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      After a brutal encounter with a vampire, Morgan McPherson is left fearing for her life. She has no idea the universe is teetering on the edge of war between two factions—and she’s being used to open the door that links them. When a dangerous revelation sends her spiraling, she finds herself thrust into the Black pack’s home and right into the arms of the one man she’s never managed to forget.

      

      From the moment they met, Riley Black has been unable to ignore the way Morgan affects him. One look at her, though, and all he can see is a past full of dark memories and secrets he must keep to save his own life. One touch and the truth is clear: she’s not his mate. It doesn’t stop his desire for her or his wolf’s urge to keep her safe.

      

      Chaos threatens to reign when dangerous truths are finally revealed. Morgan must decide which side she’s on while Riley must choose between owning up to his actions or losing the one woman who might heal his broken soul. Will they find the strength and courage to fight the demons of the past in the battle for eternal love?
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        It wasn’t always easy to stay in the light,

        but they could keep each other out of the darkness.
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      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 her cousin again.

      Em was so happy. Em—of all people—had settled down and gotten married! Morgan could hardly believe it, 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 sweetly nervous and attentive he was around Em. Em deserved that kind of happiness after all she'd lost.

      Morgan had met Riley that same day. She released a long sigh. Why did that man always have to tag along with thoughts of Em? Sinfully sexy Riley, Em’s new brother-in-law. Gentle Riley, who had rescued Morgan the last time Daegan had attacked her. Kind Riley, who had never asked for anything in return.

      It had been seven months since she’d seen him and longer since she’d talked to him. How could she miss someone she hardly knew? She was still processing the concept that she was allowed to feel anything nice at all after the storm of raw emotion that had raged in her for so long.

      Morgan stifled a sob and pressed her fingers to her lip. The scar above it 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 thighs.

      She tugged the sleeve of her hoodie down over her hand and wiped her tears, forcing any wishes for her own eventual happiness from her head. All she could rely on right now was hope. She might be in a rough spot, but she’d always done her best to be a hopeful person. She was determined to cling to that, even if all she really felt right now was lost.

      It wasn’t just that she’d been missing Riley for all that time. Daegan's actions had upended her whole life. It was a shock when she actually considered the time she’d spent trying to piece herself back together. Seven months of living in this safe home with Win and the women she had grown so close to. Those months had flown by! She enjoyed her time there even if it was tough, after working hard her whole life, to live off of anyone else’s generosity.

      Not that she had anywhere else to go. She didn’t have her own place anymore and it wasn’t like she could go to her parents. Morgan had begun to open up some to Win and the others about her parents. She had an awful parasitic relationship with her mom and a distant uncertain one with her dad. Maybe that was part of the reason Win kept insisting she could stay for as long as she wanted.

      They all encouraged Morgan to take a step back and use the time to decide who she was and what she wanted in life now. She was starting over. She may as well make the most of it and find a new direction. She hadn’t left anything worth saving behind.

      Morgan had agreed to stay and work through it all, but she did so on the condition that she could help around the house.

      Helping others was the only thing she was good at. She cringed at the thought. It was the one thing that kept getting her into these awful situations, too. She was too sweet, innocent, naive. Nice. Sometimes, she hated being nice.

      Win always told her not to worry about helping around the house because it was all covered. Win wanted her to know she wasn’t a prisoner. But she wasn’t exactly safe anywhere else, was she? A wave of despair rolled over Morgan, and she felt her emotions bubble up to the surface.

      “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.” Win disappeared back inside, closing the door behind her.

      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.

      With that, visions of Riley swaggered back into her thoughts.

      Seven months had been enough time for her to sort out that she really liked him. At first, she’d supposed she merely felt hero worship toward him, given the fact that he’d saved her and offered her this chance to start over.

      But when she took a step back, she acknowledged that her attraction to him was present from the moment she’d met him. She had tortured herself countless times with the fantasy of ditching that first date with Daegan to flirt with Riley instead. That was when she’d met him—the same stupid, awful day she’d gone out with Daegan for the first time. How was that for timing?

      “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. His white-blond hair gleamed against the high collar of his black trench coat.

