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          Summary

        

      

    
    
      All Emmeline Lawrence wants in life is perfection. The perfect home, the perfect car, the perfect career—everything would be flawless if she could just get one cantankerous shifter out of her mind. As her thirtieth birthday approaches, Em forms a plan to move past Thorne for good: find the perfect man—or any man—as long as he isn’t a wolf. Fate provides, but when Em gets exactly what she wants, will it be what she needs?

      Thorne Black is fighting a losing battle. His feelings for Em are growing, his newfound abilities are overwhelming—and he’s keeping them both a secret from his pack. Now he’s on guard duty, suffering as Em dates her way through the eligible bachelors in Fairview. Thorne knows his chance is slipping away with each new suitor she brings home. Can he swallow his pride to win Em’s heart?

      A single night in Em’s apartment rocks their fragile friendship and sets them up for something more until a handsome stranger waltzes in and sweeps Em off her feet. He’s got all the appearance of perfection, but the new guy might not really be what he seems. With the world around them crumbling, will Thorne and Em find a way to connect or will their differences tear them apart for good?
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        What if two souls could be stitched together

        by the very threads of Fate?

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter One

        

      

    
    
      Emmeline Lawrence was in the middle of an exit so dramatic it deserved an audience. Luckily, she had an entire roomful of people at her disposal. Silence swept over the restaurant as every nosy head turned to enjoy the show. Of course, Em’s exits always deserved an audience, but this one was making its way to her top ten most dramatic exits of all time.

      Em stood beside the table watching her expensive wine drip from her sputtering date’s face. Just how much was a lady supposed to put up with for love?!

      It wasn’t her fault he was soaked with pinot noir. Well, technically, yes: she was responsible for hurling the contents of her stemware at him. He had brought that on himself, though.

      Bill. What kind of a name was Bill?

      She knew a much more appropriate name to call him, she thought, as she snatched her phone off the table in disgust.

      Bill opened his mouth and started to shriek, “You bi—!”

      “You don’t wanna finish that thought,” Em interrupted, egged on by an empty stomach and the tantalizing fragrance of fresh pasta and sauce around her.

      With an angry snarl, Bill leapt up. His hands slipped on the wine when he tried to plant them on the smooth tabletop. Bill floundered like an angry seagull trapped between the red leather chair and the table. When he flailed his arms, drops of wine soared through the air, and Em took a step back. Bill had already ruined her evening. She wasn’t about to let him wreck her dress or shoes.

      Em cocked her right hip and her left eyebrow at the same time. “Oh, Bill,” she said, with cool amusement, making sure to identify him for the whole of the restaurant’s benefit. “I’m sorry to say this isn’t going to work out. I’m not the kind of woman who gives a repeat performance to a man who sends her a dick pic on the first date, Bill.”

      Giggles, gasps, and murmurs erupted across the restaurant, and the eyes that had traveled to Em swung in swift accusation back to Bill.

      “Thanks for the wine, though,” she said. She waggled her phone in Bill's direction. “And the souvenir.”

      Before Bill could respond, Em squared her shoulders and gave her long brown hair an elegant flip. She strutted away, careful to avoid the wine, which was now dripping onto the floor.

      A smattering of applause and a few cheers followed her. A young man in a black apron scurried in the opposite direction armed with a mop and rags.

      Em concentrated on holding her head high as she passed through the dimly lit bar and crossed the faux marble lobby on her way to the coat check. Her knuckles went white from clutching her phone.

      She allowed herself a half-hearted grumble in the form of, “The nerve of that guy! What a loser,” but she gave up mustering any amount of real shock at the situation. Terrible dates were turning into her specialty.

      Em fished in her clutch for her claim ticket. She recognized the perky blond behind the Dutch door at the coat check and tried to place the girl as she handed the ticket over.

      “I wouldn’t have needed that,” the teenager said, turning to retrieve the black wool trench. The buttery silk lining was printed with vintage pin-ups. “You’re totally memorable, and this is, like, the coolest coat I’ve ever seen,” the girl said. She gave it one last appreciative look as she passed it Em’s way.

      “Thanks,” Em murmured. She had half a mind to give the girl the coat. She liked it, sure, but she could afford another one. The part of her personality she, and her best friend Grace, knew as Impulsive Em spoke up. “Do you want it?”

      The girl’s eyes popped. “No way! I’m not even supposed to take tips!”

      Em grinned as recognition hit her and a plan formed. “Don’t you work at Aggie’s, too?”

      “Yes, ma’am. Every weekend.” The girl offered Em a bashful smile. “You’re the white pizza and cheese bread with extra sauce.”

      “That’s me,” Em said. “Two jobs, huh?”

      “Yes, ma’am. I’d take a third if I had the time. Gotta save for college. My folks can’t afford it,” the girl told her. Her bubbly smile didn’t break once, and there wasn’t a hint of shame in her voice.

      “What’s your name?” Em asked.

      “Harper,” the girl said. She glanced over Em’s shoulder. “Uh oh, someone must’ve spilled some wine.”

      Em turned in time to see the black-aproned guy disappear behind the bar with the wine-stained mop.

      “What an unlucky evening,” Em said with a laugh. “Someone made a mess, and I forgot to pick up my coat.”

      Harper’s brows shot up.

      “It’s a small town,” Em said. “I’m sure if you say I’m one of your regulars elsewhere, your manager will let you bring the coat to me.”

      “Oh, I couldn’t!” Harper whispered.

      “You can always give it back to me at Aggie’s if you decide you can’t keep it. But I had to work hard like you, for everything I have, and it’s been an awful night. Let me do something nice. Seriously,” Em said.

      Harper beamed at her. “Oh wow. Thank you! Thank you, ma’am!”

      “I’ll see you around, Harper.” Em grinned, winked, and tossed her hair again. The lovely, warm feeling of doing something kind—and impulsive—would evaporate when the early March breeze swept over her bare arms.

      Em hurried to the restaurant’s glass double doors and burst through them. The parking lot was packed, and the light of the lamps that lined the walkway glittered off the first row of cars. She scanned the lot before spotting the one she was looking for.

      There was an arm hooked over the open window, and Em heard music playing low on the stereo as she approached the Mustang.

      “That was fast,” Riley said from his reclined seat.

      Em stepped up to the car and leaned down, causing Riley to draw his arm in so she could rest her elbows on the window’s edge. “Give me some chips,” she said.

      “First of all, please,” Riley said, “and second of all, what chips?”

      “The ones I know you have in here,” she said. She leaned farther in to scout around. “I can smell them.”

      “You cannot. Your wolf blood’s not that strong,” Riley said. He flashed her a guilty grin and produced a large, but empty, chip bag from between the seats. “Sorry.”

      “I was only in there half an hour!” Em objected.

      “You’ve seen me eat chips. You think this bag could last that long?”

      “Ugh,” Em grumbled, “fine. I’ll get something at home.”

      “Went that well, huh?”

      “Shut up,” Em said, scrunching her nose and sticking her tongue between her teeth at him.

      “That sucks. The guy looked nice,” Riley offered.

      “Whatever,” Em said.

      “Where’s your coat?”

      “I lost it.”

      “In the restaurant?”

      “Whatever.”

      “You wanna call him, or you want me to?” Riley asked, popping his seat back up to its normal, slightly less reclined, position. He still bore a closer resemblance to a frat boy than a wolf with more than eight decades under his belt.

      Em tapped her foot on the asphalt and glanced down at her expensive heels to ensure no wine had stained them. The whole point of these endless horrible dates was to move forward. She had goals, and going home—alone—to her apartment was not the way to reach them. Going home to the man guarding her apartment wasn’t on the list, either.

      As she considered her options, determination and desire came to blows within her. Em knew what would happen if she headed back to her place. Still, a longing for the stress-relieving comfort of routine tugged at her heart.

      “Call him if you want,” she answered, hoping the careless lilt to her words didn't sound forced.

      “Want me to follow you?” Riley asked as he reached across the dash for his phone.

      “It’s Fairview, Riley. I’ll be fine,” Em called over her shoulder, waving her hand to dismiss the idea as she sashayed to her own vehicle. While dreadful dates seemed inevitable, the real bad guys in the universe were relegated to the outskirts of Em’s radar. The Dissidents never tried to approach her, and the Black pack rarely let her out of sight.

      Heedless of the chilly temperature, Em dropped the top on her black convertible and turned her music up. She roared out of the parking lot with the cold wind whipping her hair. The freedom was divine, and she credited herself for the rush of excitement. Her date with Bill, the dick, was over. The night was guaranteed to end on a positive note—even if she was driving in the direction of one cantankerous wolf.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    
    
      Thorne was having one hell of a night.

      The brunette at the bar had been shooting glances his way for an hour. He didn't return the looks, but he didn't have to. He could feel her eyes scorching his skin. Too bad for her the only burn he needed was the smooth heat of the whiskey in his glass.

      His wolf prompted him to glance across the street at the dark apartment windows. Em was out, and he would rather be someplace else. His studio or his car or...well, anywhere, if it meant he wasn't stuck guarding Em's empty apartment. Her increasing disinterest in having watchdogs meant she was, on occasion, prone to slipping her guard. Two were better than one; at least, that's what Thorne's wolf thought.

      Thorne ignored another searing look from his admirer and tipped his head back to polish off whatever round he was on. He'd lost count, but he wasn't feeling the effects. A high alcohol tolerance was touted as one of the many perks of being a wolf. Thorne considered it less a bonus and more a burden on his wallet. Not that he felt the cost, because he was filthy freaking rich—as Em would say. Still, he knew the tabs he ran up were high for a single man. Especially one who never did a drunken stumble to the elevator or stairs of the rooftop bar.

      He was camped out at his usual table. It was the one at the far corner of the roof, right next to the black wrought iron railing, which rose to chest height. The railing was a necessary safety precaution, but it was slim and simple. It kept the view as unobstructed as possible. The bar owner liked the aesthetic, which Thorne guessed should make him feel proud—the whole place was his design, after all.

      Six months earlier, the pack had gotten word that the building across from Em's was next up in Fairview's downtown revitalization plans. Thorne's brother, Lathan, made sure their family company got all the contracts. They'd turned the boxy structure into premium luxe commercial real estate. The rooftop bar, Ryes and Shine, was the first business to complete its move. The rest of the spaces filled up in the six months following the completion of the project.

      Everyone in the building knew the Black pack, right down to the bar staff. Of course, no one knew they were a pack of wolves. Thorne liked the staff because they chased stray patrons away from his table when the need arose. He shifted in his tall seat, wondering if that need was going to arise with the brunette at the bar.

      “Hey you,” a voice purred near his right shoulder. “This round's on me.”

      He turned, glare cemented in place, to send the lady packing. Instead, his eyes landed on a familiar face.

      “Zara,” he said. Relief laced his tone.

      “Mind if I join you?” she asked as she placed a shot glass in front of him in the only open space amidst the empties on the table.

      “You'll make an enemy at the bar if you do,” he muttered.

      Zara peered over her shoulder. “That's cool. She's not my type. I like my ladies blond,” she said, shaking her red-streaked black ponytail. “Want me to give you a kiss to send her packing?”

      Thorne couldn't hide his alarm, and Zara laughed as she hopped up into the chair across from him.

      “Don't worry, I know better than to touch you when you're not getting inked.” With that, she stretched her arms out and wiggled her fingers. “Speaking of, what do you think?”

      Thorne examined the latest addition to his tattoo artist's collection. The delicate ink pattern, which had once covered only the backs of her hands, now extended down each of her fingers.

      “Don't they look like the finest, fanciest lace gloves?” she asked. “I had a real pair like them back in the day.”

      “They're great,” Thorne said, with sincere appreciation. There was a reason Zara was the only artist he had ever trusted with his body.

      Thorne glanced at Em's dark windows again. A car horn honked below and a chorus of drunken cheers erupted into the air.

      “That your girl's place?” Zara asked.

      “Believe me, she's not my girl,” Thorne told her, perhaps too severely.

      “Believe me: she’s the reason for all those tattoos. She’s your girl whether you’re willing to admit it or not.”

      Thorne's ears warmed at Zara's words. “You and I are friends, but not that kind of friends,” he said, reaching up to rub the heat away from his ears.

      Zara snorted. “That's okay. I only came here for the humans.” She tipped her shot glass at him before she tossed the drink back.

      Thorne mirrored the gesture.

      “Human colors are soothing,” Zara murmured, glancing around at the other patrons. Though the table was right next to an outdoor heater, she bundled down into her coat. “They're so much less turbulent than the R & B.”

      Zara was a Seer, which meant she detected the emotions of those around her by visualizing colors. Thorne didn't share that ability, exactly.

      He was a Sage, which meant he experienced emotions with all his senses. He couldn't say he found anyone's presence soothing; he did, however, share Zara's appreciation of human company. The emotional peaks and valleys humans put off weren't as overwhelming as the ones he picked up from other members of the Races and Breeds. Well, most humans, anyway.

      He breathed out. Zara was the only other member of the R & B at the bar. Even her sole magical presence was enough to kick things into overdrive. The pinch behind his eyes warned that his night would get worse if he hung around her for too long.

      Thorne wished, not for the first time, that he was willing to admit he had a problem.

      “Shit. I'm getting to you,” Zara said. She held a hand up defensively. “I didn't mean to read you. I was taking in the pretty human light show when you flared all your angst out at me.”

      Thorne grunted and tugged the sleeves of his sweater down over his own tattoos. He was trying to form an apology when his phone buzzed and skittered a couple of inches across the table. It rattled the shot glass it came to rest against.

      “Sorry,” Thorne said, hoping Zara understood it applied to both his foul mood and the interruption. “What, Riley?”

      “Alright, attitude,” Riley scolded. “What the hell? Are you hungry or something?”

      “No,” Thorne said. “I'm failing miserably in my efforts to get drunk.”

      Riley snickered. “Well, cheer up, Buttercup. Em's on her way home.”

      “That was fast,” Thorne said, ignoring the rush in his chest as his wolf spirit jumped up and started wagging his tail at the news.

      “It didn't go well,” Riley said, sounding indecently cheerful about the fact that Em was cutting and running from another date.

      Thorne tried to disregard his own thoughts on the matter, but his stupid, traitor wolf wouldn't let him. A heavy burden lifted from his shoulders at the knowledge that Em wasn't bringing the latest eligible bachelor back to her apartment. Nights when Em's dates made it back to her place resulted in Thorne paying a visit to Zara's shop.

      “No new ink tonight?” Zara asked, as if on cue.

      Thorne scowled at her.

      “She's hungry,” Riley said. “She tried to steal my field rations.”

      “You've got to learn to share,” Thorne said.

      “I would have shared if she hadn't been in a position to see all my best hiding spots,” Riley said. “That woman would have no problem plundering my booty.”

      “You sound like Ren,” Thorne said.

      “You sound less grumpy,” Riley said. “Might I suggest cake and wine?”

      “I know the drill,” Thorne grumbled.

      “You need me for anything else?”

      “No, but thanks. Tell Lathan I'll stay on the night shift.”

      “Maybe you'll finally get lai—”

      Thorne hung up.

      A low rumble echoed from below. The expensive engine sang a duet with a loud female voice as the black-on-black convertible roared around the corner three blocks down. Thorne sat facing the way Em always took to come home. She liked the curves on that road. It drove his wolf crazy to think of her taking them in the reckless way she was driving right now. Thorne had learned, though, the more he tried to protect her, the more Em backed away.

      “Shit,” Zara purred again. “I can see the appeal.”

      “What colors do you see when you look at her?” Thorne asked.

      Zara gave him a look. “I thought you said we aren't that kind of friends,” she teased. “Even if I told you, my Seer logic wouldn't make any sense to you.” She leaned over the railing to watch as Em whipped the car into a right-hand turn and disappeared into her building's parking garage. “All I can say is good luck.” Zara's ponytail wagged behind her when she shook her head. “And if your luck runs out, you know where to find me. Nothing like a little acid ink to set your mind right.”

      She had a point, Thorne thought, as he watched her swagger back to the bar.

      He returned his phone to the middle of his collection of empty glasses. He predicted the call would come before the lights in the apartment were on.

      Thorne's wolf had a clear goal when it came to Em: protect her at all costs. Thorne didn't understand his human connection with her, though. He had never been able to fathom it. Being around Em resulted in a mind-numbing slurry of emotional confusion. He didn't have to wonder if the turmoil was worth it—he knew it was. He just couldn't understand what that meant.

      He fished a stack of crisp bills from his wallet, ready to fill the tip jar on his way out.

      The lights in the apartment were still off when his phone buzzed. He snatched it before it got a chance to scoot across the table, but he took a breath and let it ring twice before he answered. There was always a chance he would let himself chicken out.

      In a rare occurrence, though, the storm clouds that shaded his own feelings parted. Excitement swept through him, and Thorne got the sense his night was looking up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Three

        

      

    
    
      Em tapped her bare foot as she waited for the elevator to reach her floor. The six-story ride had never taken so long.

      When the doors finally parted, she stormed down the hall, keys in one hand, shoes in the other.

      The after-effects of her rash actions kicked in as the adrenaline wore off. Her hands shook as she fumbled with her apartment door.

      Em dumped everything, except her phone, on the floor inside the threshold. She didn't bother with the lights.

      She crossed to the fridge, yanked out the open bottle of wine, and popped the loose cork out. The phone rang twice before she got an answer.

      “What, woman?” His familiar gruffness was almost soothing.

      “Are you out there?” she asked. She walked around the counter to peek out the window at the rooftop across the street.

      “Always,” Thorne said. She could see him at the table where he sat when he was on guard duty, which seemed like all the time now.

      Em knew it made sense with the changing pack dynamic. Lathan, as the pack leader, worked all hours from home, which meant Grace preferred to stay with him. Avery, in her new roles of mother and Magistrate, kept closer to home, too—and Diesel didn't like letting his newborn daughters or mate out of sight. That left fewer options in the rotation of wolves to protect Em.

      Pfft, she thought to herself. Like she needed protection. Entertainment, on the other hand...

      “I need you,” she told Thorne. “And don't argue. You know Lathan prefers when you guys guard me from over here.” Em leaned against the wall by the window, like she could hide behind the newly-installed curtains, which were drawn to the side. She wasn't fooling herself, though. Thorne's sight was so good he could probably make out the faint freckles concealed by her makeup from where he was sitting.

      When he didn't respond, she glared at him and tipped the bottle up to drink straight from its open mouth. Thorne's muttered curse confirmed he could see her.

      “You're impossible when you're drunk.”

      “I'm closing my new curtains, Hawthorne,” Em said, tugging at the tieback to drop the first set. She knew the use of his full name would do even more to goad him than a couple of closed curtains could.

      He groaned. “Em.”

      She crossed to the second window and let the curtains fall in front of her, blocking his view. “Bye,” she said. Then she hung up the phone and pranced off toward her bedroom to change out of the fabulous dress she'd wasted on Bill.

      Em couldn't remember if she'd locked the door behind her, but it didn't matter. Every Black pack member had a key to her place. Em had insisted on it when Lathan had dictated that she would have a guard dog anytime she stayed in her own home. Em rolled her eyes at that thought. Still, Lathan wasn't budging on the concept, and Em wasn't interested in replacing the door if one of those wolves felt the need to crash through it.

      Wolves...that was a problem, wasn't it? Or, more to the point, that was the problem.

      Em wasn't a wolf, and never would be. She had a smattering of wolf blood, thanks to her lineage, but it required mating with a wolf to go full R & B. She had sworn to herself long ago that she would never go there—with a wolf, that is. After the sadness that permeated her family's history, a wolf was out of the question.

      She shook her head and chugged from the wine bottle. She almost decided against getting out the wine glasses. She was liable to drain the bottle in two or three more pulls like that.

      Em ditched her little black dress for a comfy pair of leggings and one of the many gems from her treasured t-shirt collection. This one was black and threadbare and had a white silhouette of a T-Rex on it. It was a souvenir from a museum field trip she'd taken more than fifteen years earlier. She'd hit her growth spurt early.

      That was another problem. She wasn't getting any younger.

      Em took another drag from the bottle as she shuffled back down the hall to procure wine glasses. She flipped a switch on her way, turning on the soft, ambient lights around the perimeter of the combined living room and workspace.

      A knock sounded at the door.

      “It's open, I think,” she called.

      The huff that came from the other side of the door may or may not have been in her imagination.

      “I know it's supposed to be locked,” she said as Thorne stepped in and secured the door behind him.

      When Em turned, Thorne was still at the door, standing with his back against it like he was planning on holding it up all night.

      The only illumination came from the lights in the living room. With the curtains drawn, the street lamps didn't make shadows on the ceiling anymore. Em missed the way the shadows danced. Thorne had insisted on the curtains to protect her privacy from the new businesses across the street. He'd purchased them and hung them himself. Em still argued against them, even if they were thick, soft, silky gray, and totally exquisite.

      They were the only gray thing in her apartment.

      Thorne was lit from the side, and the shadows that played across his handsome face made Em roll her eyes. It never helped that Thorne was the most attractive out of his brothers—and maybe the most attractive man Em had ever come across. Wolf, she reminded herself as she made a face at him. “Come on, Hawthorne, I don't bite. I never have. Well, not you, at least.”

      He cleared his throat and crossed to the kitchen, pushing up the sleeves of his black sweater. “What do you need?” he asked.

      Then he stopped and studied her before his usual frown deepened.

      It was freaky. Em knew he could smell her emotions a little. That was normal for wolves who got to know those around them. She'd always had the sense Thorne could slide right past mere stinky emotions, though, and straight into her soul.

      Em steadied her hands as she opened the cabinet for the wine glasses. “I need someone to share this wine with me because I totally wasted the expensive glass I ordered at dinner.”

      Thorne reached over her head and retrieved two glasses, but he didn't say anything. The nearness gave her a chance to smell him, and she waved her hand in front of her nose.

      “Phew. You don't need the wine. You reek of whiskey.”

      “That's what happens when you drive me to drink,” he said, handing the glasses over.

      She laughed, ignoring his tone, as she poured too much wine in each glass. “Pfft. I wouldn't give myself the credit,” she teased.

      Thorne strode around the counter to sit on one of the chic metal bar stools. He leaned his elbows on the countertop. His quiet contemplation of her was infuriating.

      “Why, yes. My date was awful. Thanks for asking.” Em checked the fridge to be sure she had fresh wine lined up before she turned back to scowl at him. Thorne wasn't responding when he was supposed to. “Aren't you going to ask me why it was so bad?” she prompted.

      Thorne pushed a hand through his long wavy hair. The locks swept away from his face before they fell back into their natural order. “You're going to tell me either way, aren't you?” he asked, finally cracking his first smile, albeit thin and wry.

      “Of course I am,” she said, “but you're supposed to seem interested.” Em nudged his glass closer to his hand and held hers up to toast him.

      He tapped his glass against hers. “Okay, woman. Cheers. Now, out with it.” He took a small sip of wine to oblige her, then pushed the glass away.

      Em didn't hesitate to take a big swig before she launched into her tale. She loved taking the spotlight for a good story, even if it was about a bad date.

      She sat beside Thorne on the other stool.

      “This guy, ugh. So, he wanted to meet at Puccini’s, because it's close to his office. That's fine, whatever. I didn't need him to pick me up. But then, he was twenty minutes late. I should never have waited. When he finally showed up, he said he'd forgotten. He'd gone all the way home. So much for needing a restaurant close to work.”

      “Mmm,” Thorne acknowledged in the brief pause she left for him.

      “So, there I was, waiting at the bar. I'd ordered a glass of wine. He asked what it was, then he checked the price in the menu and proclaimed me to be 'one of those girls'. When I asked him what he meant, he said he knows some women like to order expensive things to show they're 'worth it'.” Em used air quotes for each of Bill's ridiculous sentiments.

      “Mmm,” Thorne repeated at the appropriate moment.

      “I told him, 'Of course I'm worth it, but I don't have to order expensive things to prove it.' He laughed and then I swear to you he stared at my chest until I asked him if we had a reservation. Get this: he hadn't bothered. At Puccini’s! There was no way I was waiting for food. I know the manager—we went out once, and he's called me a few times since then, so I flirted us into a table. It was totally awkward because I had to pretend Bill wasn't my date. When we were finally freaking seated, Bill excused himself to the restroom. Thorne”—Em paused to give him a look over the rim of her glass—“I'll never get over the fact that I didn't walk out right then. The next thing I know, my phone buzzes, and I get this.”

      Em thrust her phone forward for him to see.

      Thorne did a double-take at the screen before he turned bright red and made a strangled, growling sound, which he attempted to smother with his tattooed arm.

      “Yeah,” Em said, turning the phone back to appraise the picture for herself. “And this message! 'Don't worry, sexy, I'm worth it, too.' Ugh. When he came back to the table, he looked so smug. 'I sent you a present,' he told me. I was livid! I jumped up and threw my wine right in his face. Then I left. Well, not before I told him exactly what I think of a man who sends an unsolicited dick pic to a lady. And on the first date! I made sure the whole restaurant heard me, too. God forbid he tries to take another woman there for his damn convenience.”

      Thorne let loose his deep laugh, the sound of which forced Em to take another long sip of wine.

      “Damn, woman. I can imagine the scene you made,” he said when he caught his breath. “He had some balls doing that.”

      Em snorted. “There can be no question, can there? I've got the picture to prove it.”

      Thorne laughed again, louder and longer.

      “I don't get why guys do that,” Em said. She propped her elbow on the counter and leaned her head against her fist. “I'm a sexual person, sure, but what about me screams 'send me pictures of your naked body before we've ordered entrees'?”

      “That's happened before?”

      “Ohmigod, more times than I want to count,” Em lamented.

      Thorne's face grew serious, and he flushed a darker shade of red.

      “You didn't know people do that?” Em asked.

      He leapt up from his stool and rounded the counter to dig through one of her snack cabinets. “I knew,” he said without turning around, “but I wasn't aware it happened to you. Certainly not regularly.”

      “Things have changed in the years you've been alive,” Em teased. Thorne's ears were verging dangerously on the color of a good merlot.

      “Of course they have, but people have always found ways to be crass,” Thorne said, his shoulders going stiff. “These days, it's much easier.”

      “I don't mind it,” Em said.

      Thorne turned. An unopened box of cheese crackers was in his hand. Even in the darkness, his tattoos stood out. They wrapped their way from his wrists all the way up to the cuffs of his pushed-up sleeves. They continued far beyond that, too, as Em was well aware. They were even starting to peek from the neck of his sweater, creeping up to his hairline. That was a recent development.

      “You just applauded yourself for throwing a glass of wine at the guy for sending you that picture,” Thorne objected.

      “I don't mind it between consenting adults, I mean,” she clarified.

      He turned his back again, shaking his head as he reached into another cabinet for a bowl. He retrieved a plate, too, before he crossed to the fridge.

      “Surely you've never sent naked pictures of yourself to anyone,” he muttered as he pulled the ever-present cake box from the bottom shelf.

      Em giggled and slid off her stool. “I'll never tell,” she sang as she strolled over to the piano.

      The instrument had once sat collecting dust. The Black pack had vintage taste in music, though, and her bench was full of ancient songbooks. When the pack had first begun standing guard, playing the piano had given Em something to do to fill the quiet time. They seemed to like listening to her. Lathan had even threatened to buy an instrument for the pack's home, so Em could play at parties and holidays.

      The thought mortified her.

      She was comfortable enough with most of the pack now that quiet was rarely a problem. Movies, games, and hours of gossip were usually in order with Thorne's siblings and friends.

      Thorne was different, though. Em had to choose her words and actions around him, and even when she didn't speak, she felt like he knew her too well.

      She had discovered that tormenting him didn't give her the satisfaction she usually got from pushing peoples' buttons.

      She hadn't always felt that way about Thorne. When they had first met, she had delighted in taunting him to no end. She would mock him and irritate him into fighting back. He was a wolf, after all.

      At some point, though, as gently as a calm breeze rippling over a field of tall grass, that interaction had changed. They had come to meet in the middle—more alike than not, even for all their differences.

      Em still teased him, of course, but when he stopped laughing, she backed off.

      It was becoming an onerous task to keep Thorne at arm's length the way she needed to.

      So when quiet fell, rather than allowing the silence to settle between them and make room for thoughts Em didn't want, she played the piano. At least Thorne never questioned her about it—in fact, he seemed to enjoy her playing more than anyone else did.

      She slid the cover up and stroked her fingers along the worn keys. Thorne placed a fork and plate on top of the piano. The sugary smell of cake was too tempting. She snatched it and headed for the sofa, instead. “I bet Grace and Lathan share naughty pictures,” she said as she used the fork to carve a tidy square bite out of the thickly frosted corner.

      “Woman,” Thorne grumbled, reaching for the plate. “I just gave that to you, and that's how you're gonna respond?”

      She moved the plate out of his reach. “Thank you, Hawthorne,” she sang around her mouthful of cake. She plopped down on the sofa, feeling the blissful relaxation of their comfortable routine all the way down to her bare toes.

      “I didn't want your thanks. I wanted to never think about my brother and sister-in-law that way.”

      “Too late,” Em said around another big bite of cake.

      “No joke,” he muttered. He leaned over the back of the sofa to swipe a gob of frosting from her plate. “Don't even mention Avery and Diesel.”

      Em snorted so hard she had to cough several times to send the cake back in the right direction. “Diesel might not. Avery, though?”

      “I said don't.” Thorne covered his red ears as he sat across from her.

      Em licked frosting from the tines of her fork. “You would never do it?” she asked after a moment's thought.

      The redness spread across the rest of Thorne’s visible parts. “Do what?”

      “Send a naughty picture to a woman?”

      “I—wh—n—uh...” He jumped up and stalked back to the kitchen.

      Message received, Em thought. Time to back off.
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      Thorne cursed himself for walking through that apartment door. He belonged across the street, watching from afar. If Em hadn't dropped the curtains, that's exactly where he would be. A good, safe distance from the unpredictable cyclone of emotions that always whipped around him in Em's presence.

      The curtains hadn't forced him into the apartment with her, though. He could be keeping watch from the hall away from the snacks and wine and cake and Em. He blamed his wolf for shoving him over the threshold.

      Thorne retrieved a clean glass from the cabinet and stood at the sink longer than he needed to. He filled the glass with water. When it was full, he watched the water continue to rush over the sides of the glass and his fingers as if it could wash away the haze that smothered his good sense.

      When that didn't work, he turned the water off and reached for a towel. Em's apartment had become as familiar to him as his own home. He dried the outside of the glass and listened to Em's movements. She had risen from the sofa, and she was walking, but not in his direction.

      His wolf kept him so in tune with her, it made Thorne ache. He felt tied to her. He respected Em, but his siblings were convinced it was more than platonic. Em was talented, savvy, and beautiful, and she would make some man very lucky one day, but it wouldn't be him. Thorne didn't hold an imprint on Em, which meant he wasn't capable of giving her the romance she deserved—the kind he knew she wanted. Not that she seemed to want it with him, anyway.

      The piano bench scooted back and creaked. He heard Em's fingers whisper over the tops of the keys as they found their spots.

      When he'd first heard her play, the songs had been familiar, and the technique had been stilted. Over time, though, the melodies had changed, as had her attitude toward playing the instrument. She'd confessed that some of the songs were her own. He'd told her once that she should write them down or record them, even if it was only for the family.

      Em had laughed. “My grandmother isn't interested in amateur piano music,” she'd told him. “She had enough of that when I was growing up.”

      Thorne meant his own family. It was the first time he'd realized he considered Em a part of his family, and not just his pack. She wasn't a member of either.

      From that point forward, his wolf took it harder when she went on dates. He got grumpier than normal when she stayed at her apartment, instead of her room at the Black house. His foul mood intensified whenever she was away. His wolf felt charged to protect her, and when he wasn't allowed to do so, the creature went nuts.

      Thorne frowned at the glass in his hand and dumped the water into the sink. His wine glass was still on the counter, and he downed the contents.

      “Do you need a refill?” he asked.

      Em rose again, still not having played a single note, and retrieved her empty glass and plate. “Always!”

      Thorne pulled the cake back out of the fridge and grabbed an unopened bottle of wine. “You'll get a real cake soon,” he said.

      “Don't remind me,” Em said, giving him a miniature version of her infamous pout.

      “I thought you liked the recipe I'm using now,” he said. He let her do the honors with the wine bottle as he cut another sizable hunk of cake for her.

      She stole a cheese cracker from his bowl and munched it as she spoke. “I totally do. It's not that.”

      Her tone said it all. Thorne left the rest of the cake out, knowing she would want it.

      Em hopped up to sit on the counter and slumped over, resting an elbow on her knee as she drained her glass.

      “I meant don't remind me about the party,” she said at last. “And don't get me wrong. It's totally sweet of everyone to put it together and make such a big deal. But...” she trailed off as she picked up her fork and poked it at the top of the cake.

      Thorne knew what was coming and almost said it with her.

      “Thirty.”

      Thorne could hardly remember what turning thirty felt like. Hell, he could hardly remember what turning eighty felt like, and he was closer to ninety now.

      It was a big deal for Em, though. She didn't make a thing of it to the whole pack, but she mentioned it to him on occasion. More often, he overheard Em lamenting it to Grace, like she was going to turn thirty and fall apart.

      He watched Em's hand flit to her forehead to smooth out the imaginary wrinkles there. She was obsessed with them. He had an urge to pull her hand away, but he shoved his hair back instead.

      “Besides,” Em continued, dragging her fork through a yellow frosting flower, “I'm not a member of the R & B. Won't it be weird? Everyone will know I'm human.”

      Thorne leaned his elbows on the counter. “Woman, we're all a little human.”

      “I don't know,” she said. “Ren seems more like a gay Greek god.”

      “I don't think even Greek gods could survive off ice cream the way Ren does.”

      “You know what I meant,” Em murmured. She sniffed before she squared her shoulders and reached for her already-empty glass.

      Thorne hovered his fingers over the top of it, careful not to make contact with her. “How many glasses is that?”

      Em's eyebrow arched.

      He knew he was asking for trouble, but he also knew she'd be begging for mercy if she drank too much. He'd been there before when she'd made the mad dash to the porcelain throne. Not that Em had a problem—she just wasn't a wolf. Drinking with wolves tended to make her forget she didn't possess their hearty tolerance.

      “I'm not counting,” she advised him.

      Thorne removed his hand and watched her fill the glass again.

      “It won't be weird that you're human,” he assured her. “You've been to our parties. Everyone knows you. You only think it's a big deal this time because it's your party.”

      “True,” she said, reluctantly agreeing. She stole another cracker from his bowl and drew her knees up to her chest.

      “Plus, you didn't want a party for the last one,” Thorne said. “If you'd let Grace have her way then, you would only have to worry about the thirty part this time, and not the party part.”

      “Last year, we were all kinda distracted by Avery and Diesel. It was easy to get away with not having the party then.”

      “Which means the pack owes you one,” Thorne said. “Besides, you love being the center of attention.”

      “Not when the celebration is all about my oldness,” Em retorted.

      “Come on, woman. If you can't be excited for yourself, be excited for everyone else. You know the pack loves to party.”

      “Fine. I'll be excited for you.” She met his eyes, and her smile returned to its usual brilliance. “Because I'm sure you got me a fantastic present, and you're really looking forward to giving it to me.” She wiggled her eyebrows and Thorne snorted.

      “Your innuendo gets less refined when you're tipsy,” he said.

      “Awww, come on, Thorne. You know you wanna give it to me!” Em giggled and leaned toward him.

      He backed a step away, automatically.

      Em frowned and hopped down from the countertop. Her movements were clumsy. “Whatever,” she muttered.

      A blast of emotion hit Thorne right between the eyes, but he couldn't put names to any of the feelings.

      He had always had difficulty comprehending emotions—both his own and those of others around him. He hadn't realized he had an actual problem until his brother Diesel's mate had come into their lives.

      Avery was a powerful female born wolf, or what the R & B referred to as a Legacy. She was smarter, stronger, and more resourceful than all the other wolves in their universe. She'd been the first person to utter the word to Thorne: Sage.

      He knew what Sages were, of course, but he didn't know he was one until Avery had hauled him into her office. It was after one particularly horrible day—when Em had been out of town visiting her grandmother. Avery had revealed her suspicions to him then.

      True, Sages had always been rare, but it was disconcerting that he was so messed up he couldn't see it for himself. Not that his parents or siblings had ever seen it, either. He didn't harbor resentment toward any of them for it. It was his fault because he was disconnected from everyone. No one could fix that but him.

      Okay, so, yes: a Trainer could help.

      But Thorne already felt like the least useful member of his family's pack. He didn't need a diagnosis and therapy to compound the problem.

      Dammit.

      He shoved his way through a dark cloud of emotions so thick he could see it hanging in the air between them. She was always shrouded in something he couldn't see past, no matter how hard he tried.

      “Emmeline,” he said, verbally coaxing her. He assumed it would be easier if he were willing to use his hands to turn her toward him, but physical contact destroyed his tenuous grasp on reality. He avoided that unnecessary turmoil by shying away from touch with anyone. “You know how I am about sex jokes. I don't have the phenomenal repartee you do.”

      “I was teasing,” she said.

      “I know. I should have laughed. I'm laughing now, see?” Thorne gave her an overly-large fake grin and guffawed like an idiot. It was the sort of thing he wouldn't do for anyone else in the universe.

      She held on to her frown for as long as she could, before finally rolling her eyes and tossing a pillow at him. “I can't believe you're not used to sex jokes from me by now,” she said. She plopped down on the sofa and spun around, kicking her legs up over the back, so she was looking at him upside down from the seat cushions. Her shiny brown hair spilled out across the black and white area rug on the floor.

      “Me either,” he said. Thorne rubbed his ears as he sat back down across from her. They were hot, which meant they were red. At least it didn't embarrass him as much these days that his prudishness had such an obvious tell.

      Em stretched her arms over her upside down head. Her thin t-shirt lifted, revealing a smooth stretch of pale gold skin. Thorne swallowed and looked away, shaking his hair to cover the heat that was creeping up his neck.

      “It's been a long time since our last real fight,” Em said. She stayed upside down, but she glanced around the apartment. Thorne wondered if she remembered the first time they'd been there together.

      “Like I could forget,” Thorne said. He refilled his wine glass and put the bottle on the floor by the sofa. He sank back into the plush beige cushions and let his eyes wander the room.

      “You're lucky Grace and Lathan got together,” Em said.

      “I know,” Thorne told her. “Grace has done so much for our pack, already. We didn't know what we were missing without her.”

      He meant it to the depth of his soul, and his wolf agreed. He had a deep love and respect for his alpha's mate. The fact that his alpha was also his brother made Thorne appreciate Grace all the more. The female had turned Lathan into the formidable wolf he was today.

      “Yeah, yeah, but if Grace hadn't come back, you would never have met me,” Em informed him.

      “Also true.”

      Em swung her legs back around and sat upright. “And if Grace and Lathan hadn't gotten together, you and I would never have gotten a handle on our arguing.” She patted her hair down.

      “We wouldn't have argued in the first place if we'd never met,” Thorne pointed out.

      “See how much better life is with me around?” Em asked. “What was that last big, rowdy argument over? Food probably.”

      “Something like that,” he said. It was a bowl of pretzels, and it was easy to remember because it was the terrible night Grace had been kidnapped away from Lathan. “We still argue, though.”

      “Yeah, but it's only about silly stuff, like you trying to limit my wine intake.” She stuck the tip of her tongue between her teeth at him.

      “I'm supposed to look out for you,” he said. “It's not my fault if that sometimes means keeping you from ruining your precious cheap t-shirts or your overpriced shoes with your own vomit.”

      “I can take care of myself,” she reminded him.

      She kept telling him that and she proved it all the time, but his wolf never wanted to believe her.

      “I can help,” he told her. Then he sighed. “I know you don't need me to.”

      She gazed at him. “I'm glad we understand each other now,” she said.

      “Me too,” he said. Even with the hectic emotional mess Em brought to his life, he was better off with her around. She called him on his shit in a way no one else could.

      Her blue eyes locked on his, and she continued to study him. Thorne stiffened his muscles against the shudder that crept across his neck. She looked at him like that sometimes—like she was trying to figure him out. It made him feel like he was naked in front of her, which was a condition he preferred to avoid.

      He had been naked in front of her before, but only accidentally. Something about her made his wolf stir in a way that was hard to control. Whenever Em was present during a stressful situation, Thorne's wolf fell apart.

      He'd ruined more clothes in the two years he'd known her than he'd destroyed in the rest of his life combined. He had learned to expect the unexpected shifts when it came to life around Em.

      “I did get you a present,” he said, changing the subject to put the focus elsewhere.

      “You did?” Em asked. She sounded surprised.

      “Of course, woman. It's your birthday.”

      “Is it a cake? You gave me cake last year,” she said.

      “You like cake,” Thorne said.

      “Yeah, but it can't always be a cake.”

      “Well, last year it was three cakes, and the present was choosing your favorite so I'd know which recipe to stick with,” he reminded her. “Besides you don't complain when there's always cake ready and waiting for you at our place. Even if you do offend the chef by keeping store-bought cakes here.”

      “It's cake,” Em said.

      “The present or the stuff you keep in your fridge?”

      “Both,” Em said, sounding sure. But then she shot him a suspicious look. “Is it cake?”

      “I can't speak to the confection on your counter at the moment,” he said. “As for the present, I guess you'll have to turn thirty and come to a party to find out.”

      “You're the best and the worst,” Em scolded. She threw another pillow at him and the tension in his neck melted away as her laughter filled the air.
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      The wine danced through Em's brain, doing the funniest things.

      She had always been attracted to Thorne, of course, but who wouldn't be? He was over six feet of chiseled man with a headful of gorgeous hair and features that would make a male model sell his soul. None of that changed the fact, though, that—as a wolf—he wasn't her type.

      But tonight, he seemed to be more...something.

      She was tempted to try touching him, just to test that theory.

      Thorne didn't seem to dislike being touched, but he avoided it—with everyone. In fact, she'd spent way more hours of her life than she cared to admit trying to recall if he'd ever touched her. Even once.

      She was pretty sure he hadn't. He'd gotten close to her, but she couldn't think of a time when their skin had connected.

      He looked so comfortable kicked back on the other sofa across the room. He'd spent enough time in Em's apartment that he seemed to belong. He didn't blend in, exactly, but he fit.

      Em held the wine accountable for the lapse in judgment that was leading her down that line of thought. Since she was already knee-deep in the weeds of poor decisions, she reached for more liquid courage. She concentrated as she lifted her glass from the floor nearby. If Thorne saw her fumble, he was likely to take the delicious red nectar away.

      “I thought you were going to play some music,” Thorne said.

      He was, indeed, watching her. Please, like she would risk spilling wine on her beloved sofa?

      She gave him a “See?” look as she polished off the glass and placed it back down without a single foul move.

      “What do you want to hear?” she asked, standing and going back to the piano. Oops. Her head swam, and she narrowed her eyes to concentrate on her steps.

      “Your pick,” he said.

      Em slid onto the bench and sat for a moment, considering the keys. She would have to play something she knew by heart because she was too tipsy to read music.

      There was one song that came to mind. She knew it well enough. It had come to her in bits and pieces during late nights and early mornings when she was at the Black house and away from her piano. She would hum them to herself in the shower until she was certain she remembered them well enough to play them as soon as she got back home.

      Em swept her fingers up to the keys, suddenly feeling pretty sober. She drew in a breath, ready to let the melody come out.

      Thorne's presence gave her pause.

      The song didn't have any words, but it was about him or because of him—she wasn't sure which. All she knew was when she played it, his face crept into her mind. Memories of jokes or looks they'd shared scrolled in front of her like she was watching them on a screen.

      She squared her shoulders and cocked her eyebrow at her silliness.

      Like Thorne would know all that if she played a simple song in front of him?

      Her fingers started on their own, falling into the soothing pattern she knew by heart. Em gave herself credit for a lot, but she would never consider herself a composer. She dabbled. That was it.

      This song, though, was pretty. It wasn't complicated or stunning, but it was sweet and lovely and heartrending.

      She closed her eyes as she played. Her fingers found a slower speed than normal. It seemed right, hearing it at this gentler pace.

      She sensed motion behind her. Something tickled the end of her hair, and she paused.

      “Don't stop,” Thorne urged from behind her left shoulder.

      Em resumed playing but glanced back at him.

      He was rubbing his fingers across the tattoos on his left arm and gazing with unfocused eyes at the floor.

      Had he touched her?

      She flubbed the keys and stopped.

      “Sorry,” she murmured, embarrassed. Thorne didn't know how the song went, but anyone could hear that she'd made a mistake.

      “That's beautiful,” he said. “It's yours, isn't it?”

      “Yeah. It's not much.”

      “I've never heard anything like it. It was like I could feel it,” he said. His eyes lifted and he looked at her with such intensity that Em's breath caught in her throat.

      “Maybe you're tipsy,” Em finally managed when she found her voice.

      Thorne frowned. “Maybe.” His eyebrows dropped into a deep “V”. “Can you play it again?”

      Em cleared her throat and took a breath before she began again. She willed her fingers to cooperate, but they were starting to tremble. No sooner had she begged them to keep up than she fumbled over the keys again.

      “Shit,” she grumbled. “Maybe I'm tipsy.”

      “Try it again,” Thorne implored. Then he held up his hand to stop her. “May I record it?”

      Em groaned. “Thorne, no. Come on. It's just a song.”

      “Please. In case you forget it or something.”

      Like she could forget it. Every part of it was tied to an image of him in her brain.

      He rarely asked for anything.

      “Fine. But step back. You're crowding me,” Em told him.

      “Okay, hang on. Let me get the phone going.”

      She waited until she saw him give her a nod.

      Then she steadied herself and started playing.

      This time, she focused on the Thorne in her brain, instead of the one in her apartment. The notes poured out, and she let the sound take her away. The images weren't in any specific order. She wasn't even sure they were all things that had truly happened. Some of them might have come from knowing the man so well. The images were like a dream or fantasy.

      Her fingers almost tripped at that thought, but she clenched her teeth and brought her focus back in line. She closed her eyes again as she continued and played right through everything she knew so far. It wasn't complete—at least she didn't think it was. She guessed she would know for certain when it was done.

      When she hit the last notes, their sound lingered in the air.

      Thorne stopped the recording.

      “Woman,” he said.

      The tone of his voice sent an unwarranted flutter through her stomach.

      He surprised her by coming straight to the piano bench. She saw his intent and scooted to the right end to make room for him.

      He perched on the very edge of the left end. There was enough room between them that he wasn't touching her, which was a feat considering the size of the bench versus the size of the man.

      “Emmeline,” he whispered.

      She swallowed and looked at him.

      Something sizzled between them. There was an invisible electric current in the air as if unspoken desires were buzzing from the notes that no longer played, but were still heard.

      Her breath sped up. Her brain cried, “Wolf!” and her heart reminded her to be careful. Sitting near him was like stepping too close to the edge of a cliff. On one side was boring safety. On the other was a beautiful view with a treacherous free-fall.

      The wine made her worry less about the cliff's edge than she knew she should.

      “Thorne,” she whispered back. There was a plea in her words.

      “If I—” Thorne's voice cracked and he cleared his throat. “If I play it back, will you dance with me?”

      Em almost dove right over the edge of that imaginary cliff at the quiet, dubious request. Her heart lurched, and so did her stomach. Both headed for her throat, and Em swallowed to push them back down into place.

      It wasn't the kind of song you could dance to, and she wasn't supposed to want to waltz with a wolf. The wine really was doing the funniest things.

      Thorne breathed in and winced like he was in pain. He shook his head, though, and stood. His hands trembled as he placed the phone on top of the piano.

      He swiped and tapped the screen until the song began to play.

      Through the phone's speakers, the sounds were flatter and seemed even slower than Em remembered playing them, but Thorne was right. The music was beautiful, and as Em listened, she was sure she could feel it, too.

      Thorne stepped away to the open space between the piano and nearest sofa.

      Em felt her heart jump again. What was the worst that could happen? She could dance with Thorne, fall madly in love with him, and commit to being his mate only to lose him to a horrible, grisly death. She could dance with Thorne, fall madly in love with him, and commit to being his mate only to lose him when he decided to move on to greener pastures—or the Forest.

      Wait—what?

      Committing to be his mate required an imprint on his part, which he'd certainly never expressed.

      So, see? Em calmed herself. This was only a dance, and when it was over, she could go back to holding him at arm's length until she found the right boring non-wolf Bill or Dick or whoever. That was still her big plan, right?

      She looked up at Thorne, standing there, waiting for her to join him. His eyes darkened, and he dropped his gaze back to the floor as his cheeks flushed.

      “You don't have to,” he said. His words were almost inaudible over the sound of the song, but the notes didn't drown out the confusion in his voice.

      Em jumped up. She didn't want to hurt his feelings, and regardless of where this single dance led, she couldn't waste the chance to be that close to him this once. No one would believe it.

      In her haste, she tipped the piano bench, and when she swooped forward to right it, the earth pitched out from under her.

      She only had a second to make her move, and she made it count.

      Her arms flailed as she regained her balance and tore down the hall to the bathroom, where she heaved the entire evening in messy, noisy chunks. She belatedly thanked the grace of Fate that the horrible muck made it into the toilet bowl.

      “Shit,” Thorne said from the bathroom doorway.

      “Not shit! Vomit! AND OHMIGOD GET OUT!” Em screeched between heaves.

      “Woman, are you hearing yourself right now? I'm not gonna leave you here like that.”

      Em retched again.

      Her head pounded and a cold sweat sprouted across her forehead.

      That was the moment she realized her hair was hanging in the toilet.

      “Ohmigod. Seriously. Go! Just go,” she wept, tugging fruitlessly at the dark, toilet water-soaked strands. “Ohmigod.”

      Thorne stepped into the bathroom behind her and hauled the fluffy towel from the rack in the shower.

      He swept it up over her back and hooked her hair, drawing the damp strands into the towel and holding it all away from her face.

      What—he didn't want to touch her toilet water puke hair? Oh, she was so freaking shocked.

      “Are you gonna do it again?” he asked.

      Em sniffled and shrugged right before another heave took her over.

      Thorne knelt on the floor next to her, holding the towel in place while she spewed a disgusting mixture of cake and red wine into her normally pristine white bowl.

      “Don't...say...I...told...you...so...” she gasped out when she got the chance.

      “I don't have a death wish,” he said.

      With one hand still tangled around the towel that was twisted around Em's hair, Thorne snagged the hand towel and dampened it in the sink. He passed the cool cloth to Em.

      When she was done, she slammed the lid down and swatted the toilet handle to flush it. Then she rocked back to sit on the floor, where she sagged against the wall.

      “I'll say it, then,” she said, glancing at him. “You told me so.”

      The something Em usually felt between them was back—and not the good something she'd felt when he'd sat next to her on the piano bench.

      He was shut down.

      See? This was why a wolf—especially this wolf—was a bad idea. Sure, wolves were loyal and devoted and caring. He was still there, right? But he also had one foot out the door. Em could sense it.

      “I'm sorry about the dance,” she said, hoping to feel him out and salvage something of an evening that had been going so well.

      “Not a big deal,” he said.

      Nope. He wasn't going to give her anything.

      He swept a hand through his hair.

      Em wished she could go back. If only she'd been able to make a more elegant approach, they might be dancing right now. Exactly how grossed out was he by her vomit breath?

      Thorne rubbed his ears and cast an antsy look at the bathroom door. It was plain to see he was eager to get out of her presence, and Em decided she was grateful. It was better to know right away that he was being politely patronizing about her music. It left no room for the idea that he might be offering her some imaginary romance on a silver platter.

      She felt her attitude coming back to her—a sure sign that the epic technicolor hurl routine had come to a close.

      “People dance at birthday parties,” she said wryly.

      Thorne's brows fell low over his eyes. “So I've seen,” he said.

      Great. So, what—he didn't even want to dance with her now? Well, that made her blood boil. She was a damn good dancer.

      The wine was still doing things to her head, only now, they didn't seem funny. She was confused and annoyed. Why couldn't he ever be obvious?

      Thorne winced again like he was in pain. He sucked in a breath and stood. “You shouldn't be alone in this state.” He gazed down at her. “Can you get up?”

      “Of course,” she said. He wouldn't even help her up when she was clearly ill?

      “Good,” he said, glancing around like he was looking for something, but not finding it. “I'll get you some water, and I'll call Riley.”

      “Riley? What—why?”

      “You need someone to stay with you,” Thorne said.

      “You're already here,” Em pointed out.

      “No,” Thorne said. “I can't stay. I need to...” He turned and walked away down the hall without finishing the sentence.

      Em peeked around the bathroom door and watched him collect his phone from the piano.

      “I'll wait for Riley in the hall,” Thorne called without looking over his shoulder.

      Em slumped against the doorjamb and flinched when the apartment door slammed behind Thorne. She considered mustering a dramatic tantrum but found she was too baffled to do anything more than stand there, frowning down the empty hall.
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      “Didn't you already buy three dresses for this party?” Grace asked as Em pulled yet another option from the rack.

      She passed the dress to Grace, who added it to the mound draped over her arm. “Four, actually. They each seemed fabulous at the time,” Em said.

      “Ooh, the red one.” Grace nodded her head at a strapless number. Blaze, who was trotting along with them, nosed the dress as if to offer her approval.

      “I'll freeze my ass off in that!” Em said. She grabbed it anyway. “Having a March birthday is the worst, especially in Fairview. It could be twenty or seventy by this weekend, and none of us will know it until the day of the party. I can't bank on the sexy outfit I need when it might be snowing.”

      They rounded the corner to another long stretch of pretty options, and Em was reminded of how nice it was to have her best friend along. If she were alone, she'd be liable to plunk down her credit card and demand one of everything in the store. Retail therapy usually worked wonders for her, but Em's mind kept drawing her back to the awkward moments with Thorne two nights earlier. She felt the urge to build an underground bunker and never come out into the light of day again. Grace was the only one keeping her from going full-on disaster mode.

      “Go as sexy as you want,” Grace told her. “It's your birthday. Besides, with all our wolves and the rest of the R & B there, it'll be stuffy in the great hall.”

      “The rest of the R & B,” Em groaned.

      “Would you stop? You don't have a problem shopping in an R & B store,” Grace said. She leaned around Em to check out a rack of blue dresses. Blaze tucked herself against Grace's side, ever the devoted guardian.

      “I had to come here for the kind of thing I'm looking for,” Em said.

      “See? You do want to go sexy,” Grace said. She left out the “because of Thorne part”. They'd been dutifully ignoring the T-word, but Em knew that wouldn't last.

      “Seriously, most of the guests we're expecting already know you. You've been at every party the pack has thrown since Lathan and I became mates.”

      “Never as the guest of honor,” Em objected, “much less the human guest of honor. It's a lot of pressure.” She snatched a dark teal dress and thrust it at Grace. “You should buy this one.”

      “Like I told you the last time you were hung up on this, you won't be the only human. Morgan will be there, and my parents will too.”

      The contents of Em's purse buzzed and she cursed as she dug through it to find her phone. “Hey girl, we were just talking about you,” she said into the phone.

      “Em, I'm so sorry. I know I was supposed to meet you and Grace an hour ago!” Morgan, her cousin, spoke the rushed words in a hushed voice.

      Em frowned and mouthed, “Morgan,” to Grace. “We're still out if you want to come now. I can give you the store address. It's—uh—not one you would know.”

      “No, um...hang on,” Morgan said. It sounded like she walked down a hallway, then a door shut in the background. “I can't today.”

      “Oh, okay,” Em said. “Is everything alright?”

      “Yeah! Oh, yeah, everything's fine!” Morgan answered. She sounded too perky. “I've gotten tied up with something, so I need to stay where I am.”

      “You'll still be at the party, right?” Em asked.

      “Yes. Yeah, of course. I’ll be there. Definitely,” Morgan said. “I should go. I'll see you this weekend.”

      Em frowned at the phone. “Oh well. At least I don't have to lie to her about Blaze being a therapy dog.”

      “Problem?” Grace asked.

      Em shrugged. “It's probably nothing. You know how Morgan can be. I try to include her in things, but I never know if she wants me to.”

      “I think she's sweet,” Grace said, “and Riley definitely thinks she's sweet.”

      Em giggled. Riley had only met Morgan once, but he asked about her constantly. “Riley can think whatever he wants as long as he keeps his naughty smile away from her. Besides, she's got a boyfriend and Riley thinks every woman he hasn't bedded yet is sweet,” Em said as she patted Blaze on the head.

      They made their way to the fitting rooms. Grace choked back a laugh when the attendant's eyes popped, not at the big black wolf with them, but at the heap of clothes they'd brought. Em couldn't tell what Race or Breed the attendant was. She didn't exude any wolf energy, though.

      Em had inherited wolf blood thanks to her grandfather, who had been born a wolf. Her human grandmother had changed into a wolf when they had mated. There was only a chance Em's mom could have been born as a wolf. She was born human, and Em was too. Still, that little bit of powerful magic in Em's blood usually helped her detect wolves if she got close enough to them, especially if they were hanging out in large numbers.

      The attendant helped them load all the dresses onto a wheeled rack, which she pushed into a large, lavish round fitting room. The room was walled by a cream-colored curtain. The attendant left them to it, drawing the curtain closed behind her.

      There was a plush ivory sofa in the middle of the room, and Grace took a seat for the fashion show. Blaze curled up on the floor in front of Grace's feet.

      Em glanced over the rack of clothes, trying to decide where to start.

      “Thorne would like that one,” Grace said, pointing with feigned innocence from where she sat.

      “I knew you couldn't hold it in,” Em said, throwing her a look.

      “You know you're grateful I'm bringing it up so you don't have to,” Grace said.

      Em pulled the simple black dress Grace was pointing at and hung it on the end of the rack. “You think he'd like that?”

      “Are you worried about what he likes?” Grace goaded.

      Em abandoned the dresses and inspected herself in the mirror. She ran her hands through her long, dark hair. Who knew what Thorne liked? One minute, he was ice cold. The next, he was hot.

      Well, okay. Thorne was always hot, but his complex moods made him hard to keep up with.

      “No,” Em said. “Yes. Maybe? Ugh!” She twisted a piece of hair around her finger. “This stupid thing that happened between us has me going out of my mind. I don't even know why. He's not my—”

      “Type,” Grace interrupted. “I swear to Fate, I wish I had a nickel for every time you've said that since you met the man.”

      “Wolf,” Em corrected, tossing the twirled hair back over her shoulder. “And you've got more than enough nickels now that you're mated into his pack.”

      “It's an expression,” Grace said. “Like the one you get every time you talk about Thorne!” She jumped up from the luxurious sofa. “Seriously, Em! You know it's true.”

      Em examined herself in the mirror again. She couldn't see any flaws that would make a man like Thorne turn away—no! Why was she even going there? “What I know is he's a wolf, and that's a hard limit for me,” she said.

      “I don't get it,” Grace told her. “You say you envy what Lathan and I have, and you admit the love and devotion between wolves is the real deal. Even if you didn't know it, look at Diesel and Avery. When you met Avery, would you have guessed that she'd have Diesel following her around like a puppy?”

      “Yeah, love and devotion. It's great for you guys. But you left my grandmother out of your argument, young lady.” Em closed her eyes at the slip. “Life is so unfair. You'll always be younger than me now.”

      Grace sighed and wrapped her arm around Em's waist. They leaned against each other, and Em rested her head on top of Grace's. Their height difference was comical when she looked in the mirror. “I'm still almost three months older than you,” Grace said.

      “And you'll look twenty-eight for the next fifty years. At least.”

      “You would too if you were a wolf.”

      “No wolves.”

      “Hello? I'm a wolf. Lathan's a wolf. My whole family is wolves!”

      “Your parents aren't wolves,” Em said.

      “They work for wolves,” Grace countered. “Are you that determined to be in a terrible mood about this whole thing?” she asked wryly.

      “...Maybe...” Em said.

      “You've got to get over the wolf thing,” Grace told her.

      “He's not my—”

      “If you say it, I'm going to make sure he dances with you and then you'll see,” Grace threatened.

      Em huffed at the undeniable rush of excitement the idea gave her. “Good luck with that. He left so fast after the bathroom episode the other night I doubt he'll look at me again, much less dance with me.”

      “So the new dress is to try to get him to look at you?” Grace asked.

      “No. The new dress is to get someone else to look at me because Thorne's looks don't matter.”

      “You should save your money. Thorne's going to look either way. Even if it's only to say something all grumpy and Thorne-ish, like, 'Woman, you”—Grace stopped to collect herself when the deep voice she was using cracked Em up—“Woman, you can't go around in public like that. If you don't find a jacket, I'll find one for you.'“

      “Ohhhh,” Em said. “That's why you want me to wear this one. It's short enough he'll feel an urgent calling to cover me up.”

      “Are you sure you'd have a problem with him covering you up?” Grace asked, waggling her brows. “Maybe he'll give you one of his sixty identical black sweaters.”

      Giggles overtook them both.

      “Is everything okay?” the fitting room attendant called from the other side of the cream curtain.

      The laughter doubled before Grace caught her breath and went to tell the attendant they were fine.

      Em frowned at the dress Grace recommended. It was simple and black with bracelet length sleeves and it had a little flare to the skirt. The expensive material was well-structured, but the thing was tiny on the hanger, which meant it would hug Em's curves and it would probably fall a little short, thanks to her long legs. She could imagine it with some sparkly jewelry. Really: would Thorne like it?

      She'd been dreaming, literally, of dancing with him since he'd left the apartment.

      Riley had arrived shortly after Thorne had gone into the hall. Em usually enjoyed hanging out with Riley. He was flirtatious in an innocuous way. Em had overheard him tease Thorne once about being doomed to the friend zone, but Em thought Riley was more likely to get stuck there. He was nothing but sweet, boy-next-door charm, which made him totally harmless. Plus, he was responsible for the video game console Em now had in her living room. “On loan only,” according to Riley. Em liked to play the dance game on it, even if she didn't care for any of the other games Riley had stockpiled there.

      Em's mind flitted back to the dancing dreams. It was a toss-up. In half of them Thorne never approached her on the dance floor. In the other half...

      Whew. Em fanned herself just thinking about the other half. She didn't know dreams could be so vivid.

      “You still haven't tried anything on?” Grace asked when she ducked back in through the curtain. “Why are you all red?”

      “Dancing,” Em muttered. Then something clicked in her mind. “You know what?”

      “Uh oh,” Grace said.

      “I'll take it into my own hands and ask him to dance. If I dance with him, then it's over and done and I never have to do it again.”

      “Unless you want to,” Grace added.

      Em couldn't help her smile. Taking control of the situation soothed her right away. “Unless I want to,” she agreed. “So, all I need to do is find a dress that makes me feel as sexy as I want to feel, and to hell with what Thorne thinks.”

      “Right,” Grace said with a smirk.

      “You could be less sarcastic.”

      “You could be less transparent.”

      “Whatever.” Em wrinkled her nose and set to the task of seriously considering her options. With the decision about dancing made, the retail therapy worked its magic.

      She slid into and out of dress after dress.

      “I like the red,” she said at last.

      “Please try that one,” Grace begged, bouncing on the sofa as she pointed to the one at the end of the rack. “I'm telling you. Anyone else would say the same thing. It's perfect.”

      Em got the strangest feeling Grace was talking about more than the dress.

      She reluctantly slipped the red one off but hung it in a place of honor at the other end of the rack. She didn't care how perfect the black dress was. She already had her mind made up.

      When she saw her reflection, that all changed.

      “Holy—” Em started.

      “—shit,” Grace finished.

      The black dress was sexy, but not in the way Em usually preferred. No, it was more than that. It was...

      “So classic,” Grace said. “I didn't even see that when it was on the hanger. You look like you stepped out of a different time.”

      She was right. The dress wasn't as short as it had seemed like it might be. And the way it wrapped her body was luxurious, rather than Em's typical brand of sexy.

      Another giddy ripple of excitement raced through her. She got the feeling Thorne would like it—which was exactly why she should pick the red one.

      She shimmied back out of the black dress and hung it carefully before she put it back on the rack and reached for the red one.

      “Uhn-uh,” Grace said with a stern head shake. “You have to get the black one.”

      “The red one is good enough,” Em said, not hearing the conviction in her voice because—oh, yeah—there wasn't any.

      “Woman,” Grace said in her growly Thorne voice. “Would you get the black one before I get it for you?”

      Em snorted out another giggle. “You can't let him catch you doing that. He'd never get over it if the pack started begging you to do your Thorne impression!”

      “Oh, Fate! You're so right,” Grace said.

      Em eyed the black dress. Buying it didn't commit her to wearing it to the party, and the red one really was cute.

      “You never wear red. You always wear black,” Grace said, bursting through Em's internal struggle. “You're getting the black one. Duh.”

      Grace grabbed it off the end of the rack and threw it on top of the teal one she hadn't bothered to try on. Grace was tiny. Everything either fit her or could be tailored to. Em had never had that kind of luck.

      “No,” Em said, not to have her independence taken away, even in a matter as frivolous as dress choice. “I'm getting them both. I've only got four at home to choose from. I need options.”
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      “You’re going to make me lose my ever-loving shit, Ren, I swear to Fate,” Thorne grumbled. He threw down the potholders and stalked into the great hall where Ren had been blaring ten-second snippets of song for an hour and a half. “What the hell, man?” Thorne shouted over a bass-thumping beat.

      Ren, heedless of Thorne's complaint, flipped to another song and launched into a wild headbanging, air guitar-wielding dance.

      “Good luck stopping him,” Reegan called as she flitted past with several coils of colorful lights in one hand and the step stool in the other. “He's getting away with it because he told Lathan he couldn't remember if the songs have bad language. Lathan commanded him to check them out, so Grace's parents won't get offended.”

      “Mrs. D. says 'fuck' more than you do,” Thorne said.

      “Think of it this way,” Riley said, following behind Reegan and trying to get the step stool away from her. “At least it's keeping Ren out of the kitchen.”

      At that, two of the kitchen timers went off, and Thorne hustled back to check the oven and the pots on the stove.

      The cake was already complete and displayed on a huge round table in the great room. There was a separate cake waiting in the fridge for Em. Thorne knew how much she hated sharing her cake, so he made sure she didn't have to on her birthday.

      Cake wasn't the present this year, though. The real gift was upstairs in his studio. He planned to give it to her when things quieted down after the party. He couldn't give her a gift in front of everyone. He didn't know what her reaction would be—and any reaction would be too much for him to handle, anyway.

      The door at the far end of the kitchen opened, and Avery breezed through from the bunkhouse. “Please tell me my mate isn't letting our daughters listen to that raucous shit. If they grow up thinking that's music, I'll feed Ren to a herd of dragons.”

      “I think Diesel took the girls outside to help Lathan put out the balloons,” Thorne said.

      “Oh for Fate's sake. How are they supposed to help with balloons? They're eight weeks old.”

      Thorne supposed he would always know exactly how many weeks old his nieces were from the regular announcements Diesel and Avery made.

      “How are you doing with all this?” Avery asked him.

      Thorne stiffened at the question. They were the only two in the room, but the rest of the pack still had heightened hearing abilities. Ren's music wasn't so bad, after all, if it drowned out this unwanted conversation.

      “I'm fine,” Thorne said. His tone was snippy.

      Avery smirked. “Oh, honey. That bad?”

      Thorne turned away to stick another tray of cookies in the oven.

      “I can get you help,” she murmured. “Whenever you want it, just ask.”

      He glowered at her.

      “Oh for Fate's sake. I'm not going to force you, but as your Race's queen, I have the right to. So keep in mind I'm exercising great restraint here,” she said with a sly smile.

      Avery glanced around the kitchen at the wreckage and the result. There would be a lot to clean up before the party kicked off, but they wouldn't run out of food, that was certain.

      “Why didn't we get this thing catered? You shouldn't be spending all your time in here handling it. You should be getting your wild-ass wolf in check before Emmeline shows up in this magical dress Grace has been gushing for the past two days.”

      “I'm fine,” Thorne repeated.

      “You're amazing. Look at this place!” Grace said, waltzing through the kitchen from the laundry room with a tall stack of table linens and Blaze at her side. “Avery, would you give me a hand?”

      “Absolutely, honey. And then you and I can rescue our mates. I hear they're in charge of arranging balloons.”

      “Oh Fate,” Grace said. “I can't imagine. No. Wait. Yes, I can. We should hurry.”

      Avery and Blaze followed her out.

      Just when Thorne thought he might get a moment of peace—even if it wasn't quiet—a black wolf barreled through the big dog door.

      Fourt's wolf shivered and shook out his black coat.

      “Get your fur away from the food!” Thorne hollered.

      Fourt shifted into human form and rose with an apologetic grin. His hair had gotten long during the winter, and he flipped it back from his face. “Sorry! I tried to run off all the excess energy, but my wolf is too excited.” He grabbed a neatly folded t-shirt and gym shorts from the bin by the back door and slipped into them. “We throw the best parties,” he said.

      Fourt was the newest member of their pack and had been through hell before he'd crossed their doorstep. Fourt had melded easily into their family. He was as much Thorne's brother as Riley, Diesel, and Lathan were, despite the fact Fourt didn't share their blood. The younger wolf didn't seem to mind when Thorne was moody. Everyone else in the pack had given him lip about it at one point or other. Fourt took it in stride, without downplaying Thorne or making him feel like the temperamental asshole he was.

      “What can I do to help?” Fourt asked, approaching the food prep area now that he was less hirsute.

      “You can help Reegan with the lights. She's working on the porch now,” Riley offered before Thorne had a chance to come up with anything.

      “Cool,” Fourt said. He turned to jog through the great hall to the front door.

      “What do you think, mate?” Ren yelled over the music in his muddled faux Australian-British accent. Protectors did weird shit.

      “Sounds good!” Fourt called back.

      “You've spent all morning obsessing over this party,” Riley said. “I can't believe even Grace stepped back.”

      Thorne gave a wordless shrug. He figured Em was pent up enough about the party and the silly “thirty” thing that they would all catch hell if things weren't flawless.

      Riley grinned, not discouraged by Thorne's nonverbal response. “This might be our best party yet. Who knew you had it in you?” He crossed to examine the contents of the bowls on the table.

      “Keep your paws off the snack food,” Thorne said.

      “I'm only looking, you know,” Riley said. “Don't worry; I'm too nervous to eat.”

      “You're nervous?” Thorne asked. He gave Riley an incredulous look. Riley didn't have a reason to be nervous. Riley wasn't facing anything more than flirting at a party, which was Riley's favorite pastime.

      “Yeah. Do you think you're gonna do it?”

      Thorne almost threw a pair of tongs at Riley. “Shut the hell up.”

      “Man, I didn't even say anything!” Riley's face said otherwise.

      “I know you said it like that to mess with me.”

      “Like what?” Riley asked, feigning innocence as he put extra distance between Thorne and himself.

      “Like it was about sex,” Thorne grumbled. “I can't think about it right now, or I'll bolt.” His ears and face felt red.

      “Can't think about what? Sex?” Riley asked, digging the knife in. “Oh no. That's right. You mean about the fact that you haven't talked to Em in four days because you're knee-deep in ball sweat over the possibility of dancing with her.”

      Thorne dropped the tongs and clung to the edge of the counter instead. His first thought was that it might be nice to tear the granite apart with his bare hands.

      “You're not helping,” Thorne said. Avery was right. He needed to get his emotions under control. He was going to be a wreck, regardless, by the time Em arrived, but mitigating the damage was a good idea.

      True. Thorne hadn't talked to Em in four days. And yeah, that was getting to him. The dark cloud of confusion that had settled over him was one of the worst he could recall.

