stupid brothers were too busy showing off to remember that Donovan’s fun-loving smiles and Irish lilt hid a whole buttload of power. And if my brothers didn’t make it out of here alive, it would be my fault.
I jumped up. “Donovan. I’m fine.”
His eyes were glowing blue. “You’re not fine. You’ve blood on your face.”
I took the towel and wiped my nose. “It’s okay. It’s already healed.” He growled. “They’re my brothers. They’d never do anything to seriously hurt me.”
“You didn’t see what I saw. This is what they’ve been doing with you at five in the morning all week?”
Try my whole life. But they’d spent years going over forms, teaching me punches, kicks, and gymnastics, before we ever even started sparring. And it had never been anything like this until I was old enough to handle it. My brothers were the reason I’d survived against a legion of demons. Because of them, I was ready for anything.
I pulled Donovan to me, wrapping my arms around him. “I’m okay. Did you see? I beat them all.”
When he didn’t answer, I pulled back. The panic was still there, coming through our bond. Something had triggered him. I wasn’t sure what, but he was back in that church in Santa Fe. “I lived through the fight with the demons. I’m here. Everything is okay.”
He rested his forehead on mine. We were the same height. He was on the shorter side for a male, but at six feet even, I was a little above average for a female Were. I didn’t mind at all. I liked being able to look him in the eye at all times.
Tears welled in his blue eyes, but he wouldn’t let one fall. Not in front of my brothers.
After a long second, he took a shuddering breath. “Can’t lose you.”
“You won’t.” At least I hoped not, for both our sakes. “This was different than the chapel. They’re my brothers. And I beat them.”
“Aye. That you did.” Some of the tension left his body. “Almost jumped into the fight a few times myself.”
“I’m glad you didn’t. I think you needed to see me beat my brothers as much as I needed to beat them. You were right. I’m stronger than I think.”
He softened a little more and leaned into me. “Aye.”
“Do me a favor?”
“What?”
“Let my brothers up?” Even if it was kind of nice to see them get their ass handed to them, I couldn’t let them squirm on the ground forever.
“Aye.” Donovan gave them a microscopic nod, and the tension in the room started to fade.
My brothers slowly got up, helping each other up as they shook off the last of Donovan’s power.
“What’s all this about you almost dying in Santa Fe?” Miles was the first one to speak.
“It was a close call,” I answered without looking away from Donovan.
“How close?” Max asked.
“Too close,” Donovan said.
I caught movement in the corner of my eye and turned in time to see my brothers conferring without speaking. This was bad. Nothing good came of them teaming up on anything. Especially when I was involved.
Max nodded at Miles. “Tomorrow we start at four,” he said with a finality that I did not appreciate in the least.
“What? No. Did you not get that I just beat you? All of you.” There was no way I was getting up that early. I might as well not even go to bed. It was inhumane.
“Tomorrow we’ll bring in more of the pack, too. We’ll make sure they’re very respectful.” Max was talking about me, but he was looking at Donovan. “You’re with Donovan now. There’s no telling what you might walk into. You need to be prepared. The more Wayfarers in on it, the better.”
Oh, for the love… “No.” I stormed to the door and swung it open so hard that it ripped from the hinges. I tossed it behind me—hoping it’d hit one of the morons—and kept on going as they laughed. “You guys can eat a dick. I’m not waking up at three-thirty in the morning so that we can start training at four. No way in hell.”
“Where are you going?” Matt called after me.
“None of your damned business.” I was going to shower, but they didn’t need to know that.
Donovan stayed back with my brothers. Their voices echoed down the hall as they talked about the door I’d broken.
The door’s hinges are ripped in two. You’re putting up a big show for only being a little annoyed. Donovan said through our bond.
If breaking a door meant my brothers would leave me alone, then the whole house would be door-less by morning. They’re threatening to wake me up at three-thirty. I’m more than a little annoyed.
He laughed. Don’t worry. No one is waking you up.
I wouldn’t mind if it were you… And for a different kind of workout, I said in my sexiest voice. Or I hoped it was my sexiest voice. I could’ve just sounded silly.
Woman. I’m with your brothers. No using that tone with me now.
A little zing of pleasure hit me. I loved it when I got the upper hand with him.
Just you wait. Payback is coming.
Good. I couldn’t wait.



Chapter Six

After my shower, I went in search of food and Ciara. Thankfully, her office was by the estate’s main kitchen, so I could kill two birds with one stone. This time I didn’t care how much she hedged or tried to get rid of me. I was going to find out what was going on with her. Why she’d been ignoring me.
It took me a bit to work my way through the halls. By the time I got to the kitchen, my stomach was rumbling. Taking on Donovan and my brothers had burned a ton of calories, and if I wanted to stay in control of my wolf, I needed a solid meal. Or three.
I pushed through the double swinging doors. Ranges took up one wall. A gleaming slab of white marble covered the center island, with cabinets underneath that matched the black and chrome ranges. Another wall featured four full-size refrigerators next to three full-size freezers. A walk-in pantry bigger than three of my dorm rooms was off to the right. The cabinets, pantries, and fridges were stocked with anything and everything a Were’s heart desired. It was massive.
There were others in the room, but Ciara caught my attention. For the first time since I’d gotten home, she wasn’t running away from me. She gave me a nod.
She’d pulled her dark-chocolate colored hair into a high knot. The little bit of makeup she’d been wearing this morning was gone, and I wondered if she’d been upset. Had she been crying? Was that why she’d washed her face?
Without makeup, I could tell how much she older Ciara looked. Muraco was the only wolf I’d known to show his age, but he was super old, and his mate had died. He’d lived a long life and had an understandable reason to age.
But Ciara? She shouldn’t be aging. She couldn’t be. She was way too young for that.
No. It had to be something else. Whatever was bothering her must be weighing on her, but she’d bounce back.
Ciara closed the distance between us. “May I have a word?”
“Of course. You don’t have to ask me. Do—”
She shook her head. “In my office?”
I nodded. “Sure.”
“You’re going to like what’s for dinner tonight,” our head chef, Enzo, called out as I walked by. He was sitting on a stool at the counter. Papers were piled around him, and his assistants were meal planning. Chef Enzo and his staff of three traveled with the Wayfarers wherever we went. When a full stomach was the difference between being in control and not, food was a big deal. Weres took mealtime seriously, and cooking for a pack was a full-time job.
Curious, I had to ask. “What’s for dinner?”
“Spaghetti pie.”
I wrapped my arms around him and gave him a big, sloppy kiss on the cheek. “My mother’s going to be so mad. I love it!” She was way too snobby to eat something that messy.
He laughed. “It’s also your favorite.”
“Yeah. But ask me why it’s my favorite.” I gave him a wink.
Enzo chuckled, and I made my way through the kitchen toward Ciara.
She was the only female Were I knew who was allowed to live on her own. Even though Ciara lived with us, she wasn’t a member of our pack. Something bad had happened to her, and ever since, she wanted nothing to do with packs. At all. For a male, that wouldn’t be a problem, but Weres obsessively protected their females, no matter what we wanted. Very rarely, there was an exception to the rule. She was that exception.
It had always struck me as odd that she was allowed to be alone, or unprotected, as my brothers would call it. When I was little, I’d gotten curious and asked her why. I’d have given anything for that kind of freedom.
All Ciara had said was that her freedom had a high price—one she’d never wish on anyone. The way she’d said it, with a pained look in her eyes and a quiver in her voice, had made me afraid to ask more, so I never brought it up again.
Staying with us, Ciara got the freedom she craved but had the protection of the pack. She might not have pack bonds hovering over her all day, but she was looked after.
We moved through the kitchen’s back door toward the offices. Ciara was technically our household manager, but when I started having issues with my mother, she’d stepped into nannying. It wasn’t official. It started out with me pestering her, and her being kind enough to indulge me. Eventually, she’d agreed to travel with the pack and help watch me. Now that I was at school, she was back to just managing the Colorado estate.
Ciara’s office had an L-shaped desk built into the wall. Books and pictures scattered the shelves. Most of the pictures had me in them. The best part of her office was that it smelled like her. Her scent was always tinged with a bit of lavender, and just being around her felt calming. Maybe it was the scent, but it was also just Ciara.
She sat in her chair and motioned to the soft leather armchair next to her desk.
I sat. “What’s going on? Why have you been so distant?”
“Are you in need of help?”
That caught me by surprise. Why would I need help? “No. I’m okay.”
Ciara shook her head. “Did Donovan hurt you? Because if he did, you don’t have to stand for it. I can help you. I’ll—”
“No.” I held up a hand to stop her. “No. Donovan would never hurt me.” The jerkface had even been pulling his punches.
Did I just hear you call me a jerkface?
Why did he manage to tune into my head at the most inopportune times? Shut it. This is a private conversation.
Understood. I was just checking on you. Seeing if you wanted a bite.
My stomach rumbled again. Yes, but I’m talking to Ciara. Finally.
All right. I’ll shower and see where you are after.
I turned my attention back to Ciara when she started speaking again. “You don’t have to cover up for him. I know he’s powerful and—”
“I’m not covering up for him.” Wow. I’d thought she wanted to explain why she was mad at me. I racked my brain trying to figure out what she was talking about, but all I got was more confused. “Why do you think he hurt me?”
Ciara started twisting her skirt in her hands again. “He was very mad when he arrived.”
“Donovan was super mad at me, but he’s not now. I…” I sighed. “It was my fault—”
“That’s what all abuse victims say.” Ciara waved a finger at me. “I’ll not have you going through a Full Moon Ceremony with that man.”
Ciara thinks you hit me, I told Donovan through the bond.
Does she? His voice was filled with surprise, and a hint of pain.
Why does she think you’d hit me? Did you hit her? It seemed like a crazy thing to ask—something I couldn’t even believe I was asking—but I had no idea why Ciara would think he’d hit me unless it was a pattern for him.
Don’t be ridiculous! I never laid a hand on her. He grunted. Maybe I didn’t protect her as I should’ve. There are some regrets on my end, but I never hit her. I’d never abuse my pack members.
“He says he never hit you. So, what’s the deal? Why do you think he’d hit me?”
Her mouth dropped open. “I didn’t—I don’t—You’re talking to him? Now?”
No way. I wasn’t going to answer her question until she answered mine. “Why do you think he’d hit me?” I asked again.
She was quiet for a second; her lips pressed firmly together before she finally spoke. “Because he was so mad. His power and anger hit us before he got here. It was terrifying.” She paused. “You’re true mates?”
“Yes.”
She closed her eyes and sighed. “Then there’s no avoiding it.”
“Avoiding what?”
Ciara rubbed a hand across her forehead. “You can’t…” When she met my gaze, her eyes were glowing orbs of amber. “I didn’t know how to tell you, especially after everything you’ve been through. And I was worried what would happen if I told you and then Donovan found out. But I can’t be afraid of him or his pack now.”
Now she had my undivided attention. “Go on.”
“I know you’ve been wanting a mate, but I have to say this or I won’t forgive myself.” She let go of her apron. “Don’t join the Irish pack.”
That was impossible. I had to be a part of Donovan’s pack. He was my mate. Unless he decided to leave his own pack, I had no choice. But I needed to know what her reasons were. Especially after Cosette’s warnings.
I braced myself before I spoke again. “I know there are reasons we stayed away—Dad always said the Irish pack wasn’t friendly—but everyone in it can’t be bad. Can they?”
“Aye. It’s bad.” Ciara shook her head. “Some wolves are okay enough, but others… Donovan’s gone too often with his Council work, and when he’s there, he forgives too much.”
Leather creaked as I shifted in my chair. “That doesn’t sound good.”
“Aye. ‘Tisn’t.”
I grew cold as I thought about the implications of what that meant.
“He might be your mate, but you’ll have to watch your back. There are people in the pack who want to control it. They won’t like you intruding. They’ll also know that taking you out will weaken Donovan, and for some of them, that’s a heady temptation.” Ciara paused. “Are you sure you want to do this? It’s not too late to back out.”
I blew out a breath. “There’s no backing out. We’re true mates.” Whatever problems his pack had with me—or him for that matter—I’d have to deal with them.
“Just be on the lookout. If it’s anything like it was when I left, Vivian runs the whole show, and she’s been in Donovan’s bed.”
Okay. So that stung more than I wanted it to. I knew in theory that Donovan had been with other women, but theory was different than having a name. A real person who had occupied his bed, possibly for decades.
I leaned back in my chair. “How can Vivian run the pack? She’s his third, right? With an Alpha like Donovan, that doesn’t seem possible.”
“One would think, but…” She trailed off, lost in thought.
I had to ask. I’d always promised myself I’d leave Ciara’s secrets alone, but I had to know what brought her to America. “What happened to you? What did the Irish pack do to drive you away?” Especially if she was the weakest Were in the pack, she should’ve been protected. For her to seek refuge with our pack yet be allowed to avoid joining, it had to have been bad.
She fidgeted with the papers on her desk before releasing a sigh. “You cannot tell anyone what I’m about to tell you.”
“Of course.” I wouldn’t betray her. Not ever. She was the reason I’d made it through childhood with my self-esteem intact.
Ciara was quiet for so long that I wondered if she’d decided against answering my question after all. Finally, she cleared her throat and started her story. “I thought Vivian was great at first. She was very charming, and I looked up to her. When I was growing up, she was kind to me. I never did figure out what caused her to change…” She paused. “The first time I realized we weren’t true friends was… I guess it during sparring practice.” She looked up, and it was almost like I was watching a light bulb go on in her head. “Vivian didn’t like to spar. She didn’t like any of the fighting. To be honest, neither did I.”
I laughed. “I can’t see you fighting.”
Her cheeks warmed. “I’d say not. But just in case something should happen, every pack member was required to know how to fight. Much like it is here with the Wayfarers, there were always people practicing. But in the Irish pack, it isn’t such a to-do. Those of us who didn’t favor training were assigned classes every other week to make sure we stayed fit enough in case any of us faced a threat from the fey or whatever else might come about.” She sighed. “Well, that day Donovan was actually in the stronghold, so he came by sparring practice. I was fighting John—Donovan’s second—and I was doing pretty well at it, if I may say so.”
“Go you!”
She laughed, clutching her hand to her chest. “I’d been having a row with Theron over something idiotic.” Her laughter drained away, leaving heartbreak in its wake.
“Who’s Theron?” She never talked about her past. It was amazing to finally get some details.
“He was—” Ciara’s eyes welled before she blinked back the tears. “He was my mate. Or he should’ve been.” She cleared her throat, putting an end to that question.
I couldn’t let that go. “You had a mate?”
“Aye. I did. But he’s gone now.” I didn’t even have time to process that bit of information before she rushed on. “Anyhow, I was sparring with John when Donovan stepped in to help. He was correcting my form, standing behind me, guiding my movements. I didn’t think anything of it, and I don’t think Donovan did either, but I caught Vivian’s eye and I’d never seen such hate. It chilled me to the bone. Nothing was the same after that.”
“What do you mean nothing was the same? What happened?” I needed more than just vagueness. I had to be prepared for this woman and whatever was wrong with the Irish pack.
“It was just little things at first. Things that made me think I was losing my mind. My toothbrush would end up in my dresser. Or the book I was reading would go missing. Then, I found another woman’s pants in Theron’s room. We had it out, but he swore up and down that he hadn’t been with anyone else. Our ceremony was a week away, and I was so bloody upset. I stormed off.” She brushed away the tear rolling down her cheek. “It was the last time I saw him. Next thing I knew, my mother was comin’ round to tell me he’d jumped off a cliff.” She shook her head. “But it was madness. Made no sense. I was angry, sure. But a part of me knew—knew—he hadn’t been unfaithful. If I’d had more time, I’d have seen it. The pants didn’t have a scent on them. They were new. Not some leftovers from a forbidden tryst. We would’ve made up. But it was already too late.”
“He jumped off a cliff?” That sounded ridiculous. It was one fight and didn’t sound like it was something he’d kill himself over.
She took a shaky breath. “Heartbroken wolf jumps to death.” She slammed her hand on the desk. “It’s a terrible cliché, and not one Theron would’ve fallen prey to. I didn’t believe it. Not for a second.” Her words were fierce, backed with years of pent up anger. “Vivian was the one who found him. She said she saw it happen, and everyone took her word. But I didn’t trust her for one bloody second. And I was right not to. I saw her leaving Donovan’s room in the matching bra to the pants I found in Theron’s bloody room. She was mocking me. She wanted me to know she’d done it.”
Ciara’s story was too crazy to believe. If it were true, then I felt horrible for her. She’d been tormented by a cruel woman. But I had more questions. Something wasn’t adding up for me. “Why would Vivian kill him? And why would she want you to know?” It didn’t make any sense.
“Because she’s mad as a box of frogs. And my best guess for why she killed him? Who am I to know? Maybe she was trying to get back at me for taking a crack onto Donovan? But I wasn’t trying to steal him. I had my own mate. At most, I’ve had a few conversations with Donovan, and he helped correct my form once.” She growled in frustration. Her eyes flashed bright and her nails lengthened, digging into her wooden desk.
Holy shit. Ciara was angry. It was the first time I’d ever seen her wolf slip out, and I’d been kind of a troublemaker growing up. She’d never once lost control. She closed her eyes as she struggled for dominance with her wolf.
I stayed quiet as her nails slowly shortened, and when she finally opened her eyes again, they were a plain brown.
“That’s why I’m telling you this.” Ciara’s words were calm and careful. “For years Vivian has gone around telling people she’s Donovan’s mate, and he hasn’t said a word against it. You’re stepping into a mess.”
A pang of betrayal hit deep. Why wouldn’t Donovan stop her from spreading that around? “Has he promised her anything?” Even as I asked the question, I knew he couldn’t have. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have been open to bonding with me. The pairing with her would’ve already started, and that hadn’t happened because he and I had a bond. A Were could only have one romantic bond.
“He must’ve or else he would’ve said something. No one claims to be mated unless it’s true.”
I started pacing back and forth in the small room, trying to think. There was no way Donovan would knowingly let this chick go around calling herself his mate. But if Ciara was telling the truth—and she had no reason to lie to me—then what was going on? It was too absurd. “If she killed your mate just because she saw Donovan helping you…” I spun to her. “I’m his true mate. Not her. How is she going to deal with that?”
“She’s not. That’s why I’m desperately worried for you. You cannot join that pack.”
“There’s no way around it. He’s the other half of my soul. Unless he leaves his pack, which is never going to happen.” I sat in the armchair again, resting my elbows on my knees. “What do I do?”
“I don’t know. But it’s not just Theron she’s killed…”
Wait. What? “What do you mean it’s not just Theron?”
“I don’t have any evidence.” Ciara laughed harshly. “Vivian made sure of that well enough. When my father was murdered, I was devastated, but I didn’t imagine her scent all over my parents’ rooms. It was there. She had an excuse at the ready, but it was bloody convenient.”
Oh God. Her dad?
“When my younger brother was found in pieces… I was sickened. Wracked with grief. I couldn’t even begin… But she was murdering my family, and no one did a fecking thing. Not a damned thing.” Her voice shook as she spoke. Tears of anger and sadness rolled down her face. “When I spoke to Donovan, he dismissed me. Every friend I turned to denied the truth until it was me against her. I was galvanized to keep up what I was doing. I had to make the pack see that Vivian was mad, but she flipped everything I said and made them think I was mad. The harder I tried, the worse off I seemed. And of course, they thought I’d lost my mind. I was making myself crazy trying to find proof of her wrongdoing and ranting at anyone who would listen.” Ciara took a second to catch her breath. “There are some who know of her actions. Who see through her. But they’re not enough. Especially not when Donovan backs her time and again.”
I couldn’t believe that Donovan wouldn’t see through Vivian. Especially if everything that Ciara said was true, and I didn’t doubt her. She wasn’t lying. I’d have been able to smell that on her. There had to be something else at play here. I just didn’t know what, and I couldn’t quite wrap my head around what she was saying. At least not yet.
I grabbed the tissue box on her desk and held it out to her. “How’d you end up here?”
“I was cut to the onions, you know?” She said as she wiped her face. I had no idea what that bit of Irish slang meant, but I nodded. “I still had my mother and sister, but I didn’t think Vivian would dare touch a female. It’s just not done. And I couldn’t let her get away with her machinations. But when my sister disappeared—” Ciara took a shaky breath. “She was found tortured. Raped. Beaten. And I nearly died myself. I’d never hear her laugh again. Never see her sweet smile. And it was my fault. If only I’d let it go.”
“They didn’t…” No one would do that to a female. Not in our community.
“It wasn’t Weres who got her.”
“Who could kill a female Were?” We were strong. No human could get the upper hand.
“Who do you think?”
Another supernatural. But any pack would start a war over a missing female. “Did they ever find the attacker?”
“That’s a question for your mate. By the end of it all, I was declared a rogue female. Not allowed to leave the pack, but not welcome at any pack gatherings. No one would speak to me about anything of substance. When I had nothing left, I ran away. My mother’s still in Ireland. I tried to convince her to come with me, but she refused. So, I left on my own. Came to America. Your father found me staying in a horrible motel. He listened to my story and took me in, but you’ve been my salvation. As a little girl, you’d pull on my skirts and cry when your mum upset you. I’d dry your tears and we’d bake cookies.” She grabbed my hand with both of hers. “I cannot let the same thing happen to you. I wouldn’t survive it.”
I couldn’t believe everything that she’d been through. That I was so clueless about it. She said that I’d been her salvation, but if I’d known, maybe I could’ve done something. I didn’t know what, but the thought of losing a mate was horrific. She’d survived against all the odds, and my respect for her grew tenfold. I certainly wasn’t that strong. If something happened to Donovan, I didn’t know what I’d do.
Shit. What was I walking into?
Cosette was right. The Irish pack was a mess, and even if only one small part of Ciara’s story was true, Donovan wasn’t just too busy to do his duties as an Alpha, he was completely negligent. How did he not know what was going on in his own pack?
The last thing I wanted to do was start a battle with a mad she-wolf. Because when Weres went bad, they didn’t do it by half measures. Mad wolves lost all sense of reality and succumbed to their baser wolf emotions. They were what humans called psychopaths. They didn’t have a conscience and didn’t know right from wrong. They only knew what they wanted, and they wouldn’t let anything—or anyone—stand in their way.
That was why places like St. Ailbe’s existed. Weres who might go mad could be singled out early, retrained, and shown how to keep the madness at bay. If that didn’t work, then they had to die. There’d be a tribunal, and the person making the accusation had to have three examples—solid proof only, no hearsay or rumors—of their madness. Then, once everyone said their piece, including the wolf in question, the pack voted on whether or not the Were had gone mad. Once that happened, the Seven would take care of it. It usually took more than one Alpha to kill a mad wolf.
Maybe I could stand up against Vivian if she wasn’t mad and didn’t have the support of the pack, but if she was mad… I didn’t have a hope of winning against her, even if I was more alpha. She’d be too strong. Not until Donovan and I had our ceremony, and he wasn’t going to schedule that until after I met his pack. That gave Vivian plenty of time to poison them against me.
I rested my elbows on my knees and cradled my head in my hands as everything sank in. “What am I going to do?” Because any way I sliced it, I was screwed.
“I don’t have any advice to give. I’m sorry. If I’d thought of a way to prove Vivian’s madness and give her the end she deserves, I’d have done so already. All I can be is a cautionary tale and hope you delay going to Ireland for as long as possible.”
Being Donovan’s mate was going to be trouble. If I’d known what I was getting into—
No. That wasn’t right. Even knowing what Ciara had told me, I wouldn’t give him up. If Vivian wanted a fight, then she’d get a fight. But I needed an explanation from him. I had to hear his side.
You okay? Donovan must’ve felt my worry.
We need to talk.
Are we okay?
Ciara told me some concerning things.
Ah. I wondered when we’d have a chat about this.
That took me by surprise. A little warning would’ve been nice.
I’ll be waiting for you in your rooms.
Then it was true. Not that I doubted what Ciara just told me, but I’d been holding onto a tendril of hope that there was some sort of misunderstanding.
I felt him switch his focus and took a breath. When I glanced up, Ciara’s lips were pressed so tight they were turning white.
“I’ll be okay.”
“You have to be. You’re the closest I’ll ever have to a daughter. If something were to happen to you…”
“Love you, too.”
“Then you best take care of yourself.” Ciara got up, brushing her skirts straight. “If there’s anyone who would be helpful—who you could trust—look up Saoirse. I’m not sure if she’s still with the pack, but she might be.” She gave me a satisfied nod as if to say she’d said her piece and was moving on. “I’ll see that some food makes its way to your room.”
“Thanks.” I didn’t have the heart to tell her I wasn’t the least bit hungry after hearing her tale. Instead, I let Ciara hurry off, leaving me alone with my thoughts.
My trek back through the estate was slow. I knew I had to talk with Donovan, but I wasn’t sure where to start so I took my time, meandering my way back to my room. The whole time I walked, I tried to process everything that Ciara had been through. The story blew my mind. It was a huge feat that she’d survived everything Vivian had done to her. I’d always known Ciara was strong, I just hadn’t realized how brave she was.
And I couldn’t ignore the fact that Ciara had given me a second warning about the Irish pack in as many days. It felt as if fate was knocking, and I had no choice but to open the door. Avoiding any trips across the ocean was the best option for now. There was no rush to complete our bond. Donovan had said that over and over again. For the first time, I wondered why he was so adamant that we wait.
Did he know that there was a mad wolf in his pack? And if so, what else was he keeping from me? Because that was kind of a big deal. If this relationship was going to work, I needed full and complete honesty.
As I made my way toward my room, I swore that I’d get to the bottom of this. If not for myself, for Ciara. She was a kind woman who’d put up with all of my endless crap with a grace I could only hope to emulate. Eventually, I’d be joining the Irish pack, and when that happened, I was going to be ready. Mad wolves and all.



Chapter Seven

Donovan was waiting in my rooms as promised. I closed the door and leaned back on it as I tried to figure out where to start.
“It’s not as bad as you’re thinking,” he said
“Really? Because it sounds pretty terrible.”
“’Tis, but…” He stood up from his perch on the foot of my bed. His dark hair was still damp from his shower, and his frown was particularly pitiful. “I know Vivian is a problem, but I haven’t felt comfortable doing anything about her. I—” He crossed his arms. “God. This is bloody awkward. I slept with her a long time ago, and I regretted it immediately. She’s used it as a weapon against me for ages.”
“A weapon. Why? How?” That seemed pretty impossible. Donovan was the Alpha. She couldn’t order him around, and it wasn’t like Donovan had some weird fetish or something she could lord over him.
“I left before Vivian was awake, hoping to pretend it’d never happened. That hurt her feelings, and she threw a bit of a fit.” He said it very matter-of-factly, but I had a feeling that “bit of a fit” was a massive understatement. From what Ciara had said, the woman was totally batshit. “I felt horrid for hurting her. She thought it meant much more than it did. I didn’t think I’d given her that impression, but…”
I laughed. “She was playing you.”
“I realize that now, but I didn’t then. I was so distracted by the responsibility I’d taken on by joining the Seven that I couldn’t fully see what was in front of me. By the time I did, it was too late to do anything about it.”
Under all the power and easy smiles, Donovan was a genuinely nice guy. If he thought he’d honestly hurt Vivian’s feelings, I could see why he’d let her get away with too much. But what Ciara was accusing was pushing the limit of what was acceptable. He was the Alpha. It was his job to keep his wolves in line, especially when pack members were turning up dead.
“Did Vivian murder Ciara’s family?” I held my breath, waiting for an answer and hoping that Ciara had grossly exaggerated.
“Honestly, I don’t know for sure—I’ve not one single shred of evidence—but my gut says Ciara’s story is fact.”
The air rushed from my lungs. He was letting a murderer roam free? “Why haven’t you done anything?”
His eyes widened. “Without proof? I’m one of the Seven. The way I act and lead my pack serves as an example for every other pack on this planet. If I start acting on the whims of a Were half-gone with grief over the loss of her mate, killing another Were with not a shred of evidence, then what does that show to everyone else?”
Shit. He had a point. “Let’s leave proof out of it for now. Is Vivian mad or just evil?”
“Vivian’s mad.”
I stomped over to him and gave him a shove. “You idiot! If she’s a mad wolf, then you have to take her out. Everyone knows the rule. A mad wolf cannot live. To hell with proof.”
“I agree,” he said calmly, taking my hand. “But I uphold the Law. That’s my job as one of the Seven. If I kill her without the proper tribunal and proof, then I call into question everything that the Seven does. I don’t have any proof that Vivian’s mad, and if I kill her without it, what’s to prevent someone like Imogene from calling Tessa mad and taking the matter into her own hands? Every feud would end with someone killing another Were and getting away with it. The wolf was mad. They had to be taken care of.”
I backed away from him. “How long have you known?”
“A long time.”
“Before you slept with her?”
“No. She hid it well.”
This was a huge problem. “Why did you sleep with her in the first place?” I didn’t want to know the answer, but I needed to know.
His regret and guilt came through the bond, sinking like a weight in my stomach. “It was a very, very long time ago, and I was lonely. I’d just joined the Council. It was harder than I thought it’d be. I was stressed and confused and trying to sort it all. And fuck it, I just needed someone to talk to. And she was there. Bloody convenient, too…” He rubbed his forehead. “Ciara might not know it, but I worked hard to figure out what was really going on. I’d been called away on Council business when her mate and father were murdered, so I wasn’t there for all of it. But I tried to catch Vivian. This was before you could put up cameras everywhere and have proof. I took time off from the Seven and tailed her. I had others watching her when I wasn’t around. She never made a move until I called off the watch, and then something would happen. I even put Vivian in solitary for a while. I interrogated her for days on end, but she never broke. Her scent never smelled of lies, and the pack backed her up. Eventually, I had to give up or I’d look mad myself. I believed Ciara—in my heart, I knew she was right—but I hadn’t any proof. So I got her someplace safe before Vivian could do anything worse to her. Why do you think I asked your father to take Ciara in? To let her be as she wanted and not force her to join the Wayfarers?”
I sat down on the bed as I thought. The fact that she wasn’t tied to us—the only female allowed to be lone—made so much more sense. Donovan had ordered it.
“I wasn’t close with your father. He’d only gained the pack from his father a few years before, so I thought Ciara might trust him. He agreed as a favor, which I’ve yet to repay. But I gave her my protection. I’ve had my second watching out for her mother. I won’t let her lose anyone else. But I don’t have any bloody proof. No one has seen Vivian doing anything against our Law. She’s covered up her scent, not left a strand of hair, and no one will come forward with anything against her. I need three pieces of evidence to call the tribunal and I haven’t got even one. All I have is what Ciara said, and she didn’t see Vivian committing these murders. She’s just assuming a lot of it.”
So we needed proof. I could put cameras throughout the stronghold. I’d catch her. “You know she’s probably causing all kinds of problems while you’re away.”
He laughed bitterly. “She’s causing massive problems. Has been. There are constant rumblings along the bonds, keeping me up at all hours. I’m breaths from the pack blowing up. It’s a right mess, but I haven’t the time to fix it. I’m rushing all over for the Seven. And now the problems with the fey… I don’t have time to catch my breath. And yes, I know Vivian’s goin’ around tellin’ people that she’s my bloody mate, but ‘tisn’t true. Everyone who has half a sense knows that. And once you and I are mated, everyone will see through her lie. It’s not worth the fight.”
That stung. It felt like he was saying I wasn’t worth the fight.
He sighed. “I’ve hurt you now, and I don’t know what to do about it.”
I waved him off. “It’s fine.”
He hissed. “Kiss of death. Isn’t that what you call that word?”
“Aye.” I copied his accent. “It ‘tis.”
He sat next to me. “We don’t need to go to Ireland for a while. If I get called back, I can go without you. Just give me some time to take care of this problem, and you won’t have to deal with her.”
I squeezed his hand. “You idiot. Your messes are mine now. We’ll deal with it together.”
He shook his head. “Vivian’s an extremely clever wolf. I don’t want you anywhere near her.”
I gave him a shove. “Hey! I thought you said I was strong.”
“It’s not to do with you, but more with her. You can’t predict what Vivian will do.”
“Donovan. I’m a Wayfarer.” I could help him. Fixing packs and taking care of mad wolves was in my DNA.
“Yes.” He grinned. “I’m aware.”
“You know that means that I’ve seen mad wolves and packs in all kinds of distress. Right?”
“Aye. I do. But Vivian’s different.”
“No. She’s not. I was there with the Ohio pack two years ago. Remember when the Alpha went crazy and killed all but two of the females in the pack? He’d been using his power to get other people to do the killing for him. It was sick what he did to those Weres.” I shuddered as I thought about it. “And the Florida pack?” Donovan winced. “Yeah. I saw that happen. That human he dismembered? I talked to him just before he murdered that guy. I know what being mad is. They always trip up. You can always find some reason to call the tribunal.” There were differences in each case, but at their core, mad wolves were always the same. “Do you think maybe you’re too close to the situation to see a way through?”
“I don’t think so, but I can’t rule it out.” He leaned into me. “You sure you want to be my mate. Mess and all?”
“Yup. I’m in.” I pressed my forehead against his. “I can help. Trust me. It’s going to be okay.”
“I’m worried for you. Cosette gave you that bloody coin—” His fingers brushed my wrist and the chain that held the coin in place. “—and I know that I have to protect you from all of this.”
“Don’t worry so much.”
His eyes glowed blue. “It’s my job.”
“You need fewer jobs.”
He collapsed back on the bed, pulling me down on top of him. “Yes, but I happen to enjoy this particular one.”
He was changing the subject, and I let him. It was enough for now. But I wasn’t giving up on lightening his workload. The Irish pack promised to be as much fun as Cosette had warned me.
The feel of his lips against mine made me lose all thought, and I surrendered. If we didn’t take moments like these—when all was calm—we’d regret it later. He moved his hands down my back, and tingles followed in their wake.
This. I’d never get enough of this.