      At first, she thought she must be imagining his presence. Maybe she was asleep; she’d had nightmares enough to convince her it was possible. Morgan tried to scramble out of the chair but—as had always been the case around Daegan—she felt paralyzed.

      At least in her nightmares, she had a chance at getting away from him. She spent hours running from him in her dreams only to wake with a panic attack when he caught up to her.

      This paralysis was real. There was no running now.

      “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.”

      Arrogance tinged his relaxed tone; the words he spoke seemed formal and foreign.

      It's because he isn't talking with his fists, Morgan thought.

      Anger flared in her veins. If he was genuinely too afraid to get to her, she could allow herself to feel the hurt and hatred his presence brought. 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. I have invested so much in you already. It would be a shame to start over.” Why was he talking like that and acting so strangely?

      “I don't know what the hell you mean, you psycho,” Morgan 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, regardless of what Fate has determined. I vow on my blood that if you choose the wolf over me, I will take control of you in every way. I have tried to be benevolent. I have tried to be generous. I am tired of playing these games. I will make you love me. I will make you need me. You will never know happiness outside of my cold and heartless embrace. Do not test me or I will ensure that you both bow to my will.”

      Morgan shuddered. How could she have ever thought she cared for Daegan? He was nothing short of sociopathic. “I’ll never be with you again,” she hissed through gritted teeth. 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 you do. You will see, soon enough, that you are nothing more than a slave to my will. Listen to the music of our blood, singing together. Come to me.”

      One by one, Morgan’s fingers began to unfurl, breaking her grasp on the chair though she tried to hold on. She looked up at Daegan, horror mangling her insides as every one of her nightmares came to life. He’d caught up to her at last, and she couldn’t wake up this time. She couldn’t escape.

      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, over-saturating 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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      Riley drummed his fingers on the table. When he was happy, he whistled. When he was anxious, he drummed. Considering how agitated he’d been for the past seven months, it was a shock he had fingers left to drum with. Hell, forget the last seven months. Try the last twenty years.

      He caught Lathan’s narrowed eyes watching his fingers. Riley stopped the nervous tic by digging into the basket of cheese fries he’d hardly touched.

      The pack was gathered around their big round booth at the Three Moons. They’d been frequenting the club for years, but more in recent months than ever before. Em and Thorne were behind the increased visits. Since their mating ceremony, they’d been dragging the pack out to celebrate every month they’d been together.

      The larger their pack grew, the closer they sat around the glossy black table. Riley considered, not for the first time, that they were lucky they’d long ago claimed one of the biggest booths in the VIP room.

      He wrinkled his nose at the congealed mess of potatoes and cheese in front of him. Normally, cold food didn’t bother him. His stomach turned, and he pushed the basket away before swiveling around in the booth to scan the room. Something always felt off these days. It was an itch he was desperate to scratch but could never quite reach. He rolled his shoulders in an attempt to ease the tension. It didn’t help.

      A cute redhead across the room smiled at him. He spun back around to face the table.

      On the opposite side of the booth, Avery seemed as agitated as Riley felt. She stretched her neck to either side. Riley heard the crack and pop of her bones. “Is he still watching me?” she muttered to Diesel.

      Diesel lifted his beer to his lips as he casually glanced around the room. “Yep,” he said. He set the bottle back down harder than he needed to.

      The whole pack seemed to be running up a higher bar tab than normal. Riley chalked it up to the recent undercurrent of extra stress in the universe. Things were unsettled and off-balance.

      “Oh, for Fate’s sake. Right now, I am not a mommy. I am not the Magistrate. I am childless and I am tipsy. I'm not talking about those Dissident jack wagons tonight. Someone go tell that nosy ghost to knock it off. ”

      Diesel’s arm closed tighter around Avery’s shoulders. Riley’s wolf groaned in his mind, and he forced his eyes away from the couple as they cuddled together.

      He wiped the cheese from his fingers onto a napkin. Noting the state of the table, he collected the straw papers and crumpled napkins around him into a neat pile.

      To his right, Grace nudged his foot under the table.

      “You okay?” she mouthed when he peered over at her.

      Riley gave her a subtle, sullen shrug.

      Grace asked the rest of the group the question that was plaguing Riley’s mind. “Where did Em and Thorne go?”