      Em’s song had done things to him. When he’d listened to her play the piano before, it was merely nice music. That last song she'd played had been like a wind blowing a storm away to reveal the clearest, brightest blue sky. A sky the color of Em's eyes. He had seen her, for a moment, in a different way. A way that had given him the boldness to reach out and stroke a single lock of her hair. He hadn't brushed her skin, and she hadn't felt the touch, thank Fate. She would have said something if she had—no way she would let him live it down. She knew as well as his family that he kept his hands to himself.

      For that moment, Thorne had let himself believe the connection between them was more than what his wolf felt. If he could be honest, he'd admit he felt like it was an imprint. He was pretty sure he would have gotten around to touching her and checking it if he'd had the chance. If his request for a dance hadn't made her throw up.

      He shuddered as he recalled the horrifying embarrassment he'd felt over the rejection, even while his wolf had cemented him to Em's side in the bathroom. He couldn't have left her to be sick on her own, regardless of how much he'd wanted to race away.

      So, his emotions had been even more mixed than usual in the past few days. For a second, there, when he'd sat on the piano bench next to Em, he'd been so confident he was feeling something. He thought she might have felt something too. But the scene in the bathroom had told him the truth. The confusion and uncertainty that had swirled around them after Em had been sick were still crawling through his mind.

      Now, though, he wondered if it had all been in his head. Maybe the wine had gotten to him. It had certainly affected her. Or maybe he wasn't worth a second look from the one woman he might wish was looking. Was he that invisible? He must be. If Em had any interest, she would say so. She never had a problem being outspoken about anything else.

      “It's a party,” Thorne finally said in an attempt to close the matter with Riley. “Dancing happens.”

      “That's a lame answer,” Riley said. “Of course dancing happens. I'll be dancing. Everyone will be dancing. Except you. Unless you dance with Em.”

      “You're going to dance with Em?” Reegan squealed from the wide entrance to the kitchen.

      Thorne swore the music stopped with the sound of a record scratching, though Ren wasn't using a record player.

      “I am seriously regretting that I ever let you walk me into that trap,” Thorne growled at Riley.

      “It wasn't a trap. You said you liked her all on your own,” Riley said.

      “Once. More than a year ago,” Thorne said. “And it was a trap because it was based on all your stupid stipulations.”

      “You're both right,” Reegan chimed in. “Riley told me he tricked you into admitting it, so it was a trap,” she said to Thorne. “But I think the exact words were that Em was the only woman you'd ever met who you could see yourself liking enough to mate if you were into that kind of thing.”

      “And now I'm seriously pissed that you told her,” Thorne said hooking his thumb Reegan's way.

      “She's my twin. I tell her everything,” Riley said.

      “At least I can keep a secret,” Reegan said.

      “He should be able to, too,” Thorne said.

      Fourt, Ren, Grace, Blaze, and Avery filtered into the kitchen and Thorne winced. Their emotions were piling up and pressing in on him from every direction.

      “Hey, I never completed Healer training,” Riley pointed out, “so you can't expect to hold me to patient secrecy.”

      “What are we discussing?” Lathan's voice boomed cheerfully from the doorway.

      “Thorne's got a crush on Em,” Reegan said.

      “What the fu—secret!” Thorne sputtered. His whole body felt red and way, way too warm.

      “You're not my patient right now,” Reegan said with a shrug.

      “Are we testing the food yet?” Diesel asked. He appeared next to Lathan, with each arm curved around the outside of a dual baby sling.

      “No, honey. Typical pack stuff. Thorne's in love with Em and they're going to dance at the party,” Avery advised him as she crossed to snuggle against him and their daughters. Delighted baby noises issued from within the sling.

      “Does Em know?” Diesel asked.

      “About the crush or the dancing?” Grace asked.

      Thorne's hands quaked, and blood pounded in his temples.

      Fourt stepped forward and said, “We still have a lot to do. Maybe we should focus on that.”

      “That's right, mate,” Ren said. “We have to put extra effort into the music now.” Ren snagged Grace's hand and tugged her to the center of the group, spinning her around in a twirl. “We must have songs that represent unspoken love! Unbridled passion! Un—I don't know, someone give me something,” he called.

      Blaze yipped and joined them, prancing around their feet.

      Lathan cut in and snagged his mate's waist, whirling her away from Ren. “Unscented candles!” he called as he laughed and dipped Grace.

      “Unabridged dictionaries!” Riley shouted. He hooked his twin's arm, and Reegan did a do-si-do with him.

      “Unchained melodies?” Avery offered, rocking Diesel and the girls along with her.

      “Unchanged diapers,” Diesel grumbled.

      That sent everyone but Thorne into a fit laughter.

      “Unleashed wolves!” Grace teased Blaze when the wolf jumped on her back paws to get in on the fun.

      “Unbuckled shoes!” Ren shouted. He snagged Fourt's hand and led him into an overly-dramatic tango.

      “Aren't you the only one old enough to have shoes with real buckles?” Lathan taunted.

      Thorne stood in the middle of the mess of bodies.

      He knew he should be enjoying it. He should be laughing with his pack and finding a partner to join him, but he couldn't even dance with his family. How the hell was he supposed to dance with Em?

      “Isn't it rude to start the party without the birthday girl?” Em's voice carried over the commotion. The dancing spiraled out into a gangly clump of heavy breathing and laughter that tapered off too quickly. An unspoken question hung in the air around them all: how much of that conversation had Em overheard?

      “Birthday girl!” Reegan finally cheered, breaking the tension.

      Thorne took several steps back as his family swarmed Em. The oven timer went off again, rescuing him. He stumbled to the counter and retrieved the potholders. The cookies in the oven looked good, so he pulled them out.

      “Hi, Thorne,” Em called. The pack began to disperse.

      Thorne looked up, startled, at the caress of her voice over his name. She looked...

      His fingers fumbled, and numbness washed across his skin. He clung to the cookie sheet like it was a life raft.

      “He's gonna blow,” someone murmured.

      Thorne, determined not to do just that, offered a weak, “Hi.” He swallowed hard against the rise of his wolf. There was too much left to do, and now Em was early, and she was breathtaking, and she might want to dance and—

      To hell with it.

      His wolf burst forth, ruining Thorne's nicest black sweater and sending the pan—and a dozen molten hot cookies—soaring through the air.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eight

        

      

    
    
      “Alright,” Em said, “I admit it. Turning thirty isn't so bad!”

      The party was packed, and almost everyone was treating her like a princess. The R & B guests had been welcoming and the food was delicious. The only dark cloud was the one lurking in the corner, not speaking to anyone, so at least Em didn't feel totally singled out.

      She had decided to show the dark cloud how much fun he was missing and had, therefore, spent the entire evening so far on the dance floor.

      “Turning thirty is easy, kiddo,” Chris Dawes, Grace's father teased. He had cut in on Lathan who had cut in on Diesel. “It's turning sixty I'm watching out for.”

      Em giggled. Mr. D. was exactly the kind of dorky dancer Em would expect a man who spent his time glued to a microscope to be. The fact that he was the only father figure she'd ever had made his dance all the more dear.

      “Think I could get in on that?” Riley asked.

      Chris passed Em off after a brief dad hug and went to continue his silly dance with his much more coordinated wife.

      The music changed, and Riley bopped in his typical cool-guy way.

      “I know what you guys are doing,” Em scolded.

      Riley gave her his infamous, panty-melting grin. “I don't know what in the universe you mean.”

      “You're all very sweet to dance with me, but you're not fooling anyone. I'm going to dance with someone else in the R & B tonight, whether you like it or not.”

      Riley's eyebrows shot up. “You are?”

      “Yes,” Em told him. “Maybe a Tracker. Barrett Scott is here, isn't he? Do you think he'd dance with me?”

      Riley's brows fell, and he glanced around the room. “Yeah, Barrett's here. He's not taken, as far as I know.” His eyes landed on the redhead by the food tables. “Is your cousin okay?”

      Em followed his gaze. Morgan was standing to the side with a cup and a plate. She was alone and looked more than a little awkward. “She has been quiet, even for Morgan. I should check on her.”

      “I just talked to her,” Reegan chimed in. She was nearby, trying to follow Ren in an elaborate dance, which looked rather old-fashioned and didn't pair well with the music. Fourt was attempting to catch on, too.

      “Is Morgan okay?” Riley repeated. His dance moves slowed until he was hardly moving.

      “She's just shy,” Reegan said. “I can understand that. If I didn't have you guys, I wouldn't even try to dance.”

      That surprised Em. When she'd met Reegan, the wolf was the first to drag them all out to the dance floor at the Three Moons. Come to think of it, though, that hadn't been the case for a while now.

      Reegan paused in her moves to tug her hair up into a messy pile and secure it with a band from her wrist.

      “Can I get one of those?” Fourt asked. “It's sweltering in here.”

      She passed him one, and he tied his hair back.

      “Are you going to keep growing it?” Em asked. Riley had lost interest in her and was gawking at her cousin instead.

      “I dunno,” Fourt said with a shrug. He hop-skipped one way and then the other before he paused to watch Ren's feet for the moves. “I'm not really into long hair, but we've been too busy with all the contracting projects downtown for me to get it cut.”

      “They make these things called scissors, mate,” Ren said, as he executed a series of quick steps. “I'm sure your pack has a pair.”

      “I can't keep up,” Reegan said, tossing her hands in the air. “Anyone want a drink?”

      “I'll come,” Em offered, tossing a glance over her shoulder and pretending not to look at Thorne. At least he was talking to someone now. Em hoped Lathan was telling Thorne to stop being so mysteriously dark and moody.

      “He's got a bee up his boxers,” Riley said.

      Em jumped at the sound of Riley's voice. She didn't know he'd left the dance floor with her. The guys were driving her crazy. How was she going to find an eligible candidate for her next terrible date if she didn't get a second to talk to someone she didn't know?

      Em cruised over to where Morgan stood.

      Morgan brightened immediately. “This party is great! Your friends know so many pretty people. And who made the cake? Ohmigosh. Have you had a piece yet?”

      Em had, in fact, not had a piece yet. She was considering not having a piece at all, even if it did look delicious.

      “You're not dancing,” Em said. She accepted a cup of water from Reegan because wine was the devil.

      “Oh, that's okay,” Morgan said.

      “Riley could dance with you,” Reegan said.

      Riley snorted his beer and sputtered.

      Reegan gave him a hearty pat on the back.

      “Oh, no,” Morgan said. Her face went pale. “I have a boyfriend.”

      Em made a mental note to tease her about Riley later. “Yeah, what's his name again? I thought he was coming with you. I haven't even met him yet, and you've been together for almost, what, a year?”

      “Daegan,” Morgan said.

      “Fate bless you,” Riley offered.

      Reegan elbowed him. Morgan didn't know about the R & B thing, so Riley's use of Fate instead of God would surely confuse her.

      “Riley's a, um, Fatalist,” Em said. She leaned toward Morgan. “Very committed, but not in a weird way.”

      Morgan flushed and nodded politely at Riley. “Thanks, but it wasn't a sneeze. It's his name: Daegan. And yes, he was coming with me. But when we got here, he dropped me off. He had some other stuff to do. He's supposed to be back for me in”—she paused to consult her watch—“about ten minutes.”

      “So we can meet him then,” Em said.

      Morgan frowned, and Em got a creepy feeling as the hairs on the back of her neck lifted.

      “Or we can stuff ourselves with cake until you have to go,” Reegan said cheerfully. She caught Morgan's arm and led her back to the cake table.

      “Your sister is a saint,” Em told Riley.

      “Don't remind me. Imagine how hard it was being the bad twin as a kid,” he said. The grin he gave her said he reveled in that title.

      “You had it easy enough,” Thorne said.

      Em threw a startled glance over her shoulder. She hadn't seen Thorne emerge from his corner. She opened her mouth to say something cheeky, but when he lifted his eyes to meet hers, she shut right up.

      “I thought you might want some food. You haven't eaten anything,” Thorne said. He handed Em a plate piled high with snacks.

      “It's water,” she explained, though he hadn't looked at her cup.

      The corners of his mouth twitched with a smile, but Thorne kept his distance. “There's a cake for you, too. It's in the fridge and off limits to everyone else.”

      “Oh...” Em turned her back on the party to face him, but he stepped away like he was headed elsewhere. “Thanks,” she murmured.

      “Did I overhear that your cousin is leaving? I haven't gotten a chance to talk to her,” Thorne said. He left out the part where he'd been too much of a grouch to talk to anyone up until five minutes earlier.

      “She is, and she's right over”—Em looked to point at the cake, but Morgan wasn't there. “Huh. Did she leave already? She didn't even say goodbye.”

      Thorne's brows went low as he scanned the room, and he excused himself.

      “You weren't kidding about the bee in his boxers, huh?” Em asked.

      Riley wasn't paying any attention either.

      Dammit. Yes, she was having fun. And yes, she felt like R & B royalty, even if she wasn't R & B at all. But she wasn't having the rowdy, naughty time birthdays were meant for, and she wasn't getting any younger.

      “More music,” Em declared, determined to locate Ren and get him to spice up the tunes.

      An onslaught of new arrivals diverted her.

      Aveleiyn Crown, the pack's closest ally, breezed into the room with an entourage of tall, hulking mountains of men. Vampire men, to be exact. Each of them had flawless pale skin and silky blond hair. Vampires had eyes in all the shades of neon highlighters, but that often freaked people—even R & B people—out. Aveleiyn's crew was sporting contact lenses to conceal their fluorescent irises. It didn't make them appear any less like vampires, but it did make them easier to look at. Only Aveleiyn's eyes were their normal shade—a vivid purple Em had never seen in anyone else.

      “Emmeline!” Aveleiyn called as she floated across the room. She was the only person Em had ever met who could wear punk rock boots without walking like a caveman. The tiny vampire swept Em into a hug and then held her at arm's length to appraise her. “You don't look a day over twenty-nine!” she proclaimed.

      “Technically, she isn't a whole day over twenty-nine yet,” Avery said. She all but shoved Em—lovingly—out of the way to get in her own hug. Avery and the vampire were as close as Grace and Em were, a concession Em would never grant liberally.

      “Where are my little briskets?” Aveleiyn cooed, peeking around Avery to see if the twins were in tow.

      “Really wishing you wouldn't call my girls ‘briskets’,” Diesel said. Both girls were tucked inside the baby sling Diesel wore. The twins were rarely carried individually. When necessity demanded their separation, their tiny lungs tattled on whoever kept them apart.

      Diesel stooped to let Aveleiyn give him a peck on the cheek. Then, two of the big vampires stepped forward and bowed their heads to Diesel. “The Crown congregation is proud to present the briskets these gifts,” the larger of the two males said.

      “Yeah, yeah, we get it. I wish you wouldn't make them do the ceremony every damn time,” Avery told Aveleiyn.

      The vampire tittered and nodded her thanks to the men. “They love a good ceremony. And I love giving the briskets gifts.”

      Avery accepted the small boxes from the vampire men.

      Another vampire moved to bow at Em. “The Crown congregation is proud to present you this gift,” he said. He offered her a box wrapped in iridescent white paper.

      “I hope you can use it,” Aveleiyn told Em. “Humans are tough to shop for, which seems odd because wolves are harder to control.”

      Em thanked Aveleiyn, though she didn't know what to make of Aveleiyn's weird way of talking. She thought the vampire often meant more than she said.

      Em excused herself to add the box to the unopened pile on the gift table. She couldn't believe the number of presents. Sure, the house was packed, but these people all knew she was human. They didn't have to show up, much less bring her stuff. She had a fleeting notion of what it would be like as a true member of the pack and the R & B itself.

      “I'll never get over my 'eek' reaction to seeing male vampires,” Grace said, catching up with Em by the gifts.

      “Well, you did have one hell of a first experience.” Em laughed, thinking about Grace's return to Fairview and subsequent discovery of the R & B world. It had all started with a vampire attacking Grace in her parents' home.

      “Aveleiyn's boys are nice enough,” Grace said, “but still.” She gave an exaggerated shudder, but the humor didn't reach her eyes. Her hands went to her arms, and she rubbed them up and down.

      “Uh oh,” Em said. She pointed at Grace's nervous gesture. “What's wrong?”

      Grace huffed out a sigh and took Em's arm, drawing her away from the crowd. “Dissidents at the end of the driveway. I don't know if they're trying to recruit or keep people away. Lathan and Ren went to check it out.”

      The Dissidents were a group of anti-UNITY activists. The Black pack was aligned with UNITY, and Avery, as the Magistrate of the wolves, was one of the foremost UNITY figureheads. It had become typical to see Dissidents around whenever the pack was together. The Dissidents gathered wherever other members of the R & B congregated. They hadn't made any violent moves recently, but that didn't mean things weren't brewing.

      “I'm sure it's fine,” Grace said.

      “Oh no!” Em whispered. “My cousin—I think she went out to wait for her boyfriend to pick her up.”

      The Dissidents weren't particularly fond of humans in the R & B world.

      “She's fine,” Ren said, popping up without warning next to them.

      “Shit, Ren! Don't do that!” Grace scolded.

      As a Protector, Ren had a whole bag of tricks at his disposal when it came to keeping the people he cared for safe. Em was pretty sure they'd only seen a handful of what he could really do.

      “Sorry, love. Right. Anyway, we chased the red cloaks off,” Ren told them. Then he clapped his hands. “The dance floor's looking a little light, isn't it? What say we get the pack back out there to liven things up?”

      Grace watched Ren saunter away. When he flipped his long blond hair behind him, she snickered. “I can't believe I thought he was my uncle. To his credit, he's a great actor.”

      “He could use some help with that accent,” Em said.

      Grace nudged Em with her elbow. “He's right, though. The dance floor could be all yours.”

      Em lifted her eyebrow at Grace. “Maybe.”

      “That's not the Emmeline Lawrence I know,” Grace said. “What happened to Impulsive Em?”

      “She's still around, but now she tosses wine in guys' faces instead of tossing guys in her bed.” Em stuck her tongue between her teeth and Grace giggled.

      Thorne was standing near the front door, on the landing at the bottom of the stairs.

      “I'm doing it,” Em said.

      “Good luck,” Grace said.

      Em tossed her hair back, squared her shoulders, and congratulated herself for choosing the black dress. It made her feel powerful. It gave her the nerve to march right up to Thorne. “You owe me a dance,” she said.

      Thorne's eyes darted around the room as he rubbed the tattoos on his arm. “Woman, listen,” he said. His voice was low like he was trying to keep anyone from hearing him. “I can't. Not tonight, okay? Any other time. Tomorrow morning, even. First thing. But not right now. I—”

      “Don't be ridiculous,” she interrupted. It felt like someone was pouring ice water on her. Not dousing her, but letting it trickle down her back. “It's my birthday. Just do it this once.”

      Thorne gave his head a weary shake, and his shoulders drooped as if they were carrying a heavy burden. “Em, I'm serious. It's been a rough night. Things are off. I can't do—”

      “Do what?” Em asked.

      He glanced around again, and she noticed the people closest to them had grown quiet. Was he really going to turn her down like that? In front of everyone at her own birthday party? What was so big that he couldn't put aside his foul mood for three minutes?

      “Do what, Hawthorne?” she spoke louder, on purpose. “Dance with me?”

      “I can't, please. I'm not—”

      “Not what? It's just a dance. That's all. Come on,” she said, trying to tease him.

      He took a step back when she reached for him.

      The room was too quiet, and Em could see people watching them out of the corner of her eye.

      “Are you serious right now?” she hissed. “People are looking at us.”

      He gazed up at her from under his low brows. “I know that, and my wolf is freaking the fuck out about it. So, please,” he whispered, “please, before I accidentally shift in front of everyone. Just drop it.” Thorne was starting to tremble like he did before he shifted, and he was bright red.

      Em wanted to gape at him or scream at him or even latch onto him because she knew it would push him over the edge.

      Instead, she bit her lip to keep herself from crying. She ducked around Thorne and sent silent thanks to Ren when he cranked the music to a deafening new level of loud.
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      Em couldn't even allow herself the satisfaction of a decent door slam. It was with commendable self-control that she eased the door almost closed behind her. She meant to close it all the way, but she couldn't hold out for the last push to engage the latch.

      She slid down the wall to sit on the floor inside the little alcove that opened into the enormous bedroom the pack reserved for her. Grace wanted her to feel at home there, and Em always had.

      Now she felt like an intruder. A fraud.

      Thorne was her friend. How the hell could he turn her down in front of everyone? If he cared, even a little, he would have swallowed his issues and danced with her.

      It was what she'd feared. It was the whole reason Em wouldn't give her heart to a wolf. Wolves let you down.

      Family died, and they couldn't always control that, but wolves chose to walk away—even the ones who were supposed to love you. She'd known that, for as long as she could remember. So why did she feel like crying now?

      Em tipped her head back, containing the tears by fighting gravity. She sniffled and cleared her throat.

      She would not cry over this.

      She pressed her fingers under her eyes to stop the onslaught.

      Loud footsteps on the stairs stopped her.

      “It wasn't that bad,” Riley said.

      “Are you fucking kidding me right now?” Thorne growled.

      Em stifled her sobs, covering her mouth and nose for fear the men would hear her. She sucked her stomach in and tried to make herself tiny. She didn't know if they could see her in the narrow sliver of hallway light still seeping through the cracked door.

      “In front of everyone, Riley. I'll never dance with Emmeline.”

      Em's heart lurched for her throat, and she clamped her hand like a vice over her face to silence her pained gasp.

      The guys were hauling ass down the hallway, and when they got past her, their noisy clomping drowned out their words.

      What the hell was wrong with her that Thorne would never want to dance with her? They'd had their arguments, sure, but hadn't they gotten to know each other? Didn't they understand each other now?

      They were friends, weren't they?

      Oh, God. What if Thorne didn't like her at all? Like, not even as friends? What did he do? Come home and laugh at her when she was nice to him? Well, she'd never give him that chance again—

      A whisper broke the silence. “Who are we hiding from?”

      Em squeaked out a gasp and rocketed up, whirling to face the room. The very dark room. “Who the hell—”

      A noise sounded to the right, and Em froze.

      Someone else was in there.

      The noise sounded again.

      Oh, shit! The someone was practically on top of her.

      “This is my room,” she said in a shaky voice. All she could picture were the red cloaked Dissidents.

      “Well, then I have to thank you,” the voice said again. It came right next to Em's ear.

      Em shivered.

      Another pair of voices sounded in the hall. Instinctively, Em and the someone fell silent. Em’s heart hammered in her chest. Should she scream? Probably. Yeah, probably a good—

      “Can you believe the nerve of that human bitch?” a nasal female voice asked.

      Em stuffed the scream back down.

      “If I'd been turned down by one of the Black brothers, I would never show my face again,” a second female agreed.

      “Well, if we're lucky, Emmeline Lawrence will take her face and her human blood away for good,” the first woman said. “I wish humans would stop muddying our gene pools.”

      “Hawthorne Black deserves better,” the second woman agreed again, though she didn't sound as vehement.

      Even after the turn-down of her life, Em's jaw clenched when the second woman used Thorne's full name. Everyone called him Thorne. Everyone. Except for Em. He let her call him his full name, even if it did fire him up.

      “We have no idea where they went,” the second woman spoke again. “I don't wanna wander their house.

      Let’s go back downstairs and wait for them. I’m sure Riley will dance, even if Thorne doesn't.”

      Their heels clicked back off toward the stairs.

      “No offense, but women are catty. I wonder who they were talking about,” the voice came again. “Thanks for not screaming, by the way. I come in peace.”

      Em took a step toward the door but noted that the someone didn't sound dangerous. He sounded sexy.

      “They were talking about me,” she told the someone. “Why do you have to thank me?” She edged back to the door.

      The someone sounded sheepish. “I had too much to drink earlier. I guess it was nerves. This is my first Black pack party. Someone was—um—occupying the room next door. But this one was empty, and I stumbled into a particularly comfortable bed.”

      Too much to drink? That meant the someone wasn't a wolf.

      “You slept in my bed?” Em asked.

      “Only on top of the covers,” the someone said. His voice was deep, and yes: definitely sexy. Especially the way he'd said that, like he was telling her he wished he'd been under the covers, and maybe with her.

      Em gulped. “You've got me at a disadvantage,” she murmured. “I don't know your name.” She reached for the door, and a large warm hand closed over hers on the knob.

      Was he going to lock her in?

      “I'm Asher,” he said. “And you're”—rather than closing the door, he opened it, allowing light to spill across both of them—“gorgeous,” he finished on a surprised note.

      Em couldn't stop herself. “Holy freaking shit!” she croaked.

      Asher was damn near perfect.

      He grinned and glided back to look Em up and down, without a hint of decency or an effort to hide his interest. He was checking her out, and she felt like he could see right through her clothes.

      He was a little taller than Em, even with her four-inch heels. His pale eyes appraised her from beneath dark, heavy brows. His olive skin was marked with a single geometric band tattooed around each forearm, and his brown hair hung in soft, tidy dreadlocks down his back.

      “I'm Emmeline,” Em said, dragging herself from her silent reverie over his appearance. “But I go by Em,” she added.

      “It's your birthday,” Asher said.

      Em nodded, still stunned as she took him in.

      “Those women were hateful,” he told her. His voice held no pity. He sounded like he intended to find the ladies and boot them out, though.

      “They think I'm on their turf,” Em said. She shrugged. “They're not wrong.”

      “I thought this was your room,” Asher said, tipping his head leisurely toward the bedroom.

      “It is,” Em said.

      “Your home is your turf, gorgeous,” he told her.

      “I wouldn't be so sure,” Em said. Thorne's comments still stung. Finding a sexy stranger in her bedroom couldn't soothe all the pain, even if it was a fabulous distraction.

      “Because Thorne wouldn't dance with you?”

      “Are you uh—a client or something?” Em asked, wondering why he'd never been at one of their parties before.

      “Not yet,” Asher said. “Why wouldn't he dance with you?”

      “I don't know,” Em said, looking down to smooth her dress. It had rumpled up when she'd slid onto the floor.

      Asher reached out and hooked a finger under her chin. “You know what I think?” he asked.

      Em's voice took a vacation. She shook her head at him.

      “Those women deserve something to really talk about.”

      Em frowned, not understanding him.

      “Thorne wouldn't dance with you. So what?” Asher grinned at her and moved his hand to cup her jaw. Em weaved forward at his touch like she was entranced. “You did plenty of dancing earlier, so I completely understand if you're too tired to take to the floor again. But I haven't danced once all night long. I could use a partner.”

      “Oh,” Em gave him a weak smile. “The party's over for me. I'd love to pass out and forget it.”

      “Come on,” Asher coaxed, stepping closer. His thumb caressed her cheek and Em could smell the rich leather of the cuff around his wrist. “One dance. Maybe two, if you have a good time.”

      Em breathed in, ready to politely refuse.

      “It might give Thorne a reason to think about what he did when he turned you down. I bet you won't be asking him to dance again after all this.”

      The naughty, sexy smile Asher gave her made Em's knees weak, and his argument roused something spiteful in her heart. Thorne was missing out by not dancing with her.

      “You know,” Em said. “I can find it in myself to dance one last dance. Maybe two. It is my birthday, after all.”

      “Oh, gorgeous, that's what I like to hear,” Asher purred. He stepped out of the room, offering her his hand.

      Em was tempted to glance down the hall in the direction Riley and Thorne had gone. That was ridiculous. Thorne had humiliated her, while Asher, a total stranger, was rescuing her.

      She took Asher's hand.

      

      All eyes were on them as Em let Asher lead her to the center of the dance floor. He slipped his arm around her waist and drew her close. “I had a feeling something good was going to happen to me tonight,” he said.

      “I did, too,” Em said.

      Sure, dancing with Asher wasn’t quite what she’d expected. It was fun, though. He smelled good, and his body was firm against hers.

      She caught a look from Grace and gave a slight shrug. How could she explain it without telling Grace the whole story?

      The song switched from the comfortable slow beat to something heavier and almost primal.

      “You only promised one song,” Asher said.

      “Maybe one more?” Em asked.

      “As many as you want,” he told her. “People are watching. Should we give them something to see?” He raised his brows, and his smirk begged her to be bad with him.

      “Hell yes,” she whispered.

      “That's what I like to hear,” he said.

      Asher laughed out loud, and Em was pressed so close to him the sound coursed through her. She shivered at the sensation. The look he gave her made her shiver again. “Let's turn this place into a nightclub,” he murmured, turning her so her back was pressed against him. “Let's bring everyone to the dance floor and get them so hot they have to leave with their mates to seek relief.”

      The words were the kind of thing Em would have said in jest. Falling from Asher's lips, they were a wicked challenge. He slid his hands lower to caress her hips, rocking her with him and keeping her glued to his body.

      She gave herself over to the feeling and let the pulsing music be her guide.

      Couples trickled at first, then more poured onto the dance floor. The bodies moved in tighter around Em and Asher, until Em could feel their warmth and the movement of the air from the others dancing close to them.

      The songs were modern but made Em think of an ancient ritual. She imagined the earliest days of the R & B and was sure she wasn't the only one being transported back to a purely magical time. The action of rocking and moving against Asher's body made Em feel rooted to the earth itself. The closer she was to him, the more grounded she became, and the more the pulsating rhythm carried her away. It was a transcendental experience.

      Something caused Em to open her eyes, and when she did, she was looking directly at Thorne through an ever-shifting gap between bodies.

      His face was dangerously dark.

      Em shivered and Asher, misunderstanding, wrapped his arms even tighter around her.

      Thorne's face went molten red, and Em felt his jealousy, envy, and pain as if it were her own. She had a choice, and she knew it. She could break away from Asher and run to Thorne, or she could continue her dance and watch him slip away.

      The muscles in Thorne's neck were so taut she could see him swallow, but he didn't break his gaze.

      Em almost pulled herself from Asher's embrace, but then she remembered the hurt and embarrassment of Thorne turning her down. She was foolish to risk going to him now, especially after what she had overheard him say to Riley.

      The only reason he looked the way he did was that she was showing him she didn't care what he thought. Thorne never did like to lose an argument, and this felt like the ultimate win to Em.

      Still watching him, she lifted her arm over her head and reached back to hook it around Asher's neck as he continued to hold her and grind against her rear. Asher obliged by ducking his head in the soft space where her neck and shoulder met.

      “You're driving me wild, gorgeous,” he murmured against her ear.

      She closed her eyes at the delicious sensation that coursed through her. The rush of his breath burned her skin.

      When Em looked back up, Thorne was gone.

      Good. Mission accomplished, she thought.

      Tension she'd been unaware of drained from Em's body. The self-control she'd been clinging to since she'd made the embarrassing exit to her room was gone. She knew nothing more than the desire to relish the rest of her evening with her sinfully handsome new friend.
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      Thorne stood, helpless. He listened to Em's heels retreat up the stairs and away. Every eye in the room was on him.

      He was only vaguely aware of Ren's casual swagger across the room to the stereo. The music grew louder, and people finally looked away, returning to their conversations and dance partners.

      Riley cut through the crowd, ignoring the looks of longing that always followed him. Though he enjoyed flirting with females, he didn't stop to do so.

      “We should get somewhere safe, you know?” Riley muttered for Thorne's ears alone, while he grinned and clapped Thorne on the shoulder like it was all good. “You look like you're about to lose it.”

      The world rushed in on Thorne, and he felt the trembling and heat he'd been unaware of only a moment earlier.

      Thorne allowed Riley to hustle him upstairs. His brother was right. Thorne felt the shift coming on, and he needed to get away from the crowd.

      Shifting unexpectedly at a party with so many different members of the R & B in attendance could cause major problems. His wolf didn't know everyone, and many of the other animals around didn't know him. A brawl could break out, and alliances could be called into question. Shifting outside wasn't an option, either, because many of the guests had filtered out to the yard to drink, smoke, and chat under the stars.

      Their best option was one of their private bedrooms.

      “Fate. I'm a fucking disaster,” Thorne whispered. His chest was caving in.

      “It wasn't that bad,” Riley said.

      “Are you fucking kidding me right now?” Thorne growled.

      Everything in him told him to burst through the door of Em's room and haul her into his arms. He could dance with her right there. The music was loud enough, and his skin itched to hold her.

      He'd never felt that sensation before.

      He knew she was in there. She had to be—but she was hiding, he realized, from him.

      “In front of everyone, Riley. I'll never dance with Emmeline.” Thorne was sure of it. The pain of that knowledge made him want to fall to his knees. He kept moving, but he could hardly breathe. Riley was grasping his elbow and the touch, even through Thorne's sweater, was enough to make the cacophony of emotions too intense to bear. Black and white spots burst in Thorne's vision.

      “Not gonna make it,” he gritted out.

      “Yeah you are,” Riley told him. “Stick with me.”

      Thorne's feet moved mechanically, but the confusion was so thick he had no sense of where they were going. A door opened to the right, and Riley shoved him through it.

      Thorne stumbled across the room and pitched forward onto a bed.

      Riley's room. He recognized the scent of the human cologne Riley liked. When his vision cleared, Thorne saw the forest green curtains and cluttered floor.

      “What the hell, man?” Riley asked. He was staring at Thorne with heated intensity. “What happened?”

      Thorne shook his head, trying to piece together exactly what had occurred. “I've been having trouble all day,” he said. He flopped onto his back and crushed his head with his hands. “All the emotions down there got too overpowering, and I couldn't sort them out. The R & B are bad enough, but then Em always throws me off. And something was wrong with her cousin. I went out to check on her and I—I don't know. When I came back in, I couldn't process anything.”

      “Man,” Riley collapsed onto the bed, too. “It's not your fault. There was too much pressure on you from all sides. We shouldn't have teased you so much. I bet we got you so riled up you couldn't think straight before Em even showed up.”

      Thorne let his hands fall away from his head. He stared up at the ceiling. “I fucked it up. She'll never forgive me.”

      “Nah, come on. It's Em, you know? She loves a dramatic scene,” Riley said.

      “You didn't see her face, Riley.” Thorne shuddered. She had looked broken.

      “What was wrong with her cousin?” Riley asked.

      Thorne glanced over. Riley sat back up and gazed across the room like he wasn't that interested. In the quiet, though, away from the crowd, Thorne could better grasp the truth. Riley was feeling many things. Thorne didn't have the understanding to put words to all the nebulous wisps of sentiment he was picking up, but he could tell Riley was more concerned than he was letting on.

      “I don't know,” Thorne said. In fact, he was so overwhelmed, he could hardly remember going outside in the first place. He cursed his Sage ability and cursed himself for not coming clean to his family about it. “It was just a thing I picked up on.” He laughed, but the sound was bitter on his tongue. “Sometimes I wish I had a better grasp on reality. Other times, I wish I'd lose it altogether.”

      “Your grasp on reality is fine, you know,” Riley said. “So emotions throw you off. It's no big deal. The party is still going—unless Ren's playing that music for his own amusement. We could go back down and see if Em has come out of hiding.”

      Thorne sat up, too. “I can't.”

      “You're either into her, or you're not,” Riley said. “I know you're scared to touch her, but once you touch her, you'll know.”

      “I know,” Thorne said.

      “But you'll also know,” Riley said, acknowledging the unvoiced other side of the argument. “Is it better to think there might be a chance you've imprinted on her, or to know there isn't?”

      “Age old question,” Thorne muttered. “Still doesn't have an easy answer.”

      “You want to try it, don't you? It's been a much bigger deal to you lately,” Riley said.

      “Well, with Lathan and Diesel both mated, I'm next in line. It's naturally a bigger deal.”

      “All those dates Em's been going on aren't helping, though,” Riley said.

      “No,” Thorne admitted. “Every date is a chance she'll be gone for good. I felt like that ticking clock was making me bolder by the second. I really thought I might be able to do it. I tried—the other night, I touched her hair.”

      “That's a start!” Riley's encouraging grin made Thorne's chest ache again.

      He knew Riley was hopeful. If Thorne didn't mate, Riley couldn't.

      “She said she wanted to dance with someone in the R & B tonight,” Riley continued. “Not anyone she'd danced with yet. Maybe she meant you, man.”

      The crushing weight on Thorne's chest eased a smidge. “Really?”

      “Really.”

      “She did try,” Thorne said. “I turned her down. Maybe she would still dance. I think she was in her room. I could go to her there. It would be easier if it were just her.”

      Riley grinned. “You’re getting warmer to the right choice, you know.”

      “I'll touch her. I'll touch her, and then I'll know,” Thorne said.

      The bold statement excited and terrified him. But Riley was right. Thorne had been mired in the unknown for too long. If he touched Em and didn't feel anything, he would be able to let go of the feelings he had for her. He would know she wasn't his mate.

      He stood abruptly. Yes, it was scary, but once it was done, he would never have to do it again.

      “Let's go,” he said.

      Riley leapt up and followed him.

      

      There was no answer at Em's door, and the room was dark. There were other places she could have run to, but Thorne knew her. When she needed to be alone in their house, her room was her haven.

      “She must have gone back downstairs,” Thorne said.

      The music was different now. It made Thorne's blood sing like it was a part of his heritage. The thrumming undertones gave him a sense of excitement and anticipation about the task he was planning to undertake.

      The dance floor was crammed, and the bodies moved in such a tight, intimate rhythm it was hard to tell where one person stopped and the next started. Thorne and Riley searched the crowd as they walked along the outer edge.

      Reegan and Diesel were standing at the back of the room, watching the action. Reegan looked uncomfortable, and Diesel had a hand over each side of the sling he was wearing. Rose and Dahlia were clearly sleeping, but he shielded their views anyway.

      “What the hell happened?” Riley asked. “Did someone drug the punch?”

      “Uh...” Reegan's eyes flitted to Thorne before she sidled up to her twin. “Not exactly.”

      Thorne's neck prickled. As if the visual cues weren't enough, he was getting an overwhelming gut sense of awkward unease. He turned to scan the pulsing throng of dancers.

      “Thorne, can you show me where the rest of the crackers are?” Grace asked, coming to stand right in front of him.

      Lathan joined her. “Yeah, we need to refill the cookies, too.”

      Why were they paying too much attention to him? Thorne felt invisible most of the time, but it seemed like everyone was suddenly seeing him. Did they pity him for what had transpired with Em?

      “Hey, didn't I buy that guy a beer once?” Avery asked as she made her way to Diesel.

      Everyone turned to follow her gaze, allowing Thorne to see past Grace and Lathan.

      The crowd parted enough to reveal the center of the dance floor.

      “You're the mother of my children you know,” Diesel muttered to Avery. “I already don't like him. You didn't dance with him like that did you?”

      The man Avery was indicating moved in an erotic way that could hardly be considered dancing—with Em.

      The vice grip feeling returned to Thorne's chest, and the air left his body in an audible rush.

      Em looked at him with the eyes of a stranger. She didn't acknowledge his presence, even in the slightest. Instead, her focus returned to her partner and their dance became more scorching than it had been before.

      She'd found someone else.

      It was evident, right away, that there was a connection between Em and the guy with the dreads. It was a connection that was already obviously deeper than the one Thorne shared with her. She was still there, in the room, but it felt like she was already gone from his life.

      Without a word to anyone, Thorne stumbled away from his family.

      “Are you okay?” Riley asked, moving to join him.

      “Leave me the fuck alone,” Thorne said. “I mean it. I've got to get out of here.”

      He retreated blindly toward the back door, unnoticed by the crowd he shoved through on his way outside.
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      The next time Em opened her eyes, the space cleared for the dance floor was still packed and writhing with bodies. The air was thick and sticky with pleasure and heat.

      Still pressed against every inch of Asher, Em felt like she'd been transported. He redeemed the whole evening in the span of a few songs, or maybe more than a few—Em had no idea how long they'd been dancing. She turned to face Asher again and wasn't surprised to see the hunger in his eyes.

      “I've got to see you again,” he said, pressing his cheek against hers to speak into her ear.

      “Agreed,” she replied.

      “I'm not the right guy for you, though,” he told her. “You're with wolves. That's not who I am.” He hooked her chin and tipped her head back, so she looked into his eyes. She saw it—the amazing minuscule fireworks display going off in his dilated pupils.

      “You're a Seer,” she said, in awe. She'd never known a Seer for certain. They usually wore contacts or special glasses to hide the unique feature that identified them. It threw her for a second, but she caught herself. “Then you can see how much fun I'm having,” she said.

      He ran his eyes over her before the fireworks flickered out. “I can see that,” he said with a self-satisfied smile. “It's my lucky night.”

      “Mine too,” Em said.

      “What about your pack?” he asked.

      “They love and support me in my choices. I've never been condemned to mating a wolf,” she said.

      “Condemned?” Asher laughed. “You make it sound like a bad thing.”

      Em raised an eyebrow in response.

      “That was fast,” Asher said. “They're leaving.”

      He turned her to look around them. The dance floor, which had been packed only moments earlier, was emptying like a flash flood in reverse.

      “We did it,” Em said with a giggle. “We got them so horny they have to rush home!” She gave him a look of scandalized glee.

      “I bet some of them won't make it home before they have to get down to business,” Asher said, joining in her quiet laughter.

      “You're really good,” she told him.

      He gave her a sizzling smile. “I prefer being bad.”

      Em leaned in to whisper, “Me too.”

      Asher closed the distance between them again. Em was beginning to like the feeling of fitting against him.

      When the crowd finally dispersed to the point that it was obvious the party was ending, Asher reluctantly slowed their sensual dance. “I guess the fun is over,” he murmured, holding Em close for one more moment. He stepped back and looked her up and down again. “I'll never be able to tell you how happy I am I picked your room,” he said.

      Em felt herself blush and almost gasped at the unfamiliar sensation. She'd long ago lost the innocence to blush over much.

      “You two about done?” Ren teased as he inched the volume knob down to a more reasonable level.

      Em glared at him around Asher's shoulder. There was nothing at all wrong with enjoying herself right up to the very last minute of her own birthday party.

      Asher grinned over at the Protector. “Yeah. Thanks for keeping the party alive.”

      When Asher turned back, Em caught the faint frown that flashed over Ren's face before he tossed his blond hair and made his way to the food table.

      “One last chance,” Asher said, still holding Em's hand. He led her to the door.

      She didn't want him to go. “One last chance?” she repeated.

      “To tell me to go to hell,” he said. He stopped on the broad step before the door and gave her a serious look. “If you don't do it right now, I'm afraid you'll never get rid of me.”

      Em's heart jumped. He wanted to see her again. “Give me your phone?” she asked.

      He reached into the pocket of his dark jeans and pulled it out.

      She programmed her number in. “Call me. Text me. Tonight isn't too soon.”

      His eyes scanned the number twice. Then he flashed her a grin. “It's already up here,” he said, tapping his head. “You'll be hearing from me.”

      He opened the door and looked over his shoulder at her, twice, on his way to the only guest car remaining in the open field across from the house. He waved before he got into the dark...Maserati?

      “Go, Em,” she congratulated herself. Not that an expensive car was a shock—most of the R & B had fat wallets.

      She shut the door quietly and bit her lip to keep her smile from cracking her face wide open. She already couldn't wait to see him again.

      

      “I can't believe that guy didn't deck you,” Reegan said.

      Riley was wearing a shit-eating grin.

      “Who almost hit you?” Em asked as she joined them. She slipped her shoes off and dropped them on the bench by the stairs.

      “Riley tried to flirt with a bear's mate,” Grace said.

      “I didn't try,” Riley said. “I did flirt. It's not my fault she liked it.”

      “And it wouldn't have been my fault if I'd stood by and let the bear swat you one or two good times,” Diesel said. He'd lost the sling and was toting a curious-eyed daughter in each arm.

      “I'd have paid to see that,” Lathan said with a snicker.

      When Em tried to help with the cleanup, they all shooed her away.

      “No ma'am,” Avery said, bumping Em out of the way. “You don't get to help with the mess from your own party. Get out of here.”

      Em giggled and snagged a sealed container of fruit when no one was looking. She could at least put it in the fridge if no one caught her trying to help.

      She waltzed into the kitchen and opened the refrigerator door. Her breath caught.

      At eye level, a lightly wrapped cake, thick with frosting, was waiting. Propped in front of it was a card. The card had a wolf on it. Em studied the card carefully. Upon closer inspection, the wolf was hand-inked, and her name was spelled out within the swirls that made up the wolf's fur. Em felt reverent as she traced her fingers over the wolf.

      She flipped the card open. Inside, in Thorne’s handwriting, it read:

      Em,

      One of these days I'll get it right.

      Hawthorne

      “Hey! You're not supposed to be on kitchen duty!” Fourt teased from behind the refrigerator door.

      Em stuffed the card down the front of her dress and bit back a squeak at the coldness of the paper against her chest.

      “I was considering a midnight snack,” she said, hoping she didn't sound breathless and confused as she closed the fridge.

      “Do you want me to put something together for you?” Fourt asked.

      “No, um—” Em glanced at the rest of the pack, who was still chatting and breaking down the party paraphernalia in the great hall. “Do you know where Thorne is?”

      Fourt hesitated before he spoke. “He's out back, but I don't think he's in any shape to deal with tonight.”

      “That's sweet, but I know how to handle him,” Em said.

      Fourt's shoulders sagged.

      Em didn't give him a chance to argue.

      The note from Thorne gave her hope she wouldn't have believed in when he had turned her down for the dance. Thorne hated being the center of attention. She knew that, and she could see, in retrospect, that the way she'd approached him was all wrong. Maybe she shouldn't have been so hasty to dance with Asher. She wondered if there was a good reason to tell Asher she couldn't see him again.

      She pressed her hand against the card in her dress and shook her head in stunned uncertainty. There was only one way to know for sure where Thorne's mind was. She had to find him.

      

      She didn't have to look hard.

      A wall of cigarette smoke hung in the cold air on the top level of the deck. Em crossed and looked down to the ground level. She could see the glowing orange tip of a cigarette and a single person sitting by the fire pit.

      She wished she'd put on a jacket and cursed the March weather again for its constant changes of heart.

      “Woman, I can't talk to you right now,” Thorne said before she made it to the last step. His words were slurred. She looked around his chair. Bottles littered the wide gravel ring around the fire pit.

      Holy freaking shit. How much had he drunk? Some of those bottles had to be left over from other party guests...right?

      “Since when do you smoke?” she demanded, ignoring his words.

      “Since someone left this,” Thorne said. He waved the pack at her before tapping it on the arm of the chair and taking a long drag on the cigarette he held. “I used to love these things,” he said, blowing out.

      Em stepped forward, barefoot on the cold gravel, and snatched the cigarette. She tossed it into the fire pit.

      Thorne didn't explode at her. He pulled another from the pack. He leaned over and picked up a fresh bottle from next to his chair. He chugged it as he reached into the fire pit and lit the new cigarette from the jumping flames.

      Em closed her eyes and drew in a deep breath, which was meant to be cleansing. Instead, she got a lungful of secondhand smoke.

      This, she decided, was not going to be easy.

      It felt like she and Thorne were all the way back at square one.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twelve

        

      

    
    
      “Please stop that,” Em said as she sat in the chair next to Thorne. She waved the smoke out of her face. “You can't get cancer from those things, but I still can.”

      Thorne pulled the cigarette from his lips and frowned at it before he tossed it into the fire pit. He crumpled what remained of the pack in his hand.

      “Why wouldn't you dance with me?” Em asked, getting straight to the point.

      Thorne tipped his bottle up and drained it, but didn't say a word.

      “I only danced with Asher because he asked me,” she said.

      Thorne paused in the process of collecting another unopened bottle from the ground.

      Looking at the pattern around him, Em guessed all those empty bottles were his. He hadn't been outside for very long, which accounted for the slurred words. She doubted any wolf could drink that much and not get at least a little buzz, regardless of how hard it was for them to get drunk.

      Her mood, which had improved upon discovery of the card, was slipping.

      “Well, it looked like you were having a good time,” Thorne said. He popped the top of the next bottle with his teeth. The action made Em wince as she imagined how jarring it would be to a typical human's dental structure.

      “I did have a good time,” Em said, feeling her temper rise. “I enjoyed every part of my night, except the parts with you.”

      Thorne snorted and shook his head. “I didn't seem to cause you too much trouble.”

      “What the hell is your problem, Hawthorne?” Em demanded, leaning toward him in her chair. “It was just a stupid dance. You couldn't give me that much?”

      His eyes flared in the light of the fire, and he glared at her. “You don't get it. It wasn't just a stupid dance.”

      “Of course it was,” she snapped. “I heard you in the hallway with Riley. You told him you never wanted to dance with me. If that was the case, why didn't you tell me yourself? I thought we were friends! Do you even like me at all?”

      There it was. The betrayal she'd felt was all out in the open.

      He had to man up now.

      The fire in his eyes died like someone had smothered it with a blanket. “I didn't say I never wanted to dance with you,” he said.

      “I heard you with my own ears,” Em told him.

      “I didn't say 'wanted’. I said I never would.”

      “It's the same thing.”

      “No,” he said. “It's not. I can want to dance with you and not be able to.”

      “I don't get it. What's the big deal? It's a dance. I danced with all the men in your family. With Ren and Grace's dad, too. It was all just dancing.”

      “It's not, though,” he insisted in slurred words. He made a floppy, drunk-clumsy gesture. “It's everything. It's the future.” He said it like Em was supposed to be impressed with the expansiveness of the concept.

      She snatched the bottle from him. “I didn't ask you for the future. All I wanted was one dance!”

      He stopped mid-reach for the bottle and slumped back into his chair.

      “You're right,” he said after a moment of thought.

      Em, confused and annoyed, tipped the bottle up for herself. She didn't even particularly like beer, but she'd avoided wine like it was a loser ex-boyfriend all night.

      “Don't get drunk,” Thorne said.

      She glared at him as she lowered the bottle. “You're one to give advice right now?”

      “I didn't know I could do it. All those times I joked about you driving me to drink...I didn't know it could work,” he said.

      “I don't understand you, Thorne,” Em said. She put the bottle down on the other side of her chair, out of his reach. “I thought I did, but I don't.”

      “You're angry,” Thorne said.

      “Clearly,” she muttered.

      “It's not clear,” he said. “It's never clear with you.”

      “You know what?” Em said. She rose, cold and exhausted. She didn't have any amount of fight left in her to deal with him at that moment. “You should go to bed, Thorne. You're drunk.”

      He jumped up, and Em thought he suddenly seemed pretty sober. “No, I'm not.”

      “Well, I am,” she said.

      “Going to bed or drunk?” he asked.

      “Whatever. Both,” she said. She spun on her heel and marched for the stairs, but before she could make it, Thorne caught her wrist in his hand.

      Em froze.

      For all the times she'd tried to think if he had ever touched her, she knew she would look back on this time and wonder the same thing.

      The contact was light and warm, and Thorne's eyes grew huge. They trailed down her arm to where he held her. Something passed over his face—a mixture of emotions Em couldn't read.

      Her heart sped up, and Em wished she could read his mind. What was he feeling? Was her skin burning him? The touch felt better to her than the caress of any other man. Certainly better than even the way Asher had held her.

      As quickly as he had grabbed her, Thorne released her and turned back to the fire pit. He ran his hands manically through his hair.

      “Are you going to see him again?” Thorne asked.

      Exasperation washed over Em. Thorne hadn't felt anything at all, had he? He was just buzzed and moody. “I am,” she said, chin held high.

      “Why?” Thorne asked. The words came out as a strained plea.

      Em's hands put themselves on her hips. Years of attitude had taught those hands exactly where she planned to put them, and they no longer needed her to assist. “Why wouldn't I? It's not like anyone's knocking my door down, is it? I had a nice time tonight. There's nothing wrong with Asher.”

      Thorne nodded and turned his head to the side, peering at her from the corner of his eye. “So there's something wrong with...you know what? Forget it.”

      Em went back to him, hands still glued to her hips. “Wrong with who, Thorne? Do you have something to say? Can you give me a reason I shouldn't see Asher again?”

      Thorne's hands went through his hair again. Then he pushed past her, grabbed the open bottle she'd taken from him, and moved to turn it up. Em snatched it from him. “You've got to be kidding me,” she said. “Stop.”

      When she had his attention, she searched the handsome face she'd grown so accustomed to. There was no hint of the laughter he'd shared with her on Thorne's face now. He looked like he was in intense pain. If he felt something, why wouldn't he say so? Wasn't she giving him a chance?

      “I'm serious, Thorne,” she whispered. She stepped closer to him, and though she came close enough, she didn't touch him. “Can you give me a reason I shouldn't see Asher again? Any reason, at all?”

      Thorne's eyes were trained on the flickering fire. He didn't even look at her. “No,” he said finally. His fingers swept over the tattoos on his left arm. “I can't give you a reason. Not a good one, anyway.”

      Thorne's eyes skated to hers once before they returned to the fire. Em felt like the ground was slipping away under her feet. She had the urge to move, to keep up with the sudden shift of the earth. She closed her own hand over his fingers, stopping them from rubbing his arm.

      Thorne froze, and his gaze went to the spot where their skin connected. He frowned and shook his head like he was utterly perplexed.

      “I'm not looking for a good reason,” Em said. “It doesn't even have to be a reason. Just a word, Thorne, please.”

      She didn't know what she was asking for or why.

      He was still a wolf, wasn't he? She didn't want a wolf.

      No, she didn't want a wolf, but she might want the man.

      “You should be with him,” Thorne said, “or whoever you want. There's nothing here for you.”

      Em jerked her hand away like he'd slapped it. Attitude, hurt, and anger rolled over her. When no more logical words came to her, she sputtered, “Whatever. I’m taking my cake, though.”

      Thorne turned his back on her. “It's yours. You can do whatever you want with it.”
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      Em made an indignant sound—one Thorne enjoyed when it wasn't directed at him. She stormed for the stairs.

      The cold shock of total sobriety raced through Thorne's veins. Was there any way to stop fucking this up?

      “Do you even like him?” Thorne called. His voice was thick, but this time it was from emotion rather than the empty bottles around him.

      Em stopped on the stairs and squared her shoulders before she turned her icy glare on him. “Listen to yourself,” she said. “If you can't give me a reason not to see him, do you think you can ask me a question like that?”

      Hurt and confusion clouded Thorne's thoughts and took control of his tongue. “Did you get the card?” he asked, aware of the desperation in his tone.

      Em's brows all but disappeared into her hairline. She reached into the top of her dress and yanked something out. She tossed the folded card at his feet and opened her mouth like she would say something. Instead, she turned and ran up the remaining stairs to disappear into the house.

      Thorne watched her go, but there was nothing he could do.

      He hadn't felt any sting when he had touched her. He hadn't felt one when she'd touched him, either. There was no shocking sign from Fate that Em was the one. In fact, the only thing he'd thought of when he'd touched her was Asher. Asher had touched her, and she had enjoyed it.

      When Thorne touched her, he had felt everything except the one thing he had hoped he would feel, which meant he had his answer. He wasn't supposed to feel it because Fate wasn't encouraging him to touch her.

      Em wasn't his mate.

      He collapsed back into his chair and snatched up another bottle. That wasn't the answer he wanted. He couldn't stand to think of having Em around if she was with another man.

      Asher. His wolf snarled at the thought of that name.

      Em would talk about Asher. She would rave about their dates, and probably their sex life. How long would it be before Asher put a claim on her? If he took his time, Thorne would never respect him. Em was the worthiest female Thorne had ever known. Any smart man would stop at nothing to be with her.

      “Must make me an idiot,” he murmured to the unopened bottle in his hand.

      His eyes fell to the patch of blank space between the tattoos on his left forearm, and an idea struck him.

      It was a terrible idea—wrong in every way. The remaining alcohol in his blood and the onslaught of fresh emotions cheered the idea on, though. Thorne popped the cap on the bottle and downed the contents before he stalked inside, pausing only to collect a piece of trash from the ground.

      

      Fourt was in the movie pit, watching Riley play a game on the big screen. An ancient laptop was open on Fourt's lap, and a white towel covered with tiny computer parts sat on the sofa cushion to his right.

      Riley and Fourt both glanced at Thorne like he was wearing a vest strapped with dynamite.

      “You alright?” Riley asked, pausing his game.

      “Em flew through here in a fit,” Fourt said. He lowered his voice to a near whisper, indicating to Thorne that Em must have retreated to her room.

      “I wouldn't bother her if I were you,” Riley added. “Maybe leave that alone for tonight, you know?”

      Thorne wanted to spit and curse at Riley. He might suck with emotional stuff, but he wasn't a total moron who would go poking a hornet's nest with his dick. In a show of immense control, fueled only by the terrible idea he was chasing, Thorne crossed behind the sofa where Fourt was sitting. He leaned over the back casually, like nothing in the world was wrong.

      Riley watched him for a second before he turned back to his game. The volume was low, but it provided enough ambient noise for Thorne's taste.

      “Hey,” Thorne murmured to Fourt, “You made up your mind about that tattoo yet?”

      Fourt looked over his shoulder in surprise. “Yeah. I want to do it. Why?”

      “Because I've got an itch for a new design, but I've managed to locate the limits of my wolf's alcohol tolerance. I'm a little drunk. I need someone to drive me. I'll cover your cost if you do it.”

      Fourt wrinkled his nose. “I don't think you found your wolf's limits, brother. I'm pretty sure you tossed him in the deep end of a beer-filled pool. You smell like a bar at closing time, so I'm thinking you're more than a little drunk.”

      “I'm sober enough. I'll go on my own if you don't help me,” Thorne retorted.

      “Don't be an asshole,” Fourt grumbled. “Of course I'm taking you. I was only pointing out that a tattoo might not be the best idea right now. What if you get something you'll regret?”

      “There's only one way I'd never regret the design I have in mind, and that's out of reach now. I need to regret it. Are you coming or not?” Thorne asked. He rubbed the tattoos on his arm. His skin was starting to itch. He needed the pain fix.

      Fourt's look changed again like he might refuse, but he began gathering up the computer parts. “Yeah, I'm coming. You look like you might wreck on purpose if I don’t. Give me a few minutes, okay? I need to put this stuff away and get the drawing you did from my room. And I have to check one last thing with Riley.”

      Thorne went to wait in the car.

      

      “You're getting good at driving stick,” Thorne said.

      The alcohol was out of his system completely by the time they reached downtown Fairview. They had to continue to the outskirts on the opposite side of the downtown area, away from the pack's home. They passed Em's apartment, and even though Thorne knew she wasn't there, he felt drawn to look up at its dark windows.

      “From not driving at all for the first sixty years of my life, I have to agree,” Fourt said, keeping his focus on the road.

      “It's that next parking lot on the left,” Thorne said. He pointed at the narrow lot crammed between a donut shop and Zara's neon-lit storefront.

      A fully-tattooed guy with a long, skinny beard stood from a stool by the door. The man was bald, except for a tall, spiked mohawk. He flicked the stub of a cigarette onto the pavement. His entire appearance belied his true nature. Only the brilliant amber eyes that gazed out at everything—like he was a predator and the rest of the world was his prey—spoke of his Breed.

      “Thorne,” the man said, grabbing Thorne's hand and bumping shoulders with him. “It's been a while. I wondered when you'd be back around to let the little lady fill up some of that empty space.”

      “Eddie,” Thorne said warmly. He could already feel all the bullshit in his head fading away. “You'd better not let Zara hear you calling her a little lady,” he added, letting the giddy anticipation of relief wash over him. “This is my brother, Fourt. He's in for his first official ink.”

      “After the first one, you'll never want to stop,” Eddie told Fourt. Eddie dipped his head and brought his arm over his chest in the formal lion's greeting.

      Fourt smiled and nodded, but crossed his arms, hiding the brand that marked him as a former slave.

      “What are you doing out here? Zara put you on the payroll?” Thorne asked.

      Eddie glanced up and down the street before he drew another cigarette from his pack. “A couple of those red cape-wearing pussies were scouting around a few nights ago,” Eddie said. “They made some offers. When Zara told them to fuck off, they made some threats. I was in here getting a touch-up. Didn't like the way they came at our girl. So here I am. She doesn't want it, but what can I say? The residents of this neighborhood make up my pride. I can't let my tenants and friends live in fear.”

      Thorne clapped Eddie on the shoulder. “If you need anything, you know how to reach me.”

      “Your Magistrate is a friend, as are you,” Eddie said. He ducked his head again, a further show of trust from the lion, before he lifted his gaze and returned it to the street.

      Fourt scurried into the shop behind Thorne, his eyes wide. “You didn't tell me you know a lion.”

      “We know at least one of almost everything,” Thorne said with an easy grin.

      “Why are you so happy?” Fourt asked, narrowing his eyes.

      “Be right with you,” Zara called from the back of the shop.

      Thorne turned and stepped close to Fourt. “You're learning something about me tonight that the rest of the pack doesn't know,” he said. He pulled his sleeves up past his elbows and held his tattooed arms out for Fourt's inspection. “Every single one of these designs came from a moment of pain. There are times in my life when I get so overwhelmed by the world that I can't focus anymore. You know how much acid ink hurts,” he said, nodding at Fourt's arm. “That pain refocuses me. It's like taking a pill that resets my brain back to neutral, and I've never needed it as much as I do right now.”

      Fourt's brows dropped as his eyes coursed over Thorne's tattoos—counting them up, Thorne was sure.

      “More than you know,” he told Fourt, hoping that answered the question.

      “I don't need a reset,” Fourt told him.

      “Maybe you do,” Thorne said.

      Fourt lifted his eyes and something passed between them. “You're right,” Fourt said. “Maybe I do.”
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      “What can I do for—” Zara ducked out from behind the vintage beaded curtain before she looked up. “Well, shit,” she said. She came around the counter and gave Thorne the handshake that had become the ritual for his arrivals at her shop. “Things with your girl must not be going well,” she said. Sympathy drew her mouth down before she turned to acknowledge Fourt.

      “Zara, my brother Fourt. Fourt, the only woman who gets to touch me on a regular basis,” Thorne said. He grinned again. Now that he could smell the acid ink in the air, the concept of release was real.

      “Okay,” Fourt said holding his hands up before Zara could touch him, too. “I'm going to be super blunt here. This is weird as hell. Why do you seem so excited now? And why can they touch you? The guy outside and—” he gave a stunned head nod toward Zara.

      Zara's black and red hair fell over her eye, and she flicked it to the side. “Because he's about to feel everything and then nothing. He's so overwhelmed he's desensitized. The effects of touch on him are nil right now. You could touch him, and he wouldn't care.”

      “But don't,” Thorne offered before Fourt could try it.

      “What happened between you and Em?” Fourt asked, starting to look wary.

      “Something disappointing,” Zara answered on Thorne's behalf.

      Fourt threw her a disbelieving look.

      “She's right,” Thorne said. He turned his attention to the poster mounts, which were full of designs. Many of his were among the collection. “I touched Em.”

      “Oh shit,” Fourt said. He swayed and put his hands on the counter. “And?”

      “And nothing,” Thorne replied. “I felt her skin. That was it.”

      “No sting?” Fourt asked. His eyes were big, round, and sad.

      “Nope,” Thorne said.

      “I don't believe it,” Fourt said.

      “It's true,” Thorne told him.

      Zara stepped back to lean against the counter, watching the exchange with mild interest.

      “No, I mean”—Fourt strode across the room to stand in front of Thorne, commanding his attention—“I don't believe it. You had to feel something. It's got to be the two of you.”

      Thorne ground his teeth. “You want me to go first?” he asked, hoping Fourt would say yes. He was giddy with the anticipation of pain.

      “No,” Fourt said, sounding resigned. He turned away and pulled a folded piece of paper from his pocket as he approached Zara.

      “Thorne's work,” Zara said, looking over the image as Fourt spread it flat on the counter.

      Thorne continued to peruse the pictures on the walls, trying to inspire himself with something other than the very bad idea thing he had in mind.

      “It is,” Fourt said, “but I have a small alteration to request.”

      Zara hopped up to sit on the countertop and leaned over to grab a pencil from a skull mug.

      “Can you work around these parts?” Fourt asked.

      Thorne glanced over to make sure they weren't doing anything to ruin the design.

      “Just leave them out?”

      “I want it to go over this.” Fourt turned his arm over to reveal his tattoo. “But I want these to stay the same.” He indicated several spots on his arm.

      Zara sucked in a breath. “Baby boy...may I?” she asked, holding her hand tentatively above Fourt's skin.

      Thorne watched with interest. Seeing Zara interact with a normal wolf made him feel less like she pitied him, and he appreciated the steadfastness of her character.

      Fourt nodded, and Zara traced her fingers over the heavy ink brand that marked him as owned.

      “I brought my papers,” Fourt murmured, lowering his eyes, “in case you need the proof that I'm free now.”

      Zara shook her head. “I don't need to see those. I can absolutely leave those parts visible. You're sure?”

      Fourt nodded. “Completely certain. No question.” He grinned over at Thorne. “I need a reset.”

      Zara smiled. “Good answer. Well, you already know it's gonna hurt. Go on over to my chair there, and I'll get everything set up.” She pointed Fourt to the deluxe chair by the mirrored wall where she worked.

      She glanced over her shoulder at Thorne as she wheeled her chair closer and began rifling through a drawer to the right. “What about you?” she asked. “I already know you're getting something.”

      “You're damn right,” Thorne said. His hand went to the right back pocket of his jeans. “I've got something in the works. Let me make sure it's exactly what I want while you work on Fourt.”

      Zara nodded. “You know where everything is. Help yourself.”

      Thorne went around the counter to the plush back room that served as Zara's home. He clicked the light on and tossed the crumpled piece of paper onto her desk.

      There wasn't a damn thing he wanted to do to alter the drawing. He'd been working and reworking the design obsessively as his wolf demanded it. Not that, in the beginning, Thorne could ever have told himself why.

      Fate, Em had driven him crazy back then. She'd intimidated the ever loving shit out of him, and she'd made it her mission to drive him crazy, on purpose.

      It had started with their very first fight, the day she and Grace moved into the pack's home. Lathan had charged Thorne with transporting and protecting Em while she'd gone to her apartment to get the stuff she'd needed to stay with them.

      The concept of protecting her had taken hold of Thorne's wolf like an obsession, instantly. A big part of that first fight had been about the fact that he didn't feel like her apartment was safe, while Em argued she could more than take care of herself.

      She'd laid it all out for him right then. She didn't need him and she never would. Why hadn't he learned his lesson on day one?

      That had been two years earlier. Grace had entered their lives and thrown things off balance before she'd made everything right in Lathan's world. But Em had been a part of that package and Thorne had never seen her coming. Her take-no-shit attitude had put him off-kilter from the moment she strutted into their house. He had always figured that feeling might go away one day.

      He'd been wrong.

      Now, even if Em went away—and why the hell was he so sure that's exactly what she intended to do?—he'd never be right again. He had to carry her with him.

      Man, would she be pissed if she knew what he was planning.

      He smoothed the card. As long as Zara didn't read the inside, he'd be fine. The Seer would know enough from watching him as the pain poured from his body. He didn't need her to know the parts that hurt the worst.

      Things hadn't gone as Thorne had hoped. Touching Em had revealed to him that she wasn't his mate. Something about it felt wrong. It was like Fourt said. Some part of him had always assumed he was meant for her, which was why he'd given himself so many liberties in not testing the imprint. It felt like he was already imprinted on her, so he didn't need to question it.

      If Em wasn't his mate, that meant another female was out there somewhere, and that didn't feel right either. He couldn't see himself with anyone but Em.

      So he was going to make a terrible choice.

      He snatched the paper off the desk and went back out to the sweet smell of acid ink and the comforting buzz of Zara at work.

      

      Thorne looked over Zara's shoulder at the design he'd drawn for Fourt. It was a highly stylized tree and, when it was complete, its roots and branches would wind around Fourt's entire arm, blocking out the slave owner's mark. Fourt wanted something that represented his new life, and the tree had spoken to him. He said it showed he was rooted in history but capable of growth, regardless of the bitterness of the soil from which he came.

      The paper drawing was notated in Riley's all but illegible script. The notes translated the original mark, made up of the ancient alphabet, into equivalent modern letters.

      When Thorne saw what Zara was leaving blank, he raised his eyebrows at Fourt. Fourt, gritting his teeth through the pain, gave a slight shrug with his right shoulder. “You're the only one who knows,” he said, “so I guess we both learned a secret tonight.”

      “You're sure about it?” Thorne asked.

      “I'm sure. Don't tell anyone, though. Riley gave me the translation, but he doesn't know what I wanted to do with it. Zara here—ow—is doing the concealment exactly the way I wanted. I'll know it's there, and so will you. But that's it for now. I'm not quite ready to be loud and proud or whatever.”

      Thorne nodded.

      Their pack didn't pass judgment on alternative lifestyles, but Fourt was new. Being new was one thing on its own. Being new and different could definitely suck. Thorne, being different, understood that well enough. He also knew how hard it was to deal with secrets and confusion.

      He handed his own drawing to Fourt whose eyes studied it, finding Emmeline's name secreted in the curling, waving fur of the black wolf.

      “You're sure about it?” Fourt asked, echoing Thorne's sentiment.

      “I'm sure,” Thorne said, “but you can't tell anyone, either.”

      “Where's it going?” Zara asked, not taking her eyes off her work.

      “Where only she would see it. And only if things take a turn in a totally different direction,” Thorne said.

      Another fragrant wave of acid ink hit him, and he yearned again for relief.
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      Reegan peeked around Em's bathroom door. “Lathan's extra grumpy this morning,” she warned, “and not in the way Grace likes.”

      Em snorted and leaned over the sink, not pausing in the application of her mascara.

      “I did some asking around about Asher Hale,” Reegan continued. Her voice turned meek. “Don't be mad and don't tell Lathan. He said none of us were allowed to, but I couldn't help it.”

      Em glanced at the young wolf in the mirror as she capped her mascara. Young was relative. Reegan was more than twice Em's age. “Spit it out, then,” Em said, barely able to contain her curiosity. She masked her interest by adding, “You're already in here, so you're an accomplice to my lateness now.”

      Reegan bit her lip and flicked a gaze at the door. “Didn't think about it that way,” she said.

      Her oversized t-shirt puffed out when she flopped to a seat on the broad edge of the tub. “Asher's a Romantic,” she told Em.

      Em laughed. “Of course he is. You saw the way he danced with me. And, sweetie, you should see the text that was waiting for me when I got back up here after...” she trailed off.

      Reegan's face turned sad, and Em stuck her tongue between her teeth, making a silly face she hoped would cheer her friend up.

      Asher's text couldn't have been more flawless—and his timing was impeccable, as well.

      “I had to stop at the end of this long-ass driveway because I couldn't wait. Thanks for the perfect first date. See me again, gorgeous? I'm at your mercy.”

      Em sighed out loud just thinking about it. Now that was the kind of romance she'd been waiting for.

      “No,” Reegan said. She blew a strand of hair out of her face, but it floated right back down in front of her eyes. “Big 'R'. Romantic. As in he doesn't believe in Fated mates.”

      “Oh,” Em said. “Does that matter?”

      “Well, I mean...” Reegan frowned and reached for her hair like she would pull it up as she often did. Her hands flopped back to her sides, though. “I thought you were more romantic—in the little 'r' sense—than that.”

      The messy countertop belied Em's calm appearance. She preferred things to be tidy, but when her emotions were on a rampage, messes tended to follow her everywhere.

      “As in you thought I might be romantic—in the little 'r' sense—with Thorne?” she asked, turning to face Reegan.

      “If I'm being honest, yes,” Reegan said, holding her own.

      Em adored Reegan. She was sweet and strong, but she didn't seem as secure as she once had.

      Em was gearing up to change the subject by asking Reegan if something was wrong when a series of heavy bangs landed on the bedroom door.

      “Considering that his mood hasn't improved, I'd say your hopes and dreams for Thorne and me aren't going to come true,” Em said.