I woke to the sound of a phone ringing and Donovan cursing.
After talking some more, we’d had some food, turned on a movie, and fallen asleep. Dad was going to be annoyed about that, but he wouldn’t say anything. At least not to Donovan.
“Aye.” Donovan’s voice was thick with sleep, making his accent even richer as he answered the call.
“John’s dead.” A firm, feminine voice spoke on the other end of the line.
Pain rippled through our bond, and I sat up, placing my hand on Donovan’s arm. He turned away from me as he tried to control the wave emotions rushing into me. Hurt. Pain. Guilt.
Guilt? Why…
John. Oh shit. That John. His second. His best friend.
“Christ Jesus. I don’t understand. How? Who’s done this?”
“It’s nothing like I’ve seen before, Don.”
I swallowed at the use of a nickname for Donovan. Something about this woman was setting me on edge. I scooted closer to Donovan, pressing my stomach against his back as I pulled him toward me. He twined his fingers with mine with one hand, while gripping the phone with the other. He wasn’t crying on the outside, but his pain burned through me.
Donovan Murry was devastated.
“You have to come back. It’s enough playin’ around in America for you.”
Playing around? Was that what his pack thought we’d been doing? Because playing implied fun, and nothing about dealing with Luciana had been fun. Not even a little bit.
And who the hell was calling that they could talk to their Alpha like that?
Donovan stifled a growl. “You need to watch your place, Vivian.” Power rolled off him in waves. Fur rippled along my arms, and I struggled to let his energy flow through me without forcing me to change forms. I must’ve whimpered because Donovan squeezed my hand and toned himself down a few dozen notches.
Vivian. She was third in the pack, so it was her duty to inform the Alpha, but it was a little eerie how we’d just been talking about her. Now his second was dead, and she was on the phone?
“I’m aware of my place, Don, but your second is dead. The power struggles will flare up if you’re not here within the day.”
A second had to be seriously powerful, and, in an established pack like Donovan’s, they’d be pretty damned hard to kill. Which left me with one question.
Donovan rubbed a hand down his face. “How’d he die?” He said, echoing my thoughts.
“Might’ve been a fey. He’s in fecking pieces, but it was done in our stronghold. In his own damned room.”
Being killed by a fey was one thing. Being killed by a fey inside the stronghold…
I’d never heard of something like that happening. It really shouldn’t have been possible. But the fey could do the whole teleportation thing, and I’d only just learned about that. Who knew what other powers they’d been hiding?
Still, it seemed impossible that no one had seen or heard anything. There were too many Weres in the Irish pack for a fey to sneak in, murder someone, and then escape before anyone noticed.
“Everyone is going crazy, and—”
“Aye. I can feel it for myself.”
“You could’ve fooled me.” She had some major attitude, but she didn’t sound like a mad wolf. Annoyed. Pissed off. But not crazy.
“Enough, Vivian.”
The rumble in his voice should’ve stopped any wolf from talking back to him, but Vivian didn’t seem bothered. That was one point in the crazy column. “Don’t snap at me. It’s not my fault you’ve been neglecting us.”
From the amount of power he was radiating, he had to be pushing his commands all the way from here to Ireland through the pack bonds. I’d felt Alphas do that over short distances before, but never something like this.
Either Vivian wasn’t feeling his power or her madness was allowing her to ignore even someone as strong as Donovan. Another point in the crazy column. Mad wolves sometimes lost touch with reality, and couldn’t sense the power or commands that normal Weres could.
Now it made sense that she was his third. Even if she didn’t have the power to hold the position in the pack, she could fake it with her ability to ignore commands. Power plays with a mad wolf were impossible to win. I’d bet that’s how she rose up the ranks.
Donovan sighed. “Let me get the flight sorted. I’ll be heading out as soon as I can.” He ended the call before Vivian could say anything else, then threw the phone on the bed and held his face in his hands. “Shite. This is a fucking mess.”
I wasn’t sure how to help. Losing a second was like losing an arm. The second took charge when the Alpha was away. They had to be steadfast, smart, and trustworthy. Otherwise, the second would challenge the Alpha and cause all sorts of problems. Finding a good one… It was like a million to one, and there weren’t a million werewolves.
With Donovan’s schedule as one of the Seven, he was going to need to find another amazing second or either give up the pack or the Council entirely. From what I knew about him, giving up the pack wasn’t a real option. He’d been the Irish pack’s Alpha for a very long time, and he wouldn’t want to let his pack go. That meant he might have to leave the Seven which no one had ever done before. Council members only left the Seven when they died.
So he had to do the impossible. Find a new second. Very, very quickly. With everything that I’d just learned about his pack…
He was right. This was a fucking mess.
Donovan rolled out of bed and grabbed his laptop before coming back. “I think I can have my plane ready in a few hours.”
He made a quick call, pacing the room as he talked, and giving me a chance to figure out what I was going to do. Because there wasn’t a doubt in my mind. This was it. This was what Cosette warned me about.
I should stay home. Donovan would be totally fine with that—he’d probably prefer it—but I couldn’t. It was dumb. I wasn’t ready to face a mess of this size. I wasn’t strong enough. But that didn’t matter. I was Donovan’s mate, and abandoning him when he needed me was not an option. Even if it meant facing my darkest hour. Whatever the hell that was.
He hung up the phone and turned to me. “All right. I’m heading out at six.
I checked the clock. That was in four hours. “Okay. I can be ready. I need to—”
“Absolutely not.”
“Yes. I am.”
“No, you’re not.” This time he threw some command behind his words. “I’ve got a dead second. A crazy Were. Cosette warning you…” He paused. “No. I’ll not allow it.”
“You won’t allow it?” Oh, boy. He was grieving and upset, so I tried not to get angry, but it took some doing. “I’m your mate. You don’t get to order me around.” I stepped to him. “I’m going with you.”
“I can’t guarantee your protection. If it’s fey… If it’s not…” He let out a breath. “My best friend should’ve had his own pack by now, but he stayed on as my second out of loyalty. Whatever took him down, it’s supernatural. It’d have to be. I can’t tell what’s going on yet, but I know it’s dangerous and I don’t want you anywhere near it.”
“I can help you, and you’re going to need me.”
He sat down on the bed. “I can’t think…”
I knelt in front of him. “That’s why you need me. I can do this. I can help.”
He let out a breath. “I’m going to regret this.”
I gave him what I hoped was a comforting smile. “Never.”
“All right.” He shook his head. “I’m going to talk to your father and get everything ready for our trip. I’ll be back here in three hours.”
“I’ll be ready.”
He pulled me up to him, giving me a hard kiss. “You better be. If I lose you, no one is safe.”
I leaned back, looking into his glowing blue eyes. “Nothing’s going to happen to me. And I have a get out of jail free card. So, either way, I’m set.”
“That’s not funny.”
“Wasn’t meant to be.”
He left, glancing back at me just before he walked through the door. His shoulders were a bit hunched and the creases around his eyes seemed deeper. My mate had some serious problems in his pack, and we both knew it.
I stayed frozen for a second.
What the hell was I getting myself into?



Chapter Eight

My father and brothers showed up in my room not long after Donovan left. It took me the better part of an hour to assure them that I was leaving and that I’d be okay. Max threatened to go with us to Ireland, but I was going to be joining the Irish pack. Possibly sooner than I’d thought. I couldn’t have him or the others there stopping me from accepting challenges. It took Donovan pledging them that he’d look after me before they saw reason. It frustrated me that after everything, they still needed Donovan’s word. I could take care of myself.
It was just the two of us on Donovan’s plane. As we finally made our descent, I pressed my nose to the window, fogging it a little with each breath. I’d never been to Ireland before. Now I knew why my father had avoided the island, but that didn’t matter now. I pushed away all the anxious thoughts about what we’d face when we landed and let myself enjoy the view. It was too beautiful not to.
Ireland held so many varying shades of green. As we lowered toward the Dublin airport, I could make out each square patch of variegated green, even though it was gray and raining. I spotted little cottages in the countryside and wondered about the people who lived there.
Did Ireland have reality TV? Because I was so in for that. The stronghold better have cable. And good Wi-Fi.
The plane’s tires finally touched the ground, and I sat frozen as we slowed to a stop. I knew it was time to get out.
“You ready?” Donovan said.
I jerked in my seat. It was just the two of us on his beautiful plane, which had been nice. He’d slept most of the way, but I could never sleep on planes. Especially not this trip.
“Yeah.” I shook myself as I reached for my bright blue Longchamp bag, stuffing my book, phone, and earbuds inside.
“Best put on your overcoat now. It’s going to be quite cold.”
Living in Texas had thinned my blood. The last little while in Colorado—with the highs just above freezing—had been an adjustment, but now I was pretty used to the bitter temperatures. I shoved a brimmed knit hat on my head, buttoned up my coat, grabbed my scarf, and felt only partially warmer. “How do humans survive winters like this?”
“I haven’t the foggiest.” Donovan reached for my bag, but I shook my head. I liked to carry my own things. Plus, Vivian would be outside. It was probably better if my hands were occupied or might be tempted to start something I shouldn’t. “All right then. Let’s go.”
As I stepped onto the stairs, I spotted five men in all black waiting by a car.
Where was everyone else? The top-ranked wolves usually came to greet their Alpha when he arrived home. It differed for every pack, but no less than the first five were required to be there, plus a handful of Cazadores. For some, it was only ten, and for others, the crowd could fill a bus. It depended how close the top people were in terms of power level. The closer they were, the more disputes in rank there would be, so more people would show up to solidify their position in the pack.
But there should’ve been no less than ten. And where in the hell was Vivian? As much as I wanted to delay meeting her, she should’ve been here. She was Donovan’s second, at least for now. Even if I didn’t know what I knew, her absence would’ve been a huge red flag.
Maybe she was investigating the murder? But her absence was still a definite slight against Donovan.
The steps were slippery as we climbed down the airstair, and I was grateful for my Were balance. Eating it in front of the most powerful members of Donovan’s pack wasn’t the first impression I wanted to make. I gripped my bag a little tighter as I reached the tarmac.
I met each Were’s gaze for a moment before moving on. The first one met it and looked down so quickly that I gasped. He was actually welcoming me to the pack? Not exactly what I was expecting after everything I’d heard.
The next guy scowled at the first one before looking my way. He crossed his arms as he leaned back on the car. He looked away after a minute, but from his posture, he wasn’t happy about it.
The next two proved even more standoffish.
The little twinge of hope that the first guy had sparked died. Fine. This was what I’d expected, and I’d be happy to force submissions all day if that was what it took to be accepted around here. But each Cazador looked away in turn.
Then I got to the last Were. A redhead. He was the hardest of the bunch. Being Donovan’s true mate meant that I’d basically become his surrogate. Eventually, I’d be able to use his power almost as if it were my own, and pack position wouldn’t be an issue. I was the Alpha’s mate. Full stop. But we hadn’t had our ceremony yet, so I had to make this guy accept my future position. Staring him down went against all my instincts and training, but making my standing known from day one was essential.
I took in the man’s hair, a total knotted mess, and the bags under his eyes. He looked like he hadn’t slept for at least two days. Poor guy. Losing the pack’s second had done a number on him, but exhausted or not, he wouldn’t look away. I respected that, but it wasn’t going to fly with me.
I dropped my bag from my shoulder down to my hand, ready to let it go and fight if I had to.
Donovan stepped beside me. Everyone’s attention went immediately to him.
“This is my mate, Meredith Molloney.” He paused to let that sink in.
The guy I’d been staring down flushed red, and I didn’t know if it was from anger or embarrassment. Something about his stance told me that it was more likely anger, but I didn’t want to be a total pessimist. He might have realized he should’ve given in.
“Ian Murry is my fourth.” He gestured to the redheaded guy. “He also has the pleasure of being my cousin.”
Ian laughed, and goose bumps ran up my arms. The sound was a total echo of Donovan, and as I studied Ian, I realized his eyes were the same, and so was the shape of his mouth. I’d been so focused on the power display that I hadn’t seen what was in front of me. Except for the hair, they could’ve been brothers. Watching them clasp forearms and greet each other in Irish was eerie.
Who knew there could be two Donovans?
I stood aside as Donovan greeted the rest of his pack. It was interesting seeing the change in Donovan’s posture. His being. The way he spoke grew a little colder and more authoritative. He stood a little taller, with his head held a bit higher. But it wasn’t just his outward appearance that changed. The difference came from within.
He held back his alpha energy all the time, so much so that even an alpha Were could overlook him. But when Donovan wanted to—when it suited his needs—power flowed out of him by the bucketful. Right now, it was pouring over us until I was nearly drowning. My skin grew tight as my wolf started to surface.
He wasn’t my Donovan anymore. He was Donovan Murry, One of the Council of Seven, Alpha of the Irish pack.
The guy who’d first accepted me approached Donovan next and gave him a big hug. They were friendly. “Glad to have you home,” he said.
“And you, Pat. Last time I was back you were off on holiday. It’s been too long.”
“Aye. We’ll have a pint and talk about your lass.”
Donovan glanced at me with a wink. “That sounds grand.”
The other three gave Donovan nods and handshakes, but they were about as welcoming of him as they were of me. Out of the five that had actually shown up, only two were on good terms with their Alpha.
Even in troubled packs, only a handful of Weres usually had issues with their Alpha. But judging from this group, it was more like three out of every five had a problem with Donovan. Meaning the majority of his pack. This was a total mess.
After greeting everyone, we moved toward the cars. Donovan, Ian, and I got in a small hatchback. The cars were smaller in Europe, so the other four Weres shoved into a second, slightly larger microscopic car.
“Where’s Vivian?” Donovan asked as soon as we were on the road.
I gritted my teeth as I waited for the answer. There had to be a good excuse—something extremely important to warrant her not being here—if this slight was to be forgiven.
Ian grunted. “She didn’t want to come. Said she had better things to do, although she’s probably doing nothing but staring at herself in the mirror. Typical narcissistic Vivian. Why you ever—” He cut off as his gaze met mine in the rearview mirror.
I gave him my best smile. This so wasn’t good. She should’ve been there. No excuses. If Donovan didn’t reprimand her for skipping out, he was going to look weak. He couldn’t afford that, even for a second. Especially not if what I’d just seen was indicative of how the entire pack felt about him.
“I’m not looking forward to dealing with that,” Donovan murmured.
“Saoirse is threatening to challenge her,” Ian said.
Sitting quietly wasn’t like me, but I was getting quite the education. Whoever this Saoirse was, I wanted to meet her. And I wondered if she was the same Saoirse who Ciara had mentioned. If she didn’t like Vivian, then I had a feeling we’d be fast friends.
“That wouldn’t turn out well. Best to tell your mate to calm it,” Donovan said.
“Calm it?” I mouthed. If anyone said that to me, I’d definitely do the exact opposite. Only a total moron would say that to their mate and expect to live. But, somehow, no matter how old the boy was, he never quite grew out of dumbassland.
“Aye. I’ve done so already. Bet you can guess how well that went over.”
Donovan laughed for the first time since we got on the plane. “I’d never actually think to tell Saoirse such a thing. I can’t see any markings on you, so the damage wasn’t permanent.”
“But gran’s dishes are no longer with us,” Ian said in a reverent tone.
Another laugh from Donovan. I was liking this Ian guy. At least he was able to cheer Donovan up. And this girl was my speed. Breaking dishes? Not bad at all.
“I can tell that the pack is in chaos from our bonds, but how has everyone been fairing lately?” Donovan asked.
“It’s been a rough go. Those bloody Americans—”
I cleared my throat. I was okay sitting back while they caught up, but I wasn’t going to let Ian bash me and my friends.
“Sorry.”
“We did what we had to.” I couldn’t apologize for what happened. Even if Ian was friendly toward me, I was new. If I started apologizing for my actions and defending myself, then it would set me up in a subordinate position. Until I had a solid place in the pack, I couldn’t let that happen.
Plus, as far as I knew, there wasn’t any way to turn back time. Not with bruja or fey magic, and definitely not with anything the packs had. What was done was done, and everyone was going to have to learn to live in the present. Apologizing for it now wouldn’t change a thing.
I caught Ian’s gaze in the review mirror before he glanced away. “That may be so, but you’ve managed to flip our world upside down. It’s a bit difficult since we didn’t have time to prepare.”
“But you knew it was going to happen soon,” Donovan said. “I’d been preparing the pack for years—”
“You know us. We think nothing’s going to change. Thought all that nonsense about coming out of hiding was just a bunch of talk.”
I snorted, and Donovan shot me a look.
I wasn’t making this any easier. “You might live out in the country, but not all packs do. If we hadn’t gotten caught on tape, someone else would’ve. And you can bet your ass they would’ve been doing something that made us look much worse than fighting a blood-hungry witch and her demon minions.”
“Aye. You’re probably right. It’s just hard to come to terms with. A lot has changed for us old wolves.”
“Hmm.” It was impossible to know how old Ian was from his appearance, but even since I’d been alive, the world had gotten closer to science fiction than most could’ve imagined.
Don’t let Ian get to you. He’s cranky about everything, but he’ll get over it, Donovan said through the bond.
He’s not the only one who’s going to be mad about the “bloody Americans.”
“You’re not wrong.” You sure you don’t want to go back home? It’s not too late. I can call the back-up pilot and have the plane readied.
No! Your mess is mine. I’m in. No backing out now.
Ian coughed, interrupting our conversation. “I’m sorry, but it seems like you’re talking through your bond?”
“Yes.”
“But that means—”
“Yes.”
“Feck. I’m going to have to call Killian and see if he’ll let me change my bet. This is going to get very interesting, very fast.”
“I imagine it will,” Donovan said. “And I’d advise not betting against my true mate.”
Ian started rambling in Irish, and I leaned my head against the window’s cool glass, staring out at the green countryside as we left Dublin. Something brushed against my knee. Donovan was reaching back for me. I grasped his hand.
Flashing lights caught my eyes as I looked toward a row of flats. “What’s going on there?”
Ian spared a quick glance where I pointed. “Ehm. That’s the garda. Or police to you Americans. They’ve been out in force the past few days. There was some heist at one of the museums. Humans are off their rockers about it.”
“What was taken?” Donovan asked.
Ian scoffed. “Not much to talk about. Celtic trinkets or some such things. A few pictures were in the paper, but nothing looked to be worth much. Just nostalgia mostly. I believe it’s the principle rather than the monetary worth bothering them. The humans are knocking door to door. Odd business.”
That did seem odd. Maybe their museum security wasn’t great, but didn’t they have any suspects to narrow down their search? “Looks like you Irish need to up your detective skills.”
“What on it? You gonna join the garda and help ‘em out?”
I laughed. “Why not? Sounds like fun.”
Ian and I went a few rounds, ending up laughing. After a while, the chatter died down, and my eyes grew heavy. The jet lag was catching up to me.
Go ahead. Sleep.
How long is the drive?
Over an hour.
Oh, yeah. A nap was definitely in order. Wake me up before we get there? I was going to need a clear head.
Of course. Dream of me, he said as I started to drift off.
Always. These days Donovan was a constant in my mind, even in sleep. I didn’t mind it one bit.



Chapter Nine

The gates to the Irish pack’s stronghold held a white crest with two black wolves howling back to back and a golden sword running between them. The gravel road was narrow but even, and greenery brushed against the sides of the car. The path curved, sometimes sharply, to hide the stronghold from the main road. If unexpected visitors got past the front gate, the pack would have plenty of time to prepare for them. As we got further onto pack land, the forest opened up.
Whoever tended the castle grounds did an amazing job. The manicured grass was the most vibrant emerald color I’d ever seen. I undid my seatbelt and leaned forward, scooting to peek between the front seats. The castle was huge. If it were in America, it would take up five city blocks, easy. Windows cut through the gray stone, and turrets and towers rose up into the sky. The tallest one held two flags—an Irish flag and one bearing the same crest that covered the front gates.
“It’s massive.”
“Just what every man loves to hear,” Ian said.
I shoved his shoulder, and the car jerked to the side for a second. “But really. It’s not all original, is it?”
“No,” Donovan said. “I’ve added on to it over time as the pack grew. I like to have double the rooms that are needed. That way there’s more than enough places to go when we’re not getting along, and enough room for the pack to grow—although it hasn’t in some time—with plenty of space left for guests. Being on the Council means I have visitors often, so we’re set up for that, with a full staff.”
“It’s like your own personal Downton Abbey.”
Donovan shrugged. “In a way. Only we’re pack, not aristos.”
“So, worse than Downton?”
“What are you two going on about?” Ian said.
I gasped. “You don’t know Downton Abbey?”
“Should I?”
I gave him my best pitying look as I patted his shoulder, much more softly than last time. “You poor thing. Don’t worry. It’s going to be okay. I’ll show you all the fun things from the modern world.”
Ian shook his head. “You’ve got your work cut out for you, Dono.”
We grew quiet as we pulled up around the circular drive, stopping in front of the massive entrance. What had to be the whole pack waited outside, lined up perfectly. There were maybe few hundred Weres, most of them men.
“Vivian should be here,” Ian said, murmured. “I’ll go find her.”
Donovan gripped his shoulder before he could leave. “Don’t bother. I’ll have a word with her later.”
Vivian was breaking protocol left and right. That so wasn’t going to work for me. Once I got a feel for her, maybe I could challenge her on breach of etiquette? It wouldn’t be enough to get her killed, but she’d be reprimanded. And the sting of a public scolding might goad her into giving us proof of her madness. It was a long shot, but I wasn’t ruling anything out.
A Were started unloading our luggage from the car, and Ian motioned us forward. “I’ll take you to John’s room. We’ve left the scene as is. You’ll see why when we get there.”
Weres were all about burning bodies right away. We didn’t want humans coming across remains, and until recently, explaining hadn’t been an option. The scene must’ve been really bad in order to leave a body where it laid, even in the pack stronghold.
Donovan went over to the waiting Weres, but I hung back. The greeting was a pack thing to restore and renew bonds. I leaned back against the car as the gathered Weres knelt in front of Donovan. He walked down the line, touching each shoulder in turn and renewing their bonds. Every time he tapped someone the power of the Irish pack tingled along my skin on its way past. From the outside, it looked like they all agreed that Donovan was their Alpha. They might not like that he was gone a lot, and judging from the hostile scowls I was getting from some of them, they might not like me. But Donovan was the Irish pack’s Alpha.
When they were done, I stood straight, expecting at least some of them to come say hello. But no one did.
Interesting. It might not have been an openly hostile move, but it was definitely a snub. I guessed I’d have to be the one to make the first move, but I wasn’t doing that yet. I had to figure out who I should approach first. Approaching the right person could get me ahead quicker in the pack.
Donovan strode to me with Ian tagging along behind him. “Ready.”
“Yup.” To be honest, I was really looking forward to seeing the inside of the stronghold, and I wasn’t disappointed. A portrait of Donovan in a kilt with a broadsword hung over a massive fireplace off to the right of the entryway.
“Sexy,” I muttered softly as we walked past it and through a corridor. Donovan shot me a wink and a grin.
Tapestries lined the hallways, depicting scenes throughout history. Some were faded in color, but other than that, they were beautiful. The floors were bare stone, which was best for Weres. When a bunch of us lived together, a fight was never too far away. Blood was much easier to clean off stone than carpet. And judging from the faded scents of fights, they’d done just that time and again. As I was picking out scents, one note kept coming back to me, drawing my attention away from everything else. It was really floral. I took a deeper whiff and caught even more threads of floral notes. “The fey come here often?”
“The Lunar court is very close to this pack,” Ian said. “We’ve had children between us. Some have been more Were and joined the pack. They tend to scent a little floral. But yes, there are fey who wander our halls regularly.”
“Vivian said that it was probably a fey that killed John. Anyone—”
“You’ll not start a witch hunt.” Ian spat the words out.
I held up my hands. “I wasn’t trying to offend anyone. I was just going to say that maybe the fey responsible might have been here before. Maybe someone might recognize their scent?”
“No one will recognize this smell. It’s new to me, and I know everyone that comes in and out of our doors.”
“Okay.” I was willing to give him the benefit of the doubt, but his tone was a little feisty. After that standoff on the tarmac, I wasn’t sure what to think of him. He’s a little defensive.
It might be the grief. I’ll have a word with him.
Don’t. If anyone has an issue with me, it’s best if I handle it. At least for now. But still, I decided to keep my mouth shut for a little bit. I was too tired and didn’t want to make a wrong move.
Our footsteps echoed down the long hallways. The longer we walked, the less I paid attention to my surroundings and the more I tried to count how many turns we were taking. This place was more expansive than any stronghold I’d been to. Some sections of the castle were newer than others, but the materials blended together seamlessly. It was only the changing smell—some parts had more of a dust and dirt smell to them even if they were clean—that tipped me off to the age difference.
And then the smell changed again. The scent of dried blood and decaying flesh hit me, growing stronger with every step we took. I fought hard against the instinct to plug my nose. After what felt like forever and an endless maze of stairwells and hallways, Ian stopped at a large wooden door. The black iron handle hung limply, barely able to do its job.
“It’s bad in here,” Ian said. “You should prepare yourself.”
Donovan waved Ian aside. “It would have to be. John wouldn’t go down without a hell of a fight.”
I couldn’t help but gag as he opened the door. “Good Lord. Can we open a window?”
“It would contaminate the scene,” Ian said. “We’ve left everything closed off.”
“Right.” But who could think about the scene when it smelled this bad? I breathed through my mouth, but that only made me taste the scent, which was worse. So much worse.
I switched to small shallow breaths through my nose as I stepped into the room.
It was more horrible than anything I’d seen. After the chapel in Santa Fe, I would’ve thought that was impossible.
Apparently not.
Gore was splattered across the room. I tried to find John’s body until I realized there wasn’t one. It was like Donovan’s second had been put through a blender just enough to liquefy bits and pieces of him, leaving chunks lying about. The biggest piece was his left foot, which was thrown in the middle of the bed. Its toes were missing, but part of the leg was still attached.
I swallowed down bile, trying to focus on the overall look of the room instead of the gore. It was furnished with dark wood antiques and rich colors like the rest of the castle. The four-poster bed took up most of the room, with a small nightstand on either side. Heavy embroidered curtains hung open on either side of the window opposite the bed. A small writing desk and chair stood in one corner of in the room, with a landline and papers that might’ve once been orderly, but were now scattered over the desk and floor. The armoire had been knocked over and broken against the wall, vomiting clothes all over the floor.
As soon as I thought the word vomit, the queasiness came back. I tried to refocus. The room was a mess, but the windows were closed and locked from the inside, and the destruction seemed confined to just this space.
What could do this to a Were? I’d never heard of anything that could turn a werewolf into hamburger…
Maybe a demon could, but if it were a demon, I would’ve smelled the sulfur. That smell was definitely strong enough to stick out, even among all of the gore.
Vivian had said she thought it was fey, and they usually scented floral. I wasn’t smelling anything floral here, but just because I couldn’t smell it, didn’t mean it wasn’t there. The gore in the room could overpower floral for sure.
And if it really were a fey, then it had to be one of the creature types. A lot of supernaturals liked to forget that not all the fey looked as pretty as Cosette and Van. The truth was that there were all kinds of fey. Beautiful little pixies with sharp teeth, ugly goblins with green skin, and others that were purely the stuff of nightmares. The last were only whispered about because no one wanted to chance naming them. They might show up when called.
“Can you smell the fey through all of this?” I asked Ian and Donovan.
“Yes. You can smell the scent if you sort out all the rest,” Ian said.
Maybe I wasn’t trying hard enough. I took a bigger whiff through my nose and gagged. All I could smell was blood, dead flesh, bile, and excrement. Sorting through that? No. Not happening. Ian was crazy. If I wasn’t worried about looking tough in front of someone I didn’t know very well, I would’ve pulled my shirt over my nose.
Donovan hunkered down near a pile of mushy flesh and took a big inhale.
Oh, Christ. I almost gagged for him.
“It’s not one I know.” He looked up at Ian. “You’re sure you’ve not scented this one before?”
“No. Since the Americans made their little debut, we’d not seen nor heard from any of the courts, even the Lunar. They’ve kept their distance.”
Something about this didn’t sit right with me. There was no way a creature fey could come through the stronghold without notice, and kill the second strongest in the pack. The way here was so convoluted, I had no clue how to get back to the front entrance. The creature would have to make it through the castle, not running into a soul, before finding John—the wolf whose death would destabilize the pack the most. And that didn’t take into account how hard it must’ve been to actually kill John.
Or maybe this thing was just that bad?
But I couldn’t get over how this fey monster—whatever it was—had found John without anyone in the pack seeing or hearing anything.
Even with Van’s handy-dandy teleportation powers, killing John like this—turning a second, and not just any second, but Donovan’s second to bits and mush—would’ve taken time and caused a whole lot of noise. So this thing had to have had inside help. That thought turned my blood to ice.
I didn’t want my theory to be true, and honestly my first thought went to Vivian, but I didn’t know the pack well enough to make that assessment. It was my own bias making me want to point the finger at her.
I ran my hands down my face as I tried to think of what we did know, which wasn’t much.
“The fey are in the process of closing their underhills,” Donovan said as he rose from the ground. “Maybe in the confusion of closing the Irish hill, something escaped?”
“Or maybe something was let out,” I said. I switched to using our bond, not wanting Ian to overhear the rest. But that would mean it was an act of war.
That’s what I’m afraid of. And I find it pretty interesting that Cosette manipulated a meeting with you just before my second was killed. It’s as if she knew this was going to happen.
Cosette had seemed like she knew something was coming, but Donovan was getting it all wrong. She’d been warning me about the pack. Not the fey. And I was the one who’d invited her to the mall, not the other way around.
Something that kills like this isn’t going to be satisfied with just one, I said.
Aye. We need to find out what happened before it kills again.
Which meant I needed to do some research to get info on our enemy. Most packs kept a library with records of all the monsters its hunters had run into over the years. The Irish pack had to have a huge database by now.
But first, we had to clean this room up. “Can we give John a proper burial now?”
“You’re right.” He looked back at what was left of the body. “Ian, get someone to gather up and prepare the remains. We’ll burn him tomorrow at nightfall and then go for a pack run to mourn our lost brother.”
“I’ll have it made known,” Ian said.
“Thank you.” Donovan stepped forward and linked our hands together. “This way, a ghrá. Let me show you to our room.”
As we slowly got farther away from John’s room, the scent of his death started to fade, but it lingered on my skin. I was going to need a shower—or ten—before it totally went away. I was daydreaming about all the lavender soap I was going to use to scrub the scent off of me when a redhead came barreling down the hallway. She shoved me to the side as she jumped into Donovan’s arms, pressing her lips hard against his before pulling back. “Welcome home.”
My blood turned to fire, and if I could’ve shot flames from my eyes, I would’ve. Only my father’s fierce training on protocol saved me from a historically epic throwdown.
Donovan tried to disentangle himself, but she held on. This had to be Vivian. I straightened my back, standing as tall as I could, and delicately cleared my throat.
Vivian held onto Donovan’s arm as she turned to me, giving Donovan a chance to shake free from her.
I hadn’t been able to take a good look at her in her rush to get to my mate, but now I wished I hadn’t seen her. Vivian was beautiful. Tessa liked to joke that all us Weres looked like supermodels, but the thing was, some Weres were just better looking than others. Vivian fell into that category, and worse yet, she knew it. From the way her eyes narrowed to the look of complete disdain she shot me, I knew she thought I was nothing to write home about. And from the way her gaze lingered on my hair… Well, it made me glad I hadn’t gone back to my natural blonde.
“What was that for?” Vivian pouted at Donovan as she tried to grab hold of him again, but Donovan stepped away from her. “Upset I knocked into your newest toy? Please, Don. Don’t be ridiculous. You know you’ll get bored of her and be back in my bed by the end of the week.”
By the end of the week? Yeah. That wasn’t happening.
“Meredith Molloney is my true mate, and I’ll not have you insulting her.”
The bitch laughed, and this time, when she looked at me, there was madness in her eyes.
I’d never forget the first time I saw madness in a Were. I’d just turned thirteen when the Wayfarers were called to Washington State. I’d been allowed to go because it was supposed to be an easy trip. A fight between two pack members had escalated into a rift in the pack, and the Alpha needed help figuring out what was going on. When we got there, Dad had set a meeting with one of the men in question. Somewhere in the middle of the conversation it was like a switch had flipped. The madness had been visible—radiating out of him—and it’d made my skin crawl. He took out four of our wolves before Miles had finally snapped his neck.
Dealing with Vivian was going to be so much worse.
I fought a shudder as I kept staring her in the eyes. I wasn’t going to look away. Not a chance in hell. Power plays with mad wolves were dangerous, but this was our first encounter. I had to be strong now or she’d always have the upper hand. “Back down. Or we will have a problem.” I tried to keep a calm facade going as we stared each down.
It took what felt like a good ten minutes—but it was probably only seconds—before Vivian finally glanced down.
“True mate? Really, Don. I thought you were too old for such silly fantasies. We all know they don’t exist.”
“It would be better for you if they didn’t exist, but they do,” I said. “I know of two other true matches, and Donovan and I are a third. If you can’t get over that, then you should think about leaving this pack.” Despite what I said, I knew she wouldn’t leave on her own, and even if she did, I couldn’t let her become another pack’s problem.
“She’s my true mate. You’ll respect her as such.” Donovan’s words cracked like a whip.
“You haven’t finished the bond.” Vivian’s glare sent a shiver down my spine “So, I’ll treat her as I do any newbie who has to earn her place in my pack.”
I started to lunge toward her, but Donovan stopped me.
Not right now. One problem at a time, and finding John’s killer has to come first. Let me handle her.
I barely contained a growl. He was right, but this woman was hitting all my nerves. Fine.
“Our business is our own, Vivian.” Donovan grabbed my hand and started walking away, leaving Vivian to her pouting. Sorry about that. Donovan said through the bond. I wasn’t expecting a kiss. It took me by surprise.
It’s not your fault. Just try not to let that happen again. Because if it did, I wasn’t going to be responsible for my actions. I can’t believe you slept with her.
Believe me. I’ve a good many regrets when it comes to her. I wish I had what I needed to—
Suddenly Donovan was a flurry of movement as he slammed me against the wall, blocking my body with his. Something shattered against the stone next to us, and then Donovan was gone.
Before I could turn, I heard the crash. He had Vivian by the throat, holding her against the opposite wall.
“That was your one temper tantrum. Next time you try to hurt my mate, you’re gone from the pack. If it continues after that, I will rip your head from your body.”
Vivian started sobbing, her whole body shaking. Big fat crocodile tears ran down her face, but Donovan didn’t back down. With one final growl, he released her. As soon as his back turned, Vivian narrowed her gaze at me. Her tears dried up in an instant, and her fists clenched with barely contained rage.
That was fine. She could be mad at me all she wanted. If she came after me, maybe then we’d get enough proof to force a tribunal. As soon as she glanced away again, I started down the hallway, trusting Donovan to catch up and lead me through the maze. Donovan was right. Finding this fey creature was our first priority, but now that I’d met Vivian… She had to go. One way or another.