      “Probably the dance floor,” Fourt said. He slid out from the booth and Riley looked up eagerly.

      “That’s not where they are,” Reegan, his twin sister, said. The blotchy red blush covering her cheeks suggested she’d encountered the couple in the dark hallways on the way to the bathroom. Riley had used those hallways himself in the past. He swallowed down the thought of what went on back there. What he’d done with his own body to women he didn’t care about.

      “More than I needed to know,” Asher said.

      “You’re just jealous,” Lathan said. He lifted his brows and leaned in to whisper something tight against Grace’s ear. She laughed and kissed him before responding with a whisper of her own. Riley was glad he couldn’t hear it in the too-noisy room. From the way Lathan shifted in his seat, they’d all be in for a show if those two left the table.

      “Don’t look so excited to see me,” Reegan teased as she slid in close to Riley.

      “What’s that?” Riley asked, making a goofy face at her. No one in the universe could lighten his lousy mood like his sister.

      “You’re not fooling me, you know,” she responded, rolling her eyes and bumping his shoulder. “I know you were hoping I was Em.” She scrunched her nose as she noticed the atomic orange-colored soda in front of Riley. “I’ll never understand how you can drink that stuff,” she said. “No wonder your wolf is so hyper.”

      Riley poked the sweating glass of water on Reegan’s red cardboard coaster. “You want to talk about drinking habits, what’s with the virgin tears?”

      “What were you two doing?” Avery hollered from across the table.

      Em and Thorne rounded the booth. Riley bit back the urge to ask the question that was always on his tongue.

      “Celebrating,” Thorne said with a cocky grin. He swept his hair out of his face with one hand as he guided Em into the booth with his other hand.

      “Stinking up the room is more like it,” Lathan said with a good-natured laugh.

      He wasn’t wrong. The smell of sex filled Riley’s nostrils, and a wave of cold nausea swept up and over his back. It settled in the pit of Riley’s stomach, where it turned into a burning coal of envy. Riley rolled his shoulders again and ignored the ringing in his ears.

      “It’s times like these I’m reminded how nice it is not to be a wolf,” Asher said.

      “Aww. One day you’ll know what it’s like to be with someone who wants you,” Em teased him.

      He flicked a piece of pretzel at her, which Thorne intercepted and added to Riley’s trash pile.

      Riley gathered the little mess up, intending to dump it into his fry basket to hide the cold, uneaten fries. An arm shot over the booth around his shoulder.

      “Speaking of wanting someone, what’s the Morgan report for the day?” Ren asked, lifting the basket out of Riley’s reach.

      Riley dropped his head back to look up at the Protector, who’d just arrived and was standing behind the booth. “What the hell happened to your head?” he asked, as he took in Ren’s altered appearance.

      “Three guesses,” Ren said. He swaggered around the booth and plopped down at the end. Fourt, Thorne, Em, and Reegan all scooted in closer to Riley to make room.

      “Near-death encounter with a lawnmower?” Riley asked.

      “Got it in one,” Ren replied. He signaled to the server as she came to collect some empties. “Whiskey neat, love,” he said, attempting to pluck a fry from the basket. The whole clump of fries lifted, along with the waxy paper around them. Ren shrugged and kept pulling until he dislodged a chunk small enough to fit in his big, loud mouth.

      “Don’t get any ideas,” Em said to Thorne.

      “Are you guys doing that telepathy thing again?” Reegan asked.

      “It looks nice,” Fourt said.

      “Thanks, mate,” Ren said around his mouthful of cheese fries.

      “Okay, seriously though. Have you heard anything?” Riley asked Em, no longer able to contain the question.

      “There it is!” Avery cheered from across the table.

      Diesel laughed out loud and beamed proudly at his noisy, bossy mate.

      The hot coal in Riley’s stomach burned brighter. The ringing in his ears grew louder. Was it really fair that the happy couples around him made him so unhappy? He couldn’t blame them for enjoying what they had.

      “Sure,” Em said, leaning around Reegan to talk to Riley. “We’ve worked out all the details since the last time you asked. We scheduled all the pack birthdays, anniversaries, vacations, and holiday plans for next year, too.”

      “Wouldn’t surprise me,” Asher said. “You people use any excuse to party.”