      “That wasn't Thorne,” Reegan said. She jumped up from the tub, looking guilty—as well as looking for a place to hide.

      “Emmeline!” Lathan shouted.

      Em poked her head out from the bathroom in time to see the bedroom door rocket open and bang off the wall behind it. She blindly waved Reegan back when the girl tried to get past her.

      “I'm getting dressed, Lathan. What's the problem?” Em asked, her voice full of reproach.

      “It's breakfast time, and you're not at the table,” he said. “You know the rules. Come on. And don't give me any lip this time. I don't want to come up here again.”

      His tone lit a fire in her blood. True, it was the third time he'd knocked on her door that morning alone—he had every right to be a little annoyed. Em got the sense his unusual gruffness was tied to his brother rather than her, though.

      Leave it to a wolf to turn on you when you needed him the most.

      “I'm not in the house,” she said.

      Surprised confusion passed over his face. “I'm looking at you,” he said, helplessly.

      “Pretend you're not,” she told him.

      The anger, upset, and frustration over everything that had happened in the past few days surfaced. Hardly thinking about her actions, Impulsive Em was the one who stormed from the bathroom to the closet and yanked out her big red suitcase.

      “You're in the house,” Lathan tried again. His voice turned more pleading—a clear sign he was considering the trouble he'd be in with Grace. “You're supposed to be at breakfast. Come on, take your time.”

      “I don't feel like breakfast today,” Em said. She ripped open the dresser drawers and haphazardly tossed the most random assortment of things into her suitcase. “So consider me not in the house.”

      The suitcase was for show. She still had enough at her apartment to more than get by. But now at thirty, Em found she hadn't lost the penchant for dramatic exits that she'd had at twenty-nine.

      She zipped the suitcase, snatched her phone, purse, and keys, and marched right past Lathan.

      “Get to breakfast,” Lathan said in a low voice, presumably to Reegan. Em knew there was no way he was telling her what to do as she was on her way out.

      She clattered down the stairs in a cacophony of heels and suitcase wheels.

      “Em?” Grace said. She rounded the corner into the great hall just as Em reached the front door. Grace's eyes went big. “Uh—what—”

      “I'm heading home,” Em said like it was any other day. Any other day, she'd stay and eat breakfast. Any other day, Thorne's bacon would be calling to her.

      Wait—why wasn't his bacon calling to her?

      She shook off the question as she wrenched the door open and went straight to her car.

      Grace, in an atypical move, jumped down over the porch stairs to gain ground and catch up.

      “You're being a little rash aren't you?” Grace asked.

      Em struggled to load the suitcase into the tiny backseat of her convertible through the passenger door, wishing she had thought to drop the top first instead. “You’ve met me, right?”—she tossed her hair out of the way—“Impulsive Em.”

      “You're running, you know. Just like you always accuse me of doing. It's my job as your best friend to call you on it.”

      “I'm not running,” Em argued. Her heels slipped in the gravel as she shoved the overstuffed bag. It gave and slid in enough for her to shut the door.

      “You're running, because you're scared. Don't do this,” Grace said.

      Using her superhuman wolf strength, Grace gripped the edge of the driver's side door before Em could open it enough to get in. “Last night is over. Talk to Thorne today. Things are different, I'm sure.”

      “You know me better than anyone. You should know it's not about Thorne,” Em said, throwing off the idea. “Did you not see me enjoying myself with the fantastic man I met last night? I had a good time, and I want to see him again. Do you think the wolves here will let that happen?”

      “Wolves? Or wolf?” Grace asked, cocking her head.

      “Whatever,” Em said, reaching for the door.

      “Don't you 'whatever' me,” Grace said. “You're right. I do know you, but not better than anyone. You're running from someone who knows you better than I do because you're scared of one wolf. One single wolf who has the ability to break your heart.”

      Em didn't mention that he may already have succeeded before she'd even known her heart was at his mercy.

      “I'm leaving because I've got work to do, and I can't get it done here,” Em said. “Besides, your mate is in a bad mood, and I just don't even have time for that.”

      It sounded like a reasonable argument, at the time.

      “Em, Thorne cares. You know he does. He might have a…a weird way of showing it, but—”

      “Even if he does,” Em said, waving away the consideration, “it's way too late. He's had plenty of time to say something. It doesn't sit right with me that he can't speak up until another man comes along.”

      Grace sighed and released the car door to rub her arms.

      “I've got a point, don't I?” Em asked.

      “Please take some time to think about it, Em. Don't do something stupid just because you feel a petty need to get back at him for last night.”

      Em puffed up. “That's not—”

      “Thorne's got issues, sure. But you're not off the hook here, either. If you have feelings for him, real feelings, you should make that clear to him.”

      “Why would I? I don't even know if I do.”

      “Because he knows you, but he can't seem to figure you out. I don't think he'll chase you down if you don't give him the chance. If you leave now, that might be it—can you deal with it being your fault?”

      Em's eyebrow lifted on its own, but she chose her words carefully so she wouldn't blow up. Things were already weird enough. A disagreement with Grace was the last thing she needed. “I'm peachy, Grace, I promise. I don't do things I'll regret. You know that. Now go cheer up your grumpy mate.”

      Em ducked into the car and closed the door, blocking out the urge to go back in and talk to Thorne. The time to explore that path was over.

      She pretended Grace's eyes weren't on her—and full of concern—as the house disappeared from view in the mirrors.
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      “Not you, too!” Lathan's voice sliced through Thorne's restless sleep.

      Thorne clutched his head and reached for the pillows to drag them over his too-sensitive ears.

      “You stink,” Lathan said. His voice was low, though, and laced with sympathy.

      “I'm hungover,” Thorne croaked from inside his down-filled sanctuary.

      “If you weren't a wolf, I'd believe you,” Lathan said. “Anything you drank last night is old news.” He gave an audible sniff before adding, “Unless you drank all night.”

      The door shut and the hardwood creaked in a comforting way as Lathan approached the bed. He sat down, and Thorne was grateful that his brother was taking caution not to jar him.

      He was almost impressed with himself for achieving a new level of drunkenness until the bed sheets moved and sent searing pain over the front of his right hip.

      “Oh, fuck!” he whispered, sitting up way too fast. His head spun, and he realized it wasn't the alcohol doing him in. It was the other toxin he’d taken in the night before—the acid ink.

      Lathan's eyes were on him, and he looked more than a little concerned. “I already put Riley on breakfast duty. I know it was a bad night, but the pack might starve if you don't help. Besides, you know the rule.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Thorne said, hoping the apology he felt came out in his tone. He clutched his head with one hand, while his other hand focused on keeping the gray sheets tucked around his waist, hiding his new ink. He could taste the alcohol still in his mouth and wasn't surprised Lathan had assumed he'd been drinking all night. “Give me a minute to get my head right.”

      Lathan rubbed a hand over the back of his hair. “For what it's worth, Em doesn't seem to be having a good morning either. Maybe you can talk to her today.”

      Thorne's head shot up.

      She was still there! He had to go to her. He had to make things right.

      “Take your time. Breakfast can be late if it needs to be,” Lathan said. He raised a hand like he would put it on Thorne's shoulder, but then he stood up instead. Thorne was lucky they'd had years of practice with not touching Diesel. At least he wasn't the only sibling who shied away from physical contact. Well, he hadn't been until Avery came around.

      He should talk to Avery. If her offer was still open, he could start training. He could fix things; he was sure of it.

      Thorne almost told Lathan right then about the Sage thing. He shouldn't have kept it quiet for so long, and maybe if he'd spoken up right away some of the heartache that came later could have been avoided.

      Lathan was already at the door, though, and Thorne needed to check out the situation below his belt. He could always speak with Lathan after breakfast—once he'd had a chance to sort things out with Em.

      As soon as the door closed, Thorne yanked back the sheet to gaze at his naked body. He didn't usually sleep naked, but the new tattoo had required it. He'd uncovered it as soon as he'd gotten home. Thanks to his wolf blood, it had already been healed. Open air tended to help with the residual skin ache from the acid ink.

      There could be no question it was there, but he had to look anyway. There it was, Em's wolf, inked low on the right-hand side of his groin.

      Zara and Fourt had both gotten an eyeful the night before. Thorne's ears flushed red as he thought about it. At least Zara wasn't interested in men, and Fourt wasn't interested in him.

      The acid ink would leave his skin tender to the touch for the rest of the day. The brush of fabric over it promised to irritate him, so Thorne rushed to cover the tattoo with supplies from his medicine cabinet. He was always well-stocked since he never knew when a new design would be necessary.

      He hardly paid attention to cleaning himself up, beyond brushing his teeth. He scrubbed a hand over his beard. It was already starting to look shaggy and overgrown, but he didn't take the time to trim it.

      He rushed from his room and down the series of halls that led him to Em's door. He pounded his fist on it. His heart raced.

      It didn't matter that he hadn't felt a sting when he'd touched her. He cared for her, and he didn't need Fate to tell him anything more than that.

      The door swung open, and he would have launched himself inside if Reegan hadn't stood firmly in the way.

      “Is Lathan gone?” she whispered, leaning forward to peek down the hall.

      “What—yeah—he went to breakfast,” Thorne said in a rush as he tried to lean past his sister. “Em!” he called into the room.

      “Oh dear,” Reegan said. She leaned back and, heedless of his proclivity not to be touched, placed a hand on his chest. “She just left.”

      Thorne's chest gave way beneath Reegan's hand as he yanked himself back. “What do you mean?”

      Reegan tugged at the hem of her shirt. “Gone. Took stuff. Left.” She looked like she wanted to get out of the way before he lost his shit. “I don't wanna shift,” she muttered, confirming his assessment. She scooted under his arm and scurried toward the stairs.

      Thorne, not believing—or wanting to believe—her, pushed the door all the way in and stepped into the room.

      Half the dresser drawers were hanging open. The door to the closet was open. A trail of mismatched shoes and underwear led to the unmade bed.

      “Shit shit shit!” Thorne whispered in horror as he took in the scene. Em never left things messy. She wasn't exactly a neat freak, but her world was always tidy unless she was in distress. “Shit!” He raced across the room to look out the sliding glass door that led to the small balcony. Em's car wasn't in the driveway. He sprinted back over to make a frantic sweep of the closet. Her suitcase was gone, too. “Shit!”

      He stumbled into the hall and down the stairs, running on nothing but panic and adrenaline. He didn't have his keys. He needed...he needed... “Shit!” he cried as he ripped the bench by the door apart, searching for keys to any of the cars.

      “Thorne,” Fourt's voice came from so close, Thorne almost tumbled back. “There's no way you can go like that,” Fourt said.

      Thorne looked down, trying to determine what was amiss. He was shaking and his skin was so red it looked like it had been scalded.

      “I have to,” Thorne said, shaking his head and trying to gain control of his body. “I have to go to her.”

      “Give us a second,” Fourt called over his shoulder.

      Thorne didn't realize he was drawing a crowd from the kitchen. The rest of the pack backed away and disappeared around the corner, but it was only an illusion of privacy.

      “Listen,” Fourt said. He crouched on the floor in front of Thorne. After a moment of hesitation, he locked his hand on Thorne's shoulder. “I know you don't want to hear it, but you need to give her some time.”

      “She's gone,” Thorne said. “That's it. She doesn't need time. I had time. She was here, and I fucked it up. I know her.” He groaned and covered his face. “I have to go. If I have any chance of fixing this, it's got to be right now.”

      “You can't, brother,” Fourt said. “Please, listen to me. It's done for now. I don't think it's over, but I think it's got to be done for now.”

      Thorne uncovered his face enough to look at Fourt. The younger wolf seemed confident in what he was saying.

      “Would you listen to your advice if it were him?” Thorne asked, keeping his voice low.

      “If it were who?” Ren's voice called from the sofa.

      “Shit!” Thorne and Fourt shouted and jumped up in unison.

      “Well, I see how much anyone in this house notes my presence,” the Protector said as he rose and stretched. He emitted a loud yawn and then glanced around. “Bloody hell, mate. You have one quick snooze while you're waiting for breakfast and everyone forgets you're a member of the household.”

      “You slept through all that?” Grace called disbelievingly from the kitchen.

      “Oh. Morning, love,” Ren called back. He cocked his head as he looked around. “Right. I'm getting the sense I missed something, then, did I?” Ren said.

      “All of it,” Fourt said. “Zoom yourself into the kitchen, okay?”

      Thorne felt Ren's eyes on him for only a moment before the Protector disappeared.

      Thorne and Fourt both slumped onto the bench.

      “It feels like the world is ending,” Thorne said, staring with bleak resolve at the floor.

      “It probably will at some point, but not today,” Fourt said. “So, what now?”

      Thorne shook his head. “I don't know.”

      The house was eerily quiet. Thorne knew his friends and family were clustered just out of sight in the kitchen, but none of them were making a sound.

      Finally, footsteps approached, and Grace's recognizable flat shoes appeared in his line of sight. Fourt rose and walked back to the kitchen, moving with whisper quiet.

      “Thorne,” Grace said gently, holding a cup of coffee under his nose, “I'd like a word.”

      Thorne took the mug and stood to follow her.

      The black cloud of his emotions fell over the entire house. It seemed unlikely that the dense, devastating darkness would ever lift again.
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      “Do you remember the last big talk you and I had out here?” Grace asked.

      Thorne enjoyed coffee. To his oversensitive taste buds, fresh coffee was rich and complex. He had downed half his mug before he realized he couldn't taste anything.

      Grace didn't wait for him to answer. “You told me more than you should have because you thought Fate might want you to play a part in getting Lathan and me together.”

      Thorne gave a wordless nod. Of course he remembered. It was shortly after he'd met Em for the first time. When the hell had he started keeping track of his life by Em's presence in it?

      “The things you said put my mind at ease and helped me make one of the best decisions of my life. I remember you put your hand on my shoulder. That was before I knew you weren't much of a touchy-feely guy. I felt the most wonderful sense of peace,” Grace said. She put her coffee mug down on the stone step beside her. “I never thanked you for that.”

      Thorne swallowed, feeling like he was trying to force a volleyball down his throat. He nodded.

      “That's not me saying thanks,” Grace told him. “But this is. This is me breaking pretty much every best friend code in the book because it's time I paid you a tribute for that favor.”

      She released a heavy sigh before she gave him a smile that said she was letting him in on a big secret. “Em cares for you, but she'll always be who she is: that proud, independent woman who sees things as very, very black and white. Gray doesn't work for her. It never has, and you, of all people in the universe, should know that by now.”

      Thorne rubbed his fingers over his tattoos. Now that it was covered again, the new one hardly ached. He wished the pain had lasted longer.

      “If you're going to fix this thing with Em, you're going to have to go about a dozen extra miles. You're fighting a battle that's almost impossible to win,” Grace said. “She pretends it doesn't get to her, but the fact that Em’s parents died when she was so young makes her skittish. Not to mention she's got serious wolf abandonment issues because of her grandfather. When things aren't clear cut and favorable, Em bolts. Remember how it was when I died, and everyone was waiting for me to come back from the Forest? She left me, Thorne, and I've been her best friend for more than twenty years.”

      “If she cares, why did she leave?” Thorne asked, trying to comprehend everything Grace was throwing at him.

      “Weren't you just listening to me?” Grace asked, giving him a look. “That's what she does when things aren't clear to her.”

      “They're not clear to me, either, though,” Thorne said. “I didn't...” his voice tapered off in a breathy shudder. He couldn't cry. For all the things he could feel too much, he was incapable of the act of shedding tears. “I touched her, Grace. I touched her and I didn't feel anything.”

      “Who the fuck cares?” Grace asked.

      “I care! I care that I have feelings for her even though she's not my mate! But I also care that she deserves a man who is imprinted on her.”

      “Exactly,” Grace said. “You already cared. You didn't need Fate to tell you so.”

      “You're not hearing me. I'm not a Romantic,” Thorne said with a frustrated shake of his head. “Fate still guides my choices.”

      “Does that change how you're feeling?” Grace asked.

      Thorne couldn't speak up, but he'd already answered that question for himself. He had the newly ink-scarred skin to prove it.

      “How did you go from knowing her better than I do—right away—to not being able to handle her at all?” Grace asked. “I mean, from day one, you understood her more than I ever could.”

      “I lost sight of it at some point,” Thorne said. He thought the moment lined up with the exact point in time Em had gotten into his head and his heart.

      “Was it when you two stopped fighting?” Grace asked. “Because I'm not apologizing for putting an end to that.”

      Her smile didn't reach her eyes, and Thorne applauded her for not trying to force it.

      “What am I supposed to do?” Thorne asked.

      “I know you're not going to want to hear it, but Fourt was right. You need to give Em time to cool down. The more you push, the more she'll pull away, right?”

      “She's going to go out with Asher,” Thorne said.

      “Reegan said Asher is a Romantic.”

      Thorne's head shot up. “Fate. That's it, then. It's done. He'll court her and I won't stand a chance.”

      “You might lose her,” Grace allowed, “but I'd argue that puts you on an even playing field. If you don't feel anything when you touch her, then maybe she isn't your mate. But she's not Asher's mate either. That much we know.”

      “That's unacceptable,” Thorne lamented. “Em deserves more, and it's too much left up in the air for me.”

      “Now who doesn't like things so gray?” Grace asked.

      “I can't stand by and act like it doesn't matter.”

      “I think that's exactly what you have to do,” Grace said. “Em put herself out there at the party—way out there—and you embarrassed her in front of everyone.”

      Thorne opened his mouth to argue, but Grace plowed on. “I know you didn't mean to. I’m not blaming you or Em. It was a massive missed connection, though. She needs time to lick her wounds and think about what she really wants.”

      “She won't even consider me now. Not after everything that's happened,” Thorne lamented.

      “Then find a way to fix it,” Grace said, “or at least stay out of your own way for a while.”

      Grace stood, taking her coffee cup.

      Without thinking, Thorne grabbed her free hand. Emotions overwhelmed him, but he needed the contact. He crossed his right arm over the tops of his legs and buried his head in the crook of his elbow. He was still unable to cry, but going through the motions helped all the same.

      Grace stroked her thumb over his knuckles while she stood by him.

      “I'm going to fuck it up,” he said at last.

      “Give yourself a little credit, Thorne. You've gotten this far.”

      “No,” he said, lifting his head to show her how serious he was. “I'm not capable of doing it right. I've already lost her, and now the rest of the pack will lose out on their futures.” He sighed and felt the confusion settle deep within him. “I don't understand. I thought there was something there. Even now...I don't know.”

      “Maybe you have a little bit of an instinct about it,” Grace offered. “You knew we'd be friends, remember? You and me. You felt that.”

      “That was hope and blind luck,” Thorne said, unable to keep his head up.

      “It was more than that,” Grace insisted. She squeezed his hand. “But hope and blind luck are a good start.”

      “I'm not that lucky,” Thorne said. “I'm sorry if I let you down. I don't think Em will come back into the pack while I'm here. Maybe I should leave for a while. I could ask Avery about doing a run or two for her Flagler people.”

      “Avery!” Grace cried without warning. “You could talk to Avery and see if she's had any visions of you and Em.”

      Thorne's chest tightened. He needed to speak with Avery about something else. His gut told him Avery didn't know anything about his future with Em, though. “I think she'd have mentioned it if she'd seen something. Have you?”

      A lupine grumble sounded from behind the closed front door. Frustrated scratching followed it.

      Grace shook her head. “I wish I could help, but my visions were only ever related to Lathan, and they ended when I became his mate.”

      Grace released Thorne's hand and went to the front door to let Blaze out. Her big black wolf trotted out and sat on the step next to Thorne's feet. She leaned her heavy, warm body against him.

      “She hates it when anyone is sad,” Grace said.

      “Sad?” Thorne murmured. “Is that what this is?”

      “What?”

      “This feeling? It's too many things to just be 'sad'.”

      Grace cocked her head at him. “Sad is probably the smallest word I could use for what you might be feeling. I didn't mean to downplay it.”

      “It's okay,” Thorne said. “You know how my emotional bullshit is.”

      “Are you going to be okay?” Grace asked.

      Thorne considered that. His current state of mind didn't make him optimistic. “I don't want to lie,” he said. He reached out and patted Blaze's head. She whimpered and tucked herself more tightly against him. “I'm pretty messed up right now. I feel like day drinking and then crawling into a hole somewhere.”

      “Well, do what you need to do,” Grace said. “I'll do what I can to keep the others away, as long as you don't do anything stupid. I mean it: give Em time and space. And think about talking to Avery. Maybe she saw something in the past that wouldn't make sense until now. You know how her visions can be.”

      “The last one involved Diesel in the middle of a room of levitating diapers,” Thorne said. “Girl might be off her game.”

      Grace snorted. “That wasn't a vision. It was a nightmare.” She shuddered and made a funny sound. “I love Rose and Dahlia to bits, but they haven't changed my mind about the mom thing, that's for sure.”

      Thorne allowed himself a chuckle and Blaze's tail thumped on the step. “I'm alright, big girl,” he said to the wolf, whose head had come to rest on his knee.

      He was alright—for the moment. He didn't know how he'd feel in five minutes. Or five hours. And he wasn't willing to consider how he'd feel if Em was gone for five days—or longer.

      “Give Em space,” Grace repeated. “And figure your shit out in the meantime, so that when she does come back to you, you’ll be ready. What was it you told me? ‘Don’t lose out on the love of a lifetime because you couldn’t man up’? It’s your turn to man up.”

      “You think she’ll come back?”

      Grace sighed. “I hope so.” She turned her attention to her wolf. “Come on, Blaze. Let's go get some breakfast.” Grace smirked at Thorne. “I'll keep them off you about food as long as I can, too, but I'm a lot less likely to win that battle.”

      “No,” Thorne said, grateful for her help. “It's one of the only things I can actually do for the pack. I'll get back to it soon.”

      Grace turned to go inside but paused one last time. “You do more for the pack than you know,” she said. “Don't forget that.”
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      “You’re here.”

      Em's heart flipped when Asher rose from the bench outside the restaurant. He was taller than she remembered—more muscular, too. His broad shoulders challenged the tailored fit of his suit jacket. His hair was tied back with a leather cord, leaving his face open to display the sexy smile that accompanied the naughty arch of his eyebrows as he watched her walk toward him.

      “Of course I am,” Em said. She accepted his arm. “You didn't have to wait for me out here. It's chilly.”

      He tucked a hand over hers. “I didn't want to miss a second of our second date,” he said. “Besides, I thought if you decided to stand me up, it would lessen the blow to my pride if I hadn't gotten us a table.” His smile deepened when Em laughed.

      “After all the texts in the last three days, you thought I'd stand you up?” Em asked. “Pfft. Please. I've been counting the hours until tonight.”

      He leaned his head down, and his lips brushed against her ear when he whispered, “So have I, gorgeous.”

      “Mr. Hale,” the beautiful hostess breathed. “Your tribe hasn't arrived yet.” Her eyes didn't move from him to Em.

      Em stifled a giggle. R & B men drew that kind of attention without even trying, though the effect was usually stronger on humans.

      Asher had requested she meet him at an R & B restaurant. Em was glad she'd arrived after he had. Being a human standing around in the R & B joint waiting on her date would have been awkward.

      “I'm not here with my tribe this evening. The reservation is only for two,” Asher said to the hostess. He kept his gaze glued to Em, and Em felt herself melting. So, he was taller, more muscular, and more attentive than she recalled. God, she was lucky.

      “Of course,” the hostess said. She didn't blink once at Em's humanness before she turned to lead them. Em wondered if the female had been warned against it. She glanced up at Asher, and he winked at her.

      The texts between them had gone nonstop since Em had left the Black house. She'd replied to him right away, before a single thought could prevent her, when he'd asked if he could call. When he'd called to ask for this date, they'd spent an hour on the phone. Em couldn't think of the last time she'd spent more than five minutes on the phone. The conversation flowed between them.

      Throughout her busy week of work, Em's mind had been distracted by the fabulous prospects of the evening with Asher.

      She wasn't disappointed.

      Em had never been to The Huntsclub before. She'd only heard of it through local gossip as one of the most exclusive restaurants in Fairview. Knowing it was an R & B place explained the exclusivity.

      Rather than having tables, The Huntsclub was divided into a web of long narrow hallways. There were intimate alcoves set into the walls, and each had a curtain that could be drawn to provide additional privacy. The lighting was dim, and the air was full of delicious smells. One thing about the R & B—they loved to eat, and the men didn't shy away from a female who could hold her own at the table.

      Asher waited for Em to slip into the curved booth behind their table. When the hostess left them, he reached over to pull a dark red cord. The heavy curtain dropped, concealing them from view.

      Two glasses of red wine later, Em had decided The Huntsclub was the height of luxury. Yes, choosing to drink red wine was a decision to dance with the devil, but she no longer cared. Asher's arm was draped around her. Their table was loaded with food, but they weren't in any rush.

      “Your friend was right,” Asher said. “I am a Romantic. It must have been unusual for you to hear my family called a tribe rather than a pack. I should have told you. Does it worry you?”

      “No,” Em said, “but I don't know much about your way of life.”

      “What have you heard?” Asher asked. He took a sip from his wine glass.

      “Only the part about mates. You don't believe in Fated mates, so you feel empowered to choose your own, right? And then you make the commitment to stay with that mate, even if you do imprint on someone else?”

      “That's a very small part of it,” Asher said, “but yes. I have the right to choose my mate. And I have no concerns about staying committed to her, even if Fate does put another in my path.”

      “That's a lot of commitment,” Em said. Truthfully, it did concern her a little. She'd seen the power of imprints at work within the Black pack, so she knew how strong the connection was. Then again, Asher's Romantic lifestyle didn't separate him much from the human concept of monogamy.

      Asher chuckled. “It is, but you have to understand that I'm Romantic not only in my choice of a mate. I'm committed to all the Romantic ways. It's my entire belief system, and it has been my upbringing. It's been my salvation. I didn't have a very happy early life.”

      Em's heart twisted at his honesty and the bravery he showcased by being so open. “How so?” she asked, reaching up to hold the hand he had draped over her shoulder. The gesture felt natural.

      “My parents were criminals,” he admitted. “They were apprehended and put to justice when I was very young. The honored head of the tribe to which I now belong took me in. He raised me in the ways of the Romantics. Had it not been for Ephraim, I would have been doomed to follow in my parents' footsteps by never having learned I had a choice.”

      “You think you were Fated to be bad?” Em asked.

      Asher's thumb stroked her fingers. “I wouldn't have known there was more to life. The Romantic ideals struck a chord with me very early on. I devoted myself to them. I believe everyone has a choice, regardless of how naturally good or bad they may be. That choice extends to all aspects of life, including mates.” He squeezed her hand as he said the last word.

      Em went as breathless as the hostess had been. “It's impressive that you can be so open about that,” she managed to say.

      “It's my duty to live as an example for others, the way Ephraim and my tribe have done for me,” he said. He smiled and leaned closer. “What about you?”

      Em caught her breath. She didn't mind speaking frankly about her life but she didn't talk about it often. The people she was close to knew the key points, and she didn't feel the need to share it with anyone else. She felt the urge, though, to tell Asher. “My parents died in a plane crash when I was a baby. I don't remember them, and I don't remember losing them. Most of my memories involve my grandmother. She's an Outcross—a human-wolf hybrid.”

      “So there is magic in your bones,” Asher said. “I thought I saw something in you when I looked deeply the other night.”

      “I have a little wolf blood,” Em said, dismissing it. “It's not enough to do much. Thorne says—” She coughed an embarrassed sound and gulped her wine to cleanse the word from her mouth. “Some people say I carry wolf characteristics. Aggressive loyalty, for one.”

      Asher laughed. “Aggressive loyalty. I've never heard it put quite that way.”

      “I stick around for people even when I shouldn't,” Em said. She ignored the prickling reminder that she was still living out of the suitcase she'd hauled off when she'd fled the Black home three days earlier.

      “I like the concept of you sticking around,” Asher murmured. Then he frowned. “You didn't mention memories of your grandfather. He would have been a wolf, if your grandmother is a hybrid.”

      “Yeah,” Em said. “He was a wolf alright. A wolf who left my grandmother when things got tough. I don't make a habit of remembering him.”

      “Which explains your comment about being condemned to mate a wolf,” Asher said.

      Em nodded.

      “But you seem so embedded in that pack,” he said. His frown deepened, and he hesitated before he went on. “Avery Wells is a powerful ally, and she has been instrumental in the success of the operations down in Flagler.”

      “You know about Flagler?” Em asked. She'd never heard anyone mention meeting Asher there, but she knew there were loads of people connected to the R & B-occupied city.

      “I volunteer my time at the safe home there as often as I can. I owe everyone there my gratitude for giving me an outlet to help others as I've been helped.”

      Tall, muscular, attractive, and altruistic. Em's pro-Asher column was filling up. “Oh, yeah, Avery's great. They're all great,” Em said. Noting his frown, she added, “I don't want to mate any of them, though.”

      “Not even Thorne?”

      “Definitely not Thorne,” Em said.

      “You were in tears over him,” Asher pointed out.

      “I was in tears over being publicly embarrassed at my own birthday party,” Em countered. Why was Thorne becoming a topic of conversation? He was the last thing she wanted to think about during this so-far fantastic second date.

      “So he doesn't have any claim on you?” Asher asked.

      “Absolutely not,” Em said. The very thought!

      “But you're a member of their household. They care for you and protect you, don't they? You have your own room in their home.”

      “My lifelong best friend is mated to their alpha. They have no choice but to care for me. Grace demands it,” Em said with a laugh.

      Asher's face relaxed. “That kind of protection is priceless. Connections like those, in these times, are invaluable,” he said. “I find it hard to believe none of the wolves have tried to claim you.”

      Em wished she could divert him from the Black pack. Every time he talked about them, she thought of Thorne.

      What was she thinking? She could totally divert him.

      She swooped in and planted her lips on his.

      Asher hesitated only a moment before his arms went around her and he closed the distance between their bodies. He opened himself to the kiss, and Em's head swam at the passion he delivered.

      Em's hands went to his chest, desperate to cling to something that would steady her dizzy brain. The man beneath the crisp shirt and tie was all muscle and heat. She could feel his heart pounding against her palm, and when his tongue swept to meet hers, she moaned and leaned into his embrace.

      The fact that he didn't growl at the exchange crossed her mind in a minuscule shockwave.

      Whenever Grace and Lathan or Diesel and Avery kissed in a meaningful way, the action was often accompanied by a strange, but intimate, growling noise. Em hadn't realized she'd come to associate that sound with kissing. She forced the fleeting image of Thorne from her brain. So what if this was the kind of kiss she might have imagined sharing with him—if she were in the business of imagining such things. She wasn't sharing it with him, and the man she was sharing it with wasn't a growler. That was fine, if not quite what she expected.

      Still, she couldn't help herself when she tried to elicit something more from him by gently nipping his lower lip.

      He didn't growl, but he did clutch her more tightly, and he whispered her name against her lips. That was good enough.

      When he broke the kiss, Asher was panting, and a fireworks display had taken over his unusual eyes. “I want to introduce you to my tribe,” he said. He continued to hold her close, and he tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.

      “Isn't it a little early for that?” Em asked. A cool sense of warning tingled in her gut, but she shoved it away.

      Asher chuckled and traced his thumb across her lip. “I don't know. You kissed me, and that didn't feel early,” he said, shaking his head like he was bewitched. “It felt right.”

      Em ignored another flash of Thorne as it raced through her mind. “I enjoyed it,” she said, giving Asher an indecent smile to hide the fact that she despised her own evasive answer. It was far too gray for her taste, but she couldn't bring herself to commit to more.

      “Meeting my tribe doesn't have to mean anything,” Asher urged, as if he could read her hesitation. “I want to explore this feeling, though. In my culture, meeting my tribe is the next step. Please say you will.”

      Well, when he put it that way, it didn't sound like a big thing. Em was having a wonderful time; he was the perfect gentleman; and that kiss had definitely been something.

      “I'd love to,” she told him. Still, when the words fell from her lips, she reached for her wine.
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      Thorne slipped into the kitchen. The house was quiet. His brothers were out on a job site, and Grace, Avery, and Reegan had taken the twins shopping. What the hell eight week old—no, it was almost ten weeks, now—girls shopped for, Thorne had no idea. He knew enough to expect a pile of bags to accompany them home, though. He also knew to expect Avery's lament at the lack of black clothing for infants and Reegan's retreat to the quiet of her room. She spent more time studying her Healer texts now than she had when she'd been in training.

      Lathan had charged Thorne with working on plans for an upcoming project. Thorne couldn't focus on work. Instead, he hooked the flimsy cardboard handle on a six-pack from the fridge and strolled to stare out the back windows of the kitchen. The late afternoon sun tipped the trees in a way that made him want to paint.

      No, it didn't.

      Nothing made him want to paint. Or draw. Or breathe.

      His wolf was even more desolate than Thorne was, which was the only consolation he'd had in five days. He'd finally gone more than four hours without an unexpected shift. In the days before that, he'd destroyed two bins of clothes. He suspected Lathan was on the verge of permitting him to roam the house naked. Not that Thorne would, thanks to the new tattoo.

      Someone was going to see it eventually. Thorne was shocked no one had during the multitude of recent shifts. Then again, they might not notice. He had so many. What was one more?

      The front door opened, and he jumped.

      He felt guilty drinking while they were out. He realized he should, perhaps, consider that as an indicator that he might have a problem.

      He felt guiltier for not being at his desk. He suspected the house had been emptied for his benefit. On the other hand, maybe the pack couldn't stand to be around him.

      He was crossing the kitchen to stash the beer when he heard the click of heels across the floor.

      Shit.

      No one wore heels except—

      Thorne didn't know he was shaking until the bottles clattered against each other. In a frenzied effort to rid his trembling hand of the beer, Thorne fumbled the cardboard carrier. Glass and alcohol went everywhere.

      “Oh, sorry! I didn't know anyone was here,” Em cried. The sound of her heels rushed toward the kitchen. She stopped dead in the doorway when she saw Thorne on the floor, mopping up beer with a rag.

      He gave her a cursory glance before he went back to the task. He didn't think he could look at her for very long without shifting, and he was already too close to the edge.

      Em stepped into the kitchen. “Can I help?” she asked. Her voice sounded tight and fake.

      “Woman, don't come one damn step closer. You're going to get cut,” he growled.

      Em's hands went to her hips, and Thorne's wolf whimpered. Thorne clenched his teeth and begged the creature to back down. He was exhausted.

      “Whatever. Forgive me for trying to be nice. I came to grab some of my things,” Em said.

      Thorne grunted at her and focused on cleaning his mess so he wouldn't have to look at her again.

      She clicked away.

      Thorne sat back on his heels. She was here. Alone. He could talk to her. Maybe Fate was offering him a chance to set things right.

      He worked faster, but the mess was huge. He set the one salvageable bottle on the counter and grabbed another rag.

      Heels clicked back down the stairs. Thorne breathed deep, trying to cleanse his mind. The house had been empty for long enough that it wasn't awash with the standard flood of emotions. Maybe he was clear-headed enough to do something right for a change.

      Em strutted into the kitchen, ignoring him, and placed a pile of things on the table. “Can I come over there now, or are you going to bite my head off?” she asked.

      “What do you need?” he managed, and he was pleased to hear that his voice was almost pleasant, regardless of his inner agony.

      She hesitated before she tossed her hair over her shoulder. Thorne didn't see her do it, but he knew that's what she'd done. “I'd like to get my birthday cake,” she said.

      “It's in the big freezer,” Thorne said. His ears flushed red. He had almost thrown the thing away because it was making him sick to see it. He couldn't bring himself to toss it, though, so he'd stored it away.

      He moved to stand up, but Em huffed.

      “I know where the big freezer is. I'll get it,” she said.

      He watched her go.

      Something told him it wasn't the right time to talk. He remembered the warnings from Fourt and Grace to give Em space. He still didn't love the idea, but maybe things would be okay. After all, Em was back. Even if she was taking more of her things, she hadn't written their place off completely.

      He glanced at the items she'd put on the table.

      He recognized the giant black makeup box. The high-end garment bag on the other hand...

      He looked over his shoulder and held his breath as he listened. He couldn't hear Em, which meant she was all the way in the back of the vast laundry room where the extra fridge and chest freezer were.

      He jumped up and wiped his hands on a clean towel. Then he tiptoed over and unzipped the top of the garment bag.

      “Fuck me,” he whispered.

      All he could see was black lace. He staggered, with the garment bag still in his hand, back to the counter. He took a long pull from his rescued beer bottle. Then he peeked inside the garment bag again, like the contents would have magically changed.

      Lingerie. Why the hell would she need—

      “What are you doing?” Em cried. She hurried over, slammed the frozen cake down on the counter, and snatched the garment bag away.

      For once, she was bright red.

      Thorne didn't think he'd ever seen her blush, but the thought didn't comfort him. He wasn't the one putting the rosy cast on her cheeks. The urge to protect her rose from the most primal parts of him.

      “So what? You're with him now?” Thorne asked. His voice was thick, and even he didn't know if it was due to emotion or the bottle in his hand—along with the many bottles that had preceded it.

      “Listen to yourself,” Em snapped. She tried to snatch the bottle from him, but he was, unfortunately, more than sober enough to swing it out of her reach. “You can't ask me questions like that. Do you understand me?” she asked. “We've been over this already. You've got no right.”

      He gazed at her, feeling indignant—also feeling other things, none of which he could comprehend. Why wasn't the alcohol helping more?

      “You should go,” Thorne said. “If you like him so much, you should go bother his pack for a while.”

      “I intend to,” Em informed him with a scowl. “I'm meeting them tonight, in fact.”

      Thorne's wolf lurched forward, but Thorne blocked him out. He gripped the bottle in his hand so hard, he was sure he felt the glass begin to fracture beneath his fingers.

      “Get out of here, then,” he said. His words came out much harsher than he'd meant.

      “Are you really telling me to go?” Em asked.

      “No one can stop you from doing what you want to do,” Thorne countered, meaning far more than his words could express.

      She stared at him for a long time without speaking. Then, to his surprise, tears flooded Em's eyes. He envied her ability to cry until she blinked them away.

      “You know what? That's a great idea,” she said. She snatched the cake up and grabbed her things from the table. She didn't pause when she added, “And it's not a pack. It's a tribe!”

      Thorne watched her and hated himself. If there had been a chance of her forgiving him before, it was long gone, and he deserved that punishment. He hadn't been man enough to speak up when the time was right. It was his own fault.

      The front door opened, and heavy boots clomped across the floor.

      “Do you think they're making up?” Fourt asked, his voice full of excitement.

      Em made a disdainful noise and rounded the corner. Thorne followed and watched helplessly as she passed right by his brothers without saying a single word.

      Em slammed the front door behind her.

      “What the hell?” Lathan said. He turned like he would go after her.

      “Let her go,” Diesel grunted.

      “Where's she going?” Fourt asked.

      “A date,” Thorne said. He rubbed at his tattoos like he might be able to smudge them out of his skin. “With Asher's entire family.”

      “Shit, mate,” Ren said, popping up from the sofa.

      “What the fuck,” Thorne said. “Have you been there this whole time?”

      “No, mate, I swear it,” Ren said before Thorne could haul off at him. “I was with Chris and Allie until I felt the pack returning. All I caught was the date thing you just said.”

      “Something isn't right,” Thorne told whoever might listen. The urge to protect Em was stronger than ever.

      Riley stepped forward, his face serious. “What's wrong?”

      “I don't know,” Thorne said. “But it's something. I feel it.”

      Riley studied him for a minute.

      “You know,” he said, turning away from Thorne, “I think we might need to follow that instinct.”

      “Instinct?” Lathan sighed and rubbed a hand over the back of his hair. “I don't know if I can argue that point. I've got a serious thing about following instincts...”

      “Em knows what she's doing,” Diesel said. “Since when has she not been able to take care of herself?”

      “But Thorne's got a connection with her,” Fourt objected. “If he's feeling something, it might be important.”

      “I could trail her and see what's what,” Ren offered.

      “No,” Lathan said. “You stay on Grace's parents.”

      “Chris and Allie are fine, mate. The Dissidents haven't bothered them once.”

      “And I don't want you to be elsewhere the one time they do,” Lathan said.

      The front door opened and Blaze trotted in ahead of the females. She stopped and took in the scene before she whimpered and went back to Grace.

      “Was there a family meeting on the calendar?” Reegan asked as she came in, toting Rose on her hip. Grace had Dahlia, and Thorne could see the redness already creeping over the twins' cheeks.

      “I'll take those,” Diesel said. He stepped forward to collect his daughters and snuggled them together before they could launch into a reign of terror.

      Avery dropped a heap of bags by the door. “For Fate's sake, you'd think at least the R & B world would have darker clothes for kids. What if we needed to camouflage them at night?” She stopped when she saw the cluster of people in the great hall. “What's up?” she asked. After the loss of her mother at the hand of a former Dissident leader, Avery took groups of concerned-looking people much more seriously.

      “Em was here,” Diesel told her, “and now all H-E-L-L has broken loose.”

      “For Fate's sake, Diesel. I don't think hell's a curse word, especially not for us,” Avery said.

      “Thorne should go protect her,” Riley chimed in.

      “Em? What's happened to Em?” Grace asked.

      “I'll fill you in,” Lathan murmured, pulling her to his side.

      “Thorne wants to go protect Em, love,” Ren offered. When Lathan shot him a look, the Protector added, “That's the long and short of it. Your mate will tell you the rest.”

      “Oh dear,” Reegan said. “I don't know if that's a good idea.”

      “Why not?” Riley asked.

      “Well, it's an invasion of her privacy if she's not expecting it,” Reegan told him. “And if she's not expecting it, she'll be more likely to act in a way that might cause Thorne pain.” She tugged the ends of her hair. “Sorry,” she muttered to Thorne, “but it's the truth.”

      “But if she's in trouble—”

      “Even so—”

      “Can't we just—”

      The voices carried over each other and Thorne couldn't make sense of any of them. The whirlwind of emotions that whipped around him made him dizzy and sick. As he listened to his family and friends argue, he chalked up another loss for himself. He was the cause of the conflict brewing in the room. Would he never learn to get it right?

      “That's enough,” Lathan's voice cut over the rumble in the room.

      Everyone looked to Lathan, waiting for his decision.

      “Look, Thorne, if you have an instinct about it, you should chase that down.” Lathan looked around the room and spoke his next words carefully. “But be prepared for the idea that Em won't be coming back here permanently, and if that's her choice, you need to let it be.”

      Thorne's heart closed up shop. It turned black and dead. The mere thought that Em would never be a part of their household again threatened to strangle him.

      Riley stepped forward before anyone else could speak and jangled the keys in his pocket. “Come on, brother,” he said to Thorne as he led the way. “Let's go get a drink.”

      As the front door closed behind them, Thorne heard the pack erupt into a debate. So much for the quiet.

      He didn't bother mentioning to Riley that he'd gotten a head start on that whole drinking thing.
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      “I’m not sure she's in there,” Riley said. “Maybe she already left.”

      “She's in there.” Thorne glumly drummed his fingers on the table beside his water glass.

      “Hey, don't blame me for the fact that you need hydration,” Riley said, his eyes landing on Thorne's anxious finger tapping. “Speaking of blame, is my car always going to smell like the inside of a keg?”

      “I broke a whole six-pack when Em surprised me,” Thorne admitted. “It must have soaked into my pants. I didn't realize.”

      “Man,” Riley said, leaning back in his tall chair. “You've got to stop.”

      “Stop what?” Thorne asked.

      The windows at Em's were still dark, but Thorne wasn't buying it.

      “The pity party,” Riley said. “You're not the fuck-up you think you are.”

      Thorne scoffed and gulped down the water. It was a decent change from the expensive, but ineffective, beer he'd been guzzling for days.

      “You're not, you know!” Riley insisted. He kicked farther back in his chair until it tipped up and he was balancing on its back legs. “You want to venture into the world of being an honest-to-Fate fuck-up? Try being born a Healer and ditching your Healer training. That's first-class fuck-uppery there.”

      “You had your reasons,” Thorne said.

      “Sure I did,” Riley said. “Do you know what they were?”

      Thorne shrugged.

      “No, that's right. You don't. Because I still can't talk about that shit.” Riley nodded proudly like he'd won the argument, even if what he’d said was sad.

      Sad. There was that too small word again.

      Thorne studied Riley, but he couldn't think of what other words might apply.

      Why did he have such a huge block against understanding the people around him?

      “We've got movement,” Riley said. He righted his chair and leaned toward the apartment like it would improve his already heightened vision.

      Thorne followed his gaze.

      The low, ambient lights that wrapped Em's living room came on.

      There she was. She had on a black blouse, and she looked—

      “Shit,” Riley said. “We should go.”

      Em stepped up to the window and gazed out.

      Thorne knew she could see them.

      She turned and spoke over her shoulder; then, Asher appeared in the window behind her.

      “Thorne, seriously,” Riley said. “It's time to jet. Now.”

      Thorne held up his hand, but couldn't manage any words.

      He watched in agonized silence as Asher put his hands on Em's hips.

      Em let him. She tipped her head to the right and let him kiss her neck, too.

      Then she glared right out at Thorne and reached to the side, dropping the curtains.

      The curtains he'd bought and hung for her.

      “Shit,” he breathed.

      “Alright,” Riley said, leaping up. “I'm for real, you know. We're leaving.”

      “Stay where you are,” Thorne told him.

      “Man, don't do this to yourself,” Riley pleaded.

      Thorne couldn't look away.

      Asher and Em appeared in the other big window. This time, it was Asher who dropped the curtains, as he pulled Em to him.

      Thorne felt the redness creep across his trembling skin.

      “Listen to me,” Riley murmured, casting a furtive glance at the surrounding humans, “you don't get a choice this time. You cannot lose your shit up here in the real world, brother. I'm calling this off.”

      Thorne let Riley hook his elbow. At the physical contact, everything Thorne felt was jacked to the highest degree. His legs almost gave out as Riley dragged him from the chair.

      “One too many,” Riley explained with a laugh to the onlooking crowd as he hauled Thorne away.

      Something deep within Thorne shattered. It felt as if the pieces flung themselves out into the world around him by tearing through his skin.

      Inside, his wolf let loose a wounded, feral howl. The wolf's song continued, echoing through the empty walls of the place where Thorne's heart had once been.

      Em knew Riley and Thorne were across the street. She wasn't certain how she'd known it at first, but as she was getting dressed she'd felt a change in the atmosphere. She'd peeked, though it was unnecessary, around the corner of the window to confirm her suspicions.

      Anger, confusion, and sadness vied for first place in her mind. Currently, anger was winning.

      What the hell was Thorne playing at, sending her away and then showing up immediately thereafter? How dare he sulk across the street where he damn well knew she could see him?

      She reminded herself if he had ever wanted her, the time had come and gone for him to say so.

      Em's phone buzzed and she snatched it, ready to spout off a bevy of curse words at whichever of the Black brothers was on the other end. The vibration signaled a text instead of a call.

      Asher. He was on his way up.

      Em smoothed her pencil skirt as she opened the door.

      “You've got company,” Asher said as he passed through the door. He didn't hesitate before he pulled her into his arms and captured her lips in a gentle, all-too-brief kiss.

      Em cursed internally. Of course Asher knew the wolves were out there. Members of the R & B were able to recognize each other’s presences, especially if they were acquaintances.

      “Is something wrong?” Asher asked, pulling back and putting his hands on her shoulders.

      “No,” Em said, leaving out the spat she'd had with Thorne only two hours earlier. “They always have a protective detail on me.”

      “That's good,” Asher murmured. He glanced toward the windows.

      Oh, God. He must think they would never have a moment of real privacy.

      “They didn't follow me on our date,” Em assured him. Then she thought about it and realized she wasn't completely sure about that. She'd gotten so used to having at least one member of the pack trailing along behind her that she rarely noticed it anymore. Unless it was Thorne, her brain reminded her. Em went to the window to drop the curtains.

      Asher followed her. “Let them watch,” he said in a naughty, playful tone.

      As Em gazed out at the table where Riley and Thorne were, Asher curled against her back. He grasped her hips and pulled her against him. His heated breath on her neck made her sigh, and she tilted her head to give him better access.

      She couldn't make out enough detail to see Thorne or Riley's reactions, but she had given them enough of a show.

      She tugged the curtains to drop them and turned into Asher's arms.

      Asher didn't confuse her one bit about what he wanted. He wanted her, clearly, and in more than just the steamy way he was showing it right now.

      “You didn't have to come all the way here,” Em said.

      “You're right. I didn't have to,” Asher said, “but I wanted to. I felt bad enough that we met at the restaurant. I want to dote on you, gorgeous. You should let me.”

      Em wondered, briefly, what it might feel like to give up some of her independence in favor of being cared for.

      “My tribe is ready and waiting,” Asher continued, moving his slow assault to the other side of her neck.

      “It would be rude of us to be late,” Em said.

      “We have a little time,” he told her. He kept her close as he dropped the other curtain.

      Then, with both of his hands free, he drew her in again. He guided her hands up and around the back of his neck. His fingertips trailed their way back down her arms to follow the curves of her body until he reached her waist and pulled her snug against him.

      Em gasped as the hard ridge of his erection pressed into her hip.

      Okay. She'd always heard R & B guys were impressive. And, even though it wasn't necessarily on purpose, she'd noted as much when accidental shifts had occurred within the Black home.

      Asher felt impossibly impressive.

      “Sorry, gorgeous,” he said against her lips. He backed his hips away from her.

      Em bit back a whimper. It had been too long since she'd sealed the deal. None of her recent terrible dates had been up to her discerning tastes. Pfft. Like she could give herself that credit. She'd tried. She'd even gotten close. But something always put her off in the end.

      “It feels right,” Em said, trying to coax him with the words he had used about her kiss at the restaurant.

      He chuckled and extracted himself, though his groan made it clear he didn't want to. “It does, but I'm not willing to go there until things are more official.”

      “Official?” Em squeaked.

      Okay, kissing was fast. Sex was faster. Official was somewhere closer to warp speed.

      “Romantics like to seek the approval of their loved ones before they take any giant leaps of faith,” Asher explained.

      “That's not a lot of pressure at all,” Em grumbled.

      Asher laughed and caressed her cheek. “You've got nothing to worry about, gorgeous. I wouldn't take a chance on introducing you to them if I didn't believe there's something special between us. You're the first woman I've ever brought to the tribe. It's a big decision.”

      The first woman he'd ever taken to his family?

      Okay, wow.

      Asher was devoted to his ways with a passion that was admirable and rare. He was more than handsome enough to have been with plenty of women. Em felt a rush of pleasure. It was like she was being bestowed a high honor.

      She was desperate to give his tribe the right impression.

      From out of nowhere, a wrenching wave of pain clawed at Em's heart. She leapt away from Asher and grasped at her chest.

      “Emmeline?” Asher asked, reaching for her with concern written across his face. “What's wrong?”

      As quickly as the spectral sensation had ripped through her, it disappeared. She felt like she needed to catch her breath, though she didn't seem to be having any trouble breathing.

      “You're in pain,” Asher cried. His eyes flashed as he checked her over with his Sight.

      “No!” she said, regaining her composure. “It was just a funny feeling. It's already stopped.”

      “Maybe we should put this off, gorgeous,” Asher said. He pushed her hair back and tipped her chin up to look at her. His eyes were back to normal.

      “I'm okay,” Em assured him. “Really. It was just a spell or something. I'm probably hungry.”

      Asher's concern broke into a bemused grin. “Well, you're in luck. There's no question my tribe will have a spread for you. I made sure of that and Aria will see it through.” He rested his hands on her shoulders again. “Is there anything I can do for you? I don't want to put any pressure on you if you're not up to this.”

      He was so conscientious. Em felt protected when she was with him. More than she'd ever felt around—well, that wasn't true. More protected than she'd ever allowed herself to feel around...anyone else.

      Em squared her shoulders and shook off the lingering unease that was trying to settle in her gut. “I want to do this, Asher,” she said, putting the full commitment of her feelings behind the words.

      Asher shook his head and laughed. “Oh, gorgeous. That's what I like to hear.”
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      “This is where you live?” Em asked. She turned an unsure eye to the convoluted rows and stacks of shipping containers.

      For the first time, she got the sense Asher might not be quite who she thought.

      He gave a good natured laugh as he took her hand and helped her up from the low seat of his car. “There's more to it than meets the eye, believe me.”

      As they closed the distance between the weed-ridden parking lot and the compound of containers, Em felt her courage slipping. This wasn't at all what she'd expected. Then they passed the last row of cars, and she saw that the containers sat in a well-landscaped valley of lush green grass. Bushes and trees showed promise of bursting with flowers and fruit. A large, lit fountain sat in the middle of a stone walkway.

      Em was aware of Asher's eyes on her.

      “Not what you expected, is it?” he asked with a smile.

      “Not at all!” Em said. She breathed in the sweet air and clung to Asher's arm as he led her under a square archway formed by the first overhang of shipping containers. Beyond that, an open-air atrium stretched up three stacks of containers high. Lights, like the ones that hung in downtown Fairview, were strung back and forth above them and the night sky was alight with stars beyond that.

      Most of the containers had windows and doors installed in their sides. There were even balconies. Em had never encountered such a thing in person, though she'd seen pictures online.

      Asher took a right, and they passed through a set of double glass doors, which slid open at their approach. The interior of the container they stepped into was reminiscent of a hotel lobby. It stretched out into a network of other containers, recognizable as such only by their boxy parameters.

      They followed sounds that reminded Em of a busy restaurant or a bar at happy hour. Plates and glasses clinked. Voices called over one another. The fragrance of gourmet food permeated the air.

      They entered a space where three shipping containers had been sealed together, end to end. The ends had been removed to create a long galley kitchen to the right. To the left was a series of tables with attached benches. They reminded Em of picnic tables if picnic tables were reimagined to play an integral role in high-fashion interior design. Their modern shapes and architectural metal legs glinted in the low light.

      “Asher!” The cheerful shout echoed from the group of people in the room.

      Asher squeezed Em's hand and said, “Emmeline Lawrence, welcome to my tribe.”

      Rather than surging forward all at once, the members of the tribe came individually or in pairs.

      Em urged her memory to put names and faces together. There were so many of them! Each of them touched her in some way—a hug, a handshake, a pat on the shoulder. They introduced themselves and said her name like they were establishing a connection. Em hadn't seen any of the rest of them at her birthday party. Even as she found herself enveloped in the warmth of his tribe, she wondered why Asher had come alone.

      Among the most memorable was Aria, whom Asher had mentioned. Aria was a tall brunette with dark eye makeup. She wore attire Em recognized as that of a restaurant chef, complete with a snug cap to cover her hair. “We've got a great menu for you,” Aria said. “No thanks to Asher here. He's fabulous in the kitchen, but he was a complete disaster all day. Now I can see why he was so distracted.” Her brazen wink won Em over right away.

      Then came Bruno and Terryn, who were a couple. Bruno was a shifter, though he didn't reveal his animal, and Terryn was a ghost. Em felt the urge to back away at that knowledge but held steady. Terryn was as corporeal as anyone else in the room. Em had little time to wonder how that worked as she was wrapped into a group hug by another couple.

      “I'm Tate,” the man with the bright green eyes said, “and this is my mate, Stella.”

      “I'm human,” Stella announced. She kept hold of Em's hand after the hug had ended. Stella's right arm was encased by so many bangles she looked like she was interested in a job as a display rack. The metal and wood clicked together in a pleasant way.

      “And I am Ephraim.” The deep voice came from a tall man who cut through the crowd with ease as each tribe member parted the way for him.

      “Ephraim is the honored head of our tribe,” Asher murmured to Em. “Just do what I do.”

      Em gave him a startled sidelong glance, then mimicked his action and bowed her head. She kept it lowered, watching Asher out of the corner of her eye until he lifted his at the touch of Ephraim's hand on his shoulder.

      “We are most honored to have you join us,” Ephraim said. His eyes sparkled at Em, but Em didn't see any hint of Sight within them. Ephraim seemed impossibly old, though he looked to be in his late forties. His dark brown hair was streaked at the temples with gray. “It is good that your pack has allowed you to share your evening with us.”

      Em opened her mouth to object—no one allowed her to do anything—but the squeeze from Asher's hand made her mind her words. “I'm happy to be here. Thank you for welcoming me into your home,” she said.

      

      Dinner reminded Em, maybe too much, of meals in the Black home. Dishes moved up and down the line of tables; the cacophony of conversation was constant; and the food was outstanding.

      “I can't believe you do this all yourself,” Em told Aria, who was sitting on her right. Asher was to Em's left, and the warm closeness of his body had been distracting her all night.

      “Oh,” Aria laughed and brushed the compliment off in a polite way, “I don't, usually. Asher and I do the final work, but everyone else has a shift in the kitchen during the day to chop or prep or clean, depending on what their skills are.”

      “They only let me near the knives,” Bruno said from across the table.

      “That's because you're the best with sharp objects,” Stella told him from around Tate's shoulder. She stroked a loving hand down Tate's long hair, revealing the feathers and thread woven in the lower layers.

      “I'm good with knives, too,” Em offered.

      Asher looked at her with surprise.

      Em shrugged. “The pack wanted me to train so I could protect myself if the need arose.”

      “They think of everything to keep you safe,” Asher remarked.

      “That's awfully nice. They must care for you,” Terryn said. Terryn was the only one who didn't partake in the wide variety of foods at the table. She had a single, enormous bowl of chocolate pudding before her and she licked pudding off her spoon in a meticulous way. She noted Em's gaze and gave a bashful grin. “I'm pregnant,” she said.

      Okay. Em made a mental note to try to find out how a ghost could be both corporeal and pregnant.

      “That's the only thing she'll eat right now, so we let her have at it,” Aria said, though her horror at the simplicity of the food was clear.

      “It's so much fun to have another human around,” Stella said. She spooned a large helping of apple crumble into a bright green bowl. All the plates, bowls, cups, and utensils were mismatched in a charming way.

      “How long have you been with the tribe?” Em asked.

      “Twenty years next month,” Tate answered for his mate. His face shone with pride and he leaned over to kiss Stella's unruly hair.

      Asher, picking up on Em's surprise at Stella's youthful appearance, leaned over and murmured an explanation. “Tate is a dragon-kin. Like the rest of us, they don't bring about a change in their chosen mates, but the aging process is still slowed for humans.”

      “Not as much as Fated mates,” Stella said, “but it's more than worth it.”

      Tate stole a bite of Stella's apple crumble and she swatted him playfully. “One day, my little star will be no more,” Tate said. “That knowledge keeps us ever-mindful of relishing our time together.”

      Em couldn't help her big mouth. “It also gives you an out to mate someone else once Stella's gone.”

      A hush fell over the table.

      Ephraim spoke up. “It does indeed allow Tate to find another mate if he so chooses. Many Romantics do. Many Romantics do not. We are grateful for our faith, which allows us to make the best decisions for ourselves at any given time. We seek our own comfort and we support the comfort of others. This is where our loyalty lies.” His words were firm, but not harsh. “Tate can stay devoted to his human mate because they love each other and that gives Stella comfort. Her comfort, in turn, gives him pleasure. It is a good and whole circle.”

      Em stuffed a big bite of mac and cheese into her mouth to prevent herself from arguing the point any further.

      Asher refilled her wine. “There's a lot to learn here, I know,” he said. His eyes met hers and the wary hope in them touched Em's heart. “I would be a loyal and devoted partner. My family is made up of couples who have been together for many years. I've grown up in the warmth of their excellent examples.”

      The general attitude of affection around the table empowered Em to lean against him and kiss his cheek. “You have nothing to worry about,” she said. “I'm open-minded.”

      Asher's concern shifted to a grin and he tucked a strand of her hair behind her ear. “You always know what to say,” he said. He raised her hand to his lips and brushed a kiss over her knuckles. “I'd like to show you around after dinner. Do you have time to stay?”

      “I've got all the time in the world,” Em said. If Stella was any example, her timeline was looking longer. Maybe turning thirty really wasn't so bad.
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      So, Asher's tribe was made up of hippies, and Em felt at ease both in their midst and in their home. As Asher led her through the container hallways from unit to unit after dinner, he pointed out a different gift each of the members brought to the tribe.

      Louisa, who was the first elderly-looking shifter Em had ever encountered, was a gifted green thumb. Potted plants and fresh arrangements decorated every room.

      Louisa's mate, Vivian, painted, and her canvases adorned many of the walls.

      There were tapestries and handmade lighting fixtures and even blown glass sculptures, all created by the tribe. Exploring their home reminded Em of an artists' collective she had visited in her early twenties. She wished she could take something home with her and wondered if they sold their wares to fund their beautiful commune.

      “What do you do?” Em asked Asher after she was sure she'd seen the work of everyone else in the tribe. All the furniture, she learned, was also made in-house by a small crew guided by Ephraim. It was unreal.

      Asher wrapped his arm around her. “My workshop and my quarters are connected. Would you like to see them?”

      Em nodded. Anticipation spiked in her veins. His quarters—his bed. An ache settled in her belly.

      Asher's rooms were reminiscent of the rest of the community Em had seen. Handmade items were everywhere, creating a warm, cozy, homey nest. To Em's chagrin, he led her past the bed with its handwoven blankets and the fireplace that was going, despite the warm spring day. They continued into a small space that bore the earthy smell of leather and the tangy scent of metal. Rows of poles lined two of the walls, like curtain rods, and each rod was weighed down with coils of leather in different shades. Upon closer inspection, Em recognized the coils to be cuffs like the one Asher always wore.

      “You make them,” she said, reaching with a delicate hand to touch the leather laces on a longer version, which she assumed would cover an entire forearm.

      “I do,” he said. His pride was evident. “You know the R & B's penchant for leather. It earns me more than enough for my keep, plus a tidy sum of savings.”

      “They're beautiful,” she said.

      “I'm skilled with my hands,” he told her. The dark timbre of his voice heated Em's blood. From behind, Asher wrapped his arms around her and held her close. She shivered at the contact, feeling every inch of him. He didn't back away. “Would you like one?” he asked.

      She turned her face against his. “Will you let me pay for it?”

      He chuckled and ran his nose under her ear, causing her to suck in a breath. “Not a chance, gorgeous.” Then he turned her to face him, and his gaze was serious. “My tribe accepts you. Moreover, they’re already fond of you.”

      “I like them, too,” Em said, unable to look away.

      Asher's eyes were bright with the fireworks of his Sight.

      “Do you mind when I read your colors?” he asked. His left hand pressed against the small of Em's back, holding her to him while his right hand traced a lazy trail down the outline of her body.

      “It's unusual,” Em said, “but I don't mind it.” In fact, she was mesmerized by the way the sparks lit his eyes.

      “Would you consider accepting my claim?” Asher asked.

      Em pushed away from him, closing her eyes and shaking her head to clear it. The light show his eyes gave her was playing with her head. When he'd asked that question, an alarm seemed to clang between her ears. She attributed the feeling to a strange side effect of Asher's power over her.

      “You don't care for me?” Asher asked. “Your colors tell me a different story, gorgeous.”

      Em steadied herself against one of his nearby workbenches. “Asher, I'm very attracted to you,” she said carefully. As her head continued to clear, she considered her response.

      Asher spoke on. “I know it seems sudden, but I'm drawn to you. In our system of beliefs, it's not unusual for couples to come together quickly. When you find someone with whom your spirit connects, what reason is there to delay? It's not so different from what you've experienced within your pack, is it?”

      Em frowned. It wasn’t that different. Sure, there was a long history between Avery and Diesel, but when they'd decided to get together, it happened fast. The same with Grace and Lathan—and they would have gotten together even faster if Grace’s downtime in the Forest hadn't thrown a kink in their plan.

      It was too easy for Em to ignore the fact that she'd always envisioned a lengthy chase from the man of her dreams. The concept of a patient, sweetly hesitant courtship appealed to her because she loved being sought after.

      What was harder to tune out were the flashes of Thorne that crossed through her mind. He had shown her he wasn't interested. He'd gone so far as to send her away. Enough was enough.

      “I would consider it,” Em answered at last. Then, feeling the stab of guilt from her own self-worth, she added, “I wouldn't want to mate immediately, though. That’s a little too quick for my taste.”

      Asher nodded, and she could feel the pleasure radiating from him. “Then consider it, only. There's no rush at all if you'll only tell me you won't consider anyone else's claim while you're debating whether to accept mine.”

      No one else is knocking down the door, Em reminded herself. “I can assure you there are no other claims to get in the way.”

      “Then you can't pay me for one of my creations,” Asher told her. He took her hand and led her to the far end of the rods on the opposite wall. “I think these are more your style,” he said. He indicated a row of black cuffs. Each was made up of thin strips of leather and looked like it would wrap around several times.

      Truthfully, Em wasn't much into leather when it came to jewelry. Handbags and shoes, of course, but she preferred a little sparkle. Okay, a lot of sparkle. She could own stock in a rhinestone company. But Asher's work was divine, and if she was going to be a part of this tribe, she might have to alter her way of thinking—at least a little. “What about this one?” she asked, pointing to the most delicate of the group.

      Asher removed the bracelet from the rod, and when Em held her arm out, he worked the corset-like closure to fit the bracelet around her wrist.

      “We match,” he said, rolling back the sleeve of his shirt to show her the black cuff he was wearing.

      “You don't dress like the rest of your family,” Em noted.

      “Do you always say whatever comes to your mind?” Asher asked with a laugh.

      “Usually,” Em admitted. “I'm pretty impulsive, in case you hadn't noticed. It's not always a good thing.”

      “If it's leading you into my arms, I won't complain. And I do, in fact, often dress like the rest of my family,” he said. He drew her back into his bedroom and opened the intricately carved door of the pale wooden wardrobe. He held a hand out, indicating she could explore.

      Em didn't hesitate.

      She ran her fingers over clothes that smelled of Asher's scent. Many were earthen tones, though it looked like his favorite color to add to the mix was red. The fabrics were more like the things she'd seen on his family—natural fibers, gauzy materials, cottons, and linens.

      “You're a hippie, too,” she said with a giggle.

      “You wouldn't like me in these?” he asked, reaching to pull the khaki-colored leg of some linen pants out for her inspection.

      “I'd like you better out of them,” Em said.

      “Oh, gorgeous,” Asher murmured, leading her away from the wardrobe, “that's what I like to hear.”

      He drew her to the edge of his bed where he sat and pulled her between his legs. Em let him tug the hem of her blouse free from the waist of her skirt. His fingertips skimmed her naked flesh, and she shivered, leaning into his touch. His hands crept up her ribcage, and he cupped her breasts before he pressed his lips to hers.

      With expert precision, his thumbs swept over the thin lace of her bra, teasing her nipples. Em patted herself on the back for remembering to collect some of her nicer lingerie.

      Thorne.

      He flashed through her brain again, and she almost swore as she bucked against Asher's touch at the same time.

      She couldn't get the image of Thorne—with his redder than red ears as he'd stolen a peek at her intimate apparel—out of her head.

      “You're holding back,” Asher murmured. He pulled away, and Em prayed he wouldn't use his Sight on her. Would he see there was another man in her mind?

      “I thought we were going to move slowly,” Em said. Her inner goddess screamed with the rage of pent up sexual desire.

      “You're right,” Asher said. He removed his hands from beneath Em's blouse and gave her a sexy smile. “I'll keep my hands to myself.”

      Em returned his smile. The thoughts of Thorne dissipated as soon as she was out of Asher's reach. She hastily tucked her blouse back into her skirt.

      “I should speak with Lathan,” Asher said.

      “Lathan? Why?”

      “He's the alpha of the Black pack. Since they’ve been protecting you, it's only right that I discuss my intentions with him.”

      “I'm a free woman,” Em told him with a frown. “I don't need his blessing to make my own damn decisions.”

      “Of course not, but I would like to speak with him all the same. My joining with you is, in part, a joining with your pack. I wouldn't want to start things off the wrong way.”

      Em sighed. He was right. If she wanted him to be a welcome addition to anything the pack included her in, she should take care to integrate him the right way. Lord knew there had been more than enough drama already.

      Em almost laughed out loud. More than enough drama? Was there such a thing?

      “Okay, but I'll warn you: Lathan is extra-protective when it comes to me. Almost as much as”—she caught herself before she could say it—“anyone else. We should plan something in public. A way for the pack and the tribe to mingle in a place that would keep Lathan from going through the roof.”

      She sat next to Asher and examined the bracelet he'd given her. It didn't work with her blouse. She'd have to consider her options. Maybe a dress... “Oh! I've got it!”

      Asher waited for her to share.

      “The Three Moons. It's public and partially human. That will force everyone to behave.”

      Asher agreed, and Em promised to set it up, even though the thought made her curiously anxious.
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      “What you need is a plan,” Riley said. He slapped another handful of shaved meat onto the mayonnaise-laden bread in front of him. “Do you want cheese on this?”

      Thorne gave the messy bread a cursory glance before he shrugged. He wished he had it in him to laugh. Riley was shit at making food. How was it possible for a simple sandwich to elude his skills?

      Riley's attempts to peel apart the slices of cheese in the deli baggie were disastrous.

      Thorne reached for the bag to lend a hand, and Riley released it with a sigh of relief.

      “Here's what I'm thinking. We'll go to this thing at the Three Moons—”

      A snarl ripped up from Thorne's throat, and the cheese mushed into clumps between his fingers.

      “You're going,” Riley told him. “Lathan said we all have to.”

      “I don't have to do shit,” Thorne growled.

      Riley laughed. “Right. Like when Lathan whips out that big alpha voice we non-alphas can avoid doing his bidding?”

      Thorne shoved the mushy cheese away with disgust. A few bits clung to his hands, and he felt like roaring as he tried, unsuccessfully, to fling them from his skin.

      Riley scooped up a gob of the cheese pile and plopped it on top of the meat.

      “Fine. Then we go out to someplace Em might be,” Riley said, unrelenting in his desire to help. “And we find a perfect ten who's willing to hang out with you all night.”

      “Not interested,” Thorne said.

      “No, no, but hear me out. We make sure Em sees you with this other girl, right? Like, we really sell it. Because here's the thing. It will make Em jealous, you know? The same way you didn't know how much it would piss you off to see her with someone else. Em will be so shocked, she'll ditch Asher and beg to be with you, man.”

      Riley looked so pleased with his idea that there was no doubt he was serious.

      “Riley,” Thorne said, pushing back from the stool at the bar in the kitchen, “I'm only going to tell you this once. That's a bullshit plan, and I don't want any part of it. Especially not the Em begging part. Fate. What's the matter with you?”

      He felt like he should go somewhere. He needed some space. He wanted to shift, but his wolf was too depressed.

      “Don't you want this sandwich?” Riley asked.

      “No,” Thorne said.

      “You should eat something. Going to the club hungry is a bad idea.”

      “I'll get something there, then,” Thorne said.

      “We could get burgers on the way,” Reegan said. She frowned when she saw the two of them. “You guys aren't dressed yet? We're supposed to leave in ten minutes!”

      Thorne glanced at his clothes. He was wearing what he always wore.

      Riley shoved the sandwich in his mouth and attempted to pull his t-shirt over his head at the same time.

      “I can't believe I'm related to you sometimes, you know,” Reegan said as mayonnaise and mushed cheese smeared a trail on the dark green shirt. “We can't really be twins,” she added when Riley tripped over his shoes while trying to pull them off blindly. The t-shirt was stuck between the sandwich and his eyes. “He's a mess,” she said with a rueful head shake.

      If Riley is a mess, what the hell does that make me? Thorne wondered.

      

      “Oh, this isn't going to be awkward at all, love,” Ren said into Em's ear as he wrapped her in a hug. “Red suits you, though I'd never have guessed it.”