Chapter Ten

It took a good while to get to Donovan’s room through countless hallways, stairwells, and corridors. “Seriously. Does the stronghold really need to be this big?”
Donovan laughed. “Maybe not, but I fancy the stronghold the way it is. Plus, this wing is mostly empty except for my personal quarters. A little privacy from the rest is sometimes very needed.”
I could definitely appreciate that.
He stopped in front of a thick wooden door. Its top was rounded in an arc, and a metal grate covered the tiny window in its center. There wasn’t a lock, but no one would enter his room uninvited. If they did, he’d scent them. Even if Donovan had been going easy on his pack since he’d joined the Seven, it wasn’t likely he’d be lenient enough to excuse that.
Donovan opened the door for me.
I gasped as I took in the room. I was expecting it to be small and—if I was lucky—to have an en suite bathroom. This was much bigger than that. More like an apartment than quarters in a stronghold.
I wandered in and started taking stock. He had an office with a library off to the left. A kitchen with a well-stocked fridge. A guest room was down the hall to the right, and his room was at the end of the same hall. But what I didn’t see were any pictures or paintings. No knickknacks on the shelves or tables. The colors were all dark—deep burgundy, navy, and forest green—and the furniture was dark wood. They were mostly antiques and the quality of everything was amazing. Especially the embroidered silk duvet cover. But it all felt a little serious. None of it reflected the Donovan that I knew. His easy smiles and soft nature weren’t reflected at all in his dark, stuffy apartment. I glanced back at him, trying to see how he fit in here, and he didn’t. Not to me anyway.
The writing desk that faced a window was the only thing that felt like Donovan. It was a lighter amber color, and sturdy, without all the curving flourishes of the rest of the furniture. One side had gouges from the claws of a certain pissed-off Were. I ran my fingertips over the grooves, wondering what could’ve made Donovan so mad.
On the desk stood the only picture in the room. It was an antique black and white photo of a beautiful woman. Curls flowed down her back as she laughed at the camera, her grin frozen in time. I knew that smile.
“Your mother?” I asked, holding out the frame for him to see.
“How’d you know?”
“The smile and her eyes. You look a lot like her.”
“Ah. Yes. I favor her over my father.”
I put the silver frame down carefully, placing it back where it belonged, and turned back to the room.
A flat screen TV hung above the fireplace in the sitting area. It was the only thing that hinted we were living in the modern era. That made me a little nervous. Some Weres thought technology was a luxury, but for me, it was a requirement.
Donovan was leaning against the doorjamb between his room and the hall when I finally turned to him. “It’s nice.” My voice went up at the end and I winced.
He chuckled. “You can change it as you like. I’m not too keen on decorating. I let someone do it a long time ago and left it. But I want this to feel like home for you.”
I looked back over the room, now trying to see myself there. I didn’t. “You won’t mind?”
“Not at all.”
I let out a sigh of relief. Living here was going to be an adjustment, but I’d make it work. My bags sat on a bench at the foot of his bed. I strode to them to grab out my phone and computer. “What’s the Wi-Fi password?” I said as I sat on the bed and powered up my laptop.
His hands were on his hips as he looked down at me. “Ehm…”
Oh no. I didn’t like the sound of that. “No big. I can get a wireless router. You have an Ethernet jack, right?” I was sure I could find one in the little town that we’d passed on the way to the stronghold.
“Ehm…” He scratched his head. “Well, to be honest…”
My hands tightened around my laptop and I heard a tiny crack. I placed it on the bed beside me before I seriously damaged it. I counted to five and took a breath before speaking. “You do have internet. Right?” I mean everyone had internet. It was essential to life. I knew I couldn’t survive without it.
“There’s a computer in the pack library. It’s got some service.”
No. That wasn’t going to work. “You have a flat-screen TV, so you must have cable.” Depending on the service, we could get internet installed no problem.
“DVDs.”
I couldn’t even with that. Not with the jet lag and the mad wolf and the murder scene and…
Time to regroup. I just had to think… “I can fix this. I just need a second.” Come on, Meredith. Who did I know that could help upgrade a castle of this size to the modern era?
“There’s this IT specialist, Sophia, in the Arizona pack. She upgraded our system a couple years ago. I’ll call her and we can get this place wired.”
Donovan winced. “Might have to wait until other things get sorted first.”
Right. We’d hunt down John’s murderer, figure out a solution to the Vivian mess, and then get Wi-Fi. I’d be without for like a month. Tops.
I checked my phone. I had a signal. Data was roaming and I couldn’t even load a Google search, but at least I could text and make a call. Or so I hoped. Because if I didn’t have that…
I’d survive. Yes, I’d be super behind on this season of Escaping Polygamy and I didn’t even want to think about Life in Pieces or Jane the Virgin, but I’d catch up. The hardest part was going to be the lack of Skype. No calls to my friends. No chats with Ciara or Max. I was totally cut off from my friends and family, with a hostile pack and no TV to give me any relief. “I’ll find the library later and email Sophia. We can have her come in a few weeks.” Getting that locked in would at least give me a light at the end of the tunnel.
Donovan pulled me up from the bed, rubbing his hands up and down my arms as if to soothe me. “We’ll get it sorted. I want you happy and comfortable in your new home.”
“I will be.” At least I hoped I would be. Right now, this place wasn’t home to me at all. I hadn’t even been here a day, so that made sense. But I’d figure it out. I just had to give it some time.
While we were on the topic of making this my home, I wondered when Donovan was thinking of making us official. Before John died, we’d talked about waiting a while. I had a feeling that had changed. “Now that I’m here, should we go ahead and have our ceremony?”
He let out a relieved breath, and I knew I’d asked the right question. “Next full moon is in three weeks. I’d like to be here until then. The pack needs me, and it’d be better if you were Irish pack, too. Do you mind moving it up?”
“That’s fine,” I said the words, but I wasn’t sure if I meant them. Not that I didn’t want to have the ceremony, but having it meant saying goodbye to my family. When I left, I hadn’t realized I wouldn’t ever be going home again. Not that I couldn’t go home physically, but it wouldn’t be my home pack anymore. I wouldn’t be a Wayfarer. I’d be an outsider. I’d known, it might have changed the way I left. I could’ve at least brought Max to Ireland with me.
My heart was heavy for a second before I pushed the ache away. This was part of being a female Were. You had to adapt to your mate’s pack. I knew this. The reality was just a little more bittersweet than I’d imagined. “I need to know more about your pack. At home we have files on everyone who is and ever was a Wayfarer. I’m assuming you have something like that?”
“This way.” Donovan led me back into his office. “There’s another set of files in the library, but these have my personal notes. Might come in handy.” He strode to a tall metal filing cabinet and gave it a pat. “Everything’s in here. I’ve got journals about pack business through the years, which you’re welcome to as well. Hazel’s got the accounting, but you can ask her about that.” A little crinkle formed between his eyebrows as if he wanted to ask something.
“What?”
“Didn’t Shannon talk to you about our pack? Give you any hints about who to avoid or who to befriend?”
Whoa. That was a blast from the past. Although it hadn’t been that long since she left St. Ailbe’s, so much had happened that it felt like a million years ago. “I can’t believe I didn’t think of that…” Shannon was always a bit prickly, even when we were little, but I’d just brushed off her moods. When Tessa came to St. Ailbe’s, Shannon’s jealousy had given her a particularly vicious edge. Still, it’d hurt when she left school. I hadn’t understood it at the time, but now that I had some distance, I finally got her reasoning a little. “She didn’t come back here?”
He shook his head. “No. Shannon was supposed to report to me when Michael threw her out of the St. Ailbe’s satellite pack, but she broke her bond with the Irish pack and went rogue with the others who left St. Ailbe’s that night. I’ve been planning on going after her, but haven’t had a moment. Since it was only her that left, I figured I’d give her some time to cool off. I’ve a feeling she’ll show up here, eventually.”
Oh, boy. I hated to be the one to break it to him, but the Shannon I knew wasn’t ever coming back to the Irish pack. Not as long as I was here. “I wouldn’t be so sure.”
“Why?”
Shannon was going to hate me for telling Donovan this, but she probably already did. “When Tessa showed up at St. Ailbe’s, Shannon was upset. She wanted Dastien for herself and couldn’t get over the fact that Tessa was his mate. I tried to calm her down, but it only got worse. After my curse was broken, she wasn’t the same with me either. We’d been friends since we were kids, but suddenly I was her enemy.” I shook my head as I thought back. “The problem with Shannon is that she was never happy. Not since we met when we were kids. She was always upset with someone in her pack. Nothing was ever enough. She was the only one from the Irish pack to come to St. Ailbe’s, and when I brought that up, she only said she came because she needed more options for mates. She’s kind of a snob and felt that she was destined to be with some super awesome Alpha.”
“Ah.” Donovan sighed. “I’m not liking where you’re taking this.”
“Me neither. But after the curse, everyone knew you and I were mates. That’s the only thing that changed, and I think she was jealous. Another super strong, amazing Alpha was stolen from her. And since she was more alpha than me, it must’ve really annoyed her. I was lower than her. She should’ve gotten someone first. But that’s not what happened.” I bit my lip as I thought about those last few weeks with her. She’d been pretty hostile to me, and I hadn’t been able to figure out why, after so many years, she’d decided to hate me. “I doubt she’s coming back to Ireland. Not unless she gets really desperate.”
Donovan leaned against the file cabinet, crossing his arms. “She wasn’t on my list of possible mates, if you’re wondering.”
I almost laughed. “No. I wasn’t wondering. I don’t think she even wanted you. She just didn’t want me to have someone better than what she got. Picking a mate was about power and status for her.” I shook my head. “Doesn’t matter. Shannon really rarely talked about Ireland. We mostly talked about school, boys, and whatever gossip was going around campus.” I hoped Shannon would be okay, wherever she ended up. I wanted her to find her slice happiness.
I glanced over at the files. “What all do you keep in there?”
Dastien opened a drawer and pulled out a thick book. “This is our roster. It has comings and goings as well as marriages. Those kinds of things.” He put the book back. “Any Were who has ever been in my pack has a file. Some are thin. They might only have records of marriage, their children, or their profession. Others are thicker. Those are the ones who’ve been in challenges. Fights. Any issues with the pack are recorded.”
I gave the cabinet a stare. “Any chance you can narrow it down? Where should I start?”
“Course I can.” He slid open the top drawer and handed me a file. “This covers the top five in the pack. There are more extensive files on each of them in the bottom drawer. I like to keep track of the higher-ups.”
That was normal, but I was looking for something else. “What about any problem people? People who’ve either been in a lot of fights, caused drama, or disrespected your authority. I’d love to look at those files first.”
He froze. “You can’t possibly think that one of my own killed John.”
I did. It felt like the most obvious answer. “Can you rule it out?”
He rubbed his forehead. “I haven’t been back in a while… Maybe over a year now that I think of it. And then it was just for a week or two. It’s been like that going on three or four years.”
Whoa. “So in the last four years, you’ve been home maybe a month or two?” That was way longer than I’d ever heard of an Alpha leaving their pack.
“It’s been busy. I—” He lifted his hands and then let them fall. “I’ve no excuse.”
I reached out to him and grabbed onto his wrist. I was going to ask a hard question, and I wasn’t sure how he was going to take it. “It’s just you and Mr. Dawson who are Alphas and members of the Seven, right? Muraco was never the Alpha of the Peruvian pack?”
“That’s right. Muraco was the second for a while, but since his mate died, he’s let that go.”
“And the St. Ailbe’s pack is just a satellite pack. It’s a secondary pack for everyone there, and it’s only for the school year. And he only just joined the Seven. So really, you’re the only one who has two full-time jobs? And you’ve been doing that for a very long time.”
“Yes. That’d be accurate.”
Now for the hard part. “Have you ever thought there’s a reason why the other members aren’t pack Alphas, too?”
“I cannot give up my pack. This is my home. I’ve built it myself. I’ll not leave it.”
I understood loyalty, but Donovan had left his pack alone for years at a time. That was too long to keep it in any kind of healthy shape. “The pack could find another place to live.”
His eyes widened. “Throw them out? It’s my home, but it’s theirs, too.”
“What about leaving the Seven?”
“I can’t. The bonds and oaths I made, I’m not sure if they can be undone.”
I had no idea what joining the Council of Seven involved, but it had to be big. “What does your gut say?”
“Leaving the Council could be a possibility. Might take some doing, though. I’m not sure what would be required.”
I gave his wrist a squeeze before letting go. “I’ll support you in whatever you decide to do, but this isn’t working.”
He moved away from me and sat on his desk. “I know. I was worried about being able to balance the pack and being on the Council. I almost didn’t join the Seven. John convinced me I could do both. For a while, the pack was fine. At least I thought it was fine. But without John…”
I didn’t know what to tell him. Maybe he was right and everything had been working for a while, but it wasn’t anymore. Something had to give. “That’s enough heavy talk. We’ll figure out who killed John and get the pack bonds fixed, but eventually, you might have to choose. I just want you to be aware.”
“I know. I don’t want to have to choose. I honestly don’t know what I’d do.”
I didn’t have any answers for him. He was in an impossible situation with a lot of responsibility on his shoulders. More than any other Council member. “We’ll figure out what’s best for us. There’s no rush for you to do anything yet.” I waited for him to say something, but he was quiet. “I’ll go through your files, but first—food? Sleep? Shower? Maybe not in that order.”
“Aye. How about you shower while I fix us some food? We’ll get you settled and then I’ll have my shower.”
We moved back through his rooms. I grabbed my toiletries and pajamas out of my bag and went to the bathroom.
The shower took forever to warm up, but once it did, steam filled the room. As I showered, I thought about the pack that I’d soon be joining. I hated to be the bad news bear, but the Irish pack was in terrible shape. Donovan had to make some changes if there was any hope of healing the pack. He’d been gone years. Plural. He was the Alpha. He couldn’t be gone for that long and expect everything to be okay.
Donovan was going to have to give up something, and I hoped I could help him make the right choice. Even bringing the subject up was complicated. I was so much younger than him and had way less experience, but I was his mate. If I saw something going wrong, then I had to speak up. I just didn’t want to see him unhappy, and right now, I knew he wasn’t happy. He needed to learn to slow down and enjoy life.
I let the shower wash away my worries for a second. The more I got to know Donovan and everything he was dealing with, the trickier it all became. I wasn’t sure how much wisdom or guidance I had to offer him, but I knew I cared about Donovan more than anyone else and I wasn’t about to sit idly by and watch him suffer. Not while I had air enough to breathe.



Chapter Eleven

Pain ripped me from sleep. Not physical pain, although for a split-second, I thought someone was tearing out my heart.
It was Donovan’s pain. He was leaping out of bed as his body changed from human to wolf.
“What’s going on?”
He didn’t even spare me a glance before running toward the hall. I rushed out of bed to open the door for him, but he jumped to paw the knob and it swung open.
I started to go after him but came to my senses. I was wearing a nearly see-through white tank top and a pair of hot pink boy shorts. Not exactly appropriate for whatever emergency had woken Donovan.
Shift or more clothes?
Shifting would be faster. I started to undress, but howling sounded in the distance. A call for help. Danger was close.
More howls sounded from inside the stronghold. The call to battle echoed through the halls. I ran to the window to see if I could tell what was going on. Wolves rushed into the darkness. It looked like the whole pack was on the run.
Not being a part of the pack put me at a severe disadvantage. I had no idea what was going on, what their protocol was, or what I should be doing in an emergency.
I gave myself one second to decide and chose to stay human. Every single Were I’d seen was in wolf form and they were all heading toward town.
Wayfarers had a plan. In an emergency, we knew who was going to stay human and who was shifting. Everyone had a job, depending on the type of emergency. But Wayfarers were more organized than most packs. Usually, a pack didn’t see any trouble unless they were causing it.
From the way the Irish pack was reacting, they were more along the norm. In their panic to help whoever needed it, they weren’t thinking. Town meant humans, which meant at least one Were should stay in human form.
Apparently, that Were was me. I was going to need more clothes.
I upended my bag, grabbing the first shirt and sweater I found. A pair of leggings. Running shoes. I spotted my down vest on the floor by the bed and threw that on along with a knit hat. Good enough.
I ran through the empty hallways, cursing the fact that I hadn’t paid better attention to the stronghold’s layout. I was going to need a car but had no idea where they kept them. When I finally got outside, I found a line of black hatchbacks around the side of the main entrance.
Distant howls broke the silence of the night. Danger. They were fighting something and I was going to be late. I hated being late.
I sprinted to the closest car and flung its door open.
“Shit.” Ireland. I was on the wrong side of the car.
I Dukes of Hazarded over the hood and got in the actual driver side. Keys were on the dash. “Come on. Come on. Come on,” I muttered as I fumbled with the keys. The engine sputtered. I hit my head on the steering wheel.
Think, Meredith. Think. I glanced around and saw the stick shift.
An idiot. I’m a total idiot.
I was going to owe Max a bottle of amazing Scotch. I’d argued it was pointless to learn to drive a manual, but he’d insisted. It had taken me an embarrassingly long time to figure out how to not stall the engine, but Max was persistent.
It’d been a while, but I could do this. I took a breath. Calming down was key, but Donovan’s panic, pain, and fear beat against me, making it nearly impossible to focus. I put the car in gear and tried the key again.
The car lurched forward for a second before stalling.
Okay. One more time.
I went through Max’s lessons in my head and then hit the gas as I shifted into gear. The car jerked—not a pretty gear shift—but it didn’t stall. Good enough. Now how in the hell did I get to town?
I couldn’t really speak to Donovan when he was in wolf form, and I couldn’t see through his eyes, but if I really focused on our bond, I could feel how far away he was.
The only problem was that I kept trying to go the shortest distance to him, but kept running into meadows and fences. The car couldn’t handle that. I had to backtrack a few times, but I got closer to him with every turn.
A wave of pain came through the bond. He was hurt. Donovan was hurt.
I sped up, pushing the tiny car as fast as it would go down a dirt road when suddenly all I could see in front of me was black. It took me a second to realize the blackness was a thing and it was moving toward me. Fast.
I slammed on the brake, nearly slipping a gear as I downshifted.
“Fuck. Fuck. What the hell is that?”
It roared and all the hairs on my arms rose up.
Whatever it was, it was bad news. I needed to get the hell out of the road. Right now.
I tried to put the car back in gear, but it stalled.
Shit. I was so screwed.
I tried again as the dark mass got closer.
The beast turned, and moonlight glinted off its two shiny, black horns. A wolf raced up next to the beast, but it batted the wolf away with arms so massive its claws gouged the dirt road as it closed the distance between us.
More wolves chased the thing, but they weren’t making headway. Any who got close were swatted away like flies.
It was going to run straight into me and nothing was going to stop it.
I thought about getting out of the car but didn’t have enough time. I rolled myself into a ball in my seat and hoped for the best.
I covered my face with my hands, but couldn’t help watching through the cracks in my fingers as the thing got closer. The ground rattled underneath the car.
I closed my eyes, bracing for impact.
And then there was nothing. No more rattling. Everything was still and quiet.
I sat up slowly and looked around. But I couldn’t find it. I crawled between the seats to make sure the beast was really gone and pressed my nose to the rear window. It was like it’d never been there in the first place. If the road in front of the car hadn’t been destroyed, I would’ve thought I’d been hallucinating.
Fucking teleporting fey.
The wolves started a song of grief as I put the car in gear. They kept pace with the car as I closed the distance with Donovan.
After another minute, I turned the corner and started passing rows of flats. Shops were sprinkled in with the houses until I hit the main street. Groceries, restaurants, and little mom and pop stores lined the street on either side.
Donovan was still in wolf form, standing in the middle of a roundabout in the center of town. A large statue of a human man towered over him, and beside him was a dark blob. I wasn’t sure what it was until I got a little closer and my heart sank.
If I hadn’t seen John’s room, I wouldn’t know what I was looking at. But I did.
The fey creature had found its second victim.
I parked in front of a Tesco and slowly made my way to Donovan. I was already too late. Rushing didn’t matter anymore.
The wolves ignored me as I wove through them. The entire pack gathered around the roundabout, singing the mourning song. Pack magic tingled along my skin, urging me to shift and join them in their song, but I wasn’t a member of their pack so I could ignore the pull. Someone needed to be in human form and properly dressed if any actual humans showed up. Even if the noise of the murder hadn’t woken anyone, the call would. Why this hadn’t occurred to them baffled me.
The wolves continued howling as I made my way to Donovan. Blood was dripping down his hind leg, but other than that, he seemed okay. He was much better off than what was left of the person beside him. A severed head was the only recognizable part. I swallowed, trying to not think about the life that had been taken, but the face… He was younger than me. Maybe fourteen.
“Who would do this?” I said to no one.
Two wolves approached the remains. One made a keening sound that ripped my heart in two. She lay beside what was left of the boy, her body shuddering with grief.
The other wolf snarled viciously at Donovan. He leaped at my mate, but Donovan put up a wall of power. The wolf hit it as if it were a physical thing and fell back, but that didn’t stop him from snarling.
An angry father. I got it. But this wasn’t Donovan’s fault.
Donovan didn’t retaliate but sat there calmly staring the father down. Finally, the other wolf ran off, leaving his mate behind to mourn.
I knew that everyone expressed grief differently, but how could he leave his mate? I tried to go to her, but her keening turned to a snarl.
I’d let them slide on the lack of an emergency plan, but not helping a distraught pack member? What the hell was wrong with these wolves? That was beyond unacceptable. “Someone come comfort her.”
A few wolves stopped their song to growl at me.
“Someone help her.” This time I used some of Donovan’s power to back my command. I didn’t care who I pissed off. They might not like me right now, but I was right. Someone needed to go to the mother.
Finally, two wolves stepped up to curl around either side of her.
I glanced back at the head. I’d thought someone from the pack was working with the fey, but maybe I was wrong. Why would any Were kill a pup? It didn’t make sense.
And why was this kid out here in the first place?
A car came around the bend. Its headlights blinded me, and I had to hold up my hand to block out the light. The wolves didn’t seem to react to the driver other than stopping their song for a second, so I took my cue from them. Whoever this was, he wasn’t a bad guy. He was just a dick for not turning off his lights.
The driver parked his car half on the center of the roundabout and opened his door, leaving the engine running. “What in the name of Christ is goin’ on out here?” He said as he stepped out.
“You mind?” I asked, waving at the lights.
“Aye. Sorry.” He leaned back in, and thankfully the lights went dark.
“Thanks.” I blinked as my eyes readjusted, but I couldn’t miss the man’s uniform.
A cop. Perfect. And since I was the only one in human form, it was now my job to deal with him.
He slammed his door before making his way toward us. He was maybe a few years older than me. The uniform was a little too boxy to give an idea of his body shape, but from the way he held himself, I was reasonably certain he more than liked to work out. But I was mostly impressed by the way he took the scene in stride. It wasn’t every day a human stumbled upon a pack of werewolves howling over the remains of a young teen.
“Hi,” I said. “You okay with all of…” I motioned to the wolves.
“Aye. The McTavish family has lived in this town for generations. We all knew of werewolves, even before you Yanks ended up on the telly with our Donovan. It’s part of being allowed to live here.” He motioned to the body. “What’s happened? Who killed this boy?”
“We didn’t, that’s for sure, but I can’t say what did.”
“What can you tell me? Because I can’t just let this slide.” The cop motioned to the gruesome scene at our feet. “This bit of town is all on CCTV.”
Shit. That was bad. “I’m not sure what happened. I wasn’t here.” I wasn’t sure what I should tell him, but I didn’t know that much anyway.
“Well, who can tell me something?”
Great. Fighting with a cop in Ireland was so not my job. Once I was in this pack, we were going to do some serious emergency training. Any help? I asked Donovan through the bond.
Wolf-Donovan headed toward the car. Thank God.
“Where’s he off to?”
“Donovan’s going to shift. He’ll be back in a second.” I sighed. “Look. I don’t know what happened. All I know is that this boy is gone.”
“It was a demon? Like one of those you fought in that chapel? They follow you here?”
I shook my head. “No.” But I understood why he might think that.
He crossed his arms. “How do you know it wasn’t a demon? You weren’t here, right?”
Shit. This cop was good. If I said anything, then he might want to investigate. I wasn’t about to open that can of worms. Donovan. Any chance you can hurry it up?
Just putting on some clothes. Stall the garda. I’ll be there in a second.
Great. “Would you take my word for it?”
“I’d rather hear what you know.”
Yeah, but I didn’t want to tell him anything. “So, nice weather tonight, huh?”
The cop—garda—gave me a long stare. Apparently, I was horrible at stalling.
“McTavish.” My mate jogged up beside me wearing a pair of sweatpants and a fleece. He was shoeless, though. Seeing his feet on the icy pavement made mine ache. “This is pack business.”
McTavish pointed at the body. Or what was left of it. “There’s been a murder in our town square. How is that not the business of the garda?”
Donovan said nothing. I wondered if that was the best approach, but I wasn’t about to question him.
“You can’t expect me to ignore this. Especially if it’s a danger to our town.”
“I don’t think any of this will affect your people, but just in case, we’ll be patrolling. Tell everyone they’ll be safe as long as they stay inside after dark. Once this is all settled, I’ll let you know.”
“That’s not good enough. The whole world knows of your kind now. You shouldn’t be leaving us out of this.”
Donovan patted his leg. His hand came away bloody. “Whatever did this is out there. I’ve got four injured Weres and one dead teen. Check your CCTV tapes and you’ll understand that it’s in your best interest not to get involved. This is very dangerous.”
“Fine. Fine!” McTavish stared up at the sky, hands on his hips as he calmed down. After a minute, he blew out a breath. “What do you need from me?”
Wow. That was easier than expected. Maybe the American cops needed to take a cue from the Irish garda.
“We’ll have it cleared up within the hour. You’ve my word,” Donovan said. “It’d be a huge favor if you got rid of the CCTV tapes after you watch them. We’ll do the rest.”
“All right. I’ll get the footage. I can’t guarantee anything if it’s not all cleaned up by morning, but no one comes by at this hour.”
Donovan held out his hand. “Thank you, Colin.”
“Aye.” McTavish took the offered hand, giving it a shake. “I’m sorry for your loss.”
Donovan nodded. We watched as the cop got back in his car and drove away.
“Well, that was easier than I expected,” I said.
“The town is all locals who’ve known of us their whole lives. For generations. We pay to keep the town healthy and prosperous. In turn, they help us when we’ve a need.”
“It’s kind of like that in Texas, but not quite. Mr. Dawson tries but…”
“Aye. If it had been so, the footage wouldn’t have gotten out.”
Nothing we could do about that now. “One question.”
“What?”
Something he said to McTavish wasn’t sitting right with me. “Does the beast really only kill after dark?”
Donovan shook his head. “No. John was killed in the day, remember?”
“Right.” It’d been night when we heard about it, but it was daytime in Ireland.
“I had to tell him something. Don’t want anyone to panic.”
“No, that would be bad.” Even though I was panicking a little. That beast was bad. I didn’t know how we were going to stop it. “So, how can I help?”
“Nothing much to do. Ian and some of the others are coming with the cleanup crew. We’ll burn what’s left of Thomas tomorrow before the run.” He sighed. “Christ. What the fecking hell is goin’ on?”
I caught an undercurrent of something that was bothering him—just a twinge—and couldn’t help but ask What’s wrong?
His blue eyes glowed. My second murdered and now Thomas… It’s too convenient.
I was missing something. Why convenient?
After this, if someone isn’t coming after me, then I’ll be very surprised.
What? He wasn’t explaining enough. Why do you think someone’s coming after you?
John was my second. My brother. He took care of the pack in my stead. Without him, I can’t hold the pack and stay with the Seven. Now, Thomas has been murdered. It’s horrible, but I cannot ignore the fact that he’s the only child of Tadhg, who happens to be my strongest opponent in the pack. After his display in front of everyone, Tadhg is already showing that he blames me. If he’s against me, others will follow.
Shit. This was bad.
Exactly. With these two deaths, my pack is suddenly at risk.
But they sent that monstrous fey beast against a child. It didn’t matter what species you were. Children were sacred. Who would do that?
I have no idea. I don’t think that the fey would risk striking out against me. But if you’d asked me earlier, I’d say no Were would ever kill a child either. If this is coming from inside the pack, then I haven’t even a clue where to start looking. Without John, I’m blind in my own pack.
What do we do?
Find whoever’s sending fey against our pack and kill them.
But if Donovan didn’t know where in the hell to start—and this was his pack—how were we supposed to do that?



Chapter Twelve

The sun had started rising over the horizon by the time we were finally making our way back to the stronghold. We’d stayed to oversee the cleanup, while rest of the pack had gone home. After most of them left, I’d found a first aid kit in the trunk of the car and seen to Donovan’s leg. He was lucky that the cut wasn’t from the beast. The bronze sword that the humans’ statue was brandishing had done the job, so the wound was already mostly healed. In a day, it’d be completely gone. The other four Weres that were hurt had a few broken bones, but they’d be fine in a couple hours.
Besides Thomas, no one had been seriously injured. We’d been lucky on that end. But we still had so much work to do. I was pretty sure we weren’t going to sleep today.
“As I see it, we’ve got two problems,” I told Donovan as we wound down the minuscule streets in his equally tiny car.
“And they are?” Donovan asked, eyebrows raised.
“You’ve got massive pack problems, but they’re going to take a while to fix. But if we deal with the pack first, we could have piles of dead bodies on our hands before we get it solved. So, in my mind, the bigger problem is this fey creature. It’s the more immediate threat. We’ve got to figure out what exactly is killing off Weres, and how we can track it, and keep it from killing again. Because as I see it, I might be next on its list.” Having seen the creature, I was pretty terrified. The thought of going up against it alone and ending up like John or Thomas made me literally shake with fear. I shoved my hands in the pocket of my down vest to hide the shakes.
Around four in the morning I’d realized that losing me would massively destabilize Donovan. If I were trying to take down an Alpha, his mate would be my first target. We had to find a way to fix this or I was going to be diced up Were soon.
Donovan grunted. “I’m worried about the same. I also think it’s too convenient that the pack is in this kind of a state and John and Thomas were specifically picked as targets. One of ours has to be working with the beast. We won’t be able to stop this from happening again until we know what’s really going on.”
That was debatable. “If we kill the creature, then it’s out of the way. Problem solved.”
“It wouldn’t be long before another popped up in its place.”
Maybe. Maybe not. With the fey going into hiding, it might not be that easy to find another fey creature willing to murder on cue. “So what’s our best plan?” I was willing to hear him out, but I still thought going after the fey creature first was the best plan.
“Hmm.” That was all Donovan said, leaving me to my own speculation.
Regardless of what we did first, we were going to need more intel on the fey creature. Specifically, what it was and how to track and kill it. “Don’t you have a regular contact among the fey that you trust? Someone who could tell us what the creature is and why it’s killing Weres?”
“I do. We’ve a method that’s worked for a long while. I hike to the nearest circle and leave a message. By the time I get home, Qusay is there waiting.”
“So, we’re hiking?” Once we contacted the fey and figured out what this thing was, we could take it down. Then we wouldn’t have to worry about someone—probably me—getting turned into minced meat.
I could get behind this plan.
“Thing is, Qusay’s both our local contact and a member of the cross-court council, so he’s still in Canada. Even if he were here, he wouldn’t be able to help. He can only act when the queens allow him to, and with the way they’re feeling right now toward us…”
Crap.
“So, we need a friend in the court. Someone who would risk getting in trouble for us. Someone we can trust.” The tang of vindication was sweet. I’d been right to invite Cosette to the mall. Keeping a relationship with her was good on a lot of levels. “I can see if Cosette will answer my texts.” I was pretty sure she was still in Colorado, but there was a chance that she might be back at her court. Even if she wasn’t, she could ask someone at court if they’d heard of one of theirs working with the Irish pack.
“I’ve a feeling Cosette’s in as much trouble as she can handle right now, and I have a mirror. I don’t like using it. I had a relationship with the Lunar Queen and…”
A thing? With Cosette’s mom?
Wait. No. I didn’t want to know about that. It’d just mess with my head. So, I picked the much safer topic. “You have an enchanted mirror?” I’d heard they were basically like a mystical version of video chat.
“Yes. I’ve not used it in a while. I’m not sure where it is, to be honest, but I’ll dig it up.”
“To call the Lunar Queen?” And we were back to her.
Donovan nodded. “Me and Helen… She and I… It was a long time ago.”
“You’ve got to be kidding me.” The whole thing was just… No. I definitely didn’t want him to say anything else about it.
“I’m not keen on using the mirror, but we don’t have a lot of choices. I’d rather not get Cosette in more trouble than she already is.”
I appreciated that he was looking out for my friend, but my mind was still blown with the whole he used to date the Lunar Queen thing. “Did you at least end it on good terms?” I couldn’t imagine a pissed-off, heartbroken fey helping us in any way.
“Of course we ended on good terms.” He tapped the steering wheel. “At least I think we did. It’s been a while.”
Well that sounded exactly not at all promising. He didn’t even remember how they’d ended things? “How long ago was this exactly?”
“It’s been a very, very long time. And I don’t think she was upset, but even if she was, Helen wouldn’t show it. She’s a queen. She can’t show weakness. Not even to me.”
So she could’ve been heartbroken, and he’d never have known. “Why would she help us? I mean—let’s say for a second that the breakup was totally amicable—isn’t she pissed about how I was on the news with Cosette? Again.”
“I doubt she’s thrilled her daughter was caught again, but Helen always believed it was only a matter of time before her people were exposed. We were in complete agreement on that. I don’t think she’d be the source of any unrest within the fey.” He glanced at me, with a bit of a sheepish shrug. At least he understood how weird this was for me. “I can feel your worry, but please don’t. We had a connection a while back. It started out sharing information and maintaining peace. The friendship eventually grew into more, but ultimately, I had to put my pack first and she had to put her court first. Neither appreciated our relationship. When unrest started, we cut off contact. Better to have no questions about what was happening or not.”
“So you would’ve kept seeing her if the pack approved?” I hated to ask, but a part of me needed to know.
“No. It would’ve ended one way or another. We didn’t suit.” Donovan was quiet for a second. “Plus, the pack was concerned—and rightfully so—that she was queen of the Lunar court.”
“Why would that matter?” We’d learned about the courts at St. Ailbe’s, but only a quick overview. There wasn’t a lot of information about them, other than who was in charge and the basic differences between each of the seven groups.
“You don’t know? And your good friend is princess of it?” Donovan gave me a long look that I didn’t appreciate.
“Why does it matter that she’s Lunar rather than Midnight or Gales?”
“Lunar has control over the moon. Our kind are tied to the moon. Some believe that the lunar fey have power over us.” He let that sink in for a second. “The pack didn’t like Helen because they thought she’d make me favor the fey, and force my wolves to do her court’s bidding. The pack will be slaves to no one.”
I had to pick my jaw up from the ground. Not literally. But holy shit. “Tessa’s always bitching about how bad the Weres are at sharing information, and for the first time, I agree with her. Why the hell wasn’t that covered in class during our section on the fey courts? It seems pretty damned important.”
“Ehm. Well, might be that not all Weres know. The Seven have kept that bit quiet. It wouldn’t sit right with most Weres and we’d prefer to avoid a pre-emptive war with the Lunar court. I thought that with you being friends with Cosette, you’d know about all of this.”
“No. I had no idea.” I went back through my time around Cosette. Had I felt like she was making me do anything? Had she forced me to be her friend?
I couldn’t recall anything like that. In fact, the more I thought about it, the more I realized I didn’t have to worry. Siding with the Weres and staying friends with us had hurt Cosette more than anyone. If anything, she’d gone out of her way to help me, not the other way around.
I felt better until I remembered how the unattached males at St. Ailbe’s had acted around her. They’d followed Cosette around like sick little puppies. I’d thought it was because she was gorgeous and smelled like sugar water in the moonlight, but maybe it was because she was a Lunar fey? “Can they? Control us?”
He shrugged. “Maybe a little bit if they want to and you’re open to it. For me, it was more like when you’re a little hungry and walk past a pizza place that smells amazing. Enticing. Helen would occasionally entice me to do something, but I still had my full head about me. I could decide if I wanted to give in to that desire or not. It gets trickier with the pack members who are fully submissive.”
I swallowed. “That’s good to know.” I was in the upper-middle when it came to power, but from now on, I’d keep my guard up around the Lunar fey. I was sure Cosette wouldn’t try to use her influence on me, but you never knew. “Do you think the queen will tell us anything?”
He tapped his fingers on the steering wheel as he thought. “Won’t know until I ask. Hopefully, she’ll give us a clue as to what we’re up against. I wasn’t certain this attack came from within the pack, but after Thomas’ death, I’m sure it did.”
“So, we find the mirror and get the queen on the line. Then, we somehow try to dig information out of her. And maybe—just maybe—she tells us how to get rid of the fey creature. And if we’re lucky, maybe she’ll know who from your pack has been buddy-buddy with her court and will be nice enough to tell us that, too?”
“Right.”
“Easy-peasy.” Yeah, right.
Donovan laughed. “Exactly.”
That left the harder problem. “Do you think it’s someone from your pack working with the fey beast?”
“I’m leaning that way, yes.”
Yeah. That was what I thought, too. “So, how do we find out who from your pack is responsible?”
“I’ve no idea.”
That wasn’t a good start. “Can you feel along the bonds? Anyone standing out to you?”
“There’s the problem. The bonds are a mess. Since John died, feels like everyone is angry at me. Some more than others, but rage is there in every tie. I can’t sort out who’s generally upset, who’s angry at me, and who’s so furious that they’d go to these lengths.”
That made this a whole lot more complicated. “Okay. So, we take it person by person. I’ll start hanging around the pack and going through your files. We’ll find the killer.”
“I hope so. I’ve no stomach for another scene like that one. A bloody teenager.” He tightened his hands on the steering wheel and it creaked under the pressure. “If someone wants me gone that badly, might be best if I leave.”
What? Was he joking with that? He couldn’t just leave his pack. “No. Whoever is doing this isn’t a good person. You can’t hand your pack over to them.”
Donovan stayed quiet, and I shivered.
That so wasn’t happening. I wouldn’t let him give up like that. We’d figure something out. The queen would give us a hint, we’d eliminate the fey threat, and then find the traitor. I wasn’t giving up before the hunt even started.