      Riley glared at Em. “A simple no would have worked.”

      She gave him a cherubic smile. “No.”

      “Obvious much?” Reegan muttered.

      Everyone snickered.

      “On the topic of obvious,” Ren said from the end of the booth, “there’s a little redhead over there who’s desperately trying to get your attention, mate.”

      Riley’s heart leapt, but he managed to glue his ass to his seat. It wasn’t the redhead he wanted. It was the same one who’d been smiling at him earlier.

      “Come on. Show us The Riley Grin!” Avery shouted.

      Normally, Riley didn’t mind the good-natured ribbing from the pack. Yeah, they thought he was a flirt. Hell, he usually was a flirt.

      “Oh, Fate. You’re so drunk,” Diesel laughed as he pressed a kiss into Avery’s black-streaked blond hair.

      “You’re the leader of our kind, you know,” Riley chided. “You’re setting a bad example.”

      “You’re setting a bad example,” Reegan said. “Go dance with the pretty girl. It might make you feel better.”

      It wouldn’t. Riley wanted to melt out of the t-shirt and jeans he was wearing. Maybe the floor would absorb him and take him away from this whole night. His family just wanted to see him happy. And he just wanted to see them happy. So why was everything making him miserable?

      That was a stupid question. Riley knew the answer. He had it bad for Em’s cousin Morgan. There wasn’t a day since the last time he’d seen her at Em and Thorne’s mating ceremony, seven months earlier, when he hadn’t thought about her. It didn’t matter. There wasn’t anything he could do about it.

      Right. There wasn’t anything he could do about it. Riley silently thanked his wolf for the reminder and nodded at his own conviction. “Alright, let me out,” he said.

      The pack moved out of the booth like toppling dominos until Riley could stand and stretch his legs. His feet wanted to fix him to the spot, but Riley made them move. It was like trying to walk his way out of cement shoes.

      The redhead’s smile broadened as Riley approached her. The hot coal in Riley's stomach expanded until he was sure it would incinerate him where he stood.

      “Would you like to dance?” he asked the redhead.

      Her face lit up, but Riley didn’t get the thrill that usually came from a pretty woman’s smile. Why was he doing this to either one of them? She wasn’t what he wanted, and he had no interest in being what she wanted.

      His heart beat a dull, depressed rhythm in his chest as he ignored his churning gut and slapped on his signature grin. He made sure the pack got an eyeful of it as he followed the woman back past them to the dance floor. He had a reputation to uphold; he was the fun-loving flirtatious one, after all.

      His family didn’t know that particular part of his personality had died more than twenty years earlier.

      This was the life he’d chosen to live. The facade he’d stitched together to wear like a suit—a suit that hid the secrets of the past and reminded him that he needed to put Morgan out of his mind. A man like him could never be with a woman like her. After what she’d been through, she needed someone who could help her put her life back together. All he could do was break her.

      He cursed the part of him that thought a good shattering might do the trick to fix them both.

      As they approached the dance floor, the volume of the music intensified, but so did Riley's desire to be anywhere else. The ringing in his ears grew louder, and he clenched his jaw to keep from letting his wolf howl out loud.

      This was the life he’d chosen, he repeated in his mind. He’d done it to himself.
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      “Are you sure we should be doing this?” Nora asked Win, who was rummaging in one of the kitchen cabinets.

      Morgan watched with wide eyes as streams of light trickled from Nora’s fingertips. Her heart pounded, and her head ached. “This is wrong,” Morgan whispered, looking around at the women she thought she knew. What was happening? “It's like he always made me feel. What did you do to me?” she demanded, her voice quaking with fear.

      “We’re losing her,” Deysi warned from where she stood by the back door.

      “I don’t even remember coming back in here,” Morgan said. She trembled as she paced around the far side of the table. She was using the broad slab of wood and its chairs as a barrier to keep everyone away from her. “What’s wrong with my mind? Why can’t I remember?”

      “We didn’t do that,” Kalea offered. “Not like Daegan did to you. It’s residual magic.” She smiled at Deysi and added, “I forgot how much my magic messed with you back before you knew to prepare yourself for it. What fun!”

      Magic. Magic. They kept using that word.