      “Thanks, I think,” Em said as she drew away from him.

      “What Ren's trying to say is you look beautiful, but we're a little anxious about...everything,” Fourt said.

      He had gotten his hair cut, and it made Em's heart ache. Time was moving on for the pack, and she wasn't around as much to see it. The two weeks between her party and the get-together at the Three Moons seemed more like a year.

      “Me too,” Em told Fourt.

      She focused on not getting too caught up in the flurry of odd emotions she felt at seeing Asher's tribe members and the Black pack come together.

      Luckily, the Three Moons was so large that Asher's enormous tribe seemed smaller. They had spread out upon arrival and were drawing the usual admiring stares from the humans around them. Most of the other club patrons were unaware of the fact that they were in the presence of magical beings.

      Grace rushed her way, and Em squealed and tugged her best friend into a tight hug. “Ohmigod, I've missed you!” Em cried over the thumping music.

      “Yeah, we miss you too, weirdo,” Grace said with a laugh as she caught her breath. “Love the dress. And this is new,” she added, grasping Em's hand to pull her arm up for better inspection of the leather cuff.

      “Asher makes them,” Em said.

      “Fate. It looks expensive—but a little like something Aveleiyn would be into,” Grace said. She tipped her head, and her blond hair spilled over her shoulder.

      Lathan stepped in to brush it away, and he blazed a trail of kisses down Grace's neck before he turned his dark eyes to Em.

      “We're all here,” he told her. Em caught the deeper meaning of his words. That hurt. She knew how to play nice, but Lathan was clearly warning her against messing with Thorne.

      “Dance with me!” Em begged Grace.

      Grace gave Lathan one last kiss before she joined Em on the floor.

      “So what's all this about?” Grace asked as they squeezed between bodies to find a good spot.

      “Asher wants to have a talk with Lathan,” Em said.

      Grace's eyes got big. “As in?”

      “He wants to put a claim on me.”

      “Whoa. That's... Em, the only thing I can say is that's fast,” Grace said.

      “You could say congrats,” Em pointed out.

      Grace's face fell. “Yeah, of course. That's amazing! But it's so soon, isn't it?”

      “Hello?” Em said with a laugh. She'd been prepared for this. “You and Lathan? Diesel and Avery? That all happened fast.”

      “You must like him,” Grace said.

      “He's pretty great,” Em said.

      “So you don't like anyone else?”

      Em ignored that.

      “Em, what about the R & B thing? And Reegan said he's a Romantic. Are you really okay with all that? I didn't think with your—er—hangups that you'd jump into something like this.”

      Em shrugged off her friend's concern. “It's basically like he's a human”—she glanced around at her slip-up—“a regular guy, but with about a million times more loyalty.”

      Grace nodded, but she didn't seem completely convinced. Em turned so she could roll her eyes without doing it at her friend. Grace was sweet, but Grace was lucky.

      Em almost smacked herself.

      Grace wasn't lucky. Grace had been dealt a terrible hand early in life. It was only more recently that things had become roses and rainbows. Lathan was a big part of that.

      Em's bluster returned.

      See? Of all the people she knew, Grace should be the most understanding about Asher. Em's early life had been tough, too. Why didn't her best friend want her to find happiness?

      A hulking black cloud slumped against the bar in the main room.

      Em couldn't take her eyes off him, though Thorne wasn't looking at her.

      He looked awful. His hair was hanging in his face, but Em could still see hollow shadows under his eyes. He waved the bartender off and spoke very little to Lathan when his brother approached him.

      Em's eyes drifted to the opposite side of the bar, where Asher stood. He was talking animatedly with Reegan, Bruno, and Terryn. Em noticed Reegan's eyes flitting to Terryn's stomach and guessed Reegan could tell, as she had with Avery, that Terryn was pregnant. Asher chose that moment to glance over his shoulder, and he met Em's gaze.

      Her stomach flipped, and she remembered the feeling of dancing with him the night they met. She tossed her hair over her shoulder and added a little extra hip wiggle into her dance for his benefit. His smile turned darker, and Em could feel the chemistry between them, even at a distance.

      “You've got an audience,” Grace warned.

      Em was about to tell her she knew, when she felt the intensity of Thorne's gaze on her. The heat of his eyes sparked a current between them. Em was sure she could see it spark in the air, though nothing was truly visible. Thorne slid his eyes away and cast a glare toward Asher, who had turned back to continue talking. Then Thorne looked back at Em. They stared each other down.

      Her eyes began to water, but Em forced herself to keep them open. He'd been cruel the last time she'd seen him. He didn't get to look so tragic now. It wasn't fair that it made her want to go over and make things right.

      Thorne shoved away from the bar and turned to stalk through the crowd. Em could see his head, because he stood taller than most of the people around him, as he fell into conversation with Riley. Riley nodded and his face split into the sex-on-a-cracker grin he always had. At least nothing had changed there.

      “Looks like we're wanted at the bar,” Grace said. Em let her lead the way, but even from behind she could tell Grace was doing that finger-twisting thing she did when she was nervous. Em mentally gave Ren credit for calling it on the awkwardness of the evening. She moved her heels a little faster to get to Asher's side.

      

      “Let's do it,” Thorne grumbled to Riley.

      Riley turned with a laugh. “What, no foreplay?”

      “You know what I mean, asshole,” Thorne said. “Your Fate-forsaken plan. Make it happen.”

      Riley's smile spread and Thorne swore he could hear the sighs from the human women around them. He wouldn't be surprised to see a dozen pairs of panties fly through the air, aimed in his brother's direction.

      “What made you change your mind?” Riley asked. His eyes were already scanning the room.

      “Do I have to answer that?” Thorne replied.

      “You're in luck,” Riley said. “I spotted a girl earlier who would be just right, and she was eyeing you while you were at the bar. Go back over there and get ready to buy a drink. And for Fate's sake, smile or something.”

      Thorne ran his hands through his hair and let the locks fall back away from his face. He hoped it improved his appearance because Fate knew he hadn't taken any time to put effort into his own upkeep in days. He'd showered and brushed his teeth, but that was more out of muscle memory than anything.

      His eyes were automatically drawn to Em, wherever she was. Right now, she was strutting her way off the dance floor toward the bar. Thorne cast aside the part of his dark heart that was calling his pack mates traitors. They had every right to be welcoming to any man Em was interested in. If she were any other woman attached to their pack, he'd be proud his family was so open.

      Watching Lathan shake hands with Asher made Thorne's wolf antsy, though. And watching Asher wrap an arm around Em made Thorne want to launch himself over the bar at the guy. Em's eyes flitted to him, and Thorne's depressed, sullen wolf whimpered within him.

      “Hey Thorne,” Riley called from behind him.

      Thorne turned his back on Em.

      “This is Chloe,” Riley said.

      The human female looked Thorne up and down in a way that made him feel like he'd been licked like an ice cream cone. “Hi,” she said. He'd never quite understood the term “eyelash batting” until he saw the strange things she did with her eyes.

      “Hi,” he said. He congratulated himself that it sounded more like a word than a grunt. “Can I buy you a drink?”

      Chloe tipped her head in response, and Thorne gestured her up to the bar.

      She asked the bartender for something that sounded fruity. Thorne didn't catch the name. He was distracted by the over-obvious encouraging gestures Riley was making behind the female's back.

      Thorne withheld the groan that clawed at his throat.

      What the hell had he walked himself into?

      Ignoring a lewd hip swivel from Riley, which suggested dancing—or fucking or both—Thorne turned back to his companion. “Put it on my tab,” Thorne told the bartender who placed a bright pink beverage on a napkin in front of Chloe.

      “Do you dance?” Thorne asked. The words sounded like a foreign language. If the idea was to go all in, he was heading straight for the deep end.
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      Em couldn't believe her eyes or the heat that rose in her blood. She lost focus on the conversation she was supposed to be engaged in with Asher, Lathan, and Grace. It was merely a preamble to the main show, anyway.

      Thorne was dancing.

      Not just dancing.

      He was moving more sensually than Em would ever have imagined possible, while a skanky girl with hair the color of an old hat dry-humped his leg.

      Em felt her eyebrow raise on its own and she forced it back down. She turned her mind back to the small talk around her.

      “...and we're always looking to expand,” Asher was saying. “Does your company have any experience in container units?”

      Grace's eyes were huge. She wasn't paying attention either, Em realized. Grace nudged her and gave an almost imperceptible head nod toward the dance floor. Em nudged her back and made a subtle face as if to say, “Yeah, so what?”

      But inside, Em didn't feel as flippant as she hoped she looked. The pain she'd felt in her apartment the night she and Asher had closed the curtains on Thorne and Riley was back. It didn't come on as fast or move as swiftly as it had that evening, but it was in control of her internal organs. Em felt ill.

      She tuned in on the conversation, but Asher and Lathan were lost in talk about building foundations.

      With her mind free to wander, Em's attention drifted back to Thorne. His eyes met hers over his dance partner's shoulder.

      Em felt a shock. Was this what Thorne had seen in her when she was dancing with Asher? This direct assault on his feelings?

      No, she reminded herself. Thorne had refused to dance with her.

      Still, the look he gave her seemed personal, like the view she was getting was meant just for her.

      She watched as Thorne's hands moved to his partner's bare back. In slow motion, Em saw his face change. Even in the dark club, lit only by the flashing light panels over the DJ booth, Em recognized the look of lust.

      Thorne dipped his head to his partner's ear and Em saw the woman nod. What were they talking about?

      “Isn't that right, Em?” Asher's voice broke through her nightmarish reverie.

      Em dragged herself away from the desperate confusion she felt and turned to say, “I'm sorry. It's so loud. What did you say?”

      “I said,” Asher repeated, his voice raised so it drowned out the heavy bass beats, “the real reason we wanted to get our families together is so I could ask Lathan for his blessing on our claim.”

      At that moment, Em identified every member of the R & B in the club because each of them paused, even if for only a breath, at Asher's proclamation. The humans didn't flinch once at the loud voice that carried over them. Humans noticed so little.

      The worst were the faces of the Black pack and Em's friends. She didn't think she would ever forget their shock and even their disapproval. It was Thorne's reaction, though, that did the most damage.

      His eyes met hers and held her gaze as he tucked his arm around his dance partner's shoulder, drew her close to him, and led her off to the back of the building.

      There were only two things in the dark red-lit hallway at the back: the bathrooms and couples taking illicit advantage of the private alcoves there. The way Thorne looked said he wasn't showing his companion to the former. The way his companion looked said he'd better be taking her to the latter.

      Em's throat closed, and the room pressed in around her. Aware that Asher was waiting for her response, Em squared her shoulders, tossed her hair back, and said, “That's right!”

      Lathan's reaction surprised her. He looked downright depressed, but the expression slipped away thanks to a nudge from Grace's elbow. Then, he looked livid. He turned his dark eyes to Em. “That's what you want?”

      Em could hold her own against Lathan Black. She had been able to from the first day he'd squeezed himself into Grace's life. Lathan was a great guy—don't get her wrong—but they'd gone toe to toe on more than one occasion.

      “It's not like I need your blessing,” Em reminded him. All the angst she felt about Thorne's disappearance bubbled to the top.

      “No, you don't,” Lathan said.

      “We'd like it, though,” Asher intervened, sending a desperate look Em's way.

      “But,” Em added, “with or without it, I'm accepting Asher's claim.”

      Asher's arm tightened around her waist, and he gave her a look that was one part hope, one part surprise.

      She clasped her hand around his and squeezed to give him an answer.

      Not only was Asher a great guy, but he also had a great family. She was attracted to him, and there was no reason to say no.

      If the night had been for anything at all, it had proven to Em that nothing stood in the way of giving Asher what he wanted. Even if she had thought there was a hope of something else, the spectacle she'd witnessed on the dance floor told her that thought was pure folly.

      Besides, Impulsive Em reminded her, a claim was only a claim. It wasn't a nail in a coffin. She could always change her mind later if the need arose.

      “Can I speak up?” Ren chimed in, approaching them from nowhere, though Em knew he must have walked up because he couldn't have materialized in front of so many humans.

      “No,” chorused Grace, Lathan, and Em.

      “Bloody hell,” Ren said, turning to throw his hands up helplessly at Fourt.

      Fourt gave Em a look, too.

      Why the hell did Thorne's younger siblings look so damn wounded?

      It was starting to get to her when Diesel and Avery sidled over.

      “Can we buy a congratulatory round?” Avery asked. She gave Lathan a hard, wordless look, which sent him on his way—though not before he issued a string of curse words.

      Grace squeezed Em's arm but went after her mate.

      Diesel's attitude didn't match the smile he forced when he offered a hand to Asher. “I didn't realize we'd met you in Flagler,” he said with a meaningful look. He tipped his brow to the bottle in Asher's hand. “How's the beer?”

      Avery let out an exasperated sigh and hooked her arm through Em's. “Finding someone you can depend on is always good news, honey,” she said to Em and Em alone. “I'd love to hear all about how this, uh”—she waved a hand between Em and Asher—“little thing happened when you get a chance. Maybe you could come visit the girls, and we could chat.”

      Great. So, despite their kind public face, no one in the pack was letting her off easy.

      Asher couldn't look happier. Was he that oblivious to the concerns of the people closest to her? Sure, he didn't know them as well as she did, but their actions and approaches screamed their displeasure.

      Asher's tribe closed in to offer their support and Em took the opportunity of the distraction to scan the crowd. Thorne was still gone.

      Why the hell was Riley watching her so keenly?

      Em made a face at him, but it only served to increase his apparent enjoyment. He didn't stop grinning like a fool until Reegan dragged him away from his prime spot. It looked like several members of the Black pack were having an impromptu family meeting.

      Em felt the pain of being excluded.

      “And we couldn't be more excited about the prospect of Em being around,” Stella said. Her bright orange maxi dress glowed every time the club lights swung her way. She had beads braided throughout her hair and would have seemed out of place if she wasn't embedded in the R & B. Her mate's magic appeared to have rubbed off on her, causing Stella to come off as wildly chic. Em could only hope to feel the same effects from being with Asher.

      The pain that had been slowly tormenting Em swelled without warning. Em pitched forward with such force she almost fell right off her feet. Asher caught her arm.

      “Ohmigod,” Em said, forcing a laugh. “That's embarrassing. I haven't even had much to drink.”

      “I bet you're hungry,” Terryn said. “I know I am, and they definitely don't have pudding here.”

      Bruno hugged her against him and rested a hand on her barely-bumped stomach. “Let me take you to the nearest grocery store, my exquisite spirit. I will get you all the pudding your heart desires.”

      The throbbing sensation continued, even as Em smiled at them.

      Asher tightened his arm around her and whispered, “Would you like to leave?”

      Em nodded, unable to speak as another burst of fire coursed through her chest. She conserved her breath for fear she wouldn't be able to draw another one for a long time.

      Unaware her legs were moving, she walked only by Asher's guidance. They cut through the throng of people on the way to the club's door.

      “Something is wrong, gorgeous. I can see it. Let me take you back to your apartment,” Asher said. He stopped to check her over with anxious hands and eyes, but Em waved him off. The cool night air that hit them when they exited the club doused the painful heat in her body and washed the ache away.

      Embarrassed for being so uptight, Em fisted his shirt and leaned against him. “I'm fine; I just wanted you all to myself.”

      Asher's concern slipped away, replaced by a look that brought a new and different heat to Em's blood. “You had me so worried,” he said. “I thought you might be changing your mind.”

      Em ignored the tiny voice that pointed out she might, indeed, want to do exactly that. “Take me home,” she said as she rose to brush his lips with her own. “I want to be with you.”

      

      The moment Thorne touched Chloe's skin, a feeling washed over him that was unlike anything he'd ever experienced. It wasn't the joyous, painful sting of Fate indicating the human female was his mate. It was the closest he had ever come to imagining pure lust. Not that he spent much time trying to imagine such a concept. As a single virgin, that was one of the topics on the list of thoughts to avoid. He wasn't above pleasuring himself when the need arose—it just didn't do much for him. Well, it didn't do the things it did for Riley, but Thorne was starting to question Riley's judgment.

      Then again, he was also starting to question his own.

      He no longer wanted to look at Em. All he wanted to do was touch and taste and feel. How could he be experiencing such raw sexual urgency for the woman he was dancing with?

      Sure, she was pretty, but he didn't think he had any real feelings for Chloe. The avalanche of emotions that had begun when he'd passed through the club's doors had been gaining speed and intensity all night. He didn't know if he could pick up any specific emotions at all. But he was sure of the need that pulsed in every part of his body as it came in contact with Chloe. Chloe was making it her mission to ensure every part of his body was being taken into account.

      “I said the real reason we wanted to get our families together is so I could ask Lathan for his blessing on our claim.”

      Thorne would have frozen on the spot if Chloe hadn't been so hell-bent on slithering against him.

      He looked at Emmeline, who looked at him. That was it, then. Game over.

      Thorne was shocked to find he couldn't be bothered to care. In fact, he was horny, which was a word he'd never expected to use about himself.

      “Do you still want to go to the back?” Thorne asked Chloe.

      Her eyes lit up, and she gyrated against him again. “I'm all yours, cutie,” she said.

      It seemed like the only logical action. Thorne slid his arm around Chloe and led her off, fighting his way through a thick wave of heat as a single thought raced through his mind.

      He'd been saving himself for someone special. For his mate. For Em.

      Em was over. Em was done.

      It was time to move on, and dirty sex with a woman Thorne didn't know seemed like a great way to start.
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      Thorne had never paid much attention to the red halls at the Three Moons. He'd always kept his head down as he'd moved past couples on his way to the bathroom. Everyone knew what went on back there. The only reason it didn't get the place shut down was that the R & B made sure it was protected. Cash and power. That was all it took.

      This time, he was aware of the bodies in the alcoves. The sounds and smells of the people there overwhelmed him, intoxicated him. Chloe took the lead when they turned the corner, and she tugged him to the last hallway, which was beyond the bathrooms and darker than the ones before it.

      She pulled him into an alcove behind her and giggled as she dragged her nails on the bare skin under his sweater.

      Something in the back of Thorne's mind protested.

      He ignored it and slid his hands over her skin. Her dress was in the way.

      “Ah ah ah,” she chided. She caught Thorne's hands and lifted them up, overhead, putting each one against the wall. “No touching.”

      The spell broke. Thorne's senses rushed back with as much clarity as he ever had and a stab of pain took his breath away.

      The human female leaned toward him, but he jumped back.

      What the fuck was he thinking?

      He didn't want to do this. He didn't want to be with Chloe. In fact, he had no interest in her at all.

      “What's the matter, cutie? Cold feet?” Chloe purred. She put her hands on his skin again.

      He shrank away. “I'm sorry,” he sputtered. “I have to go.”

      “What the hell?” she called after him as he stumbled back and fell against the opposite wall in his haste to get away from her.

      Before she could say anything more, Thorne—feeling like a total asshole—raced back to the main room.

      How could he have let Riley talk him into this asinine stunt? How could he have done it all with Em watching?

      It didn't matter if Em was with someone else. In that instant, Thorne knew where his heart stood. Fate be damned, he had to catch Em and tell her the truth.

      Riley and Reegan were the first people he found.

      Riley's grin dissolved when he registered Thorne's panic-stricken face.

      “Where's Em?” Thorne asked. He scoured the room with his eyes but couldn't find her. No sight of her red dress or her blue eyes or her—fuck—her soon-to-be mate.

      “I think she and Asher left,” Reegan said. “Oh dear. Are you okay?”

      “No,” Thorne said. He threw a disparaging glance at Riley before he strode across the vast room to the last place he'd seen Em by the bar.

      Avery and Diesel were chatting with some of the members of Asher's tribe. Thorne hadn't bothered to learn their names. He'd already decided he didn't like them.

      “Did the happy couple already leave?” Thorne asked. The words tasted like poison.

      Diesel grunted in reply.

      Shit shit shit.

      Thorne nodded politely to the ghost who was studying him with placid curiosity. “I didn't get a chance to say congrats,” he explained. He was too aware of all the eyes on him. “Anyway...I need a drink,” he lied. He meant it to sound cheerful but didn't pause to consider whether or not the effect landed.

      He cut through the crowd, aiming for the front door. All he had to do was find Em and make things right.

      The sidewalk in front of the club was packed with a line of people waiting to get in.

      Thorne caught the attention of one of the valets he recognized. “Did you see Emmeline Lawrence leave? The brunette who always comes here with my family?”

      The guy blushed as he answered. Yet another in the long line of Em's admirers, Thorne realized. “She just left. There was a big guy with dreads. She went with him.”

      Thorne thanked the kid, but a tight cold ball of anguish drilled its way into his stomach.

      If Em had accepted Asher's claim, it might already be too late.

      Thorne stood on the sidewalk, torn between actions. If Em was happy with her decision, it was wrong of him to try to ruin that for her. Could he bear the sacrifice of his own heart?

      He glanced back at the busy club. He couldn't stand the thought of going back in. He could still feel the wildly shifting emotions within those walls. The Three Moons was always hard on his nerves, but the heavy cloud was choking his lungs.

      He slid his hand into his pocket and retrieved his keys. Zara's shop called to him, but his thoughts floated to the quiet stillness he knew was waiting at home.

      No one would be there.

      Grace's parents were looking after the twins at their place so Diesel and Avery could have a night away. Several of the wolves from the former Magistrate's service had volunteered to stay with the humans. The Magistrate's wolves doted on the girls, who they thought of as the princesses of the wolf Race.

      Unaware his mind was made, Thorne crossed the parking lot to his car. He had a lot of thinking to do, and there was only one way he wanted to do it.

      

      Thorne stood in the doorway of his studio. He'd used the room far less since he had made it his mission to be on Em's protective detail. The lights shone down on each of his spaces, giving the room the appearance of a gallery. Easels, work tables, and racks ran along the outside walls, and the middle was open so he could move things around as he needed to.

      He ambled around the room, touching the organized shelves, trays, and pouches of brushes, pencils, chalks, paper, and canvas. A need called to him. He took a deep, cleansing breath and closed his eyes. He begged his mind and his heart to settle and allow him to release something true, good, and beautiful into the world.

      

      Thorne's family had long since come home. The ambient sounds of the pack arriving, enjoying late night snacks, and getting ready for bed didn't break through Thorne's concentration. Nothing cut through the dense fog that had fallen over his studio.

      The center of the room was cluttered. Thorne's bare feet whispered over the drop cloth that had long ago taken up permanent residence on the floor. The worktable he had pulled to the middle was cluttered with thick pages. Each was covered with sweeping, abstract flourishes of smudged black and gray oil pastel. The canvas before him was still damp with fresh paint.

      Thorne himself was damp with sweat. He dragged his sweater over his head and tossed it aside. The tattoos across his chest and down his torso glistened under the lights, but he didn't take notice. He was frenzied, but also at his most calm.

      He snatched up the sketchbook he'd turned to first and held it next to the canvas. He sifted through the pages on the worktable.

      It all showed the same thing, and he tried to put a word to the emotions he'd poured out over the last few hours.

      “What is it?” he asked his wolf.

      The creature whimpered back at him.

      “Love,” Thorne said.

      He let the word hang in the air and noted how right it sounded.

      “How can that be, though?” he whispered out loud.

      His wolf whimpered again.

      “I don't feel anything when I touch her,” Thorne argued, though his wolf hadn't offered any objection.

      It didn't matter what his skin felt.

      Everything in front of him spoke of his feelings, whether or not he could put them into words. Whether or not anyone else would see how clearly each and every piece of his work voiced a single thought.

      Emmeline.

      Thorne put a curious, cautious hand over his heart and spoke her name out loud.

      The hammering that greeted his palm wasn't a shock to his mind, but it did shock his system.

      “Shit,” he said. “I've got to fix it.”

      

      “This is how you're handling things?” Diesel asked.

      Thorne's eyes flew open. He was face down, in bed. He felt hungover again.

      “This makes you look completely D-A-M-N crazy. You know that, right?” Diesel asked. “No one knew where the H-E-L-L you'd run off to. I had to sniff you out. You reek.”

      Thorne frowned and tried, without success, to sit up.

      Oh, Fate.

      He was in Em's room, nested deep within her bed sheets. “I didn't—” he started to say. His throat was too dry, and his voice cracked. His muscles ached as if he'd been in one hell of a fight. With immense effort, he lifted only his head to blink blearily up at Diesel.

      “Stop being a P-U—” Diesel cast a hasty glance at Rose and Dahlia, who were swaddled against him in the baby sling. He cupped a hand over each girl's ear, tucking them close to his chest. “Stop being a pussy,” he hissed. He kicked Thorne's foot, which was sticking out from under the covers at the end of the bed.

      Thorne let out a mixture of a yelp and a growl before he withdrew the stiff, tired limb deep into the nest of sheets.

      Diesel sat at the end of the bed in the space Thorne's foot vacated. “This is Em we're talking about. None of us are going to let you do this to her.”

      “Do what?” Thorne asked, still confused.

      “You got laid at the Three Moons. Now she's running off with this A-S-S-H-O-L-E who doesn't deserve her. How the H-E-L-L did this happen?”

      Thorne's heart jumped, and he flipped over, sending his head spiraling. “I didn't get laid,” he said.

      The night came back to him in flashes as his head pounded.

      “Right. Do you want your nieces to see you this way?” Diesel asked. His brows were so low they were downright lethal. “How much did you have to drink before you worked up the nerve to come in here?”

      Shit shit shit.

      “I didn't drink,” Thorne said.

      “Why do you smell?” Diesel accused.

      Thorne sat up and held out his hands. Dried paint and ink still covered them. Pencil and chalk soiled the knuckles of his right hand. “Studio,” he mumbled. “I had a... a revelation.”

      Diesel's face changed as he took in the wreck that was Thorne's body. Thorne recalled a similar mess in the studio. He would clean it up at some point. Now, he had things to do.

      “A revelation, huh?” Diesel finally said. “So I don't have to tell you that you're a special kind of stupid if you can't see that woman cares for you?”

      Thorne grimaced. “I'm not sure about that part,” he admitted. “But I know how I feel, and the first thing I need to do about it is talk to your mate.”

      “Why's that?” Diesel asked. A whimper escaped one of the twins and Diesel gently jostled the sling.

      “Avery told me a long time ago she could help me out. I've been an idiot for not taking her up on it.”

      “I'll agree with at least part of that statement,” Diesel said. A grin cracked his serious face. “Anything I can do to help?”

      Thorne shook his head and thanked Fate for the clarity that settled over him. No tattoo had ever given him the presence of mind he had. “No, this is something I have to do on my own. I've put it off for too long.”

      “Take a shower before you see Avery,” Diesel said. “And eat something. From the fridge, though. Ren made breakfast. It's a disaster.”

      With that, Diesel took his daughters and left.

      Thorne sat with his fists curled around Em's sheets. He felt guilty for sleeping in her bed. He felt guiltier for wishing she'd slept there, too. And he felt guiltiest for imagining what he would do to her if she were between those sheets with him.

      Ignoring the raging, pulsing erection that pressed against his jeans, he looked around for his sweater. Remembering he'd left it on the floor of his studio, he strode from the room shirtless. As he closed the door behind him, he begged Fate for the chance to let him enter the room in the future, under different circumstances. He wanted to do everything he'd imagined with Em—and so much more.

      He had his work cut out for him.
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      Em glared at the cake in the freezer. “It's your fault, you know.”

      Her phone buzzed on the counter. She ignored it. It was Asher. It had been Asher all morning. In fact, it had been Asher since the night before when she'd tried to drag him into her apartment and seduce him. Unfortunately, she'd lost every single ounce of her bedroom vibe because her mind kept turning to Thorne.

      She rubbed her chest as if the massage against her skin could soothe the ache that was taking up residence in her heart.

      “Asher is fantastic,” she told the cake. “He's sexy and talented and has a nice family. And he actually wants me, you know. Unlike you, you idiot.”

      With a huff, she slammed the freezer door.

      She should cut the cake. Or throw it away. She couldn't do either, though. It was like clinging to the stupid thing was going to change the scene she'd witness last night. Plus, arguing with the cake helped since she couldn't bicker with Thorne.

      How could Thorne act that way?

      Like she hadn't done the same thing at her party? she reminded herself.

      She yanked the freezer open again. “But you turned me down for a dance,” she said, pointing an accusing finger at the cake, “so why do I even care who you dance with? Why do I care if you dance at all?” She sighed. It was because he hadn't danced with her. He wouldn't dance with her, but he'd dance with that woman at the Three Moons?

      “Why?” she demanded of the stubborn, silent, frozen cake. “It's not like I wanted to dance with you anyway, you stupid wolf,” she said.

      She slammed the freezer door again and snatched up her phone. Three new messages from Asher.

      “Hope this morning looks better, gorgeous.”

      “Is your head still bothering you? Can I bring you anything?”

      “Don't want to bother you. I'll be here if you need me.”

      Em cursed at herself. She tapped out a message in response. “So sorry about last night. I've got a ton of work to catch up on. I've been distracted by a certain man lately.” She read the words out loud. It was true, even if it wasn't truthful. She sent it.

      She went to her computer. There truly were projects that couldn't wait for her to sort out her messy romantic life.

      “Why did I think I loved drama so much?” Em murmured as she tapped the computer's keys aimlessly.

      She glared out the window at Thorne's table across the street. The bar didn't open until late afternoon, but the emptiness of the table bothered her.

      She cursed and closed the curtains.

      Her phone buzzed again.

      “I'm always available for you, gorgeous. Just let me know when I can see you again.” Asher's message said.

      That didn't make Em feel any better. She felt the overwhelming urge to argue with the freezer-cake-Thorne some more.

      Instead, she forced herself to sit in her chair. Zoning in on work was sure to ground her. She was good at her job, and her clients loved her. If she wanted to maintain her independence, she needed to make sure her clients continued to love her.

      Hey, maybe she could even put together something for Asher's tribe. For her tribe, she told herself. If they didn't have a website to showcase their talents and sell their work, she could do that for them. She did have skills to offer, after all. And none of the other tribe members did photography, as far as she'd seen. She could do that, too.

      See? she mentally told the freezer-cake—without allowing her ass to leave her chair—I’m committed to Asher. He's claiming me. End of story.

      She repeated it as a mantra again and again with every hour that passed until she reached a stopping point and picked up her phone.

      She continued to repeat it as she chose to text Asher, when what she really wanted to do was contact Thorne.

      The design project she'd completed was one he'd helped her land.

      “No,” she said out loud. “I put myself in the R & B world. My clients there are still mine, regardless of how I met them.”

      She glared across the room at the freezer.

      “As soon as I come up for air, I'll let you know,” the message said. Em read it over several times. It left her options. She could see Asher again in hours...or days. She wasn't certain which she would prefer. She groaned and sent the message.

      Asher was her man. She'd made up her mind. It was black and white. Clear cut. There wasn't any need for all the gray in her brain.

      She told herself it was nerves over rushing things. She liked Asher, and she intended to invest herself in a future with him. He was giving her plenty of time to prepare for that. The claim meant she was interested only in him, but she still had the option to dictate when and how their eventual mating occurred.

      The next time she saw him, she wouldn't try so hard to work herself up to get him in bed. That was where she'd gone wrong. Seeking revenge on Thorne for the stunt he'd pulled at the Three Moons was ridiculous. The desire to get revenge on him pointed to the idea that she might actually have feelings for him, and that was certainly not the case. Not for any wolf, and especially not for that wolf.

      She had all the time she wanted with Asher because he was her future. He was loyal and gentle, and he cared for her. There was no question in her mind.

      

      Thorne knocked on the jamb of Avery's open office door.

      Avery and her assistant, Simone, both looked up.

      Simone's eyes went big and round.

      Avery didn't look so shocked.

      Thorne wondered if he should have dressed down.

      Tradition led that when you paid a visit to the Magistrate, you dressed for the part.

      Avery, in her dark jeans and sweater, didn't give off the same imposing, formal vibe her mother had. Even Simone was wearing a casual pair of dress pants, instead of the scratchy-looking uniforms the wolves in the former Magistrate's service had worn.

      “Uh...” Thorne's heart went to his throat, and his ears were on fire.

      He tugged the constricting vest of his three-piece.

      “Simone, honey,” Avery said, as understanding passed over her face, “would you mind running up to the main house? I would love a glass of orange juice. Get yourself something, too. Oh, and would you see if Diesel needs a hand bringing the girls down for a nap? He's doing book work, and you know how much he loves a good distraction.”

      Simone gave a grateful smile. The female wolf was sweet but shy. Avery had disbanded the Magistrate’s service when she'd stepped into the role vacated by her late mother. The wolves, who had served the Magistrate for most of their lives, were still finding their way in the free world. Simone always seemed to prefer having a task to do. If she arrived before Avery was ready to start work for the day, she assisted in the kitchen. Thorne had to give it to her, Simone was hell on wheels at the stove.

      He stepped back to let Simone by before he made his way down the stairs into the sunken office.

      “Should I close the door?” Avery asked, eyeballing his suit.

      “No,” Thorne said. He stood awkwardly, not sure if he should sit. He'd never actually been into Avery's office, though he'd been in the reconstructed bunkhouse many times. The design was his, but in dimension only. Diesel had directed him in every aspect. Thorne had merely put the plans together based on Diesel's words.

      “I gotta be honest, honey,” Avery said. She sat on the edge of her desk—a heavy antique that had belonged to her mother. “If you're here to put a claim on your little friend from the Three Moons, I'm going to tell you no.”

      Thorne's ears burned more. “No,” he said. He clenched and unclenched his fists where he stood, still at the base of the stairs.

      Avery waited.

      “The training you've mentioned before. For the Sage thing,” Thorne said at last. “Is that still on the table?”

      Avery's face brightened, and she surprised him by clapping her hands once and giving a delighted shout. “Oh for Fate's sake, I thought you'd never ask!”

      Thorne's shoulders loosened, and there seemed to be more room in his suit for breathing.

      Avery motioned him toward her, and he stepped farther into the room.

      “I have a test I want to do,” she said. She studied Thorne for a moment. “I know you don't like to do the whole touching thing.” She cocked her head and suppressed a smile. “Just out of curiosity, it doesn't have anything to do with rope, does it?” Then she snorted at herself like she was enjoying her own joke. “Don't answer that,” she said.

      Thorne had no clue what she meant. The clarity he had woken up with was starting to cloud over.

      “For this little test, you're going to need to touch me,” Avery said. She held her hands out flat, palms up, in front of her. “Take your time, but whenever you're comfortable, put your palms against mine and tell me what you feel.”

      Thorne's brows crinkled at the request, and he wriggled the tension out of his neck and shoulders. Touch would bring further confusion, and he needed to have his head on right.

      Sensing his hesitation, Avery smiled at him. “You can trust me. I'll explain it all.”

      Thorne took a deep breath and lifted his hands, placing them palm-down on top of Avery's.

      “Focus on what you feel,” she murmured, watching him intently.

      Unable to stand her scrutiny, Thorne closed his eyes.

      The emotional cloud heightened immediately upon contact. Thorne scrunched his closed eyelids together as tight as he could, waiting for something to happen. He felt the pressure of Avery's request and was frustrated that he didn't know what she was looking for.

      Images of Rose and Dahlia came to him. He felt an intense urge rush over him. He wanted to cuddle the girls and read them a book. He wanted to watch their eyelashes droop against their chubby cheeks. He wanted to nestle them into their double crib, and then he wanted to take Diesel into the bedroom and—

      “What the fuck!” he cried, opening his eyes and jerking his hands away.

      “That's what I thought,” Avery said with a triumphant grin. “You can read minds.”

      “What the—” Thorne rubbed at his ears, feeling the heat across his face and neck. “That mental imagery was way too vivid.”

      “I was supposed to go with strong visuals,” Avery said, giving him an unapologetic shrug.

      “I don't get it,” Thorne said, “and there's no way I can read minds.”

      “I'm pretty sure you can.” Avery sat back on the edge of her desk again. “I've had a Trainer on standby since the moment I first told you about your Sage abilities. She advised me to run that test on you when you came to me to accept the training offer. She figured it would convince you better than anything else.”

      Thorne shook his head, disbelieving.

      “You got it all, didn't you?” Avery asked. “All the stuff about Rose and Dahlia? The thoughts about Diesel? Sorry for that, but the other strong option was watching my mother die. I figured you wouldn't want that one.”

      Thorne rubbed his palms together before he looked with utter horror at his hands.

      “Last night,” he murmured, “at the Three Moons, I put my hands on that girl I was dancing with. I got...” he swallowed the word before he could utter it. “I felt like I wanted her. I went to the back with her. It wasn't until we broke contact that I realized my desires had nothing to do with her at all.”

      “You were channeling her, I'd guess,” Avery said. “Your Trainer can tell you for sure.”

      Thorne tried to think back. He wondered if it worked the other way, but he didn't think he'd ever picked up specific thoughts from others when they touched him.

      Shit. Maybe he had. He wouldn't have known to pay attention, and he had avoided touch—both giving and receiving—for so long that he didn't have a grasp on it.

      “You look like you're about to lose your wolf,” Avery said. She didn't seem concerned for anyone but him. “The way I understand it, that little test is only the beginning. I'm more than happy to make the call for you, but are you sure you want to go into training? I know from our last talk about it that you're not sold on the idea.”

      “The Sage thing still makes me feel like I don't belong in a family of gifted and level-headed wolves. But I've never been level-headed. It's not me. Thank you for keeping it a secret as long as you have. I've got to tell them the truth, and I've got to get help. I don't love the thought of everyone knowing I've got an official condition,” he said, “but I don't have a choice. I can't let my pride keep standing in the way. It may already have cost me a future with Em.”

      Avery crossed her arms and looked at him like he was a museum exhibit. “Oh for Fate's sake. You finally figured it out.”

      Thorne didn't have to ask what she meant. “Yeah,” he said. “I've been an idiot.”

      “So when do you want to start?” Avery asked.

      “About two years ago,” Thorne told her.
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      Thorne stood in the middle of the floor. The room around him was empty, and the floor was springy. It was like the training center he'd attended with his siblings when he was a kid, some seventy years earlier. It even had the same patchouli incense smell, which was odd because there was never anything burning.

      The white door in the white wall across the room opened. A sprite of a woman stepped through.

      She had deep brown skin, a pixie crop of glossy black hair, and a take-no-shit expression.

      “Hawthorne Black?” she asked, approaching him with a sure and steady stride.

      Thorne nodded, lost for words in the face of her confidence.

      She kept her hands at her sides, rather than offering a handshake. “Sakinha Clare. I'll be your Trainer.”

      Thorne dipped his head again.

      “You can speak, boy,” Sakinha said. Her face broke into a gentle smile.

      Thorne cleared his throat. “Hi,” he offered.

      Sakinha stepped around him in a deliberate circle. “May I touch you?” she asked when she was back in front of him.

      Thorne, supposing he had no choice, held his hands.

      “How long have you avoided contact?” Sakinha asked, giving him a shrewd look before she reached out to touch his skin.

      “As long as I can remember,” he said. He found it difficult to look at her as he answered honestly.

      “Let's see how much work we'll have to do.” Sakinha moved deliberately, seeming to be aware of how uncomfortable Thorne was. She paused before she closed her hands around his. “Close your eyes, boy. It'll keep you from falling over.”

      “Falling ov—” He didn't get a chance to finish the word before her fingers locked with his, and the world was swept away.

      In the blink of an eye, Thorne was aware again.

      “So I have my work cut out for me with you, don't I?” Sakinha asked. “Juice box?”

      Thorne looked up, bewildered, from where he was sitting on the white floor. “What the—”

      The Trainer was holding out a box of apple juice, complete with its tiny plastic-wrapped straw. Thorne took the thing and watched as Sakinha happily slurped from the straw that rose from the box in her own hand.

      “You're very powerful,” she told him. “I'm not surprised you've kept the secret of your abilities from your family, but it's time for you to come clean. I was like you. I thought my Sage gift was a curse, and there are aspects of it that can be harder to handle than others. But it's never a disease or a condition to be ashamed of.”

      Thorne was surprised to find the apple juice refreshed him in a major way. He glanced down at his hand. “You got all that from touching me?”

      Sakinha smiled. “That and more,” she said.

      “What more?” he asked.

      She sat cross-legged on the floor across from him and placed her juice box by her knee. Then she held out her hands and began ticking things off on her fingers. “You have almost no ability to distinguish between your own emotions and the ones of those around you. The names of feelings and the feelings themselves have no meaning to you. You can't understand the emotions you feel, either, but your moods have dictated most of your life. You've used those tattoos as a method of releasing the pent-up feelings you accumulate. And you're here because of a woman. A woman you're going to lose if you don't get help—and fast. Which means we've got a lot to do.”

      Thorne's eyebrows rose as Sakinha spoke.

      “Remember, I'm a Sage, too. I've experienced many of these same things. I never did tattoos, though. And my mate is male.” She retrieved her juice box and gave him a curious look.

      “You're an artist, as well,” she said.

      “You got that, too?”

      “No. You've got paint on your hands.” She pointed.

      There were still a few splotches that hadn't come off in the scouring Thorne had given himself before his meeting with Avery the day before. His shower that morning hadn't taken care of them either.

      “I am,” he said.

      “Creative outlets are typical for Sages,” Sakinha said. “You find clarity and release through your craft?”

      “Sometimes more than others. The tattoos are my designs.”

      “The arts often provide us those moments of pure thought. I play the violin, for example. Now that I know how to harness my abilities, live music gives me the release I need.”

      Something clicked in Thorne's mind. “I learned to play the piano when I was young. It never did anything for me when I played, and listening has never affected me. But recently, I felt something strong about a particular song Em played.”

      Sakinha sipped from her juice box again and studied him. “Interesting.” She tugged at her lip for a moment. “Drink up. I'll go over the ground rules,” she said at last.

      Thorne did as he was told while Sakinha continued, “We need to get you to the point where you can identify, sort, and understand the emotions around you. Because you live in a pack setting, this will be a difficult undertaking. Let's focus first on getting you comfortable with the people who are closest to you. That will give you a base level for when you go out in public. When you start to get overwhelmed, you'll have a safe, well-known place to come back to, emotionally speaking.”

      Thorne nodded, though he didn't yet comprehend the concept.

      “You're up against a ticking clock with your mate,” Sakinha continued. “Tell me about her.”

      “She's not my mate,” Thorne corrected, “but I need to prove to her that I can love her anyway.”

      “And do you love her?” Sakinha asked.

      Thorne’s shoulders sagged as exhaustion fed his confusion. It made him call his thoughts into question. “I think so. But that’s the problem. With all my issues, how can I ever know?”

      “If you don't already know, I don't think I can help you,” Sakinha said.

      “Then this is all for nothing.” Thorne’s head began to pound, and his wolf stirred with frustration.

      “No,” Sakinha waved the words away with a smile. “We’ve got to work on your confidence, boy. You have the answer.”

      Thorne gave her a blank stare.

      “Haven't you put yourself through hell trying to confirm your feelings for this female?” Sakinha prompted.

      “Yes.”

      “Did you ever consider the only person who would put themselves through that kind of trouble might be someone in love?” Sakinha asked.

      “I feel like I love her—but I can’t prove it. She’s not my real mate.”

      “Oh, she's your mate, boy,” Sakinha told him.

      Thorne shook his head. “No, I touched her and didn't feel the Fate stings we wolves get.”

      “Because she's human, right?” Sakinha said, like that explained everything.

      “Yeah, she's human,” Thorne said. He wasn't following.

      “As a human, she doesn't feel the sting. When you touch her, you get her feelings before you get your own. You have five senses—but remember, for each of those you get both the emotions of others and your feelings. When you hear me speak to you, you get my mood about my words as I say them. You also get your reaction to my words—and my mood about them. If you touch someone, you get their thoughts first. Right now, you’re so easily overwhelmed, due to your lack of training, that your brain doesn’t give you a chance to process your own reactions. It gets easier, though, with practice. And nicer. Imagine kissing your mate and experiencing the pleasure she receives alongside the pleasure she gives you.”

      “Oh...” Thorne’s ears burned and he tried to think of something other than pleasure and Em. He considered the test Avery had put him through. “So if I touched Em, and concentrated like Avery made me, would I get those flashes of thought from her? Enough to know how she feels about me?”

      Sakinha smiled. “Probably. But it's likely you wouldn't understand them yet. Love is beautiful, but it is also complicated and complex. The more thoughts you add into an emotion, the more difficult the feeling is to decipher. There are so many emotions that weave into the simple idea of love, aren't there? That sweet hint of nerves over first love. The desperate longing of sexual love. The heartache of unrequited love. See, this is what we must work on.”

      “That sounds like it will take forever,” Thorne lamented.

      “Your full training will take time, yes,” Sakinha said. She stretched her legs out in front of her. “You can learn enough, though, in a short amount of time, to focus on the simplest concepts. That should be sufficient to open the door to communication about your feelings with your mate.”

      “Can we call her Em?” Thorne asked. The use of the word “mate” made him feel like his skin was going to crawl off. It held too much promise for him to accept it.

      “Em has feelings for you,” Sakinha said. “They are strong and so are the ones you have for her. The residue of those conflicted emotions is all over the things I sifted through inside you. All we have to do is give you a way to zone in on the very best of those feelings. Once you achieve some clarity with her, you may even experience the sting you long for, but don't count on it. We Sages are different from those around us. Accept that fact early on.”

      “You can help me do that? Zone in enough to connect with Em?” Thorne asked. “The sooner, the better.”

      “I can help you do that today,” Sakinha said, “and I can help you do it reliably with time. You have to make a promise, though, before I'll do any of it.”

      “What's that?”

      “You must continue to train with me, even after I help you with these basic needs. I see a great potential in you, and I'm not willing to let that go, even if you get what you want out of this.”

      Thorne shook his head. “I'm in this for good. Regardless of what happens with Em. You dug around in my head—did you catch that it might already be too late?”

      “I understood that you are deeply concerned about that. I think we can do something to change the outcome, though.”

      “Then I'm with you. One hundred percent. Even if this doesn't work out, I'm going to need help getting past it.”

      “I always forget how pessimistic untrained Sages are,” Sakinha said. “I'm more concerned with when it does work out, boy. You can't get so caught up in the basic feelings that you forget there's more. The flip side of being a Sage is that we do experience more. That also means more love and more passion. In that, Fate blesses us for being the keepers of her wisdom.”

      “I trust you,” Thorne said. “That's hard for me to say to anyone, even my family. You seem well-adjusted. I'd like to feel that way.”

      Sakinha tossed her head back and laughed. “Well-adjusted. My mate will take pleasure in that joke,” she said. She stood and fished in her pocket. “Lesson number one.” Without warning, she tossed a small tube at Thorne. He caught it.

      “Ear plugs?” he asked, turning the thing over to study the mushy orange cones inside.

      “Sages are highly prone to emotional disruption. We can simplify life by blocking out things like the ambient emotional cues from the voices outside your safe circle.”

      “It's that easy?” Thorne asked.

      “Hardly. These are training wheels, and they won't do you any good in here. Speaking of which, what do you feel?”

      Thorne gave her a helpless look.

      “My training space is completely neutral. You saw how far out in the country we are. Rather than being in a complex with other Trainers, this space is only for me. We are the only ones here, and I am blocking my emotions. The only things you should feel belong to you. So, own them. Tell me: what do you feel?”

      “How do I know?” Thorne asked.

      “Say the first words that come to your mind,” Sakinha said.

      Thorne thought for a moment. “Freaked out—or, um, nervous, I guess.”

      Sakinha nodded.

      “Hopeful, but like I can't trust it.” Thorne rubbed the tattoos on his arm. “Pressure. A big, dark kind of pressure. It's heavy. Like everything is hanging on it, and all of that is looming over me.”

      “Good,” Sakinha said. “Let's start giving all those things names and putting them in their places.”

      Thorne had no idea what she meant, but he was starting to get—

      “Excited,” he blurted. “I'm excited to learn.”

      “Why?” Sakinha prompted.

      “Because of Em. Because there might be a chance to salvage things with her.”

      “Good. Focus on that. You'll need strong motivation to carry you through the rest of today. I'm going to wring your ass out, boy. You ready for that?”

      Thorne rose from the floor and dusted off his jeans. “Hell yeah. Do your worst.”

      

      Nine hours later, Thorne and Sakinha emerged from the training building into the cool night air.

      “When will you see Em again?” Sakinha asked. She had a purple duffle slung over her shoulder and was mopping her brow with a white towel.

      “I'm not sure. She hasn't been coming around as often as she used to.”

      “You're prepared, though. You've got it all in your head? Nice and solid?” Sakinha asked.

      “I think so,” Thorne said. “I'll try to get her as alone as possible. The fewer distractions around us, the better. I'll focus on the biggest things I can feel coming from her.”

      “Right. Take as much time as she'll give you and try to address each of the things she sends your way.”

      “On one hand, I feel like a creep,” Thorne said, “but on the other, I feel...” He used the benefit of the calm hush of night around them to focus in on his own thoughts. “I feel like I can do it.”

      “When you get back with your family, it will be a rude awakening,” Sakinha warned. “Expect it. You've got your ear plugs if you need them. Isolate yourself if you have to. Keep your shit together, and you'll be fine. I believe in you.”

      “When will I see you again?” Thorne asked.

      “Talk to your alpha. See what he'll allow for training. I'm happy to meet as little or as much as you need. Of course, the more frequently we train, the faster you'll learn and the more you'll improve.”

      “I'll get it worked out with Lathan. This is completely incredible, Sakinha. I wish I had started training years ago. It's like I'm looking forward to a whole new world.”

      “Keep your head on straight, boy. And if things don't go well, don't give up on me, okay? You've got potential. Let's work on it.”

      Thorne thanked her again and got into his car feeling like a new, or at least better, man.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Eight

        

      

    
    
      One week later, Em was still arguing with her birthday cake.

      “I've said it before, and I'll say it again. This is all your fault.” She spun the knife between her fingers without thinking about it. She was still good with a blade, though she hadn't seen her R & B Trainer in over a month.

      She was going to cut the cake. Finally. She had moved it to the fridge to thaw. It was ready.

      She heaved a sigh as she twirled the knife.

      “It's not him,” she told herself, “and eating it doesn't mean anything.”

      It could, of course, be the last cake Thorne ever made for her.

      “No. You're just a cake. I can buy a dozen from the store right now if I want to. There's nothing special about you,” she proclaimed, flipping the knife around to point it at the cake, which was sitting alone on the shelf in the fridge.

      She snatched the wrapped package. She'd already gone through the motions of what came dangerously close to ceremony. A plate and fork were set up and waiting for the cake.

      Em's phone buzzed.

      She ignored it.

      It was Asher. It had been Asher all week. It had been Asher all day, and she hadn't texted him back.

      She felt terrible about it, and it was the cake's fault.

      “You're what's standing in the way of me finding happiness with a perfectly acceptable non-wolf man,” she said to the voiceless confection.

      She unwrapped it.

      There it stood.

      She breathed in.

      Her phone buzzed.

      She sank the knife deep into the cake.

      Her heart ached only a little as she made the second slice to carve out the corner. She placed it, like a fragile, priceless artifact on the plate.

      Then she stood there, staring at it.

      “Ohmigod. Eat the thing already, woman,” she told herself. Then she sucked in a breath and almost screamed in frustration at her slip-up. “See?” she said to the rest of the cake. “You're in my head. I won't be right until I cut the cord.”

      She snatched up her fork, sectioned off a bite, and put it in her mouth.

      Em dropped the fork, clutched the edge of the counter, and slammed her eyes closed, moaning as she chewed.

      Even after the freezer and fridge, it was so good. It was divine. It made Em want to laugh and cry and shout and dance all at once. She even allowed herself a little jig in the kitchen at the sweet, delicious rush of flavor.

      A fist landed on the door and banged so hard the sound echoed in the otherwise quiet apartment.

      Em's heart stopped. Then it lurched for her throat.

      It was Thorne. It had to be. He always knocked on a door like his goal was to remove it from its hinges.

      She glanced at the cake. Should she hide it?

      No. She didn't care.

      She rushed to the door and hauled it open, still trying to decide if she would yell at him or throw herself into his arms.

      “You—” Em started.

      Asher was standing on the other side of the door with his brows drawn and his arms crossed.

      “Oh!” Em stepped back, leaving space for him to enter around her.

      The look he gave her blazed her skin as he swaggered into the room. “I hope it was okay that I stopped by,” Asher said. Uh oh. He sounded as put-out as he looked.

      “Of course,” Em said. “I'm sorry I haven't gotten back to you. I've been so busy.”

      Asher strolled around the room in a way that made Em anxious. It was as if he was looking for something she was hiding. He stopped by the counter and gazed at the cake.

      “Still celebrating?” he asked.

      Em didn't like the way he was looking at her plate.

      “I keep cake around all the time,” she said. “It's my favorite food.”

      “I didn't know that,” Asher said.

      “Well, we haven't had a lot of time to learn things like favorites,” Em pointed out.

      “No, we haven't.” He gave her another dark, pained look.

      If Em had feathers, they'd have been ruffled.

      “Asher, I told you earlier this week I had to catch up on work. My business is very important to me. I've built it from scratch. I'm proud of my accomplishments. To keep it running, sometimes I have to focus only on it, especially after spending days distracted by you.”

      When the hurt on his face began to give way, Em stepped closer to him.

      He opened his arms to her, and she folded herself against him.

      See? she wanted to say around his arm to the cake, I'm happy to be with him.

      “I was worried you had changed your mind,” Asher murmured against her hair.

      “Of course not,” Em said. At that moment, surrounded by his warm, reassuring presence, she believed it with all her heart. “I've been busy. I should have thought to ask you if you wanted to come here. I wouldn't have been much fun, but you could have hung around or something.”

      “I've been busy too,” he admitted. “My workshop has never seen so much of me. My work is more refined when I have you to think of.”

      Em smiled up at him. “I'm glad I could inspire you.”

      He traced his fingers along her jaw. “Oh, gorgeous. You do inspire.” His lips dropped to hers, and Em opened herself to him. The heat of his kiss swept away the doubts and concerns she'd been almost willing to voice only minutes earlier.

      Asher turned them, pinning her between the counter and his firm body. His hands explored her curves and Em rolled her hips against him.

      “You taste like cake,” Asher whispered, backing away.

      “I didn't mean to tease you,” Em apologized. She scolded herself for jumping right to the physical side of their relationship. Hadn't she learned her lesson after she'd gone ice cold on him the last time they'd been together? There was so much less to think about when it was only physical, though, wasn't there?

      “You know I want you,” Asher said. He rested a hand on the counter on either side of her, pinning her in, but no longer pressing against her. “The physical part will come when it comes.”

      He gave her a wicked smile, and Em giggled. “I do love innuendo,” she told him.

      “See? I'm learning things about you already,” Asher said.

      “Like you couldn't have already guessed that?” Em teased. She kissed his smooth chin.

      “That one was easy, sure, but I'm glad you told me anyway. I can't wait to be mated to you.”

      Em scooted away. “I like to play the piano, too,” she said, making an excuse for the reason she couldn't discuss their future. “And take pictures,” she added, pointing to the walls as Asher followed her.

      “You're avoiding the topic, gorgeous,” Asher said.

      Em sighed and turned back to him. “I'm not avoiding the topic of being with you. I'm only avoiding the topic of our mating ceremony.”

      “We have to discuss it at some point,” Asher said.

      “But we have all the time in the world,” Em told him. She went back to him and wrapped her arms around his waist.

      He was notably stiffer than before.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “I don't like the thought of that time. That's time for you to change your mind. I thought we agreed we were good together,” Asher told her.

      “We are,” Em assured him. “If you were a human man, I would want the same time. If you were any man, I would want it.”

      She left out the fact that she might think differently about a certain wolf.

      Asher sighed and blinked several times.

      It was Em's turn to close herself off. “Don't try to read me with your magic eyes,” she scolded.

      “I'm only trying to get a better picture of what's going on here,” Asher said.

      “I've told you.”

      “You've diverted me.”

      “I'm not rushing into anything just because you're ready. I'm not. I've told you you're the only man who has a claim on me. That should be enough,” Em said. She broke away from him and crossed the room. She was drawn to look out the window but didn't let herself. She focused on other things. Work. Pizza. Cake.

      No, not cake. If Asher was using his Sight, cake was the last thing she should think of.

      “I want to know your future is with me. I need the assurance of that security,” Asher said.

      He sounded angry and desperate.

      Em spun and put her hands on her hips. “I've already told you as much. You either believe me, or you don't.”

      They stared at each other from across the room. Asher's eyes remained normal, with no fireworks spinning in their depths.

      Em huffed.

      Asher sighed.

      “I believe you,” he said. He crossed with tentative steps to where Em stood. “I'm sorry. My confidence isn't always rock solid. And you...well, you can imagine how desperately I don't want to lose you,” he said. He reached out and brushed a lock of her hair over her shoulder. “I'm an ass. Forgive me?”

      Em studied him for a moment. Had he done anything to warrant her upset? Or was she touchy because she felt guilty and confused? “Yes,” she said finally, making up her mind. “And I'm the one who should apologize. I don't mean to be so hot and cold. I've had a lot on my mind. I promise I'll get myself sorted out soon.”

      He smiled and lifted her hand to his lips. He brushed a kiss over her knuckles. “I am devoted to you, gorgeous. I'll store my insecurities and will strengthen my trust in you.”

      He spoke the words with tenderness, but also with complete composure like he was making a vow. Em clasped her other hand around his and kissed his knuckles, as well.

      “Were you planning to stay?” she asked. “We could order food or go out somewhere.”

      “No,” Asher said. “I have business that brought me downtown. My tribe expects me home for dinner.”

      That made Em feel better, somehow. He hadn't come solely with the intent of pinning her down.

      “I was desperate to see you. I did text and call,” he offered.

      “I know,” Em said. She hung her head. “I've been terrible about checking my phone.”

      “You've been busy,” Asher said. “I admire your dedication to your work. It makes me feel like you'll bring that same commitment to our life together. My tribe and I will benefit. I couldn't be prouder of you. I'm sorry I didn't make that clear right away.”

      “You really are a good guy,” Em said.

      “I try my best,” he said. He leaned in with a naughty laugh and stole a kiss. “I'm not always a saint, though. I can be quite bad when I want to be,” he whispered sinfully against her lips as he curved his hand over her ass. He gave it a light, playful pinch before he backed away. “I should go. You've made my night, though.”

      He reached over, picked up Em's fork, and stole a big bite of cake from her plate. Then he kissed her one last time. The sweet taste lingered on her lips as he strolled to the door.

      “I'll see you again soon?” he asked, his voice full of the confidence it had lacked when he'd arrived.

      “Of course,” Em said. She watched him, waving when he looked back, right before he disappeared into the elevator.

      Then she closed the door.

      Without thinking, she wiped a hand across her mouth as she strutted back over to her plate.

      “He shouldn't have taken that bite,” she muttered. “It wasn't his to steal.”

      She stared at the cake for a moment.

      Then she went to the window. Asher's car was just pulling out of the garage. She watched him turn right and head away.

      Without giving herself a chance to think, she grabbed her purse and keys, fumbled into a pair of furry boots, and rushed out the door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Nine

        

      

    
    
      Thorne stepped from the shower and wiped the steam from the mirror. He still looked drained, but he felt invigorated.

      His daily training sessions with Sakinha were taking their toll. They were also working wonders already—not that he wasn't still a moody asshole. He guessed he'd been a moody asshole for so long that he would never get over it. He did understand the moods better, though—both his own and those around him.

      The conversation when he'd come clean with Lathan and requested the time to train had been tough. Thorne had used some of his newly harnessed abilities to comprehend the emotions Lathan had put out. He was surprised to learn Lathan was excited for him. There was, though, an undertone of disappointment. He'd worked up the nerve to ask Lathan about it, and Lathan had admitted that he wished Thorne would have been honest and come to him sooner.

      Thorne toweled the water from his body, drying each of his tattoos. The newest one, at his right hip, was healed and had settled in well. He wanted to trace his fingers over it, but he didn't allow the action. It was already wrong enough that he had the damn thing when the woman it was for didn't belong to him.

      The rest of his family was a little weird about his Sage gifts. They didn't know the extent of his abilities—hell, neither did he. He had no intention of using his meager skills to manipulate those around him, but he picked up on the fact that everyone needed time to get used to him in a new light.

      And then, there was Em.

      He finally circled back to her as he pulled on clean clothes, covering the dark, inky reminder of her.

      He hadn't seen her since that night at the Three Moons. For all he knew, she and Asher had a date set for their mating ceremony. And, he kicked himself, for all Em knew, Thorne was playing mates with Chloe.

      He felt guilty for the fact that he only remembered Chloe existed when he thought about Em. He definitely wasn't like Riley, he decided. There was no way he could hook up with a different girl every night of the week. And then there was the impossible concept of flirting. Trying to learn the intricacies of a single, simple smile was tough enough without adding any sexual interest at all. Thorne had never realized how much the people around him did—and didn't—reveal in their body language. He'd never been so aware that body language could be used to lie.

      Sakinha continued to open his world. Their daily training sessions were shorter than their initial meeting but no less intense.

      Thorne hung his towel in the bathroom and finished getting ready. Then he went to see which of his siblings were trying to wreck his kitchen in their rush to share the load of dinner prep.

      

      As he strode down the hall, Thorne felt the same kind of comfortable exhaustion he'd always gotten from spending a long hot day at the lake. Fate, he couldn't wait to spend a lazy afternoon out there once the weather warmed up enough. He considered the pleasure of floating in the water, using his growing abilities to shut out the world around him.

      He was still focused on blocking the world out when he sauntered into the last hall, which was why he didn't hear the heels.

      No—there weren't any heels. She was wearing those stupid, furry boots. The ones Thorne secretly thought looked sexy on her.

      He stopped when he saw her.

      “Thorne—hi,” Em said. She stopped next to her bedroom door.

      “Hey,” he said.

      She glanced at the door, and he threaded his hand through his damp hair.

      He forgot everything Sakinha had taught him as he looked at Em. Fate. How had he forgotten what she did to him?

      She glanced awkwardly at the bedroom door again.

      “Did you come to get something?” he asked, trying to keep her from disappearing. “Can I help you with it?”

      She gave him a look. “Trying to get rid of me already?”

      No! That wasn't it at all. Was she teasing him? Was she serious? All of his training flew from his brain.

      “No,” he said quickly.

      He realized the house was quiet. Was everyone listening to their exchange? His heart rate kicked up a notch. “Hey, can we go in here? You know how nosy the pack is.”

      He pushed open her bedroom door and stepped back to let her in first.

      Em gazed up at him for a moment. Without her heels, she was shorter than him. He'd always felt like it was special somehow when she wasn't wearing heels—like the people who got to see that were privy to something the rest of the world wasn't.

      When she didn't move, Thorne drew on one of Em's favorite tactics. “Come on, woman. I don't bite. Well, not when I'm human, at least.”

      There was no way for her to hide her reaction. Em gaped at him before she edged into the room to flip on the bedside lamp.

      As Thorne closed the door behind him, he took a deep breath. He pulled as much of his fraying concentration together as he could.

      Em had gone to the sliding glass door by the balcony.

      “I don't know what I'm doing here,” she said. She paced a tight line in front of the night-darkened glass. She seemed agitated.

      “Has something happened?” Thorne asked. His personal mission was forgotten. If something was amiss, he was sure he could set it straight. He would do whatever it took to make things right for her.

      Em gave him a look that changed too fast for him to read. “I don't know,” she said.

      He crossed to her and didn't hesitate to grab her hands and make her stand still for a moment. The extra-long sleeves of her thin, expensive sweater covered her palms and reached almost to her fingertips. Still, even the smallest flesh-on-flesh contact was enough. Thorne boldly let his thumbs caress the backs of her hands, though it was through the soft black fabric.

      Em gazed at the connection and didn't speak.

      He had been expecting it this time—the non-feeling part of touching Em and not experiencing the burn of her skin on his. He still didn't fully believe the rest of Sakinha's assurances, though. When he touched Em, it was the same as when he was in her presence. The emotions and thoughts moved so fast he couldn't keep up. The only thing that seemed improved was that he wasn't getting a headache from being in the same room as Em's feelings.

      Otherwise, the contact was closed off. Thorne couldn't get a good read on her. Her look was closed off, too. Other than allowing him to hold her hands, she wasn't making any contact, and she wasn't saying anything.

      He spoke up, instead. “I have to tell you something,” he began.

      Her eyes, so perfectly blue, rose to meet his.

      “I'm in training,” he said. Then, recognizing the vagueness, he continued quickly. “Not like the physical training we were all doing when the Dissidents first showed up. I have a—a condition. It interferes with my ability to understand my own emotions and to cope with the emotions of the people around me. It's supposed to be a gift in the R & B world, but it's not always the nicest thing to live with.”

      Em relaxed while he spoke. Her arms, which had been stiff when he'd touched her, loosened.

      “I'm what's known as a Sage. We're pretty rare these days—rare enough that not everyone knows about us. I didn't know until Avery picked up on the Sage traits I exhibit, and I didn't take on training right away. It marks me as different,” he said. He gave a laugh that was more bitter than he intended. “I didn't want to be more different. It got to the point, though, where it was making me bad. And bad is worse than different. So I'm getting help.”

      Em nodded. “That's good. Help is good if you need it.”

      “I do need it. I need it because of you.”

      Em's brows sank over her eyes. “Me?” she repeated like he'd accused her of something terrible. She pulled her hands away.

      Thorne didn't reach for her again, but he could feel the change in the air. It was like Em had made a secret decision based on something he didn't know he was supposed to say—or not say.

      “I have feelings for you, Em,” Thorne admitted. The words hung in the air between them, and Thorne didn't know if they felt heavy with promise or regret.

      Em didn't say anything at all, which was out of character for her in most cases, but not always when it came to him.

      Nervous, red, and already neck deep, Thorne plowed on. “I know that may be hard to believe because I've been an asshole. And I know it's probably the last thing you want to hear because you're with someone else.”

      Em shook her head. “Thorne, what are you doing?”

      He had to get it all out. “I'm telling you I care for you.”

      The cloud around Em whipped into a hurricane of emotions as she began to tremble. The tears that filled her eyes and threatened to spill over made Thorne take a tentative step forward.

      Em hesitated for long enough that he thought she might run from the room. She surprised him by meeting him in the middle.

      She lifted her chin and glared up at him, proud and defiant. “Why are you doing this?” she demanded. Then, in a much more familiar way, she began to rattle off at him. “Asher already put a claim on me. And I don't even want to be with a wolf. And you wouldn't dance with me, but you danced with that other human at the club. Plus, you did more with her. You know what? You're messing with my head, and I'm not buying it. You already told me you couldn't give me a good reason why—”

      Thorne, who had absolutely no experience with kissing, cupped Em's face in his hands and claimed her lips.

      At first, he thought the attempt was a failure on his part. He didn't know exactly what to do in practice, though he'd seen frequent enough demonstrations. The way Em froze almost made him jump away. But then a single sound held him there.

      It was the softest, sweetest moan.
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      Em tangled her hands in Thorne's hair and kissed him with greedy hunger. His hands dropped from her face to her arms, where they traced heated paths around her shoulders and down her back. With featherlight pressure, he drew her in, and she melted against him.

      A low, sexy growl rumbled in Thorne's throat.

      Em gasped, breaking the kiss. She pushed her way out of his arms and fell back against the dresser, putting a shaky hand to her lips.

      “I can't do this,” Em murmured.

      “I didn't mean to do anything,” Thorne said. “I only meant to talk, but then—”

      “I can't talk about it,” Em interrupted. Even as she spoke, the words felt wrong.

      “Why not?” Thorne asked. He wasn't looking at her.

      “There's no reason to,” Em said, trying to convince herself she was speaking the truth.

      After a long pause, Thorne said, “I think you know there is.”

      Fighting an overwhelming urge to launch herself at him, Em banged a frustrated fist against the dresser. “I can't mate a wolf!”

      Then Thorne asked the simplest question. The same one Grace asked so often. The same one Em asked herself more than she wanted to admit. “Why not?”

      Em shook her head and sighed. “Because wolves leave.”

      Thorne finally looked up at her. His brows were low, and he crossed his right arm over his body. His fingers traced soothing circles over the tattoos on his left arm. “When have I left you? You've had to fight to get rid of me.”

      Em opened her mouth to argue, but there was nothing she could say.

      He was right.

      And everything about that kiss felt right.

      The gnawing ache of things unfinished and convictions called into question glued her to a spot several feet away from Thorne.

      He was still catching his breath, and she knew he'd felt the same power she had.

      His eyes went back to the floor, though, wild and searching as if trying to find meaning.

      He didn't understand why she'd backed away. Hell, she didn't know how much she could help him with that one. She hardly understood it herself.

      She gathered as many of her wits as she could. They were far flung, thanks to the dizzying kiss, which left her lips still tingling.

      With no idea how she would communicate what she needed to say, Em went to stand in front of Thorne.

      She kept her body away from his, but she reached out and put her hands on his hips. She felt an importance in establishing a physical connection between them. He fell completely still.

      “I have feelings for you, too,” she admitted. Even Impulsive Em hid her eyes behind her hands, afraid of what was to come.

      Thorne's eyes flitted up to her face.

      “You have a condition that makes emotions tough to tackle. Well, I have a condition, too. It's called being human. Or maybe being me. You intimidate me. Things with you have always been gray. From that very first fight we had in my apartment all the way to now. There's always been a draw between us—if you couldn't feel it, I can tell you for certain: it's been there.” She ducked her head to try to catch his eyes again. “I don't do gray, Thorne. You know that.”

      “Asher's not gray,” Thorne muttered, moving like he would back out of her reach.

      Em tightened her grip, clutching the belt loops of his jeans through his black sweater. “No, Asher's not gray. But he's also not you.”

      “Where does that leave us?” Thorne asked.

      “It leaves me with a lot of thinking to do,” Em said.

      His eyes flashed up again, and this time they were filled with pain. “You said you don't want to be with a wolf. That's pretty clear.”

      “You kissed me anyway,” Em said, trying to get him to smile.

      He rolled his eyes. “Figured it might be my only chance.”

      Em offered him little more than a sad chuckle.

      Where did she stand?

      The wolf thing scared her.

      The Asher thing needed to be handled.

      She couldn't think straight when she was with Thorne. Not when she knew she would kiss him again if they were left alone in a room together for long enough.

      Okay, yeah. The Asher thing definitely needed to be handled.

      “Can you do something for me?” Em asked.

      “I would do anything for you, whether you care for me or not,” Thorne said. He sounded miserable.

      “Let me go.”

      A shudder went through Thorne, and he slipped from her grasp. “You're free to leave whenever you want.”

      “Hey!” Em snapped. She countered so she was standing in front of him, blocking his path. “I didn't say forever. Just for right now. I have feelings for you,” she told him again. “But right now, technically, my future belongs to another guy. And you're a wolf,” she said. She jabbed a gentle finger at his chest. “I have to see someone about that.”

      “None of this seems promising,” Thorne said. He shook his head. “I should never have said anything. You'll leave, and you'll go to him, and he'll have the same effect he's had on you before. I've seen it, remember?”

      Em's hand directed itself to her hip as her eyebrow rose. “Hawthorne Black, I came here tonight because I couldn't get the stupid image of you bumping and grinding that girl at the Three Moons out of my head. Call us even on the naughty dancing front.”

      “Just go,” Thorne said.

      “This conversation isn't over, Thorne. That's what I'm trying to say to you. You'd be hearing me if you weren't letting yourself get so hung-up,” Em insisted.