Chapter Thirteen

The receiving room was fitted much like the rest of the castle, but here, hand-woven wool rugs covered the stone floor in rich colors. Three red velvet brocade couches surrounded a small fireplace. Off to the side, a beautiful illuminated manuscript was open on a stand, with a floor lamp to light it. A couple chairs rested along the walls next to a small table. The walls held portraits—some more modern than others—but what stood out to me were the different fashions in the portraits. It was a nice collection, and I recognized Donovan in a few paintings, but I couldn’t place any of the other people in the frames. Bookshelves filled in the spaces between portraits.
Ian had taken down the big painting over the fireplace that depicted a Were hunt bringing down a lion in Africa. That frame now rested against the back wall, and the fey mirror had taken its spot above the mantel. It was a long oval with an ornate golden frame, its edges carved swirls and curlicues. The scent gave away that it was actually made of gold, rather than painted gold. I didn’t even want to think about how much it was worth.
“You ready?” Donovan asked.
I took a breath. “I guess so.”
He walked to the mantel and grabbed something from his pocket. I didn’t realize it was a knife until I smelled the coppery scent of blood.
“What’re you doing?”
“Everything comes with a price when you’re dealing with the fey. It’s important to remember that. Also, never say thank you or promise to do something unless it’s clearly defined. The more specific you are, the better off you’ll be.”
I knew most of that, but his little lecture made me nervous. “Are you sure you want to do this?”
“Cazadores were patrolling last night and still one of ours was killed. Thomas shouldn’t even have even been out in town. I’m not sure who to trust besides you, so I don’t think we have a lot of options. But if you’ve a mind for something else, let me know.”
I shook my head. He was right.
I held my breath as he pressed his bloody hand to the mirror. “Helen. If you’re able, I’d like a word.”
Donovan stepped back, but the mirror stayed a mirror. I cracked my knuckles as I watched its surface, waiting for something to happen. “Maybe she’s not in?”
“She might be tied up or might want us to wait, but she’ll come. Eventually.”
Twenty minutes later, I was sitting on the couch, knee bouncing, as we waited.
The mirror’s surface rippled. A light seemed to come from behind the mirror, reminding me of the way the ocean waves looked as the moon rose. When the motion finally settled back down, the Lunar queen stood front and center.
For some reason, I’d pictured her wearing a long dress with bell sleeves, like something out of Lord of the Rings, but she was wearing a crisp white silk pantsuit. Instead of a jacket, the top was a form-fitting halter, with a dangerously low-cut V-neck, revealing her chest bone. She stood casually looking down at us, with her hands loosely in the pockets of her wide-leg pants. Her long silvery hair was pin straight and tumbled down to her waist, while her eyes were an eerie golden-orange color that reminded me of the harvest moon. Her skin seemed to glitter with a light golden aura, and I wondered if it was really like that or just a show for us.
My gut said that was how she really looked, but I hoped it was a show. Because she was breathtaking. Even though she had to be old, she looked like she was in her mid-thirties, and when she smiled, her expression lit up the room.
“I can’t say I’m surprised to hear from you, Donovan.” She grinned, and it was like I could feel her joy and wanted to smile with her.
I shook my head as the sweet scent of fey magic filled the room. She’s trying to manipulate us, I said to Donovan through our bond.
It’s habit for her. Like breathing. “No need for your magic. You’re looking grand enough.”
She laughed. “I do get carried away.”
Not even a minute had passed, and I couldn’t deny that Donovan and the queen knew each other well. I was fine with it, mostly. He was my mate. I didn’t need to be intimidated by one of his exes.
But I was.
“I’ve a bit of a problem that I think might be one of yours,” Donovan said.
“Let’s not start casting blame about.” The queen shook her finger at him. “Weren’t you there with my daughter when she was caught on film? In the media? You especially know my feelings about this.”
“As I recall, we both agreed it was only a matter of time, but the way it happened was unfortunate. Believe me, this is not the manner in which we wanted to make ourselves known,” Donovan said.
“Unfortunate indeed.” The queen’s laugh was a harsh-sounding thing. “If it had been anyone caught but my Cosette, I might have been able to be a better ally to the wolves, but as things are…” Her eyelids fluttered. “The queens have spoken. The world changes, but our natures stay the same. We choose to hide and disappear rather than rise among the humans. We know what happens when the humans know of our kind… The power is too much, and we dare not risk what terrible things we’d become if we were worshipped again.” She held her hands wide. “I fear there’s nothing I can do to help your cause.”
I’d heard stories, but it was one thing to learn about how some of the fey turned to fearsome gods and ruled over the humans, and another to hear about it from someone who had lived it. Now that I knew why they were leaving, I was kind of thankful. If they really thought that they could turn into gods again, then I wasn’t sure I wanted them sticking around.
Even though I couldn’t scent her emotions through the mirror, the littlest bit of tension around the Lunar Queen’s eyes told me she didn’t agree with what her fellow queens had decided. So maybe there was another option. Too bad it sounded like she couldn’t go against them.
Which meant we might be out of luck, too.
“Is that your new mate with you?”
“Aye. Rude of me not to introduce her. This is Meredith Molloney, my true mate.”
The queen laughed. “I had heard tale of this on the wind, but I didn’t believe such a young one could catch the eye of the notorious Donovan Murry.” She made young sound like it was a bad thing. “And if I’m not mistaken, you were there with my Cosette?”
“I was.”
“Cosette!” The queen called, but her gaze didn’t leave mine. “Did you know your friend was here?”
I tried to cover my shock the best I could. I’d assumed Cosette was still in Colorado, but a moment later, she came into view. With the way her arms were crossed, she looked a little stand-offish. I wasn’t sure if it was because her mother had called her home or because of what’d happened at the mall.
“Is she, Mother?” Cosette met my gaze through the glass, her eyes and tone flat. “Hello, Meredith. What an unexpected surprise.” Her tone was anything but surprised.
“The trip wasn’t planned, but when we got word that Donovan’s second was killed, we had to come.” I had to come. Even after her warnings.
“And that’s why you’re calling?” The queen looked to Donovan. “I’d be happy to step in and take control of the pack if—”
“No. I’ve got it, thank you.” Donovan cut in.
Yeah. That was never happening, but it was scary that she thought—even for a second—that it was a possibility.
“I’m calling as a friend—”
“And former lover.”
Okay. Helen was officially getting on my nerves.
“That, too.” And with Donovan’s snippy tone, the friendly side of him got tucked away. Power expanded out from my mate until the urge to change itched under my skin. It took everything I had to focus on the conversation and keep myself in human form. “Were you aware that a fey intruded in my stronghold and murdered my second?”
“Oh, my. How embarrassing! One of your own killed in your home. But what makes you think it was us?”
“Don’t play coy with me. You know I can scent your kind out, even among the entrails of my dear friend.” Donovan stepped forward, and his voice lowered. “Are you really after starting a war with us?”
The queen’s sigh sounded like twinkling chimes. “No. We—the majority of the queens—do not want war. But not everything is as simple as that.”
“One of your people helped to murder two of my pack. It’s hard to take that lightly, and I promise you everything will get deadly simple if these killings keep up.”
She held up a hand. “Please, Donovan. I’m in a very precarious place. I shouldn’t have taken your call, especially now.”
“If we were closer to another queen’s territory, I’d ask her, but I’m asking you. What is doing this to my people? How do I stop it?”
The queen was quiet for a moment but finally said, “Bhrunyz was never meant to leave underhill. There were protections in place, but it appears they’ve been broken.”
“So someone in your court set something loose on us?” Donovan’s words were fierce. “Am I understanding correctly?”
“It seems we both have troublemakers in our midst. It wasn’t mine alone that did this to your pack.” We knew that, but it was interesting that she knew it, too.
Still, how could someone from Donovan’s pack free a fey from underhill? Especially one as powerful as this Bhrunyz sounded?
“Will you come get what you’ve lost?” Donovan asked.
“I was ordered not to contact or aid any werewolves, but I did not contact you, and I offer you no aid. The problem is yours.”
Wow. So she knew exactly what was going on and just couldn’t say?
My gaze slipped to Cosette at the edge of the mirror. She still had her arms folded, but now her nails were digging into her skin. It wasn’t that hard to figure out what was going on. Cosette was in trouble, so the queen was in trouble. That must mean they were in debt to the other courts, which was not a place I’d ever want to be.
“What if sitting out means starting a war?” Donovan’s words were like ice in my veins. He wasn’t asking that as the Alpha of his pack, which would’ve been serious enough, but as one of the Seven. Someone with the power to actually declare war.
“You won’t find many of us left to battle with. And after that mess in Santa Fe—”
“Mother, please,” Cosette cut in. “I—”
The queen turned to her. I wasn’t sure what passed between them, but the result was Cosette’s already pale skin turning ghostly. “My apologies. I have to go. If you’ll excuse me.” With that, Cosette disappeared from view.
I winced, hoping she’d be okay. She really had gone out of her way trying to help the Weres when she wasn’t supposed to.
The queen turned back to me, staring straight into my eyes. She no longer looked like the kind, beautiful woman I’d wanted to agree with. The shadows on her face darkened and the stench of magic grew, its sweet floral scent turning sour. “I’ve already said what I am able to say. It’s up to you to find Bhrunyz. It would be best if you heeded my warnings.”
Cosette’s warning had come from her mother? I wished I could’ve taken her advice, but I couldn’t. I had to come to Ireland. There was no choice for me.
But I tried to see the positive in this. The queen was leaving the hunting up to us, but she’d given us the creature’s name. It wasn’t a lot to go on, but it wasn’t nothing. We were certainly better off than we were a few minutes ago.
“Then I’ll take care of Bhrunyz,” Donovan said. “I expect no recourse for delivering a final death.”
I hadn’t even thought of that. The fey were hard to kill. Extremely hard. They only dealt out a true death in the most extreme circumstances, and if one of their kind was killed out of turn by a non-fey, they were not above seeking revenge. It was almost as if they all expected to live forever. Death wasn’t in their daily vocabulary. So, when they were reminded of it, they reacted in the worst possible way.
The queen gave us a barely noticeable dip of her chin, and I relaxed a little. At least if we found this thing and somehow managed to kill it before it killed us, we wouldn’t have to worry about the fey courts retaliating.
“If that’s all?” the queen said.
“It is.” Donovan’s voice was cold. All the friendliness and warmth from a few minutes ago had drained away. I got that he was pissed she wasn’t going to do more, but I also understood where she was coming from. Was the creature hers? Yes. Was it meant to stay locked up? Yes. Was it her fault it had gotten loose? Apparently not.
It was officially our mess.
The queen frowned. It was the first hint of real emotion I’d seen on her. “I hope our next chat will be more pleasant.”
“That’s my wish as well, Helen.”
She waved her hand in an arc and the mirror shimmered until we were left staring at our own reflections. I collapsed on the couch, suddenly exhausted.
That was intense. It wasn’t every day we got so close to an epic battle among supernatural races. I still couldn’t believe that Donovan had risked threatening her.
I went over the conversation in my head before speaking. “So, if I’m understanding it correctly, Bhrunyz is something bad. Bad enough that the fey would keep it locked up. The fact that he’s out is an embarrassment to her. She can’t help us catch him because she’s in too much trouble with the other courts. Which kind of makes me wonder what would happen if they found out about this mess…” That was a whole other can of worms. “But since someone in your pack was involved in releasing Bhrunyz, they’re not going to help at all.”
“Our pack.”
It was going to be my pack soon enough, but not yet. I had to start thinking of it as my pack, though. And fast. Especially if I was going to find the traitor.
“It doesn’t seem possible.” Donovan sat down hard next to me. “Shite. This is a nightmare.”
I leaned onto his shoulder. “Agreed, but we have more now than we did an hour ago. We know his name.”
Donovan huffed. “That’s not exactly a lot of information. She didn’t give us a clue how to stop the thing or who might be guiding it.”
Donovan’s attitude was tumbling down the toilet. I had to stop that right now. “Hey,” I said, waiting until his glass-blue gaze met mine to continue. “We will fix this.”
“You’re going to try and tell me that you’ve seen worse?”
I shook my head. “No.” I honestly hadn’t. Fey creature murdering pack members plus pack sabotage was extremely bad. Plus, the mad wolf I’d almost forgotten about in all the chaos. Which begged the question… “Do you think it could be Vivian?”
Donovan leaned back into the couch. “The thought’s crossed my mind, but these murders don’t seem like her usual plots. I don’t think we’d be so lucky that she’d be the one.”
“Should we say something to her?”
“It’s tricky business. She does have supporters. Thomas’ father—Tadhg—is one of them. That’s another reason I don’t think it’s her. She couldn’t kill her strongest ally’s son. It would be mad.”
“But she is mad.” Hurting Tadhg to get him to take a more active role against Donovan might not faze her.
“Aye. She is mad.”
Vivian was officially at the top of my list. “Okay. So we keep an eye on her, but let’s not rule out anyone else.”
“That’d be best.”
“Got it.”
He pulled his arm around my shoulders so that I rested against him. We were quiet for a second. I was lost in my head, trying to sort through everything that had happened. It’d been a really crazy couple of days.
“At least our life isn’t dull,” I said.
You could call it a lot of things, but dull? Nope. Not at all.
Donovan rubbed his nose against mine, clearly needing the comfort of that light touch as much as I did. “That it’s not.”



Chapter Fourteen

I hadn’t gotten much sleep, and I didn’t have time for it now. Not when some fey beastie might be coming for me.
After having some food in Donovan’s quarters, we decided it’d be best to split up for a little bit. Donovan was a little hesitant about that but figured if Bhrunyz came after me, he could get to me pretty quickly. I just had to hold the beast off for a minute. So, he headed to the workout rooms. The pack’s Cazadores would be there, probably with whoever was scared and wanting battle practice, so him being present served two purposes. He could make everyone feel safer and assist in training. And he could do some very casual sussing out of the pack to see if anyone was willing to spill about someone who was vocally trying to get rid of him.
Since it was highly unlikely that any pack member would open up to me, I was going to focus on the more immediate problem. Bhrunyz.
Before Donovan left, I got directions to the library. Whenever I didn’t know where to start, research was key. Each pack maintained its own library of books on magic, supernaturals, and anything that might be helpful in future fights. The size of the library showed how long a pack had been around. In a stronghold this old, the library had to be huge. There was no way a pack survived long enough to build a castle without gathering a wealth of knowledge.
There had to be something about this fey monster. He had to have a weakness of some sort because everything had a weakness. I just needed to find his.
And hopefully finding that weakness would give me a clue as to who—or what—had set Bhrunyz free.
The smell of the books—the vanilla of aging pages and worn leather bindings—hit me before I reached the library. I turned a corner and pushed through the doors. They opened into a sitting room with leather couches and comfy armchairs that I could imagine sinking into for days. A fireplace burned, giving the place a warm, cozy feeling. Twisting staircases were evenly spaced around the room, leading up to the balcony level. There were tables and chairs around, but no artwork. There wasn’t room. The books took up every inch of wall space.
And one circle around the room proved that there wasn’t a computer to be found.
I groaned. This was going to be impossible. There were too many books. If I couldn’t run a search, how in the hell was I supposed to find the information I needed?
My phone buzzed and I pulled it from my pocket.
What I saw on the screen was a bit of shock. Cosette was texting me?
You have to find Bhrunyz.
Right. Text me something that I don’t know. I’m going to do my best.
You don’t understand. He’s meant to be dead. The fey have done you wolves wrong in this. I can’t say much more, but if you succeed, my court will owe you a debt. Be sure to make my mother own up to it. It’s important and I could use the help.
Shit. What else could go wrong? But I couldn’t ignore her. You got it. That’s not something I’ll forget.
I watched my phone, waiting for another text, but instead got a big fat nothing.
A tidy desk was stuck in the back corner. Again, no computer, but there was a half-eaten sandwich on a plate which made me think that someone worked here.
“Hello?” I didn’t yell, but if a Were was hiding somewhere in here, they’d hear me.
Silence.
I wandered through the stacks, trying to make sense of the organization, but magic books were mixed with books about fey and witches. They weren’t even in alphabetical order. If anything, it looked like the librarian had sorted them by color.
But what kind of librarian would be that asinine? Whoever organized this place clearly had a system. I just wasn’t getting it.
There had to be thousands—hundreds of thousands—of books in here. It put to shame every other stronghold library I’d seen. Where, oh where, was the stinking librarian?
I rested my head on the closest shelf and sighed. Hoping to jog something loose, I banged my head on the shelf a few times.
An idea. Or maybe I’d even learn something by osmosis. Because that was a thing, right?
Think, Meredith. Think. What next?
“Can I help?”
My heartbeat kicked into gear as I spun to find a Were standing behind me. He had curly blond hair that made him look a bit like a cherub—or maybe that was just his round baby face. A long scar ran from his ear down his neck, disappearing under his dress shirt. It didn’t detract from his beauty but contrasted sharply with his babyish features. The scar told me he wasn’t as innocent as he seemed.
“Hi. I’m Meredith.”
“I know who you are.” He looked me up and down, stopping only to sneer at my hair.
Maybe my mom had a point about the blue streaks, but I didn’t care. If this Were didn’t like me because I dyed my hair, then I didn’t like him either. “Right.” I really had to start paying closer attention to my surroundings. Especially here. He shouldn’t have been able to sneak up on me so easily. “And your name is?”
“Feidhelm.”
The word was clipped and I didn’t love his tone, but he had offered to help. “Actually, yes. I need to find a book on the fey.”
“We have a card catalog here.” He motioned to what I’d thought was a low bookcase, but now that I looked closer, I could see the drawer pulls.
I remembered learning about card catalogs at some point, but I’d never actually seen one. The Irish pack was stuck in the past in a lot of ways.
“Is there something specific you need to know about the fey or…?”
“Bhrunyz. I need information on a fey called Bhrunyz. Anything you have would be great.”
“This is about John,” Feidhelm said as he moved past me. It wasn’t a question.
“Yes.” I took a sniff. “You smell…” Like flowers. Only werewolves didn’t smell floral.
“I’m half fey.” Before I could ask any questions, he cut me off. “Let me pull some stuff for you. Sit.”
Interesting. I wondered if maybe his curls and round baby face came from a sprite, but I pushed his looks out of my mind. It didn’t really matter. All I needed to know was how to stop the fey monster. “I can help if—”
“I’m the curator here. Wouldn’t want to have to undo any missorting you made to my books.” His sneer was back.
Maybe he was particular about his books, but he was still being a dick. “Fine.” I bit the word out. “I appreciate the help.” This was third pack member that I’d actually talked to, and I had to make a good impression. Even if he was being rude.
Feidhelm grunted and started up the closest staircase. “Sit.” He pointed again.
Obeying his command wasn’t something I could do. Not unless I wanted it getting out that the pack librarian was more alpha than me. Which he wasn’t.
I leaned against one of the tables. “I’ll wait here.” As soon as he started piling books in front of me, I started reading.
Hours later, I finally gave up and sat down. The mountain of books surrounding me was so tall I couldn’t see around them, and I still hadn’t found one mention of Bhrunyz. I was starting to wonder if this Feidhelm was helping or just bringing me random books.
“This should hold you for a while.”
It would hold me for a decade. “Thanks.” The word was sharp, but he didn’t seem to notice or care. I waited until he turned his back before saying, “You know, the whole card catalog thing is really outdated. You could get computers for that. It would be much faster.”
He glanced back at me with a haughty look. “We have a computer, but it’s only for pack members. Which you are not.”
The library door slammed behind him, leaving me in perfect silence.
What an asshole. Not a pack member? I would be soon, and then he and I were going to have a serious talk.
But honestly, I was glad he was gone. Having him stare over my shoulder had been getting on my nerves. And now that he’d left, I might actually be able to find something. Only, it would take me forever to go through all these books on my own.
I didn’t trust Feidhelm. Not one bit. And not just because he was rude. It was almost as if by giving me too many books—and maybe not even the right books—he was covering something up.
I stood, taking a stretch, and moved toward the stacks. If only I was at St. Ailbe’s. They had an extensive library, and all the books were listed on the intranet and tagged by subject. I picked up one of the books on top of the pile. “Healing the Soul by Ty Bannon. How in the hell was that supposed to help me?” I threw the book to the side. Feidhelm was a jerk.
After three more books that were clearly off topic, I called Adrian. Maybe I couldn’t get to St. Ailbe’s to do my research, but he could. He was still on campus, except he wasn’t answering. When I looked at the time, I realized why. He was probably starting his evening patrol.
But there was one other person I could try. She was still at St. Ailbe’s while it was officially closed. I put my phone on speaker while the call tried to connect.
“Claudia!” I said as soon as she picked up.
“Is everything okay?”
I winced. “Uh, kind of not really, but I’m alive so, it’s all good.”
“Yeah. Alive is good…”
“I’m sorry to ask, but I need help.” I gave her the quick version of what’d happened since I got to Ireland. “Any chance you can look up some stuff for me about Bhrunyz? I know you’re taking off for Peru soon, and I don’t want to keep you. I just need book titles. I probably have copies here, but I can’t sort through everything, and I have no idea how to use this card system or if it even has an index as extensive—”
“Yes,” she said, cutting off my rambling. God, I was getting tired. “Of course. I’m up now. I’ll go straight to the library.”
I sighed as I slouched into the nearest chair. “Thanks. I owe you one.”
“I’ll add it to your tab.”
I laughed. “Let me know when you find something.”
“As soon as I do, I’ll call you. Or I guess if it’s late your time, I could email?”
“No. I don’t have any internet access here. Just call anytime.” I needed the information as soon as she had it and not a second later.
“Okay. Talk soon.”
“Bye.” I hung up and went back to the table with my mountain of books. Eenie, meenie, miney… I grabbed a random book from the third towering stack. The Fey Courts: An Introduction to Fey Policies and Politics.
Yeah. Not helpful, library douche.
My phone vibrated on the table. I answered, putting it on speaker. “You found something already?” I switched over to my notes app, ready to take down names of books.
“Not exactly,” Claudia said. “Lucas knows of Bhrunyz.”
I couldn’t believe it. I mean, I guessed that made sense. Lucas was an old Alpha. But still, it was a hell of a coincidence. “Really? You can’t be serious.”
“Really.” There was a little lift in her voice. She sounded excited. “He was listening when you were talking. I’m sorry if I wasn’t—”
“Claudia. It’s fine. I’m a Were, too. Remember? I know how good his hearing is.”
She laughed softly. “Right. Sorry. Um, so he says that—”
“Hi, Meredith.” Lucas’ deep rumble came through the line.
“Hey, Lucas. What have you got for me?”
“I’m wondering what’s going on with Donovan’s home pack that this beast was able to kill his second inside the stronghold.”
“The pack’s a mess.”
“That’s not surprising. We’ve all wondered how he’s balancing so much.” Lucas paused, waiting for me to fill in, but I wasn’t about to gossip about my own mate. “The important thing to know is that Bhrunyz can transport.”
Fear chilled me to the bones.
“But even with that, he cannot enter quietly or leave without notice. The beast is loud. Bhrunyz was used to hunt enemies that the Lunar court wanted dead. He’s given a scent, and then tracks and kills his target. If not given the order to kill on sight, he takes his prey back to his lair and tortures the poor victim until fear floods their blood. But I was told that he never kills without an order to do so.”
“So Bhrunyz had to have been specifically sent after John and Thomas.”
“Exactly. And if I were to guess, someone in the pack is giving him orders. Do you have ideas who?”
If only that question were easy to answer. “Donovan has some serious problems. We’re working on figuring that out, but it might take a while. In the meantime, I’m hoping to take Bhrunyz out of the equation.”
“That’s not going to be easy,” Lucas said. “I lost a lot of good fighters going after him. It’d be best if you find out who’s controlling him. Fast.”
More good news. I rested my head on a pile of books.
“Meredith,” Claudia called out. “Whoever it is, they have to be very close with the fey or else they wouldn’t have known about Bhrunyz or how to control him. If Lucas wasn’t here, we might not have known anything about this beast. That said, I’m still going to do some digging in the library.”
“Awesome. Thank you. Anything you can find will be a huge help.”
“My pleasure,” Claudia said, and then hung up.
I flipped open the closest book. Twenty minutes later, Claudia texted with a list of titles and a promise that she was going to start doing some reading, too.
It was a start. I could do this.
No. I had to do this.
If I failed…
I couldn’t even think about that. I wasn’t going to fail. I was going to kill this thing before it killed me.



Chapter Fifteen

I managed to find exactly one helpful book in the million that cherub douche had picked out for me. It took me three skims to find one measly mention.
Also created by Melyn, the beast Bhrunyz, who—on demand from the Incan werewolves—is to remain in underhill indefinitely.
That was it. Nothing that Lucas hadn’t already told me. Which meant, my last hope was somehow deciphering the catalog system to find the other titles Claudia had sent.
I grabbed the only book left in the pile that I hadn’t flipped through. It wasn’t on Claudia’s list, but I still felt like I had to check. Just in case. I flung back the cover and cringed at the loud rip that echoed through the library.
Oh, crap.
I slouched down and looked around. I was still alone in the room, but shit. The book smelled old and was probably valuable. And now that I’d touched it, my scent was on it. Feidhelm was going to know who’d ripped the cover.
I held up the book. The front cover was hanging by one measly little thread. There was no fixing it, so I hid it between a few other books, hoping library douche wouldn’t notice. Although I was sure that was a total pipe dream. There was no way he wouldn’t check every single book he’d handed me for dog-eared pages. If he didn’t like me for my hair, he definitely wasn’t going to be happy with me when he realized I’d maimed one of his books.
Time for a break. I got up from the table. My back popped as I stretched.
It was getting late. Dinnertime. I was seriously hungry, but I needed to find at least one clue. I didn’t want to leave here empty handed.
Moving over to the card catalog with all its pretty bronze pulls, I started opening the drawers. They were deceptively deep and filled with note cards listing book titles and subjects. Each card’s corner was marked with a bunch of numbers.
I opened three more drawers, but they were all the same. There had to be billions of cards. How in the hell was anyone supposed to find anything?
Slamming the current drawer shut, I opened a new one, but my strength got away from me again. The drawer went flying through the air, slamming into the wall. Cards rained down all over the floor.
“Fuck.”
“You’ve made a right mess.” Donovan laughed.
I sighed as I turned to face him. “Don’t tell the guy who runs this place.”
Donovan raised a brow. “Me? Don’t tell me? I think we’ve passed that.”
I rolled my eyes. “Not you. Feidhelm.”
“It’s my library, not Feid’s. No matter what he thinks. This is my stronghold. And what’s mine is yours.”
“You nicknamed Feidhelm? The douchey dude who looks kind of like a cherub and totally hates me already?”
Donovan chuckled. “Cherub. He’d love that.”
“I’m sure he’d absolutely love anything I called him.”
The humor in Donovan’s face drained away and his voice dropped low. “Was he other than helpful to you?”
“It’s fine.” Donovan coming to my rescue about this wouldn’t do me any good. My stomach rumbled.
“That’s why I was coming to find you. It’s dinnertime. You must be starved.” Donovan grabbed my hand, but I tugged him to a stop.
“But the mess. I should—”
“Don’t worry about it. Feid will set it to rights.”
So he said, but I’d been hoping to fix it before Feid noticed. But I had no idea how to put the cards back in the right spots, so it wasn’t like he’d be happy with my effort anyway. “Okay. Let’s go.”
“Grand. Ian’s waiting. He went to fetch something for me.”
“Cool.” I hoped he was getting something that could help us, because I had come up with nothing.
Donovan grinned, his blue eyes sparkling. “Let’s go.”
By the time we hit the door, Ian was about to walk in. “Ah, ready then?”
Donovan nodded and led the way to their dining hall.
My stomach let out the biggest rumble ever. It literally echoed in the hallway.
“You’ve not been taking care of your mate,” Ian said from behind us.
“Hey now. Even if I couldn’t take care of myself just fine—which I can—he does a great job as my partner. It’s my fault I didn’t stop for lunch.” I had no idea where to find food in this monstrosity of a stronghold, but if I’d really wanted to, I could’ve figured it out.
Ian held up his hands. “I’ve no doubt the one Donovan picked can take care of herself.”
I waggled my finger at Ian. “Hey. I picked him and he should thank his lucky stars for that. Or else he’d be stuck with psycho bitches who throw shit.” I turned and started walking backward so that I could see their faces. “Can we just go back to that for a second because I’m still processing it? Dude. Vivian threw a vase at me. She’s seriously out of her goddamned mind.”
Both guys laughed, and on the inside, I was laughing too. But on the outside, I looked appropriately outraged. After two murder scenes and that talk with the lovely Helen, we all needed a laugh. Desperately. I was happy I could provide one.
“She just said you should thank your lucky stars for her.” Ian slapped Donovan’s arm. “You. The great Donovan, one of the Seven, Alpha of the Irish pack.”
If I had more of an ego, I probably would’ve been insulted by that, but it was the truth. I had no idea why Donovan wanted me. It blew my mind. But that didn’t mean I was going to let Ian get away with talking down to me. “Hey! Clearly, you don’t know me well enough yet to know that I’m pretty amazing. I slay demons with one hand and rip the decayed hearts out of vamps with the other, all while keeping up some damned witty repartee.” I looked him up and down. “I’d be happy to show you how I could take you down.” He was a fourth. On my own, I could maybe do it. And if I pulled power from Donovan, no contest.
Donovan closed the distance between us, and I stopped walking. His eyes twinkled with mischief, and I couldn’t help but grin at him. His arms wrapped around my middle, and I had a moment to melt before he picked me up and threw me down the hall.
I tucked my legs, flipping twice, before landing on my feet.
I raised my arms in the air, giving my best gymnast impersonation. “Thank you. Thank you, very much. I’ll be here all week.”
“I thought she was going to hit the fecking wall.” Ian had frozen in his spot. “You warned her through the bond?”
Donovan shook his head. “She’s had more training in her eighteen years than most wolves have in their entire lives. Her four brothers made sure of it. Trust me. I’m not the first person who’s thrown her across a room in the last day or so.”
I remembered slamming into the media room wall. “Very true. Max did toss me…” God. Was that only two days ago? “And that time I did hit the wall. And then Micah did, too. But this time there was more room. That got my blood pumping and I’m not feeling quite so wolfy.”
“You’re welcome.” Donovan closed the distance between us. “See? I take care of my mate, Ian,” he said without looking away from me. “And I do thank my lucky fucking stars.”
I pressed my lips to his. “As you should.”
“Don.” The sound of Vivian’s whine broke us apart, just as she intended. “You rushed off without me this morning. In case you’ve forgotten, I’m your second now. You should consult with me before you take any actions to find who killed Thomas. If you care enough to do anything about it. Running off with a non-pack member while all of this is going on and kissing in the hallway?” Vivian stepped between Donovan and me to run a fingertip down his arm. “What’s that say to us? And I’ve heard she’s been cursed. You with a cursed wolf? Seems like you’re making a lot of wrong choices these days.”
That was it. I’d heard enough.
I grabbed Vivian’s arm, turning her toward me, and then slammed my fist into her face. I moved to the side as blood spurted from her nose and she crumpled to the ground.
“Oh, whoops. Did that hurt?” I squatted next to her and grinned as she moaned. “Next time, don’t throw home furnishings at me and don’t touch my mate. Ever.” I paused to let my words sink in. “I’m Donovan’s mate, and you might have warmed his bed once a long time ago, but that’s the past. I’m here now. I’m his true mate and I outrank you. Never forget that.”
“You bitch. You’re not worth half of what I am.”
What was she even talking about? Power? Financially? Who cared?
I stared her down. “I’d get moving to wherever your medic is hiding. Your nose is healing crooked, but if you want me to break it again, I’m always ready and able.”
She screeched, and the madness thickened in her eyes. Her face contorted with rage. “You bitch.” Spit flew from her mouth as she whispered fiercely at me. “Come at me again, and I’ll make what I did to Ciara seem like a dream.” She whispered the last few words so softly I could barely hear them, but she’d forgotten that Ian and Donovan were right behind me. If I could hear her, so could they.
Good work, Donovan said through our bond.
I grinned. This couldn’t have worked out better if I’d planned it. “Ian? Did you hear that?”
“Aye. I bloody well did.”
I leaned closer to her. “See. Madness always shines through, sooner or later.” I stood up. “I’d call that a confession. Witnessed by the three of us. Enough to call a tribunal? Not yet. But with this, and Ciara’s statements, that’s two pieces of proof. We just need one more.”
Vivian jumped up, leaping at me, but my laugh stopped her.
“Please. Do me a favor and come at me again. Let’s see if we can get that home run right now.”
Instead, she turned on the crocodile tears. “You’re going to let her treat me this way,” she said to Donovan as great big sobs wracked her body.
Oh, please. This woman was getting on my last nerve.
I turned to Donovan, but a doorway caught my eye. Between the flips and Vivian’s appearance, I hadn’t taken in my surroundings. The hallway to my right opened with two giant, carved wooden doors. Beyond the doors, the entire pack watched.
Only they couldn’t have heard what Vivian just whispered to me. Now they probably thought they had a mad Were in their midst, only I was the mad one.
Way to make a winning impression.