      “Ladies.” Win’s commanding voice took over the chatter in the room. She approached Morgan with her hands up to show she held a glass of water in her left and two pills pinched together in her right fingertips. “Standard aspirin. I promise. They can help.” She placed the round white tablets on the table and slid the glass toward Morgan between the still-steaming dishes of food.

      Morgan studied the tablets with careful scrutiny. They looked normal, but how could she be sure?

      “Let’s cut right to the chase, here,” Win said. She shooed the other women back behind her again. Morgan almost smiled at the familiar action—until she remembered that she was freaking out. Win turned to address the women behind her and Morgan decided to take a chance on the aspirin. The buzzy pounding in her brain was making her eyes cross.

      “Look,” Win said, “I’m calling it. I’m not R & B anymore so they can’t punish me for telling her.”

      “Only for about a dozen other things,” Deysi said.

      “Nothing new there,” Win replied. “If any of you want to leave the room so you can have plausible deniability, do it now. Otherwise, you’re part of this. And since most of you are R & B, you know the trouble you could face.”

      Morgan watched and listened, trying to make sense of the words. Unless they were talking about music, she was pretty lost. Even if they were talking about music, still lost.

      The women shared glances, sighs, and shrugs but no one left the room.

      “Alright then,” Win said, turning back to Morgan. “What we’re going to share with you is information most humans aren’t privy to. By telling you this stuff, we’re putting a whole hell of a lot of faith and trust in you. But if I’m honest, I’m telling you the truth because I can, and I know it would be a lot more problematic for Riley and his crew to do it.”

      “I don’t understand,” Morgan said, waiting to pass out or get sick from the pills she’d swallowed.

      “You’re overcomplicating this,” Rhodes said to Win. She threw one of her sweet, casual shrugs Morgan’s way. “Just swear you won’t tell anyone anything you’re about to see and hear.”

      Morgan frowned. Why did they all look so excited? Not scary, like they were looking forward to causing her harm. More like…hell, she didn’t know anymore. “Do I have a choice?” Morgan asked.

      Kalea laughed. “That’s what I’ve been saying this whole time. Haven’t I been saying that?” she asked Nora, who still looked uncomfortable.

      “She’s right, Win. She doesn’t have a choice. Fate!” Deysi grumbled. “Why didn’t Riley just risk it and tell her the truth?”

      Fate.

      Daegan had said something about Fate. A shudder shook Morgan’s shoulders. “You’re going to tell me what Daegan really is, aren’t you?” she whispered.

      That caught everyone’s attention.

      “He’s not just a bad person. He’s a monster. He changes—I—I remember him changing.”

      “She’s going down,” Rhodes said. Then, faster than Morgan could track it, Rhodes vanished and reappeared right next to her. Rhodes whipped a chair out and shoved Morgan into it as her knees gave way beneath her.

      “How’d you do that?” Morgan asked, grasping her hand before Rhodes could turn away.

      “Morgan,” Win said, calling them all back to attention. “Can we trust you to keep our secrets?”

      Morgan nodded, still clinging to Rhodes. The skin beneath her fingers seemed to hum with energy, and Morgan felt an uncanny shift in her mind. A veil there swayed like a light wind had swept through the dark corridors of her brain. She couldn’t see what was behind the veil, but she could tell it was important—and somehow familiar. “Yes,” she heard herself say. “You can trust me.”

      “Yay! Talent show!” Kalea sang, clapping her hands.

      “Crazy fairies,” Deysi muttered, but she ruffled Kalea’s hair with a warm grin.

      Win smiled lovingly at them before she crossed her arms and leaned back against the kitchen island behind her. “In all those books you read, you ever come across characters that aren’t quite human? Like the ones they make movies about?”

      Morgan peered up at her. “You mean like werewolves and vampires and ohmyshit—” she covered her mouth and stared at them with uncertainty. Daegan was a monster, sure. But not really…right?

      “Gross,” Kalea said with a giggle.

      “Let’s stick to the stuff we can show you for now,” Win said quickly. “Things like fairies, for instance.”

      Kalea squeaked, and her eyes went wide. “Me first?”

      “Since you’re so excited about showing off, sure,” Win encouraged.