      Thorne stepped around her. “Woman, just get the hell out of here. Do whatever it is you're going to do. You'll always know where to find me, but I won't get in your way again.”

      With that, he left the room like he was being ushered out under the cover of a thick, black storm cloud.

      Em stood, confused and annoyed, for a moment.

      He wasn't kidding when he said he had a condition. His self-worth was in the crapper, too. How had she never picked up on that?

      Better question: was she seriously considering tossing a good thing with Asher out the window in favor of a wolf who had more mood swings than a teenage girl?

      “A wolf,” she muttered to herself. “Of course it had to be a wolf.”

      That wasn't true, though. It had to be Thorne. Some part of her felt like she'd known that since the first time she'd set foot in this big house and made him knock over his cheese crackers.

      For once, it wasn't Impulsive Em who made the big decision. Em grabbed her things and tapped out a message on her phone as she left her room. She needed to see Asher right away.

      

      “Hey, are you staying for dinner?” Fourt asked from the bottom of the stairs.

      Em dug through her big purse for her keys. “Nope. Just had to swing by,” she said, trying to maintain an air of nonchalance. “I'm already gone.”

      “Oh...okay,” Fourt said. He looked like he wanted to say more, but he smiled instead. “Have a good night.” Then he added, “We miss you. All of us.”

      Em reached to squeeze his hand on her way out the door. “Who knows? You might be seeing more of me soon.”

      His face brightened.

      She hurried to her car. The buzz from her phone alerted her to Asher's response. He'd made it home, which meant she was going to pay her second visit to his tribe. God, she hoped they didn't tear her to shreds. She pulled her sleeve back and loosened the leather laces on the cuff there.

      

      Em found her way to the tribe's commune more easily than she expected. She pulled her car into an empty space near Asher's and glanced around the large lot. It was easier to see the beautiful signs of life there on her second visit, and she sighed. She didn't love Asher. She could admit that. But he was a great guy with a wonderful family. She hoped they could remain friends, even as clichéd as that concept was.

      “Em!” Stella cried. She bounced up from a bench near the fountain and skipped over to wrap Em in a hug.

      “Missed me already?” Asher asked. He gave her his naughtiest smile as he approached from the open atrium. When he looked her over, though, his face changed. “What's going on?” he asked. He was wary and immediately defensive.

      “We need to talk,” Em said. Black and white, she reminded herself. Cut and dry.

      Stella released Em's hand as Asher strode past them. Em gave Stella an apologetic look before she followed Asher down a path, away from the members of the tribe who were out front, enjoying the evening.

      When they had put some distance between themselves and the tribe, Asher turned on Em. “Come on out with it, then.”

      Em steadied her nerves and tried to keep her tone even. “I need to ask you to withdraw your claim.”

      “Why?” Asher demanded.

      “You must know why,” she answered.

      “It's him. Thorne.”

      She nodded.

      “Dammit!” Asher whirled like he was looking for something to throw. When he found nothing, he clenched his fists. Under the string lights that wrapped a nearby tree, Em saw his knuckles had turned so white it looked like the bones would break through his skin. “I thought we had an understanding,” he finally bit out.

      “I'm sorry, Asher. I've enjoyed being with you, but you understand how it is, with your Romantic background. If there's something I value, I should be able to pursue that.”

      “But we had an arrangement. An agreement between us. Our match is mutually beneficial,” Asher said.

      Em frowned. “I won't make you happy if you know I want to be with someone else.”

      “That's not what I mean,” Asher snapped. He swept his dreads back with sharp movements. “I gave you what you needed—a way to forget him and leave him behind. What about what I need?”

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “The protection of your pack. That is what I desire from our mating. You owe it to me.”

      “The—wh—?”

      Asher's fiery glare shut her up. “You sought a way to show that wolf what he was missing. You needed to forget the impact he had on your life. I rescued you at that party. I gave you what you needed. My intentions about gaining your pack's protection have never been a secret.”

      “They haven't exactly been an express part of this mythical contract you seem to have dreamed up, either,” Em argued. She was at a loss. What did he need protection from? He had his tribe.

      “I knew that wolf would be a problem. I could see the things passing between you two.”

      Em's blood began to boil. “You watched us? With your Sight? What, you scanned us and saw the confusion? Figured I would be some easy target for whatever the hell you're talking about?”

      Rather than answering her, Asher made a series of unintelligible noises. His eyes were alight with a nasty display of volatile red fireworks, and his shoulders heaved. For a moment, he looked like he would uproot the trees around them and hurl them at her.

      Then, to Em's confusion and surprise, he seemed to switch gears completely.

      “It's better this way,” he said. He sounded resolved.

      Unsure of what would happen if she stayed around, Em slid the loosened cuff from her wrist and handed it to him. “I'm sorry,” she murmured.

      Asher gave her a strange smile before he turned and strode away.

      What the hell had just happened?

      That was the most confusing breakup she'd ever had, Em decided as she stood for one more moment under the lit tree.

      Thorne might confuse her, but she'd never been nervous about his moods the way she'd been nervous about Asher's sudden burst of temper.

      No, Thorne's moods were totally chill compared to that. Even when she and Thorne had been in the middle of their most heated arguments, she realized, there was an undercurrent of caring and respect. They both wanted to be right, but not at the expense of the other's well-being.

      She let out a breath and cut around the far side of the parking lot, hoping to avoid the rest of Asher's tribe.

      So, yes. She had feelings for Thorne. Big ones. Feelings that had caused her to break a tie with the only man who had, so far in her life, offered her a future. She counted herself lucky. She would never have put up with another fit like the one Asher had just shown her. Thorne had protected her, without even knowing it. Without even being there.

      Yep. Really Big Feelings for Thorne, which meant she needed to figure out the other Major Problem. She needed to address her wolf issues, and she knew, without a doubt, the best way to do so.

      She ducked into her car and passed a couple of incoming vehicles as she left the tribe's parking lot. She was grateful she'd avoided encountering anyone on her way out. The drive ahead of her would give her a chance to process.

      She muted her phone and hit the road.

      

      Armed with a huge bag of sugary snacks from the convenience store where she'd gassed up her car, Em drove through the lonely blackness of night.

      She stopped at a deserted rest stop to put the top back up and check the map on her phone before she got into the spottier areas for cell service.

      Solitary hours passed, with nothing but her thoughts, her junk food, and her stereo to keep her company. The air got colder and thinner. The roads got steeper and windier. The sky lightened until it was painted with the first golds and pinks of morning. And finally, Em turned onto a treacherous, sloped drive. It was hardly wide enough for a person, let alone a car. She risked sacrificing the gleaming black paint of her car to the greedy outstretched fingers of the trees and brambles.

      When the trees broke, the path widened and revealed an oddity in the rustic mountain landscape.

      It was a little gingerbread house, quaint in its yellow glory, with white trim and shutters, a white porch with red rocking chairs and a red swing, and a little white picket fence. The flower beds would be bursting with blooms in another month. Some brave plants were already peeking their heads up over the cold edge of Earth's cover. Frilly white smoke billowed from the short, fat chimney stack. And a woman who looked like she'd been cut out of a pinup magazine and planted in the real world was waiting on the porch, clapping her hands and waving with glee.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty-One

        

      

    
    
      “Oh, Fate alive!” Em's grandmother squealed. She bounded down the white steps in her adorable red vintage heels. She seemed to float on clouds as she skipped across the colorful mosaic stepping stones through her garden to the waist-high fence. She popped the gate and grasped Em's hands, hauling Em from the car and into a rib-crunching hug.

      “Oma!” Em cried. Calling her grandmother by the true name she used for her made Em want to cry. She hadn't realized how much she'd needed that calming, joyful presence until she was wrapped in her grandmother's arms.

      It was strange to think, but by appearance alone, her grandmother was younger than Em would ever be again. Evelyn—or Evie, to her family—Douglas had gone through the wolf change at twenty. Em had, for the time Evelyn had lived in Fairview, been forced to pretend Oma was her aunt, who she called Aunt Evie.

      When Em had come of age, Evelyn had moved on. She had taken up residence in the little mountain paradise her husband had built for her before he had left for the Forest. Which was exactly why Em had driven a ridiculous distance—and the ridiculous distance was the reason she was weaving on her feet.

      “Well, cupcake, get inside, already! I know you're freezing. I can't believe you drove all that way overnight. I wish you'd stopped, but this is big, huh? Did you bring any luggage? I think you have a few clothes here from your last visit. Oh, Fate, it's so nice to have you here.”

      Oma's full skirt swished around her hips as she shut Em's car door and took Em's purse from her. “I've got a huge breakfast laid out for you and your room is all made up. You're going to eat and rest, and then we're going to chat. How does that sound?” Oma asked, wrapping her free arm around Em's shoulders and guiding her back up to the house.

      “That sounds like exactly what I need, Oma. Thank you so much for this.”

      Oma's laugh washed over Em, and she knew she was exactly where she belonged.

      

      Oma wasn't kidding about the breakfast or the room. Em was stuffed full of sausage, eggs, and french toast when she crawled between the crisp white sheets on the big guest bed. Oma sat on the edge of the bed and tucked the sheets up high under Em's chin.

      “Rest now, sweet girl,” Oma said.

      As sleepy as Em was, her nerves took her over, and she grabbed her grandmother's hand. “Can't we talk for a little while? I've missed you so much.”

      Oma smiled and scooted farther onto the bed, turning to lean back against the headboard. She curled her arm over Em's pillow and stroked her granddaughter's hair. “Rest now,” she said again, soothing Em. Her voice was soft and gentle, but insistent. “Let sleep clear your head so you're refreshed and ready. Fate led you home. Let Her guide you the rest of the way.”

      Em's eyelids grew heavy at the pleasant memory of all her grandmother's sayings. She'd never put much stock in them when she was a kid, but hearing them as an adult, they seemed like they might have greater value. She smiled as she realized how much she wanted Thorne to meet her grandmother. The last thing Em thought of before she dozed off was how she wished it was Thorne holding her and murmuring to her as she fell asleep.

      

      Em found Oma in the kitchen with a mug of tea before her and a book in her hand.

      A little battery-operated radio hummed a merry tune on the windowsill over the sink and the air danced with the scent of cake in the oven.

      The dark sky visible through the window told Em it was nighttime. She'd forgotten to charge her phone before she'd passed out, so she didn't have any idea what time it was until she saw the clock on the wall.

      “You let me sleep the whole day away!” she said. She would have exclaimed it in exasperation, but she was too tired to do so. Sleeping so long meant her day had turned into night, and her emotional state of mind was cheering on the concept of lethargy.

      “Most of the night, too,” Oma said with a gentle smile. She rose and swept around the table to usher Em into one of the chairs. “You must have needed it, cupcake.”

      Oma was wearing a pair of marabou heels and a glamorous dressing gown. Em knew the gown had come straight from Oma's wild youth. Em might have wished she'd known her grandmother when that style had first come around; she didn't have to dream of it, though. Evie Douglas seemed to have sworn a vow to uphold the fashion highlights of the 40's and 50's, though she dabbled now and then in more modern delights.

      Oma went to the refrigerator—a bright red monolith of vintage reproduction—and began unearthing dishes.

      “You talk, and I'll get you something to eat,” Oma said. She poured Em a large glass of wine and set it down with a wink. “I have a feeling you'll need that even more than you needed sleep.”

      Em took a sip. Oma was right—the conversation necessitated it. As the events of the night before washed over her, Em's chest tightened, and her head began to ache.

      “I think I've made a huge mistake,” Em began. Tears took hold of her throat and choked her words away.

      “What's happened?” Oma asked. She wiped her hands on a towel and turned back to the table to put her focus on Em.

      Em put her head in her hands. “Ohmigod. I'm falling in love with Hawthorne,” she said. The tears spilled over as the words tumbled from her lips.

      “Grace's brother-in-law?” Oma asked. Of course, she knew who Thorne was. Em had spent plenty of time gleefully complaining about him at the beginning of her acquaintance with him. A hobby, she realized, she'd grown less interested in as time had passed.

      Em nodded and tried to contain her snot. Oma retrieved a box of tissues from the top of the fridge and placed them in front of Em.

      “Poor, sweet girl,” Oma said with a comforting laugh as she rubbed a hand over Em's back, soothing her. “You inherited the terrible, ugly, messy crying from my side of the family, to be sure.”

      Em sobbed and snorted out a laugh at the same time.

      “Now,” said Oma, as she pulled out the chair by Em and sat again. “You tell me why caring for that boy is a bad thing. From your accounts, it seems like he looks after you in an awfully nice way. And he's a wolf, so he must be attractive and—”

      Em parted her fingers only long enough to give her grandmother a look between them. “Exactly. That's the problem. He's a w— a w— a wooooolf,” she howled.

      Oma fell silent.

      Em's sobs hiccuped with painful force, intensifying the ache in her head and chest. When she gained enough control to peek again, she found her grandmother staring at her with an expression that was one-half bemused and one-half alarmed.

      “So, see?” Em said, trying to prompt her grandmother's agreement at the horror of the matter at hand.

      Oma's expression deepened into a funny sideways smile. “Good gravy, cupcake, I don't see at all.”

      Em swiped at her face with a tissue. When it shredded, she added it to the pile and went for another. “A wolf,” she repeated, trying to drive the point home.

      “Oh, I heard you,” Oma said. “But I'm not sure what that has to do with anything. Should I be offended at your apparent issue with wolves?”

      Em sniffled and considered how serious her grandmother looked.

      Oma took on a much more modern attitude than that with which she normally carried herself. “What the hell is wrong with his being a wolf? Your best friend’s soul is bound to a wolf, and you've been gifted a place of honor among her pack. I'm a wolf, and for Fate's sake, so was your grandfather!”

      “That's what I mean,” Em said, but the words came out as an uncertain whisper.

      She and her grandmother had never broached this topic.

      The plane crash that had killed Em's parents had left Em in the care of her mother's family. Oma and Opa were the only parental figures Em had known, beyond her surrogate relationship with Grace's parents. When Em's grandfather left them, she'd felt the pain of losing her father. It was the grief she'd been too young to experience when her father had died. Em had watched her strong, independent grandmother suffer the loss, too.

      Em didn't think Oma knew she'd seen all those silent tears. Oma hid herself away in her room when she cried. Sometimes, when she was older, Em came home and felt—through the connection in their blood—that Oma had wept while she was away.

      Even as an adult, bringing up the idea seemed like an invasion of her grandmother's privacy. Those private grief-stricken moments had taught Em valuable lessons, though. She'd learned not to rely on anyone—especially a wolf—for anything because you had to be able to do for yourself. Any other way brought pain.

      Oma sighed and laid her hand on Em's arm.

      “Sweet girl, I can smell all that worry and hesitation. Out with it.”

      Em drew in a deep breath and readied herself to speak the truth. “I know Opa left you,” she said.

      Oma was stunned into silence. She drew her hand away and put it to her chest. Then she cleared her throat and spoke with slow words like she was picking each one from a field of rare flowers. “Oh...I think you've created a dramatic misinterpretation, sweet girl.”

      Em frowned.

      “Eddie didn't leave me-leave me. Oh, no.” Oma pressed her hand more firmly to her chest. “Oh, I think I’ve made the mistake.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Your grandfather retired to the Forest. You know that,” Oma said, with an insistence in her voice that made Em frown.

      “Yes, but wasn't it...” Em sighed. “Ohmigod, this is awful to say. Wasn't it because of you? Didn't he leave on purpose?”

      Oma's big blue eyes widened, and her mouth popped open. “Because of me?” The hand that clutched her chest fluttered to her lips as she burst into laughter.

      Em loved the sound of her grandmother's laugh, but not when she felt like it was at her misguided expense.

      “If my mate left because of me, he's going to have one hell of a time when I get to the Forest myself, cupcake, I can tell you that much,” Oma said between giggles.

      “What the hell, Oma?” Em cried, tired exasperation finally leaving her no choice than to cop an attitude.

      Oma collected herself and shook her head. “Eddie left on purpose, yes, for several reasons. Your mother's death took a significant toll on him,” Oma explained. “It's very hard for a wolf to lose a child. We both grieved it, but he had it worse than I did. It made him feel old and tired. He was already old—nearly three hundred when he mated me.”

      “I didn't know that,” Em said.

      “He always said he waited forever to find me, and he'd have waited forevermore if I hadn't come along,” Oma said. Her eyes glistened with tears.

      “See?” Em said, pointing at her grandmother's face, which she felt bore the evidence of her argument.

      “I cry because I miss him, but not because I lost him, and certainly not because he left me,” Oma told her.

      “But I saw you. All those times you cried. You were miserable. How was that not his fault?”

      Oma's face grew serious, and she bit her lip before she continued. “Eddie and I talked long and hard about his decision. Someone had to be here for you, sweet girl. It couldn't be your father's parents, because of your blood connection to the Races and Breeds. We agreed that Eddie would move on to the Forest, and I would stick around. I hadn't had enough of being a wolf yet, anyway.”

      “You told him to go,” Em whispered. Realization dawned on her. How could she have gotten it so mixed up?

      “I did tell him to go. And yes, I cried my eyes out, but the sacrifice was good, sweet girl. You grew up safe and strong, and I got to spend all this time living in a world of magic.”

      “Oh, no,” Em said. “Oh no, oh no, oh no.” She shoved her chair back and paced a tight circle in the spot where it had been. “I have made a mistake. More than a huge one.”

      She'd been pushing Thorne away. Keeping him at arm's length, because she didn't want to lose her heart to a wolf. No—not just any wolf. As quickly as she'd been willing to settle for Asher, she would have settled for someone else, wolf or not.

      It was Thorne.

      “Grace was right,” Em said. “She said it wasn't about the wolf thing. She said it was because it's Thorne. Ohmigod, she was so right.”

      “You've lost me,” Oma said, brows drawn.

      “Thorne could break my heart. I let myself believe what I wanted to, to have an excuse to keep him away.”

      “Blame me,” Oma said, her face still solemn. “I should have told you the truth at some point. I was afraid you'd ask the big question, though.”

      “Which is?”

      “When I'm planning to join Eddie,” Oma said.

      Em stopped pacing. Thorne flashed through her mind. She knew what the answer to Oma's question would be. Her grandmother wanted to be with her grandfather as soon as possible. So why hadn't she already retired to the Forest?

      “You want to go, don't you?” Em asked.

      Oma stood and went back to preparing a heaping plate for Em. “I want to make sure you're taken care of first,” she said.

      “I take care of myself,” Em said.

      “So like me,” Oma said with a smile in her voice. She popped the plate in the red microwave. “Learning to let someone else in doesn't hurt as much as you might think, cupcake, even if it causes tears. I tried so hard to preach the love and devotion of wolves to you. You learned to take care of yourself, but you've clung to the pain I tried to hide. Sweet girl, remember: Fate provides what we need. She gets what She wants, and what She wants is our joy.”

      That sounded familiar, Em realized. The Romantics had taken that concept and turned it on its ear as part of their belief system.

      Was there a chance Fate wanted Em to be with Thorne? Em caught a wisp of hope from the air and tucked it into her heart.

      

      Em stuffed herself and spent the long, dark hours of that night learning the real story of her grandparents' love. She had misjudged everything. Not only about Oma and Opa. Everything. She counted the minutes as they ticked by on the wall clock, and plotted a strategy for what she would say to Thorne. Strange, but she knew exactly when he would be up and moving. When had she become so in tune with him?

      When the morning sun first caressed the kitchen floor, Oma said, “I bet you can make that phone call, now.”

      Em jumped up and raced to her room. She sent out a silent prayer to Fate that Thorne would hear her out. If he didn't, she'd hide out at Oma's until she could show her face in Fairview again. She could get Grace to send her all her things.

      Either way, Em was determined to know where she and Thorne stood.
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      When Em got to her phone, it was ablaze. The indicator light flashed colors faster than she could count and the screen was full of notifications. Her heart jumped at the thought they might relate to Thorne.

      They were all calls—dozens of missed calls—from Morgan. Em’s phone had been on vibrate and stuffed under her pillow. She'd stood no chance of hearing it all the way across the house. The last call had come only moments earlier. Her cousin never made that kind of contact. Em returned the call with urgent concern.

      “Em!” Morgan's end of the line picked up right away. Em could make out nothing more than her name in the harsh sobs and choked syllables her cousin uttered.

      “Morgan!” Em cried, fear spiking. “Morgan, sweetie, please. I can't understand you. What's wrong?” Em begged.

      “I've been attacked,” Morgan whimpered, finally clear enough that Em understood the words.

      “Ohmigod,” Em murmured. All she could think of were the Dissidents. What if they were making a move after their months of quiet? Why would they attack Morgan, though? Well—they'd been at Em's party. Maybe they'd been watching more than Em had realized. Maybe they wouldn't hesitate to hurt those she loved.

      Thorne flashed through her mind again.

      “Where are you? Can you get to a hospital?” Em asked.

      “No! No hospitals! I need you. Can you come get me?” Morgan's sobs were heartbreaking.

      “Where are you?”

      “Hiding in a bathroom at the Reedwood Mall outside Fairview. I had to get somewhere public. Em, I'm freaking out,” Morgan whispered.

      “Shit. I'm at Oma's,” Em said.

      Morgan's sobs grew so loud and hysterical Em was afraid her cousin would hyperventilate. “You're too far away!” Morgan hiccuped the words out between gasps for air.

      Em's heart squeezed. Morgan was right.

      Em knew someone who wasn't too far away, though. At least, she hoped not.

      “Can I send someone for you?”

      “Who?”

      “Grace”—no, Thorne, Em's mind whispered—“Grace's brother-in-law. I'll call him right away. He'll come for you. Can I do that? Can I give him your number so he can find you?”

      “Y—y—yes,” Morgan said. “Make him come soon, please. Tell him to stay safe and just—just make him stay safe.”

      The words chilled Em. If anything happened to Thorne...

      “I'm hanging up now, sweetie. Can you get out to somewhere with a lot of other people? As public as possible to keep anyone from getting to you again. If anyone tries to touch you, scream your head off, okay?”

      “Please make him come right away.” Morgan sobbed again. It wasn't until later Em realized her cousin hadn't promised.

      “I will,” Em said. She hung up and paced a tight circle at the foot of the bed while she immediately dialed the next number.

      

      “Good!” Sakinha shouted.

      She let Thorne remove his hands at last, and he collapsed back onto the floor in a heap of exhaustion and sweat.

      He heard the now-familiar sound of Sakinha rooting through the ice in her little purple cooler. She padded back across the floor and handed a juice box to him before she sat down.

      “I'm proud of you,” she said, without preamble.

      “For wearing workout clothes instead of soaking through my jeans?” Thorne asked with a weary laugh.

      “Well, yes, that,” she said, returning the chuckle. “But you came back. I know you're struggling, boy. I can feel all that confusion you have. You kept your promise, though. You could have let the emotions take you over and pull you under, but here you are.”

      She leaned over when Thorne had popped the straw into his juice box and tapped hers against his in a toast.

      “To progress,” she said. She mopped her brow with a towel.

      “I can't believe I was able to draw all that,” Thorne said. He managed to pull himself up to lean on his elbows. His body was already too tired to do much more than that. “And now I know I may not be as interested as I once thought in hot air balloon rides.”

      Sakinha laughed out loud. “Your personal experience would be different from mine. My fear of heights is an easy one to share, though, because it's so strong. You could almost see through my eyes, couldn't you? When I recalled looking over the side of that horrible, creaking basket?”

      “Absolutely!” Thorne had felt like he was the one trembling. He enjoyed heights, but Sakinha was so frightened by them, they made her sick. He'd felt ready to throw up while he'd been touching her and experiencing the emotions of her memories. Now, he felt clear and fine.

      “Don't ever tell my mate it was that bad,” Sakinha warned. “I wouldn't want him to think it ruined the moment.”

      The memory wasn't all bad. It ended with Sakinha's mate asking her to accept his claim.

      “You're getting cloudy,” his Trainer warned.

      “Em,” Thorne said. The memory made him think of her, of course—but then, everything made him think of her.

      Across the room, on the plastic chair by the door, Thorne's phone buzzed.

      “Shit,” he muttered. “I thought I turned that off.” He hopped up, against the protests of his tired muscles, and jogged over to retrieve the phone.

      A glance at the screen made his stomach flip.

      “Cloudy with a chance of thunderstorms,” Sakinha called over her shoulder.

      “No shit,” Thorne said.

      “Take it if you want. I can observe if you don't mind. I might be able to give you some pointers.”

      Thorne gave her a look, but he trusted her with his emotions. She had better control over the things than he did.

      “Hey,” he answered. His voice was so tight, it caught in his throat.

      “Ohmigod!” Em cried. She sounded both relieved and like she was about two seconds from losing her shit.

      All the tension in Thorne's throat shifted to his chest. “What's wrong?” he asked, ready to spring into action.

      Em dissolved into tearful sobs.

      Sakinha jumped up and crossed the room, her forehead drawn. Thorne wondered if she could pick up emotions over the phone or if she was getting it all through him. Then again, Em's howls were so loud, Thorne guessed the Trainer might simply be hearing them, too.

      “Em, talk to me,” he said. Was she hurt? Had Asher done something to her?

      She kept sobbing.

      “Em, please.”

      Still nothing.

      Thorne's gut tightened as his instincts sharpened his senses. She needed him, which meant he needed her to talk. He called on his abilities and what he knew of Em as he looked for a way to shock her back into reality.

      “Woman.” The word rumbled out as little more than a deep purr.

      Even Sakinha, who was unflappable, raised her brows at the dark, seductive growl of his voice.

      Em's sobs halted.

      “Tell me what I need to do,” Thorne urged her. He hoped he sounded more confident than he felt.

      “It's my cousin. She's been attacked,” Em said. Her sniffles betrayed the fact that she was still crying, but her voice was under control. “I'm too far away to get to her.”

      “Where is she?” Thorne asked. “Wait—where are you?”

      “Morgan is at the Reedwood Mall. I'm hours away at my grandmother's house.”

      “You're safe?” Thorne asked.

      “Yes, but Morgan isn't. She sounded terrible and terrified. She needs help.”

      “I'll go,” Thorne said, without hesitation. He glanced at Sakinha, who nodded right away.

      “You will?” Em asked.

      “Of course. I'm going now.”

      The sound of a heavy breath buzzed over the phone speaker. “Ohmigod, thank you,” Em whispered.

      “Always,” he said.

      “Don't go alone.”

      “It will be faster,” Thorne objected.

      “No, please. Morgan sounded worried about your safety. I'm worried, too. Take one of the pack with you, okay?”

      “You're bossy when I'm doing you a favor,” he said. He tossed his gym towel in his black duffle. He fished in the bag for his keys.

      “I'm bossy all the time,” Em said, offering a small, tearful laugh. “I'll send you her number so you can let her know when you get there.”

      “I'll hurry,” he assured her.

      “Thank you,” Em said. It sounded like she opened her mouth and took a breath to say more. All she said was another, “Thank you.”

      Thorne ended the call and zipped his bag. “How much of that did you catch?” he asked over his shoulder.

      Sakinha handed him another juice box. “All of it,” she said with a shrug. “I can read emotions like I can read words on a page. Better sometimes. You'll be the same, one day.” She hustled alongside him to open the doors, though his hands were free. “Use your strengths to help assuage the girl's fear. Whatever is wrong, you'll be able to gather a sense and can soothe her accordingly.”

      “I can't do the touch thing very well yet, though,” Thorne said.

      “Lucky for you, words can be comforting, too,” Sakinha reminded him.

      “Right.”

      “You're better at this than you know, already. And you know yourself now. You know your feelings. Be confident in them,” Sakinha said. She took his hand in both of hers, and a sense of calm clarity passed through him.

      Thorne gave her a grateful look and ducked into his car.

      Sakinha stood in the dirt path that served as the drive and waved as he peeled out and onto the road.

      

      “What do you mean 'no'?” Thorne growled.

      Lathan scrubbed his hands down his face. “When doesn't 'no' mean 'no'?”

      “When it has to do with Emmeline—or her cousin,” Thorne yelled.

      “You'll probably want to rethink your wording, mate,” Ren offered from the chair across the office.

      “Why are you even in here?” Thorne asked.

      “Good question,” Grace muttered. She smirked at the Protector, whose face fell into a deep, confused frown.

      Ren glanced around. “I don't know. You didn't call me in here?” he asked.

      Lathan and Grace both shook their heads.

      “Huh,” Ren said. “What was I thinking? Office...office...office. Bloody hell. Ice cream. That's what it was. Right. Well, I'm off, then.”

      The empty chair squeaked and rocked from the force of his disappearance.

      Lathan shook his head again, and Grace rolled her eyes.

      “Nosy,” she muttered, tutting as she reached out to stop the squeaking chair.

      “You've got to let me go to her,” Thorne said.

      “Why did Em call you?” Lathan asked, after a maddening moment of thought.

      “Because she needs help,” Thorne said. His exasperation was mounting. Why had he come to Lathan to ask permission? He should have just gone ahead.

      Em was worried about him, though. He didn't want to let her down.

      “Why didn't she call Asher? He and his tribe are responsible for assisting her.”

      Thorne felt like he'd been slapped.

      Shit. Lathan was right. Thorne hadn't considered the purpose behind Em's call. It was simple: she called. He answered. No questions asked.

      “So you're not going to permit me to go?”

      “Thorne, I want to, but I can't. If we want a stable, trusting alliance with his tribe—which we do, because Em will be a member of it—then we have to handle this the right way. Call her and tell her she needs to contact him for help.”

      “No,” Thorne said.

      “You'll do it, or I'll do it for you,” Lathan said. He sighed and rubbed a hand over the back of his hair. “Come on, brother. Don't make it hard on me. You know there are certain ways I have to act as the alpha here.”

      Thorne rubbed his tattoos with furious concentration. He loathed the idea of going against Lathan's word. As a third wolf, his ranking put him low enough that it was physically painful to disobey his alpha. He turned to Grace. “These are my extra miles,” he said.

      She bit her lip and glanced at her mate before she gave Thorne a discreet nod as if to say, “I've got your back here.”

      “Rules are rules,” Lathan said, looking between Thorne and Grace.

      Thorne hated the gingerness with which Lathan spoke. It was like his brother was expecting him to fly off the handle.

      Which, Thorne realized, was exactly what he needed to do.

      Ignoring the dull ache that formed at the base of his spine, he steadied himself with a fist on top of Lathan's desk. “Fuck the rules,” Thorne growled. “I'm going to get Morgan, and then I'm going to get Em.”

      Grace stepped in to manage the fallout.

      It didn't occur to Thorne until later that Lathan was grinning when he stormed out of the office.

      

      Thorne found Diesel in the movie pit with Riley. Rose and Dahlia were fixated on the bright video game colors flashing over the screen.

      Diesel perked up when Thorne approached. “What's wrong?”

      “Em called. We've got a problem. Her cousin was attacked, and Em's out of town. I'm going to go get Morgan.”

      The sights and sounds from Riley's game ceased.

      Thorne surveyed Diesel's set up. He didn't have a free hand to lend.

      Thorne turned to Riley instead. “You up for a run to the mall?”

      “Is Lathan okay with this?” Diesel interjected.

      “Does it matter?” Riley snapped. Instead of his typical slow, casual saunter, he was already heading for the stairs with long, determined strides.

      “Hey.” Diesel jerked his head to call Thorne back.

      Thorne's nebulous grip on control slipped, and he swallowed the urge to shift.

      “A word of advice on Em,” Diesel said. He glanced down at his daughters who, without the shiny game distraction, were already lolling into identical sleepy stupors. He covered their ears and tucked them against him. “Make Em wait for all the physical stuff. Next time you see her, you might be ready to give up the chase, but hold on to the anticipation. It's worth it, believe me.”

      Thorne, taken aback by Diesel's candid advice, rubbed his reddening ears. “Like I'll have a choice in what I want? This is Em we're talking about,” Thorne said.

      “Yeah, but you're the wolf in that relationship. At least for now. Trust me on this. Make her work for the S-E-X part. Just a little.”

      “Not the time,” Thorne growled.

      “I know,” Diesel called as Thorne marched away. “But you're about to be the hero. S-H-I-T hits the fan after that.”

      Thorne didn't know about the S-E-X part, but he was pretty certain the S-H-I-T part was spot-on.
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      Riley's Mustang roared into the mall parking lot, and Thorne remembered why he preferred to drive himself. He was certain he wasn't imagining the humans leaping out of the way of the forest green beast.

      Thorne clung to his phone, which was ringing, as Riley whipped the car into the inside lane closest to the mall.

      “Come on, come on,” Thorne urged Morgan to answer.

      “H—hello?” Her voice was small and full of fear.

      “Morgan,” Thorne said, trying to sound comforting and safe, though he was pressed back in his seat from the speed.

      A security golf cart wheeled out behind the car and Riley cursed and began to slow down.

      “What are you doing?” Thorne hissed, pulling the phone away for a moment. “That guy's not a cop! Fucking move!”

      Riley floored it again. “Sorry, I'm not thinking straight!”

      The golf cart disappeared around a curve and into the distance.

      “Morgan,” Thorne repeated. “Tell us how to find you.”

      “I'm in the bathroom at the entrance on the State Street side. There's an outside door right beside it.”

      “State Street,” Thorne told Riley. “We're almost there. Can you come outside?”

      Morgan began to cry. “I don't think so,” she said.

      “That's okay, that's okay,” Thorne soothed. He could feel the tension of her emotions pulsating through the phone. “We'll come to you. Stay on the phone with me, okay?”

      Riley spun the wheel without warning, causing the car to jump the curb.

      “That's one way to do it,” Thorne muttered.

      The car was barely in park when they threw their doors open and rushed up the sidewalk.

      “We won't be here long enough for anyone to care,” Riley said.

      “You okay?” Thorne asked him, giving him a sidelong look.

      “No.” Riley wrenched the door open.

      “Morgan? We're right outside the bathroom,” Thorne said into the phone. He raised his voice. “You might even be able to hear me out here.”

      “I hear you,” she said. “I'm coming out.”

      “Good. We're here for you,” Thorne coached.

      “Before I do...” Morgan sniffled and heaved a deep breath. “Before I do, you have to promise you guys won't panic.”

      Thorne glanced at Riley again. He already looked like he might panic. Thorne put a hand on Riley's shoulder and gave him a hard look, demonstrating that his next words were meant for both Riley and Morgan. “We won't panic. No matter what.”

      “Okay. I'm hanging up,” Morgan said.

      The mall was quiet but steady. Thorne peered back out at the car. No one seemed to have taken offense to Riley's parking job yet. They waited only a moment before footsteps padded their way.

      “Shit,” Riley whispered. He whipped off his navy hoodie and rushed forward before Thorne got a good look. “Put this on,” Riley murmured. “You can leave the hood up.”

      He shielded Morgan for a moment, and all Thorne saw were her arms lifting to put the hoodie on. He heard a whimper and a hiss of pain, though.

      Before Riley stepped away, he reached around and adjusted the hood up over Morgan's head.

      Thorne only caught a glimpse, but it was enough. Every inch of Morgan's face was bloody or bruised.

      “Let's get the fuck out of here,” Riley growled.

      

      “This is bad,” Thorne said.

      “I know,” Riley bit out.

      They couldn't take Morgan to a hospital or the human police. Thorne and Riley had both recognized right away there was a big problem. The human female reeked of a vampire's scent.

      They'd been driving around the outskirts of Fairview for half an hour. Riley had used his Healing power to ease Morgan into sleep. Thorne had done his best to pass her some calm, too. Once she was out, Riley had done an examination. Now, Morgan was tucked into the back seat of the car. She looked small and frail in the bundle of Riley's hoodie. Neither Thorne nor Riley was sure what to do next.

      “Are you okay?” Thorne asked.

      Riley's knuckles were white around the steering wheel. When he reached over to flip the turn indicator, he did it with such power the end of the thing snapped off in his hand like a tiny twig. He cursed and tossed it aside. “No. Still not okay,” Riley muttered.

      “We can't take her to Lathan,” Thorne said.

      “Aveleiyn?” Riley asked.

      “Worse. She might call Avery, and I'd rather go up against Lathan than Avery.” Thorne rubbed his forehead. The ache in his skull was threatening to turn his brain to soup. “I've got to call Em.”

      Riley nodded and glanced in the rearview mirror. He cursed and shook his head. “I've seen this shit before,” he said.

      “Attacks on humans?” Thorne asked as he pulled his phone out.

      “No. Yeah, I mean. Yeah,” Riley said.

      Thorne didn't believe him, but it had nothing to do with Riley's emotions. In fact, Morgan's emotions were overpowering, but now that she was asleep, they were muddied in a way he hadn’t yet encountered. He put his phone to his ear.

      “Thorne,” Em answered. She was breathless.

      “Are you okay?”

      “I'm going out of my fucking mind, but I'm safe,” Em said.

      “We've got your cousin.” Thorne remembered Em's concern for his safety and added, “Riley's with me.”

      “Ohmigod. They've got her,” Em said to someone else.

      “Thank Fate,” came a bright female voice.

      Thorne clutched the phone tighter. “We've got a problem, though.”

      “Let me put you on speakerphone before Oma claws the phone out of my hand,” Em said. After a moment, the background noise increased, and Em asked, “Can you hear me?”

      “Yeah. So...our problem. We need someplace to take her.” He glanced over his shoulder again. Morgan still appeared to be sleeping, but she moved her head and moaned like she was in pain.

      “The hospital. The police. Both,” Em said as if the answer were obvious. Clearly, if this situation were simple, the answer would be obvious.

      “You can't,” the other female voice chimed in. “Can you?”

      Thorne cleared his throat, grateful his end of the conversation wasn't on speaker. They hadn't gotten much coherent speech out of Morgan. She'd said she didn't want the cops or a hospital, but she didn't mention the vampire thing. Then again, as far as Thorne knew, she had no clue he and his pack were wolves. If she knew about vampires, she wasn't saying so directly.

      “You're right,” he answered.

      “And you can't take her to Lathan,” Em said.

      “How'd you know?” Thorne asked. Then, realizing how, he answered his own question. “Grace.”

      “Yeah. You're in trouble,” Em said. “I'm sorry.”

      “So, you'll bring Morgan here,” the other woman said.

      “Oma, I don't think that's a good idea,” Em said. Of course, Thorne remembered. Em had told him she was with her grandmother.

      “I think it's the best option we've got right now,” her grandmother argued. “Whoever attacked her won't think to look for her so far away from home.” Her voice was louder, and Thorne guessed she'd taken the phone from Em. “You boys make sure you aren't being followed. We'll do the rest. Emmeline will text you my address, but when you get close, call back. I'll have to guide you through the last few roads. They're not on your phone's fancy maps.”

      Thorne voiced his agreement and ended the call.

      “New plan,” he told Riley.

      

      The long ride from Fairview to Red Wolf Cove gave Thorne plenty of time to think.

      Morgan cycled from heavy sleep to awake—but dazed—throughout the trip.

      Every time she was awake, Thorne probed into the emotions he could feel.

      He was learning, thanks to his training, to compartmentalize emotions into easier to handle chunks. He imagined them as colorful boxes. Riley's emotions were tucked away in a green box—easy because green was Riley's favorite color. Thorne could mentally put that box away, and with it, he stashed Riley's emotional scent profile. His wolf had known Riley for so long that tuning the smells out was second nature. Thorne's own emotions went in a gray box. He stashed that one, too.

      Morgan's emotions were the only ones left after that. Thorne closed his eyes and clenched his teeth as he sifted through the things that swirled around him. Flashes of images broke the darkness behind his eyelids. He saw a vampire, but one who was wearing contacts to hide the intense color of his eyes. It wasn't a vamp Thorne recognized, but he'd already guessed as much. Wolves held onto strong scent profiles for their enemies and allies. The fragrance wafting up from the back seat wasn't one he'd encountered before. He frowned, though, and sniffed again.

      Something tingled in the back of his mind. Thorne retrieved the gray box of his emotions and mentally lifted the lid, only a fraction. A dark wisp of stuff fluttered into his mind, and he sucked in an involuntary breath.

      “What's wrong?” Riley's voice broke through the space Thorne had cleared in his mind.

      Thorne shook his head, without a word, and clung to the clarity that was threatening to fly apart. He began to sweat as he tugged his thoughts back into place.

      He did know the scent—and the vampire.

      The night of Em's party, he'd gone outside to follow Morgan because she seemed distressed. She'd gotten in a car at the edge of the driveway, and Thorne had caught a glimpse of the driver. It was the vamp whose scent was on her now. He got a grasp on his own emotional memory—the dark wispy cloud that kept teasing the edges of his mind—and dragged it into the light.

      The vampire had fucked with his memory. He didn't know what the vamp had taken, but Thorne could see a splice in the memory as if someone had cut a piece of film and taped it back together.

      “Shit shit shit,” he groaned, letting the memories and emotions all slide away. “My head is killing me.”

      “Do you want something for it? I might have something in my purse,” Morgan spoke up in a sleepy voice from the back seat.

      “I don't think it's that kind of headache,” Thorne said, turning to give her a polite smile.

      “Mine aren't usually, either,” she said. She lifted her eyes for only a moment to meet his. The truth in them wrenched Thorne's heart.

      She was in worse shape than he'd originally thought. With the afternoon sun filtering in through the small rear window, the extent of her facial injuries was becoming clearer.

      Riley had run a preliminary Healer scan on her while she was asleep. He’d done as much as he could do leaning around the front seat while they were parked at a rest area. It had amounted to mostly determining her injuries weren't life threatening and that she had no broken bones. Riley didn't have much experience healing humans.

      Thorne turned back to face the front and checked the directions on his phone. They were getting close.

      Morgan was awake, but quiet.

      Riley was driving, but quiet.

      And Thorne, quiet as usual, was racking his brain to determine how the hell he was going to explain everything to Em.

      Darkness had fallen by the time they bobbed and wove up a narrow road that was little more than a footpath.

      Morgan groaned each time the car dipped or swayed.

      Thorne clutched his hands into fists. Em was there. He could already feel her emotions, though he didn't know how close they were to seeing each other. He had a gut instinct he should imagine all her emotions being secreted away in a sleek black box.

      Yellow light spilled over the darkness before them and a fence, then a yard, porch, and house came into view.

      Standing on the porch, silhouetted against the porch lights, were two women.

      Thorne's wolf howled and tried to force his way forward. The reaction was sudden and strong. Thorne clenched his fists and ground his teeth. He urgently reminded his wolf that Em's cousin didn't know his true nature. His wolf backed down but didn't leave the scene. The creature was prompting him to fly into Em's arms. Thorne took a deep breath and discarded that thought.

      There were more important things to handle than his feelings for Em, regardless of where his wolf's priorities lay.

      Riley helped Morgan out of the car. Em stood back as the other woman—who Thorne knew from sight had to be the grand and glorious Oma he'd heard so much about—rushed forward. Oma held out an enormous quilt, which she swaddled around Morgan.

      Thorne waited for them to go ahead into the house. Riley and Em's grandmother seemed to have it under control.

      Em gave him a long look before she tipped her head, inviting him to join her. “Come on,” she said. “Oma spent all day getting things ready.”

      Thorne pushed the long sleeves of his sweater up and trailed behind Em into the house.

      “I was a nurse in my former life,” Oma was saying to Riley, “so I can assist with any human care you might need.”

      “Thank Fate,” Riley said. “I'll need all the help I can get.”

      Thorne stood in the doorway to the living room. Morgan was sitting on a cozy yellow and white sofa. Oma helped her out of Riley's pullover, and Thorne's stomach took a nasty nosedive. The pale green sweater Morgan wore was torn in several places and streaked with dried blood. Through the slashes in the fabric, more cuts and bruises were visible.

      “Ohmigod,” Em murmured. She was hanging back behind Thorne. He turned to look back at her. She lifted her tear-streaked face to look at him. Her hands were clasped and pressed to her lips like she was praying as her eyes swept back over the scene. Thorne followed her gaze, seeing it again from her perspective.

      Oma tutted and gasped at each new injury she discovered. Morgan groaned as she let the female move her all around, assessing the damage. Riley was busy letting loose an endless string of curse words as he rummaged in a small metal box of medical supplies—most of which were R & B-only.

      Thorne crossed his right arm in front of his body and clasped his left wrist. He rubbed the tattoos there and fought to find the best approach for how to talk to Em.

      A gentle pressure on his left side made him look more closely.

      Em was leaning against him.

      “What happened? Dissidents?” she whispered.

      Thorne broke the blessed contact to turn his back on the living room and fully face Em, instead. He shook his head. “No. Worse.”
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      “Worse than the Dissidents?” Em asked. Her heart gave a sickening lurch, and she moved to look around Thorne's shoulder again.

      Thorne stopped her with a meaningful glance back in the direction of the living room. “We should talk somewhere else,” he muttered, keeping his voice low.

      Em nodded. Of course. Morgan was in the dark on the R & B world. Her limited involvement, through Em, didn't warrant full disclosure—or at least it hadn't. Now Em wasn't so sure. She stepped around Thorne and went to Morgan's side.

      “She's already out,” Riley said. He looked guilty, and when he wiggled his fingers, Em could see his palms were glowing with a faint white-gold light.

      “I don't have much power these days, but I can get someone to rest, and I can relieve their pain. For a little while, at least,” he said.

      Oma squeezed his shoulder. “At least we can use the supplies without her asking what this does,” she said. She held up something that looked like an ancient torture version of a hot glue gun and Em waved a hand.

      “I don't even know what that is, but if you're going to use it, I can already tell you I'm leaving the room, or you'll have to put me out, too.”

      Oma rose and squeezed Em into a crushing, comforting hug. “Riley and I have it under control,” she said. Then she eased around Em and squeezed Thorne into a hug, too. If the circumstances had been different, Em would have laughed with glee at Thorne's shocked expression. She bet his breath had been knocked away, even if he did have all that extra wolf strength.

      “If you follow the fairy lights in the back garden, you'll take a little path up to the Vantage,” Oma told them.

      “I remember how to get up there,” Em said, “but it'll be pitch dark.”

      “Nonsense, cupcake. It's a full moon. Besides, you'll be with a wolf. You won't let her fall, will you?” Oma asked Thorne.

      Em watched Thorne's ears turn dark red as he sputtered out an unintelligible reply to Oma. Em's heart lurched again, but in a much more pleasant way. Thorne had done her a huge favor—from the looks of things, he may have saved her cousin's life. She couldn't help but see the promise in that.

      Oma went back to Riley's side.

      “Come on.” Em jerked her chin, indicating Thorne should follow her. “Let's go play on the edge of a cliff in the dark. What could possibly go wrong?”

      Thorne's smile didn't reach his eyes.

      Em sighed and led the way.

      

      The Vantage, as Oma called it, was the best viewpoint on the side of the mountain. A footpath had been cut out of the mountain and led up to the broad, flat rocky ledge. It was wide enough for two cars to sit side by side, so staying back close to the rock wall that rose up into the clouds was easy and completely safe.

      Below, lights from other homes and the quaint town with its single, two-lane road twinkled against the moon-tipped trees. The moon lit the rocky ledge where Em and Thorne stood, too, and cast a silver glow over Thorne's hair and face.

      Why hadn't she ever realized how comforting his presence was? Em felt transported from the terrible scene in her grandmother's living room, and she knew it was because she was standing beside him. She crossed her arms against the chill as she glanced down at the gold lights. She could see Thorne out of the corner of her eye, but his hair hung down, obscuring his face.

      After a long silence, Em asked, “What's worse than the Dissidents?”

      Thorne reached up and threaded his hair back as Em turned to him. The moonlight made his tattoos dance over the rippling muscles in his arm. “Do you want to sit down back there?” he asked.

      “How can you even see that thing?” Em only knew there was a bench tucked in the rocky overhang because she'd sat on it before. The spot where Thorne pointed wasn't touched by the light of the moon. Anything could be sitting on that bench. Em shuddered at the thought of a snake or spider waiting to curl up next to her butt.

      “There's nothing on it,” Thorne said.

      “Stop stalling,” Em commanded. “I don't want to sit. I want to know the truth.”

      Thorne studied her for a moment. “You know that boyfriend you've never met?” he asked.

      Em's breath caught in her chest at his menacing tone. The air around her felt like it was charged with energy. “Yeah,” she uttered.

      “He's worse than the Dissidents.”

      Em clutched her hands to her chest. “He did that to her?”

      “Yeah,” Thorne said. “He's a vampire, too. I don't think she knows.”

      Em wondered if she should have sat on the bench, spiders and snakes be damned.

      As if he could read her mind, Thorne turned away and disappeared into the darkness. Em heard the swish of his hand going back and forth over the top of the bench. “It's clean. Your grandmother must use it a lot,” he said.

      Em moved with blind, fumbling steps into the darkness until Thorne caught her elbow and guided her down.

      “How could anyone do that?” Em asked. She clutched the edge of the bench and rocked forward. Staying in motion felt good, but she couldn't stay on her feet. Her head buzzed with energy and anger. The part of her that leapt to defend her cousin wanted to kick some vampire ass.

      “He doesn't seem like a good guy,” Thorne said.

      “You met him?” Em asked. Maybe he and Riley had done the ass-kicking for her.

      “No,” Thorne said. He paused before he sat heavily next to her. The bench didn't leave any room for space between them. Em took advantage of his nearness by letting herself collapse, if only a little, into the comforting solidness and warmth next to her. “Remember my condition? Most of what I'm telling you came from that. The vampire thing came from my wolf's nose. She’s surrounded by vamp smell.”

      “How bad is it?” Em asked before she could stop herself. “If Riley told you, I need to know. Is she going to be okay?”

      “Riley hasn't told me much about her physical condition. He said he would do what he could and that she wasn't in critical danger. I think it looks worse than it is, but I feel like an asshole for saying that. Especially considering—”

      The parts of Thorne that were touching Em tightened when he cut himself off.

      “Considering what?” Em asked. She turned to look at him, though she couldn't make out his features.

      “It's not the first time,” Thorne told her.

      “Ohmigod,” Em whispered.

      “I think he messed with her mind, but... I mean, there's only so much he could do if he ever hit her like that before. She might not think twice about a single bruise she couldn’t remember. An openly brutal attack would be impossible to write off, though. I'm not well-versed in using my abilities yet. I think I could only see this stuff because Morgan's emotions are so fresh and raw. They're powerful, and she's not in a place right now where she can control them. They overwhelmed me, so I can't imagine what she's going through, feeling them first-hand.”

      Em shuddered, and she felt Thorne move. She thought he was going to wrap his arm around her, but he didn't.

      “That's why she's been so weird,” Em said. Her mind raced back to the broken engagements and times Morgan had seemed so flighty. She kicked herself. “I should have seen it. I should have demanded to meet the guy. Why did I let it go like it was nothing?”

      “You didn't have a reason to suspect anything,” Thorne told her.

      “I should have paid more attention,” Em said.

      “Don't blame yourself, woman,” Thorne said. “You can blame me, if you want, though.”

      “It's not your fault.”

      “It might be my fault that you didn't know sooner,” Thorne said.

      Em frowned into the darkness that was the general area of Thorne's face, or at least she thought.

      “I'm pretty sure the vamp messed with my mind, too.”

      “I don't get it,” Em said.

      “I didn't remember anything until I picked up the scent signal and got the stuff from Morgan—the emotions and stuff. Fate, this is hard to explain.”

      Thorne stood, and Em immediately felt the absence of his warmth and support next to her. He strode out under the moon, though, and seeing him helped.

      “When I encounter feelings, they paint pictures for me. I see blips of the mental impression those emotions make on the person I'm reading. When I read Morgan, I put the smell and the brief images of that guy together.”

      “That still doesn't explain how you know him or how he messed with your mind,” Em objected.

      “At your party, I picked up on something negative coming from your cousin. I didn't have any training then, so I had no clue what I was catching from her. It was like she was shrouded in a black cloud, though. I've seen that before, and I knew it was bad, so I followed her out when she left. She got in a car with a guy. I saw him through the car window. I think he was able to do just enough to me that he scrambled my memory of that moment. I knew right away when I saw him, and again through her emotional memory, that he was wrong. Just wrong.”

      Thorne swept his hair back again. Then he dropped his head like he was looking at the ground. “I should have said something then. If I'd been strong enough to push through whatever he did to me, I could have mentioned that there might be a problem. We could have avoided all of this.”

      Em stood and crossed to him. “You can't blame yourself for that. You're the hero here. You and Riley rescued her. Thanks to you, she'll be okay. Not today and not tomorrow, but one day.”

      Thorne kept his head bowed.

      “Thorne, I'm serious. This could have been much worse. Morgan has a chance to come back from it. To move on and heal. We'll all be there to help her.”

      “We'll have to be,” Thorne said, lifting his head. He didn't look like he was giving himself a break, but he looked like there was another danger to focus on. “She'll have to learn about the R & B.”

      Em sighed. She couldn't imagine anyone trying to explain to her sweet, quiet cousin that a vampire was responsible for the physical, emotional, and mental anguish she was suffering. “Can we keep it quiet?” Em asked. “At least for a little while? She deserves some time to heal before her world gets thrown wide open.”

      Thorne nodded with solemn resolution. “You're right. I'll talk to Lathan, and we'll do everything we can to ensure her some calm, quiet recovery time.”

      “Thank you,” Em murmured. She gazed up at him. He was beautiful and tragic, and despite all the drama and the pain around her, Em felt like she was in a realm set apart from the world. Standing there, close enough to touch him, peace wrapped around her and soothed her soul. It gave her the strength she desired to be a solid rock for her cousin, and she knew she would need that strength moving forward. “Thank you for everything. You didn't have to help her. You didn't have to put yourself in a bad position with Lathan. You didn't have to bring her here. It means everything, Thorne.”

      “It was for you,” he said. “I wish I could act selflessly about it. I would have helped anyone in need, but I went against Lathan and responded with a boldness that didn't come from me. That came from you and what you do to me. Fate knows I feel wretched for making it about you and me instead of your cousin and what she's dealing with, but that's the truth.”

      Em's heart raced. He was right. It shouldn't be about them. Morgan was going to have a hell of a mess to get through. But there, in the pocket of quiet darkness on the side of the mountain, Em felt her thoughts turning to the loose threads between her and Thorne.

      “I wish I had something sassy and sexy to say to that, but I'm coming up blank,” Em said.

      “At least you're coming?” Thorne offered the weak joke.

      “You've been around me far too long,” Em said. Still, she was able to laugh, and while the reaction seemed inappropriate, given the state of things inside, it eased some of the tension Em felt.

      “Let's go check on your cousin,” Thorne said.

      

      Morgan was patched up and already looked better than Em could have guessed. She had even been awake enough for Em to curl up on the sofa with her. Morgan's head was on Em's lap, and Em brushed gentle fingers over Morgan's red hair, again and again, hoping she was providing some little comfort. Em bit her lip and swallowed down the tears she wanted to cry for her cousin.

      Riley sat in the red stuffed chair to the right. He was dozing, though his eyes popped open now and then to check Morgan's status. He looked exhausted.

      Oma had busied herself in the kitchen, which left Em alone with Thorne as the only other conscious person in the room. Em stole glances at him while he was occupied with a book he'd picked up from Oma's end table. The spine was so worn Em couldn't make out what it was he was reading. He seemed engrossed, though his lids drooped once or twice.

      Em was on the outer edges of sleep herself when Thorne looked up and met her gaze. He gave her a look that asked how she was doing. His face was so expressive; she could practically hear the words in her mind. She wanted to reach out to him, but she stayed put and gave a slight nod instead, hoping it said back, “I’m hanging in there. What about you?”

      He tipped his head and glanced down at Morgan, who was curled into a fetal position.

      When he looked back up at Em, she mouthed, “Thank you,” to him.

      He nodded and mouthed back, “Always.”

      They stared at each other for a quiet moment, and Em felt something pass between them. Thorne smiled, just a fraction accomplished by the tiniest lift at the corners of his mouth, before he dropped his eyes back to his book.

      Em nestled her head into the high corner of the sofa and let herself drift off to sleep dreaming it was Thorne who supported her.
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      Thorne took care to move with utter silence as he placed the book on the table near his chair.

      With Em asleep at last, he could study her without interruption. He closed his eyes and reached out with his mind. He found Riley and Morgan. They were both distressed, even in sleep. He could feel Oma, as well. She was alert and determined—a lone wolf watching over her home and caring for an impromptu, temporary pack.

      Em, though, was as cloudy as ever. Thorne couldn't push through the things around her without immense effort. He had felt the give and take with Sakinha, and wondered if his persistence would wake Em.

      Resigned to let her rest, Thorne eased out of the chair and crept from the room in the direction of the kitchen.

      Em's grandmother was sitting at the table with a book spread before her and a steaming cup of coffee at her right hand.

      “Mind if I join you?” Thorne asked in a hushed voice.

      “Be my guest,” she said. She scooted her chair back and tiptoed to the cabinet for another mug, which she filled and handed to him. “I've got a living room full of sleeping beauties, don't I?”

      Thorne sat after she returned to her chair. “Thank you for being so accommodating.”

      Oma waved him off with a placid smile. “Morgan was my son-in-law's niece. There's no blood relation there, but she's such an angel. Always so sweet and gentle. I'd like to get my hands on the son of a bitch who hurt her.”

      “Riley filled you in?”

      Oma nodded. “As much as he could while she was in and out.” She studied Thorne for a moment. “It was good of you to do this thing for Emmeline. Does she know how much you care for her?”

      Thorne ignored his ears, which he knew were turning red. “I think we're both working on figuring that part out.”

      “Em can be quite a fascinating puzzle.” Oma sipped her coffee, then let out a soft laugh. “It must be strange for you to think of me as a grandma. You're older than I am, aren't you? I think Em has said so.”

      “1930,” Thorne said.

      “1940,” Oma replied.

      “Is it strange for you that an old wolf is chasing your granddaughter?” Thorne asked.

      Oma suppressed another laugh. Thorne could see so much of Em in the woman across from him.

      “It's only strange that she didn't give in to you much sooner,” Oma said.

      “She hasn't given in to anything,” Thorne pointed out. “Em doesn't give in, anyway.”

      “Whew. You're right about that,” Oma said. “I should apologize, though. This visit has been enlightening for both Em and me. It seems she harbored confusion I could have put to rest long ago. Had I known her concerns, I would have done so.”

      “Concerns about?”

      “Wolves.”

      “Oh.” Thorne took a pull from his mug to give himself time to consider the implications behind that simple word.

      “Are you going to claim my granddaughter?”

      Thorne sucked the coffee down the wrong way and did his best to hack and cough without making too much noise. For once, his face was red for a reason other than sexual embarrassment. When he could speak again, he admitted, “I'd love nothing more, but I'm sure you're aware there's already a claim in place.”

      Oma tapped a bright red fingernail on the outside of her yellow polka-dotted mug. “I did hear something about that.” She lifted her blue eyes and searched Thorne's face before she continued. “I'd be interested to know if that's still the case. Wouldn't you?”

      Thorne ran a hand through his hair. The softness reminded him of the way Em's hair felt between his fingers, though hers was much nicer. His wolf whimpered. He wished he had earned the right to go into the living room and touch Em at that moment. Instead, aware that Oma was still watching him, he cleared his throat and gathered his boldest wits around him. “If something changed with Asher, would I have your blessing to pursue a claim on Em?”

      Oma smiled like Thorne had given the correct answer to a test he didn't know he was taking. “You would. Keep in mind, of course, it isn't my blessing, but hers, that matters.”

      Thorne breathed out a quiet laugh. “Keep it in mind? Em would never let me forget it.”

      “You understand her,” Oma said.

      “Not at all,” Thorne objected.

      “You do. I've seen it in you, even only during this evening. The way you move around her, the way you speak with her, rather than to her—and the same with the way she interacts with you. You seem like two parts of a single unit in the way you complement each other. When you move, she counters. It's been fascinating to watch.”

      “You must be seeing it in a different light. We argue most of the time. I'm in her way more often than not,” Thorne said. He swallowed, recalling all the times he and Em had not worked together.

      “You don't have to agree all the time to work well as a team. Sometimes, being on opposite ends of a spectrum can help you meet in the middle. When Em was panicked, you were her level head. There's something powerful in that.”

      “Maybe.”

      Oma smiled and glanced at the clock, which showed they were approaching early morning. “My days are all mixed up now. I don't know what I did with myself before all this excitement!”

      “I should rest,” Thorne said, taking the cue from her that their conversation, and evening, was coming to an end.

      “Hawthorne,” Oma said.

      Thorne was surprised to find he didn't mind her using his full name. It felt natural, the way it did when Em used it. He turned back to her, eyebrows lifted in question.

      “Take Emmeline to bed, would you?”

      His ears flushed before he understood her true meaning. “Of course,” Thorne answered, shoving away the thought that he was willing to do so in every sense of the phrase.

      He went back to the living room, where little had changed. Em's head dipped in a way that indicated she would probably be sore when she woke.

      Thorne crouched beside the arm of the sofa and held his breath as he reached out, almost giddy at having an appropriate reason to touch her. He placed one hand on her arm and, leaning in close, whispered, “Em. It's time for bed.”

      Her lashes fluttered, and she blinked at him with heavy lids. “No. I'm too tired to move,” she told him in sleep-slurred words.

      Morgan groaned and shook her head in her slumber. Riley both woke and jumped from his chair in what seemed like one action. He began to check Morgan over, and his palms brightened with the light of his Healer power.

      Em's lids fluttered again, and she blinked at him.

      Afraid she would wake and not be able to get back to sleep, Thorne acted with little thought.

      “Come on, woman,” he murmured, leaning down and scooping her into his arms. “Bed.”

      She gave a single grumble before she sighed and let her head loll against his shoulder.

      Thorne was overcome with the urge to freeze. To do nothing more than stand there, holding her—feeling the sensation of her body against his in that way. She was warm and relaxed, and his wolf sighed at the feeling of completion it brought him. Thorne sighed because he knew it couldn't last. He would have to release her—maybe forever.

      Their kiss swept through his mind, leaving a white-hot trail of sensual fire in its wake. He didn't know how first kisses usually went, but something told him they weren't always that spectacular.

      Riley was already snoring again in the armchair next to the sofa when Thorne left the room.

      He carried Em to the room she was using and tucked her into her bed. As he turned to go, she caught his hand.

      He gasped at the contact. It wasn't the stinging ache that wolves were meant to expect from Fate. The feeling that coursed through him was electric in its own way, and it jolted his heart. He twined his fingers with Em's and looked down at her.

      She was awake, and she sat up. With her free hand, she stroked her fingertips over the tattoos on Thorne's arm, and he sucked in another gasp. The sensation that was still buzzing in his nerve endings doubled and ricocheted through his body. The sweet pain was exquisite. Thorne fought to keep his eyes from closing at her touch, and swallowed down the groan that bubbled up from deep in his belly.

      “You never touched me before,” Em said. Her voice was soft, and she didn't meet his gaze.

      “No,” Thorne said.

      “Why not?”

      Thorne watched her fingers trail across his skin. “Not touching you meant there was a chance you could be my mate.”

      Rather than asking what he felt when they touched, Em asked, “What made you speak up after all this time?”

      “Asher.” Thorne swallowed down his nerves. He wanted to give her a chance to rest, but he also wanted to give her some truth. “I could live with not touching you, but I couldn't live with not having you around at all. I couldn't let my chance go to another man without letting you know how I feel.”

      “I broke things off with Asher,” Em said. Her eyes flitted to his.

      He swallowed again and nodded woodenly.

      “Would you stay with me?” Em asked.

      Oh, Fate. He wanted to. He was so close to letting himself—even if he merely sat in the chair across the room to watch over her while she slept.

      He couldn't.

      Emotions were high from the traumatic day. Em might feel like she owed him something.

      There was no payment in the world he could accept from her. All he wanted was her love, and before he asked for that, he needed to know he was capable of feeling it.

      “Get some rest,” he said. He gave her hand a reassuring squeeze when her face fell. “Don't be upset with me, woman. I'm here for you, but things might look different when you wake up. I don't want you to do anything you'll regret.”

      Em held his hand for a moment longer before she released it and sank down under the red and white quilt. “Thorne?” she called when he reached the door.

      He turned back to her.

      “You'll still be here, won't you?”

      “Always,” he told her. He held her gaze as he closed the door.

      

      “Do you know what effing time it is?” Diesel groused.

      “Other than it being somewhere between midnight and dawn, I've got no concept of time right now,” Thorne answered. He'd slept the night before he and Riley had left to rescue Morgan. He was pretty sure that had been just the day before. It felt like they had been away from Fairview for months.

      Diesel sighed. “You're in some S-H-I-T, brother.”

      “I'll be in more when we get back,” Thorne said, “but I need a favor.”

      “Is it going to get me in trouble with Lathan or my mate?” Diesel asked. Thorne heard baby noises in the background.

      “Not this one. It might result in the situation being diffused,” Thorne said. Then, thinking he didn't know what effect it would truly have on the pack, he added, “A little. Maybe. But I drew the whole damn bunkhouse for you. I'm calling in that favor.”

      “I'm listening,” Diesel said.

      

      The next morning, after a breakfast that Thorne had to admit rivaled any he had ever made, they loaded a still-sleeping Morgan into the backseat of Riley's car.

      “How long will she be out?” Em asked. Her hands went to her hips, but she didn't seem capable of her usual amount of attitude. Thorne bit back the urge to go to her. Not yet, he told his wolf.

      “You remember when Grace went to the Forest,” Riley said. “I didn't send her there, of course, but it's the same kind of restorative power anyway, you know?”

      “He's saying she'll sleep as long as she needs to,” Oma said.

      “I wonder if she'll remember,” Em murmured. “I kind of hope she doesn't.”

      Oma looped her arm around Em's waist, and the women leaned into each other. “It will be better if she does remember, cupcake. Painful as it may be, it'll be easier for her to process it all and move on with her life if she has some memories to work through. Otherwise, she'll be unsettled, but she won't ever know why.”

      Thorne looked at the two women. They were so similar it was like gazing at the same woman, at the same age, in different decades. He looked away. Em's sweatpants made his ears red. She never looked attainable, but every once in a while she seemed more approachable. He needed that kind of reassurance today.

      “Looks like it's time for you to go,” Oma said. She gave hugs all around and checked and re-checked that the food she'd given them for the road trip was properly packed away.

      “I'll come visit again soon,” Em promised.

      As Em got in the passenger seat of her own car, next to Thorne, she sniffled and wiped away tears. “I miss her so much,” she said. Then she giggled out a strangled laugh. “Stop the car!”

      Thorne braked as Em leapt out and ran to hug her grandmother one last time.

      Oma would have to wait a while before she could return to Fairview. People there would still know her—which would lead to questions about why she hadn't aged. The little bit of wolf blood in Em's veins made her feel connected to her grandmother the way Thorne felt connected to his pack. Even in the short time he'd been away from the rest of his siblings, he heard the cry of his wolf to go back home. As Thorne watched Em and her grandmother chatter and hug one last time, he felt for them both. A part of each of them must always feel alone, the same way he did because he felt held away from his pack.

      Well, he was working on that. On that note, he pulled his phone out and punched in the information Diesel had given him. He checked the time and glanced at Riley, who was waiting behind the wheel of his Mustang. Riley gave him the broadest grin he'd offered anyone since they'd picked Morgan up. He flashed a thumbs up, and Thorne gave a weak wave in return.

      “Okay,” Em said, breathlessly, as she returned to the car. “That's the last time, I promise.”

      She waved until the house disappeared from view behind them. “Thank you again,” she told Thorne.

      He nodded wordlessly and hoped she would still be talking to him by the end of the day.
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      “Why did we split off from them?” Em asked. Riley had driven on, while Thorne had taken a right turn off the main road onto a gravel drive.

      “Riley's going ahead to get us all checked in at a hotel,” Thorne explained. He looked over at her. “I can't believe you made that drive to your grandmother's in one night.”

      “You and Riley did, too,” Em objected.

      “Yeah, but we could trade off if we needed to. It's better if we all stop and rest tonight. The trip home tomorrow will be nothing if we're refreshed.”

      “Will Morgan be okay for that long?” Em felt the need to voice the question, even though Morgan already looked much better. The bruises were healing at an alarming, but positive, rate. “Riley's got more power than he's willing to admit, doesn’t he?”

      “To himself, especially,” Thorne said.

      “So where are we going?” Em asked, sitting forward to peer around them.

      “You'll see. Probably after”—Thorne glanced at his phone, then back up to the road—“after this next curve.

      The road curled to the left and opened up to show a long, low ranch-style building. It looked deserted but well-maintained. Em felt her heart kick up.

      There was no doubt something was happening between Thorne and her. They hadn't talked much during the drive so far. When they did, they avoided serious topics. Still, the air around them was thick, and Em felt the pull of new relationship excitement—it was laced with something much deeper, though. Sure, all the heart flips and stomach tingles and...well...other tingles were there, but the draw she felt to Thorne was stronger than that. Like they were linked in some way, even though they were two separate people.

      She swallowed down nervous excitement. Was this a place for them to be alone? Her stomach dropped in a pleasant way, making her lower belly ache as her core warmed at the thought of being alone with Thorne.

      Thorne led her to the front door of the building, and he punched a code into a panel there. A mechanical whir sounded before Thorne tried the knob and let them into the house.

      Okay, no. Not a house. Its facade belied the depth, and the mental image Em had crafted of the interior.

      “A gun range?” she asked, feeling her excitement wash away. She popped her hip and put her hand on it. “Hawthorne Black, I'm not interested.”

      When he closed the door behind him, though, and leaned back against it, she thought she might want to change her mind.

      His eyes trailed over her skin, from the old sneakers on her feet all the way up to her face. Em swallowed. His gaze was about more than lust. She felt like he was reading her. Then, she realized he might be.

      Indignant Em prepared to draw herself up and accuse him.

      Impulsive Em blurted out the question instead. “Are you trying to figure me out with your powers?”

      Thorne's mouth twitched with a smile. “Yes, woman. I'm trying to figure you out with my powers.”

      “You don't have to say it like that,” she said, putting on her best pout. She glanced around the range. Heavy-looking chests and cabinets lined the far wall of a glassed-in room to the right.

      “Like what?” Thorne asked, coming away from the door to stand in front of her.

      “All mocking like that.”

      Thorne's face fell. “I was trying to tease you,” he said, “because you were making me sound like a superhero or something.”

      Em considered that, while Thorne turned and headed toward the room with the cabinets. How often had he teased her? How many of those times had he been teasing her when she'd missed the nuances in his expression and assumed he was mocking her?

      She followed Thorne. They appeared to be alone in the building. “What is this place?” she asked.

      His lips twitched with another smile. “Didn't you already say it was a gun range?”

      He was teasing her. Again. Em could recognize it now, in that telling hint of a grin on his face. She felt utterly speechless, but words didn't fail her lips. “Does it seem to you like everything about the two of us being together has been interrupted by a long, tangled string of missed connections and stupid miscommunications?”

      Thorne took his focus off the cabinets and drawers he'd been perusing and walked back over to where Em stood in the doorway. He reached up and stretched to rest his hands on the top of the doorjamb. It seemed like he was looming over her in a way that made her want to lean in and cling to him. “That's exactly how it seems.” His hair swept down and Em wanted to tangle her hand into it.

      “We could change that,” Em said.

      He gave her a genuine full grin, and Em's heart stuttered. Thorne smiled plenty. Even when he was moody and broody, he could crack a joke or laugh at one. This smile was different, though. “That's why we're here.”

      “Shooting a gun isn't going to change it,” Em said.

      Thorne chuckled and pulled away, going back to the cabinets. “Woman, you act like I don't know you at all. I'm not asking you to shoot a gun. If you ask me, I'll teach you—assuming you don't already know,” he said, an apology in the last words.