Chapter Sixteen

I stood frozen in the doorway as I took in the dining hall and all the Weres who were now staring at me. Everyone had just seen my exchange with Vivian. I fought the urge to close my eyes and sigh. I couldn’t let on that I hadn’t realized who was watching. A pack leader knew their surroundings. Always.
My father always said that if you couldn’t get a Were to show you respect out of kindness, then you had to make them respect you out of fear. Of course, he said that to my brothers, but I’d always disagreed with the advice. Until I met Vivian. I didn’t mind one bit if she feared me, especially if she was the one behind Bhrunyz’s attacks. Although if I wasn’t already his next target, I probably was now.
Every Were in the room was giving me either a carefully blank look or an expression of horror or fear. There was no salvaging this. From their perspective, I’d just attacked their second because she touched Donovan’s arm. Even for a young Were who might have a short temper, my actions were a little overboard.
I noticed a speck of red on my hand and decided I might as well go for broke. “Damn it. She got blood on me.” I gave Donovan a smile and a small shrug.
Well, that’s one way to do it, he said.
Vivian shuffled down the hall, holding her face in her hands. Hopefully, she was heading straight for the medic. I wasn’t joking about her nose healing wrong. It was going to have to be re-broken if she didn’t get it fixed in the next few minutes.
I watched her retreating form for a second before turning back to Donovan. I know it’s too obvious, but I really think Vivian’s behind everything. And if she’s not, well then she threw household decorations at me. Girl deserved to get hit.
Donovan nodded. But you’ve made yourself a target. Even if not her target, she has allies in that room.
I blew out a fast breath. I know, but I already was one. Even if Vivian isn’t behind the murders, what she did to Ciara will seem like small potatoes compared to what she must want to do to me.
He rubbed his thumb down my cheek.
What do you think?
Seems like you’re doing a grand job of running this show. Why would I step in now?
“Awesome. I totally agree.” I turned to the room. “Anyone have a napkin?” I said sweetly. Either they were going to see the humor or they were going to think I was nuts.
Some of them got to their feet, holding out little white paper napkins. Most were giving me some serious side-eye. And a few looked seriously pissed.
On the whole, I guessed most of Donovan’s pack thought I was officially off my rocker.
Donovan and Ian started laughing hard. It took a second before the rest of the pack caught up, but I was pretty sure they weren’t laughing for the same reason Donovan and Ian were.
I moved into the dining hall. Inside were long, wooden banquet tables. They were old and beat to hell, but looked sturdy. They’d stood long years of pack wear-and-tear, and that meant something. Some of the tables had long benches, and others tall-backed wooden chairs. There was enough room for a few hundred or more werewolves, and it was packed. An empty seat here and there caught my eye, but it was mostly full.
I walked over to a girl whose eyes seemed like they held genuine amusement. Her curly, black hair was tied back in a long ponytail, but little ringlets had slipped free around her face. Her eyes were a deep brown, and she reminded me a bit of Tessa.
I took the napkin from her. “Thanks.”
“No worries. She’s had that coming to her for a long time.”
“Let me introduce my mate, Saoirse,” Ian said. “I think you’ll be fast friends.”
“Oh, good!” I glanced at the empty seat in front of her. “This seat taken?”
“By all means.”
“Thanks.” The rest of the table was full, but as soon as I sat down, there was suddenly enough room for Donovan and Ian.
Saoirse’s necklace caught my eye as I waited for the guys to get settled in their chairs. It was a large silver rose about half the size of my fist. A worm wrapped around the flowering bloom and its head stuck out the center of the rose. Something about it gave me the heebie-jeebies, but who was I to judge someone else’s jewelry. Especially not the first woman in the pack to be nice to me. “Interesting necklace.” There had to be a story behind it.
She grinned and caressed the rose. “Thank you. It’s an heirloom.”
That explained it. My grandmother had given me a hideous ring, and it was the only thing I had of hers, so I wore it sometimes. Right now, it was locked up with the rest of my stuff at the Colorado house.
I leaned forward across the table. “Saoirse, tell me all the gossip. What do I need to know?” Maybe she’d spill what was going on in the pack. Stranger things had happened.
A plate of food appeared in front of me, and I turned to see a nice-looking Were with an apron. Streaks of gray ran through her hair, which was an unusual sight in the pack. “Thank you,” I said, and her eyes went wide as she spun around.
What was that about? I motioned toward the quickly retreating lady.
Maybe because you grinned at Vivian the same way after you broke her nose.
I nodded. I came off as crazypants, but at least I made an entrance.
That you did. Donovan gave a little chuckle.
Ignoring the stares, I checked out my plate. There was a giant meat pie, mashed potatoes with gravy, chips—also known as French fries—and peas with mint, which I wouldn’t be eating. Mint belonged in toothpaste, gum, and very, very selective desserts. But not with peas. Another small dish held fruit and a crusty roll. A mug was placed in front of me. The scent told me it was jasmine tea. The only tea I’d actually drink.
“This looks amazing.” I grabbed a fork and tucked in, but everyone was still staring at me. What was the deal? Was I supposed to say grace or something?
Donovan laughed and shook his head. I think they’re just now realizing what kind of mates we are.
“Ooooh,” I said aloud. “You’re probably right.” It used to bug me so much when Tessa and Dastien talked to themselves. Half of me was jealous, and the other half felt like they were being rude, having a secret conversation while I was sitting right there. It wasn’t my intention to do the same, but now that I had Donovan, it felt natural. Easy. But it was still rude. “I’m sorry. It’s habit, but I just asked why the nice lady with the food seemed shocked by my thanks.”
“And why did you laugh?” Saoirse asked Donovan.
“She wanted to know why everyone was staring at her. She asked if she should’ve said grace or something.”
A few chuckles came from down the table.
I shrugged. “Hey, I didn’t know. Maybe you’re a more formal pack.”
“Not in that way. Although we’ve a fair share of Catholics in our midst. But you know how Weres can be,” Saoirse said.
“I do.” Weres saw all kinds of supernatural stuff, and that usually had one of two results. Either they hunkered down in their religion of choice, or they called all religion crap.
“You haven’t completed your bond, but you can speak to her in your mind?” A guy a few seats down said. “A good number of us have mated fully and cannot do that. I’m not liking it. Not at all. Vivian said your mate was cursed and can’t shift. And last night she didn’t shift. Sounds like witchcraft to me.”
From his first sentence alone, I knew this guy and I were not going to be friends. Add in the fact that he was believing to whatever Vivian was spreading about me, and he was officially on my list of suspects. Sure, the curse was real, but I wasn’t cursed anymore. It shouldn’t even be a thing.
“Cursed?” Another male voice chimed in. “You’d mate a cursed one? Bring her among us?” And now that guy was on my list, too.
“You’ve been mated to Vivian for years. How can you do this to her?” The lady in the red shirt now had a place on my list.
“Vivian’s stood by your side for decades, and you’d throw her off for this brasser?”
Okay. Everyone in the fucking room was on my list, except Saoirse, Ian, and Donovan. I was doing a terrible job of narrowing down suspects.
But I had one question. Brasser? I asked Donovan.
Whore. His tone was less than pleased. He let out a rumble. “Did any of you ever attend my mating ceremony?”
There was silence.
“Did I ever say I was mated to Vivian?”
Silence.
“Was there any indication, aside from a solitary night spent in my bed, that I was mated to her?”
Even more silence.
“Then what should that tell you? It’d be wise to use your brain if you’ve got one. Vivian is not, and never was, my mate.” Donovan’s voice was ice cold. “Do not call my mate, Meredith, a whore. Not ever. Not if you want to live.” Power rolled through the room until we were all choking on his anger.
That pretty much ended the question and answer portion of our night. Thank God. I wasn’t sure how much more I could take. I’d thought that I wanted to be accepted by the pack, but I wasn’t so sure anymore. Not if this was how they treated people.
Donovan took a bite of his food, and that signaled that he was moving on. Still, there was silence for a few minutes, before someone started talking. At first, it was just murmuring in the back, but over the course of a few minutes, the room slowly came to life. But my mate sat there, silently eating his food as he thought.
What do you think? I asked him.
I’m not sure this pack is salvageable.
From that line of questioning, I wasn’t sure either. I’d never heard an Alpha be questioned like that. The lack of respect was staggering. Being with me isn’t going to help. They’ve already decided to hate me. Maybe it’d be easier if I left after we find Bhrunyz. I can come back when you’ve got more of a handle on things.
Donovan took my hand in his and gave it a squeeze. No. Don’t leave. I need you here. You help me.
I’d been going back and forth, but for the first time, I really wondered if I could survive here. What the hell was I going to do? I couldn’t join a hostile pack. It was going to take months to sort it out. If it could be sorted.
I shoved the thought away to be dealt with later. I was tired, hungry, and overwhelmed. The pains in my stomach were the only thing that kept me at the table.
I took a bite of now cold mashed potato and barely managed to swallow. Saoirse caught my attention from across the table, and stood up, motioning me to follow her.
Why not? She seemed friendly enough, and I could use an ally in the pack. This could be my in.
I’d barely touched my food, so I decided to bring it along. With a nod to Donovan, I grabbed my plate and mug and followed Saoirse toward the back of the dining hall.
You okay? Donovan asked.
Yes. I’m making a friend. What are the chances that Saoirse has info on your traitor?
Pretty good. But it might take her a while to open up to you.
I had to start somewhere.
We pushed through the swinging kitchen doors. The chefs were hard at work, moving fast and calling out orders. Waitstaff stood off to the side, waiting for the orders. It was chaos, but they seemed to be handling it well. Moving deeper into the kitchens, we entered a smaller dining room. One of the cooks sat with his feet up, taking a break.
Saoirse cleared her throat, and the man jumped up. “Would you have Maureen come back?”
“Of course. I’ll get right on that.” The guy looked older than me, but it was hard to tell with Weres unless you knew them. He hustled out of the room like the hounds of hell were on his tail.
Whoa. Someone was eager to make sure Saoirse was taken care of. I wondered if she abused her position as Ian’s mate? It was too soon to tell, but it was something to keep an eye on.
I took a seat, and put my plate down. I was starving but the mountain of cold food wasn’t exactly appealing. “Thanks for getting me away from that. It was… Not pleasant.”
“Seemed like the case.” She nodded to someone behind me. “And I thought you might want to meet Maureen.”
The gray-haired woman who’d brought my food to the table in the dining hall stood twisting her apron in her hands. “I hope I’ve not upset you.”
I smiled, hoping to calm her nerves. “No. Thank you for the food. It’s really good.”
“You’ve not eaten but a bite of it.”
“It got a little tense out there. Saoirse saved me.”
Saoirse laughed. “You’re being kind.” She motioned for Maureen to sit. “This lovely woman is Ciara’s mother. I believe she’s now with your father’s pack? She’d love if you’ve news of her daughter.”
Why hadn’t I seen the similarity sooner? It was the eyes. Maureen and Ciara weren’t even close to being copies of each other. Ciara must’ve had more of her father in her. But now that I knew who Maureen was, I could see that they had the same mouth, too.
“Ciara’s going to be so glad I met you.”
“How is she? I know she wasn’t well when she left, but I’ve hoped…” Maureen leaned forward, pleading for information.
I wanted to defend Ciara, but it wouldn’t do any good. Vivian’s had done her damage years ago and it was probably ingrained, even in her mother. But Maureen clearly missed her daughter. “She’s actually doing great. She was supposed to help run our household, but somehow got stuck being my nanny. She’s not just pack to me. She’s family.”
Maureen’s eyes grew glossy with tears. She blinked a few times, and they slipped free. “But she was mad? How is that possible?” She rubbed her face dry. “I don’t understand.”
I fought the urge to shake the woman. How could she think that? “She’s not mad. Never was. If you want, I’d be happy to put you in contact with her. I think she misses you more than she says.”
“Oh.” Maureen opened and closed her mouth a few times before getting any words out. “I’m not sure. I… You’re sure she’s not mad?”
“Absolutely. If she were mad, she would’ve been taken care of a long time ago.” I touched her hand. “You’re aging? Wouldn’t you like to see your daughter? I guarantee she’s not mad.”
She shook her head. “I can’t. After burying my son, daughter, and mate… It’s time to let this life go. I’ve held onto the fonder memories.”
I was about to cut in to try and prove to her that Ciara wasn’t mad, but Saoirse grasped Maureen’s hands. “It’s dreadful what happened. We’ll remember Ciara as she was when her mind was about her. And I truly believe that our loved ones are in a better place watching over us. You’ll be reunited with them one day soon.”
I sat frozen. What a bunch of bullshit.
Weren’t they listening to me? Ciara wasn’t mad. Not at all. And sure, I agreed that our loved ones were in a better place and all that, but Saoirse was basically giving Maureen permission to give up.
Before I could argue, Maureen got up and left.
I couldn’t believe it. Didn’t she want to hear more about her daughter? Didn’t she care? Didn’t she have any questions?
I was heartbroken for Ciara. No wonder we got along so well. Both of our mothers had abandoned us.
Saoirse gave me a smile. “Do you need a new plate? Or I could get you something else if you’d like?”
I shook my head. “This is fine.” I wasn’t even hungry anymore.
All I could feel was exhaustion. And I suddenly wasn’t so sure about this Saoirse girl. She was the first person to be friendly to me, and I was hesitant to write her all the way off, but why would she say that to Maureen?
Maybe Saoirse just believed Vivian’s line? Ciara had said she left because no one believed her. So, I shouldn’t expect Saoirse to know the truth. I wasn’t here when everything happened. Maybe Ciara had come off as crazy.
Ripping Saoirse a new one wasn’t going to win me any points in the pack. It’d only make me look even more off my rocker than when I punched Vivian in the face. So, I kept my mouth shut. It was just too hard for me to be objective when it came to Ciara.
The pack is going to go for a run in a couple hours, Donovan said through our bond.
God. I had no desire to go. I didn’t have the energy, but it wasn’t an ordinary run. It was the memorial for two of Donovan’s Weres, and that meant I couldn’t skip it. I was so going to need a nap. I’m going back to your rooms to sleep for a bit. Come get me when it’s time?
Of course, but have some food first. You’ll need the energy.
I looked down at the cold food. My gravy had congealed. Gross. “Actually, do you think I could get another plate? I’m going to eat and then head to bed.”
“You’re not going for the run?”
“I am. Just going to nap before.”
“Aye. I hear you. You’d have to be exhausted.” She gave me a tender smile.
God. I was such a crank when I was tired. I was glad I hadn’t snapped at her about the Ciara stuff. I needed a friend. I’d clear Ciara’s name eventually, but not today. “Totally. It’s been a little crazy.”
She nodded. “Don’t worry. It’ll get easier.”
“I hope so.” It honestly couldn’t get much worse.
“This pack can be right assholes, but your run-in with Vivian…” She started laughing. “That was the best thing I’ve seen in years. Good on you for taking her down a notch.”
She hated Vivian. I hated Vivian. It was a match made in heaven. And now I could possibly get some actual information about rumblings in the pack. “Does everyone realize she’s a mad wolf?”
“No. That’s the sad bit. Not everyone knows. Wait here. I’ll grab you a plate and then I can fill you in on some of the pack drama.” She disappeared back into the kitchens, and I relaxed into the chair.
Getting some intel on pack drama was going to be key. And I’d actually made a friend. A little food and a nap and I’d be set.
For the first time, I felt like joining this pack wasn’t going to be all bad.



Chapter Seventeen

At a pack run, most Weres shifted together, but I didn’t want to get naked in front of anyone I didn’t know. Instead, I opted to shift in Donovan’s rooms and head down to the lawn as a wolf.
Sure, maybe they’d think that was lame, but I didn’t care. They were already judging me enough without seeing me in my birthday suit.
I moved through the hallways beside Donovan. He was in a robe, bare feet not making a whisper of noise against the stone. Years of hunting and fighting had honed his skill. I’d always tried, but even my brothers were quieter than me.
When we reached the castle’s main exit, Donovan laid a hand on my back. Stay by me. If you want to turn back at any time, just let me know and I’ll join you.
I huffed a wolfy agreement.
We stepped outside and stopped at the top of the stairs leading down to the massive driveway. Two pyres holding cloth-draped bodies were placed in the middle of gravel entranceway. There hadn’t been much left of John or Thomas, so I assumed they’d made it seem like there was a body under the wrapping. I wasn’t sure whose job it was to make the pyres, but whoever it was had done a good job considering the time constraints.
A man stood off to the side, holding up a burning torch and waiting for the right time to light what was left of the pack’s second and their young teen. The rest of the pack had gathered at the foot of the stairs. All of them stood quietly in their robes as they waited for Donovan to speak.
Donovan waited a moment before starting. “Tonight we run for John Nolan and Thomas Moore. Their losses weigh on us all, and only together can we mourn them and overcome our grief. John was my closest friend through centuries of happiness and sorrow. Battles and victories. I feel his loss all the way to my bones.” He paused. On the outside, he seemed fine, but inside, there was so much heartache over the loss of John, that I was worried for him.
As a wolf, there wasn’t much I could do, but I pressed my body into his leg, trying to give him something to lean on. I was here for him.
Donovan sunk his hand into my fur and then continued. “Thomas was a bright, young star. We were all looking forward to seeing the man that he’d grow into. We’ll never get the chance, and for that, I’ll be forever sorry. I urge all of you to reach out to Tadhg and Elizabeth. Their grief is a burden we must all help carry. We’ll not let them down.”
The last bit was a little reprimand. It was deserved. I didn’t know what the rest of the pack had been thinking last night, but the fact that the pack should support a grieving Were should’ve been a given.
Donovan was silent for a moment, giving his words time to settle before continuing. “When we hit the eastern edge of our lands, the three relief patrols will go relieve the Cazadores who are securing the village. Whoever did this to our people is still out there. One thing can be certain. The beast that killed them is very powerful. Please be careful and cautious. If you see the fey beast, do not engage it alone. Only together can we defeat him, and I don’t care to lose another of my wolves.”
With that, Donovan shed his robe, shifting at the same time. By the time the robe hit the ground he was on all fours. The rustle of cloth filled the night as all of the pack members shifted except for the man with the torch. He lowered the flame to each pyre in turn and stepped back as the fire caught.
Donovan started a cry, howling into the night and letting his power and reassurance seep into the rest of the pack. He was directing his power mostly to them, but it came through the bond. The feel of his reassurance was so comforting, it was like coming home. Despite everything we had going against us, he was making me feel safe. Like everything was going to be okay and that he was going to take care of everything.
But I knew that wasn’t accurate. He had no idea who was doing this. Neither did I.
And we’d probably lose more wolves before it was done.
The pack answered the call as one. I wasn’t sure if it was because I was in wolf form or because all the wolves were united in their grief, but through Donovan, I could feel their ties. The little bits of power and energy that connected every Were to each other. The tie between Donovan and me wasn’t as strong as it’d be after our ceremony, so I wasn’t getting the full effect. But, for the first time since I got to Ireland, they actually felt like a real pack.
Wolfy-Donovan turned to me before taking off down the steps. I had a second to think before running after him, keeping pace beside my mate. The pack parted to make way for us as we moved through them and around the other side of the castle. We hit the edge of the forest at a sprint.
The pack stayed back to howl a few more times before following us. Then, the ground rumbled as wolves gained on us.
I heard one wolf getting closer. Very close. Their paws thumped the ground faster than anyone else’s. Assuming someone wanted to be closer to Donovan, I moved a little to the side. Pack members got a little energy off of their Alpha. Sometimes when something bad happened, Weres who weren’t that dominant needed to be closer to their Alpha to get through it. So, I didn’t mind moving.
But as the wolf finally reached us, my instincts kicked in. I felt the weird tingling that told me I was about to get jumped. I’d done too many drills with my brothers to let someone sneak up on me as a wolf. Especially after the welcoming I’d received.
I dodged to the right.
The wolf missed but managed to claw my hind leg as it flew by to crash into a tree.
I didn’t recognize the attacker’s scent, but that didn’t matter. I’d asked Donovan later. What really pissed me off was that they were being disrespectful to John and Thomas’ memories, and it wasn’t a full moon. Still, I growled, ready for a fight. If someone wanted to challenge me, I wasn’t about to back down.
Donovan skidded to a stop and let out a deafening growl. Power rolled through the pack until everyone but me was whimpering on the ground.
He came beside me and licked the gash on my hind leg, before nuzzling against me. I let out a little yip to tell him I was okay.
Honestly, my brothers had done much worse over the years. The only downside to being scratched was that the cut was supernatural and would heal slowly. Like human slow.
But I wasn’t going to let that bother me. The pack was still cowering from the aftereffects of Donovan’s power display. They could stay there for a bit for all I cared. The curse had kept me bound as a human for so long that now I relished changing whenever I could. My sharpened perceptions. The wind through my fur. I’d never take the feeling of the ground underneath my paws for granted. I gave Donovan another yip and took off again, knowing he’d be right behind me.
Eventually, the patrol groups broke off from the main group. After talking to Lucas, I wasn’t convinced we’d stand a chance against the fey beast. I hoped the Cazadores didn’t find their quarry, and that Bhrunyz was locked away in his lair, far away from the village and us.
My muscles grew hot and loose as we moved off the pack lands and deeper into the forest. Slowly, smaller groups started breaking off until only Donovan and I were left. He nipped at my hind leg, and I yipped. I spun to find him sitting on his haunches, tongue lolling out of his mouth.
When he took off running again, I followed not caring where we were going. I was just enjoying the scent of the Irish countryside. A few animal scents caught my attention and the urge to hunt kicked in, but Donovan ignored the trails. He was on a mission to somewhere and I wasn’t about to abandon him.
All of a sudden, I slammed into something.
I growled, rolling back until I got my feet under me. It took me a second to shake off the hard fall before I realized I’d run into Donovan. He’d shifted back and was standing in front of a fey.
A tall, dark-skinned man handed Donovan a robe. His hair was long and fell down his back in one thick braid. He wore a three-piece black suit that was expertly tailored. If I couldn’t smell the sage, narcissus, and something else floral that I couldn’t place, I would’ve known he was fey from the way he glittered in the night.
I wasn’t sure if I should shift. It felt like I probably should, but I’d rather give up chocolate for life than stand naked in the freezing cold.
Shift if you want. Qusay’ll have a robe for you. Donovan said through the bond.
That decided it. At least as a human, I could speak up if I wanted to.
I shifted and sure enough, out of thin air, Qusay had another robe in his hand. It was white, thin and silky, and looked too thin to provide any kind of warmth in the cold, but anything was better than nothing. I quickly put it on and was pleasantly surprised. If I had shoes, I would’ve been perfect. I tightened my belt. If I didn’t get to keep this robe, maybe Cosette could get me one?
“Qusay of the Lunar court, meet my mate, Meredith.”
He lifted his chin a bit. “Meredith Molloney. It’s good to meet you. I’ve heard the princess is quite fond of you.”
That was good to hear. “I’m pretty fond of her myself.”
“I thought you’d still be at the meeting,” Donovan said.
“I’m back to court for a moment. There was an investigation that demanded my attention.”
Investigation? About how Bhrunyz got free? That would have to be why he came back. Especially since Donovan had threatened war with the fey over Bhrunyz’s attacks.
“And?” Donovan asked.
“It wasn’t us.” Donovan started to speak, but Qusay lifted a hand, cutting him off before he could say anything. “I swear on my honor that the Lunar court was not responsible for releasing Bhrunyz.”
Donovan crossed his arms. “Then who did?”
“You might have heard there was a robbery in Dublin? Some ancient Celtic items were taken a few days ago.”
“I did.” I remembered the massive amount of cop cars swarming Dublin, preparing to go door to door until they found what they were looking for. It had seemed odd then, and it was still odd now. But maybe the fey had something to do with the cops being so obsessed about finding the robbers and missing artifacts.
“Some of the items taken were ours.”
What were the fey doing leaving magical items lying around? “You just let your objects sit in museums for humans to look at?”
“It might be hard for you to understand, but since we can create objects of power, we don’t necessarily value them the way a Were or a witch would.” Qusay spread his hands. “What are we supposed to do with the ones we don’t need anymore?”
I shrugged. “Put them in storage?” Like a normal person.
“There’s only so much space to fill underhill and magical objects tend to like toying with each other. It’s safer for everyone if certain things remain with humans. One of the items that went missing controls Bhrunyz. Whoever broke into the museum took the brooch and is using it correctly.”
“How would a Were know about Bhrunyz, the brooch, and where to find it?” I asked.
“I’ve a feeling one of ours was telling stories; we’ll continue to look for the culprit, but haven’t yet been able to find out who or when.” Qusay looked to Donovan, who was massaging his temples as he thought. “I was to tell you this and leave.” He paused for a moment. “But you’ve been my friend for many years—perhaps you’d like to call that a debt?”
“Yes.” Donovan perked up a little.
“Then I’ll tell you two things before I leave. First, don’t go after Bhrunyz until you’ve found the brooch. He’s built for killing the most powerful supernaturals and would challenge even our best fighters. If you see him and he attacks you, run.”
“We’ll do just that.”
“This second piece may not be my place, but I say it because of the friendship that I hope to keep.”
“Please,” Donovan said. “You may speak freely.”
“I think you’ve been away too long,” Qusay said. “Bhrunyz is being controlled by one of your own. You’ve got problems, and they won’t get better unless you decide what you really want. It’s been too many years of only popping in when you had a day or two to yourself or when there was a crisis. I tried to tell you it was going to cost you, but you didn’t pay any heed.”
It was funny how everyone knew Donovan was doing too much, and yet he was a little clueless.
“You did, but I was too busy to listen. I have the Council to think of,” Donovan said.
“And your pack. And now, your mate. You have to make a choice soon, Donovan, or you risk losing everything.” It annoyed me that Qusay put me on the list. I was supposed to be an asset to Donovan, not another burden.
“Maybe.” Donovan sighed. “We’d better get back to the stronghold.” He took off his robe and threw it at Qusay before shifting.
I caressed my robe for a second, wondering if I could get away with running back in human form, but I’d slow us down too much. I was going to have to give it back. Plus, it was rude to keep it when it hadn’t been offered that way.
“I’ll have it sent to you.”
I met Qusay’s gaze. “Really?”
“Yes. It’s been a while since I made someone happy with something so small. I would be remiss if I took it from you.” He held out a hand. “Go. It’ll be waiting for you when you get back to the stronghold.”
I bit back a thank you and slid it off my shoulders. “It is lovely.”
“Indeed.” And with a wave of his hand, the robe disappeared. “As are you.”
In an instant, my muscles changed and lengthened, reforming until I was a wolf again. It took me a few steps to catch up with Donovan. We ran straight back to the stronghold. No playing or teasing. No chasing any game. I was left alone with my thoughts and as the castle came into view, I wondered if we’d really made any progress, especially when it came to the pack.
They hated me. I could feel that in the pain that ripped down my shoulder. We had to find the bad apple or else I’d be facing at least one challenge at the next full moon. If I was still alive then.
The prospect of running into Bhrunyz again terrified me. Qusay said we didn’t have a chance without the brooch. But as I thought about it, I realized that while we didn’t have much to go on, we’d actually been getting little sprinkles of information. And now we knew how Bhrunyz was controlled.
That gave me hope. If I could find the brooch, then I would have the person responsible and eliminated the threat of the fey beast. I’d kill two birds with one freaking brooch.
A little bit of time sniffing around the pack members, and I’d be golden. I’d have this wrapped up in a couple of days.
All I had to do was stay alive that long.



Chapter Eighteen

The library was a total bust. After a minor showdown with Feidhelm over the fact that he was still denying me access to the pack’s ancient, circa 1994 computer, the Were-cherub was officially on my shit list.
I’d tried using my phone to research the brooch instead, but after spending a fortune in data-roaming charges and an hour of my life that I’d never get back, I’d found exactly zero pictures or mentions of a brooch on the museum website or in articles about the robberies. Basically, I’d hit a dead end.
I needed this brooch. My life depended on it. But how the hell was I going to find it if I didn’t even know what it looked like?
Donovan was off checking if anyone in the pack was wearing a brooch. He didn’t want to leave my side, but having him hovering over me made me even more on edge. So, he’d left. I thought identifying the brooch was the best place to start, but if his approach worked, even better.
I’m not finding anything. Please tell me you’ve had better luck.
No. I did manage to have an extremely awkward exchange with Lydia. She was wearing a hair clip that looked like it could be a brooch.
I didn’t know who Lydia was, but I wanted to know more. What’d you do?
I asked to borrow it.
He’d asked to borrow a hair clip? Good call.
I figured it was better than ripping it off her head. Anyhow, I touched it and tried to call Bhrunyz, but nothing happened. She gave me the oddest look when I handed it back to her.
Well, I don’t want to miss out on watching you being awkward with your pack. Where are you?
Sparring room. I’m working with Ian. I’m glad you’re coming here. I’d feel much better if you were in my sights.
He was worried, but I was going to be fine. We’d find the brooch before I ran into Bhrunyz again. We had to. The alternative wasn’t an option.
I found my way through the stronghold maze with a little help from Donovan. If I couldn’t figure out how to get around, I was going to need him to make me a map. This place was ridiculous.
At least I didn’t have to find my way to his quarters first. I’d dressed for a fight, assuming I’d find the brooch and our traitor right away. Apparently, I’d been overly optimistic, but the leggings, kicks, layered flowy shirts, and a hoodie meant I was set for pretty much anything. I might freeze my ass off if I had to leave the stronghold, but I was hoping to stick close by. At least for now.
When I reached the sparring room, it was crowded. Small groups had formed. Some were working out and some were sparring, but most were chatting while watching Donovan and Ian’s fight at the center of the room.
I paused in the doorway to watch. Donovan spun to avoid a hit, and Ian lost his balance. He slammed into the floor with a sickening crunch.
I winced as Ian got to his feet, his arm tight against his body. I wasn’t sure if it the bone was broken, but if it was, it would take a few hours to heal. This room made no sense to me. The only space that wasn’t gray stone was the wooden doorway. With stone walls and floors, a simple wrong move could send you to the pack medic. Not fun.
Why not pad this place? I asked Donovan through the bond.
Aye. We should. I’ve been meaning to make this room more modern, but some of the pack members like things the way they are. Donovan bounced on the balls of his feet. His sweatpants rode low on his hips, but not a single drop of sweat glistened on those perfect abs. What a shame.
Ian, on the other hand, was dripping. His T-shirt was stuck to his skin, showing his muscles. He was cut well enough, but a little too thin. His face was beet red as he tried to catch his breath and figure out how to take down Donovan.
I started weaving through the room, making my way toward Donovan, but couldn’t get over the fact that the sparring room at the Irish stronghold didn’t hold a candle to the one at home. I sighed. The stone was dingy and smelled a little mildewy from absorbing so much sweat over the years. It looked like there was going a lot more to do here besides installing Wi-Fi and making an emergency plan. The entire stronghold needed an overhaul.
Ian tried a pitiful move to kick Donovan’s feet out from under him, and I almost laughed. This was ridiculous.
Werewolves were naturally stronger and faster than humans. Adding in our ability to heal, we were pretty unstoppable. At least, that was what some Weres thought until they had to go up against something that was bigger and badder than them. That was why we Wayfarers trained so hard. St. Ailbe’s had a similar training philosophy, requiring two hours a day of intense training. Most young Were guys were also practicing for the Cazadores test, so they trained at least double that.
From what I knew about the Irish pack, they didn’t really leave their stronghold much. They kept to themselves, and they weren’t very welcoming to others. Donovan might like to have enough room for visitors, but the only person I’d ever known to have contact with the Irish pack was Shannon. And she’d never wanted to talk about her home pack. Ever.
It seemed like while they were hanging out in the stronghold, they’d let a lot of things go. They weren’t up to speed with technology or the modern era and their physical shape was pitiful.
Your fourth looks like he’s about to pass out. What’ve you done to him?
Nothing! I swear it!
I stopped next to a group of women. I’d been looking for Saoirse, but she wasn’t there. Thankfully, neither was Vivian. It took a minute for the group to notice me. Then, slowly, the little bits of chatter in the room died down as I stepped up behind Ian and tapped him on the shoulder. “You mind if I cut in?” I unzipped my hoodie and tossed it off to the side.
“No.” Ian bent over, hands on his knees. “Fuckin’ hell. Been sparring with that bastard for two hours now, and I’m tapped out.”
I patted his shoulder. “I didn’t get to see all of it, but he’s a beast to beat.”
Straightening, Ian huffed. “Can’t be done. It’s impossible.”
“Challenge accepted.” I rubbed my hands together. “Let’s do this,” I said as I waved Donovan forward.
Donovan stopped his bouncing. “You’re not going to beat me.”
I grinned. “Maybe not, but it’ll be fun to try.” And if I could hold my own against him, then maybe, just maybe I could start gaining some approval in the pack.
Donovan lunged toward me and I slid to the side. It was on. I knew he wouldn’t hurt me, but he’d still push me.
I threw a series of punches at him, trying to break through his guard, but he batted my fists away easily. On my last punch, he grabbed my wrist, yanking me forward.
Before he could put me in a hold, I arced into an aerial. The force of my motion with my whole body weight was enough to yank my wrist free.
I smiled at the muttering from the pack, but only had a split-second before Donovan started at me again.
Donovan kicked. I caught his ankle and twisted, sending him spiraling to the ground. He hit the stone with a heavy thud. I was pretty sure I heard a “Jay-sus” in the back of the room.
Donovan rolled to his back and grinned up at me. “I should really have mats installed.”
“You think?” I wiped a little bit of sweat off my forehead with my shirt. “This room isn’t doing you any favors.”
Donovan kipped up. “Let’s get it sorted right away. I’ve a guy we can call.”
I stepped back, raising my hands up to be ready for whatever Donovan threw at me next. “Good.”
With that, Donovan attacked again. Kick. Kick. Jab. He’d throw them, I’d block them.
Every time I managed to get a hit on him, more and more people joined in to cheer me on. It gave me a nice rush. Thirty minutes later, Donovan had me pinned. I’d built up a good sweat, but it was over. It was the same pin I’d used on Max. I was flat on my stomach, my cheek pressed against the stone. Donovan had my arm wrenched in an impossible position behind my back, and his knee was digging into my spine.
I couldn’t help but laugh. At the sound, his arms relaxed, and he bent down to brush a kiss across my forehead. “We need to work on your offense. You’re good with defensive moves, but you don’t plan ahead.” He pulled me up. “You don’t press me.”
I shrugged. “Agreed. I’m all about defense. Especially when fighting against someone stronger.”
“But if it’s someone stronger, you’ll need to fight smarter.”
Fair enough, but I wasn’t sure how to do that and not get my ass kicked.
“I’ll show you how.” He rolled off of me and rose to his feet before holding out a hand. I didn’t need any help getting up, but it was nice that he offered.
“That was impressive,” a voice said, and suddenly, I was aware again. The audience had fallen away while we were fighting. I’d heard them cheering occasionally, but ignored them. Sparring with Donovan took one hundred percent of my focus.
There were more Weres now. Almost the entire pack must have been watching us. Some faces were shocked and others were mad. Some looked impressed and pleased, while even more were… I’d call it unhappy.
But at least I’d won over half of them.
Ian came up to me. “I don’t believe it.”
I shrugged. “I’m a Wayfarer. Plus, I’ve been training with Donovan pretty much all the time for the last few weeks. And while he was gone to Canada, I had my older brothers on my ass, twenty-four seven.” I wiped sweat from my brow. “I wasn’t half this good a month ago.”
“That’s a lie,” Donovan said. “I can’t teach that in a year, let alone a month. She’s better than most Weres I’ve come across but has yet to realize it.”
I rolled my eyes. “Whatever.” He was talking me up to them. That wasn’t true.
I’m not lying.
You don’t have to say that. We’re already mates.
It’s the truth. I swear it.
Part of me wanted to believe it, but I was used to being around so many amazing fighters that it was a little hard.
A couple guys came up to talk to Donovan, and I stepped aside, scanning the floor to find my hoodie. It fit perfectly to my body without being too tight, and it was cashmere. I’d never find another like it. Throwing it on the ground in a packed room might not have been my best call.
Just as I was about to give up, a woman stepped to me, holding my jacket. Tendrils of her frizzy, curly black hair were escaping her braid. She was a little shorter than me, but the way she was hunched down made her look way shorter.
I took my hoodie from her outstretched hand. “Thanks.” I gave her my best let’s be friends smile.
“I…” She trailed off, and I waited patiently, trying not to be self-conscious. “That was amazing. We haven’t… We don’t train all the time—I haven’t in years—but with what happened to John and Thomas, I can’t just sit around anymore. I want to learn. I was wondering if you wouldn’t mind workin’ with me?”
My smile got so big, I was sure I was glowing. Finally. A solid in with this pack. I wasn’t about to pass that up. “Of course.”
That’s Francis. She works in the kitchen. I believe she makes the pastries.
Good person to know. Desert was the most important meal of the day.
Yes. Donovan was quiet for a second. The bonds are changing. Calming.
I couldn’t discount the awe in his voice, but that seemed way too easy. Really?
Yes. I think everyone was impressed.
He sounded so excited that I didn’t want to bring him down, but one sparring session wasn’t going to fix what was wrong with his pack. Maybe it was a start, but I wasn’t so sure that anything lasting would come of it.
Francis was the first to talk to me, but she wasn’t the last. For the next hour, I corrected forms, taught basic defensive moves, and genuinely had a good time. That didn’t mean everyone was suddenly buddy-buddy with me. I got more than my share of stare downs and dominance displays. Donovan had to step in to stop a heckling situation as I tried to teach the ladies. Every time the guys watching said something rude, at least one of the women would stumble. This pack had a few grade-A assholes that needed a lesson or ten on how to be a decent Were.
After a couple hours, Francis was covered in sweat, and her friends were getting sloppy with their movements. It was time to call it. “All right. That’s enough for today. Who else is ready for some food?”
I need to talk to Ian, Donovan said.
Cool. This group is wiped, and I’m hungry. Unless you want me to hang back?
No. I’ll meet you there in a bit. Just stay safe.
Don’t worry. I’m not going to be alone. And you’ll be just behind me. Donovan was worried about me, but he didn’t realize that I was just as scared about Bhrunyz being after me as he was.
I gave him a little wave and walked out with Francis.
“I know it must be hard coming here, but I think you’ll be good for us,” Francis said. That was really kind of her. Before I could say anything, she continued. “I didn’t think you would be. I mean, Donovan hasn’t had the best choice in women, but you’re proving yourself.”
I could’ve taken that badly, but instead, I accepted it as a compliment. And I had no idea how to respond, so I was keeping my mouth shut.
“I’m sure Riona’s thrilled that he’s found someone.”
What? I stopped walking for a second, before catching up with Francis. “Who is Riona?” It better not be another crazy ex.
“You don’t know?”
“I haven’t heard of her, no.” But I had a feeling whoever she was, this was going to be bad news.
Christ. If he’d slept with another mad wolf, I was going to flip.
“I figured as his mate, he’d have told you. I haven’t seen her in years since she doesn’t live at the stronghold anymore. It was too big for her to navigate, but it was sad to see her go all the same. She kept Donovan coming around, even when he was busy. He never misses his yearly visit with her…”
Oh my God. The woman was rambling and my fingers itched to grab her shoulders and shake the information out of her. Yearly visit? What the hell was she talking about? “Francis. Who is she?” The words came out a little crisp, my frustration clear.
She stumbled a few steps. “Oh. Sorry. It’s just… I mean… I just thought you’d know.”
For the love. Donovan. Who. Is. Riona?
Why?
I was going to kill someone. Please.
She’s my mother.
All the air whooshed out of me. I never would’ve guessed that. Not in a million years. I stopped walking again as questions ran through my mind. The first one was most important. Is she still alive?
Yes. Of course. You didn’t know?
How’s that possible? Your father’s dead. Usually when one half of a pair died, the other didn’t last long. Every Were knew the story of Donovan’s father. He’d died battling an evil fey queen. It was a legend.
Aye. But my mother had some fey blood in her. Even though she started aging after Da died, it’s been much slower than your average Were. She looks to be about early seventies in human years now. She’s still spry enough but has issues living with the pack. Too many fragile feelings. So she decided to move to a home with—
A horrible realization hit me. Does everyone know she’s alive?
In my pack? Yes. Course they do.
Do they know where to find her?
Yes, but no one reaches out to her. They know she craves her privacy.
We need to get to her. Now. I raced down the hallway and swung open the closest window. A blast of icy air chilled me to the bone. I longed for a thicker coat, but I didn’t have time for that. Meet me at the cars.
Two stories up wasn’t that bad. Tessa had done worse. I gripped the edge of the window as I climbed out.
“What are you doing?” Francis asked as she looked down at me from inside the window.
“Wish me luck.” I let go. The wind froze my skin as I fell, and I had a second to think that this might not have been the best plan before I hit with a thud. The landing rattled my teeth, but after a second, I was up and running around the castle to the garages.
I just hoped I wasn’t too late to save Donovan’s mother from the beast.