      Kalea drew in a big breath and tucked her green-streaked hair behind her ears on both sides. She edged closer to the table and, getting no resistance from Morgan, slid into the chair at the end. She smiled as she tapped the rim of Morgan’s water glass. “Tell me something you’d like to see. Anything you can’t see in this room right now.”

      Morgan glanced around before responding. “A shark.”

      “Oooh! Fun one!” Kalea clapped her hands again. Then she drew her pale brows together and stared intently at Morgan’s glass. Morgan looked around the room to gauge how much they were messing with her, but the other women were watching Kalea. Morgan swung her gaze back to the glass and gasped.

      The water in the glass had changed to a deep, sea blue. Along the bottom, sand and lightly tinted corals appeared. A tiny shark with black-tipped fins swam lazily around the minuscule ocean floor.

      “Hmm,” Kalea said with a dreamy smile. “The Pacific, I think. Close to Costa Rica.”

      Morgan gasped. “What the…” Words failed her.

      Kalea tapped her silver-glittered nail against the side of the glass, but the shark paid her no attention. It kept swimming along the landscape, which changed as the shark continued its journey.

      “I’m a fairy,” Kalea informed her. “Lots of people think we’re tricksters, but I don’t play much anymore. This,” she tapped the glass again, “is what we call ‘the slip’. It’s how my breed of fairy can travel from one place to another. It can be found in reflective surfaces like windows, mirrors—”

      “Water,” Nora added, nudging Deysi’s arm.

      Kalea ignored them and continued, smiling sweetly up at Morgan like it was any other day and she was talking about the weather. “We’re not usually so human-looking. Where I came from, we’re all tiny little nothings like dust or pollen. Glitter in the wind. But now I’m stuck in this world. I can’t go back into the slip because it’s too dangerous. That’s why I’m here, with Win. I can peek into the slip, though, every once in a while. Want to see anything else?” She bounced in her chair with excitement, but before Morgan could consider what else she might want to see, Win intervened.

      “Let someone else have a turn, dear,” she said to Kalea.

      Kalea sighed and waved goodbye to the little shark in the glass. In the blink of an eye, the water was just water again.

      Rhodes made a soft throat-clearing sound next to Morgan and lifted her hand, which Morgan was still holding.

      “Oh! Sorry!” Morgan said, releasing the woman.

      “No worries,” Rhodes said with another easy shrug. She jerked her head at Nora, who was hanging back by the cabinets on the far side of the kitchen. “Wanna go together on this?”

      Nora flicked her eyes to Morgan. “You promised,” she said.

      Morgan nodded.

      “Fine,” Nora said, sounding resigned as she pushed away from the cabinets. “What should we do?” she asked Rhodes.

      “I’ve gotta keep it small. A little shield around just the three of us?”

      “Do the flower one, Nora, please!” Kalea said, vacating her chair to make room.

      “I should have seen that coming,” Nora said, cracking a smile for the first time since Morgan could remember coming inside.

      Rhodes stepped close to Morgan. “This is going to feel weird but stick with me.”

      Morgan swallowed and nodded to indicate she was ready—but for what?
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      At first, Morgan wasn’t aware of any changes. Then the peculiar tug of static electricity swept her long red hair up and out away from her head.

      The same thing happened to Rhodes and Nora. Behind them, a shimmering film stretched up from the floor, growing and reaching until it sealed up around them. For only a split second, she could see the shape of a wavering green dome that surrounded them, thin as a soap bubble. Then, the barrier became invisible, and the kitchen looked the same as it always had.

      “What just happened?” she asked, almost expecting her voice to echo back at her.

      Rhodes grinned and bobbed her straw-blond hair, so its upright ends waved in the air. “The three of us are inside my shield,” she said. “I’m a Protector. My job is to keep the good guys safe and the bad guys away. I can do lots of things, like the way I moved so fast to catch you with the chair, but shielding is my specialty.”

      “Not everyone can do it like Rhodes can,” Nora said, which caused Kalea and Deysi to laugh.

      “Innuendo aside, she’s right,” Rhodes said with a proud lift of her jaw. “I’m one of the only Protectors in the universe who can shield more than one area at a time.” She turned to Win, Deysi, and Kalea. “Who wants to show her how it works?”