      “It's pretty much point and click isn't it?” she asked.

      “An expert already,” Thorne said.

      “You tease me a lot,” Em said, going to lean over the cabinet when he ducked down behind it.

      “I was mocking you that time,” he said as he stood back up. He held two pairs of big can-style earmuffs and some clunky plastic glasses.

      Em gave him her best pout at his remark.

      He cupped her chin with his free hand and said, “You always have things figured out. Let me have a turn.”

      “I don't have anything figured out right now,” she said. “You leave me to sleep alone, but you touch me. You tease me, but you're distant.”

      “Then it's working,” he told her with an ambiguous, self-indulgent smile.

      Em threw her hands up. “This is ridiculous. How am I supposed to handle it? You've never even told me I'm pretty.”

      Thorne set the earmuffs and eyewear aside and studied her. “Pretty?” he asked. “That's what you'd like me to say? That you're 'pretty'?”

      Em shrugged.

      “You're so much more than pretty, woman. But if you want to know what your looks do to me, then sure. You're pretty. In fact, in those sweatpants, you're absolute perfection. You know how you always complain they make your ass look big? Well, they do. They make your ass look huge. Which is how I know, after a lifetime of having no damn interest in asses, that I'm an ass man.”

      Em stood there, stunned as she tried to find her voice. Before she could speak, Thorne handed her one of the sets of earmuffs. “Now, my abilities are easier to use when I can mitigate distractions,” he told her. He dug down into his pocket and produced a small plastic vial which he popped open with his thumb. He dumped out a pair of earplugs.

      “You need both?”

      “I'm not taking any chances with this. The range is all ours for the afternoon. It's an R & B place, so it's protected from humans. It's also soundproofed itself. The earplugs and these”—he tapped the larger, even less becoming earmuffs on the counter—“are designed specifically to provide even greater protection for sensitive R & B ears.”

      A thought seemed to occur to him, and he gave her an appraising look. “Do you have heightened hearing? You've never mentioned it, but—”

      “But it seems like the kind of thing I might keep to myself because I'm so nosy?” Em asked.

      Thorne gave her a guilty shrug.

      “No. Do you know how much I would use it? You'd already know the answer. I'd snoop on everything!”

      Thorne chuckled. “So those should be okay for you.”

      “I thought you said we're not shooting a gun.”

      “We're not,” Thorne assured her. “Unless you want to.”

      The way he said it made her wonder. “Do you want me to?”

      He hesitated, and she shuffled to stay in his eye-line. “You do, don't you?”

      “I’d like it if you knew how to use every kind of weapon there is. Firearms are a part of that, obviously. The universe is getting more dangerous. It wouldn't hurt my feelings to know you're extra-safe.”

      He wasn't pressing her into anything, Em realized. He wanted to protect her, but he was asking her to protect herself. She sighed. “Okay. Will you show me how?”

      Thorne's lips twitched again. “Always.”

      

      Diesel hooked them up with the perfect place. The range was R & B owned and operated, so security was minimal. Thorne had a few access codes texted to him and, BAM, he could get into all the locked cabinets, drawers, and wall units in the armory.

      A collection of pistols and ammo was spread out on the table in front of Em. She looked at the things with a wary gaze from behind her protective eyewear.

      “You're sure you know what you're doing?” she asked.

      “I went through general wolf training as a kid. We studied weapons.”

      Em took a step back from the pistols, and Thorne laughed, but the sound dried up when she threw an accusatory glare his way. “That was decades ago,” she said.

      He laughed again. “I did that refresher shooting course when Lathan had us go through training last year, remember? I know how to handle a firearm, even if I don't keep one for myself.”

      “You wouldn't have to. Diesel has enough for everyone strapped on his body at all times,” Em said with a snort.

      “Exactly,” Thorne replied. He hit the button on the control panel to send their paper target back ten yards.

      He felt a nervous energy pulsing around Em, and he was eager to get his ear protection in place. The quiet solitude of the range was already clearing things up for him. With no other people nearby, Thorne could easily isolate and ignore everything his senses picked up except for the things he gathered from Em.

      He stepped into the firing stall behind Em, close enough that his chest brushed against her back.

      The energy around her pulsed again, this time throbbing until he imagined it was almost glowing.

      He tapped the can on her ear protection and leaned in. “Put those on and tell me if you can still hear me a little.”

      Em gave him a quick glance over her shoulder as she slid the things in place. “How stupid do I look?”

      “Stupid,” he acknowledged.

      She elbowed him.

      “So you can hear me,” he said.

      She turned to give him one of her raised-eyebrow unamused looks.

      Fate. He wanted to kiss her, but that would send his already over-excited emotions into overdrive. He breathed in, taking pleasure instead in the light contact with her body as his chest brushed against her again.

      With slow, deliberate movements, he positioned her in front of him. Then he popped his ear plugs in and slid the earmuffs over them. He waited for a moment and reached out with his mind.

      The gray threads of emotion were his. He acknowledged each of them as he took hold of it. Excitement. Anxiety. Yeah, there was some unadulterated lust in there, too. Em was exquisite, and he was still a man, even if he tried his best to be civilized about it.

      Once he had all the gray-laced emotions tucked in and held close, he put his hands on Em's hips and leaned forward to talk into her ear. “I'm going to guide you. Relax your body and let me do the work.”

      A shiver rippled through her, strong enough Thorne could feel it where their bodies connected. She turned to give him another look and she tugged his ear protection out of the way.

      “You're being dirty on purpose,” she said.

      He pressed his lips together in a wordless smile as he repositioned the big earmuffs.

      This is it, he told himself. He urged his heart to find the truth.

      His hands went to hers, from behind. He took them and guided them up to the table where the pistols waited.

      Rather than picking up any of the weapons at their disposal, though, he rested his hands over Em's on the bench and twined his fingers between hers. He closed his eyes and reached out with his abilities. Em leaned back, relaxing against him.

      Nothing.

      He knew the grayness of his own emotions, and he was aware of the storm clouds that wrapped around Em, but that was all.

      He focused, rather than letting his own emotions go rogue with the fear that he was wrong. He pressed into her, closing the distance only by a hair.

      The storm clouds quivered. Thorne aimed all the things he'd learned from Sakinha right at the storm clouds. They quivered again but held firm.

      He pulled out a memory of his own. It was his last advantage, and he didn't even know if he could do it.

      Em was completely still under his touch, though he could feel her heart beating through his contact with her body.

      He imagined the memory moving like it was melting from him and into her. He felt it creep from his head to his heart to his hands and out.

      Em stiffened against him. He felt her breaths become uneven.

      Then, he heard her whisper, “Cheese crackers.”

      He gave a confused laugh, then he froze. His body went stiff, too, as he realized he couldn't have heard Em say anything.

      Em broke contact with him, and his eyes flew open in time to see her spin around. She whipped off the earmuffs and started talking.

      Thorne removed his ear protection too and, though he missed the first few words, he got the general gist of, “What the hell was that?”

      His heart pounded in his chest and took a deep breath. “I did it...I think,” he said.

      “I saw myself. That was too weird. How did that happen?”

      “What did you see?”

      Em shook her head and looked off like she was trying to recapture the moment. “I saw myself. Standing in the great hall at your place, wearing a dress I haven't worn in ages. I looked radiant, though. Like an angel or something.”

      Thorne's heart jumped. “I did do it,” he said.

      “Did what?”

      “I gave you a memory. The first memory I have of you.”

      Em frowned. Then her eyebrows popped. “You thought I looked like an angel,” she said. “You do think I'm pretty.”

      Thorne laughed. “I thought you looked unattainable. Angelic might be pushing it.”

      She gave him a pout.

      “I got something, too, but I don't understand it,” he said.

      “I didn't give you anything,” Em retorted.

      “You did, though. You whispered it into my mind.”

      Em's pout turned to alarm. “I didn't whisper shit into your mind.”

      “I heard the words 'cheese crackers',” Thorne said.

      Em took a step back. “Ohmigod. You did hear me whisper something. I didn't say it, though. I— Ohmigod. I thought it.” She squeezed her eyes shut, and Thorne thought she might actually look embarrassed.

      Thorne gave a whoop of joy and then brought himself back down enough to ask, “Why cheese crackers?”

      Keeping her face scrunched, Em admitted, “The first time we met, I was determined to hate you because of the wolf thing. But then I thought it was kind of the dorkiest, cutest thing ever when you knocked over that box of crackers just because I got in your face.”

      “Shit, woman. You were more right than you knew about that missed connection thing. I think...” Thorne paused and wondered if he really believed what he was about to say.

      Yes. He felt it deep within him.

      “There's something real here, isn't there? There has been for a long time,” Em offered.

      Thorne let out a breath he didn't know he'd been holding. “Yeah.”

      “I think so, too,” Em said. The tentative hope on Em's face was replaced with confusion. “But I'm not actually your mate, am I? I mean, I don't think I sting you when I touch you. You've never flinched away or hissed like Lathan and Diesel used to do.”

      “My Trainer says Sages don't always have the same experiences as everyone else. I know how I feel about you, but I guess the things I lack make me just like any other man in your eyes.” Thorne took a step back and lost some of his nerve.

      Em interrupted his mental freak out. “Two things. One: you've never been just like any other man in my eyes. And two: you don't lack anything just because someone else has it. You have plenty of things no one else has, so don't bother going down whatever dark path your mind is getting ready to take. That would be another missed connection. Tell me what you want, Thorne.”

      “You, woman. I've sought after you for so long. I know it now. It will always be you. Always.”

      She had no way of knowing how devoted he'd been to the concept of her—even if he hadn't always known it would be her, exactly. But it was her, wasn't it? She was his mate. His wolf grumbled at him.

      “You asked me once if I could give you a good reason not to be with Asher. I felt like I answered you honestly then. But if my feelings for you give you a reason, at all, to be with me, then I'm telling you right now: I want you.”

      “I want you, too,” she whispered.

      “Those words are magic,” he said. “I want to hold you and call you mine, but I can't.”

      Em frowned. “I already told you, I broke up with Asher.”

      “It's not about him. It's about this whole trip. I've got to face the shit I stirred with Lathan before I can feel right moving forward, and we need to figure out how things are going to work out with your cousin. I don't want us to start something in the midst of so much drama. I'm afraid it will never get off the ground.”

      “You're not very impulsive,” Em grumbled, but her smile told him she wasn't pushing him away. “It's probably better you're keeping me grounded. Left to my own devices, I'd be pushing you up against that wall back there and climbing you like a mountain. Someone has to show some good sense. Now teach me how to shoot a damn gun, so I never have to go through this again.” With that, she snatched up the earmuffs. “Oh, and—just so you know—I'm not sharing a room at the hotel with you, because you think my ass is huge.”
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      The tone in the Black house was decidedly bad. Em's urge to fidget was overruling her desire to appear calm and composed. She drummed her nails on her kneecap. Lathan had already given her the stink-eye for tapping them on the table.

      “We're up against a vampire we don't even know,” Lathan said.

      “Aveleiyn said she'd heard of him being linked with the Dissidents,” Avery offered.

      “That's not making it better,” Lathan said.

      “What were we supposed to do, Lathan? Leave her there?” Riley asked.

      “You were supposed to leave it alone. It wasn't your responsibility. Em, I'm sorry, but you should never have brought our pack into it.”

      Em caught the look Grace gave him and almost snickered. There was a good chance Lathan wouldn't get laid for the next few days, at least. Blaze even looked up at Lathan and grumbled out a warning.

      Em understood Lathan's alpha hang-ups, but the fact that he was willing to put politics over her riled her up. Knowing she wasn't the only one annoyed by his attitude helped a little.

      “Who should I have called, Lathan?” Em asked. She loved him, sure—how could she not? He'd brought her best friend home to her and made Grace happier than she'd ever been before. But Em loved nothing more than pushing buttons, and Lathan's were easier to push than almost anyone else's. Em flicked a glance Thorne's way. Miserable exhaustion painted his features. “Human cops? A human hospital? Knowing what we know now, I'd say Fate might have stepped in.”

      Lathan rubbed a hand over the back of his head. “Asher, Emmeline. You should have called Asher.”

      “You mean my ex?” Em asked. She savored only a moment of the surprise that rippled across the room. Grace's big eyes reminded Em she hadn't even confided in her best friend yet. The only person she'd told was Thorne, and he hadn't shared the news. “That's right. Asher had no responsibility to me. I came back here. If that was a bad move, blame me. Blame me for Thorne and Riley coming to my rescue, too. It's not like I left them much choice.”

      “There's always a choice,” Diesel said.

      “A choice we made,” Thorne declared, finally speaking up. “I chose to disobey a direct order, and I got Riley involved. I'm glad we did it. Morgan was in danger.”

      “She might be in more danger now,” Lathan said. He shook his head and swore. “Fate. You know I hate it when you guys force me to alpha up. Alright. Here's the deal. One of you”—he indicated Thorne, Riley, and Em—“needs to tell me exactly what Morgan remembers.”

      “I can tell you what I remember,” Morgan's voice drew every eye to the wide entryway between the kitchen and great hall. She was dwarfed by Riley's navy hoodie, but Em had given her a fresh pair of pajama pants. Her face was still a mess, and Em's heart broke all over again.

      Morgan padded into the room. Her eyes darted around for a place to sit, and Avery vacated the chair next to Em.

      “You don't have to share anything you don't want to,” Reegan said. She hopped down from her spot on the countertop and crossed to kneel next to Morgan.

      Morgan nodded and ducked her head again, but she held the hand Reegan offered her. Reegan turned her attention away from Morgan. Every eye went back to Lathan.

      He shook his head, unwilling to say anything else until they were back in the privacy of only those who already knew about the R & B.

      He and Grace left the room and headed in the direction of his office. Blaze trailed behind them.

      Avery gave Diesel a look and shrugged. “I'd better get in on that before it gets out of hand,” she muttered. Em watched as Diesel caught Avery's arm and pulled her back in. He dropped his forehead against Avery's and murmured, “Keep in mind he's my brother. Don't give him too much hell, honey.”

      Avery kissed him deeply, which squeezed the twins between the two of them. The girls let out cheerful baby sounds at the contact. Avery gave Diesel a devilish grin over her shoulder as she, too, left the room. Em didn't indulge in the question that crept into her mind, but it voiced itself anyway: would she and Thorne ever have that?

      Ren clapped his hands and rose from the table. “Ice cream is in order. Who's in?” Without waiting for anyone to respond, he moved a finger over the people remaining in the kitchen. “One, two, thr—everyone? Right, then. Everyone gets ice cream.”

      Ren went to the freezer and unearthed three cartons, while Fourt gathered bowls and spoons.

      Em realized Thorne had disappeared. She wanted to go after him, but one look at her cousin's face reminded her: Thorne was right. They needed to have the conflict they'd helped stir up put to rest before they focused on the future.

      She took Morgan's hand—the one Reegan wasn't holding—and scooted her chair closer. “Do you want to talk about it, sweetie?”

      Morgan's lip trembled. “He hit me,” she said. “Daegan hit me.”

      A metallic snap sounded from the right, and Em looked over. Riley was holding two halves of an ice cream scoop, one piece in each hand.

      Ren and Fourt were both looking at him with wary shock.

      Riley stared at his hands in horror before he collected himself. “The—uh—ice cream is really frozen,” he said.

      “You weren't anywhere near the ice—ooph—” Ren said when Fourt elbowed him.

      “Right,” Ren corrected. He stabbed a spoon half-heartedly at the nearest ice cream. “Really frozen.”

      Em gave him a look she hoped said, “So not subtle,” before she turned back to Morgan. “I'm so sorry, sweetie.”

      Morgan sniffled and rolled her eyes. “It's my fault.”

      Everyone in the room stiffened.

      “I know, I know. But it is. He'd done it before. I went back. That was my fault.”

      “You gave him your heart. He broke your trust and did something unforgivable to you,” Reegan said. Her voice was quiet but firm. “You trusted and cared and you got burned. Big time. That's not your fault.”

      Morgan shrugged.

      “I wish you'd been willing to stay with Oma, but I know everything you have is in Fairview. Can't you stay here with us?” Em asked. She ignored the looks from the pack along with the fact that she didn't have the right to extend such an offer.

      “No,” Morgan said. “I've caused enough trouble here.” She didn't give anyone in the room time to protest. “I'm serious. I can't put any of you out.” Then she sighed, and Em saw tears starting to pool in Morgan's eyes. “I just don't know where I'll go. I can't go home. Not yet. I can't afford to stay in a hotel for very long, but I could—”

      “I know a place,” Riley said. Gone was his boy-next-door charm. His appearance was that of a hardened, haggard man.

      “Riley,” Reegan said, her voice full of worry and warning. She squeezed Morgan's hand and stood to go to her twin. “Are you sure you want to do that?”

      Riley and Reegan shared a look—the kind of look they often shared, which made Em wonder if they were communicating telepathically. She'd never taken the supposition too seriously. After her experience with Thorne at the gun range, she gave the theory more credibility than ever before.

      “No. But it would solve all this. Lathan would be cool with it,” Riley finally said.

      “What's the deal?” Fourt asked. His face was sad and older, too. Em wanted to reach out to him. The sweet young wolf had a vulnerability that made her long to comfort him.

      “I know exactly where you can go, Morgan,” Riley said. “Someone owes me a big favor. I haven't collected on it in the years since I earned it, so maybe it's gained some interest. Do you trust me?”

      Morgan turned in her chair to look at him, and something passed between them, too. Maybe Riley and Reegan did have some mental abilities. It would make sense that Healers could connect with their patients that way, even if Healers didn't usually deal with humans.

      “I don't have many options, do I?” Morgan asked.

      “I'll talk to Lathan and make some calls,” Riley said. His shoulders were hunched when he left the room. They all watched him go.

      

      Em felt emotionally drained as she trudged up the stairs. Riley had worked things out with his mystery contact, and he'd spoken with Lathan. When Riley and Reegan left with Morgan, Lathan explained what had gone on in the closed-door talk.

      Em's thoughts raced back over everything Lathan had said. Morgan would be safe, but Em's curiosity about Riley was piqued. Big time. She paused at the door to her room, but couldn't bring herself to open it. She wanted to sink down on the floor right there.

      No. She wanted to find Thorne.

      She hadn’t seen him since she’d noticed he was missing from the kitchen. She glanced down the hall toward the pack bedrooms. Maybe he'd gone to pass out. Without giving herself a chance to think about it, she made her way down the long hall. At the end, when the hall branched off into two separate corridors, she took the one to the right. Thorne's room was the last in that row on the front-facing side of the house.

      Em knocked at his door but got no response. She opened it and poked her head in. She'd been in his room once or twice, but only on a drive-by basis. Though it was dark and quiet, she could see enough to tell the bed was made, and no one was in it.

      She was about to turn and go back the other way when she heard it.

      Piano music was playing from farther down to the left.

      The corridors met at the far end of the house, dead-ending into one last room. Em had never been in there. It was a running gag in the family that most of Thorne's siblings didn't know what the room looked like, either. That was facetious—they knew, of course, but Thorne did maintain a high level of privacy surrounding his studio.

      Em crept closer, holding her breath for some reason. She pressed her ear to the door.

      The recording quality of the piano music was poor.

      She gasped. She recognized it! It was her song—the one Thorne recorded her playing.

      She lifted her hand to give a timid knock. She waited. She knocked again, but Thorne didn't come to the door.

      She bit her lip. Who was she feeling like? Impulsive Em won out, hands down. She turned the knob and pushed the door open.

      The room was long and broad with windows on all three exterior walls. Twilight crept in through the glass, streaking the floor with dark pinks and purples.

      The strategic lighting gave the room a gallery feel. Supplies were everywhere, and the place was a wreck.

      “Em?” Thorne called from the center of the room.

      Em sucked in a breath. He was shirtless and glistening with sweat. His hair was hanging stringy and damp in his face. His hands had specks of paint on them.

      He had never looked so good.

      Em was surprised by the embarrassment that washed over her. She got the sense she wasn't supposed to see him this way. She was intruding.

      “Ohmigod,” she said, “I'm sorry. I'm sorry. I shouldn't have come up here. I just—I didn't know where you were and I think things are settled and holy shit you have a lot of art. I'm going. I'm sorry.” She whirled and almost ran into the door in her effort to leave the room.

      Thorne caught the door before she could open it enough to squeeze out. He eased it shut.

      Em swallowed her panic and turned to face him. “I'm really sorry. I swear I didn't mean to intrude.”

      The teasing smile tugged at his lips. “Are you apologizing for being nosy, woman?”

      “Kind of,” she admitted.

      “I could feel you out there,” he said. He lifted a hand to her cheek, then caught sight of the wet paint on his fingers.

      Em clutched his hand before he could take it away. She put her cheek against his palm.

      They stayed like that. Quiet. Alone.

      Then they both spoke at once.

      “I wanted to—”

      “So Morgan is—”

      Thorne caressed his thumb over her cheek. His breath hitched when he looked at her lips. “You first,” he said.

      His hand was still on the door, overhead, and his head was tilted down, over Em's. She didn't think she would ever give up on heels, but she did like the feeling of being cocooned within the warmth Thorne put out.

      “I wanted to tell you Riley saved the day. He had a connection to a safe home. Morgan is going to stay there until things get sorted out.”

      “Is it R & B run?” Thorne asked, taking a step back. He dropped his hands and rubbed at his tattoos.

      “That's the crazy as hell part,” Em told him. She shook her head. “The woman who runs it used to be R & B.”

      Thorne swept his hair back and raised an inquisitive brow. “Used to be?”

      Em tipped her head in acknowledgment. “Riley didn't want Lathan to say anything more, but apparently he told Lathan exactly what that means, so I'm—”

      “Planning to prod Grace for information as soon as you get a chance?” Thorne finished for her.

      “Pretty much,” Em said. Then she gave him a pout. “Did you read my mind?”

      He laughed. “Woman, I didn’t have to. It’s like discovering secrets is your second job.”

      “The pack is too good at them. It makes my job hard,” Em said with a grin. The simple action of smiling drained the rest of her energy and she sagged.

      “You're not okay,” Thorne said before she could voice any distress.

      She shook her head.

      They stood in silence again.

      “Can I look around?” she asked, finally.

      “I'm surprised you asked—and that you lasted so long before you started snooping,” he said. He reached out and swiped his thumb gently over her cheek; then he gave an apologetic sigh. “I made it worse.”

      Em took hold of his hand and inspected his thumb. “At least it's black. My favorite color. And it matches my outfit.”

      His eyes flitted down and back up again, and his ears turned bright red.

      “Don't get used to the sweatpants, handsome,” she told him, delighting when the redness crept down his neck.

      “Whatever, woman. If you're going to gawk at my art, do it before I change my mind.”

      Thorne watched Em wander the room. He thanked Fate he'd at least had the presence of mind to kill the sound on his phone, which had been playing her piano piece on loop. The thought reminded him of something. He turned and went to a set of hanging portfolios on the front wall.

      “You should show these to your Trainer,” Em said from behind him. She was standing between the three canvases in the center of the room. The middle one, the one he'd been working on when she'd shown up, was the largest.

      Thorne glanced over his shoulder as his fingers found what he was looking for.

      “Which ones?” he asked.

      Em motioned around the room. “Everything. All of it. You should bring her here and have her look at them.”

      “Why?” he asked. He returned to her side with the thick packet in hand.

      “The emotion is so raw. It's beautiful and devastating, Thorne. Doing this helps you think, doesn't it?”

      He nodded. “Sakinha says Sages are often creative. The feelings drive us to madness and passion. Or maybe passionate madness. I'm not sure.”

      “She could help you decipher these,” Em said. “It might be like a form of therapy, you know? Not—ohmigod. Not that you need therapy.”

      Thorne chuckled and stepped closer. He looked over her shoulder at the canvases. “I don't need her to decipher those.”

      “You don't?” Em asked, turning to look back at him.

      “No, woman. I know what each one says. Can't you see it?”

      She looked back and tilted her head to the right and left before she shook it. “No. And I'm usually okay at art interpretation.”

      “You're too close to the subject,” he said.

      She shook her head again, and this time when she spoke, her voice was full of disbelief. “Me? No. I'm black and white. That's all...gray. Lots of different gray, but definitely gray.”

      “Because they're my emotions,” he said. “Some are more diluted than others, but that's all me. About you.”

      “It's too much,” she said. “That's all you?”

      The canvases were streaked with every shade and tone of gray. The swipes made little sense, even to Thorne, but he painted what he felt.

      “How can you bear all that?” Em whispered.

      “Hence the training,” Thorne said.

      Em turned to face him. “You handled shit with Lathan. Things with Morgan are worked out. And I'm impatient as hell,” she told him. “I don't want to wait for anything else to get in the way. I don't want to miss another second of whatever this might be. Do you?”

      Thorne's heart hammered in his chest. He didn't want to wait, either. He wanted to submit entirely to whatever Em's will for him was. There was only one other thing he wanted to do, first.

      “No, woman. No more missed connections. That's why you need this,” he said.

      He held the packet out between them.

      She lifted questioning eyes to his face.

      “Happy birthday,” he said.

      Her face lit up. “The cake wasn't the present!”

      “I told you it wasn't.”

      “Can I open it?”

      “I wish you would,” he teased.

      She slid her thumb under the taped end of the brown craft paper and peered inside the packet. She gasped and looked up at him. Then she strode to the nearest worktable where she cleared some space and put the packet down. She slid the bundle of pages out and found what was on top of them.

      “My card,” she whispered. “Ohmigod. You saved it.”

      He had, indeed. When Zara finished his tattoo, he'd brought the card home and pressed it back as flat as he could get it. It had been little more than a souvenir at first. But then he'd tucked it into the package with what he'd thought at the time was foolish hope—hell, maybe it was still foolish.

      “Did you make these?” Em asked. She smoothed her fingers over the pages.

      “Yeah,” Thorne said, with only one crack in his voice.

      The stack of hand-drawn staff paper had been a beast of a project. Sure, he could have bought some pre-made, but it seemed more appropriate to do the work himself. All those lines and the scrolling shape of the treble clef had been enough to make Thorne never want to see a piece of sheet music again. Em's talents warranted special preservation, though.

      “Ohmigod,” Em said. “You did this for me.”

      Thorne nodded.

      Em began to cry.
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      Thorne stood helpless and confused while tears ran down Em's cheeks. His first thought was to close off and get the hell out of there because he'd done something wrong.

      He shoved the thought away and stepped forward instead. “Woman, you've got to talk to me. Your emotions are the hardest for me to read.”

      Em sniffled and gave a choked laugh. “Ohmigod, Thorne. I'm sorry.” She motioned to her face. “Happy tears. That happens to me sometimes, when I'm really, really excited about something.”

      Thorne released his breath and straightened his shoulders. “You like it.”

      She placed the sheets down on the worktable like they were precious and fragile. Then she crossed the distance between them and put herself in Thorne's arms. “Thank you.”

      He held her to him. It was the first hug he had shared with her that felt uncomplicated. There was no drama or interference. He didn't need to cling to her as if they would never touch again. It was lazy, almost. He ran a hand through her long, silky hair and planted a kiss on her head.

      “Take me home,” she murmured against his chest. “Please. There's been so much drama. I need to do something normal.” She tipped her head back to look at him. “I bet you never thought you'd hear me say that.”

      “I would agree with you, but I never put any possibilities out of my mind when it comes to you. You surprise me all the time.”

      “You like me,” Em said.

      “That's putting it pretty mildly, woman. But yeah.”

      “I like you, too.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah. If we're putting it mildly,” Em said. She gave him a smile that made his back tighten.

      She knew how sensual she was. She had complete control over her sex appeal and used it to her advantage. Thorne didn't stand a chance of competing with her in the sexual arena, but it didn't scare him away. It made him ache as he rose to the challenge—literally.

      Familiar tension knotted in the base of Thorne's belly. He cleared his throat and eased away from her, knowing his ears were red. Em's smile turned even naughtier and Thorne groaned. “Let's get out of here.”

      

      Thorne had entered Em's apartment with her before, but this time she felt like they were walking over a line together. Her skin was over-sensitive, and her heart leapt every time Thorne brushed against her. He wasn't making any deliberate moves to touch her yet, but she hoped that would change.

      For once, she felt like her best course of action was to hold back the massive amount of sexual energy she had at her disposal.

      Thorne closed and locked the door behind them while Em went through the typical routine of turning on lights. She didn't approach Thorne, but she felt his eyes on her as she crossed the room and lowered the curtains.

      When she turned back, he was still standing at the door.

      “The moody, broody thing works for you,” she told him. Dark shadows played over his face and body as he stood straighter and swept his wavy hair back. She took his hand to pull him into the room. “I still don't bite,” she murmured.

      A rumble thrummed up from Thorne's throat and the tension in the room dissolved into something different. It was still tentative, but it was all positive and anticipatory.

      Thorne laughed at himself. “My wolf doesn't mind the idea of you biting,” he said.

      Em giggled. “In that case, you should know I do bite. A little, but only in a nice way.”

      “Woman,” Thorne groaned. He dropped onto one of the bar stools.

      Em looked at him there. It was just like the routine they'd established. “I like having you here,” she said. She sensed hesitation on his part, so Em followed their habit and rounded the counter to pull out a bowl and a box of cheese crackers. She plopped them in front of Thorne with a wink before turning to the fridge. “Beer? Wine?”

      “Water,” Thorne said in a tight voice. “But I'll get it.”

      His hand grazed her hip as he moved past her to the cabinet where she kept her glasses. “Wine glass for you?”

      “Water,” she said. “The last time I drank here, it didn't go so well.”

      Thorne shot her a look. “I remember,” he said.

      Em dropped the cake box on the counter and went to him. “Hey, what was that? You're hard to read, too, you know. You just had a major reaction, though.”

      Thorne put the glasses down and crossed his right arm over his body. Em tugged his hand into hers instead. “Connect with me, Hawthorne. Please.”

      He sighed and gave the equivalent of a petulant teenage boy eye roll. Em suppressed a snort.

      “I asked you to dance, and it made you throw up.”

      Em held herself steady rather than taking a step back in surprise. For good measure, she leaned against him a little. He still had paint on his hands, though it was dried. He smelled good and felt strong and solid beneath her. His face was masked, though.

      “You don't see yourself at all, do you?” Em asked.

      He frowned and looked away.

      “Hey.” She reached up and caught his face, turning him back to look at her. “I didn't throw up because you asked me to dance. I threw up because I drank too much and ate way too much cake. And I did it so fast it made me sick. You even anticipated I would puke.” She dropped her hands from his face and caught his belt loops instead. She didn't ever want to let him go. “It's another mix up between us. I was offended because you didn't help me much when I was sick. Now I know you didn't want to touch me because you were afraid it wouldn't hurt—not because I was covered in vomit.”

      “Your hair was in the toilet. It was a little about the puke,” Thorne told her with a wicked, teasing twitch of his lips.

      Em gave him a playful pout before she explained, “My point is you didn't make me sick that night. You made me crazy nervous because I felt like something big was going to happen between us.”

      “Nervous doesn't seem much better,” Thorne argued.

      “When it's good nervous, it's way better than puke,” Em said. “Like...right now. I'm with you, and we're taking this someplace new. That makes all my senses come alive. Touching you”—she reached down to take his hands from their claw-like grip on her counter and twined her fingers with his—“makes it hard to catch my breath. Leaning against you like this makes my heart pound. My hearing, my sight, my sense of taste, touch, and smell are all keyed up. I'm completely tuned in to you. I'm ready for whatever comes next because I'm good nervous.”

      Thorne's thumbs stroked her skin where their hands met, but he didn't speak. He looked like he was processing it all. His body responded when his mouth didn't.

      Em felt the hot press of his erection against her, and the rest of the world fizzled away.

      

      “Woman,” Thorne whispered. He reached up and twirled a lock of her hair around his finger.

      He knew he was bright red. There was no doubt Em could feel his desire for her. He was hot and throbbing, and it took two tries for him to make another word come out of his mouth.

      “You said you wanted to do something normal,” he said.

      That seemed like the wrong approach. He paused and collected his thoughts. Em stayed tucked against him, letting him play with her hair. It was so soft. Thorne wondered how he had gone his whole life without touching something so soft.

      “Some people in the world are devoted to traditional ways,” Thorne said, at last. “People who wait until they meet the person they know they're going to be with forever.”

      He froze up because admitting to the gorgeous, sensual woman who was tangled around him that he was a virgin seemed impossible, even if he did trust her. Even if he did want to be with her, in every way.

      Em's eyebrows lifted, and she sucked in a breath. “Oh—uh—I'm not a virgin.” Then she gave him a look. “Did you think I made those sex stories up?” She stepped back as her face changed to horror.

      Here it comes, Thorne thought.

      “Ohmigod. All those stories. You've heard all those stories. That's...I'm...embarrassed.”

      Thorne let out a laugh, but Em stayed as serious as she ever got.

      “I didn't have sex with Asher,” she blurted. “I know you were here that night. I know what I made it look like, but I didn't. I never did. I kissed him but...ohmigod. Thorne. I've fucked this all up so much, haven't I?”

      Thorne, both confused and amused, pulled Em's hands back into his. “Woman, woman,” he soothed. “No wonder your emotions are so hard for me to read. At least I can understand now. They change constantly, don't they?”

      “You've met me, right?” Em asked with a groan.

      “I didn't get it before, but I do now.” Thorne cupped her jaw and tilted her face up to his so he could taste her kiss. He kept it brief before he lost his nerve. She needed to know she was jumping into bed—maybe really—with an amateur. “I know you're not a virgin,” he said. “I am.”

      Em made a face. “No, you're not. I was at the Three Moons, remember?”

      Thorne shook his head. “I didn't want her. I didn't know what touch could do to me. I accidentally fed off what she wanted. Thank Fate, I broke contact with her before I did something I’d regret. When I wasn't touching her, I knew I didn't want her. I wanted you.”

      “Oh...but you're not...I mean...you're almost a hundred,” Em sputtered.

      “I'm almost ninety, woman. Fate, don't make me older.”

      “Ohmigod. You're serious,” Em said. She searched his face for a few seconds. Then she tossed her head back and groaned again. “Ohmigod. Now I feel awful! I didn't wait for you.”

      “Like I give a shit? I waited because I wanted to. It wasn't a requirement for anyone else, least of all you. Besides, we complete each other in every other way. It only makes sense that one of us would be an expert and the other a total fucking beginner.”

      Em snorted. “Literally,” she whispered, leaning against him.

      He chuckled and pinched her ass.

      “Hey!” she said. “That's an intermediate move, for sure.” Then she glanced down between them at the most obvious sign of how he felt about her. “Ninety years is a long time, Hawthorne Black. You've never even gotten off?”

      He snorted at her candid question but knew he was blushing. He sighed. She was never going to stop surprising him, and he would have to get used to it. In truth, he was looking forward to her surprising him all the time. “I haven't had sex, but I—uh—know how to take care of myself.”

      “Oh, really?” Em asked. She slid her body against his as she leaned in to kiss him again. “Did you ever think about me?” she whispered against his lips.

      “You're my mate. It was only appropriate.”

      “I'm not your mate yet, you dirty wolf.”

      “Does that mean you're going to be?” he asked.

      “Do you want me to be?”

      “What's a wolf got to do, woman? I've told you I want you. I’m drooling all over your body. You can feel and see what you do to me—”

      She pulled herself away and backed across the kitchen to the opposite counter. Her eyes beckoned him forward, but Thorne stayed put. She was playing a game he understood only because Diesel mentioned it. He would chase her anywhere, but he didn't mind making her wait—for a little while, at least.

      “You haven't asked,” Em told him. “And the physical stuff isn't as important to me, despite what you might think. Sex is fun. Love is real. And it's supposed to be forever. Do you think you can put up with me forever?”

      “Always,” he said.

      “Then you have to ask.”

      “Just like that?”

      She shrugged like she was waiting.

      He stalked toward her and her eyebrow lifted enough to tell him she might take off. When she turned to bolt around the counter, he caught her waist and turned her, dragging her back to face him. “Did you think it would be that easy?” he teased.

      She tilted her head up for a kiss, and he planted one on the tip of her nose.

      Her pout told him that wasn't what she wanted. He understood it immediately. Maybe there was something primal about romantic contact that made it simpler for him to understand.

      Or maybe it was Em.

      “Your apartment is better than the house,” he said. He started walking her out of the kitchen, supporting her so she could shuffle backward without tripping. “The rest of the building and the spaces around it are mostly human. I don't get as much interference from them.”

      “But you do from me?”

      “You're like a hurricane. You disrupt everything, and I can't fathom the events while they're whipping around me.”

      He released her and pulled the piano bench out. Then he sat and tugged her down next to him. “I'm going to train, though. I'll work with Sakinha until I can understand you the way a mate should. I'll keep working until nothing stops me from connecting with you completely.”

      “You do like me,” she said with an almost bashful grin.

      “I do. Will you play for me?”

      “Right now?” Em asked.

      “Something you'd rather be doing?”

      “You, if we're being honest.”

      Thorne laughed, even as he rubbed at his red ears. “Your music puts my mind into focus.”

      “Like your art does?” Em asked. She turned and caressed the keys.

      “Better than my art. When I'm in my studio, it's like the emotions flow out—like I can pour anything excess out of my soul. Your playing settles everything that's left. It lifts the fog for a while.”

      Em leaned against him. “Is that why things were so different that night I puked?”

      “I don't think so. I think it helped, but I believe that night was our night. Fate planned it.”

      “Fate doesn't intervene, though, does She?”

      “No, but She knows what's up. It felt like that night was the night we were waiting for. Or, at least, I was waiting for.”

      “I said I'm sorry I didn't wait,” Em grumbled. She bumped him playfully.

      “I didn't mean that waiting. I meant the other kind of waiting. Like...for the next step in my life. I wanted to experience what my wolf has longed for—the part that would complete the circle.”

      “Man with woman and wolf with wolf,” Em said. “Grace had an experience like that with Lathan.”

      “So play for me, please. Let me experience what it's like to know you're mine.”

      Em smirked. “Yours, huh? You know I'm still gonna be me, right? I'll be as nosy and bossy and independent as ever. I'll keep making sex jokes, and I'll still wear pajamas when I go out to pick up food.”

      “I hope so.”

      “And I'll still tease you. And argue with you. I'm not changing for you.”

      “Have I asked you to?”

      “No, but I'm telling you in advance.”

      “Good. Keep me in line, woman.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “Then you can't change, either.”

      “I want to change a little. My training is important to me.”

      “I mean the other stuff. The big stuff. The sweaters and the dark, sexy looks and the tattoos and even the 'woman' thing, which I used to hate—but I now adore.”

      “I'll still be me. Maybe just a me who understands the world a little better. Is that good?”

      “It's good.”

      “Then stop stalling and play.”

      Thorne stood to make room for Em to use the bench. She played the same song she'd played before. The one he had recorded.

      The music swept over him the way it had before. He felt the clouds lift and the room came more fully into focus. Thorne boxed up all the gray emotions and began to sift through the things left behind. Curious anticipation mingled with a blissful calm. Thorne watched Em play. Her eyes were closed, and he closed his own, imagining the way she felt the music. He compared it to the way he felt about the song.

      The connection felt good, clear, and right.

      A silvery thread wove around the emotions in his mind. Now and then it turned pink or red. It pulsated with color and life, and he reached out to it, touching it and testing it.

      His eyes popped open.

      Love.

      Was it his? Or hers? Or both?

      Their feelings were strong enough, mutually, that they had made some amount of intent known to each other.

      But love?

      Thorne had assumed he would court Em. When she complained of bad dates, he could admit he'd considered what he would do better. He didn't want to miss out on the action of courting her—dating her and doting on her and spoiling her as lavishly as he could imagine. But a thought struck him and resonated as much as the deeper, fuller notes Em struck on the piano.

      He'd been courting her all along.

      Day by day, each argument and look and laugh that passed between them built up to an unintentional, but beautiful, relationship. A relationship that was now blossoming into full, abundant life.

      He would still give her all those things. He would court her forever. But he wanted to claim her now. His wolf demanded it. The night demanded it. His heart demanded it.

      He'd been so wrapped up in his thoughts; he didn't realize Em had stopped.

      She was looking at him with wonder. “Are you sending me all that?” she whispered.

      Thorne blinked his eyes open. “All what?”

      “The feelings. It's like I'm wrapped up in love.”

      Thorne took her hands and pulled her up. “May I claim you?” he whispered.

      “Of course,” Em told him. Her words sounded breathless. “In every way...but only if you want to.”

      She leaned in and kissed him. When she did, she nibbled his bottom lip.

      At first, the sensation was shocking, and Thorne wondered if she was messing with him. But when her tongue slipped out and slid over the place she'd nipped, soothing the swollen skin, he decided it was, indeed, intentional. It was also very nice.

      “I want to. In every way,” he said, breaking the kiss and tangling a hand in her hair. He wanted to take her—hell, he didn't know where. The sofa? The windowsill? The bed? The floor? All of those.

      “Right now?” she asked. She slid her arms leisurely around his neck. She was toying with him.

      “Fate, yes, woman. Please. How can you be so calm about this?”

      “That's fast, isn't it?”

      “You're teasing me? Right now? Fate. I've waited my whole life for you to come to me. Eighty-eight years is fast to you?”

      “Good point. But I'm serious. Do you want this to be fast or do you want it to be controlled? I can help control it.”

      Thorne paused and drew in a shaky breath. She was right. He wanted her desperately, but he didn't want to move so quickly that he couldn't remember what was happening.

      He trembled under her touch even as he shoved away the ache that was building. “You know me better than I know myself right now.”

      “You're not using your first brain,” Em said with a wink. She guided him to the sofa and pulled him down to sit with her. “We'll keep it simple. Easy. It's just us, and there's no pressure to get anywhere. We've got forever, right?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty-Nine

        

      

    
    
      Em tried to think of the last time she'd taken it slow with a man.

      She determined sexual candidacy within the first few minutes of a date. Most guys didn't make the cut. Those who survived the drinks or dinner usually got the boot before the deed could be done. Em was discerning in whom she bedded—but if she found a man worthy, she didn't bother to wait.

      Thorne was different. Thorne was extraordinary, and she wanted to do everything right.

      It was easier said than done when the wolf blood pounding in her veins made her yearn for her mate. She didn't experience the Fate stings wolves felt. She didn't have the ability to smell his emotions. And she certainly didn't share his capacity to feel them so deeply. All she knew was the primal urge to be close to him.

      That was something they shared.

      Thorne. A virgin.

      Em couldn't believe it—but when she considered the enthusiasm with which he approached mere kissing, she could see the truth.

      On the other hand, she felt equal enthusiasm about kissing him. The physical fun-loving side of her cheered on all thoughts of tearing through Thorne's black sweater and revealing his chestful of tattoos. The emotional side of her was reeling from the switch-up of being dead set against a wolf to feeling like her heart would die without him. This wolf—her wolf.

      “Thorne,” she murmured against his lips. She took the hand he'd crept up her thigh and moved it back down a few inches to more respectable territory.

      He pulled back and grumbled, “You're messing with me.”

      “A little.”

      “I like it.”

      “Good.”

      Em closed her eyes as Thorne trailed his fingertips over her skin. “I’m sorry it doesn't burn you when you touch me,” she said.

      “Why?” Thorne asked. He leaned back to study her.

      “Because you don't get the full experience.”

      “I'm having a very full experience, trust me.”

      “Is that a sex joke?” Em giggled.

      “Unintentionally. Kissing is nice.”

      Oh. Em withheld her surprise but knew he caught it when he rolled his eyes and swept his hair back.

      “Yeah, yeah, you were my first kiss, too. Get over it.”

      “I can't tease you about that. Your...” Em sat up. “Your first kiss? Really? In your whole life?”

      “I thought you said no teasing.”

      “I'm not teasing. I'm impressed. I'm also wondering what else you're naturally gifted at.”

      “Is that a sex joke?” he asked.

      “Intentionally,” Em said.

      “So I'm doing okay.”

      “No complaints.”

      He drew her back in.

      Em didn't know how long they stayed lost in each other. It wasn't until the pounding at the door broke through the romantic haze that she realized the rest of the world still existed.

      “What. The. Fuck.” Thorne sat back to glare at the door.

      Em clung to him. She didn't want to let go of the bliss they'd found. “It doesn't matter. They'll go away.”

      Thorne gave in and kissed her again before he jerked away at the sound of another loud bang. “It might be Lathan or someone. I haven't checked my phone.”

      “Me either,” Em said. “You're right. It might be about Morgan—”

      “Your lights are on. I know you're in there. Open up,” a voice interrupted from the other side of the door.

      “Shit! It's Asher,” Em whispered.

      Thorne sat all the way up, pulling Em with him. A possessive lupine rumble rose from his chest.

      “What the hell is he doing here?” Em whispered again. She straightened her clothes. Thorne did the same.

      Em was surprised, for a moment, that they were both still dressed. The kissing session had been so sweet and intimate she'd forgotten they weren't doing more.

      “I'll break the door down if I have to,” Asher called.

      “Is he always that much of an asshole?” Thorne growled. He gave Em a serious look, and she knew he was thinking of Morgan's situation because she was, too.

      “No. But he's about to get a real show from me if he doesn't leave.”

      “Careful, woman,” Thorne said. His dark grin told her he approved of whatever she did to get rid of the excess baggage.

      Em strode across the room, with Thorne trailing a few steps behind her, and unlocked the door.

      “It's about fucking time,” Asher snarled as she yanked the door open. Asher's eyes flashed when he saw Thorne standing behind her. Then he shouldered past Em into the room and crossed straight to Thorne. “What the fuck are you doing with my mate?”

      Em slammed the door. “What are you doing here, Asher?”

      He ignored her and puffed up at Thorne. “I asked you a question, wolf.”

      Thorne’s eyes flicked to Em once and he crossed his arms. He took on a confidence Em had never seen in him and he seemed to tower over Asher as he spoke in a venomous snarl. “Em broke the claim with you. You don't get to ask questions, and there's no reason for you to be here. Leave before I make you leave.” The hard look on his face was enough to make even Em shiver, but she saw the flicker of his fingers and imagined Thorne wished he was doing that anxious, tattoo-rubbing thing he did.

      “I thought you said you were happy you hadn't been condemned to mating a wolf,” Asher said to Em. He turned his hateful glare back on Thorne. “She didn't break the claim with me.”

      Em wondered what the hell she had ever seen in Asher. The sniveling sneer he wore grated her nerves.

      “Like hell I didn't,” Em said.

      Asher turned from Thorne and strode toward Em. “You told me you wanted to break it. I never accepted that action.”

      Em stared at him, dumbfounded. “I broke up with you. That's it.”

      “No, see. That's not it. Not in our world, gorgeous.” The way he said the nickname made Em's skin crawl. “Claims have to be formally withdrawn by both parties. Didn't you know that?”

      Em shot a glance at Thorne, and the look he gave her made her heart sink. She didn't know that. She didn't know any couples who had broken up during the time between claim and mating ceremony.

      Em squared her shoulders and put her focus back on Asher. She wished desperately for a pair of her heels and a sexy dress. She didn't feel as powerful in her sweats and t-shirt. “Then withdraw it. Formally. I'm done with you.” She lifted her chin and tried to stare him down.

      Asher scoffed and turned away. “Not gonna happen.”

      “Why the hell not?” Thorne asked. He had backed into the living room and was starting to look more like himself. Em didn't love the fact that his shoulders were slumped like he was accepting defeat.

      “I got fucking confronted by the Dissidents all because of my connection to her,” Asher yelled. He slung an accusatory finger in Em's direction. “I need protection. I'm not going to put myself in a position where any of my parents' enemies can get to me. If the Dissidents are willing to come to me about a human, they have enough at stake to come to me about my past.”

      “I don't get it,” Em said. “Wait—what? Why would they come to you about me? Why would they come after you about your past? Your parents are in jail.”

      “And while they've been in there, they've squealed like piglets at an all-you-can-eat buffet,” Asher said. “No one knew who I was or where to find me until I got mixed up with you. I wanted protection before because that's all I've ever wanted. Now I need it.”

      “Wait—wait.” Em cocked her hip and planted her hand on it. “You wanted protection before—”

      Asher's face flickered with the realization he'd said too much.

      Em pieced it together quickly. She was no amateur when it came to being nosy or picking out the essence of a bad date. It sucked that she'd seen the truth in Asher too late. She groaned. “You were right,” she said to Thorne. “He's an asshole.”

      Thorne didn't meet her gaze.

      “You came to my birthday party with a purpose, didn't you? The Black pack was your protection plan. You knew who I was, that I was unattached and that no member of the pack was eligible or of your persuasion. Were you snooping in my room? Were you waiting in there for me to show up?” Em glared at Asher until the shift in his face answered her questions.

      “Ohmigod. OhmiGOD! You were. And I gave you the perfect opportunity to pounce. I'm an idiot,” Em said.

      “It wasn't all bad, though, was it, gorgeous?” Asher said. His lascivious smirk was the spark that set Em ablaze.

      “You think you need protection from the Dissidents? You haven't even considered what fresh hell I will rain down on you if you try to force your claim on me,” she said. She strode over and got right in his face. “I can make every second of your life pure misery. Believe me. I'm good at it, and I enjoy it.”

      To her chagrin, Asher chuckled. “Oh, I have no doubt. You're already the reason I'm in deep shit, and now I'm stuck with you because I have nowhere else to turn.”

      “What about your tribe?” Em asked. She fought to keep the desperation out of her voice. She could feel Thorne's withdrawal like it was a physical absence—a hole in the room. A hole in her heart.

      “Ephraim has already spoken. He thinks I brought danger to our doorstep. For the good of the tribe, I'm out until I can make amends.” For the first time, Asher's angry facade cracked. Em saw the hurt he felt. He'd been abandoned by his parents. Now he was being abandoned by the only father figure he'd had.

      Em knew a thing or two about being abandoned, and she knew more than a thing or two about the fear and pain that caused. She was trying to think of a way to salvage things when Thorne spoke up.

      “Asher,” he said, “your claim is valid. For now. If I can come up with a way to give you adequate protection, will you let it go?”

      Asher appraised Thorne. Then he looked at Em. She saw the sparks in his eyes, and she concentrated on how much she cared for Thorne. She didn't want to lose him. She couldn't lose him. She would fight for him.

      “I don't see what you can do,” Asher said at last. “But if you can come up with something, I'll consider it.”

      Em sighed with relief, but she noted Thorne remained tense. He didn't touch her, but he turned, so his words were meant for her alone. “I need to go with him and work something out.”

      Em grasped Thorne's hand. “You won't hurt him, will you?”

      Thorne chuckled. “Of course not,” he said. Then he added, “Even as much as my wolf might want to. I'll call Riley—no, he's probably still gone. I'll call Fourt to watch over you. Please stay here and be safe. I'll come back to you soon.”

      “You're gonna solve this shit in one night?” Em asked.

      “Woman, I'll solve it in one hour if I can. I've had a taste of you. I'm not letting that go,” Thorne said, drawing her into his arms.

      “You just said my claim is valid. Keep your paws off her, pup,” Asher grumbled.

      Thorne scorched Asher with his gaze. Instead of releasing Em, he cupped her face in his warm hands. “I'm not leaving you,” he whispered, “I swear it. I'll be back. Please wait for me.”

      She swallowed down tears and nodded. “I'm yours,” she said.

      “We'll see,” Asher muttered.

      “You're one of a kind, aren't you?” Thorne growled as he pushed past Asher and led the way to the door.

      He gave Em one last look before he closed it behind them. He didn't see the fight Em put up against the desire to collapse into a heap on the floor.

      Em stood, motionless and emotionless, staring at the floor for a few minutes. She trusted Thorne to handle it. She trusted him to come back to her.

      But what would she do if he couldn't find a way to make Asher reject the claim?

      She cursed and wished she'd been forced to learn all the rules before she'd cheerfully jumped into Asher’s arms.

      “Well, that's what you get for being impulsive,” she told herself.

      A thought struck her.

      “Thorne's going to do it. He's going to find a way. And I'm going to show him I believe in him—in a way he'll never forget,” she said out loud.

      She flew across the room and grabbed her things, cramming them into her purse as she clutched her phone. She dialed on her way out the door.

      “Hey. Is everything okay? I'm almost to you,” Fourt said.

      “Yes. No. It's a wreck. I need a favor.”

      “Uh oh,” Fourt said.

      “I'll owe you anything. I don't care what it is,” Em pleaded.

      “That bad, huh?”

      “Only if you think it's bad to go against my real mate's wishes while he figures out how to give my fake mate the boot,” Em said.

      “Dammit, woman,” Fourt said, in a decent Thorne impression.

      “Pick me up on the curb,” Em said.

      

      “How do you know I know?” Fourt asked. His eyes darted all around the streets outside the car as they drove under the city lights.

      “Because that's Thorne's work,” Em said, jabbing a finger toward the new tattoo on Fourt's left forearm. “It's hot, by the way.”

      Fourt blushed, and for a second he looked like the kid who'd collapsed at the Black pack's door two years earlier. He'd grown up a lot since then, but glimpses of that boy showed through every once in a while. “Maybe I don't remember where it is,” Fourt said.

      “Maybe I don't owe you a favor.”

      “He'll kill me, Em.”

      “No. He'll be moody for a while. I'm the one he'll argue with, and I'll make it all better with sex. Promise.”

      “That's more than I needed to know. Ever.”

      “Please. Like you won't find some girl you feel that way about one day,” Em teased. Fourt flushed and adjusted his grip on the wheel. “Or you've already found her,” Em said.

      “Don't be nosy,” Fourt grumbled. “I'll take you if you get off that whole line of thought right now.”

      “Is that the favor?” Em asked.

      “No, you might owe me more than one, anyway,” Fourt retorted.

      “Whatever. Just get me there.”

      Em watched the streets turn darker and smaller as they headed away from town. Businesses and neighborhoods slid by. She was familiar with the area, but it wasn't a side of town she often visited. It buzzed with R & B energy, and she'd never felt like she belonged there.

      She squared her shoulders in the car seat and reminded herself she was someone's mate. Then she rolled her eyes—only she would be the kind of person not to know whose mate she actually was at that moment.

      Fourt slowed and eased the car into a pint-sized parking lot on the left. “This is it,” he said.

      “Well, if this doesn't work out, at least we can get doughnuts,” Em said, glancing with longing at the shop next door.

      She held tight to her resolve. If Thorne trusted this shop, she did too. Then again, Thorne wasn't susceptible to disease the way Em still was. This place looked like it was carrying about seventy different ways for her to die.

      Fourt was already out of the car and waiting for her. He glanced around them with nervous eyes as he offered a hand to help her out of the car.

      “Something wrong?” Em asked.

      “When I came with Thorne, the Dissidents had been here. Can't let my guard down.” He clenched his fists and shook his body like he was fighting back a wave of power from his wolf.

      The mohawked man on the stool by the door rose as they approached. “Back already?” he asked Fourt. He gave a slight bow of his head and put his arm across his chest in a greeting Em had never seen before. The actual color of his flesh was completely obscured by tattoos. When he lifted his unusual amber eyes to Em, his proud features rearranged into surprise. He glanced at Fourt and jerked his head toward the shop. “Better get her inside, pup.”

      Fourt herded Em into the shop without hesitation.

      Inside, music thumped, and the air smelled sexy and dangerous if air could have such a smell. Rows of poster mounts hung along the walls. Em let her eyes travel the pictures. There: a familiar design. And another. And a third. A dozen more. Even if Fourt weren't with her to tell her so, she'd have known this was the place.

      “Be right out,” a silken voice called from behind a beaded curtain.

      Em fished in her purse and pulled out the paper. Though Thorne had flattened it into her birthday package, it was still rumpled. Em scolded herself for ever having thrown the card in Thorne's face as she smoothed it out on the top of the counter.

      “Oh—” the woman who emerged from the curtain was tall and gorgeous with red-streaked black hair. She stopped in her tracks and looked at Em with mild curiosity and confusion.

      Fourt cleared his throat, and the woman's eyes shifted his way. Her face lit up with a huge smile, and Em wondered if this was Fourt's mystery crush.

      “How did it heal?” the woman asked, coming around the corner to reach for Fourt's arm.

      Fourt grinned as he stretched his arm out. “It's better than awesome,” he told her. Then he turned to Em. “Zara, this is Em. Em, Zara. The best tattoo artist ever.”

      “I'm human,” Em offered.

      “Uh, yeah,” Zara said. She tilted her head and studied Em for a moment before she offered a smile. “How can I help you?”

      Em pointed to the card on the counter. “Can you take this design, but put different letters in the middle?”

      Zara slid the paper away from Em and looked it over. Then she looked up with greater curiosity than before. “What did you have in mind?” she asked.

      “Hawthorne,” Em said, ready to spell it out.

      Zara's grin broadened. “I thought so.”

      “Can you do it?”

      Zara leaned over the counter and grabbed a pencil. “No problem. You sure you want the whole name?”

      “Definitely,” Em said. “And I want acid ink.”

      The pencil slipped out of Zara's hand.

      “It won't stay unless I do that, right?” Em prompted.

      “No, it won't stay if you go through a change after you get it.”

      “Then that's what I need.”

      Zara looked reluctant. She glanced at Fourt. “It costs. A lot. And you can't ever get it removed. It's not like a regular tattoo. Acid ink is made from dangerous magic. It mixes with your blood and becomes a part of you—forever.”

      “I can pay, and I need it to last forever.”

      Zara appraised her for long enough that Em felt sure she was about to get turned away. She was surprised to see, when she looked more closely, fireworks were shooting off in Zara's eyes. The woman was reading her. Em's confidence slid back into place. If Zara was looking into her soul, there was no question what she would find.

      Em wanted this more than anything. She wanted Thorne, and she wanted him to know it. Forever. No—as he would say: always.

      “Yeah,” Zara said at last. She smiled again. “Hell yeah. I can do it. I'll need a while to draw it out. You two come on back here.”

      She turned and led them through the beaded curtain into a small, open room.

      A mattress on the floor was covered with plush bedding and fabric hung from the ceiling, swathing the bed like a dreamy bohemian canopy. A dark purple love seat sat across from a desk where Zara flicked on a lamp.

      “You want a drink?” she asked over her shoulder.

      “I'm not thirsty,” Em said.

      “No. But you might want to be relaxed for this. It's bad enough for a nonhuman and you're—”

      “I want to feel it.” Em gave her the cockiest look she could manage, though the idea of pain was starting to freak her out a little. “If you're changing your mind—”

      “You might want that drink,” Fourt muttered from next to Em. He traced the limbs of the tree on his arm with a smile.

      “Fine,” Em said. “Give me a damn drink.”

      “Good call,” Zara said. She reached into a cabinet over the desk. Then, she placed a bottle and two shot glasses on the counter. “One for now,” she told Em, while she poured the bright yellow liquid. “We'll do another one when it's done.” Her eyes drifted to Fourt. “None for you. Someone has to be with it enough to get her home safely after this shit.”

      Fourt shrugged. Em had never seen him drink much.

      Em, on the other hand, gratefully accepted the shot and downed it.

      The unfamiliar alcohol dulled her immediately.
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      Thorne settled back in his usual seat at Ryes and Shine. Em's curtains were closed, of course. His blood heated at the memory of kissing her on her sofa. The thought of Em’s body tucked beneath him made him shift in his seat. He didn't want to be away from her.

      He glared at Asher, who seemed to be suppressing a panic attack. For once, Thorne's emotions were clear, and he could translate them. Asher's were pretty clear, too.

      “Tell me what I have to do to get rid of you,” Thorne said. He waved off the attention of the bar staff and trained his focus on Asher. Asher's eyes sparked with the power of his Sight. That was okay, Thorne thought. Two could play the mind-reading game.

      “You can't get rid of me,” Asher said, “unless you find someone better equipped to protect me.”

      “That's all you want? Protection?”

      “That's it.”

      “She's worth more than that,” Thorne said.

      “I don't know what to tell you,” Asher said, unrelenting.

      “When did the Dissidents approach you?”

      “Several times. The last was the other night, right after Emmeline left my tribe's home.”

      “When she broke things off with you?”

      Asher tipped his head in acknowledgment.

      “Would you have let her go if it weren't for that?” Thorne asked.

      Asher didn't respond. Asshole, Thorne thought. The guy would have held on to the claim regardless, to get what he could out of the connection.

      “They haven't approached Em or anyone in my family,” Thorne said. “Why did the Dissidents come to you about her? And don't feed me any bullshit. I have some Sight of my own.”

      Asher's eyes narrowed, but he didn't question Thorne. If he was a halfway decent Seer, he could pick up on the legitimacy of Thorne's threat.

      “The Dissidents want her watched. They've offered me a deal. You know they're big about keeping humans out of the gene pool,” Asher said, lowering his voice to keep their conversation private. “Em's closeness to your pack is a problem for them. They anticipate her being turned. While she's human, they won't do anything about it. They seem to have one or two threads of morality intact for now—not that I think it will last. The line between the human world and the R & B world is still preventing them from harming humans directly, though, at least for now.”

      “So what's the—” Thorne stopped and kicked his chair back. Below, he heard a familiar car and a familiar voice. When he looked over the railing, he spotted Em climbing into the passenger seat of Fourt's Mazda.

      Asher's chuckle irritated Thorne's wolf.

      “Well, she didn't promise she wouldn't leave,” Asher said.

      “She'll be back,” Thorne told him.

      “Are you sure about that?”

      “I know what kind of woman she really is,” Thorne said. “I'm her real mate. You're an asshole who wants to use her. Now tell me what deal the Dissidents offered you.”

      “If I mate with Em, the Dissidents will prevent anyone who might want revenge against my parents from getting to me. I don't know whether or not you're her real mate. I don't care. The fact is, I'm not her real mate, which means if she stays with me, she'll never be changed.”

      “And if she goes through an R & B change, the Dissidents will feel it's their right to take her down?” Thorne read between the lines.

      Asher's shrug made Thorne's wolf snarl. “I'll admit, their sense of righteousness is a little fucked,” Asher said, “but if I benefit from it, I won't complain.”

      “You don't love her.”

      “I love being alive and being safe,” Asher said.

      “So, what then? If you dismiss your claim on her, they'll kill you?”

      “They'll commit me to their service. I'll end up at their mercy—or that of someone whom my parents wronged. Torture and slavery are worse than death.”

      “Either way you're working for the Dissidents,” Thorne said. “Which means you'll never be safe from UNITY. You'll never be safe from my pack—especially me.”

      “Which is why I came to you,” Asher said. “Plus, she's not a bad kid. I'm not a saint, but I'd hate to see her get hurt.”

      Thorne sat back. His mind flicked to Em. Was something wrong? Why would she leave? Asher was right—she hadn't promised to stay put. “Don't give yourself too much credit. You're only using their threat to leverage better protection,” Thorne said.

      “I'm making myself the best deal,” Asher countered.

      “You would have gotten the best deal if you'd been honest in the first place,” Thorne told him. “The sad part is if Em had known you wanted protection, she would have done everything in her power to get that for you. That's the kind of woman she is. She is fiercely loyal and devoted to the people she cares for. You'd have been in the clear. Now you're elbow-deep in shit, no matter which way this goes.”

      “Unfortunately for you, the shit looks more manageable on the Dissident side.”

      “We'll help you,” Thorne said, automatically.

      “You speak for your pack?” Asher asked. His disdain was evident. “You're, what? The Third wolf? And there are two—well, three, if you count the slave—below you. Such a shame about him.”

      “True. Fourt was a slave. Now he's a free wolf, thanks to a member of my pack. We're a team, and we all work best when we stick together. So, yeah. I speak for my pack. And I'm telling you your best bet is not to piss us off. Every damn member of my pack loves Em. You hurt her, you're handing us the nails for your coffin.”

      Asher's confidence slipped. He glanced around them before he leaned forward again. “Then what do you suggest?”

      Thorne fell quiet. He put on the appearance of collecting his thoughts while he reached out with his mind to test Asher's emotional waters.

      Asher was desperate. Whatever he truly thought the Dissidents would do to him scared Asher shitless. It was best to keep him under the watchful eye of the pack—or at least of UNITY. Left to his own devices, Asher was likely to act irrationally. All in all, the Seer didn't seem like a bad person. He seemed like a guy who'd been dealt a bad hand.

      Thorne recognized he felt pity for the Seer, who had all that ability and no way to make it work for him. Thorne knew that feeling on a personal level.

      “I can work it out with my pack to provide you protection. We'll take you in.”

      Asher snorted. “That's it? You’d have me live under your roof with the woman I got to first? You trust her too much.”

      “You may have gotten to her first, but I'm getting to her last,” Thorne said. His wolf snorted with pride. Hell yeah. He was Em's last. Her last first kiss. Her last first date. Her last first night in bed. Her last everything. None of what had come before mattered to him.

      “The Dissidents offer more,” Asher said.

      “Then let me offer you this: the Dissidents have come against my pack twice, and they've lost against my pack twice. If you think we can't beat them again, then take their offer. Em might be stuck with you, but you'll be stuck with me. I'll hunt you down every single day for the rest of my life until I kill you or you release the claim.”

      Thorne's emotions were roiling. They swirled and swept into a thunderhead that portended a massive, volatile reaction. He gritted his teeth against the full feeling of crushing power.

      “You kill me, you kill yourself,” Asher said.

      His dismissive nonchalance irritated Thorne's very last nerve. “Without Em, I have nothing to lose,” Thorne growled. He reached over and grasped Asher's forearm. Through the physical contact, he unleashed every ounce of disgust he felt for Asher, along with every pure, brilliant bit of love he felt for Em.

      Asher jolted back in his seat, but Thorne held on. “You feel it, don't you?” he muttered, forcing a smile and trying to make the situation at their table look like a nothing more than a couple of buddies having a laugh. “That's what you'll be up against if you try to keep me away from her.”

      He released his grip without warning and Asher jerked his arm away, rubbing it. Thorne could see the dark hand imprint on Asher's flesh.

      Asher shoved back his chair and rose without speaking. He glared at Thorne again before he cursed and stormed toward the door that led downstairs, away from the bar.

      Though they'd ordered nothing, Thorne shoved a wad of cash into the tip jar as he jogged to follow Asher. He didn't have an answer. He couldn't let Asher leave.

      He caught up with Asher on the second flight of stairs. “What's your word?” he called. His voice echoed and bounced off the walls around the metal staircase. It reminded Thorne too much of the factory where Nicholas Snelgrove, the celebrated—but dead—figurehead of the current Dissident movement, had once held Grace captive.

      “My word?” Asher snarled. “I'm trading one bad future for another, either way I go. I need some time to figure out which future is worse.”

      “You're a selfish piece of work,” Thorne said.

      “And you're a monster,” Asher hissed.

      “I'm a man who chooses not to be a monster,” Thorne corrected. “You'd be wise to consider that I could choose differently in the time it takes you to decide to accept my offer.” The strength in his voice made him wish Sakinha were there to see it. He couldn't wait to tell his Trainer what he'd done. “If you agree to seek my pack's protection, you'll be at our home tomorrow night at seven o'clock. Don't be late. I've got dinner reservations.”

      Thorne watched Asher scamper down the remaining dark flights of stairs. He listened to Asher's footsteps fade until he heard the clank of the metal door to the outside below.

      He counted to ten, giving Asher a head start. Then he pulled out his phone as he raced down the stairs. Thorne had big plans for tomorrow, which meant he had shit to do for the rest of the night.

      

      Em fought back nausea as she fumbled for her keys.

      “Can I get that?” Fourt asked. He held out a key. She recognized the wolf keychain she'd given to him as a joke when he'd officially joined the pack.

      She stepped back and allowed Fourt to open her apartment door for her. He held it while she stumbled inside.

      “It's bad, huh?” he asked.

      She muttered an incoherent sound. She couldn't see anything. The tears she'd held in until they were in the car had flooded all her mascara into her eyes. “Waterproof, my ass,” she tried to say. It came out in a garbled groan. She bumped down the hallway, blindly feeling for the doorway to the bathroom. She hissed and winced at the movements it took to wash her face. With her right hand, she snagged the towel and blotted her eyes dry.

      Her left arm was on fire.

      She peeked around the edge of the towel. Not that she could see the tattoo. It was covered. She was checking to see if she still had an arm. It felt like the bone was melting off at the shoulder joint.

      Her phone rang in the distance. The living room had never seemed so far away.

      Em slumped against the door and leaned her head out. “Can you get that?” she called to Fourt, pleased to find she was capable of a few real words.

      He brought the phone, outstretched, down the hall. “Do you want me to?” he asked.

      It was Thorne.

      Em groaned but took the phone. “Hey!” she managed. Her voice sounded foreign. “Where are you?”

      “On my way to you—which means I need to know where you are.”

      “Home,” Em said.

      “I saw you leave with Fourt hours ago, woman.”

      “I'm back. I told you I'd be here, didn't I?” Em asked innocently.

      Thorne sighed, but his voice bore no displeasure. He sounded relieved and grateful. “Something like that. Don't move. I'll be right there.”

      He ended the call, leaving no room for her to argue. Em gave Fourt a look. “If you don't want to get caught in the middle, you'd better go now,” she said.

      “You're sure you don't want me to wait?” Fourt asked.

      “That's sweet. And brave. But you know how Thorne and I argue.”

      Fourt nodded and jogged down the hall. Em heard him lock the front door behind him.

      She clung to the doorjamb and looked frantically for something else to cover herself. The long, white wrap job was pretty obvious. Why had it seemed like a good idea? She felt like a desperate, crazy woman. A tattoo of him? On her arm? Where the whole world could see it?

      It was drastic and dramatic in a way she’d thought she was starting to grow out of—a little.

      Her vision doubled from the pain, and she tugged her silk robe from the hook on the bathroom door.

      Nausea broke over her as she slid the robe on. She fell to her knees with only enough sense to lift the lid before she vomited spectacularly into the toilet.

      Between the pain, vomit, and shame, tears broke loose and Em sobbed. The sound echoed up from the toilet bowl, but she couldn't back away. Her stomach twisted with the promise of another round.

      “Well, at least I know it's not my fault this time,” Thorne said from the doorway.

      “Nooo,” Em moaned, shaking her head to send him away. The motion prompted her stomach to react, and she retched again.

      Before she could wave him off with her limp, aching left arm, Thorne was on his knees beside her, using his hands to scoop her hair away from her face. “What's wrong?” he asked her.

      “Nothing,” she tried to say. The sound was a strangled sob.

      “Woman,” Thorne soothed. “Why are you freaking out? Things are going to be fine. Trust me, okay?”

      “Nooo,” Em moaned again.

      “Then don't trust me. I'm still here—” He drew in a sniff and Em sobbed at the thought of how offensive vomit must be to his wolf's senses.

      “You smell,” Thorne said.

      “Gee, thanks,” Em muttered. She laid her right arm over the rim of the bowl and sobbed into her robe.

      “I know that smell,” Thorne said.

      “The puke?”

      “The ink.”

      Em tried to muster a scoff but emitted another groan instead.

      Then Thorne's hands were on her. He was feeling her. She recognized the sensation of him reaching out to her emotions. It was like he was tasting her pain.

      “Oh, Emmeline,” he whispered. She saw him squeeze his eyes shut. “Oh, Fate, woman. Where is it?”

      “What?” she tried one last ruse.

      “Don't fuck with me,” he pleaded. “The tattoo. Where is it?”

      “I don't—”

      “I'm dead serious. Don't argue right now. I've got enough of them that I damn well know the smell of acid ink, and I can feel the pain you're in.”

      “I don't want you to see it,” she admitted, lifting her head though she was conscious of the fact that she was probably covered in vomit.