Chapter Nineteen

I tapped the steering wheel. Donovan?
I’m coming! Just wait one more minute.
He was taking too long. That minute could mean the difference between his mother living and dying.
No. I wasn’t risking it. Gravel skidded out from under the tires as I accelerated down the driveway, but I didn’t get far before someone darted out in front of my car.
“Shit!” I screamed as I downshifted, trying to stop before I hit my mate. Warn me next time you’re about to do something that stupid.
I told you to wait! He slid into the passenger side and slammed the door. “Go.”
I shifted into gear and gunned the car down the drive. “You’re not dressed. What were you doing if you weren’t getting clothes?”
“There are clothes in the trunk. I’ll get them later. I had to tell Ian what to do. You’re right about the pack needing more of an emergency plan. You wouldn’t happen to have your phone on you?”
“Yeah.” I pulled it out of my hoodie’s pocket and handed it to him.
He dialed quickly. “Stephen,” he said as soon as someone answered. “It’s Donovan Murry. Is my mother around?” Donovan motioned to the right as we hit the end of the drive. I didn’t slow down, sliding a little as I made the turn.
“Ehm. No. It’s Tuesday, right?”
“Aye.”
I’d made the trip into town once before, so I knew it wasn’t but five minutes away. Donovan motioned to the left. That wasn’t the way I’d come last time, but hopefully it was a shortcut.
“Tuesdays she takes tea in town. She fancies the place with—”
“Nice icing on the petit fours. L’Ami.” Right here.
That’s barely an alley.
Right.
I took the alley, but it was too narrow. My left side mirror hit a trash can and the garbage spilled into someone’s garage.
“Yes. That’s it. Is there something—”
Donovan didn’t wait for Stephen to finish. He hung up. “Right up here. Faster. Please.”
I hit the gas, thankfully leaving the alley for a bigger road. A huge truck came at us, and I wasn’t sure both of us would fit on the road. Shit. Maybe the alley was better.
Normally, I would’ve slowed and pulled over, but not this time. My right side mirror ran into the brush on the roadside. The truck honked, but I wasn’t slowing.
It roared past, and I took a breath, gripping the steering wheel tighter. “You people are nuts with your tiny roads.”
“Left here.” His panic was starting to bleed through our bond, making mine worse.
I tried to breathe through it. One of us had to stay calm. “Where?” There was nothing but fields on either side of the road. I didn’t see any intersections coming up either.
“Here.”
What? He wasn’t thinking clearly. “There’s no road—”
Donovan took the steering wheel and jerked it around. The car skidded, and I could’ve sworn we were up on two wheels for a second.
I glared at him as I corrected the wheel. “Don’t do that again.”
“Follow my directions then!” He snapped at me, his voice low and gravelly as his wolf rose up.
He was losing it. I got it. Apparently, he was close with his mother, even if he didn’t talk about her. “We’ll get there in time,” I said as the car bumped over ditches and rocks. “Can you feel her?”
He shook his head. “She’s not part of the pack. Hasn’t been for a while.”
“Why not?”
“She claims she didn’t like the drama, but it’s not that. Or not only that…” Donovan trailed off. “No. That way.” He pointed across the field.
By the time we hit a real road again, we were already at the row houses, which meant we were less than a mile away from town.
Donovan rolled down the window and stuck out his head. “I don’t hear anything.” That was a very good sign. The beast had been loud. If he were in town attacking Donovan’s mother, we would’ve heard something.
“Maybe I’m wrong.” I kind of wanted to be wrong, even if it meant that I was the beast’s next target. Knowing that Bhrunyz was coming after me made me want to hide in a cave somewhere until all of this was over, but I couldn’t do that. I wouldn’t be a coward. And for some reason, protecting myself seemed easier than protecting someone else.
My knuckles turned white as I gripped the steering wheel. “The fey beast could be coming after me next like we thought.”
“No. I think you’re right. Losing my mother would weaken me. Losing you would kill me. Whoever is doing this would want me weak first.”
I didn’t like the sound of that. “If something happens to me, you can’t let that thing kill you. We haven’t had our ceremony. You can find another mate.”
“What?” Donovan growled the word. “You think that’s so easy? I’ve waited my whole, extremely long life to find you. And you think I’ll just move on?”
“I wasn’t…” Shit. It was so messed up that we even had to consider this.
At least his anger overrode some of the panic I’d been feeling from him. Anger I could deal with. But panic? From Donovan? That freaked me out.
We passed the Tesco and went through the roundabout, taking the second exit. Shops, cafes, and little stands lined either side of the street. Up ahead I saw a light blue awning. In white letters it said L’Ami. “It’s there. On the left.”
“Yeah. I see it.” I parallel parked across the street and turned the engine off.
Everything was quiet in town and people milled up and down the street like nothing was wrong. L’Ami’s outside wall was a large picture window that gave me a full view inside the teahouse. A few of the tables were occupied with people enjoying their meals.
Everything was fine. Totally normal.
I turned to him and shrugged. “I guess I was wrong.”
“Ehm. Could still be right. Either way, we’ll be keeping a closer eye on her. I just have to convince her to come stay with us at the stronghold.”
I was definitely going to let him handle that one.
Now that we knew that his mother was okay—due to the total lack of a fey monster—I had a second to regret my outfit choice. I was a little sweaty and definitely not at my best. This wasn’t how I wanted to meet Donovan’s mother.
“Come on. She won’t care what you look like.”
I glanced at him, still only in his sweatpants. “You might need something else to wear.”
He looked down as if he’d forgotten he was half-naked. “Let’s see what’s in the boot.”
Donovan opened the back to search while I leaned against the car. “I should talk to them about putting shoes in here,” Donovan said.
“I think I saw a shoe store down the street. Want me to grab you a pair?”
“Might have to.” He pulled a shirt on. “I can’t go in without them.”
“Okay. What size—”
The sound of shattering glass stopped me cold.
What the hell was that? And did it just come from inside L’Ami?
I spun to Donovan. He was frozen, pulling a sweater over his head.
I moved first, closing the distance to L’Ami. Before I reached the door, I saw Bhrunyz walking through the teahouse. He swatted a chair out of his way so hard it came barreling at me.
I ducked, but the chair leg caught the side of my face. Screams followed, chilling my blood.
Before I could leap through the mangled doorway, Donovan grabbed my arm, pulling me back. He jumped through first—shifting as he moved—but I was right behind him.
Bhrunyz was more than nine feet tall and smelled like peaches and death. The light glinted off his leathery black skin. For a second, I’d thought his arms were long, but I was wrong. They were actually short, barely reaching his hip. His long nails were what cut into the ground.
He loomed over an old woman. She sat facing death straight on without the slightest hint of fear. A few of the armchairs that once surrounded the lace-covered tables laid haphazardly on the floor, knocked over as humans rushed out through the kitchens.
Bhrunyz was focused on one target. He didn’t care about the rest. Only Donovan’s mother.
Donovan jumped at him, but Bhrunyz swatted my mate away like he was nothing. He crashed against the wall and slumped to the floor in a heap. He’d be up again in a minute, but that was going to be too long.
Qusay was right. Running was the best option. But Riona didn’t look like she was in the mood to run.
“Hey!” I shouted as I picked up a solid wood table. “Leave her alone.” I threw it at him as hard as I could. It broke as it slammed into his face. He roared as black blood oozed from his cheek.
Oh, shit. I swallowed. Maybe not my best idea.
His claws scraped the ground, ripping the carpet as he faced me. His body was thick, like a rhino standing on two feet, and two horns stood out on top of his head. Something toxic dripped from his jowls. The ground sizzled where the black goo touched.
“Run!” I yelled to Donovan’s mother. “We can’t beat him. You have to run!”
Before she could move, Donovan dove in front of me. He leaped at the beast, biting onto its arm.
Bhrunyz stumbled back a step, knocking into the table where Donovan’s mother had been. Now she was a beautiful gray wolf, ready to run, but Bhrunyz was standing between her and the door.
Bhrunyz flung Donovan off and swiped at me. I threw my body to the ground.
Donovan leaped over my head, and his jaws clamped down on the beast’s leathery hand. Shit. We had to get out of here before all three of us got killed.
Soft whimpering sounded from the corner. I twisted just enough to see a mother huddled with her two small children. She squatted in front of her kids, pressing them in the small space between the corner of the room and a cupboard. The mother’s back was to the fight as she protected her kids from the beast.
Shit. Just because Bhrunyz wasn’t after them, didn’t mean they wouldn’t get hurt in the crossfire. They had to get out of here.
The beast roared, and a chair slammed into my side. Donovan snarled. I fought the urge to look back at him. Instead, I raced to the woman.
“You’re going to be fine. Wait here.” They’d have to run past Bhrunyz to get the door. That wasn’t going to work. I grabbed a table and threw it at the front window. Glass shattered into the street. “Run.”
The mom glanced to the beast, eyes wide with fear. She shook her head.
I looked behind me. Donovan’s mother had joined the fight. She bit into the beast’s ankle, and he screamed. She let go just as he slammed his razor-sharp nails into the ground where she’d been.
My heart raced. “Trust me.” I squatted next to her. “When I say go. Jump through the window. I’ll hand you the kids.”
“I can’t—”
“Yes. You can. The beast doesn’t want you. He wants her.”
Something smashed into the wall next to us, hitting the cupboard. I dove over her as shards of glass and porcelain rained down.
The humans’ sickly sweet fear scent grew thicker. I snuck a peek behind me. Donovan was distracting the beast. He’d jumped onto Bhrunyz’s back and was trying to claw his neck but having no luck. Bhrunyz’s skin was even thicker than it looked.
“Time to go.” I pulled the mom up and shoved her toward the window. “Go!”
I scooped up the kids—who screamed even as they clung to me like I was their savior—and rushed after her. She took a stumbling step forward. The lady was going to get herself killed. “Go! Go! Go!”
As soon as she was out the window, I passed her the wailing kids. “Run!” She didn’t say a word but took my advice.
Something hit the back of my head, and I saw stars.
I hit the ground. Glass and debris cut through my thin leggings.
This was it. I had to shift. My clothes ripped, tangling a little in my legs as I tried to get out of them.
As soon as I shifted, Bhrunyz stopped moving.
What the hell?
He turned to me, and I shivered. Something in the way he looked at me—with his cold, solid black eyes—made me think he had a new target. But Riona was still alive. How could I get moved up the list?
Panic held me until Donovan broke through my freeze. Run. He pushed the order at me, and I followed it, hoping that he and his mother were following behind.
Bhrunyz materialized in front of me, and I skidded to a stop.
Donovan’s howl tore through me. Fur flashed as he leaped on the beast. Bhrunyz shook him off and he crashed through another shop’s window. I didn’t have time to think. Donovan would be fine. Bhrunyz didn’t care about him. But I was as good as dead if I didn’t move.
I took off running, dodging cars as I tore through the roundabout. The sound of metal crunching followed me and hoped that everyone was okay. But I didn’t dare look back. I couldn’t slow down.
I wasn’t sure why Bhrunyz’s target had changed, and it didn’t matter. I put everything I had into running as fast as I could, but no matter how I pushed myself, Bhrunyz’s scent grew stronger and stronger, until I was nearly gagging. I kicked up my pace and felt the ground rumble under my paws.
He was right behind me. I didn’t know where Riona or Donovan were. They were probably somewhere behind me, but I was focused ahead. I had to keep moving. I leaped over a stone wall and into a field. Getting away from the town was key. This thing was after me, and I didn’t want any innocent people hurt.
Luckily, I was faster than Bhrunyz. I spared a glance back. He wasn’t gaining on me. I could keep this up and get away.
He materialized in front of me. Shit. I was so fucked.
Fear threatened to swallow me whole as I realized I was going too fast to stop. I was going to run right into him.
I tried skirting around him, but his massive claws ripped into my side.
I howled in pain as I tried to keep going. I didn’t know where I was heading. I just had to go.
Donovan ran past me and leaped onto Bhrunyz again. I kept moving. Bhrunyz would shake him off and keep coming after me. I was his goal.
And then the beast cried out.
It wasn’t just any snarl, but a magical one. It burned along my skin as it locked my muscles in place. I was frozen mid-sprint in the middle of the woods. I couldn’t see Bhrunyz, but I knew he was still behind me. My limbs shook even as the magic held me in place. Fear had my heart racing. How in the hell was I going to get out of this one?
Donovan howled. His power ripped through my muscles. The Alpha was ordering me to move. The bond between us was strong enough that Donovan’s energy overruled the beast’s magic. I nearly cried with relief as my limbs kicked into motion. I lunged into a sprint, glancing back as Donovan tried to slow Bhrunyz down.
Donovan’s anger and fear beat at me as I dodged between trees, trying to get as much distance from the beast as possible. But it was useless. We both knew it. We weren’t giving up. I had to get away, but I had no idea how. The beast could transport whenever he wanted. It was just playing with me.
Bhrunyz cried out with magic, and I froze for a split-second. The edge of the forest was just ahead and the field beyond it stretched wide into the horizon. Donovan’s power set me free. We moved over onto the field.
It went on forever like that. Every time I froze, Donovan would unfreeze me. Bhrunyz couldn’t move his bulky mass very fast. Even with him freezing me, I gained a lot of distance, but every time I got too far away, he’d transport.
Donovan kept trying to attack him, ram his feet, anything, but the beast’s leathery skin wasn’t the least bit hurt by claws or teeth. I was running as fast as I could and Donovan was attacking Bhrunyz, but nothing was working.
Bhrunyz was on a mission to kill me, and he wasn’t going to stop until he’d finished.
The beast got close enough to swipe me again. Pain burned through my left side. My skin grew warm as hot blood rushed from the gash.
Donovan slammed into the beast. My mate was getting desperate and it was going to get him killed. I had to think.
Running was getting me nowhere. It didn’t matter how fast ran or how long I could keep it up, Bhrunyz wouldn’t tire. He wasn’t going to stop.
That meant that I had to stop.
I turned around and sprinted to Bhrunyz. Donovan was still trying to knock him over but having no luck.
My only thought was that Donovan had gone after Bhrunyz’s arms, legs, neck, and head. But when I’d hit his face with the table, Bhrunyz had bled. So it was possible to hurt him.
My best bet was to go for his stomach. It was basically suicide, but I was basically already dead. It was only a matter of time. If I was lucky, his middle would be soft. Even if I didn’t manage to kill him, maybe I could get him to retreat.
I watched Bhrunyz’s arms, waiting for an opening. Donovan ran at him, distracting him, and I had my in.
I leaped onto his stomach. My claws ripped into his soft, fleshy stomach. Black blood oozed out as I fell to the ground.
Something crashed through the field toward us, but I was paying attention to the beast standing over me. He yelled again, but this time there was no magic. He was hurt. I’d hurt him.
But I was hurt, too. I tried to get up, but couldn’t move.
Bhrunyz lifted his arm. His long razor-sharp nails hovered a foot above my head.
I opened the bond wide and poured love through it. I was going to die, and Donovan needed to know how I felt.
A metallic crunch echoed and glass shattered down on me.
I didn’t know what happened, but Bhrunyz disappeared.
He was gone.
Relief rolled through me, leaving me feeling empty, cold, and exhausted. I whimpered, but I couldn’t lift my head.
Donovan’s fear beat at me. “Meredith,” he said as his face came into view. He’d shifted. His hands shook as he felt along my sides. I tried to shift, but I didn’t have enough energy. I couldn’t do anything but feel my body as it throbbed in pain. The air was thick with the coppery scent of my blood, and I knew it was bad.
“You’re going to be okay,” Donovan said, but from his nuclear level of panic, I wasn’t so sure he was telling the truth. “Just rest. I’m going to take care of you.”
“What the feck was that?” I heard someone say before I passed out.



Chapter Twenty

I woke up hungry. Starving. Still terrified. I sat up quickly, head spinning.
“Shhh,” Donovan said. “You’re fine. You’re safe.” He pressed a kiss to my forehead, and my heart slowed to a more reasonable pace.
My stomach growled. “But I’m seriously hungry.”
He handed me a plate of sandwiches loaded with way too much meat. I scarfed one down in record time, and reached for another.
“You scared me,” he said as I grabbed my third.
Now that the edge was off the hunger, I could breathe a little easier. I looked around the room to find us alone and in his bed. “How long was I out?”
“A full day. I used a compulsion to keep you asleep. Your sides are healing slowly. The medic used a fey balm on them, so it’s not as bad as human slow, but you’ll need to be cautious another day or two.”
I stretched and my sides screamed, but at least I didn’t feel like I was on fire anymore. It wasn’t so bad.
Donovan handed me a glass of water, and I downed it. Finally feeling a bit more normal, I relaxed back into the bed, I sighed. “What happened?”
“McTavish, the garda from the other night, rammed the fecking beastie with his bloody car. I think you’d hurt him pretty badly, too. His black blood scorched the ground.”
“So he’s gone.”
“For now. But he’s got your scent and he’ll be back. Soon. I’ve been too afraid to leave your side. I didn’t even want to sleep. If he came while you were under my protection… I couldn’t leave you alone, and I don’t trust anyone anymore.” Rage boiled over, flowing through our bond. He took a breath, trying to hide it from me, but it was too late. My mate was way past angry. “But I woke you up because we can’t wait any longer. I’ve called a mandatory pack meeting in a few hours.”
“You did?” Usually pack meetings were only held at the full moon, but sometimes exceptions were made. I’d call a fey beast attacking the pack a big enough problem for an exception. But with Donovan so mad, it wasn’t going to go well.
“I did.” He squeezed my hand. “I’m the Alpha here. I’d forgotten what that meant. I felt so guilty about being gone that I shied away from my role. I wanted to weed out whoever was doing this, and save my relationship with the rest of the pack. I’ve never wanted to rule out of fear, but I can. Especially when your life is on the line. I don’t need to waste time sorting out who has the brooch when I can order them to hand it over and make anyone who has a problem with me leave.”
This was a dangerous game to play. He knew it, too. Once you start ruling that way, the trust was broken. A pack never recovered from it. “Are you sure you want to open that can of worms? I’ve seen packs ruled by fear, and they’re cold. It’s not a healthy relationship between Alpha and pack.” Not healthy was the nice way of saying it.
“I’m the Alpha. I can order them to do what I want when there’s need. And ordering the traitor to come forward is a legitimate command.”
“I know, but there’s a reason you haven’t done that already and we both know it. You haven’t been here. Almost the whole pack is against you now, and that’s not entirely their fault. They don’t trust you because you haven’t been here to actually be their Alpha in a very long time. So when you call a mandatory meeting and start throwing around your power, your pack is going to grow more and more resentful until someone else turns traitor, too. It’ll be a dangerous cycle that I don’t think either of us wants to be a part of. If you’re going to do start throwing out commands, then you might as well hand over the pack to the traitor.”
“I don’t care anymore.” He didn’t yell the words, but his tone was vicious. Suddenly I wasn’t worried for myself anymore. The pack was going to pay a steep price if they weren’t careful. “You didn’t see what I saw yesterday. You were running for your life and I couldn’t do anything to stop him. You almost died in front of me, and I couldn’t do anything.” He clenched his jaw shut so tightly that I could see the muscle tightening under his skin. His eyes flashed glowing blue as his wolf rose to the surface. “I tried to play nice. I tried to give my pack the benefit of the doubt, and yes, I felt guilty for not being here more. But not anymore. They can all rot.” He was breathing hard as he tried to control his wolf.
“Donovan,” I said, pleading with him to calm down.
“I can’t lose you.” He said it so softly, my heart broke a little.
“You won’t lose me. I’m not that easy to kill.” Thankfully. But I was worried about Donovan. He wasn’t thinking rationally. His wolf was too close to the surface. In a year, he might regret his actions. Deep down, I was sure he wanted to keep the pack.
But he was about to go down a dark path. The best packs were ones that acted more like a family. Sure, there were always conflicts, but there had to be a mutual respect between pack member and Alpha. Whoever was doing this had already undermined that respect, but Donovan was going to finish the job.
That didn’t mean he wasn’t right. I was terrified. I didn’t want to go up against Bhrunyz again. I almost hadn’t survived the first time, and I wouldn’t be that lucky the second. One way or another, we needed the brooch.
Donovan’s face started changing as his wolf rose even closer. His rage was still on a high burn. I had to change the subject or else he was going to lose it.
“How’s your mom?”
He sat on the bed and closed his eyes. He was quiet for a while as he tried to gain control. “She’s fine,” he said finally. “She’s been staying in my spare room. She helped take care of you.”
“Oh.” I didn’t know why that surprised me, but it did. Maybe because my own mother had never taken care of me? “That was nice of her.”
“She was happy to do it. She’s the only one I’ve let near you besides the medic. I can’t risk…” The tick along his jaw was back as he fought for control again. I waited patiently, not wanting to add to his struggle. “I shouldn’t have brought you here. I knew my pack was bad, but I never imagined it’d be like this. It was selfish of me.”
“Don’t.” I gripped his hand. “I chose to come. Your pack might be a complete mess, but I still think it can be fixed.” Maybe I was delusional for thinking that, but after meeting some of the Weres at the sparring session, I knew they weren’t all bad. He just couldn’t see that right now. “I’ve only been with you a few weeks, and in that time, you’ve been running all over the place. Before that, you seemed like this impossible, amazing guy who could do a million things at a time.” He laughed, but it wasn’t because I was funny. The sound he made was more of a resigned half-laugh. “But now I know you’re just a normal person. A very strong and powerful one, but nonetheless, a normal person. There are only so many hours in a day, and you have to decide what’s most important to you. Being on the Seven and running the pack? It’s too much.”
He lay down on the bed beside me, careful not to touch my side. “I can’t believe it’s always been this bad.”
“It probably wasn’t. It takes time for a healthy pack to turn.” The next words were hard to say, but I had to say them. “If you had to choose—because I think you’re going to have to decide—would you leave the Seven or the pack?”
“I don’t know. I can’t believe I’m even thinking it. But I can’t leave my pack. They’re mine.”
That was what I thought. But he was going to undermine his rule of the pack with this meeting.
He sighed. “If I left the Seven, who’d take my place? Anders from the Scandinavian pack has too much on his plate right now. His mate just had a daughter. He’s not going to want to leave them for stretches of time. Vasile is in the same boat. Farshid doesn’t have a mate yet, but he’s dealing with enough right now. His region is in so much flux right now that it’d be too dangerous to leave his pack.”
Donovan was talking, but I wasn’t really listening. I had a crazy idea. It was perfect. Positively brilliant. I wasn’t sure anyone else would agree, but if they did, it’d be epic.
“What? What’d you think of?”
I almost didn’t want to say it aloud, but I couldn’t keep it from him. “Tessa. She should take your spot.”
His face paled. “You’re out of your mind. There’s no way the alphas would accept it. She only learned of our kind a few months ago when she was bitten.”
I sat up on my knees, nearly bouncing with energy. This idea—it was the answer. “She’s stronger than any alpha I know, and she has absolutely no desire to run or even be a part of her own pack. Ever. And her being bitten? That’s exactly why she should be on the Council. Even if she’s not human anymore, she grew up that way. She gets how they think. The humans know about us, and there are going to be more problems. Plus, she’s part bruja. She can help smooth things over with them, and she’s already our unofficial spokesperson. So, why not take it a step further?”
Donovan scoffed. “She’s a few centuries too young.”
“She’s as old as I am.”
He gave me a look.
“You going to insult me now?” Because even if my side was still aching, I wasn’t going to take that.
“No. I wouldn’t dare. Not after you distracted Bhrunyz from my mother.” All of his joking disappeared. “Never do that again.”
“Not agreeing to that. It was going after your mother.” I still didn’t know why the beast had come after me instead.
Donovan ran a hand over his face, and I noticed the lines around his eyes had deepened. “You’re exhausted,” I said.
“I’ve not slept a wink since you got hurt yesterday.”
That was too long without sleep. “You have to rest, Donovan.” I was worried about him. He wasn’t getting any rest. Just because werewolves seemed invincible, didn’t mean we actually were.
“I will when this is over.”
It needed to be over soon. Now that Donovan had calmed down a little, maybe I could reason with him. “I know you say you have no idea who did this and that it doesn’t matter because you’re going to order it out of them, but I think that’s a cop-out. You have to know. And forcing it? That’s going to break your already broken pack. So, let’s talk this through. For now, my list is Vivian, whoever it was that attacked me on the run, Feidhelm—”
“It’s not Feidhelm.”
Why not? “He’s a jerk and he hates me.”
“He hates everyone. It’s not personal, and he’ll grow on you.”
It sure felt personal. Especially when he made faces at my hair. And I wasn’t so sure about him growing on me. “And the wolf who attacked me?”
“Emmerson. He’s a problem, and he’s very close with Vivian.” He got up and started pacing the room. This was his pack. His world. He knew more about it than he thought he did.
Suddenly, he started walking to the door.
My heart sped up. He was leaving? He couldn’t do that. What if Bhrunyz came back? “Where are you going?”
“I just need a moment. You’re right. If I can find a way to avoid forcing it from them, then that would be good. If I sit and think in the quiet, I might be able to sort through the bonds and single people out before the meeting. But I’m not leaving you. I’ll be just in the sitting room in the front, okay? I’ll send my mother in.” He strode to me and pressed a firm kiss to my lips. “Don’t go anywhere. Promise?” He rested his forehead against mine, waiting for my answer.
“Okay.”
He left, and a second later, Donovan’s mother walked into the room carrying a tray with tea. Now that I had time to actually look at her, I could see the similarity between mother and son. They had the same glass blue eyes, the same round faces, and identical grins. Her hair was white as snow, and rolled into a loose bun at the nape of her neck. Her dress was a thick black wool that had a classic line—fitted at the top with a square neck and a full skirt. She looked to be in her seventies, but I hadn’t a clue how old she really was. “You’ve decided to age?”
She set the tray down on the bedside table. “In a way. I decided that a long time ago when my mate died. But my great-grandmother was fey.” She started pouring the tea into simple white china cups. “It’s made the aging process go on a bit longer than normal.” She picked up a lump of sugar with the tongs and looked to me.
“Yes, please,” I said. “Do you ever stay with the fey?”
“Lord, no!” She stirred my tea with a little silver spoon before handing the cup and saucer to me. “I don’t even think my grandmother did. I’ve always been pack. I try and stay away from that side of the family. Too much drama for me.”
I winced. “Isn’t the pack a lot of drama?”
“Yes. But from what I’ve heard, fey are much more trouble.” Riona motioned to the bed. “May I?”
“Yes. Please, sit.” I tried to scoot over, but with my sides and the tea, I only managed to move an inch.
“I want to thank you. I saw my end in the creature’s eyes, and at first, I wasn’t scared of it. My George has been gone a long time, and I ache to see him again. But when I saw you, I knew I couldn’t give in so easily. My Donovan has found his true mate.”
“Yes. He has.”
“Good. He needs to be more grounded. Always flitting here and there. I can’t keep up, and I like my routines. But it’s good for him to have someone share his life with. That’s why I wanted to speak with you. He’s got a lot on his plate and I’m worried—”
“I’m already on top of that. Once we figure out who’s controlling the beast, he’s going to decide if he wants to leave the Seven or the pack.”
“Good.” She patted my leg. “I’m glad Donovan’s found you. He’s been lonely for a good while. I find that to be a dangerous thing. You’ll do him well.” She stood up.
She was leaving already?
“You should get some more rest, dear. This afternoon isn’t going to be easy for either of you. A meeting like that…” She sighed. “I’d hoped it could be avoided, but I’m not sure there’s any way to save the pack after this. The betrayal is too deep. My son is a good man, but he doesn’t forgive easily.” I wasn’t sure how to respond to that, but she left without waiting for an answer.
The tea she’d brought was good. I wasn’t normally a tea person, but it had a fruitiness to it that I liked. As I sipped, I tried to come up with a way to help Donovan, but the meeting was in three hours. There was nothing I could do in so little time. The meeting was as good as done already.
After ten minutes, I threw off the covers. Sitting in bed and resting was a bunch of BS. It was too hard to sit still with this meeting hanging over my head. I had to get up.
Sliding out of bed took some doing, but I managed to do that and get dressed without being in excruciating pain. Both of my sides were still tender, but I could deal. Which was kind of amazing considering what had almost happened.
My stomach rumbled again, and I sighed. Just getting dressed killed more calories than I could keep up with. I made my way slowly to Donovan’s kitchen. It was thankfully empty. Riona was nice, but Donovan wasn’t the only one who needed some time.
The pantry had staples and a few snack-type foods, but I needed a meal. Preferably something with lots of carbs and some fats to give my body enough energy to heal. I stared into the fridge for a solid ten minutes before closing it. There were plenty of ingredients for meals, but nothing that I could grab and eat except for a sandwich. My fridges at home and at St. Ailbe’s always had stuff ready to go that I could just nuke. The idea of a fourth sandwich wasn’t appealing, but cooking sounded like a pain in the butt. And going down to the dining hall? No way. Just the thought of hanging out in the pack kitchens turned my stomach. I couldn’t go there. Not while I was hurt and one of them was actively trying to kill me.
I leaned back against the counter trying to think of what to do, but I kept coming back to the idea that I could just go and get something. Donovan would kill me if I left the stronghold alone, but I’d feel safer out with the humans than I did in here.
Bhrunyz was probably still out of commission, and whoever had the brooch wouldn’t know where I was going because I didn’t know where I was going. So, even if Bhrunyz was up for round two, the pack traitor wouldn’t know where to send him.
Plus, I thought best when I was out for a drive. Maybe I’d come up with something once I was out of here. I’d go, get food, and be back in an hour. Hour and a half, tops. Donovan was busy feeling along the pack bonds for the traitor. That was going to take a while. He’d never know that I left.
Good enough for me.
I scribbled a quick note for Donovan, just in case. Then, I grabbed my coat, cell, and a credit card. As I shut the door quietly behind me, a thought crossed my mind. This could be a terrible idea. My stomach rumbled again, and I gave in. When has a bad idea ever stopped me from doing something before?



Chapter Twenty-One

I had no idea where I was going. Literally none. My maps app wouldn’t work, but I knew I was heading away from town. Eventually, I’d find food and just wandering around Ireland was nice enough. Driving really did help me process. As soon as I’d gotten my driver’s license, I started taking these long trips, winding around the Texas Hill Country, taking farm road to farm road. I’d go until my tank got low, then fill up and head back to St. Ailbe’s. It was my way of coping when everyone else was shifting and doing pack things that I couldn’t do while cursed. Ever since then, when I needed to think, the car was my answer.
I drove for a while, letting my mind quiet for a bit, before I saw a pub with two massive tables and benches outside. The huge awning said that it had the “Best Fish and Chips in Ireland.” If they were printing it that big, they had to be at least a little bit certain it was true, or else no one would go. No one sat outside, but the parking lot was mostly full, even though it was three p.m. Too late for lunch, too early for dinner.
As soon as I opened the car door, mouth-watering scents hit me. If I wasn’t mistaken, I smelled lobster mac and cheese. This place was going to be my favorite ever. I didn’t even have to try it out. The scent told me everything I needed to know.
The inside of the pub was dimly lit and smelled old and musty. There were people tucked away in every corner, but they were too busy chatting and enjoying their pints to really notice me. Which suited me just fine. I took a menu and ordered at the bar.
“I’ll just be at the table outside.”
The middle-aged bartender paused as he entered my order into the computer. “It’s a wee bit chilly out there. You sure?”
“Yes. I prefer it.”
He nodded. “I’ll bring you a hot tea if you like.”
I wasn’t a tea person, but apparently that was going to have to change. “Do you have jasmine?”
“I do indeed.”
“That would be lovely. Thank you.”
“That’s grand. No worries. Shall I bring some water or tea for your friends?”
“Friends?”
“You’ve ordered nearly the whole menu twice over.” He looked me up and down. “Not meanin’ anything by it, but you’re a skinny thing. You sure you want all this food?”
His response meant that I was far enough away that pack didn’t come here. This was definitely going to be my new favorite spot. I gave him a smile. “I promise I can eat it all.”
“You one of those Americans who does those eatin’ contests?”
I laughed. “No.” Although it could be fun to enter one. I bet I could kill it.
“Oh. Well, then. If you’re sure…” Although he didn’t look convinced in the slightest. “I’ll just have them bring the food out as it’s ready. That way it’s not sitting there getting cold.”
I handed him my card to hold for the tab. “That’s very appreciated.”
“If you don’t mind, I’m going to have a bet with the kitchen staff. You seem to know what you’re about, but they’re not going to buy it. Not once they get a load of you.”
“Of course.” I took the water he handed me and went back outside.
It was always funny eating around humans. I didn’t do it often—it caused too much of a scene—but every once in a while, it was kind of fun. But now that humans knew about us, maybe I could go out more often. That realization kind of made my day.
I sat down and pulled out my phone.
A man answered almost before it rang. “I told you, Mrs. O’Collins. I’ll be there, but it’s only been five minutes. I’m sure it’s just Robert and his friends again. I’ve a few things—”
I cleared my throat. “I’m not Mrs. O’Collins.” But now I was curious what was going on. Small town drama was awesome.
There was a moment of silence. “Well, that’s right embarrassing. This is McTavish. Who’s calling?”
“I’m Meredith Molloney. I’m Donovan Murry’s mate.”
“Aye. Yes. I know who you are.” His tone grew serious but was still friendly.
That simplified things. “I wanted to thank you. I heard you hit the beast with your car?”
He huffed. “It was pure madness. I’ve lived here my whole life and I’ve never seen a thing like that.”
“It was a first for me, too.” And I hoped a last, but that was a pipe dream. Bhrunyz would be back. My heart picked up at the thought. I’d almost died getting away from him, and it could happen again. Next time I might not be so lucky. A cold sweat broke out on my forehead, and I pushed down the fear before it swallowed me whole.
“So what can I do for you, Meredith, Donovan’s mate. I’m afraid I’m all out of cars if you’ve a need for me to hit another beast.”
Funny guy. “No. Actually, I was wondering if we could have a chat.”
“I think I could do that. Where are you now?”
“I’m about to eat lunch and have an order of lobster mac and cheese—”
“Aye. Sullivan’s. Be there in twenty.”
He’d already hung up. That was a lot easier than I’d thought it’d be.
A waitress came out with silverware and my tea. She gave me a good stare and then nodded. “No way.” She spun and quickly went back inside, but before the door could shut, I heard her voice again. “You’re on. No way is that little thing going to be eating all that food.”
Yikes. Poor girl was going to lose. I’d better leave her a good tip to make up for it.
By the time McTavish pulled in, I was surrounded by a sea of plates.
“Good lord. Is that all for you?”
“I might be able to share a little with you, but… I was really injured, and the day before that it was slow on the eating so I’m playing catch up.” I tapped my spoon on one of the copper bowls in front of me. “This is mac and cheese with crab.” I tapped my spoon on the other copper bowl. “This one is mac and cheese with lobster. I can’t decide which is better, and I’m wondering if I should ask them to make me up an order with crab and lobster. But would that be too much?”
McTavish’s eyes were wide. “You speaking in fat and calories or money?”
“Flavors. I don’t want to overwhelm the senses. Maybe the crab one highlights the crab, and the lobster one the lobster. Maybe if the two were combined one would overpower the other. That would be a shame.”
He scratched his head. His brows furrowed as he took in the scene, and then he shook his head and grabbed a spoon. “Why don’t you just mix a bit of both together and find out?”
I pointed my spoon at him. “I knew I called you for a reason.” I grabbed a small plate from under one of the bowls and spooned some of each onto it.
His grin was nice. Comforting. “Thanks. But I hope I can help out in more than just a culinary way.” He took a bite of the mixed mac and cheese. “It’s quite nice.”
“Hmm.” I took my own bite. “Nah. I like them better apart.”
He shrugged. “Well, it’s mac and cheese. What’s not to like?”
“Very true.”
More plates showed up and McTavish’s eyes grew wide again. “You seriously going to eat all this? Or did you order for me?”
“I didn’t order for you, but I can?”
A crease formed between his brows as he thought about that. “It’s a werewolf thing?”
I nodded “Definitely a werewolf thing.”
“Right. Got it.”
The waitress stopped. “You wanting something to drink, McTavish?”
“I’d love a hot tea if you don’t mind.”
“Not at all. But I will tell you we’ve a bet going on in the back over her eatin’ all this food. If you eat some of it, the bet’s ruined.”
He grinned up at her. “Can’t have that, can we? I’ll have an order of the fish and chips.”
“That’s all?” The waitress stared down at him with her hands on her hips.
“I think so.”
“Well, your wee friend here can out eat you, that’s for sure.” With that, she hustled back into the pub.
“So, Meredith the werewolf who can eat three times her body weight in pub food, what can I do for you?”
“I need your help to make sure there isn’t another run-in with the beast.”
“Christ almighty. Didn’t we kill it well enough?”
I shook my head. “No. He’s not dead. At least I don’t think he is.”
His face went sheet white. “And how do you expect I can help with that?”
“Well…” I needed him to show me the police records of what got stolen from the museum. If I knew what the brooch looked like, then I’d have something to bring to the pack meeting. There were innocent people in the pack who didn’t need to feel the full force of Donovan’s wrath. If I had a picture or description of the brooch, then someone might be able to help us identify the traitor before things got out of hand. “It’s about the robbery in Dublin.”
The friendly McTavish was gone as his gaze narrowed at me. “And what would you know of that?”
“How much do you know about my kind?”
“Not a lot, but more than what they’re sayin’ on the telly.”
“Right. And if I told you we’re not the only things out there?”
“I’d say you’re in the country that’s always believed in the fair folk, and I’m not an idiot.”
Fair folk was another term for the fey. Smart man. “So, let’s just say the fair folk had some things in that museum. One of them was an object that controls this beast, and now—”
“Someone’s got it and is bossing the monster around. Jay-sus. It’s like something out of a horror flick.”
Very smart man. “For sure. I mean, it felt like I’d fallen into It Follows last night. I was running and running, and still, it was right behind me. I’ve never been so scared.”
“I caught that one. Good movie,” he muttered under his breath.
I leaned forward and gave him my best try at puppy eyes. “You wouldn’t happen to have a list of what was stolen from the museum, would you? I just need to know what I’m looking for.”
The waitress came back with his tea and food. He took a long sip before setting the mug down. “Ehm… So… I don’t have it offhand. I’m posted in Murriton, and I don’t see much about the goings-on in Dublin.”
I closed my eyes as that idea went down the toilet.
“But—” He started speaking, and my hope bloomed again. “I’ve a mate in the Dublin garda. I can make some calls. What’re you after? Might be easier if I’m specific rather than asking to see all the files.”
“A brooch. I just need to know what it looks like.”
He nodded. “I’ll text you once I hear back. The number you called me on is your mobile?”
“It is. Thanks. I really appreciate this.”
“Any way I can help.”
We spent the next little bit chatting. I found out that Mrs. O’Collins was an old lady in their town. The teenagers liked to prank her by moving her yard ornaments and potted plants around, but they always came back to put everything back the way she wanted. Poor lady.
Despite the fact that Bhrunyz could show up at any second to kill me, I had a nice break away from the stronghold. All told, I was only gone an hour and forty-five minutes. I had an impossibly full belly and had finally made some progress. If Donovan wasn’t having any luck spying through the pack bonds, then at least I’d know what the brooch looked like soon.
I hoped McTavish sent me the information before the pack meeting. If not, it wouldn’t matter what the brooch looked like. Because in an hour and fifteen minutes, Donovan was going to rip apart his pack to find the traitor.



Chapter Twenty-Two

When I got back to the stronghold, I went straight to Donovan’s apartment to see if he was done, but he was still in the sitting room. His eyes were closed as he meddled with the pack bonds. I didn’t want to distract him, so I decided to dig through his files while I waited to hear from McTavish.
I went for Vivian’s file first. I didn’t want to seem like I was harping on her, but I couldn’t help but assume she was the killer.
Vivian was a mad wolf. Mad wolves did very evil, very irrational things. Setting Bhrunyz on her own pack could only be the action of a psychopath.
I knew I should keep my options open, but I couldn’t help it. I reached into the cabinet and pulled out the three file folders that held information about Vivian. I couldn’t believe three folders weren’t enough to get her kicked out of the pack.
I flipped through papers and clippings from newspapers filled with Donovan’s scribbles. There were cuttings from crimes in Shannon, Dublin, and Cork. In his notes, Donovan wondered if Vivian had anything to do with them. Then records of complaints from other pack members and visiting Weres: items reported stolen after Vivian had commented on them, threats she’d issued, and some slights she’d committed. Some of the accusations against her were just typical Were issues. Others were a little more severe. At the end of each report, Donovan had written “no proof.”
Shit. At some point, he should’ve accepted that she was rotten and called a tribunal.
The last report was Ciara’s. I closed the file and threw it on the ground. I didn’t need to read about that. I already knew enough.
Even if Vivian wasn’t responsible for what was going on in the pack now, she was a bad element and was probably buddy-buddy with the traitor. Shadowing her would be a better use of my time than sitting around the apartment looking through files. I could just as easily wait for McTavish to send me the information on the brooch somewhere else. Plus, following Vivian would give me a chance to check out the other pack members and see if anyone had jewelry that smelled fey.
I looked at the clock. There were only thirty minutes until the meeting. The idea of being around the rest of the pack made me nervous, but I had to do something. Clearly, I wasn’t very good at sitting around.
It took me twenty minutes to find Vivian. I circled around the castle a couple times, hoping to catch her in the dining hall, but never saw her. Her scent was everywhere, and I couldn’t tell the difference between the very fresh scent trails and the extremely fresh ones. But she was a Were. She was going to get hungry eventually.
The fourth time I went back into the main dining room, I hit gold. A laugh cut through all the chatter. It was too high, forced, and above all, made me want to hit something. Or more accurately, somebody.
Vivian.
She was sitting in the back, leaning on one of the men. This girl needed attention, and it showed by the way she was always causing some sort of a scene. She’d posed herself perfectly, laughing while she clutched her chest with one hand and caressed a guy’s shoulder with the other. Flirting shamelessly. Which would be fine, except she’d been going around saying she was someone’s mate. If she’d been acting like that the whole time everyone thought she was mated to Donovan? It made him look bad.
What an asshole. I was so going to enjoy taking her down.
I tucked my phone in pocket and wove through the tables. It was a little unsettling how much the pack stared at me. People usually watched Tessa, so when I was with her they watched me by extension. When I was on my own at St. Ailbe’s, people deliberately ignored me. Except for my small group of friends, no one wanted to be around the cursed werewolf.
I really preferred the “ignored” version of my life.
Strolling over to a buffet table, I grabbed a bottle of water and a chocolate croissant before moving to an empty table. For now, I was just watching Vivian. I didn’t have proof of any specific wrongdoing and she wasn’t wearing jewelry.
Sitting down, I relaxed with my drink and tried to look casual. I took my phone out and texted Tessa. How on earth did you survive the Imogene drama without murdering her?
Imogene hadn’t claimed to be Dastien’s mate, but she had been clingy. But she was actually Dastien’s ex, whereas Vivian was just a one-night stand.
The three animated dots popped up. Thank God she was texting me back. I was a terrible actress and wasn’t sure how long I could pull of sitting here alone.
You’re joking, right? I almost ripped her throat out.
I stifled a laugh. How did you handle it?
Uh. I tore my feet up running home in flip-flops like a crazy person. Remember? I pretty much handled it the worst way possible.
I snorted a laugh. It was kind of funny.
I hate you. Everything okay?
I glanced around the room, but Vivian was still flirting with that guy. I’m fine. I’m just in Ireland and… I don’t want to bother you. What are you up to anyway?
You’re my friend. You’re not bothering me. We’re in France at his place. Holy shit it’s amazing. Have you been before?
I took a sip of water and eyed Vivian again before texting back. No! But I’ve heard… Now I definitely want to go. Invite me over ASAP.
BTW why are you in Ireland?
I didn’t even know where to start. How much time do you have?
Spill. Or our entire friendship is off.
I filled her in on everything that had happened the last couple of days. It would’ve been so much easier to just call her and talk, but then everyone would’ve heard the conversation, and I so didn’t need that.
I glanced at Vivian as I typed. So now I’m waiting for Vivian to take off so I can follow her.
You sure you don’t want me and Dastien to come? Have Donovan stall the meeting. We’re only a quick flight away.
I’d love the help, but I didn’t want to risk them. I checked my watch. No. This is about to blow up in a few minutes anyway.
I sat up straight as Vivian finally headed toward the door. Gotta run. She’s on the move.
Text me later with an update. Need to know you’re okay.
Will do. I sent the message and then put my phone away.
There were no classes at St. Ailbe’s about how to follow someone. I was going to have to rectify that because it would’ve been great to know how to be sneaky. I felt like I was making way too much noise, but it must’ve been in my head because Vivian didn’t spare a glance back.
I let her get a little bit ahead and focused on following her scent trail. We went up and down staircases and through hallways. At first, I thought I was following her to her rooms, meaning I’d need to let her get away. But every time I was about to let the chase go, she’d go through a doorway into another wing that I was sure would lead outside. Only it didn’t.
A map would’ve really helped.
I didn’t want to quit until I knew where she was going because she definitely wasn’t heading to the meeting. Donovan hadn’t called me through the bond yet, but I knew it was coming any second now.
My cell phone buzzed in my pocket and I nearly jumped out of my skin.
A text from McTavish. Finally.
I checked it as I walked.
He’d sent me two pictures. One was of the brooch. It was a silver rose, about two inches tall, with a worm wrapped around its stem.
I froze as I stepped through a doorway. I knew that brooch. Only I’d thought it was a necklace. A family heirloom.
Holy shit.
I’d been had. I wanted the traitor to be Vivian so badly, and Saoirse had been nice to me… I hadn’t even considered her.
I swiped to the second photo. The picture was a blow up of a still from a security camera, and Saoirse was standing front and center at the museum.
McTavish texted again. If she’s one of yours, I’m going to need to tell the Dublin garda. Call me.
What the hell? How could it be Saoirse? She’d been nice to me.
I shook my head as I started to put my phone away. Movement caught the corner of my eye, and I turned.
Fucking shit. I was an idiot.
I’d walked into a large room. It was mostly empty, except for a few pieces of furniture covered in white sheets. On the other side of the room stood Vivian and Saoirse.
I stepped backward as I thought about leaving, but running was a bad idea. It showed weakness. And even if I didn’t care about that, the door slammed shut behind me. I didn’t have to turn to sense the Weres behind me. Pack members who most likely wanted me gone.
I’d walked straight into a trap.
Donovan. I could really use some help here. The bond was quiet, and I wondered if he could hear me.
I was screwed without him, but there was one positive to this fucked up situation. Saoirse was wearing the brooch, and I was going to rip it from that bitch’s lying throat.



Chapter Twenty-Three

“You’ve been following me,” Vivian said. She crossed her arms and looked down at me like she was queen of the freaking world.
I met her gaze. “I sure was.”
“Did you have something to tell me?” She smiled like she’d already beaten me.
But I hadn’t even started yet. “Not particularly. Other than to ask what do you all think you’re going to accomplish here?” I gestured around the room. We didn’t need a meeting. All of them were traitors. Donovan needed to get rid of everyone here. “You set the fey beast after John, Thomas, Riona, and me.” I shook my head. “Vivian, I get. You’re a mad wolf, and you want me gone so you can move in on Donovan, but that’s not going to happen. Even if I was dead, he’d never want you.” I was pretty sure if I ended up dead, Vivian wouldn’t be far behind me. “But you, Saoirse? What’s your deal?” I took a step toward them. I needed to keep them talking long enough to get close. Everything would be okay if I could just get the brooch.
It was thirty feet away, but I couldn’t seem too eager. I had to stay calm. I couldn’t risk running at her. Saoirse could reach her neck much faster than I could. It would only take a split-second for her to call Bhrunyz.
“Oh, you’re not following?” Saoirse said, and I wanted to punch the smug look off her stupid face. “Donovan hasn’t been part of our pack in a good while. He’s Alpha in name only. What’s the point of it? It’s past time for a new Alpha.”
God. I still couldn’t believe I hadn’t seen this coming. The fact that she was Ian’s mate had really thrown me. Even Ciara had recommended I look Saoirse up.
I should’ve known better. “So you want the pack?”
She shrugged one shoulder. “For now.”
“And let me guess.” I turned to Vivian. “As soon as I’m gone and Saoirse has the pack, you’ll sweep up the mourning Donovan and be his shoulder to cry on.”
Vivian held out her hands. “You see? She’s not a total git.”
“No. I’m not a total git. But you sure as shit are.” The bitch had no clue. For some reason, that pissed me off even more. “What do you think she means by taking the pack from Donovan? You really think he’ll let it go while he still has breath in his lungs? And if he won’t hand over the pack bonds, then what’s the only way to get them?”
Vivian turned to Saoirse. Her face paled. “No. You’re not meaning to kill him, are you? You wouldn’t—”
Saoirse laughed, and the sound was like nails on a chalkboard. “You really are a fucking muppet, Vivian.”
I took a step forward. Saoirse was an idiot, too. “Even if you take over this pack, no one will ever forget that you needed fey help to do it. By killing John and Thomas, you’ve betrayed everyone here. It’s like you don’t even know what being in a pack means.” Saoirse growled at me and I shook my head as I took another step closer. “A pack is more than family. You choose to join one. But this pack… It’s nothing like a family. It is a mess, and it’s your fault. Nothing you’re doing is allowed for a reason. We have rules. Honor. If there’s an issue or a challenge, it’s brought in front of the pack at the full moon. This is backhanded, weaselly bullshit.”
“You little—” Saoirse started, but I cut her off.
“If you wanted to be the Alpha, all you had to do was challenge Donovan. Robbing a human museum to get a fey to do the fighting for you?”
Saoirse clenched her fists and her face was turning a lovely shade of puce. I wanted to get her upset enough that she’d forget about the brooch and come after me instead. I was hurt, but not that hurt. I could take her down. I just needed her away from the brooch.
I scoffed at her. “No one will respect a leader who’s that fucking pathetic.” I took another step as her eyes narrowed. She was about to blow. She was just where I wanted her. My heart sped. I could practically feel the brooch in my hand. “And Vivian. You’ve tormented and killed how many of your own pack? I know it in my bones that Ciara wasn’t your only victim.”
There was a gasp behind me and for the first time, I spared a glance. I was shocked it wasn’t just males back there. Maureen was there with a few of the women. Taking time to count wasn’t an option, but more Weres were in on this than I’d expected. I had no idea who they were supporting—Vivian or Saoirse—and it didn’t matter. At least not right now.
All I needed was the brooch. “How many of you have fallen for her lies? How many of you really think that these two lying murders would be better for the pack than Donovan?” I turned back to Vivian and Saoirse and took another step. Just ten more feet and it’d be in my hands. “Because if that’s the case, then maybe you deserve each other. You certainly don’t deserve Donovan.”
Saoirse nodded to someone behind me and I spun. Around fifteen men had stepped forward. They were coming for me. I was a good fighter. I could probably take them, even with my side as it was, but I didn’t want to fight. I wanted the brooch. Nothing mattered except that.
Donovan. Shit is going down. It’d be good if you could come. Now. The bond was still quiet, but I could feel it.
So I took what I needed.
Yanking as much of Donovan’s power as possible, I let his Alpha energy fill the room until it was thick in the air. “Back. Off.” I poured more power into the words.
The men dropped to their knees and their gazes fell to the ground in submission.
“No. She’s not strong enough for that,” Vivian said, her voice a high-pitched whine. “She can’t. How can she do that?”
I turned back to them. Screw it. I didn’t have much time left. Whatever Donovan was doing had thinned our bond. I had enough power to hold them, but only for a few more seconds. “Donovan and I are true mates. What’s mine is his. What’s his is mine.” I shoved more power at them until everyone hit the ground. Saoirse writhed as she fought the compulsion to submit. “Hands on the floor.” I pushed the command at her as I closed the distance.
I reached for the brooch just as Donovan’s power slipped from my grasp.
Saoirse touched it first.
“Bhrunyz. To me.”
The air shimmered and then all nine feet of black mass and horns was standing in front of me. He growled, showing his teeth. I couldn’t breathe.
Shit.
Shit.
No.
My blood turned to ice, and my hands shook. His scent filled the room. I nearly threw up.
He swung his arm at me, and I was suddenly Bhrunyz’s rag doll.
My whole body slammed into the floor. I screamed.
Bhrunyz grabbed me, and I scratched at him. Hit him. I wasn’t dying without a fight. I wouldn’t give up.
I tried to shake myself free as bright dots filled my vision. “No!”
I crashed into the stone again. I heard a crack and pain rocketed through my body. Before I had time to breathe, I was airborne and falling to the floor, too disoriented to even try to spot the floor. A split-second later I hit something rough and sharp.
The world went black.



Chapter Twenty-Four

Everything hurt. I tried to reach Donovan along our bond, but it was like grasping at air. Bhrunyz had taken me to some deep, dark pit and I couldn’t reach my mate. I was stuck without a way to call for help.
The cave smelled like dirt and mold and death.
I was in Bhrunyz’s lair. Lucas said Bhrunyz tortures his victims until fear floods their blood, and then he kills them. That was my fate. And it was probably too much to hope that I’d find some way out of here.
I had to believe that if I stayed alive long enough for Donovan to figure out what just happened, then I’d be okay. He must’ve felt me pull his power before our bond cut off. He’d order the pack to hand over the brooch. I just had to hang on.
I got up on my hands and knees, but one of my arms wasn’t working right. I glanced down and my stomach rolled. There was a curve in my arm just below the elbow. It’d broken and healed that way. Which meant I’d been unconscious for an hour or more.
My heart picked up as I started panicking. Why hadn’t Donovan gotten the brooch yet? That was more than enough time…
I’d been through worse though. I wasn’t sure when, but I’d been cursed and almost died. And I’d already survived Bhrunyz once. Panicking wouldn’t be useful. Using my head—that was helpful.
I took a few even breaths as I tried to get control.
I stood up, and the cave walls swam in my vision. I must’ve hit my head really hard if it wasn’t healed by now. I swallowed down nausea.
Bhrunyz hadn’t killed me yet, which was a good sign. He wanted to play with me first, but that meant that I could buy some time for Donovan to take Saoirse down.
I had to think if I was going to survive. Bhrunyz was probably going to know I was awake soon if he didn’t already. Shifting would make me safer, but with a broken arm, it wasn’t a great idea. I could run on two feet just fine, but on only three paws, I’d be slower.
In human form, I had a lot more vulnerabilities, but my human eyes had already adjusted so I could see in the dark. The cave was taller than expected, but if I stood on my tiptoes, I could touch the ceiling in some spots. There might be a place where Bhrunyz couldn’t reach me. He was pretty big, and I could make myself small. It was a long shot, but I was grasping at hope wherever I could find it.
The cavern had three smaller tunnels branching off the main chamber. All I could see at the end of each tunnel was darkness. The floor was mostly dirt with rocks, some the size of my fist and others three feet wide. I could smell death and decay, but I wasn’t sure if it was just Bhrunyz’s scent that permeated every inch of this place or there was a stash of decaying bodies somewhere in this hellhole.
There was a mildewy smell, too, but I didn’t see any water. There weren’t any stalactites or stalagmites, which made me think that despite the smell, there might not be any water. Which was bad. I could go a while without food, but not without water.
A scratching noise brought me back to reality. Claws on dirt and rocks. If he was making as much noise as possible to scare me, then it was working.
I’d faced Bhrunyz once before, and I hadn’t wanted to again. I’d barely survived the first time. My only choice was to run. Even if there was no way out.
Bhrunyz was coming down one of the branches. That left two to choose from.
Donovan would come. I had to believe that. As long as I kept running, there was a chance.
I tucked my crooked arm against my body and tried to decide which tunnel was better, but there was no way to know. They looked the same, and everything down here smelled like Bhrunyz.
I closed my eyes and took a step toward the right branch.
Bhrunyz cried out.
All the hairs on the back of my neck stood on end, and I froze in place. This time I didn’t have Donovan’s magic to counter its hold.
I was so royally fucked.
The freeze only lasted a second. Just long enough to terrify me.
I ran flat-out, taking twisting turns through the tunnels. Little branches off the main ones kept tricking me. I’d go down one way only to hit a dead end. Back-tracking when Bhrunyz was behind me…
I was fully terrified. Every time the beast’s magic froze me, my fear ramped up.
Adrenaline coursed through me and my teeth rattled as I ran frantically. I couldn’t think. All I could do was try to stay ahead of Bhrunyz.
Run.
Run.
Run.
I went through the cave, stumbling over rocks as I tried to find a place to hide. The only thing that saved me was that Bhrunyz moved slowly. I had no doubt that he could move faster if he wanted, but the beast was toying with me. Making sure my blood was thick with fear before he killed me.
This was his sick game, and when he finally grew bored, I’d be dead.
Time passed in a fog. I wasn’t sure if I’d been running for hours or minutes, but my muscles ached and threatened to give out.
The tunnels were endless. Each turn I took looked the same as the last until I had no idea where I was. All I could do was keep moving forward, with no goal but to stay as far away from Bhrunyz as possible.
I tripped, falling to the ground.
Shit. I tried to get up, but my legs were shaking.
I glanced back in time to see Bhrunyz shimmer into being behind me. Three slices gouged my leg and I screamed.
He disappeared. Transported away. He was giving me time to think I could get away, but I knew I couldn’t.
I sobbed as I tried to get up. My leg burned and I was losing too much blood. But I had to move or I was dead.
I screamed as I pushed myself up from the ground. Pain burned down my leg as I tried to stand on it, but I limped forward. I was even slower than before, but I had to keep moving.
The need to survive drove me. I had to buy Donovan enough time to get Saoirse. He’d find the brooch. I just had to keep going.
Sweat poured down my face, making it hard to see. I tripped a few more times, getting covered in dirt and grime and my own blood. My left leg grew numb, but I made myself move down another tunnel.
I took another turn that looked exactly like the last three—another passage of rock and dirt—but I couldn’t breathe. The air had gotten thicker. Bhrunyz’s scent was overwhelming. I knew I’d taken a wrong turn, but who the hell knew when. Everything looked the same here. Caves, tunnels, and more caves.
I gagged, pulling my shirt up over my nose.
Piles of bone and body parts as tall as me were scattered along the edges of the cavern. The floor, ceiling, and walls were coated with bits of rotting corpses.
This was where the smell was coming from. I was in his kill chamber. The fucker had kept me moving, terrifying me, all to get me to here, where he was going to kill me.
Claws click-clacked on the stone behind me.
I searched for a way out, but the chamber was a dead end. There were no other tunnels except for the one I’d just come through. The same one that Bhrunyz was walking down. Fifty feet. That was all that stood between me and death.
Bhrunyz stepped into the chamber and roared. It wasn’t a magical sound, but one of triumph. The roar echoed so loud, I had to cover my ears.
The game was over. He was done playing with me.
I only had one option left. I had to fight. I was hurting, exhausted, and bleeding, but I wouldn’t go down without giving every bit of energy I had left.
I spun to face Bhrunyz. Black slime drooled from his jowls, singeing the stones it touched. The claws that extended half the length of his body sliced deep gouges in the dirt. He opened his mouth, baring all his crisscrossing needle-like teeth.
He screamed and this time magic locked my muscles.
Bhrunyz took two steps closer.
The magic was suddenly gone, and I stumbled back a single step.
Then he screamed again, and I was frozen.
He moved inches at a time, and I could see my death coming closer with each step. I moved every time I unfroze, but it wasn’t enough. It wasn’t going to be near enough to get me away from this thing. There wasn’t any way I could even try to fight him. There wasn’t any way to run. I was out of options.
So, I closed my eyes and tried to block out the beast’s cries.
I thought of Donovan. I tried to reach him to say goodbye, but I couldn’t get the smallest grasp on our bond. This place must be blocking it. Tears rolled down my cheeks. I’m sorry. I tried. I really did. Please find a way to be happy. Find another mate, but make sure she loves you for you. Someone who will be your equal. I’ll love you forever. You’ll always be in my heart, and if there’s a way for me to, I’ll be watching out for you.
He couldn’t hear me, but I hoped that he knew.
I thought of my friends. Tessa and Dastien. Adrian and Chris. Even Shannon. I prayed that they all had long and happy lives. That they got to have families and little werebabies. All the things I didn’t get to have. I hoped they took advantage of everything life had to offer. Because life was short and fleeting. Every moment should count.
And I thought of Cosette. I wished I’d taken her advice and stayed away from Ireland. If only—
Something burned my wrist. Now?
It couldn’t have activated when he first took me?
My darkest moment. I hadn’t reached it until I gave up.
My eyes flew open. The beast was just three feet away. I was still frozen, but all I needed was a second to grab the coin.
I waited until I unfroze and reached. Almost there. I just needed to unfreeze, and my fingers would brush the metal. He was so close. Almost close enough to touch.
He gnashed his teeth, and my heart raced.
Another scream and my hand touched metal. I could feel his hot breath on my face.
I didn’t know if I needed to say anything, but I wasn’t taking any chances. “Stronghold.” I pictured Donovan’s rooms and hoped to God this coin thing worked.
It felt like something punched me in the stomach. I fell to the ground.
I closed my eyes and screamed. I thought Bhrunyz had stabbed me. I felt my stomach but there wasn’t any blood. No real pain. No second hit.
The floor was hard and cold and smelled like Donovan, not like death.
I took a gasping breath before the first sob hit.
I rolled onto my stomach, shaking with the force of my crying. I blinked away tears to find myself in his bedroom.
Thank God. Thank you, God.
The relief was too much. I’d been so scared. So certain I was going to die, and I almost had. In my panic, I’d forgotten all about the fucking stupid, amazing, glorious coin.
I sat back on my feet, but couldn’t stop crying. My hands shook as I wiped my face and tried to take stock, but I was covered in dirt and sweat and blood and I didn’t want to know what else.
I didn’t care. Nothing mattered. I was alive. Everything else could be fixed. Cleaned. Whatever. I was alive. And I was planning to stay that way.
There was no way Bhrunyz wasn’t pissed. I’d gotten away again, and I knew he was going to come after me. This time, he wasn’t hurt and he knew where to find me. I’d said “stronghold” aloud.
I didn’t know how much time I had.
As the cold chill of that realization set in, a crash echoed through the sitting room.
I froze not from magic, but the fear flooding my body.
It was too soon. I needed Donovan. And I had to find Saoirse and get that stupid fucking brooch.
It couldn’t be Bhrunyz. Not yet.
I got up on all fours and pain rolled through my body, but I had to move.
It was too late.
I was dead.
This was the worst day ever. I waited for pain, but nothing came. “Meredith?” Donovan said softly.
I crumpled to the ground, sobbing.
Our bond snapped in back into place. Stronger than it’d ever been.
So fast.
Too much.
Anger.
Fear.
Worry.
Terror.
Pain.
All of his emotions and thoughts hit me one after the other until I couldn’t breathe. My head felt like it was going to explode.
I screamed as I passed out.



Chapter Twenty-Five

Donovan’s scent surrounded me, and I relaxed into it. He brushed a kiss on my forehead, and I had a second to enjoy the feeling before reality crashed into me.
I sat up so quickly the room spun.
He put a hand on my shoulder to steady me. “Please, Meredith. You’re hurt. Badly. I can’t tell what’s what. We have to wash you off.” He took a few breaths. “What the fuck happened to you?”
“What do you mean? Where the hell were you! Bhrunyz took me into his lair. Why didn’t you get the brooch?”
“What do you mean he took you? When?”
“I don’t know. It felt like ten hours ago—”
“Ten hours ago I was sitting by your bedside while you slept.”
I swallowed. “No. That doesn’t make any sense. I was following Vivian and Saoirse just before the pack meeting and—”
“What do you mean Vivian and Saoirse?” Donovan’s anger filled the room.
I shook my head. The sight of my crooked forearm turned my stomach, so I tried to not look at it. “We have to go.”
He stopped me. “If you were taken underhill, time can run differently there. I could feel you through the bond until about five minutes ago. You disappeared. I was on the hunt for you, but I’d only started to gather people when I felt you come back. Now you’re here and you’re bleeding and half dead. And you think you’re doing anything but going straight to the medic?” His rage and anger were there boiling under the surface, but he was scared. The fear was taking over.
I must’ve looked worse than I felt. “Saoirse’s responsible. We need her brooch. That nasty rose necklace is what controls Bhrunyz.”
He sat back as his eyes flashed to blue. “What?” It was half a growl.
I took a shaky breath. “Bhrunyz knows I came back to the stronghold. I don’t know how long I was passed out, but he could be here any second. We have to go. I can’t—” My voice sounded a bit frantic, but I was frantic. More than. “I can’t face him again. We have to go. Like right the hell now.”
Donovan put a hand on my shoulder, holding me in place. “You were out maybe a minute. Not long enough to even catch your breath.” He paused for a second as if to be certain I was paying attention. His fear was there, pounding at me. “Meredith. You’re bleeding. The wounds aren’t healing. We need the medic. You can’t go anywhere like this. You’ll die.”
I’d noticed. Every inch of me hurt, but fear and adrenaline helped me push past the pain. I swung my legs over the edge of the bed. “I’ll live. I’m too stubborn to die. Not now. We have to find Saoirse.”
“I can do that. You stay here—”
“Did you not hear me? What part of Bhrunyz is coming aren’t you getting? The only reason I’m alive right now is because of Cosette’s stupid coin.” I took a shaky breath. “If you can’t track Saoirse through the pack bond, then we need a car so I can get gone. Then you can get the brooch and I’ll come back when that fucking monster is out of the picture.”
Then the beast’s cry reverberated through the air.
Donovan tore off his clothes as he shifted and raced out the door on four paws.
If he was going after Bhrunyz, then I had one thing to do. Find Saoirse before Donovan got himself killed.
My limbs burned as I forced them to move. I limped, but I was moving. If I survived this, I was going to treat myself to the longest spa day ever. Spa month. Yes. That would make this worth it. Maybe.
I moved through the hallways, away from the snarling of the wolves and Bhrunyz’s cries as he froze them.
Where is she? I asked Donovan. As Alpha, he was tied to each Were in the pack. If he concentrated, he should be able to tell me exactly where Saoirse was. I didn’t have forever to search through this stupid place. If he didn’t answer me, we were both dead.
He shot me a mental picture of the receiving room.
Thanks. I wasn’t sure how to get there exactly, but I had a vague idea. And if I lived through this, someone was going to make me a goddamned map.
Limping, I moved through the halls as fast as my legs could carry me. My broken arm hung practically useless at my side. I tried to make a fist, but my fingers wouldn’t close all the way.
Bitch was going to pay for that, too.
Each step took too much time. I could feel Donovan fighting. Pain lanced through his side. He was hurt. I wanted to reach out to him, but I couldn’t—wouldn’t distract him again.
Saoirse’s scent grew stronger, and I knew I’d almost found her. Then I heard her voice. She was pleading for backup.
“—done, I’ll hand Bhrunyz back over. But only if I have your support as Alpha.”
“The Lunar court cannot and will not back you as Alpha.” Helen’s voice rang clear. “You’ve committed a crime against our court, stealing a fey artifact and risking our peace with the Council of Seven. If you become Alpha of the Irish pack through deceit, your rule cannot last. I’ll gladly support any Were who rises against you.”
“Cousin, please—”
“Ah, yes. Please do play the family card. Let’s see where that gets you. The fact that your second cousin once slept with my great grandaunt and produced a single offspring does not amount to us being family. Let us be quite clear. You’re no relation of mine. If your blood didn’t prove that, your actions have.”
“Please, Helen—” Saoirse whined and Helen didn’t respond.
She’d hung up, however that was done on mirrors. Saoirse was pissed.
I grinned. Ah, karma.
I stepped into the room. “I’ll take that brooch now, Saoirse.”
Fur broke over Saoirse’s body before she could fight it back. “No.” The word was little more than a horrified whisper, but I heard it just the same. “You should be dead.” She was genuinely confused, but I wasn’t sure that anyone had ever made it out of Bhrunyz’s lair alive, so that wasn’t a surprise.
“Oh, I’m a lot tougher to kill than that. Worse people than you have tried and failed.” As annoying and conniving as Saoirse was, she wasn’t the same level of evil that Luciana had been.
She clasped the silver rose. “Bhrunyz. To me.”
Right. Get the brooch first, then antagonize her. Dumb mistake.
I braced to dodge, but nothing happened. We waited, silent and still, but Bhrunyz didn’t show up.
“To me!” Her voice grew a little more frantic.
I grinned. Bhrunyz was all tied up. I wasn’t sure how Donovan was managing it, but I was grateful. It probably wasn’t going to last long. The pack weren’t the best fighters, but even if they threw chairs and tables at him, that could be enough. It had worked before.
“To me!” She yelled again.
“I think Bhrunyz might be a little busy right now,” I said as I limped toward her.
“I can smell your blood.”
I was hurt. I couldn’t hide it, but that didn’t mean I wouldn’t give her one hell of a fight. “I’m bleeding and my arm is shit, but you what? I’m at my worst right now, and I’ll still beat you.”
I took a few steps toward her and she sprung into action.
This time, Saoirse was fast. Or maybe I was slow. Her fist hit my side before I could block it and hot blood gushed from my already torn skin.
I didn’t have use of one arm and one of my legs was seriously injured, but I blocked her hits as fast as they came. It took me a second, but I managed to nail her in the stomach with my good hand. She ran for the back of the room as she gasped for air.
Where the hell was she going?
Saoirse threw one of the side chairs at me and I ducked. It shattered against the wall behind me.
She reached behind her for a book and threw that at me, too. I swatted it away with my bad arm and kept going to her. She threw another book at me, and I was done.
“Jesus. Stop throwing shit.” I picked up a floor lamp and swung it at her with everything I had. It caught her in the stomach, and she slammed into the wall. Her head bounced back against one of the portraits. The modern piece was framed with glass, and as it crashed on her head, glass rained down on her. The scent of her blood filled the room.
I quickly limped over to her. I didn’t need to hurt or even kill her. I just needed the stupid brooch.
My hand closed around cool metal, and I ripped the chain from her neck. Fey magic tingled along my skin like a million ants were walking on me. “Bhrunyz. Go back to your lair.”
Everyone okay? I held my breath as I waited for him to answer.
Yes. He said after a moment. We’re fine. He left.
Holy shit. I needed a second. All the air whooshed out of me, and my side…
I’m coming to you now. I’m bringing the pack medic.
That’s good. Because I’m not doing so hot. I sagged down on the floor, finally feeling every bump, scrape, and slash. The hours of running and terror. It was over.
But my fucking arm. I swallowed. Getting that fixed was going to be a total bitch. My brothers had told horror stories about Weres who’d healed broken limbs and lost motor function.
I closed my eyes. I’d deal with that later.
“You.”
My eyes flew open. Blood ran down Saoirse’s head. She stood above me, looking a bit too much like Carrie for my liking.
I tried to lift my arms, but they weren’t listening to me. I couldn’t even roll over. All the adrenaline was gone. I didn’t have anything left.
“You’ve lost,” Saoirse said.
“Maybe. But so have you.”
She tore off her clothes and shifted. In wolf form, she bared her fangs at me.
I knew what was coming. If I couldn’t make myself get up, then it was lights out. I tried to move again, but there wasn’t anything I could do. If you could hurry, that’d be good.
Almost there.
Now would be better.
Saoirse jumped at me with fangs ready to rip open my throat.
Donovan crashed into her in mid-air. I smiled. He hadn’t wasted any time. A crack echoed through the room as Donovan grabbed her head and viciously twisted it. Saoirse’s limp body bounced as it hit the ground. Her head lolled to the side at an unnatural angle.
I melted into the floor. “Shit. You have some timing.” My words were slurred, and I hoped it was just from the exhaustion.
Donovan knelt by my side. He hadn’t bothered with clothes in his quick shift, but he didn’t seem bothered by that. His focus was on me. He started to say something, but his voice cracked and he stopped.
“I’m sure it looks much worse than it is.”
“Meredith…” His hands shook as he brushed a piece of hair from my face. Even if his fear hadn’t been slamming into me, I would’ve known he was afraid from his scent. It was all I could smell.
“Don’t worry so much. I’m going to be fine.” I’d faced down Bhrunyz twice and hadn’t died yet. I wasn’t giving up now.
A tear rolled down his cheek. “I’m going to order you to sleep, okay? I won’t wake you up until you’re healed.”
“That sounds like a fantastic idea.”
“Sleep, a ghrá.” He said, shoving as much power as I could stand down my throat.
The world went blissfully black as the pain melted from my body.