      Thorne's eyes softened, and he rubbed his hand over her back in gentle circles. “I want to take care of you. Let me help with the pain.”

      Em gazed at him through unfocused eyes, seeing almost two of him. The embarrassment and silliness she'd felt began to slip away. He'd said things were going to work out. He was here. He'd even touched her toilet water hair.

      “You still like me,” she whispered.

      Thorne laughed with disbelief. “Did you think I wouldn't?”

      “No. Yes. I don't know.”

      “Typical Em. Those emotions are everywhere.”

      “No joke.”

      “Are you going to puke again?”

      “I don't think so,” Em said. Then she gasped. “Ohmigod!”

      “What?” Thorne looked alarmed.

      “My face!”

      “What's wrong with your face?!”

      “I'm not wearing any makeup!”

      Thorne's eyebrows crept up. “Seriously? That's what you're worried about? Not the, you know, poison you've got working through your system from the tattoo. Not the puke in your hair. You're upset about lipstick.”

      “There's not puke in my hair!” Em shrieked. She didn't know whether to grab her hair or leave it alone. Did she want puke hands?

      Thorne laughed out loud. Em narrowed her eyes with realization.

      “You're teasing me!” She wanted to pinch him or tickle him or something, but her arm was still on fire.

      “I've seen you without makeup before, woman,” Thorne said. He went up on his knees to get the towel from the edge of the sink. He wet it and then reached for her with his free hand. He guided her back to sit, slowly and gently, then he stretched his legs on either side of her, tucked her chin into his palm and began to wipe her face.

      “You have not,” she argued, staying still while he worked.

      “I have, too.”

      “When?”

      “When Grace died. You came to the house in your sweats. No makeup or anything.”

      “That's the only time,” Em said. She always wore makeup. Putting on a fresh face was the first thing she did when she woke, and she usually didn't bother to wash it off before bed. She felt it was one of her worst habits, but then a lady never knew when her apartment might catch fire in the night and a sexy fireman would come to put it out. She liked to be prepared.

      “Yeah. That's the only time.” Thorne pulled the washcloth away to check her out.

      “But you remember it.”

      “I remember everything about you. I didn't know you had these little freckles until that night,” he murmured. His thumb slid over her damp cheek. “I still remember the dress you wore the first time I met you—and you know what kind of impression you made on me then. Even when I didn't want you to be, you were stuck in my head.”

      Em sighed and shrugged the sleeves of her robe down.

      “Woman, now isn't the time,” Thorne said with a gentle laugh.

      “No...here,” Em said. She nodded down at her covered left arm.

      Thorne looked at her. “You sure?”

      She lifted her arm, with only one major wince, to offer it his way. “Zara said it's different from a human tattoo. The cover can come off whenever I want. Or I can leave it on. Forever, maybe, if I'm too ashamed to remove it.”

      “If Zara did it, there's nothing to be ashamed of,” Thorne said.

      “I'm not ashamed of the original artist either,” Em said. She found her resolve and nodded again at the covering. Then she froze. “Wait,” she said. “Pass me my mouthwash first.”

      Thorne let out an adorably frustrated growl before he reached up and grabbed the mouthwash bottle from the edge of the sink.

      He passed it her way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Forty-One

        

      

    
    
      Thorne took great care in reversing the wrap job Zara had done on Em. Every brush of his fingers over Em's skin brought him another rush of pain. He would have liked to imagine, just for himself, it was what Fate stings might feel like. He knew better, though. Everything he was getting was from Em.

      When he had the edges free, he gave her one last questioning look.

      She was swishing mouthwash around like it was normal for them to be sitting on her bathroom floor in the aftermath of major drama.

      It was kinda normal, now that he thought about it.

      With her mouth full of mouthwash, Em mumbled out, “Don't look.”

      He turned his head away as she spit the mouthwash into the toilet. She flushed it and let the lid fall with a loud crack.

      “Okay. I'm ready,” she said. Sure, she was all attitude, but her eyes were wary like she was afraid he was going to take off.

      He eased the bandage away to look at the soft, pale skin on the inside of Em's forearm.

      His wolf—the same one he had tattooed on himself—was there, only it was his name making up the swirls of the wolf's fur.

      He wondered how much sweat Zara had poured into getting it right. Their mutual respect for each other as artists told him he would get a talking to the next time he went to her shop.

      Huh. When would he need Zara's services again? The idea of going to her for relief seemed foreign and forgotten.

      “Well, say something,” Em commanded.

      Thorne re-settled the bandage and rewrapped it. “It needs to be covered for a little while longer,” he said.

      “That's it?” Em asked. The telltale lift of her left brow warned him against much more teasing.

      “Give me some credit. It's one area of expertise where I've got you beat,” he said with a wink. He stood, then leaned down and hooked his arms around her. He lifted Em and carried her from the bathroom, kissing her temple as he placed her down on the sofa. Then he stood back, unbuttoned his fly and unzipped his pants.

      “I thought you said it wasn't time,” Em teased feebly.

      “It's not, so keep your hands to yourself,” he said. Her eyes widened when he slipped his fingers into the edge of his pants and pulled the right side down enough for her to see only the design there.

      “Are you freaking serious?” she blurted. She looked up at him, then back to the tattoo. “Ohmigod—when?!”

      “The night of your party,” Thorne said.

      He pulled his jeans back up and fastened them. Em eyed his skin before she gave him a pout that almost made his willpower slip.

      Almost.

      “The night of my party? Hawthorne Black! I am shocked and offended!”

      “No you're not,” he said, noting the sparkle in her eye.

      “I am shocked—but I'm not offended. I didn't get a good enough look,” she said.

      “Pay more attention next time,” he said. “Right now, you need an ice pack and some food.”

      He felt Em's eyes on him as he crossed the kitchen.

      “You got pizza,” she said, seeing the boxes on the counter for the first time.

      He snagged plates from the cabinet. Spying her cake, he got a knife and fork out, too. “I did.”

      “For us?” Em asked.

      “Who else, woman? I thought we could end the night on a more normal note.”

      “Like a date?”

      “A first date with lame food in your living room? No. I can do so much better than that. This is just like any other night,” he said. “We'll do the date tomorrow.”

      “I'd like a night where I don't throw up in front of you,” Em said.

      Thorne bagged some ice from her freezer and wrapped a towel around the pack. “If I'm honest, I'd like that, too.”

      “Jerk,” Em muttered with a grin.

      “I come bearing gifts,” he told her. He toted the food and ice pack over.

      “I just come,” Em said.

      “Whatever you want. As long as you eat first.”

      

      Em sank into the depths of her comfy sofa. She was full and happy and had almost forgotten the pain in her arm.

      Thorne took the cake plate from her.

      “That was the last of it,” she said with a mournful smile.

      “I can't believe you kept it that long,” Thorne said. “It wasn't the end of cake, though. You've got me to make cake for you whenever you want it.”

      Em rose on unsteady feet to help with the last of the pizza.

      When the kitchen and living room were clean, she and Thorne stood, leaning against opposite counters in the kitchen. It was late and the events of the evening hung heavy between them.

      “Can we stay here tonight?” Em asked. She kept her eyes above his belt. She knew from the way he shifted his hips that he was more than a little excited about the idea. She still wouldn't mind another peek at that tattoo. She wouldn't mind bombarding him with questions about why he'd gotten it when he'd gotten it—and why he'd gotten it where he'd gotten it. She'd like to explore to see if Zara had gotten any closer to her man than that, too.

      She mentally patted Impulsive Em on the head and sent her packing for the night.

      “Yeah. I'd like that,” Thorne said.

      Em took his hand, but rather than dragging him down the hall and climbing him like a ladder, she strolled, shoulder to shoulder with him.

      

      “Okay, you can turn around,” Em said.

      Thorne's ears were bright red when he turned his head on the pillow.

      “Did you sneak a peek?” she asked.

      “No. I could hear you, though.”

      “You're a prude,” she teased.

      “I'm a male,” he said. “Everything about me tunes into my mate when her clothes are coming off.”

      “I've never been so decent around a guy I was sharing a bed with. Oh. Well, that's the kind of thing you probably shouldn't say to the guy you're kinda marrying.”

      Thorne's lips twitched with a smile.

      Em was stunned at the shyness she felt around him. Since when had she been the kind of girl who didn't love to strut out her nicest lingerie?

      She mentally patted herself on the back for not having given Asher a fashion show of that sort, even if she had—at one time—intended to.

      It felt strange to climb into bed in real pajamas with a man, but when Thorne opened his arms to her, she didn't hesitate. She leaned away only long enough to turn the bedside lamp off.

      “Get your arm in a good spot,” Thorne said.

      Em wiggled around until she found a position that was bearable. Then she settled, and he wrapped himself around her, reaching across to nestle a fresh ice pack against her skin.

      “Good?” he asked. His breath caressed her neck.

      “Mmm hmm,” she murmured.

      “Relax and let me take the pain away.”

      Thorne twined his fingers with hers and took a deep breath.

      The sensation was slow-building. At first, it was little more than a gentle breath teasing the edges of the pain. The longer Thorne held her close and kept his hand curled around hers, the more relief she felt.

      “Is it helping?” he whispered.

      “It feels like you're healing me,” Em said.

      Thorne chuckled. “It doesn't work that way, but I'm glad it feels good. If you want it to heal up, we can always ask Riley to knock you out.”

      Em snorted. “You're the only man I want touching me.”

      Quiet settled over them.

      “Do you think things will work out tomorrow?” Em asked.

      “I hope so.”

      “Can they keep us apart?” she whispered.

      Thorne drew a deep breath. “Yes and no. They can if we let them, but we don't have to let them. There are ways we can make it work.”

      Em squeezed her eyes against the tears that tried to come. The very thought of being separated from Thorne made her heart squeeze. “I was afraid to care for you because I was hung up on the idea of a wolf leaving me. Now I've got you, and it will be my fault if someone gets in the way.”

      Thorne stroked her palm with his thumb. “Don't blame yourself. And don't worry. We're two halves of a whole. No one can force us apart.”

      Em turned her lips to his. Need possessed her as she kissed him. The fire in her arm was gone, but the fire in her blood was growing.

      Thorne moaned against her and pulled his hand from hers to cup her jaw. His long fingers brushed her hair, and he held her close, prolonging the kiss.

      He broke away from her with panting breaths. “Fate—woman—I've got to stop.”

      “Why?” Em offered the whiny complaint, and Thorne shook his head with a laugh.

      He pressed softer, innocent kisses to her forehead, cheeks, and nose. “I think I'm in love with you,” he murmured against her hair.

      Impulsive Em kicked the door in and strutted to center stage, ready for the line she'd been preparing to sing from the moment Thorne had waltzed into her life. “I think I'm in love with you, too,” she said.

      “Get some sleep,” he told her.

      She started to bristle.

      He curled even closer around her, cocooning her in his bare-chested warmth. “I know you want more. I do, too. But you're safe in my arms for now. We don't know how tomorrow will end. Give me this night. If it's the only one I get like this, it's enough. I'll still be here in the morning, and I'll still love you then. But I'm too drained from giving you my emotions and too overwhelmed from taking yours in. All the unknowns have me at the peak of anxiety, and my control is tenuous—at best. Right now, I don't trust my own body to accomplish all the things I want to do to you. Not the way you deserve to experience them. So, please. Please let me hold you and feel you safe and soft in my arms.”

      

      “I can't believe I'm leaving this guest room,” Em said. “It doesn't feel right, does it?”

      “I can move in here if you want,” Thorne said. He was standing in the doorway, torn. He wanted to stay with Em. He needed to bust ass on getting Asher squared away. “My room has more space for—uh—all your stuff.”

      “Tactful,” Em said over her shoulder. She smiled and crossed to him. “Go. Get that asshole out of our lives. I'm trusting you to do it, but if you really won't let me help, then you've got to handle it before I dive back in and take up the reins.”

      She looked down and stroked the edges of the tattoos that wrapped around his wrists.

      Thorne shuddered against her. “My wolf is on edge as it is, woman. Don't tempt him out, or this will never be finished.”

      She stuck her tongue between her teeth at him, and he wanted to claim her mouth just to feel the sweetness of her tongue against his own.

      He let loose the rumble his wolf produced and shook his hair back. “This isn't over,” he said, sweeping a kiss against her lips.

      He turned and marched from the room to make his way to the first pack meeting he'd ever requested.

      By the time Thorne got downstairs, the pack was ready and waiting. He fought his wolf, who tried to scuttle in the opposite direction. “Come on,” he commanded mentally. “It's just an alpha and a queen. They're still your family.”

      Lathan was leaning against the wall by the back door. Avery was kicked back in one of the kitchen chairs, giving the simple seat the appearance of a throne.

      The rest of the pack was spread around the room looking antsy, except for Blaze who was snoozing in the sun that spilled across the floor.

      “We're all here,” Lathan said, opening the conversation. He didn't smile.

      So...not much improvement in the minor conflict there, Thorne noted. He could hear Em in his head saying, “Seriously not a great start.”

      Thorne cleared his throat, and even though his role in the pack dictated he should lower his head to the wolves above him, he fought the urge. “I would like to put a claim on Em, and she is willing to accept.”

      Reactions rippled across the room before Lathan cleared his throat. “I'm going to guess there's more than that,” Lathan said.

      Thorne shoved his hair back. “Asher didn't release his claim on Em when she dismissed hers from him.”

      “Does that matter? Grace asked.

      “Oh, honey,” Avery said.

      “It matters,” Riley chimed in as Reegan said, “It's got to be mutual.”

      “What does that mean, mate? For Em, that is,” Ren said.

      “It means Asher wants something,” Diesel guessed.

      Thorne nodded. “He wants protection.”

      “From us?” Fourt asked.

      “Wait—from us or from us? It's very different, you see,” Ren pointed out.

      “Either way,” Thorne said.

      “Oh for Fate's sake. Everyone shut up so he can tell us the whole story,” Avery said.

      The room fell silent.

      Grace caught a surreptitious hold on Lathan's arm to keep him from stepping forward to address Avery's command over his pack.

      Avery, sensing the tension, said, “Sorry, Lathan. But this one falls under big picture items.” She pointed to her head. “Imaginary Magistrate crown. Keep up.”

      A few laughs broke the tension. Lathan stepped back, looking more like a brother and less like a boss.

      Avery returned her attention to Thorne, and every eye swept back to him.

      Thorne breathed in, centered himself, and launched into the explanation Asher had given.

      When he was done relaying the entirety of his meeting with Asher, the room was quiet.

      Then all hell broke loose. Everyone began talking at once, and Thorne only caught snippets of speech. The cacophony was enough to send him reeling, and his immediate reaction was to shut down and retreat. He ground his teeth together and reached into his mind to slow everything down. He snatched emotions as they came to him and read them as fast as he could. The more he did it, the more quickly the thoughts and feelings processed.

      The picture he painted of their responses was a surprise.

      The pack was incensed on Em's behalf—and ready to do whatever he requested. Him.

      The Third wolf, with no real talents or skills.

      They must love his bacon.

      Or maybe they valued him.

      He swayed on his feet and glanced over when he felt a hand catch his elbow.

      Fourt grinned and shoved Thorne in the direction of a chair.

      “I'd like to get my hands on him one good time,” Diesel said. “Treating Em like she's his meal ticket, and fucking with my brother's future? I can't be here when this jack wagon shows up.”

      Avery gave a devilish grin. “I wonder if I could get Aveleiyn to put one of her vamp boys over him. I bet he'd love having a male vamp present him every time he wants to show his ass in public.”

      Reegan was crouched by the swings where Rose and Dahlia were watching the exchange with interest. She attempted to cover the twins' ears, but the curse words were flying too fast for her to keep up.

      “We can joke all we want, but we have to do it,” Grace said. Her voice cut above the rest. “Em is already a part of this pack. I don't think any of you would argue about that. I want her here. Thorne wants her here—”

      “We all want her here,” Lathan said, “don't we?”

      The pack voiced agreement.

      “Then my mate is right. We might hate the guy and this situation might not be ideal—at all”—he gave Thorne a look that made Thorne's wolf cower—“but Em's our pack mate. We've got to do everything in our power to keep her that way. Especially if you three ever want to mate,” he said nodding at their unmated siblings.

      “Em's room will be free, if he has to move in,” Fourt said. He sounded like the idea was about as appealing as inviting a killer clown to a kid's party.

      “Bloody hell. Does he have to?” Ren asked. “That won't be awkward at all. You and Em in your love nest while he's living in her old room.”

      “I don't love it,” Thorne said.

      “Too bad you don't have an option,” Lathan said.

      “Get the bug out of your ass,” Thorne muttered.

      “You wanna try that again?” Lathan asked, raising his voice.

      “Oh come on. Get over it,” Riley said stepping between them. “Thorne defied your order, the same way any of us would have if you were interfering with our love lives. That's how it works. The rest of us will have to do it when our time comes, so you might as well suck it up.”

      To Thorne's surprise—and as a reminder that he might never fully understand emotions—Lathan tossed his head back and laughed out loud. “Alright, alright,” Lathan said when he caught his breath. “Thorne, I hope you're ready to deal with the guy living here. I agree with Ren. That won't be awkward at all, especially not when you have to tell Em about it.”

      Lathan's grin said all was forgiven—mainly because he felt like Thorne was getting what he deserved for his rash actions.

      Thorne grinned back, thinking the joke was on Lathan. Thorne was willing to suffer any punishment if it meant taking Em as his mate.
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      Em paced around the bedroom. She'd stuffed her clothes and shoes into her suitcases. She'd used a few laundry baskets Thorne had brought her to house the rest of her belongings. The only thing left was the pile of birthday gifts she still hadn't opened.

      She wondered who had carried them upstairs to put them on the coffee table by the TV. Someone who believed she would return. The thought warmed her, though she was anxious about Thorne's family meeting downstairs. She thought she'd heard yelling, but she'd promised him—distinctly—that she wouldn't snoop.

      She picked up one of the presents. It was wrapped in iridescent white paper. The tag read, “To Emmeline from The Crown Congregation”. Em smiled. Aveleiyn gave unusual gifts, as Em had seen others receive. Curiosity took over, and she slipped her thumb under the paper. Inside, she found an equally white box.

      She opened the lid to discover three sachets. The thin material was white with a gold sheen. A potent fragrance wafted out of the first pouch. It smelled like black jelly beans. Em untied the palm-sized bags and peeked inside them. Each contained a different variety of musty, dried-looking leaves.

      “Unusual gifts might be an understatement,” Em muttered as she tied the bags back up and returned them to the box. Hoping for clues, she flipped open the little card that accompanied them.

      Inside, she found tidy, old-looking writing. It had the appearance of being penned with a quill and fresh, blood-red ink. Em shuddered at the possibility the vampire had written with actual blood.

      “Those who are cursed to see what the future holds must rely on the blessing of those who choose what to do with it.”

      Em read the card over twice. “That's it? That makes no sense, Aveleiyn. Ugh.”

      She tossed the box aside and opened another. This one was from Grace's parents, Chris and Allie.

      “That's more like it,” she said. She pulled the top off the black cut-glass bottle and spritzed a bit of perfume on her wrist. She gave her arm a wave in the air, hissing at the pinpricks of pain she felt. She needed to check her tattoo. She sniffed the perfume. It smelled like... “Birthday cake!” she laughed out loud. “Ohmigod. I need to call them right—”

      The door burst open and swung back, crashing into the wall behind it. Thorne strode into the room, locked his arms around Em and moved her back until they bumped into the wall outside the bathroom door.

      His kisses were sweet, scorching, and overwhelming in the best way.

      He growled against her mouth and moved again, tumbling them into the bathroom. Without turning on a light, he hooked her under her thighs and hoisted her onto the counter.

      Em locked her legs around him and gave in to the passion and fire that consumed them.

      Thorne's hands moved down to cup her ass, and he dragged her flush against him. The hot, thick bulge of his length against her made her gasp.

      Thorne broke the kiss but didn't pull away. He buried his head against her neck and panted heavy, heated breaths across her skin.

      “Is this a good sign or a bad sign?” Em whispered.

      “It's all worked out. The only thing we need is for Asher to agree. If he keeps his end of the deal and releases his claim, we can be together.”

      “That's a big 'if'” Em said, drawing back, though she could only see him a little in the ambient light from the bedroom.

      “But my family is behind me,” Thorne said.

      His surprise twisted Em's heart.

      “Hawthorne,” she murmured, stroking his hair. “Did you think they would abandon you?”

      She felt the bob of his head when he swallowed. He stayed curled against her, and she felt—for once—like he was drawing strength from her. “I caused the problem. I would deserve the punishment.”

      “When in the world did you get the idea that you're responsible for any of this? The Asher thing is my fault for acting impulsively. And your pack is your family. They don't leave you. They love you.”

      “But you didn't want to love me because you thought a wolf left you,” Thorne said.

      Em tightened her arms around him. “That was just another in the long line of misunderstandings that led me away from you. Even if that had been the case, I should have been able to see that a man left me. And I wasn't swearing off men.”

      She stroked his hair again. “You're part of what glues this pack together. You have to see that. They jumped at the chance to rally around you.”

      “Around us,” he said.

      “That's because you're a part of us,” Em said. “I'm willing to bet they saw what they would lose if they lost you, and it reminded them they need you here.”

      “Maybe one day I'll believe it,” he said.

      “You'll have to. Or you'll have to listen to me nagging you about it forever.”

      He caught her fingers and lifted her hand to plant a kiss in her palm. “You smell like cake.”

      Em laughed. “Chris and Allie. They whipped up one of their original scents for me, for my birthday.”

      “It smells better than that stuff Grace wears.”

      “I like hers.”

      “Gross,” Thorne said. “Shit shit shit. Don't tell her I said so.”

      Em laughed and tugged his hair. “I'll keep it quiet, I swear.”

      Thorne caressed her wrist. “How does your arm feel?”

      “Better. Will you check it for me?”

      Thorne caught the back of her head with his other hand and tucked her against his chest, shielding her eyes. “Lights on,” he said, flipping the switch.

      She blinked at the brightness that still snuck in around the protection of Thorne's sweater. When her eyes adjusted, she sat up and held her arm out for his examination.

      He peeled the cover away. “You heal fast?” he asked.

      “I mean, little cuts and stuff go away quick.”

      “Your wolf blood,” Thorne said. He took her hand and stretched her arm out to check her over. “It looks good. Mine usually look like this after an hour or so. You're definitely healing faster than a normal human would.” He made a face. “You're tough. Acid ink makes me feel.”

      “Oh, I felt,” Em said with a laugh.

      “Why would you do this? I mean...I'm not complaining. And it's fucking crazy that we both got the same thing.”

      “Fate,” Em said.

      “You think?”

      “Duh.”

      “Huh.” Thorne let his eyes trace the letters of his name on Em's skin. “But why?”

      “I wanted you to know I believed in you before you succeeded,” Em said.

      Thorne beamed at her. “You give me too much credit,” he said, reining in the smile.

      “I have to because you don't give yourself enough,” she told him. She caught a handful of his soft sweater and pulled him close again.

      “Admit it,” he murmured, tracing her jaw with his fingertip before he gave her a mischievous grin. “You wanted to stick it to Asher if I didn't succeed, too, right?”

      Em pouted at him, but she couldn't hold the face when he looked at her with those deep, dark eyes. “It wouldn’t hurt if it happened as a natural side effect, would it?”

      Thorne laughed, and Em let the rumble of it soothe her.

      “It's getting close to time,” she said at last. “I feel like I'm awaiting a death sentence or a pardon.”

      “That's not dark at all,” Thorne said. He swept his hair away from his face. Em forced sadness out of her mind. She wouldn't allow herself to consider that it might be the last time she saw him do that while she was his. “Hey,” he whispered. He caught her chin and drew it back so he could look into her eyes. “It's going to work out. And then I'm going to take you to dinner. And then we're going to bed. Focus on that.”

      “If I focus on the bed part of that, I'll never get anywhere,” Em told him, mustering her wits. “I'll just sit here, touching myse—”

      “Woman,” Thorne growled. He backed his hips away from her.

      “Please. Like it can get much harder than that?” she pointed blatantly at the rod-like bulge in his jeans.

      Em felt an uncharacteristic blush swath her face when Thorne gave her a full-on cocky-as-hell grin. “Actually, yeah. It can, and it does. So, think about that while you get ready for our first date.”

      Then he pressed a chaste kiss to her lips and swaggered out of the room.

      

      A knock sounded at the door as Em was putting her shoes on. Em's heart didn't leap. The sound was too light for Thorne's heavy hand. “Come in,” she called.

      Reegan ducked in, looking a little bleary-eyed.

      “Are you okay, sweetie?” Em asked, motioning Reegan over.

      “Not entirely,” Reegan said. “I think I come bearing bad news.”

      Em's stomach dropped. “Did you hear something about Asher?”

      Reegan gasped. “Oh dear! No! I didn't mean to put it that way. Nothing about Asher—well—it is, but it's more something Thorne told us Asher said.”

      Em frowned.

      “What if the Dissidents really are willing to attack you once you change?”

      “They can try, but I doubt they'll get very far. I can protect myself, and the pack can help.”

      Reegan nodded but looked like she wanted to say more.

      “Has something bad happened?” Em asked.

      Reegan picked at the hem of her oversized shirt. “Things are getting worse in the universe,” she said after a stretch of silence. “I have this awful, gut-twisty feeling about you going through the change.”

      Em wanted to blow the concern off, but Reegan looked so grave and concerned. “Poor Thorne,” Em muttered, thinking of exactly what he'd told her to think of.

      Reegan heaved out a breath. “I think I found a way to prevent it,” she said. “There are these legends about a technique women used against dominant males in the ancient days when slavery was still allowed. Brave wolf mothers who birthed human daughters in that time taught them the remedy and sent them away. I thought it was a myth, but Riley mentioned something about wolf extraction with his contact. The one we took your cousin to”—she waved her hand to move past the tangent—“and anyway, it got me thinking. So, I did some research, and I came up with the old formula for the change prevention.”

      “Formula? Like I have to take some ancient drugs?” Em asked.

      “Think of it like you would birth control,” Reegan said. Her shoulders dropped. “That's awkward. Um...it's just some stuff you'd take every day to slow your aging and extend your life until it's safe for you to change. Wolf-control.”

      Em gave a helpless laugh. “Wolf-control? You couldn't come up with a better name than that?”

      Reegan's smile proved the tension was lighter, if not broken. “Sure, but I don't think you're fluent in the ancient wolf tongue. It would mostly sound like barks and growls to you.”

      “What do I have to do?” Em asked.

      “Well, you might have to put off sex for a while. If you have any intent, at all—I mean, you know what happened with Grace and Lathan. With your wolf blood, it could happen early like that.”

      “Put off sex,” Em said. “Again I say poor Thorne.”

      Reegan gave a bashful grin and tucked her hair behind her ear. “Not forever. Only until I can get my hands on the three herbs I need to mix the formula. They're rare. The notes I read said the wolf women used to trade with vampires for them. Aveleiyn might have a connection but, if not, I should be able to make contact with someone through the Healer network. One of my Trainers, maybe.”

      Em groaned and went to the coffee table. “How many times is Aveleiyn going to help us before she's an official member of this pack?” she asked. She grabbed the white box and passed it to Reegan. “I'm willing to bet my car that these are the herbs.”

      Reegan opened the box and peeked inside. She sniffed the sachet that reminded Em of licorice. “Coincidence?” she asked when her eyes lit up.

      “I can't begin to imagine it is,” Em said. “There's something about that vampire we don't know.”

      “Everyone has secrets. Some are more powerful than others,” Reegan said. She glanced at the clock on the dresser. “I've got work to do. I'll meet you downstairs.”

      

      “You look like a bounty hunter,” Reegan marveled as Em reached the bottom of the stairs.

      “Do bounty hunters wear little black dresses?” Em asked.

      “Undercover, maybe,” Reegan said. She crossed and reached for Em's hand. Em was surprised to feel something slim slip into her fingers as Reegan tugged her into the room. “It's sexy. I want a tattoo.”

      “No,” Riley said.

      Their other brothers agreed.

      “You guys can't shield me from everything, you know,” Reegan said. She leaned toward Em and whispered out of the corner of her mouth, “Take one tonight, if you think you're going to—you know. Then one every morning. I'll make sure I can get a steady supply, even if I have to grow the plants myself.”

      Em squeezed Reegan's fingers in thanks before she drew her hand away and concealed the bottle in her black clutch bag.

      “Technically, I can shield you from anything, love,” Ren said.

      “Anything except dragons,” Avery countered.

      “Those, too. They're just harder,” Ren said. He puffed his chest, which caused him to drop a hunk of ice cream onto his shirt.

      Em snorted and winked at Thorne. He gave her a thin, anxious smile. He was standing by the front window, waiting. She could feel the tension rolling off him from across the room.

      Strange how connected she felt to him. She couldn't believe she'd ignored that feeling for so long—it was so obvious now. She was anxious, too, but she handled it by ogling Thorne from across the room. Everything could be displaced with a solid dose of sexual tension, she thought.

      He was wearing a three-piece suit. The cut of the suit was modern, expensive, and tasteful. The act of his wearing a suit was both old-fashioned and dear. Em had been on dates with men in business suits. Having seen Thorne only an hour earlier, she knew he'd dressed up for her. Her heart skipped when he looked back at her. The smile he gave was more genuine. She wondered if he was picking her emotions out of all the ones in the room.

      Speaking of—

      “Is this really a spectator sport?” she asked.

      When sexual tension didn't cut the anxiety, there was always the dramatic alternative.

      “Yes,” Grace said. She plopped down next to Ren and took his spoon, stealing some of his ice cream.

      Blaze whimpered and wagged her tail, waiting for a bite.

      “I brought you a bowl of your own,” Lathan told the black wolf.

      Blaze's tail went around helicopter-style as she trotted to Lathan. He knelt and placed the bowl at Blaze's feet, then spoke to her in a little voice like one might talk to a tiny puppy or a baby. “Who's a good wolf pup? Blaze is a good wolf pup,” he cooed, drawing snickers from his pack. He stood and cast a haughty look around the room. “She makes my mate immortal. I'll talk to her in whatever way she likes.”

      “It's more the fact that you know that's what she likes, you know,” Riley said.

      Em watched Riley for a moment. He'd been subdued since they had returned from Oma's. She still needed to thank him—more than she already had—for everything he'd done to help with Morgan.

      “Car,” Diesel grunted from the opposite side of the front window.

      “Is that a Maserati?” Thorne grumbled.

      Fourt moved to look out the window around Thorne's shoulder.

      “Never cared much for fancy cars,” Ren said, taking the spoon back from Grace.

      “Clearly, considering the heap you drive,” Grace told him.

      “When you can get yourself around, you don't need an expensive set of wheels to do it for you. Ava is suitable for human-like transportation activities,” Ren said.

      “Who's ever heard of a station wagon named Ava?” Reegan giggled.

      Thorne crossed to the door, keeping his eyes on Em as he did so. She could almost hear him in her head, asking her for strength.

      She didn't know, exactly, how one could send strength. With everything in her power, though, she conjured up images of strong things. She imagined herself flinging them all in his direction.

      He laughed and shook his head at a private joke before he pulled the door open.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Forty-Three

        

      

    
    
      Asher's eyes swept the room as he crossed the threshold. Em had been gearing herself up for the encounter. When she saw his face, though, some of her anger slipped.

      He looked like he feared for his life. It was like he was awaiting a death sentence or a pardon, too.

      Maybe he was. He might be bluffing them about the Dissidents having approached him. She didn't think so, though. The Dissidents had been around often enough, without coming at her or the pack directly. She bought the idea they might try to pick off the first possible weak link they found.

      Thorne closed the door behind Asher.

      Em expected him to lead the conversation, but it was Avery who stood and crossed to the center of the room first. Lathan followed. The meeting took on a formal tone.

      “Asher Hale, as the Magistrate of the wolf Race, I welcome you to this meeting,” Avery said.

      “Asher Hale, as alpha of the Black pack, I welcome you to our home,” Lathan added.

      Asher’s eyes flew around the room like he was expecting a punchline.

      “I understand,” Avery continued, “you are in search of protection following your recent encounters with the Dissidents.”

      Asher's eyes landed, finally, on Em. He looked almost ashamed. Her heart went out to him a little more. She knew the moment he saw the tattoo on her arm. His eyes flared with sparks for only a second before he turned his attention away.

      “I am,” he said.

      “As Magistrate, I have requested your protection from my strongest ally,” Avery said.

      Em was always impressed with how regally Avery carried herself—and with how easily Avery tossed off the crown and cape in favor of her black leather jacket and playtime with her daughters.

      Avery's hand landed on Lathan's shoulder. “Lathan Black has an offer to extend to you. Formally.” She said the last word with an edge of sarcasm that drew Em's notice.

      Lathan straightened up before he spoke. “As alpha of this pack, my offer is this: we will provide you with protection, forever or until you desire to seek it elsewhere. I have welcomed Emmeline Lawrence as a member of my own pack. For my offer to you to stand, you will dismiss your claim on her. Formally.” Lathan's tone was even more astringent than Avery's.

      “What is the manner of protection?” Asher asked.

      “We can offer you one room. Your room and board are at our expense. You may choose to join us in our work, or you can maintain yourself in your own work. Either way, you will not, at any point, be a member of our pack.”

      “Wait—” Em stepped forward from where she'd been standing, at the back of the room near the kitchen.

      “Woman,” Thorne growled from the front door. She shot him a look, but he gave her a desperate head shake.

      Em got the message. This was how it had to be done. She clamped her mouth shut as realization washed over her. She would be free from Asher's claim, but she would never be free from him. She felt like she was being punished until she met Thorne's eyes again. He was more than worth it. She nodded at him to let him know she understood.

      “What if I want to make amends with my tribe?” Asher asked.

      “Then we will send one guard with you at a time,” Lathan said. “Consider, however, that drawing repeated attention to your tribe is likely not in your best interest right now.”

      “So you would have the attention drawn to your pack instead?” Asher asked. He seemed confused, and Em had to admit: she was, too.

      “You are our charge. Your protection is our priority.”

      Grace turned her head, pretending to scratch her cheek. She gave Em a wink Asher couldn't see. It caused Em to think back over Lathan's words more carefully. She made a mental note to grill Thorne on the particulars of the arrangement.

      “I accept and dismiss my claim on Em. Formally,” Asher said.

      It wasn't Asher's words that drew Em out of her head.

      It was the victory cry Thorne let loose.

      Every eye in the pack went to him, and the room fell silent. Thorne glanced around self-consciously, rubbed his ears, then shrugged. “I'm claiming Em, in case anyone was unclear about that.”

      He jogged across the room and grabbed Em's hand. “Let's get the hell out of here before anything else can stand in our way.”

      

      A lavish table draped in buttery black linen was spread before them. Seven dishes remained—all dessert, all exquisite. A heavy crystal pitcher of water stood nearby, with no wine in sight. Roses the color of fresh snow were arranged in two vases amidst a display of candles in the center of the table.

      Em had never been one of the only two guests in the entire formal ballroom of a hotel before, let alone the ballroom of the Grandview, which was Fairview's oldest—but still poshest—hotel.

      Thorne sat close to her, twirling a piece of her hair around his finger. “A weight-lifting ant? That was your idea of strength?” Thorne asked with a chuckle.

      “You felt it?” Em grinned. “I didn't know if you would!”

      “I did. Again, I ask: a weight-lifting ant?”

      “Aren't ants supposed to be super strong?” Em asked.

      “Wolves are strong,” Thorne pointed out.

      “Did I offend your wolf?” Em asked, growing serious.

      “He'll accept your apology later,” Thorne said with a naughty wink.

      Em shivered with anticipation at the thought. She was looking forward to seeing Thorne's wolf but didn't know how he would respond to the idea of her being his future mate. He'd always seemed a little wary of her.

      “Lathan's punishing Asher, in a way, isn't he?” Em asked, changing the subject. “Drawing him from his tribe and making him feel isolated because of what he did.”

      “He's providing protection on our pack's terms,” Thorne said.

      “It seems a little vindictive.”

      “Like you don't want the guy to suffer a little?”

      “A little,” Em admitted. “But I was thinking it might be something more like having to watch us make out on the kitchen counter.”

      “Make out? What are we, teenagers?”

      “If you don't like kissing me—”

      “Point taken,” Thorne conceded. He gave her hair a playful tug before he savored a spoonful of crème brûlée.

      Em took another bite of the chocolate cheesecake. “I don't love him getting my room, either.”

      “That was Fourt's idea,” Thorne told her.

      “It's my room.”

      “Not anymore. It's back to guest room number two,” Thorne said, making a face.

      “Seriously? A potty joke? Remind me to tease Fourt about that—and if being in room number two makes Asher shit, am I shit, too?”

      “No, you're perfect.”

      “Your logic seems flawed.”

      “You didn't argue with my logic when I ordered every dessert they offer,” Thorne said.

      “That's an argument you'll never hear from me. None of these are as good as your cake, though.”

      “You're eating them anyway.”

      “I wouldn't want to disappoint my future mate who went to such commendable efforts to make our first date unforgettable,” Em said.

      “The first of many,” Thorne replied. He leaned over to offer a kiss that turned deep and passionate when his tongue brushed against Em's, all sugary sweetness mixed with fire.

      “Testing out advanced techniques?” Em teased when the kiss broke. “How will you surprise me next, Hawthorne?”

      “I have a thought,” Thorne said. He swept his hair back and pushed his chair away from the table. He held a hand out, and Em accepted it.

      She took a moment to appreciate him in his suit. He wore it with an effortless elegance she might not have imagined. The fact that his hair remained loose and wavy, rather than pulled back in some ridiculous formal way, made her smile.

      “What?” he asked.

      “You're so you,” Em said. She tugged his lapels to bring him forward. In her heels, he no longer had the height advantage.

      “You're so stuck with me,” he said.

      “I like playful Thorne,” she told him, following as he led. They traced a path among the other tables and chairs, which were empty.

      “I can't guarantee I won't be broody Thorne sometimes,” he said.

      “But you don't take that personally anymore,” Em said. “It doesn't make you feel like less than anyone else.”

      Thorne smiled over his shoulder at her. “You're right.”

      “Oooh, I love being right.” Em laughed.

      He led her out to the center of the room, which was cleared for the dance floor and Em sucked in a breath. Would there be music? Lights? This was perfect!

      When Thorne backed away from her, rather than drawing her in for the dance, though, she felt a flash of panic. Hadn't everything between them changed since the last time they'd almost danced?

      “I know we got off to a rocky start,” Thorne said. “It took us two years to get here, and most of that was my fault because I screwed up a lot. And I'll keep screwing up a lot. I can't take it back, but I wouldn't. Somehow, we're still here together. But, I'd like a second chance to make a first impression.”

      Em gave him a confused grin. “Oh—kay.”

      He smiled back and stuck his hand out. “Hi. I'm Thorne Black.”

      Em shook his hand and said, “Emmeline Lawrence. It's—uh—nice to meet you, even though we've already kissed and we just ate dinner together.”

      “Woman, would you please play along?” he muttered out of the corner of his mouth.

      “Sure. Yes. Nice to meet you.”

      “You're beautiful, and I want to spend the rest of my life with you.” He grinned. “That's what I would have said if I'd been able to that first day.”

      “Yeah right. No one says that in a first impression and gets away with it,” Em said with a snort.

      “Woman. Seriously. I'm doing a thing here.”

      Em cleared her throat and squared her shoulders. “Whatever. That's—er—very kind of you.”

      Thorne dropped to his knee in front of her. He gazed up at her with a nervous grin. “No. I'm serious. I want to spend my life with you.”

      He held out a black box with a—

      “Huge freaking diamond!” Em blurted.

      Thorne couldn't contain his laugh. The merry sound rumbled Em’s blood. Through his laughter, he managed, “Emmeline Delaney Lawrence, will you marry me?”

      Em, whose eyes were still stuck on the sizable rock Thorne was holding out, joined his laughter. She was pretty sure hers verged on hysterical glee. “Oh, we're doing middle names? Then sure, Hawthorne Eamon Black—what's that even mean, anyway? Yes, I will totally marry you.”

      He grabbed her in one arm and maneuvered the ring on her finger with his free hand while she clung to every part of him she could reach.

      “When did you—how did you—” she babbled as she planted kisses all over his face.

      “It only takes me, like, five minutes to get a shower and put on clothes, woman. I did most of it last night; then I worked magic with the rest of the time I had away from you today.”

      “Time away from me? How awful for you,” Em teased.

      “No joke,” Thorne said. “Do you like it?”

      Em held her hand out and let the low light catch the glittering facets in the ring. “I love it. How could I not?”

      “Allie may or may not have made it clear to me that you deserved the whole big thing. I mean, of course, you deserve it, but she said weddings and stuff were a big deal for you,” Thorne said. He shook his head and shuddered. “Remind me not to get on Chris Dawes' bad side. Ever. He gave me a talk that would scare any of us guys, and you've seen how protective we are of Reegan.”

      Em smiled. “Weddings were a huge thing when I was little,” she said. She flashed the ring on her finger. “You can't have this back. I don't need a big ceremony now, though. I know you don't like to be the center of attention.”

      “But you love it,” Thorne said. He put her hand against his chest and pressed his own over it.

      Em could feel his heart pounding under her fingers. “We'll find a way to compromise, then,” she said. “For now, dance with me.”

      She tried to draw closer, but Thorne stopped her with a kiss.

      “I'm not giving you all our firsts in one night, woman. When I'm ready to dance with you, you'll know it,” he said.

      “Not dancing with me is how this whole thing got started,” Em chided. She flashed her blue eyes at him and gave her well-practiced pout.

      “I'm resisting your feminine wiles,” Thorne advised her, but he wrapped his arms around her and dropped kisses in a heated line along her neck.

      “Then there's one other first I want,” she said. She rocked herself against him.

      “Two,” he corrected. He backed away, looking adorably smug.

      “Two?”

      “We haven't had our first night alone in a hotel room together, have we?” he asked.

      “We have not,” Em agreed. “Should we—” she waved a hand at the desserts left on the table as he led her back for her small purse.

      “I'll have someone box it all and send it up for us. Later. We might need a snack.” He waggled his brows in a way that made Em feel naked—and a little dirty, which she'd have guessed was impossible.

      “Who are you and what have you done with my prudish mate?” she asked.

      Her ring reflected a disco ball of lights around them as they raced from the room.

      

      Thorne felt like he was going to melt out of his suit. He was a puddle of nervous energy. Standing shoulder to shoulder with Em, alone, in the elevator was too much. He was about three seconds from backing her up against the wall and hiking her dress up when the elevator let out a cheerful ding. The doors opened into a small white exterior foyer. A little table sat outside the double doors to the penthouse suite. A vase of white roses was arranged there.

      A white bench was situated on the wall to the right, below a mirror.

      Shit.

      Was that what he looked like?

      Em paused to follow his gaze. “Hey, handsome,” she said to his reflection.

      The tall, strong, confident man in the suit grinned at her. He watched the man hook his arm over Em's shoulder and draw her in. He watched her rest her head against the man's chest.

      No, against his chest.

      He was the man in the mirror. The one with the wildfire of passion and desire blazing in his eyes. The one who would do anything to keep his mate safe.

      His mate.

      A growl rumbled up from deep within him. He was ready.

      He tapped the key to the pad outside the door and let Em step into the room ahead of him.

      The curtains were drawn back, and the suite looked out over Fairview. The lights from the city below cast their glow into the room.

      “I have to talk to you about something,” Em said. The breath she drew in was shaky, and Thorne went to her immediately. Em opened the small bag she was carrying and pulled out a vial.

      She held it into the dim light and twisted it in her fingers.

      “What is that?” Thorne asked. The contents had an odor, though the vial was sealed with a cork.

      She bit her lip.

      “I'm here. I'm your strength,” he said. “Your weight-lifting ant.”

      She laughed and told him what Reegan had done for her.

      “But I want to know what you want,” she said. “If you’d rather leave it up to Fate and allow my wolf to come whenever she comes, we'll do that.”

      “I hope I'll do better than making you come whenever you come,” he said.

      Em swatted his chest. “I'm serious.”

      “Me, too,” he said with a smirk. Then he took her hand and asked, “What's your instinct?”

      Em sighed, and the thoughts passed through his skin while he held her hand. “You probably felt all that better than I can explain it,” she said.

      He nodded. “I'll give it a try. You're worried that it will offend my wolf and me if you don't change now. You're concerned about what will happen if you do change. You're embarrassed about the vanity of not wanting to age any more before you do change—remember, though, you're truly my mate. Your aging is already slowing down. Did I get it right?”

      She looked away. “You didn't catch the part where I'm worried we might have it wrong. What if I'm not your mate?”

      “You are,” Thorne said. “When you do decide you want to change, you'll get the gift of my wolf spirit. You'll become a wolf. The only way that happens is between Fate-chosen mates. I know it. I think you know it, too.”

      “I think so. But I've been wrong about so much.”

      “Not this,” he said. “You're a little worried, too, that you won't be a real wolf if you choose to take these, aren't you?”

      “It feels like I'm turning my back on the idea.”

      “You're still a wolf. It's in your blood. And one day, you'll be a wolf for real. If you're safer right now, then that's what we do. Is that what you feel?”

      “What do you feel?” Em asked.

      “Like I trust your choice.”

      “If there's even a chance they'd come after me because of it, I'd rather take the pills. I don't want to give anyone, or anything, a way to get between us again.”

      “Then take them,” Thorne said. “And when you want to stop, stop. You don't even have to tell me. If you shock me by turning into a wolf one day, then it will be just another in your long line of surprises.”

      Em laughed, and the serious tone that had settled over them fell away.

      “You'd better get me a glass of water, then, because I get the feeling we're going to put this hotel room to work.”
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      The capsule didn't have the nasty taste Em feared. It didn't make her feel any different, either.

      “That's it?” Thorne asked.

      “That's it,” she said.

      Thorne caught Em's face between his hands and kissed her with a reverence she felt in every inch of her body. She realized, in retrospect, he probably sent the feeling to her on purpose.

      She sensed the way he held himself back. His erection throbbed against her hip.

      “Come on,” she whispered, taking his hand and pulling him away from the bathroom.

      She led him to the edge of the bed before she leaned back into his kiss. From there, she decided, Thorne would have to lead if he wanted to go further.

      She was more than ready to be with him in every way, but she was grateful for the roadblocks that had stopped them before. The rush of lust and heated passion she felt now was sweet and unhurried. With nothing left to prevent them, they could take their time.

      Em expected his touch to be tentative. True, his fingers worked with a slow, hesitant pace. But the touch itself was sure and skilled.

      When Thorne's palm skimmed the outer curve of her breast, she gasped and felt the smiling tilt of his lips. He caressed her rear, tucking her close against him. She swayed against his erection, growing lightheaded.

      Thorne put gentle pressure on her hips and ground against her before he turned her around and went for the zipper on her dress.

      It was then that he paused, panting so hard his breath lifted the hair at the back of her neck and sent delicious chills down her spine. She shivered against him. Sensing his hesitation, she leaned back against his chest and turned her chin to kiss him. “It's like kissing,” she murmured.

      “Naked kissing,” he croaked out. His voice was strained, but not with fear or uncertainty. She knew he was already on the edge.

      “Very naked kissing,” she said with a giggle, attempting to lighten the tension for him. “Unzip me?”

      He let out a throaty growl as he reached for the zipper. The rumble continued, almost purr-like, as he slid the zipper down.

      Em turned before he could touch her. She kicked her shoes off and focused her attention on his suit jacket. Thorne leaned forward and pressed his cheek against hers, letting her slide the jacket from his arms. It slipped to the floor.

      Em fumbled twice with the buttons on his vest.

      “You're shaking,” she told him.

      “No,” he said, still tucked against her cheek. His hair tickled her neck.

      “Yes. You are,” she teased. “Hold still while I get these buttons.”

      “No, woman. That's not me. It's you,” he said with a chuckle.

      She removed her hand from the open vest long enough to examine her fingers.

      “See?” he whispered, taking her trembling hand and turning it.

      “I am,” she admitted, watching as he kissed each fingertip in turn.

      Then he returned her hand to his vest. He traced a line of chills over her collarbone, down her arm, brushing her breast as it went. It continued to follow the curve of her body, along her ribcage, over her hip. It found its way between them and his knuckles brushed against Em's aching, sensitive flesh. Even through her dress, her body was ready to explode at the contact.

      Thorne worked the closure on his pants and kicked out of his shoes and socks at the same time.

      “Getting excited there, Hawthorne?” Em teased.

      “Way past excited,” he growled, “and confused about why you're still wearing so many clothes.”

      “You are, too.” She pointed out his vest and button-down.

      “Not for long,” he told her, tossing his pants away.

      “I'm waiting,” she said. She cocked her hip and put a hand on it while she watched him add his vest to the pile.

      He gave her a slow, easy, and painfully naughty smile as he took his time with the buttons on his shirt.

      When the shirt hung open, Em stepped back into his embrace to relish an uninterrupted inspection of the dark ink.

      Thorne's tattoos were all black. Most of them were heavy and had an ancient tribal aesthetic. There were distinct shapes in some, but others seemed to be both random and randomly connected.

      “Are they all like your paintings?” she murmured, planting kisses on the heavier ones that lay over his heart. “Did they each stem from emotions?”

      He shrugged out of the shirt, leaving only his dark boxer briefs. The snug shorts clung to his hips.

      “These were the first.” He pointed to the ones at his heart, where Em's fingers had last been. “They represent the pack. I got them right after Lathan took the lead as our alpha. Then, when my parents retired to the Forest so Lathan could lead alone, I got these,” he pointed to the other part over his heart, “for them. I didn't get those first ones because of emotions. I got them because I felt like being a rebel was the thing I had going for me.” He laughed at himself. “A rebel whose only tattoos were all about devotion to pack and family. But back then, tattoos still held a negative connotation to the ancient members of the R & B. The ones who had only known the times of slavery and war. It felt like a way to set myself apart. It wasn't until I understood that getting them relieved the pain and helped me focus that I began planning them around that. Now, turn around for me,” he murmured.

      She turned her back to him and let him slip her dress down her shoulders. The tight fabric stuck at her hips and Em snorted. “I'm high maintenance, handsome. Get used to dresses like this.”

      He gave it a sharp tug, and she giggled when the dress gave less than an inch.

      “What the hell is this thing made of?” Thorne grumbled, dropping to his knees to tug the dress again.

      “Magic,” Em told him. “Here, I have to do a dance to get out of it.” She wiggled her hips in his face while she bunched the fabric and pulled. “It's like a finger trap. You've got to give it room to move.”

      Thorne didn't respond, and she wondered if she'd undressed too quickly. She glanced back over her shoulder to check on him. He was gazing up at her with wide eyes.

      “You don't wear underwear?” he asked. The words came out breathless and strained.

      “Not with something like that,” Em said, giving the dress on the floor a cursory point. “You'd see all the lines.”

      Then she giggled as she realized he'd been expecting at least one or two more items to stand between him and...well, all of her.

      “Now who's wearing too many clothes?” she asked, taunting him with another hip wiggle.

      In a rush of movement and whooshing fabric, Thorne shucked his underwear and rose up to full height. He was doing that thing again, that he somehow did, where he seemed taller and broader than he normally was. He took her hand and tugged her around to face him.

      Even in the dim light, Em could see how red Thorne was.

      “Too much?” Em asked.

      “Too much?” he repeated with a surprised laugh. “Yes. Too much to ever properly worship. Too much for words to say. The things you do to me...you're a goddess. A divine work of art. I don't know all the feelings,” Thorne whispered.

      “Come on then. Don't say anything. Use your abilities to express what words can't.”

      She sat back on the bed and pulled him with her. With joined hands, she relished the weight of his body over hers.

      He fell still. “You feel so good,” he groaned.

      “This is only the start,” Em told him.

      Then she gasped as feelings began to fill her. The first was pure wonder. She closed her eyes because sight felt like too much on top of the mental images she received. She caught glimpses of a star-filled sky. A sparkling sea. A mountain range capped with snow. Fresh fruit, glistening with drops of rain. Then the feeling switched to something that felt like inspiration. Works of art, many of which she didn't know, came to mind. The song she'd played for him swam through her mind several times. Then a warmth enveloped Em. It was like being curled in a blanket on a comfy sofa in front of a fire. It was laughter and joy. It was thunderstorms when you wanted them. It was traveling to new cities. She caught flashes of her apartment. Of her face. Of herself laughing and arguing. Of herself making naughty jokes. She couldn't hear any words, but she understood the scenes. And then it was all light. Pure and streaming with white and gold. It whipped around her, lifting her hair and teasing her skin.

      Em gasped and clung to Thorne as it all poured through her. When the light began to fade, she let it go with sad reluctance. Then she was aware of reality and of Thorne's body, warm and solid, pressed against her.

      “Fate in the Forest,” Thorne whispered. He shuddered against her. He was slick with sweat.

      “Did you—did I—” Em was lost to sensation and realized they could very well have made love while she had that out-of-body experience. She would never have known because the things she'd felt were so intense they surpassed any sex she'd ever had.

      “No,” he shook his head and lifted back to look at her. “That was all emotion.”

      “No wonder your emotions overwhelm you,” Em whispered.

      His lips twitched with a smile. “Sakinha would love to meet you. Would you come to my next training session? We can ask her how you and I can work together.”

      Em nodded enthusiastically. She would do anything that would strengthen their relationship.

      She leaned forward and kissed him until he growled. Then she sat back. “Does your wolf like me?”

      Thorne shifted and guided her back down onto the pillows. He tucked himself over her, and the weight of his length against her belly made her want to forget the question.

      “My wolf has been devoted to you since day one,” he admitted.

      “But you didn't think you had imprinted on me?” Em asked, confused.

      “Chalk it up to being old-fashioned,” Thorne said. He propped up on one elbow and leaned over her. “Back in the old days, wolves—without the will or consent of their human counterparts—often picked charges to protect. That didn't necessarily mean the wolf and the charge would mate.”

      Em lifted a hand to stroke Thorne's hair while he spoke. He closed his eyes and sighed with pleasure before he continued.

      “That kind of bond often formed out of necessity for the pack. An older, unmated wolf might bond with a child in a totally non-sexual way because the child needed extra protection. Most of the time, those children didn't grow up to mate their wolf guardians. They would move on and find mates. I expected the same would happen to us. You've always been intriguing and compelling, but I didn't fall in love with you that first day. For whatever reason, though, my wolf thought you were important and chose you right then.”

      “Your wolf has never seemed overly protective of me,” Em argued.

      “You don't count me going through unexpected shifts pretty much every time anything dramatic happens as overly protective?” Thorne asked, gazing down at her.

      “Oh,” Em said.

      “Or any time emotions have been high. Or sexual energy has been high. What about the fact that my wolf and I could hardly coexist every time you were away from our house for more than a day or so?”

      “Ohmigod,” Em murmured. “With your overwhelmed emotions...” She'd had no idea what Thorne suffered.

      “Yeah. You can get the concept,” Thorne said. “He forced me to man up when I wouldn't have. He always knew there was a chance. He and I have a lot of making up to do, now that it's so obvious he was right, and I was wrong.”

      “You can make it up to him,” Em said. “You can let him come out and keep me company.”

      Thorne shuddered against her. “I want to,” he said. Rather than shifting, he repositioned himself to cover Em with his full weight. Between kisses, he murmured, “But I want you first.”
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      Thorne savored the curves of Em's body and the brush of her soft skin against his.

      “Thorne,” she whispered when he tilted his erection against her thigh.

      They dove deep into the waters of passion and bliss.

      Like kissing, he reminded himself before he could allow any pressure to seep in. His mate showed no signs that she was dissatisfied, though he sorely lacked the skill she was probably used to.

      No, she didn't seem dissatisfied at all. The sounds she made were like music to him, and they cleared his head as much as her piano music did. Each gasp, moan, and draw of breath swirled in a symphony around him, sweeping away the clouds and confusion until all he felt was her.

      “You have my full permission for anything,” Em said. “There's nothing you can do that will scare me away. If I don't say 'no', you're free to do whatever you want. No questions needed. Okay?”

      Thorne smiled at her with disbelief. “You know me better than I know myself, woman.”

      Her invitation was all he needed.

      “You're gorgeous,” he said against her skin.

      “No!” she cried.

      He pulled away immediately and sat back on his heels, with his hands up.

      Em covered her face. “Ohmigod. That's embarrassing,” she groaned through her fingers. She sat up and grasped his hands, placing them on her breasts in near-clinical fashion. “You keep doing everything you’re doing. It's all amazing. Just don't call me 'gorgeous'. Asher said that. I can be pretty, but I don't ever want to be gorgeous again.”

      Thorne loosened the tight hold Em had cupped his hands into and slid his touch to her hips instead. “Stunning, then,” he said, kissing his way up as he guided her back down. “Breathtaking. Exquisite.”

      “Fashionable,” Em said.

      “Very fashionable,” he murmured, backing up so he could kiss the other curves he longed to explore. And explore, he did. For himself, and for her, he left no inch of her body untended.

      “You're going straight into expert territory,” Em said when he kissed the top edge of her most sensitive zone.

      “Do you trust me?” he asked.

      “I wasn't telling you no. I was applauding you for bravery and skill,” she said.

      The words ended on a sigh when he slid his tongue down the smooth folds. Flavor and scent exploded before him, and he ran his tongue over the warm flesh again. He grasped her hips and tilted her up to meet his assault. He moaned as her body opened to him and he was able to sink his tongue deeper into the hot, secret haven he found there.

      Em cried out for him and then the sounds she made changed. “Thorne, I'm going to come,” she whispered. Definitely doing something right, he congratulated himself. He held her and continued to lap and suck and taste greedily until she let out a cry and tightened against him.

      She murmured his name again. He felt her reaching for him, and he caught her hand, letting her pull him back up to her. Her hair was damp around her face, but he could see her smile and the glow that seemed to surround her.

      He was desperate to experience her in all the ways he would never have allowed himself to imagine might be possible.

      Before he could hesitate or over think it, he swept his tongue over the peak of her right nipple.

      “Ohmigod!” Em gasped. She arched her back against him and clung to him. He paused for a moment, but when she didn't say no, he did it again.

      Her nipple rose and hardened into a rosy bud under his caress. Ignoring the fact that half of him felt like he was conducting a science experiment, he switched to the other side and used his fingertips to see what responses that got. When the same things happened at the gentle, tickling touch he used, he allowed that he was still doing alright—especially as Em continued to gasp and whisper his name.

      He held her and relished the scent in the air and the flavor on his tongue. She was his. She had given herself to him, in almost every way.

      Em sighed and released her hold on him. She pressed against his shoulders until he understood her wordless desire. He rolled back and let her follow.

      She tucked a strand of her long hair behind her ear as she smiled down at him. “Gold medal,” she teased.

      “I deserve no less,” he responded, loving the sensation of the broad, heady smile that spread across his face.

      “Oh?” Em tilted her head and lifted her eyebrow. “Well, in that case...” She leaned forward and used her tongue to paint a line of heat down his chest. The warmth of her breath against the wet path made sweet tension curl and writhe at the base of Thorne's spine, and he rolled his hips against her. Thorne let go of the nameless emotions that threatened to consume him and gave in to the indescribable pleasure. Em continued to move down his body, as he had done to her, but she paused at the tattoo on his hip.

      Her silken hair brushed with electric softness over his dick as Em licked and kissed the pattern of ink. Her kisses continued inwards in closer circles, teasing him with promise. In a move that surprised him and made him buck his hips off the bed, Em's hand—rather than her lips—gave him that first real contact. Her fingers flitted over his pulsing erection before they closed in a warm circle over his skin.

      He groaned and knew what it was to cry her name automatically. The blessed letters tumbled from his lips as he let her hair slip through his fingers.

      She smiled up at him, and he wanted to hold her gaze. When she flicked her tongue out to catch the bead of moisture at the end of his cock, though, his eyes slammed shut. He ground himself into the bed to keep from bucking into her again.

      The warmth of her lips sealing around him was unreal. He tried to discern exactly what was happening. Her tongue swirling against him? Her head and hand moving in tandem, up and down? A sweet, pulling pressure that tugged at him and made him want to fall apart?

      Between the taut pull of his lower abs, the tension in his spine, and the mindless fog of pure sexual bliss, he lost his senses until they spiraled into focus with one sole purpose.

      He opened his eyes and grasped Em's wrist.

      “I'm going to—I need to—”

      She lifted herself from him. “You or me?” she asked.

      He understood her right away. “You!” he gasped the request out in a choked groan, holding on to his sanity with everything he had.

      Em moved over him until she took hold of him again and positioned him. She lowered herself onto him with one smooth, slow movement. Then she stopped and gave him a moment to comprehend the sensation.

      “Woman,” he moaned at the tightness he felt. He blinked up to find her looking at him with the same love and wonder he felt. He took hold of her hips and moved within her.

      “Ohmigod,” she whispered. She fell forward, putting her hands on his chest and leaning in to brush a kiss across his lips.

      He moved again, gritting his teeth against the readiness he felt. Not yet, he begged his body. Not yet. Let me feel her for the first time...just for a little while longer.

      His body complied, though unwillingly, and he moved again and again. Em countered his slow thrusts and followed when he began to pick up speed. He was lost to her. He was lost in her. He felt her fingers tighten against his chest. The sweet sounds she made changed again, and he felt the pull of her core against him.

      “Thorne,” she cried as her body tugged him deeper.

      That was it. He couldn't hold off for any longer.

      Em cried out, bearing down on him and letting herself go.

      Thorne cried out, too, as he found release.

      He held his arms out for Em to collapse into them, and she did. Her smooth skin slid against his, slick with sweat. He found her lips and kissed her again and again, attempting to thank her for all the things she did to him and helped him feel.

      When sleep claimed her, Em stayed glued to him. He kept his arm around her and traced light patterns on her shoulder with his left hand, while his right hand rested atop her hand on his chest. He rubbed his thumb over the ring on her finger.

      Rings weren't a wolf custom. Em deserved everything he could give her. A fancy ring was the least of it, and only a start.

      He touched base with his emotions.

      So, he wasn't a virgin any longer. He could see why his brothers made a big deal out of sex. Thinking back on the things he and Em had done, he felt his ears and chest flush. Perhaps his long-term, self-induced celibacy wasn't the only reason talk or thoughts of sex turned him red. Maybe he was, truly, a little bit of a prude. Or maybe it was habit. Well, Em had teased him about it before, but she hadn't turned him away for it; he decided to let the issue lie.

      He settled into the pillow with a relaxed sigh but stilled when Em giggled in her sleep. It was a sexy sound that made his muscles weak. He wondered if that sound was a regular occurrence. He, himself, had been known to make a wolf noise or two in his sleep.

      How alike they were. And how different, his brain reminded him.

      She wouldn't be a wolf—not right away. As long as she was human, she would have the normal human vulnerabilities. Her aging would slow, like it would with a wolf, but that was it. The thought troubled his human brain until his wolf popped his head up to grumble a reminder.

      Em had been human for the two years he'd known her, and in every moment of potential danger or concern, his wolf had burst forward at the ready. Nothing would change there.

      Well, maybe he'd be a little better at discerning real trouble versus fashion emergency, he thought, recalling the time Em had screamed bloody murder, and they'd all rushed to the defensive. He'd shifted and gone hunting for the evil perpetrator of Em's distress. He hadn't learned until later, when he was back in human form, that she'd merely ruined a favorite blouse by washing it rather than having it dry cleaned.

      He swallowed down laughter at the memory. Em sighed again and snuggled against him. Her eyelids fluttered, and she moved until she was draped over him. She propped her chin on her hand and gazed at him with those bright blue eyes.

      “I love you,” she said.

      “I love you, too,” he replied.

      “Do you think they brought our dessert up?”

      Thorne laughed out loud and drew her in, kissing her sweet, love-swollen lips.

      “I'll check,” he said.

      He slipped from her, letting her cling to his hand until he found his underwear on the floor. He pulled them on as he went to the door and peeked out. “You're in luck,” he told her over his shoulder.

      He held the door open with his toe while he collected the tray of covered dishes.

      By the time he had it all balanced, Em was up and had pulled his button-down shirt on. She hadn't buttoned it, and he contained himself only long enough to put the tray aside before he grabbed her hips and peppered kisses over her exposed cleavage.

      Em pressed eagerly into his touch and Thorne stumbled them into the bathroom. The counter at the house had seemed like a good height...

      “Yes,” Em whispered, anticipating his urge.

      He scooped her onto the counter and freed himself from his underwear with ease.

      For all the sweet slowness of their first time, their second was equally hot and fast. He reveled in how different the two approaches were, but the things he felt, in his soul, were the same. When Em called his name, he was certain there was no worthier man in the universe than he.

      

      Em ran a hand over her tangled hair. There would be no help for it until a deep conditioning—not that she would complain. She gazed with appreciation at Thorne's shirtless reflection in the window glass. He was sitting cross-legged next to her; he in his boxer briefs, she in his long dress shirt. Desserts were spread around them, and the city lights twinkled below them. The world beyond the hotel room was quiet and sleeping. Morning was still a few hours away.

      She reached over and linked her arm through Thorne's. He tossed his fork aside in favor of drawing her close.

      “The cheesecake is the best,” she proclaimed.

      “I like the caramel brownie. Or the lemon stuff. But they both got soggy, because of the ice cream,” he said.

      “Agree to disagree,” Em teased.

      “Don't ever stop arguing with me,” Thorne told her.

      She turned to kiss his cheek, then wiped the smudge of chocolate she'd left there away. “You don't have to worry about me forgetting to argue. But I think we'll agree a lot more now that we're on the same page. And when we disagree, we'll have a new way to make up,” she said.

      Thorne's ears turned red, and Em sighed. She loved him, and she had no fear of him turning from her. Still...

      “You'll do everything to stay with me, right?” she asked.

      “Always,” he said, looking at her with serious eyes when he made the vow. He kissed her, then grinned and began to pack away the food.

      “Again? Already?” she asked, teasing. She didn't have any complaints about that either. To her delight, Thorne was a natural at many things.

      “You made the offer that my wolf could spend time with you. He's driving me crazy bouncing around in here,” Thorne said, patting his chest.

      Em grabbed the plates on her side and hefted them to the suite's kitchen to tuck them away in the fridge. Thorne gave her an amused look as he followed, more slowly, behind her.

      “Whatever. I'm excited,” she told him.

      Thorne closed the fridge and turned to her. “Watching the shift in slow-mo can be weird.”

      “You know we've had sex, right? Almost nothing is weird after that,” Em said. She stepped forward and hooked her fingers into his boxer briefs. “These are not what I imagined you in. But now they're a part of this package, so I'd better keep them safe.”

      She tugged them down, freeing Thorne's naked skin.

      “You imagined me in underwear?” Thorne teased.

      “And out,” Em said.

      In the time it took her to turn and sling the boxer briefs toward the pile of clothes by the bed, Thorne shifted.

      When she turned back around, his big black wolf was waiting.

      She dropped to her knees. “Hi, handsome,” she said. “Thank you for choosing to take such good care of me until Thorne and I figured things out.”

      She reached for him and waited to make sure he seemed comfortable before she spread her fingers and let them sink into the long hair at his neck.

      When he stepped into her touch, she heard, as if Thorne was in the room speaking to her, “Well, it's about damn time.”
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      “Hawthorne Black, I am telling you your wolf can talk to me.”

      Em stood in the middle of their bathroom at the house with her arms folded over her bare breasts.

      Thorne stepped out of the shower and reached for a towel, but Em snatched the largest one out of reach and wrapped it around herself. “If you don't believe me, you can use that one,” she said, pointing to the hand towel that hung by the sink.

      Thorne swept a hand through his wet hair and pressed a kiss to her lips before he reached around her for the hand towel. “I'm not saying I don't believe you,” he told her. “I'm saying I've never heard of it before.”

      “Which is like saying it’s impossible,” she said. She pouted up at Thorne while he used the tiny towel to pat the water from his shoulders.

      He laughed and kissed her again. “Not impossible. But unusual, for sure.”

      Em's brow lifted, and Thorne braced himself, with pleasure, for her next point. Before she could speak up, though, he heard the bedroom door open. He lifted a finger to his lips.

      “See?” Riley said. “I told you they're not in here.”

      “That's because they're in the bathroom, mate. Look, the light's on,” Ren said.

      “Give me the towel,” Thorne urged. “They won't stop at the door.”

      “I'll be naked,” Em told him.

      “Then stand still so I can get behind you,” he said.

      Thorne knew the moment Em decided to stay put, rather than gleefully leaving him with nothing more than a hand towel and his pride. It was the same moment the bathroom door flew open.

      “Like I said,” Ren told Riley.

      Thorne thought it was only the two guys until more footsteps followed, and other heads poked into the bathroom door.

      “Wow, he's so red,” Avery said.

      Blaze's nose poked between the tangle of legs and her curious head emerged when she nudged Riley out of the way.

      Lathan's voice was the last to join the cause. “Leaving a cookbook open on the counter does not count as making breakfast,” he said. His tone was stern, but when he caught sight of Em and Thorne, both freshly out of the same shower, a broad grin lit his face.

      “Yeah, it's open to a picture of pancakes. That's not helpful. The last thing I want to see when I want pancakes is a picture of pancakes. Do you know how much that hurts?” Riley groaned, rubbing his stomach.

      “I don't even know what's in pancakes, mate,” Ren said.

      “You could have read the ingredients,” Reegan pointed out.

      “Defeats the point of eating them, love,” Ren told her.

      “It's magic and syrup,” Fourt chimed in.

      “It's not bacon, which is what we should be addressing here,” Diesel said.

      Before Em or Thorne could offer a word, Grace's voice rang out. “Are you all freaking kidding me right now?”

      The crowd in front of the bathroom door shuffled and looked embarrassed.

      “What did I just say to you about fending for yourselves? Let Em and Thorne do whatever the”—she broke through, and her eyes popped when she caught sight of them—“well, whatever that is,” she said, tossing a gesture their way.

      “Sex in the shower,” Em said matter-of-factly.

      Thorne wanted to hide his red face in the hand towel but was afraid his mate would step away if she felt him move.

      “And for the record, breakfast should be later if you expect my mate to help with it on a regular basis. These early mornings are unacceptable. A girl's got needs.”

      “My stomach's got needs,” Riley grumbled.

      “And you thought you ran this pack,” Diesel said with a chuckle to Lathan.

      Before Lathan could sputter and blow smoke, Grace turned and caught him. “Speaking of needs,” she said.

      Thorne leaned down and whispered into Em's ear, “Is that how you intend to win arguments?”

      “One way. Of many,” she told him.

      The pack trailed out, following Lathan and Grace, but grumbling all the way.

      “I do need to get back on my regular schedule,” Thorne said when the bedroom door closed.

      “I know,” Em told him. “I can't say I love early mornings. But if I get to wake up with you and do what we just did, or any variation of it, I could learn to accept them.”

      “Really?” he asked, dropping the hand towel and reaching for her.

      “Pfft. Are you crazy? I'll always want to sleep till noon. Lathan's grumpy ass is the only reason I force myself out of bed. You're the gold star I get for doing so,” she said.

      Thorne laughed and tugged her towel away, ready to drop to his knees and worship her sweet skin with his tongue.

      “Hey, seriously!” Em giggled, making little effort to push him away. “If you want to make it to your training session today, we've got to finish up.”

      Thorne tore himself away and grabbed her towel from the floor before she could snag it.

      “Thorne!” she scolded.

      “I'm going to get you a whole heap of towels from the linen closet, woman. Be patient.”

      

      Thorne tucked the towel around his waist and padded down the hall, grinning like a Fate-forsaken fool at the floor. With his head down, his damp hair hung in the way and prevented him for seeing Asher until he almost bowled him over.