Chapter Twenty-Six

I woke with a gasp. My heart was going a mile a minute. I tried to sit up, but Donovan brushed a hand over my forehead. “Shhh. Everything is fine. You’re safe.”
“What…” I didn’t even know what to ask. Last time I was awake, everything had hurt. The pain was gone now, but it was replaced with confusion. “What happened?”
“You’ve been asleep for the past ten days. It took a while to get you healed up, and I didn’t want you in pain.”
I relaxed back into the pillow and took a deep breath. There wasn’t anything to fight right now. That part was over. The bed under me was soft. The sheets and duvet were so comfy, I wanted to sink in for another year or so. I stretched, taking stock of everything. My arm had healed, correctly this time, and I was thankful not to have been awake for the whole re-breaking experience. Because that must have been terrible.
I wiggled my fingers, and they moved just how they were supposed to. My sides didn’t burn. I couldn’t smell even a hint of blood.
Donovan sat down beside me. He looked like a dream. His dark gray sweater made his light blue eyes stand out even more. “How are you feeling?”
“Surprisingly good. Hungry. But good. What happened with the pack?”
“It’s been busy. We did end up having the meeting, and a number of wolves are out on their asses. There may be more in the coming days, but Saoirse’s supporters are all gone.”
“What happened with Bhrunyz?”
Donovan reached for a small porcelain box on the bedside table. “It’s yours now.”
I lifted the lid. Inside was the brooch. Shaking my head, I pushed the box back at Donovan. “Nope. I want nothing to do with that thing.”
“Better you have it than someone else.”
That was true, but… I wanted to know Bhrunyz was locked away or dead and I didn’t want to think about him again. Not for a very, very, very long time. “The fey didn’t want it?”
“Ah. This is where we get to the fun bit,” Donovan grinned. “Not only is the brooch—and Bhrunyz—yours to use or not as you see fit, but the Lunar Queen herself owes you a debt.”
I sat up. “What?” That was a huge deal. People were usually indebted to the fey, not the other way around. And not with one of the most powerful fey queens. “Why on earth would she owe me a debt?”
“It appears that she was in violation of her promise to Lucas. Bhrunyz was meant to be locked away forever. She offered the debt to Lucas, but he passed it along to you. Since you were directly affected by the violation, he felt it was only right that you hold the debt. You can collect at any time.”
“But aren’t they going into hiding?” How could I call in a debt if they weren’t going to be around?
“The courts will disappear in the next week. We’ll have limited contact through designated meeting spots and mirrors, including my direct mirror to Helen. You’ll be able to contact her at any time.”
I had no idea what I’d ever need the Lunar Queen’s help for, but maybe I could use the debt to free Cosette? I’d have to text her. But either way, I was kind of shocked. “That’s pretty intense.”
“It is.” Donovan’s eyes flashed blue as he gripped my hand. “I thought you’d died.”
I swallowed. It had been pretty scary. For a moment down in Bhrunyz’s lair, I really thought I was going to die. It’d been really close. Much closer than I wanted to admit to Donovan. I don’t think he’d get over that. “It was pretty fucking scary.” I had a feeling Donovan wasn’t going to be the only one with nightmares now. “Thank you for what you did. I know killing Saoirse—”
“Don’t. It had to be done, and I blame myself. I haven’t been here. If I had…” He shook his head. “Maybe it was coming either way, but I bear a lot of the responsibility for this.”
“How’s Ian handling it?”
“Not well.” He looked away, and the sharp sting of betrayal he felt from his cousin ran through the bond. “He says that he didn’t know what she was up to, but he doesn’t believe my reasons for killing her were just.”
Pissed, I sat straight up. “What the hell? Is he for real?”
“Apparently.” Donovan got up and started pacing the room. “It’s as if the world went topsy-turvy. I didn’t know… I feel a right git. My negligence nearly got you killed. I’ll never forgive myself.”
“Don’t. You can’t blame yourself for other people’s actions.”
“Can’t I?” He stood at the foot of the bed, hands on his hips. “I can’t believe I had everything so wrong. I’m too old for this kind of thing to sneak up on me.”
I threw off the covers and slid to the end of the bed. “You made some mistakes. Sure. But you can’t take the full weight of this on your shoulders.”
“You didn’t see what I saw. My mate on the floor, half-dead at the hands of my pack. I should’ve stopped it. I should’ve known what was happening. I—”
“Stop!” I stood up, gripping his arms and giving him a little shake. “Stop it. You can’t know everything. Even you, the great, almighty Donovan. Sometimes people will surprise you, in good ways and bad.”
“Well consider me thoroughly surprised. I nearly lost everything.” He pulled me to sit on the bed again. “Sebastian was by a few days ago. He was sorry he missed you.”
Sebastian was his closest friend who was also in the Seven. Was Donovan actually considering leaving the Council? “Was he here because you’re leaving the Seven?”
“No. For something else, although we did talk of that.” He sighed. “After all this with Saoirse, I wonder if I should keep the pack. If they don’t want me, then why stay?” He grasped my hand, linking our fingers together. “It seems like a lot of work to fix. It’s something we’d have to do together, so we need to decide together.”
“Me? You want me to help decide?” I shook my head. “It’s really thoughtful that you’re including me, but I don’t know this pack. I don’t know what it could be if it were healthy. I’ve seen one very bad side of it. Honestly, I’d say ditch them, but that might not be fair.”
“No. It’s fair. So what do we do?”
He wanted me to decide this, too? “I have no clue.”
“I’ve an idea.” He turned on the bed, sitting crisscrossed. I mirrored him, and our knees touched. “We haven’t had time for dates or doing anything but racing around hunting witches, dealing with fey drama, and trying to figure out my pack. Let’s take the time now.”
Take the time? I liked the sound of that. We’d been going a mile a minute for the last couple of months, but take time for what exactly? “What do you mean?”
He smiled, and it was as if the room brightened. “I talked to the pack before I woke you. The next full moon is eight days away, and I’ve already cleaned house. I’m giving them that time to lick their wounds and talk amongst themselves. I’ve done what I can for now. I honestly don’t want to campaign for them when I don’t even know if I still want the job. So, the rest will be done at the full moon. Which means we have eight whole days. We’re taking a holiday.”
Warmth filled me as I thought about all the awesomeness of that word. “A holiday?”
“I nearly lost you. It’s going to take me some time to get over that. I’ve a need to have you all to myself for a bit.”
“But what about the pack?” I scooted away from him. “Do you think it’s okay to take time away when everything is so fragile here?”
“You were right. I don’t want to rule a pack from fear. If I stay on as Alpha, then that means leaving the Seven. They have to want me to stay. I’m not going to fight them anymore.” He grabbed my hand. “I’m old enough to know that you have to keep in mind what’s important. I forgot that in the rush to fulfill my job as Alpha and Council member. But things change. And to be honest, I’ve been doing the same thing for a long time. It took me a while to realize how tired of it all I was. This—” He waved a hand between us. “Is what life is about. Love. Family. I thought I had that in the pack.”
I felt horrible for him. He’d been betrayed not just by one pack member, but by everyone who’d allied with Saoirse and Vivian. They’d all come against him. “I’m sorry.”
He shook his head. “It’s not your fault.”
“No, but your pack…” I sighed. “You sure you’re okay leaving? Even if it costs you the pack?”
“Meredith. I’m not about being Alpha to a pack that hates me. It’s not the life I want. I’d like a family and some fun, which I’ve been sorely lacking. I didn’t realize how much until our chats while you were watching that God-awful American television.”
“Hey, now. You live with me, you live with my DVR.” I was quiet for a second. “What would you do with all your time if you weren’t the Alpha?”
“I’d still be with the Seven. So, that’d take up a good bit of time. But we could do whatever you want. I’ve had a bit of time to accumulate investments. We could travel. I know you fancied going to school for psychology. Right?”
I was a little speechless for a second. When I thought I was going to be cursed forever, I’d thought about going to college and getting a job like a human. I wasn’t fitting into the pack anymore, and it seemed like a good idea to explore my options. But I hadn’t told Donovan about my plans. “How did you know that?”
“A little fairy told me.”
I laughed. “Cosette will love that you called her a fairy.”
“I’m positively shaking in my boots.” He winked. “If you still want to pursue your studies, that’s grand, but I’m pretty open to suggestions. We’ve plenty of time to figure all that out.”
I nodded. I had one more question before I was ready to get my bag. “What happened to Vivian?”
“Ah. Now, there’s a story. Her madness was proven. That’s why Sebastian was here. We held a tribunal by the book, and her body was burned. She’s gone.”
God. I’d missed a lot while I was asleep. “I’m sorry. I’m sure that was hard.”
“I should’ve found a way to do it sooner. I let a mad wolf go free for too long. That’s something I’ll have to live with, but her death was just.” I started to say something, but he put a finger to my lips, stopping me. “No,” he said. “That’s enough of the heavy stuff for the moment. Let’s go. I don’t want to wait another minute. I’ve your bags ready. Everyone is out on a run. Let’s cut out before they get back.”
I looked around the room. “We can do that? Really? We can just go?”
“Aye. We can. And we are. Right now.”
He jumped off the bed, taking my hand and pulling me up with him. “Come on, a ghrá. Let’s have ourselves a wee holiday. I think we deserve it. Don’t you?”
I took a second to wrap my arms around him, resting my head in the crook of his neck and breathing his scent deep. He was my home, and no matter what we decided, I knew everything would be okay as long as we were together. “We’ve earned more than just a wee holiday, but that’ll do for now.”
Eight days in the country together sounded amazing. No pack or fey drama butting in. No beasts trying to kill me. Nothing but us. I fully intended to enjoy every second of it.



Chapter Twenty-Seven

“Hey.” Two arms wrapped around me, pulling me across the bed. “Why are you so far away from me?”
Waking up next to Donovan was officially the best thing ever.
We’d spent the last eight days talking, playing, running… Thankfully, the gorgeous house he’d booked for our getaway had decent Wi-Fi, and I was able to introduce him to my essential movies and shows. We’d even taken a few day trips to his favorite places. The Cliffs of Moher were beautiful, but I’d enjoyed the drive there almost as much as the cliffs.
After everything we’d been through, getting away had felt like a dream. I’d never had so much fun in my life, and now that it was ending, I was a little sad. We had to go back and face whatever came next. We’d talked about it but had mostly decided to play it by ear and live in the moment.
But tonight, we were absolutely holding our Full Moon Ceremony. That was one thing I was certain of.
What are you thinking about? Donovan said.
I rolled to face him. Tonight.
A little crease formed between his eyebrows, and I wanted to rub it away. Are you nervous? We don’t have to—
I grabbed one of his hands. Stop. I’m nervous, but not in a bad way.
He brushed a quick kiss against my lips before rolling out of bed. “Come on. Better get going.”
I groaned. “Why? We could just stay here forever, right?”
“We can always come again.”
I rolled onto my back to stare up at the big canopy over the bed. “That would be nice. Like the start of a tradition.”
“Yes.” He reached under the covers to tug at my ankle, pulling me to the edge of the bed. “But in order for that to work, you have to actually get out of the bed.”
I got up. “Fine.”
“I’ve got a surprise for you at the stronghold.”
Now that I was excited about. “Oh, yeah? Why didn’t you say so?” I moved toward the bathroom. The master suite was elegant. The whole house reminded me something out of a period piece, with its gorgeous antiques. The flat-screen and Apple TV might’ve ruined the image for someone else, but I’d been grateful for them. “I’ll be ready in ten.”
Donovan’s laugh followed me through the suite. “Now I know how to get you out the door.”
I looked back at him with a smile. “I’d be game for being spoiled with gifts.” I gave him a wink.
Donovan laughed. “You’re terrible.”
“Terribly awesome.”
Donovan shook his head. “That was cheesy.”
“Cheesily awesome.” He threw a pillow at me, and I dodged it. “I can do this all day.” And I could. Hearing his laugh, and making him smile… If this could be my everyday, then I’d be a happy girl.

As we curved around the last bit of the winding drive to the stronghold, I noticed some people sitting on the front steps. We were too far away to make them out, but they didn’t look like pack. If I wasn’t mistaken… “Is the pack outside to welcome you back?”
He shook his head. “No. I’ve not told them when I was returning.”
That wasn’t normal, but with how things were in flux, I got it. I twisted in the tiny car to face Donovan. “Who’s here?”
He winked at me but didn’t answer.
“Donovan! Is that Tessa?”
Donovan just grinned at me. I leaned forward, squinting out the windshield. It looked like Dastien was next to her. And was that Chris? But wasn’t he supposed to be with his pack in Texas?
The second I could make all of them out, I freaked. I slammed my hand on the dashboard. “No way! How is this happening?”
“I thought you might appreciate having some friends attend our ceremony.”
I hadn’t realized how much I wanted them here until I saw them. Tessa, Dastien, Adrian, and Chris were actually here.
“I couldn’t get Helen to let Cosette leave underhill, and Claudia, Lucas, and Raphael only just got to Peru. They send their love. But I thought this might help with the nerves.”
I didn’t want to ask, but I wondered about my father and brothers. My mom could fly a kite for all I cared, but Ciara… I didn’t think she’d ever agree to come back here, though. Not in a million years.
“Your family will be here,” he said, answering my question before I got up the guts to ask it.
I spun in my seat. “What?”
“They’re not due in until tonight. They got caught up with a few things, but they’ll be here for the ceremony.”
I reached over, grasping his arm. My eyes teared up and I tried to blink them away. “How did you know?”
He raised an eyebrow. “What kind of mate do you take me for? Of course you want your family and friends here. I know we talked about waiting, but just because we moved up the ceremony doesn’t mean you should miss out on what you want.”
This was perfect. Amazingly awesome. “Thank you.”
“It’s my job to make sure you’re well looked after. I’m happy to have done so.”
I wrapped my arms around his neck and gave him a quick kiss. He laughed, and I jumped out of the car before Donovan had it in park. “Oh my god!”
“You’re getting hitched,” Tessa yelled as she ran to me. She used to not be about the touching—with good reason—but I was slowly getting her on board with hugs. It felt special when she gave you one. Like she really trusted you.
I gave her a big one, squealing like a crazy person. “I can’t believe you’re here!” She looked amazing, and I almost didn’t recognize her from the person I’d met a few months ago. The weight she’d carried on her shoulders was gone. Her eyes glittered as she laughed. She was positively glowing. The honeymoon was doing her well.
“Like I’d miss it. Especially after the shit you gave me over my ceremony. I didn’t think I’d hear the end of it.”
“Hey! This is a big deal. Like bigger than a wedding.”
She rolled her eyes. “It’s kind of exactly like a human wedding, only with a lot more blood.”
“I didn’t think human weddings had blood.”
“They don’t,” she said, dryly.
I laughed. “Right.” I gave the guys hugs and then went back to drag Tessa inside. “Boys. Go do boy things. Tessa’s going to help me get ready.”
“Sounds like a plan,” Chris said. “So, Donovan. Any eligible ladies around here? I’m striking out in Texas.”
I rolled my eyes. Chris was the biggest flirt in the history of flirts. If he’d actually give a girl a chance, maybe he’d find someone. Someone was out there for him, and God bless her. She was going to have her hands full.
“Be good to my mate,” Dastien said.
“You’ve been with her the last few weeks. A few hours apart won’t kill you.” I glanced at Tessa as she made eyes at him. “I’ll return her in one piece. Don’t worry.”
I led the way through the stronghold to Donovan’s apartment, and we spent the next few hours catching up. Tessa and Dastien had gone to France to visit Dastien’s home but were heading to the Caribbean after Europe. She gestured wildly as she told me all about it. The girl was positively giddy and with good reason. Her trip with Dastien blew my eight days with Donovan out of the water. And they still hadn’t made it to their beach paradise yet. I was more than a little jealous but happy for her.
There was a knock on the door.
“You expecting someone?” Tessa asked.
“No.” That was weird. “We shouldn’t be seeing anyone for a while.” I opened the door slowly. I’d been secretly hoping to avoid the pack until tonight, but maybe that was too much to hope for.
I couldn’t have been more surprised by who was actually standing in the doorway. “Ciara?”
She was nervously looking up and down the hall. “Let me in before someone sees me!”
“Oh my God, come in!” I pulled her through Donovan’s apartment and into the bedroom. “What are you doing here?”
“Your mate can be quite convincing, and Jay-sus. I don’t know what I was thinking.” She paced around the room. “No.” She ran her hands down her dress. “No. I came here because I love you, and I’ll be damned if any of them keep me from coming to your ceremony.” She gave a nod, and I wasn’t sure who she was telling—me or herself.
I couldn’t believe she was here. That she’d actually flown to Ireland for me. “It’s going to be okay. I’ve seen Maureen…”
She stopped her pacing and faced me. “You’ve seen my mother?”
I nodded.
Ciara sat down on the bed. “How… Is she well?”
I wasn’t sure what to say. “I think so. She’s aging, but she seemed okay.” I was still annoyed that she’d believed Vivian over her own daughter, but it wasn’t my place. “She was part of the problem here so Donovan had to kick her out of the pack, but I think you two should talk. If you want. I’ll help you find her.”
Ciara nodded. “Maybe. We’ll see.” She blew out a breath and visibly shook herself free from her thoughts. “What am I doing sitting here thinking about the past when we’ve a ceremony to prepare for? We don’t have time to be chatting. It’s only one hour’til your ceremony and you’re not even close to being ready.”
I spun to Tessa. “Shit. We were just talking and—” Oh my God. “My ceremony is in an hour!” I raced into the bathroom. “I’m showering. Be out in a sec. Tessa, meet Ciara. Ciara, Tessa.” I slammed the door, my heart racing.
I couldn’t believe we’d been talking for so long.
Rushing, it took all three of us to get me ready in time. Ciara calmed me down and did my hair in intricate braids that wound around my head. She’d woven them so that the blue was visible, almost like she’d braided in a ribbon. She stuck in little buds of baby’s breath, so it looked like I had snowflakes on my braids. Between the blue and the flowers, my mom would’ve cringed. She’d probably call it Ren Faire trash, but I loved it.
Tessa did my eye makeup. She mixed copper, gold, and brown shadows with black liner to give me a gorgeous smoky eye. And then she took it up a notch by adding some loose gold glitter to the liner. She was a genius.
Before I could breathe, I was putting on a red robe.
It was totally crazy. I never thought I’d get to this point. Not after being cursed. I’d taken the time to mourn my life and everything that I’d wanted for it. But now I was here. It was time.
I took one last look in the mirror. This was exactly how I wanted it. I looked amazing. With my hair and makeup done to make me feel beautiful and confident, I was ready to stand in front of the Irish pack and become Donovan’s mate. My red robe was the most gorgeous material. I wasn’t sure where it came from—it’d been hanging in the closet when I got here—but I wondered if Qusay had anything to do with it. I practically lived in my other one while we were away.
This was it. I didn’t need anything else except Donovan.
I nodded at Tessa and Ciara. “I’m ready.”

Every pack had a spot they went to for the full moon. For the Irish pack, it was a bit of a hike. Their stone circle was the biggest one I’d ever seen. The stones weren’t as tall as the ones at Stonehenge, but the ring was bigger and sat in a clearing on top of a hill. Moonlight shone down on us, providing more than enough light to see by. My wolf rose as we stepped into the circle. The power of the pack, the full moon, and my nerves made it hard to fight the change, but I held on even as my skin itched to shift.
The Irish pack waited inside the ring of stones. They cleared a path to the center, revealing Donovan. There were tears in his eyes as he took my hand in his. He was the only other one wearing the special red robe. Everyone else was in the traditional black.
You look beautiful, a ghrá.
I gave him a wink. You don’t look so bad yourself.
My family stood in the center ring of people. My dad, brothers, and—to my surprise—even my mother. She took one look at my hair and shook her head, but that was to be expected. I wasn’t letting her disapproval bring me down. Not even a little bit.
Dastien, Chris, and Adrian were also at the front. I was a lame friend for ignoring them when they’d come all the way here for me, but I figured they weren’t going anywhere. Girl time with Tessa was essential.
Tessa moved to stand with Dastien, and Ciara went to my brothers. I hoped she’d be okay, but trusted that my brothers would protect her from anyone here.
“Now that we’re all here, we’ll deal with the pack first,” Donovan said. “What have you decided?”
Surprisingly, it was Feidhelm who spoke up. “We’d like for you to stay on as our Alpha.”
Donovan sighed, and I could feel a twinge through the bond.
Is that what you wanted? I asked him.
I don’t know. It’s going to be work if I accept.
If it’s what you want, then we’ll figure it out. I’m not afraid of a little hard work.
“And is everyone agreed on this?” he said aloud.
There was a chorus of yeses and ayes from the gathered Weres. I glanced around them. There were fewer than before. I guessed that almost half the pack was gone. But I was shocked to see Tadhg and Elizabeth in the crowd. I’d figured they’d left, but they’d been victims of Saoirse’s lies, too. I hoped they found a way to heal with their loss, but it’d take time.
“We are,” Feidhelm said when the Weres had quieted again. “There’s a good portion of us who didn’t know what was happening or were too low in power to do anything about it. But we’ll need you at home for more of the time.”
That was reasonable and not a huge surprise. What do you think? I asked Donovan.
This is my home. I can’t abandon them. Not when they’re asking for my help.
Then I’ll support you. We’ll fix this pack and make this our home.
He gripped my hand. I’ll talk to Sebastian about how to leave the Seven.
I’m sorry.
No. It’s for the best. It’s time for me to come home again. Maybe even start a family.
Don’t get ahead of yourself, buddy. I needed a while before I was ready for any of that.
Ready?
Yeah. This was it. I blew out a breath. My family was here, standing together. Max gave me a nod of approval. Miles looked a little sad, but he still smiled at me when I caught his gaze. I’d be giving up my family and my home pack.
I turned to my friends. Tessa gave me a thumbs-up. I’d talked it over with her. She wasn’t sure what was going to happen with St. Ailbe’s anyway. It wasn’t a safe spot for the school now, and with Dastien already graduated, and a few other developments… She might not be there anymore, either.
Everything was about to change.
Life was unpredictable and every time I thought I had it figured out, it went crazy. But I was getting used to it. I might be moving on from one life, but I was gaining a whole lot. Especially my mate. There was something terrifying yet exhilarating about starting a new chapter in life.
Donovan was my true mate, my perfect complement, and I was ready to start our journey together. Let’s do this.
“I’ll be your alpha full-time with my true mate, Meredith Murry, by my side.”
Meredith Murry? That sounded… Perfect.
“We welcome her with open arms and open hearts.” The pack said the traditional words in unison, approving me as their pack’s mate.
Feidhelm stepped up and handed me a crystal goblet. It held a drop of blood from every member of the pack, plus a good dose of Donovan’s blood and some other magic stuff that would join me to the Irish pack. This part had to be done before Donovan and I could finish our bond.
The goblet shook as I brought it to my lips. “Bottoms up.” I drank the mixture down in one gulp.
I dropped the goblet as the magic coursed through me, making my knees weak. The world spun and I closed my eyes Donovan held me to his chest to keep me from hitting the ground as the Wayfarer bonds snapped, leaving me feeling adrift for a second before the Irish pack ones slammed into place. I pressed my forehead against Donovan’s chest as I focused on breathing. As the new bonds settled in, I tried to get my bearings.
Donovan was right. His pack’s ties were weak and tattered. They’d been neglected for a long time, but they’d heal. We could fix it.
You all right? Donovan asked as he tilted my chin up to look in his eyes.
Yes. I smiled up at him. I’m fine.
I couldn’t believe the pack that was so notoriously unwelcoming had actually accepted me. I’d only had to battle a fey monster and get half of them kicked out to win their favor.
Cheers echoed into the night. Max whistled and I laughed at him. Even if I wasn’t a Wayfarer anymore, my family would always be in my heart.
My father stepped up to us. He brushed a quick kiss on my forehead and whispered in my ear. “I’m so proud of you.”
I laughed. I nearly died getting here, but I’d survived. I was kind of proud of me, too. “Thanks, Dad.”
“Have you both approached of clear heart and clear mind?”
“We have,” Donovan and I said together.
“Tonight we witness the joining of Donovan Murry with my daughter, Meredith Molloney. Both have been through many ups and downs in their lives. Through every hardship, my daughter has shown her true mettle. She’s made me proud as her father and Alpha. Having her leave the Wayfarers for another pack—especially one as troubled and notorious as this one—isn’t easy, but I’m confident that Donovan will care for my daughter in a way that I would approve. And if he doesn’t? Well, he’d better hope that day doesn’t come.” Dad said that with a smile and the crowd laughed, but Donovan nodded.
He took my father’s words seriously, his usual grin absent. “That day will never come.”
Dad nodded. “It’s time for the exchange.”
Donovan took my right hand in his left and lifted it to his mouth. I took his left hand in my right and did the same. My heart was racing with equal parts excitement and nerves.
But I was ready to be Donovan’s mate. More than ready. “On three?” I said to Donovan.
He nodded. “One.”
“Two,” said.
We bit down at the same time. I ignored the sharp nip to my arm as I swallowed the hot coppery gush of blood. Together, we said the binding oath.
“What’s mine is yours and yours is mine. From earth to air to fire to water. Moon and sun. I will be yours to the end of time.”
Our bond thickened and strengthened until I was drowning in Donovan’s power. It poured into me and my knees buckled. Power filled every pore in my body until I thought I might explode. Even my teeth tingled. All I could smell was Donovan. All I could feel was his power. And beyond him, I could feel each connection to every pack member.
I could feel his energy. He was ecstatic. I felt how empty he’d been before and how happy he was now. Most importantly, I could feel how thankful he was for me. It made me feel cherished and loved. His power surrounded me in love until I was lost in it.
“Knowing what I have to offer, will you accept me and this bond?” Donovan’s voice pulled me back from the abyss of power.
“Yes.”
And suddenly I was drowning again. Tessa had seen bits of Dastien’s past, present, and future when their bond took hold. I wished I could see those, but I didn’t have any bruja in me. Instead, I saw his hopes. His desires: a quiet life, travel, laughter, and way too many children.
Boy had lost his mind with that one.
“With these words, the bond is complete. I share all my power with my mate.”
I thought it was over, but more power kept coming. I felt Donovan pick me up and hold me in a ball in his arms. It was too much. All his power. I’d thought I had a clue what it would mean to be his mate.
Not even close. “Holy shit.”
There was a rustle of cloth as the gathered Weres shifted forms. Then everyone started howling. Three times their cry ripped into the night, and then the ground rumbled as they started their run.
When I could lift my head up, I stared into Donovan’s glowing blue eyes. We were alone. I was cradled in his lap in the center of the circle.
“We did it,” I said.
“We did.” Donovan’s smile made my heart soar.
“What do we do now?”
“We run.”
We shifted forms, red robes floating to the ground around us. I chased my mate through the woods in the moonlight. Getting here had been so hard. At times, I wasn’t sure I’d be strong enough. Being cursed had been a nightmare. I’d even wanted to give up a time or two. But I hadn’t. Every time I thought I was at my lowest, I’d found a way to keep going.
That moment in Bhrunyz’s lair, I’d thought it was over. But I’d lived. I was here.
I wasn’t sure what was ahead. My new pack needed work. The fey were going into hiding, and I had to find a way to help Cosette. But I’d find a way. I always did.
And now I had Donovan at my side.
I felt like I’d climbed a mountain. I’d been through the hardest part and won. And even though I knew I wasn’t invincible, for once I felt like I could achieve anything and everything.
I was a survivor. And I was going to enjoy everything life had to offer. Come what may.



The series continues with Being Alpha, Book Seven in the Alpha Girl Series!
Releasing February 13, 2018!
Click here to preorder!

For the first time since Tessa met Dastien, life is quiet. The evil witch, Luciana, is six glorious feet under, St. Ailbe’s is closed due to human trespassers, and people are finally getting used to the fact that supernaturals exist in the world. It seems like the perfect time for a honeymoon.
Tessa and Dastien’s trip to the Caribbean is turning out to be the honeymoon that fantasies are made of—sunset cruises, long walks on the beach, and every romantic cliché you can imagine. She couldn’t be happier. So, when a local man goes turns up inexplicably dead on the beach, Tessa brushes it off. Not every bad thing that happens in the world is a supernatural mystery to be solved. And when Sebastian—one of the Council of Seven Alphas who rule all of the werewolves—appears on the island, she thinks it must be a coincidence. Everyone needs a break now and then. Even council members. Right? Besides, Tessa is beyond determined to not let anything get in the way of her romantic vacation.
But when Dastien goes missing, the honeymoon is most definitely over. Tessa can’t ignore the signs anymore. Something is huge is going on. And whoever messed with Tessa’s mate is in for a rude awakening. Because if there’s one thing fighting rogue witches and werewolves has taught her, it’s how to be Alpha.



Coming soon from USA TODAY Bestselling Author, Aileen Erin: Off Planet, Book One of the Off Planet Series. 
Releasing November 28, 2017!
Click here to preorder!

Maite Martinez has always yearned for more than waitressing in a greasy diner on the polluted, mostly abandoned planet Earth. She’s spent her life hiding from the global corporations that took over when the world’s governments went belly up. Thankfully, they’ve been too busy trying to keep the tenuous peace with the mysterious alien race—the Aunare—to pay her much attention, but just in case, Maite likes to keep a low profile. Staying out of the system at all costs has been her motto. But when a SpaceTech officer gets handsy with her, she reacts without thinking.
Breaking his nose might not have been her smartest move, and now she’s faced with a choice: serious jail time working in a chain gang on a volcano planet or join the corporate army to fight against the impending war with the Aunare. With those two options, Maite knows she has to enlist if she wants any hope of surviving.
As with everything in her life, Maite quickly realizes that the war with the Aurnare isn’t what it seems. And Lorne, the Aunare prince, keeps popping up everywhere she goes. Being seen with him could get her in even deeper trouble with her commanders, but he’s the first person who sees through the wall she’s built around herself and she can’t bring herself to send him away.
When the situation between SpaceTech and the Aunare escalates, Maite has a way to end the war before it even begins. There’s only one question: can she stop the total annihilation of the human race without getting herself killed in the process?



Also by Aileen Erin, Cipher, Book One in The Shadow Ravens Series.
Click here to order now.

For more information and updates about the series, go to:
http://inkmonster.net/books/shadow-ravens



To My Readers
Thank you so much for reading the Alpha Girl Series! There were a few delays with this one thanks to the early arrival of my amazing daughter, but I’m back writing and have some awesome things planned for this series and more! But I hope you enjoyed Meredith and Donovan’s story! It was so much fun to write, and I never wouldn’t have done it without your suggestion! So, please, keep in touch. If there’s a character that you’re dying to know more about, let me know!
And don’t worry. If you’re missing Tessa and Dastien, they’re back in the next book, Being Alpha. Out February 13, 2018!
Until next time, I’ll be posting updates on my books on my blog, Twitter, Instagram, Facebook, and Goodreads.
xoxo
Aileen
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