      “What the fuck,” Thorne said. He felt surliness fall over his shoulders like a cloak.

      Asher backed up a step, looked Thorne up and down, then crossed his arms. He opened his mouth like he was going to say something cocky, but Thorne felt a shift in Asher. “I'm lost,” he muttered.

      Thorne opened the door and pointed into the linen closet. “Well, the good news is you don't need to go any farther than right here. Towels if you need them. Otherwise, these hallways are for pack only.”

      “I don't like this any more than you do,” Asher said. “It's awkward as hell.”

      Thorne scoffed and turned to him. “Look, you've got the plush end of a stick you didn't want. Be happy you made the right choice. You'll be fine as long as you stay away from my mate. You hardly deserve to be in Em’s presence after the way you played with her heart.”

      “She doesn't seem to be too upset,” Asher grumbled, eyeing Thorne's towel again.

      Thorne wanted to grab the guy and shake him. He could imagine himself doing just that. His wolf's response—or lack thereof—was the only thing that held him back. His wolf was little more than annoyed and amused by Asher's attitude.

      “Aww,” Thorne said, struck by a thought of how Em might handle the male in front of him. “Did you get your feelings hurt by the little human? How sad for you.” He snagged an armload of towels and headed back down the hall.

      

      Em caught the tension rolling off Thorne immediately. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      “What?” he asked, kissing her temple as he passed her.

      “Whatever got to you between our shower and now,” she said. She pulled a pair of panties out of the dresser drawer that was now hers and tossed them on the pile of clothes she'd gathered.

      Thorne tossed one of his many identical black sweaters and a pair of jeans into the duffle bag. “You can put your change of clothes in here if you want,” he said. He trailed his fingers over her skin when he moved past her again.

      “Hard to believe you're the same man who wouldn't have touched my naked ass three days ago,” Em said, catching his hand and pulling him to a stop.

      “I've touched a lot more than your naked ass in the last three days, woman,” he teased.

      “Tell me what's wrong,” she said, holding him still for a moment.

      “Had a run-in with Asher in the hall. I wanted to toss him through the wall. I didn't. No big deal.”

      “Big deal,” Em said. “I can feel it's a big deal.”

      Thorne sighed and sank into her touch. “This is one of the reasons I'm so lucky to be with you,” he said. “You won't let me get away with any bullshit, will you?”

      “Not on your life,” she said. “The situation sucks, I know. But it lets us be together. We'll deal with Asher. Keep your head on straight and remember I love you.”

      He leaned against her, and she felt him reach out, in the emotional layers between them, to draw from some of the calm she was putting out for him.

      “He'll be the butt of the joke around here until he makes himself valuable. He might decide it's not worth it,” Em offered.

      “I'm going to start feeling sorry for him if he's the punchline for too long. I know what that's like,” Thorne said.

      “We don't have to hate him. I'm over it. I have you.” Then Em gave him a wicked grin. “But maybe we can make a game out of it—just for now. Like a secret game only we're playing that he knows nothing about.”

      Thorne cocked a brow. “That's psychological warfare, woman.”

      “That's called being a human girl in public school,” Em corrected. “I learned the ways of the woman early and well.”

      Thorne shook his head and tugged his black sweats on. “Remind me to never get on your bad side.” He grabbed his gray t-shirt and added, “Again, that is.”

      “Too bad,” Em said as she struggled into a sports bra. Oh God, what was training like a wolf going to do to her? She couldn't envision shopping enthusiastically for gym shoes. “I love a good spanking,” she said.

      She giggled when Thorne froze and turned red, but he caught her off guard by asking, “Giving or receiving?”

      Em leaned over to nibble Thorne's earlobe. “Both,” she whispered as she strutted away.

      

      Em studied the building that sat in the middle of the open country plain. It didn't look like the kind of thing that belonged there. It looked more like something from one of those science fiction horror action man movies Riley liked to watch.

      The twists and turns they'd taken out into the vast summer sun-drenched acreage were enough to make Em forget this place was anywhere close to home.

      Thorne guided his sleek black car down the dirt path to an area that served as a parking lot. Em liked Thorne's car. It was classic and had plenty of curves, like her. She especially liked the fact that the interior had been redone to include a fantastic air conditioner.

      “Sweats are a bad idea,” she noted, pulling at the thick fabric that was sticking to her sweaty legs.

      Thorne grinned. “You'll want those once we're inside. The training space is cold.”

      “If you're saying that, wolf, I believe you,” she said.

      He turned serious eyes to her as he put the car in park. “My wolf is so relaxed today. I don't know what you did to him, but he's happier than he's been in a long time.” He grabbed her hand and pressed a kiss into her palm. “Thank you for that.”

      Em smirked. “I told you. Your wolf and I had a chat.”

      Thorne huffed a breath.

      She knew he didn't believe her. She hoped his Trainer believed her. If this gal didn't buy Em's story, Em was going to have to rethink how clinically insane she might be going.

      As if on cue, a bright green SUV pulled up behind them. Em watched a seriously attractive woman, with a seriously commanding presence, emerge. “Okay,” she muttered to Thorne. “If you ever tease me about anything that went down with Asher, I'm going to bring up the fact that you didn't mention your freaking gorgeous Trainer.”

      “I don't see it,” he said, sounding genuinely oblivious to the woman's charms. “Besides, I thought we weren't saying gorgeous.”

      “She can be gorgeous because she is, and I don't even swing that way. But she's the kind of woman I would—”

      “Get coffee with?” Thorne finished.

      “Not where I was going,” Em told him with a sly smile.

      “You're not going to be able to rile me up on purpose before we go in here. I have a problem with emotions, woman, not self-control. A little credit, please.”

      The woman was waiting for them by the big, blocky white building. The place didn't have any windows or an apparent front or back. The door the woman was holding open hadn't been visible to Em a moment earlier.

      “Well, boy. Love looks good on you,” the woman said when they were within a few feet.

      Thorne grinned and tucked Em under his arm. “Sakinha, this is my Emmeline. Em, my Trainer—and the woman you have to thank for me starting to get my head on straight.”

      Em grinned and accepted Sakinha's hand. “I'll share him with anyone who helps him believe in himself,” Em said with a grin.

      Thorne gave her a look as if to say, “You're still on that kick?”

      Sakinha smiled back. Her black pixie cut was uber chic, and Em noted she could get into shopping for gym shoes if she got ones like Sakinha was wearing.

      “I'm pleased you know he's the one doing all the work here,” Sakinha said. She shot a look at Thorne like he should have given himself the same credit.

      Em laughed out loud. “Oh, Hawthorne. You've got two of us to kick your ass into knowing how good you are. Poor thing!”

      Sakinha joined her laughter and led Em ahead of Thorne into the training space.

      

      Em imagined being a spectator of the things Thorne and Sakinha did was what it must be like on a movie set when scenes were being set up. She could see all the inner workings, but none of the magic of the final cut. She held her breath and waited to hear what he'd experienced at the end of each exercise Sakinha put him through.

      They were working on emotional transfer like Thorne and Em had done a couple of times, but Sakinha was putting him through time drills. Each round, she reduced the time she expected Thorne to catch the things she sent him. He did okay until she got down to split seconds. Then he began to sweat and get frustrated with his efforts.

      Em got the sense some of his frustration was due to wanting to impress her.

      She made a mental note to tell him exactly how impressed she was. He improved quickly with each note and suggestion Sakinha gave him, and he was working his ass off. Em felt special as she saw how devoted he was to honing his abilities.

      Sakinha ordered Thorne to sit and guided him down so he didn't fall.

      His eyes were closed, and when his butt hit the floor, he slumped over.

      “Break time,” Sakinha said as she strolled past Em. She knelt and rifled through a cooler. “Here, you take him his juice. He'll be glad to see you when he comes around.”

      Em took the two boxes Sakinha passed her way. Apple juice? She felt a little like she was picking a kid up from soccer practice. She went over and sat by Thorne.

      At her presence, his lids fluttered. “Hey,” he said weakly. She passed him the juice.

      “Learning some new tricks?” Em asked.

      He grinned. “Yeah. Always.” Thorne took the other juice box from Em and poked the straw into it before he handed it back to her.

      “Thorne tells me you're in weapons training,” Sakinha said, coming to join them. “Smart move, especially if you do plan to stay human for a while longer.”

      “Pfft,” Em said. “I can kinda spin a knife in pretty ways, and I shot a gun without missing the paper thingie. That's about it.”

      “Now who isn't giving herself credit,” Thorne teased.

      “You both made the right call on the human thing,” Sakinha said. Em liked her more and more. Not enough people were that blunt these days. “It will help while Thorne continues his training. Your humanity makes his connection to you somewhat easier to decipher. And your wolf blood makes you complex, yet familiar. The mixture provides the ultimate challenge for him. Your relationship will be stronger overall than what many experience because you’re forging it in fire.”

      Thorne gave Em's shoulder a playful bump. “I like that idea,” he said.

      “It often happens that Sages find someone who fits with them that way. My mate and I have a love like no other,” Sakinha said without a hint of boastfulness in her tone.

      “I really like that idea,” Em said, bumping Thorne back.

      “So tell me about this wolf thing you wanted to discuss,” Sakinha said.

      Thorne reached over and held Em's hand as he sipped from his juice box.

      Em drew from his strength to keep from feeling like an idiot as she told the story.
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      “I'd say it was the weirdest thing, but so much weird stuff happens, I'd be lying,” Em said. She twisted the straw in her juice box, and Thorne squeezed her hand. Maybe he had teased her too much—she seemed reluctant to share the story, and he was curious to know if anything about it could be real.

      “Let me guess,” Sakinha said, jumping in to lend a hand. “Thorne shifted, and his wolf talked to you through touch.”

      Thorne and Em both jerked their heads to look at her. Sakinha shrugged as if she'd told them the floor beneath them was edible, and she was waiting for them to give it a try. “You should be able to do the same in human form, eventually.”

      “Wait, my wolf can talk?” Thorne asked at the same moment Em said, “I told you!”

      He nodded at her. “You did, woman. Of course you did. You were right.”

      “I love being right.”

      “But”—Thorne was still working on the other part—“my wolf can talk?”

      Sakinha smiled like she didn't see what he might be missing about the idea. “You can talk, can't you?”

      “Yeah, but I'm human.”

      “You're not entirely human,” Sakinha reminded him. “In the same way, your wolf is not all animal. Can't you and he communicate thoughts to each other?”

      “Sure...I mean, yeah, of course,” Thorne said, processing it. “I've never chatted with my brothers in wolf form, though.”

      “Begging to differ,” Em said. “You bark and howl like crazy when you're all together.”

      “You're an advanced creature, Thorne. Sages are rare for a reason. Not every individual is worthy of such gifts. There are blessed few of us who can use these gifts without seeking to bring pain and corruption to the world. It is your duty, as a Sage and a supporter of UNITY, to use your gifts only for the benefit of what is right and good,” Sakinha said.

      “The crushing, overwhelming bullshit I've dealt with all these years leads up to that?” Thorne asked. “Why didn't I train so much sooner?”

      Sakinha and Em both laughed, but it was Sakinha who spoke. “Your Fate gives you the answer for that, I'm sure, boy. Perhaps you did not need such gifts until your beautiful mate came along. Maybe you needed her as the catalyst for finding yourself. My stars give me the same vague answers. We may never really know, but we can always feel our truths.”

      “Wait,” Em said. “You said he should be able to do the same in human form?”

      “Eventually. And likely only with you,” Sakinha said.

      “Talking through touch,” Em murmured.

      “Woman, you cannot talk dirty to me at the dinner table by holding my hand. Everyone will know what you're up to when my ears go all fire engine, and they can smell me, even if you can't.”

      Sakinha and Em laughed again.

      “We kinda already did that with the cheese crackers thing,” Em said. “I sent you those words without opening my mouth. How did we do that so fast?”

      “What if two souls could be stitched together by the very threads of Fate?” Sakinha asked.

      Thorne and Em glanced at each other before they looked back at her.

      “I think that's your answer,” Sakinha said.

      “I don't get it,” Em said.

      “You've already mentioned you felt inexplicably drawn to each other right away. You both experienced pain that forced you back together at key moments that would have driven you apart. And you have a deeper connection with your mate than any Trainee I've had,” Sakinha said, directing the last words at Thorne. “Fate doesn't intervene, but what if she tied you two so tightly together you were destined to be one. When you tried to be two—”

      “Fate snapped us back together like a rubber band or some magnets?” Em asked.

      “Soulmates,” Thorne breathed.

      “Soulmates,” Sakinha agreed with a grin.

      “Now I have to know, woman. What did my wolf say?” Thorne asked.

      Em shut up, and wasn't that a curious reaction? When Em blushed, Sakinha gave Thorne a knowing look. “We're done for the day,” she told him.

      Thorne offered Em his hands and pulled her up. “I'm not letting you off without hearing it,” he told her.

      She stuck her tongue between her teeth and scrunched her nose at him.

      “I have ways of making you talk,” he said in his best villain voice against her temple.

      “Here's some talk: you're sweaty,” Em said, pretending to twist out of reach.

      “Showers help with that,” Sakinha called over her shoulder.

      Em and Thorne both stopped and stared at her.

      “Please. You two read like a neon sign to me.” Sakinha chuckled as she hiked her duffle up onto her shoulder and blotted her neck with her towel.

      

      Thorne pulled the car in at a small diner outside of town. It was, in his opinion, the best place for fries and milkshakes anywhere near Fairview. Reegan would have argued with him that the one on the opposite side of town was the best for anything.

      “Are you bribing me with food?” Em asked, lifting a brow at him.

      “I'm bribing you with wedding talk,” he said. “The food is a bonus.”

      “You want to talk about our mating ceremony?” Em asked.

      “In only the most selfish way, woman. As in, how quickly can we make it happen?”

      Em laughed. “You're the worst. And the best.” Then she sobered up. “Thank you for taking me with you. Watching you train taught me a lot. I'm proud of you.”

      His heart warmed at her words, and he brushed his knuckles over her cheek. “Thank you.” He swept a kiss over her lips and whispered, “French fries and chocolate milkshakes.”

      She swatted his arm—but she hustled out of the car.

      They sequestered themselves in the booth at the back of the restaurant and Thorne sat next to Em with his arm slung across the back of the bench. He ignored the over-eager flirtations of the woman who came to take their order. Em smiled up at the woman with a possessive pride that made Thorne's wolf howl.

      He wondered if he should just mentally ask his wolf what the deal was. When he considered it, the creature snorted and cocked his head like he was playing dumb.

      The waitress sashayed away, and Em turned to face Thorne. “He said, 'Well, it's about damn time'. And then he attacked me like a puppy on a sugar high,” Em blurted.

      Thorne stiffened. “Attacked?”

      “In a puppy way,” Em said. “You don't remember him coming at me and licking me and trying to chase me around the suite?”

      “Not at all,” Thorne said. Diesel and Lathan had both mentioned moments when their wolves shut them out. “I don't love that he might do stuff I can't see.”

      Em reached up to squeeze his hand, which was draped near her shoulder. “I was there. He was fine. It was adorable.”

      “That's what made you blush?”

      Em blushed again. “Not exactly.”

      “Woman,” Thorne growled playfully.

      “He told me if he wasn't a wolf, he'd hump me six ways to Sunday,” she hissed. “And I told him you had that part taken care of. And then I told him that was a dirty thing to say and he said”—she huffed out a breath before she rushed on—“he said he learned it from listening to me.”

      Thorne could feel the embarrassment radiating off her.

      “But he also told me he likes it when you let him swim in the lake—not just you—and he asked if I would swim with him, so it wasn't all about my dirty sex mouth.”

      Thorne drew her close. “Oh, Em. What in the hell did I do without you?” he asked, laughing against her temple.

      “I hear you touched yourse—”

      Thorne stole the word with a kiss as the waitress brought an overflowing basket of fries and two huge milkshakes to the table.

      

      “That's it?” Thorne asked. “A big family dinner at home? And the party at the Three Moons?”

      “Doesn't that sound like a good compromise?” Em asked. She nibbled the ketchup-laden tip of a french fry and sighed with pleasure.

      Thorne's eyes drifted to her mouth. He shifted in his seat. “It sounds like you're making it too much about me. This is the only wedding you'll get. Don't you want it to be more?”

      Em chewed her fry and considered that. “It doesn't have to be the only wedding. We could be like those people who renew their vows all the time. We could get married by Elvis in Vegas and stuff.”

      “I was around for the Elvis thing. Never got into it,” Thorne said.

      “Beatles?” Em asked.

      “Stones.”

      “Ah. Should have guessed. You and Ren, both.”

      Thorne shrugged. He liked the Protector's taste in music, for the most part.

      “Taylor?” Em asked, with narrowed eyes.

      Thorne made a non-committal noise. “Dean?”

      “A little before my time.”

      “He'd be younger than I am, woman.”

      “Even so,” Em said. “And no, I don't need more than the dinner and the party. I don't even need all that. I need you, and a little time to move the rest of my stuff out of my apartment.”

      “About that,” Thorne said. “Don't do a thing with it for now.”

      “Why not?”

      “I've got plans. Trust me?”

      Em grinned. “Always. There is one thing I need to go there to look for, though.”

      “What's that?” Thorne asked. He sipped his milkshake, which had finally melted enough to drink through the straw.

      “A surprise,” Em told him with a naughty smile. “Can you take me by on the way home?”

      “Of course,” he said, snagging a fry.

      Thorne sat back and enjoyed the last of their time away from the pack for the day.

      He knew he was living in a blissful bubble and the real world would come back to him soon enough. The encounter with Asher was a blatant reminder of the fact that Thorne was only playing nice. Inside him, there was still a brooding, hulking creature with a bad mood and a thundercloud of emotions. But when he looked at Em, he thought of her cousin, Morgan.

      What was it that divided a man like him from the kind of man who'd harmed her cousin?

      Goodness and love.

      Those were the powers that drove him to choose, again and again, to be the man who belonged by Em's side.

      

      “I'll just be a minute, Thorne. Seriously. I don't want you to see what I'm getting, and I have no clue where I stashed it,” Em said. She put her hand on his arm. “I'll be back down right away, I promise.”

      Em could see his jaw working as he decided. Then he leaned over her, reaching for the small glove compartment. He opened it and pulled out a tactical knife in a black sheath. “Take this. Keep your phone in your hand. And know I don't love the idea of you going anywhere alone.”

      “You're lucky I'm asking permission,” Em told him. “I'm still me, remember? Willful independence is a thing, here.”

      Thorne shook his head. “I'm still me, too. And I'll always try to protect you more than you need.”

      Em popped the door on the car before he could argue any further. She gave him a reassuring smile as the elevator doors closed behind her.

      Em had lied. She knew exactly where to find what she wanted because she hadn't stashed it at all. It was tucked in the back of her closet, where all the other out of fashion and out of season things ended up. Em had a terrible time getting rid of stuff. Clothes, especially. She tied style to her moods. While she loved to stay at the bleeding edge of trends, ancient and outdated things lurked in the back of her closet, just in case.

      Luckily, the thing she was looking for wasn't outdated, even if it was a little old.

      She shook her head and laughed as she closed the apartment door behind her. “I actually let him get to me and make me jumpy,” she muttered. She glanced around the main room where the kitchen and living area blended. It was untouched. Em thought, again, how much she would miss the place. She almost wondered about keeping it. A downtown getaway might be fun, and it could always be open for the rest of the pack if they had too wild a night at the Three Moons.

      She strode to her bedroom and opened the closet. It ran along the entire left wall. To her perpetual disappointment, the closet wasn't a walk-in. Nice and big, sure. A walk-in, no.

      Thorne's walk-in closet was fabulous. His identical sweaters took up about five inches of space, and he'd pledged the rest of the room to her.

      She'd toyed with the idea of buying some clothes for him, but she'd attempted that once. As a joke, the first Christmas she'd spent with the pack, she'd given him a lovely, classic ivory fisherman cardigan. It was about as opposite as she could get from the sweaters he wore daily, rain or shine, hot or cold. He'd never worn the thing. After more than eighty years of doing it his way...

      Em squeaked with joy when she spotted the distinctive shoulders of the thing she was looking for and slid it from the closet. “A little dry cleaning and you'll be perfect,” she told the dress with a smile.

      She turned to the back of her bedroom door, where her garment bag hung. She unzipped it, thinking it was a good way to conceal the outfit.

      “What the—”

      Her Thorne-related smile broadened. “Almost forgot about you,” she murmured to the contents of the bag as she added the dress.

      The apartment door opened and closed.

      Em snorted. “I knew you wouldn't be able to wait,” she called in a sing-song voice as she slung the garment bag over her shoulder.

      Thorne didn't respond. She opened the door expecting to find him standing there, giving her one of his moody, broody glares.

      She saw no one.

      Her heart kicked into high gear, and Em grabbed the knife she'd hooked to her bandage skirt. She understood, with a rush of panic, why the pack Trainer had always warned her against constricting outfits.

      Em fumbled her phone, the garment bag, and the knife in sweaty fingers as she crept from the bedroom.

      Maybe she'd been mistaken. But she should call Thorne anyway—

      The phone and garment bag went flying when the stranger launched herself from the bathroom.

      Em's attacker was shorter, but stronger and faster by far. The woman pinned Em to the wall outside the bedroom door.

      “What do you want?” Em gasped against the vice grip the woman's arm was creating across her stomach.

      Em had managed to get her arm behind her, in the hopes of pretending it was pinned. Now it actually was pinned, and the knife along with it. The back of her skull ached from where it had conked the wall.

      “Security check,” the woman said. She gave a cocky toss of her head and the black hood she wore fell back to reveal the red fabric braided into her long hair.

      “Security check?” Em hissed, struggling against the woman's hold. “It's my apartment. You're the threat, you Dissident hag.”

      “Not true.” The woman leaned in and sniffed Em, causing Em to shrink back. “Not a wolf.”

      She backed off the pressure a little.

      “No. Not a wolf, and not becoming one. Asher relayed your little message,” Em snarled.

      “Your pack made a tidy arrangement with the Seer,” the woman said.

      Em shrugged. She had enough room to pull the knife, but she needed to wait for a moment when the woman was open and vulnerable. Right now, Em didn't have the upper hand.

      “We don't have him to watch you, but that doesn't mean we won't be watching.”

      Em couldn't help herself. “Watching? What—doing random 'security checks' like this? Why would you tell me that? Isn't it a bad idea to let the enemy know your next move?”

      “We're not enemies,” the woman said. “We're simply two sides of opposing factions.”

      “Yes. Or enemies,” Em told her. “Seriously. Spoken like a truly brainless follower. You Dissidents are laughable at best. Call me when you get a real attack going.”

      The woman gave Em's middle a shove and pointed her finger in Em's face. “You're human, for now, so I'll ignore that comment. If we meet under different circumstances, my wolf might not be as kind. See you next month, woman,” the Dissident said.

      She turned on her heel and strode for the apartment door.

      Em launched herself forward.

      She caught the Dissident female's arm and twisted it back. She had the advantage of surprise. Em would never admit that she should have let things lie when the woman was walking away. The misuse of Thorne's nickname for her—and the fact the Dissidents knew enough to taunt her with it—lit a fire in Em's blood that was unlike any other.

      She pinned the woman against the wall, ready to shove her out into the hall and lock the door if anything went wrong. She poked the knife into the woman’s flank, over her kidney.

      “You've already seen for yourself I'm not a wolf. Don't come after me again. I'm not afraid of you, and I'm not afraid to do it,” Em said, digging the knife in deeper at the woman's back. “You don’t get to threaten the things I love.”

      “You don't get it,” the woman gasped against Em's hold. “We've already set the plans in motion.”

      “What does that mean?” Em snarled, jabbing the knife again.

      The woman hissed. “Truly, I don't know. Each of us gets only the instructions we need so no one can reveal the whole.”

      “The whole,” Em spat. “Stay away from me and my pack and even Asher. You have no idea what we're all willing to do for each other.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Forty-Eight

        

      

    
    
      Thorne watched the elevator doors close behind Em. He shook his head and gave a resigned laugh. “She'd be the death of me if I weren't nearly immortal,” he muttered with pride to the deep growl of his car's engine.

      He was tapping his fingers on the steering wheel, working something out in his brain when the horrible, ripping pain seized him. The pressure was so heavy it pressed him back against the car seat. He gasped and fought to catch his breath. Something was wrong.

      With every ounce of his strength and willpower, Thorne scrambled from the car without bothering to kill the ignition. He raced for the elevator, seeing the redness of his hands as they shook and fumbled for the button to Em's floor. At the last second, his sense told him to take the stairs.

      It was too late. His wolf burst forward as the elevator doors slammed in front of his nose.

      Thorne's wolf whimpered and howled, turning frantic circles in the mess of cloth that littered the elevator floor. When the doors slid open, he tore down the hall. He recognized, through what Thorne's eyes had shown him so many times, the familiar door even before he smelled Em's sugary fragrance. It was mixed with acrid fear.

      Em's door was more a match for his heavy body than Thorne's wolf would have guessed. He flung himself against the wood three times before it splintered. Another hit broke a chunk out. Em cried out for him from inside. The sound fueled him, and he tumbled through the narrow opening with such power he took the door off its hinges.

      Thorne forced his wolf out of the way when he saw Em on the floor, clutching her broken phone and his knife. He shifted and fell to his knees, gathering her to him. “What the hell?!” he asked, checking her over with desperate hands.

      “D—D—Dissident,” Em sputtered and sobbed against his bare chest. “She's gone...I don't know what happened!” Her gaze swept over the remnants of her destroyed door. “It wasn’t locked, you know.”

      “My wolf didn’t bother to check,” Thorne murmured. leaning back to inspect her again. “Let me see you. Are you hurt?” he asked. He cupped her chin and looked at her eyes. “Shit—I bet she knocked you out.”

      “No, I'm fine. Shit shit”—Em blew out a breath and shook her hands—“shit, I'm just jacked up from adrenaline.”

      “That's what happens when you stick a knife in someone, love,” Ren said from behind them. “At least, I'm hoping the blood on that knife isn't yours.”

      “Shit!” Em and Thorne cried at the same time.

      “You knew I was coming, mate,” Ren said throwing an amused, cocky grin Thorne's way.

      “The door is good sometimes,” Em admonished.

      “What door?” Ren asked, surveying the mess.

      “I didn't know you were coming,” Thorne growled.

      “Well, you could have guessed it, couldn't you. The phone alarm?”

      “The huh?” Em asked.

      “We rigged your phone with a safety mechanism ages ago, love. If it got destroyed, we’d all get an instant alert you might be in trouble.”

      Thorne felt Em stiffen in his arms. “Yeah, I'm sure I got the alert, too,” he murmured, answering the question blazing in her eyes. “My phone is in the car—or the elevator, though. I might need a hand with that,” he told Ren. “Did you see which way she went?” he asked Em. “My wolf didn’t run across her.”

      “She didn’t go the normal route,” Ren said. He flicked his fingers around the air like he was pointing to something. “A Protector gave her a lift.”

      “Can you track that?” Thorne asked.

      “I can’t follow the trail like a hamster tube, mate. It doesn’t work that way.” Ren cast a worried glance at Em, but Thorne gave him a tiny nod. He could take care of Em, and Ren would be more helpful on the case of the disappearing Dissidents.

      Ren looked around before clapping his hands and setting to work. “Right. Well, Lathan's on his way, but I thought I'd come on down since I could get here faster. I'll pop around and see what I can see. Someone with more tech skills than me will need to pull the security footage. I'll call Fourt on that. Can't have all the silly humans going crazy about the wolfman captured on camera and such. I swear, this is why you keep me around. It's always 'Ren, fix this' and 'Ren, do that' and 'Ren, for the last time, that's not butter.' What would you do without me?” The Protector's ramblings could be heard long after he'd gone down the hall to the elevator.

      Thorne wrapped his arms tighter around Em. “Woman,” he whispered, stroking her hair and rocking her back and forth to soothe her. “I'm sorry my wolf freaked out. I tried to control him.”

      “Are you freaking serious? No way! I should have listened to you,” she sobbed. “Why didn't I let you come with me?”

      “You handled yourself,” Thorne told her. Inside, he felt like breaking down, too, but his wolf was proud. Em could take care of herself, even if he didn't love the thought of not protecting her. He would always worry about her and her safety, but a part of him knew he wouldn't have too much to fear.

      Em's sobs grew louder, and he scooped her up as he stood, taking her with him. “I need something to wear so I can take you home without causing a public disturbance. Did you find what you needed?”

      “Garment bag—in the hall—I think,” she choked out between sniffles.

      Thorne didn't release her as he went hunting. He recognized her garment bag on the floor of the hall. “Think you can grab that for me?” he asked her, stooping with her still in his arms. She reached and got the edge of it. “Hook it over my finger, here,” he wiggled a finger near her knees.

      “Where are you?” Lathan's voice boomed. “Is everyone okay? What happened?”

      He skidded to a stop near the kitchen when he spotted Thorne and Em near the hall.

      “My mate just kicked some Dissident ass, that's what happened. She's fine, but I'm taking her home. Ren has already started a search of the—”

      “Nothing,” Ren said, popping up by Thorne's left elbow.

      “I'm putting a bell on you,” Thorne growled at the Protector when Em gasped and shied away.

      “You'll have to get your hands on me first, mate,” Ren said.

      “My mate has better hair than you do,” Em told the Protector.

      Thorne snorted and squeezed her as Ren flicked his hair back and muttered something about doubting it.

      “What do you mean nothing?” Lathan asked. “You didn't find anyone?”

      “Not only that, but there's no sign anyone was here. Sniff around. Do you smell anything?”

      “It was a wolf,” Em said. “She told me she was, at least.”

      Thorne breathed in, but could only smell familiar things. Em's apartment, Lathan and Ren, the perfume Em wore—no clear emotional fragrances from her, but he'd come to expect that. Seeing and feeling her emotions was better than smelling them, anyway, as far as he was concerned.

      “How could they erase every trace?” Lathan asked. His nostrils flared again like he didn't believe it.

      “They seemed to think they've got the advantage,” Em said. She turned to Thorne and muttered, “You can put me down.”

      He sighed but did so.

      “She said they've put plans in motion. She told me none of them know the whole thing, though. Like they almost expect us to keep finding them and beating them in these minor ways.”

      Thorne breathed in to offer an argument, but Em leaned against him. “Seriously. Do you think I could have fought her off so easily? What if it was supposed to seem easy, so we underestimate them?”

      The guys looked at each other. Thorne's wolf pawed mercilessly at the corners of Thorne's mind. His wolf was entertaining the notion of becoming for Em what Blaze was to Grace. Thorne didn't think Em would love that.

      “I'll put in a report with Avery's office,” Ren said, launching into UNITY mode.

      “You two can get out of here,” Lathan said, landing troubled eyes on Em, who was still tucked against Thorne's side. “We'll handle the rest.”

      Thorne nodded his thanks. “Anything else you need?” he asked Em.

      “Just you—in some clothes,” she answered.

      “Never thought I'd hear you say that,” he teased.

      “You'll be laughing less when I tell you my robe is the only thing I have that can fit you. Say hello to silk and florals, handsome. It's time to go home.”

      

      “You know you were attacked today and I'm out here still jacked from fearing for your life, right?” Thorne called. He was wearing nothing but his boxer briefs as he paced the dark floor of their bedroom. The day had grown long, and he was ready to call it a night. Conversation about the incident at Em's apartment had kept him keyed up until he was ready to tear his hair out.

      “I know that,” Em called. “You don't sound like you're in bed.”

      Thorne let out a frustrated growl. “No, woman, I am not in bed. I am insane with worry. Completely different kind of in.”

      “You'll blow off some steam soon,” Em teased.

      “You'll blow off some—Fate, I don't even have a good comeback for that.”

      The bathroom door opened and he froze.

      Em was standing there, framed by the light from the bathroom behind her.

      “You were supposed to be in bed,” she scolded.

      She didn't move toward him. Thorne rubbed his red ears. He'd seen the stuff she was wearing before, kind of accidentally, when he'd snooped on her things that day in the kitchen.

      Lingerie.

      He felt his body's response before he could form words.

      “There are plenty of ways to get over something like today,” Em said. She strolled through the room like it was nothing. Like she was wearing a t-shirt, and it was any other day.

      Thorne was left to follow her wordlessly with his eyes.

      “I have a personal favorite,” she told him. She went to the bed, tossed back the sheets, and sat on the edge before she beckoned him with a finger.

      “You're not always going to be able to disarm me with sex,” Thorne grumbled.

      “I'm not? What a shame. I'll have to keep thinking of new ways to do it,” she said. She stuck the tip of her tongue between her teeth and Thorne felt a shiver of relief run through him at her innuendo.

      It was so normal, and it reminded him that his fears could be put to rest for the moment. Em was there, waiting for him.

      She scooted back to give him room when he crawled onto the bed and caught her in his arms. “You don't have to wear anything,” he said, lifting the top edge of the sheer lace to peek beneath it. “Fate, woman,” he breathed. He growled and rolled on top of her, and she laughed against his neck.

      “Does this ever go away?” he asked, stealing a kiss.

      “I've never had it. I don't know,” Em said.

      Thorne pulled his head back to give her a disbelieving look. “You don't have to pretend, woman. I know it's not new to you.”

      “I'm not pretending. I've been with other men, yes. But not like this. Never like this,” she told him. “I don't think it goes away.”

      “It won't then,” he said. “Not for us. We won't let it.”

      “We'll have to get out of bed at some point,” she said.

      “Really?” Thorne groaned when Em stroked his tattoos. He worked his fingers over the thin strings of her thong and slid the tiny thing away. “I think everything we need is right here.” He positioned himself against her.

      Em lifted her hips to him, and he sank into her, finding the new, but now familiar, sensations her body gave up to him.

      Thorne counted himself among the luckiest creatures to walk the earth. He had spent many years believing he was unskilled, unneeded, and unworthy. He was learning, instead, the truth that he had more to offer than he'd ever known, and Em would remind him if he ever forgot it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Forty-Nine

        

      

    
    
      “I still don't get it,” Fourt said, his brows drawn. “You can see emotions, but you're not a Seer?”

      “We're not seriously having this talk again, are we? It’s been a month. How do you not get it?” Em grumbled.

      “No, mate. He can feel emotions, but they have colors.”

      “No, the boxes have colors,” Riley corrected.

      “Sometimes the emotions too, though,” Thorne said. He gave Em a helpless look. Trying to explain what he was learning to do with his abilities continued to prove impossible when it came to the pack. Only Em understood his training sessions—mostly because she attended more than she missed.

      “I'm still hung up on the part where you can share emotions and take them away,” Grace said. “Did you mess with my mind when we had the big talk before Lathan and I mated?” she asked with narrowed eyes.

      “He doesn't mess with anyone's mind,” Em said.

      “But he can dabble with the emotions,” Grace's dad said. He glanced at his wife, who was furiously scribbling notes on a pad of paper.

      “And you can unravel them piece by piece?” Allie asked, continuing to write as she asked the question.

      “Kind of,” Thorne said.

      “But you don't actually read minds, do you? It's more the feelings themselves?” Lathan asked.

      “Ohmigod. People,” Em said. She tossed her hands up. “No wonder Thorne is grumpy sometimes. And when he is grumpy, if it's not because of all your stupid questions, there's probably something major going on in his brain. Why can't we all agree it's best if you leave him alone and let him sort through it. How is this still not making sense?”

      “Then we're doing what we've always done,” Diesel pointed out.

      “I'm completely fascinated,” Reegan said.

      “I'm completely lost,” Avery said, “which sucks because I'm the one who figured out he was a Sage in the first place. But all I knew was how dramatic he is.”

      “I’m not dramatic,” Thorne protested.

      Em giggled. “You are—a little—but you leave most of that to me.” She winked and he grabbed her hand under the table.

      He concentrated his hardest on sending her the words, “I'm ready to get out of here.” He thought them over and over again while he listened to his family as they continued talking about him.

      “Me, too,” she said.

      He looked up to grin at her, but her eyes were huge with surprise. Without opening her mouth, she asked, “Did we just do that?”

      “I guess so,” he thought back at her.

      Her eyes widened even more.

      “We have to tell Sakinha!”

      Thorne felt his lips twitch into a smile. “What am I going to do with you, woman?”

      “I have a few ideas,” she said. “Should I announce them to the family, so they'll send us away?”

      He pulled his hand away and rubbed his bright red ears while his mate giggled at his side.

      Across the room, Asher was hanging back by the kitchen island. Thorne felt bad for the guy, really. Asher had been forced to stick around while all the mating ceremony plans were being made.

      Em let out a loud, fake yawn and slid her chair back. “This bride's gotta get her beauty rest. And by rest, I mean you're boring me. It's my last night as a single lady. When did it become all about him?” She hooked her thumb at Thorne.

      Grace snorted and shot Thorne a look that said, “You asked for that.”

      Thorne grinned back at her. He knew exactly what he'd signed up for and he was more than okay with it.

      Em's wink drew chuckles from around the table. “Hawthorne, would you please escort me to my cabin?”

      “Always,” he said.

      “We'll be out there in a bit,” he heard Grace tell Em.

      

      “It's not quite the same,” Em said, looking around them.

      “It's as close as it can be without knocking the thing down and starting over, though,” Thorne said as he pulled his sweater back on.

      Thorne had spent the last month reworking their cabin into the closest replica of her apartment he could achieve. The layout was a little off, but he was right. Without total structural damage, there was no way to get it closer, and that had been Em's one condition: he had to keep the cabin, with all its charm, intact.

      Even Em's piano had been moved over. A series of Thorne's smaller paintings were displayed on the wall above it, in their black and white and gray glory.

      They had argued over whether to keep her apartment. In the end, Lathan had purchased it to be the new headquarters for Black Contracting & Consulting. With the work they were getting downtown, he said an office space at the center of it all was a great investment.

      While the place held many memories that were dear to Em, it also held ones she would sooner forget. One of the key elements among the memories was now living in her old guest room at the house. Enough was enough. She was glad to see the apartment go to a new use.

      “Don't think about Asher,” Thorne told her, backing her against the counter in the tiny kitchen. “He hasn't been as bad as we thought.”

      “He's still here, though,” Em grumbled.

      “Yeah. But he can make a mean breakfast, so he's a little useful,” Thorne said.

      Em sighed as Thorne slipped his fingers beneath the strings of her thong—again. “You're trying to distract me,” she said.

      “You're not complaining,” Thorne said. He nipped the soft skin beneath her ear, sending tingles all the way to Em's toes. He grinned and backed away. “Are you sure you'll be okay out here?” he asked, glancing around the cabin once more.

      “I'm sure, especially with everyone doing their last rotating guard duty. It's kind of adorable. I think Fourt and Riley might be sad to see it end.”

      “That's because you played games with Riley and ate junk food with Fourt. They think that will stop now that you don't have a reason to pass the time with them.”

      “Pfft. I have more reasons to pass the time with them now that I'm here around the clock.”

      “I tried to tell them,” Thorne said with a shrug.

      “I'll make an effort to spend some time with everyone, doing the things we used to. I wouldn't want to offend any members of my pack,” she said with a wink.

      Thorne reached out and traced the rhinestone letters across Em's chest, causing a wave of delicious shivers to course through her. “Of all your t-shirts, this is my favorite,” he said.

      “Don't tell Ren,” Em said. The black shirt bore a huge, silver-rhinestoned “Mate” on it, rather than the typical human bride version. Em wished she'd been the one to think of it because Ren's gag gift to her was one of the better jokes the pack had enjoyed in a while.

      “I think he already knows. You've worn it nonstop,” Thorne said. He took her hand and tugged her toward the sofa.

      “Of all your sweaters, this is my favorite,” Em told him when he sat on the fluffy, familiar cushions and pulled her into his lap.

      He was wearing the creamy cloud-soft fisherman cardigan she had given him for that first Christmas. Also his black boxer briefs—but nothing else. He'd taken to hanging out in that sweater the way she liked to roam their room in lingerie, and it had become a turn-on of problematic proportions. Em giggled and snuggled against him as he reached over and picked up his book from the coffee table.

      “Don't get any ideas, woman. I'm only out here until you fall asleep, so you'd better do it before midnight because I'm not going to see you again until we sign that paper tomorrow.”

      “You'll take me to bed?” Em asked, tucking herself against his warm bare chest.

      “I'll put you to bed. Don't think I didn't catch your phrasing,” he said. But he reached down and gave her a soft pinch on the rear.

      Em settled against him and let her eyes close. She listened to his heart beat as she drifted to sleep.

      

      A noise outside caused them both to stir. Thorne snapped his book shut and slid out from under Em.

      The first wolf howl he'd heard was joined by another, then another.

      “What the—” Thorne went to the French doors at the back of the cabin and looked out.

      “They wanted to do something special for you.” Em giggled and clapped her hands with glee.

      The wolves in the pack were sitting in a semicircle around the rear of the house with their heads lifted to howl in chorus. Fireflies whirled around them, thanks to Blaze.

      Thorne sucked in a breath and grasped her hand. “What's this feeling?” he whispered, pushing the emotion out through his skin and into hers.

      Em leaned against him. “It's joy mixed with a lot of surprise and some pride. Oh...and...” she lifted her eyes.

      Thorne shook his head and was sure he looked as surprised as Em did. “Happy tears,” he murmured. He laughed and wiped his eyes. “Well, Fate, I can't let them see me like that.”

      “Sure you can. But right now, I think they want to see you as a wolf,” Em told him.

      He planted a kiss on her temple before he slipped out of his sweater and draped it around her. He kicked off his boxer briefs and threw the back doors open.

      “Your dirty wolf isn't allowed to sleep with me tonight, either,” Em said.

      “Don't worry, woman; I know the rules.”

      In a flash, he was gone and his wolf replaced him. Thorne's wolf pressed his head into her hand and gave her a quick, “Love you,” before he trotted out the door to join the pack.

      

      Thorne tucked the sheets around Em and backed away to stand in the bedroom door. It still didn't feel real and he didn't want to leave her side.

      “11:58,” Grace said. “Time to go.”

      Thorne followed her to the front porch of the cabin. Grace was taking the first round of guard duty. Blaze snorted away a firefly and sat by Grace's feet.

      Grace patted the black wolf's head. “I told you once I didn't believe in soul mates,” Grace said. She smiled at him and reached a slow hand up to touch his shoulder. “I'm glad I was wrong about that. You're responsible for my happiness and the happiness of my very best friend. I'll never be able to thank you enough, brother.”

      He smiled, recalling their heart to heart those two years earlier. “You started it all,” Thorne said, resting his hand on top of hers, “but the rest was up to Fate.”

      “Ah, Fate. She loves to get what She wants.”

      “No joke,” Thorne said.
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      “Dinner was pretty good,” Em said.

      Thorne draped his arm across the back of her chair and twirled a lock of her hair. His eyes landed on the ring his brand new mate had slipped onto his finger an hour earlier. He swallowed down the nervous feeling fluttering in his stomach and purposely kept his hands away from Em's skin. He didn't want to spoil any part of the surprise.

      Asher's brows lifted from across the festively-decorated table. “Is that a sideways compliment about my cooking, gorgeous?”

      Thorne prepared a hearty growl, but Em's response turned the sound into a laugh: “Whatever, evil eye.”

      Rose and Dahlia watched from Diesel's arms as Reegan blew a steady stream of bubbles from a little white bottle.

      “All this human wedding stuff is weird, you know,” Riley said.

      “It's traditional,” Allie scolded him from across the table.

      “Traditional? How did”—Riley paused to pluck confetti from the table—“how did tiny man-shaped bits of trash become a tradition?”

      “When the wedding industry saw how much people would pay for it,” Grace muttered from the corner of her mouth.

      Em snorted and did that thing where she stuck the tip of her tongue between her teeth. She told Thorne it was a more mature version of sticking her tongue out. He’d pointed out she was still sticking her tongue out, just in a different way. Then she'd shown him another technique—he shivered, and Em gave him a sidelong glance that told him she felt the emotion.

      The wolves in the room groaned.

      “On that disgusting note,” Riley muttered, “let's get this show on the road.”

      “And you complain about my sex stench?” Lathan asked, clapping a hand on Thorne's shoulder.

      Thorne wanted to hide his red face in his hands, but Em tugged him from his chair before he could achieve the action.

      “Party party party!” she squealed.

      Thorne batted a balloon out of the way. The thing floated across the room, drawing Blaze's attention.

      “No ma'am,” Grace told the wolf. “You have to be on guard tonight while we're gone. No balloon popping. And no fire breathing.”

      The wolf sat and gave an indignant sniff, looking like she'd been scolded for doing something she had no intention of doing. When Fourt passed by and patted the creature's head, though, the wolf gave a big grin. “You can help me blow out all the candles,” Fourt told her. She jumped up and followed along behind him, readying her huff and puff.

      “Ohmigod,” Em called from the front door.

      Thorne's heart jumped—though she didn't sound distressed—and he jogged to her. On the way, he passed the stone table where their freshly signed mating certificate still sat.

      “Well, which one do we take?” she asked him when he reached her side

      He followed her gaze to their cars, which were parked side by side in the driveway. Both had been decorated with all sorts of crap.

      Riley sidled up next to them with a huge grin. “At least that's a human tradition I can get on board with.”

      Ren popped up from behind the back of Em's car. “Oh, good! We just finished with the cans.”

      Oma's head appeared around the other side of the car. “I forgot how much trouble Protectors get you into!”

      “I can't believe you're encouraging him!” Em called. “I'll walk before I let those cans chip my paint,” she told Thorne under her breath.

      He tucked an arm around her and murmured in her ear, “I'll let your grandmother off the hook since she can't come to the club. But just wait until I get my hands on that Protector. He'll have cans chasing him for a month.”

      “I heard that, mate,” Ren announced, “and the best part will be letting you get your hands on me because you’re not catching me on your own. Besides, that's what you get for saying you wanted to put a bell on me.”

      “Ohmigod. Hold a grudge, much? Keep your hands off my mate,” Em teased Ren.

      “Don't worry, love. He's not my type,” Ren told her with a wink.

      Thorne attempted to determine if his car was in any way drivable, while Em bid farewell to her grandmother. Oma had made the trip to Fairview in an unconventional way, thanks to Ren's abilities. She was sneaking back out of the town by the same method.

      “I'll be back in two shakes,” Ren promised.

      “Don't shake anything around my grandmother,” Em scolded as she folded herself between the streamers that festooned the inside of Thorne's car.

      

      The pack had gone all out with decorating the Three Moons, too. It had cost a small fortune to get the club to let them do it, but it was worth it. Thorne and Em were the only ones who hadn't helped, and they hadn't seen it yet. In fact, Em didn't know about it at all, which was one of the reasons Thorne's nerves were high. He took a moment to focus before they got out of his car.

      “Congratulations!” a group of human women cheered from outside the car.

      Em giggled and called back, “Thanks!”

      There was no way to miss the Just Married vibe—every inch of the car was covered in some manner of window paint or sign or decoration.

      “Big day,” Em murmured, sliding her fingers between his.

      Thorne pressed away all the things he felt that might give away secrets. “Big, crazy, amazing day,” he said.

      “We could skip the party and get milkshakes,” Em told him. “That would definitely be like me.”

      “Maybe we'll sneak out early and do just that. Plus, there's a wedding cake waiting in the cabin fridge.”

      Em squealed and launched herself into his arms. “When did you have time to do that?”

      “You sleep a lot, woman. It was easy.”

      She peppered him with kisses before she backed away. “Come on, before I try to persuade you to christen your backseat with me, handsome.”

      “There's a dirty joke in there somewhere,” Thorne teased her.

      “That was the dirty joke,” Em said, giving him a fabulous pout. “And don't you dare say I'm off my game. I get a pass. I'm the bride.”

      He held his breath as he opened the door and let Em walk in ahead of him. He trusted his family to make it look good—well, maybe everyone except Riley.

      “Ohmigod!” Em pranced a few steps ahead of him, turning around in a circle to look at everything. Then she caught his hand and dragged him in.

      The club had been transformed. A wall of semi-sheer white fabric had been set up around the two long sides of the dance floor. The space backed up against the DJ stage and opened up to the large main bar. Black and white balloons were everywhere, and a huge banner welcomed the regular club-goers to the wedding reception.

      Em's face told him she didn't know whether to be delighted for herself or horrified for him. He tucked her against his side and spoke into her ear so she could hear over the pulsing music. “I told them to go all out,” he assured her. “The family dinner party was for me. This is for you.”

      Reegan and Grace grabbed Em away from him and tossed a broad white Bride ribbon over her body, so it hung around her shoulder and hip. Thorne took the Groom version from Reegan and put it on, reminding himself it was only for one night—and it was all for his mate.

      Em was wearing the black dress she'd worn the day they met. It wasn't a wedding dress, by any means. It was her, though, and he knew she'd done it for him. She'd told him she would do anything for him and she'd proven it, too. He was going to spend the rest of his life working to deserve that kind of love and devotion.

      Em took his hand, and he followed along to where the rest of the pack was gathered by the bar.

      “Aveleiyn!” Em cried.

      She released Thorne's hand long enough to wrap the vampire in a hug. Thorne held his breath and stooped a little to let Aveleiyn plant her usual kiss on his cheek.

      “Congratulations to you both!” she said. Her gaggle of male groupies was spread across the room. “I took the liberty of passing your gift off to Reegan,” the vampire told them with a smile. “I hope the herbs have been helpful. You should have no lack of supply now thanks to the seeds I've given your Healer.”

      Em gave Thorne an almost bashful grin before she turned her eyes back to Aveleiyn. “It's totally weird that you're a part of our sex life, but yes. So far, so good.”

      Aveleiyn dipped her head in a smile before her attention was drawn away by Avery.

      “It was sweet of you to invite the clinger,” Thorne said. The bartender came their way, but he waved the guy off while Em glanced over at Asher.

      “I do feel sorry for him, in a way,” she said.

      “Me too, but I won't admit it to anyone other than you.”

      “Plus,” Em said, “if we keep him around at parties and bring him out with us places like this, the chances he'll glom on to someone else increase, don't they?”

      Thorne’s brows shot up in surprise. “You've got a plan, don't you?”

      Em shrugged. “Nothing viable yet, but there are always options. Simone laughs at his stupid jokes when they cook together. That's a start.”

      “Is that part of your ways of the woman?” Thorne teased, drawing her against him and kissing her cheek.

      “Something like that. Call it instinct,” Em said.

      At that moment, a guy who'd had one too many waved an arm and bumped into a member of the bar staff who was carrying a loaded tray over her shoulder.

      With lightning speed, Asher snatched Aveleiyn out of the way, before the tray could crash down over her. Aveleiyn looked stunned for a moment before she realized what had happened. She said something in her foreign vampire tongue—it sounded like a curse—and shoved away from the Seer.

      “Are you thinking what I'm thinking?” Em asked Thorne.

      He grinned at her. “Vampires steal the truth and Seers reveal it. I’d say it’s impossible, but stranger couples have happened.”

      “Maybe I've got a plan after all.”

      “Oh, woman, you are a force to be reckoned with.”
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      A pair of slender arms snaked around Em, and she looked over her shoulder.

      “Ohmigod! Morgan!” she cried, wrapping her arms around her cousin's slim waist.

      “I can't stay for long,” Morgan said, “but Win knows how much it means to me to be here.”

      She gestured over her shoulder at a small cadre of women who ranged in appearance from adorable to lethal.

      Em turned back to Thorne but was surprised to see he had disappeared. “Well, I was going to give you a proper introduction to my husband,” Em said with a laugh. She turned back and held her cousin out at arm's length. “You look good,” she said as quietly as she could over the loud music.

      “Thanks,” Morgan said. “I feel good. You look beautiful. I should have guessed you would do something super-nontraditional.” She touched the gold-studded leather shoulder of Em's black dress.

      Em grinned and looked down at the thing. “It has a history, just like Thorne and me.”

      “Morgan, I'm sorry, but we must stay on the move.”

      Over Morgan's head, Em could see a middle-aged woman with dark blond hair and gentle features. The group of women had closed in behind Morgan, circling her and the blond.

      “Of course,” Morgan said over her shoulder. She gave Em an apologetic look. “It's for safety. Just for now,” she said.

      Em nodded in understanding and squeezed her cousin tight in a quick hug. “When things calm down, come visit if you can. We have an extra guest room at the house. I know you'd be welcome there,” Em said.

      Morgan's smile warmed Em's heart. Oh, how good it was to see her sweet cousin smile, rather than look broken as she had the last time they'd been together.

      “We would love that,” Grace said, popping around Em to wrap Morgan in a hug. “Anytime, okay?”

      Morgan thanked them and then the cluster of women turned and made their way out of the club in a single, unbreakable unit. Riley was also watching them go. Em was about to turn and ask Grace what she knew when the music faded out.

      A wave of quiet swept the club from the DJ stage and dance floor to the back, and Ren's voice piped over a microphone as the crowd hushed. “And for the record,” he said, “it wouldn't kill you to play a bit of good, old rock every now and again. Just needed to make that known, mate.”

      “What the hell is he up to?” Grace said, turning with a groan to look at the Protector.

      “Emmeline Lawrence,” another voice rang out.

      “Ohmigod!” Em ducked to look around the bobbing heads in front of her. “It's not Ren. It's Thorne,” she told Grace, letting her jaw drop in full disbelief at the sight of her mate standing in the middle of a now-clearing dance floor.

      “Well, go then!” Grace said, giving Em a playful nudge forward.

      Em made her way with slow, steady steps, aware—both for her sake and for Thorne's—of every eye as it turned from her to him and back again.

      When she stood at the edge of the dance floor, Thorne held his hand out to her. He looked straight at her. Em knew they were the center of attention for everyone in the now quiet room, but she felt like he was talking to her alone. “You've already given me the future, but I still need one more thing from you,” he said.

      When she was close enough to reach him, he tucked his arms around her and lowered his voice, so he wasn't yelling any longer. “I need you to give me my last first dance.”

      Em adjusted to his hold, which was a little formal and a little vintage, just like him. She'd seen enough of those old romantic movies Grace liked to know where to put her hands based on how he held her.

      “I don't know how to do this right,” Thorne told her. The apology in his voice melted Em's heart.

      “You're doing it perfectly,” Em said, “but we don't have any music.”

      “We will. Do you trust me?” he asked.

      “Always,” Em whispered, tilting her lips up for a kiss.

      He met her in the middle, then dipped her back, which drew a fantastic reaction from the crowd and broke the quiet that had fallen over the room.

      Thorne nodded at Ren who gave a huge grin and wave before he focused on the equipment in front of him.

      Piano music swirled into the air, and Em gasped.

      “My song!” she whispered. She looked around the crowd with panic. She'd never had anything she'd written played in public before.

      “Our song. Trust me,” he repeated.

      He began to move, and Em moved with him. At first, she was afraid he might try to lead her in the kind of strange dances Ren liked to do, but he simply held her close and moved with her to the music.

      “You did this for me,” she said, motioning with a finger in a circle around the room. “The big scene.”

      “Of course, woman. I would do anything for you.”

      “Including make yourself the center of attention. I'm surprised by you every day,” she said, resting her head against his.

      Over his shoulder, she could see the rest of the pack joining in.

      Reegan gave her a huge grin and a thumbs up around Diesel's shoulder, while Riley tried to lead Avery—who was trying to lead him. Fourt was standing off to the side with his phone, taking a video. Grace and Lathan spun past them, dancing to their own music entirely.

      Thorne gave a subtle wave, and Em turned to follow his gaze. Sakinha was at the far edge of the room, dancing with a dazzlingly handsome man. She and her mate waved back before they returned their attention to each other.

      Slowly, the crowd that had broken away and moved off came back. Em was surprised. The piano music wasn't at all the kind of thing she expected the usual Three Moons attendees to get into. Couples moved, though, looking like they were content with the change of pace.

      Em nuzzled against Thorne and thought a change of pace could be nice now and then.

      She and Thorne were still themselves and their own people. But together, they were something more. She boosted his abilities and helped him interpret them. He boosted her talents and brought them to light. He'd been doing that all along with the website and design projects he had landed her in the R & B world. And now, he was showing her music off to a huge room full of people.

      She leaned her head back. That was strange...she didn't remember this part. She felt Thorne's attention on her and turned to look at him. “Did I write this?” she asked.

      He smiled. “No, woman. I did.”

      She looked at him in confusion, and he gave her an adorable, guilty, shrug. “You never asked if I could play.”

      Em swatted him playfully, but sank back into his arms and closed her eyes while she listened. The part Thorne had added fit with the rest of the song. It was different, but it blended so well that she doubted anyone else would notice the change.

      “Ohmigod—or maybe I should chalk this one up to Fate,” she said after the final notes had played. “That's why I hadn't finished it. I couldn't. It wasn't mine to complete alone.”

      “I think you're on to something,” Thorne said. He pulled his head back. “That's the only track I lined up for us to dance to. But I'm already out here, and it's not as bad as I expected. Do you want to try one more?”

      Em beamed up at him. “Always.”

      As the DJ shooed Ren away and took back over, the music returned to the usual heavy beats, but Em stayed tucked against Thorne. Maybe one day she would torture him by dancing all over him the way the rest of the crowd was. For that night, though, simply having him on the dance floor with her was more than she could ever have hoped for.

      She had given herself permission to love a wolf. Who knew what she would accomplish by his side?

      Em felt eyes on her and turned her head to look over Thorne's shoulder again as they circled around. Asher was leaning against the corner of the bar. He lifted his drink to her and nodded. She smiled. She and Asher would never be best pals, but she knew one thing for certain. She credited Asher as the catalyst for bringing her to her senses about Thorne. So she smiled back—but after she'd done so, she drew Thorne into a kiss so passionate and heated that it branded her soul.

      She felt the low rumble of his quiet growl against her chest, and she laughed as he dipped her down again.

      “I would put up with anything to see the smile on your face,” Thorne said, pressing his lips against her ear.

      “That's a good thing, handsome, because you've got a lot to put up with when it comes to me.”

      He laughed out loud. “Oh, woman. I can't wait to enjoy every damn day with you.”

      They stayed that way all night: Thorne's arm around Em's waist, her hand in his hand, and their heads leaned together. It felt just right. The one time Riley tried to cut in, Thorne growled in earnest, and Em laughed. “Maybe next time,” she called over Thorne's shoulder.

      Through their skin-to-skin contact, they spent the evening trading emotions and sharing silent thoughts as they swayed to the music that swelled around them.

      Love and Fate had run their course, flirting and weaving into a connection stronger than Em could ever have hoped for. She no longer felt focused on the devotion a man could show her—though there was no doubt Thorne showed her plenty.

      Em knew the joy of give and take, working in a team where neither partner was perfect, but each one made the other better. She knew the value of love in a way she would never have understood it before Thorne had entered her life.

      And she knew the wolf, who held her so close, would be by her side forever.

      No, not forever.

      Always.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fifty-Two

        

      

    
    
      Six months later

      

      Thorne looked up when Em huffed out a frustrated sound. “What’s wrong, woman?”

      She tossed her hair over her shoulder. “I can’t focus on this project at all.”

      “Not coming together?”

      She cocked her brow at his accidental naughty joke. “No. All the food smells.”

      Thorne laughed. “You could have told me you’re hungry,” he said. “I can get you a snack.” He rose from his spot at the drafting table and crossed the great hall to his desk in the corner. Okay, it was more her desk than his. She’d put up a picture of them, and there was a bottle of nail polish where his coffee mug used to sit. That was more personalization than he’d ever done, so it looked to him like she’d staked a claim.

      “I’m not hungry,” she groaned, rubbing her stomach again. “I’ve been snacking all day. But it still smells so good.” She gave him a pout and lowered her voice. “Don’t tell Asher.”

      “Should I be offended? I think you might like his cooking better than mine,” Thorne teased.

      “I do not,” Em argued. “But for every hour he spends in the kitchen, I get an hour with you. I wish you’d let him do more, on that principle alone.”

      “I don’t think the food is the reason you can’t focus,” Thorne said, glancing at the four monitors mounted in front of her. He might as well call those hers too, now. The thought made him grin.

      “Why are you smiling like that?” Em demanded, grabbing his hand.

      He gave her a cocky grin and booted her out of his mind. “Stop trying to steal hints, woman. You’d be having less trouble if you were spending more time working and less time trying to guess what you’re getting for Christmas. Thanksgiving isn’t even over yet.”

      “Smart shoppers start early,” Em advised him.

      “You shop all the time. What does that make you? A retail genius?” Thorne asked.

      Em scrunched her nose at him. “You’ve already gotten me something, I bet.”

      He leaned over her and clicked to close the many sites she’d opened on the computer. “Of course I have, but you’re not going to figure it out. And, either way, it’s not on the computer.”

      “Well, I know it’s not cake,” she said. “You outdid yourself with this, handsome.” She flashed her outrageous diamond ring at him.

      “I did, didn’t I?”

      “Yep,” she said. She slipped out of her chair and into his arms to kiss him. “You’ll always have to work extra hard to top it.”

      “I can think of a few firsts we haven’t tried yet,” he murmured as he nuzzled the skin below her ear.

      She swayed against him, and he blew out a hard breath.

      “You may not be able to focus on work, but I’ve got to get this stuff wrapped up for Lathan before we carve the turkey,” he said, moving away from her even though he hated to let her go. He sent her one last hot blast of longing before he released her fingers.

      Em grumbled as Thorne returned to his seat and attempted to zone his attention back in on the notes in front of him.

      He felt Em’s eyes on him and looked up to meet her gaze. A naughty smile he recognized all too well played over her lips.

      “Woman,” he warned, drawing the word out.

      “I’m not even doing anything, Hawthorne Black,” she said. She snatched her phone from the desk and strutted off toward the stairs.

      “What are you up to?” Thorne asked, unable to contain his curiosity.

      “I need to go grab something from our room,” she called over her shoulder.

      Thorne couldn’t help himself. His eyes followed her ass until she was upstairs and out of sight.

      “Hey,” Riley said, coming around the corner from the kitchen. His mouth was full, and he was holding a spoon outstretched, cupping his other hand under it to prevent crumbs from falling. “What’s missing from this? Ash-hole won’t listen to me.”

      Thorne let Riley shove the spoon under his nose. Without needing to taste the dressing, he answered, “It needs sage. And more onions.”

      “Sage? Like”—Riley narrowed his eyes—“like…wait. Is that a real thing or are you messing with me?”

      “It’s a real thing. Tell Asher. He’ll know what it is.”

      “Okay,” Riley said. Then he leaned closer and muttered, “But I still don’t like him.” He shoved the spoon in his mouth and headed back for the kitchen.

      Thorne snorted and breathed in, trying to turn his focus back to his work. His eyes fell, instead, on the clear, bold lines of the last tattoo he’d gotten.

      Em’s name—in full—was featured on his left arm. The empty space he’d had left there matched the location of Em’s wolf tattoo so well, he had to do it.

      That last one hadn’t felt the same as all the others before it. It had hurt far more and helped far less. He still liked his tattoos and could see getting more—but he didn’t need them. He had something better.

      His phone buzzed by his coffee mug and he retrieved it.

      “What the—” His ears reddened at the image there. “Shit.”

      It was a picture Em had taken, standing in their bedroom in front of the full-length mirror he’d installed. She was wearing lingerie. It was a new set he hadn’t seen.

      Beneath the image, her message read, “Here’s a first, handsome. I’ve never sent one before. Your turn.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Book Four Preview

        

      

    
    
      A breeze ruffled Morgan's hair, carrying the sweet fragrance of the flowers and herbs planted all around her. She looked up from her book. The garden had grown dark without her notice. Thanks to the multitudes of lights strung in the pergola overhead, she had been reading with no trouble. She slid the bookmark between her pages and set the book aside in favor of picking up her new phone and reading over the messages from Em again.

      Em was so happy. Em—of all people—had settled down and gotten married! Morgan could hardly believe it, considering Em, but then she thought of Thorne, who had been in googly-eyed love with Em for so long.

      Morgan remembered meeting him more than a year earlier. She'd noticed right away how he was around Em. Em deserved that kind of happiness after all she'd lost.

      Morgan stifled a sob and pressed her fingers to her lip. The scar above her lip throbbed with phantom pain. The jagged ones over her hips and ribs joined the chorus. She directed her thoughts away from acknowledging the terrible marks left on her inner thigh.

      She tugged the sleeve of her hoodie down over her hand and swiped at her tears, forcing any wishes for her own eventual happiness from her head.

      “Morgan?” Win called from the back door. “We're getting ready for dinner. Do you want to join us?”

      Morgan nodded and swallowed down her tears. “Sure. Thanks. I just need to respond to a message from my cousin.”

      “Take your time, dear. We'll keep the food warm.”

      Morgan took her phone back up, aiming to make the response quick so she wouldn't keep the rest of the women waiting. She still didn't know the answer to Em's question, though. Would she be able to visit Em for Christmas? She needed to find the nerve to ask Win how another trip back to Fairview might work, especially if she wanted to stay with Em for any length of time.

      “You carry the fetor of my enemies.”

      Morgan gasped, and her phone slipped from her fingers.

      Daegan crouched on top of the stone wall that bordered the small garden.

      Morgan tried to scramble out of the chair but—as had always been the case around Daegan—she felt paralyzed.

      “Count yourself blessed that I cannot get to you,” Daegan said. His voice was too familiar. “The woman who protects this place keeps me out of its walls.”

      His tone was relaxed like he had all the power, but the words he spoke seemed formal and foreign.

      Probably because he wasn't talking with his fists, Morgan thought.

      Anger flared in her veins. If he was truly too afraid to get to her, she could allow herself to feel the hurt and hatred his presence brought her. Still, she needed to call out to Win and the others. They needed to know he was there—that he knew how to find her.

      Wait...

      “How did you find me?” she hissed.

      Daegan chuckled and examined his nails like he thought they needed a good buffing. “I know your blood. I will always be able to find you, and I will always know how your mind works. I am the keeper of your secrets. Remember that when you deign to think of him.”

      “Think of who?” Morgan asked. She fought against the invisible fear that pinned her to the chair. She didn't have the presence of mind, at that moment, to wonder what he meant about the blood thing.

      “The beast whose clothes you wear,” Daegan spat.

      “I don't have much else, thanks to you,” she told him, despising the helplessness in her voice. She didn't sound convincing at all but, she'd never been very good at lying. Bending the truth, sure—thanks to Daegan.

      “Do not fool yourself. You cannot deceive me. I cannot get to you, but I can get to him. That would cause you pain, would it not? Yes,” he seemed to be speaking to himself. “I cannot touch you, but I can still alter your future.” Why was he talking like that and acting so strange?

      “I don't know what the hell you mean, you psycho,” she said. She found it impossible to raise her voice above much more than a weak whisper.

      Daegan's expression changed, and his voice turned silky smooth. “You will know it. And when you do, I will invade your veins until you understand that you have always, and will always, belong to me. I will make you love me. I will make you need me. You will never know happiness outside of my cold and heartless embrace.”

      Morgan shuddered. How could she have ever thought she cared for Daegan? He was nothing short of sociopathic. Still, her limbs unlocked themselves as if his voice held the key, and she knew that if he beckoned her, she would go to him.

      He laughed again, and it made Morgan's stomach turn, bringing her back to her senses. She clamped her hands around the seat of the chair, holding herself in place.

      He was affecting her in a way she didn't understand.

      “Do not fight the desire you feel. You are weak and powerless. I control you in all I do. You will see, soon enough, that you are nothing more than a slave to my will.” His cruel, handsome face twisted with another laugh, but the sound didn't make it from his lips.

      In a rush of action Morgan couldn't comprehend, the back door flew open. Women poured out, shouting and rushing in what looked like a formation.

      A flash a light sprayed across the garden, oversaturating the colors of the flowers and reflecting off—what was that thing?

      When Morgan's vision cleared, Daegan was gone. Nora's arm was stretched in front of her and—was her hand glowing? Rhodes stood to the side, beneath the stone wall. Her hair was lifted around her head.

      Deysi crouched in the grass with a long, crooked dagger in her hand. “Where did that white-blooded bastard go?”

      Kalea traipsed with light steps along the top of the stone wall. “Not sure, but not here,” she sang. “Rhodes, stretch the border a little farther so I can look beyond the wall.”

      “No,” Win said. She came to Morgan's side.

      Morgan jumped from her seat and scuttled back until she hit the deck railing behind her.

      “What just happened?” she asked, putting shaking hands in front of her in a meager attempt at self-defense. She felt like she had when she'd woken from each of the times with Daegan. Something in her memory was missing. She shuddered and shrank away when Win tried to reach for her.

      Win glanced over her shoulder at the others. “Leave us,” she told them.

      They trickled back into the house, except for Deysi. She stood, dagger in hand, trailing eyes that were full of vengeance along the top of the wall.

      “You, too,” Win told her without turning around.

      Deysi's dark hair fluttered away from her face as she spun. She holstered the dagger beneath the unimposing blue flowered cardigan she was wearing. The light from the pergola caught the healed scar that marred Deysi's right cheek as she disappeared through the back door.

      “We have a lot to explain to you,” Win said drawing Morgan's attention back to her. “The world is not what you think.”
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        Black Wolf

        A Black Wolf Series Novel

        Book One

      

      Grace Dawes is enjoying a boring, anonymous life in the aftermath of a tumultuous childhood until a call from her estranged parents takes her back to her hometown. When the visit gets derailed by a menacing intruder in her parents’ home and Grace’s life is put on the line, she comes face to face with a man she believed existed only in her dreams.

      Lathan Black has spent fifteen years trying to get over the only woman his heart has ever truly desired. The ambitious young shifter rules himself, his wolf, and his pack with total control. But when Grace crashes unexpectedly back into town and falls into mortal danger, he and his family are the only ones she can turn to for help.

      Plunged into a universe of magic, Grace must choose whether or not to abandon her carefully structured life to fulfill an extraordinary destiny she has never been prepared for. Lathan must grapple with the rigid composure holding him back from becoming the wolf he is meant to be.

      Can they give up control long enough to explore the promise of love?

      
        Born Wolf

        A Black Wolf Series Novel

        Book Two

      

      Avery is one tough wolf. Working and living on the outside of the law might be more fun, but it comes with dangerous side effects. When she gets backed into a corner and takes a risky shortcut to escape, she ends up gravely injured—and in the care of the last wolf she could ever want to see. Now she is stuck depending on him for her health and protection, while the revolution she leads is moving forward without her.

      Diesel left behind his career as a law enforcement agent with UNITY to pursue a quiet life as the second-in-command of his family’s pack. Or, at least, that’s what he’s been telling himself since he retired. When Avery falls into his life, she brings with her memories of the job he left behind and the losses he has suffered. The only thing he wants is to get her out of his hair as quickly as possible. That might be easier if his pack leader wasn’t hell-bent on making him Avery’s private guard dog.

      A journey into Avery’s seedy world shows Diesel his beloved rules and regulations might not be as perfect as he thinks. When the UNITY universe is rocked by an underground movement to overthrow the government, Avery and Diesel find themselves working side by side to defend the life they know. Only problem? They’re not defending the same ideals.

      In the midst of the turmoil, an unexpected passion sparks between them. Can their newfound feelings survive the biggest threat their universe has encountered?

      
        The Black Wolf Series Book Four

        Coming in 2018

      

      The Black Wolf Series is a paranormal romance series set in the UNITY universe. It revolves around the members of the Black pack and their mates as they find their ways to the lives Fate has prepared for them. This series is all about the courage and strength it takes to find true love—and learning who you truly are in the process. Each book in the series is HEA and mostly cliffhanger-free.
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