      “I’m not falling for that again,” Deysi said.

      Rhodes laughed and turned back to Morgan. “If anyone from outside tried to come through this barrier, they’d get one hell of a shock. That’s mostly me, but it’s partly Nora, too.”

      That sparked a light in Morgan’s mind. “Daegan said something about walls keeping him out of here.”

      Rhodes nodded. “That’s because there’s a huge shield like this tiny one wrapping the perimeter of the house and garden. I have to keep it tight to the property because the bigger I make it, the more exhausting it is to keep up all the time. And I can’t shield two distant places at once. They have to be pretty close.”

      Morgan could have convinced herself they were pulling her leg if they didn’t seem so intent on carrying out this wild showcase. Plus, she hadn’t mentioned it to anyone yet, but she’d already suspected something wasn’t quite right with the world.

      Rhodes nudged Nora. “Show her how you help,” she encouraged.

      Light continued to trickle from Nora’s fingertips as she lifted them up for Morgan to see. “I’m sorry about all this,” she said. “It’s hard for me to control when I’m nervous.”

      “Which is usually a plus because it means you kick so much ass when you need to,” Deysi chimed in from outside the barrier.

      Nora’s long bell sleeves slipped up, revealing the scars she kept hidden. Morgan had only seen the wounds a few times. They made Nora look like she’d survived an attack by a wild animal.

      With her black hair floating around her head and her hands glowing, Nora had the appearance of a mystical enchantress. “I draw my magic from within to create these,” she said. Her hands came together, and she worked them around like she was forming a ball of clay. Pale blue light seeped from between her fingers as she worked.

      When she stopped and opened her right hand, a shining blue sphere, about the size of a billiard ball, rested in her palm.

      “Oh, that’s a little big. Sorry, it's so much harder to manage when I’m anxious,” she said. She handed the ball to Rhodes without further explanation, but she sent a shy smile Morgan’s way.

      “Nora is an Advocate,” Win explained from beyond the barrier.

      “These things she makes are called Advocacies,” Rhodes continued. She reached deep into the pocket of the oversized gray sweater she often wore and pulled out a similar-looking orb. It was much smaller and red with lime green sparks shooting around inside it as if it were alive. “She makes them for me a lot, to help me keep the outside barrier strong. This one,” she shook the red ball, “is electrifying the shield right now. I have to keep it on me while I’m holding the barrier up to make that happen. And this one,” she shook the blue ball, “is Kalea’s favorite.”

      “Yes! Yay!” Kalea danced from foot to foot.

      “You do the honors,” Rhodes said, passing the ball back to Nora.

      Nora blushed and ducked her head. “It’s safe, I promise,” she told Morgan. Then she dropped the ball on the floor. The sound it made was like rain on glass. From the broken pieces, flowers sprouted across the floor. They grew from a velvety cushion of lush green grass contained perfectly within the round confines of the dome. The flowers were every color and bore fragrances Morgan had never smelled before.

      “So pretty!” Kalea squealed.

      “This is unreal,” Morgan whispered, standing and turning around in a circle within the narrow space she had.

      “It’s as real as it gets,” Rhodes said. “This is the real world. You just didn’t know it existed.” She yawned. “Gotta let it go,” she said. Then she closed her eyes and tipped her head back.

      Morgan watched as the film broke apart at the top and rippled down around them, falling like a curtain, until she could see no more of the green shimmer. The flowers and grass faded away in the same manner, there and then gone. Morgan sank back into her chair, watching the last of the grass get absorbed into the spotless tile floor.

      Win was still standing with her arms crossed, leaning back against the kitchen island. She stayed quiet, searching Morgan’s face and waiting for Morgan’s response.

      Morgan felt a certain seriousness about the situation that she couldn’t quite explain. She believed them—not only what her eyes had shown her, but what Rhodes had said about a world Morgan didn’t know existed.

      “What about you two?” she asked, finding the courage to tilt her chin at Deysi and Win.

      “Probably easier if I go first,” Deysi said to Win.

      Win considered it for a moment before nodding her agreement.

      “I’m human,” Deysi said, stepping forward. “Always have been and doing my damnedest to make sure I stay that way.”

      Something was different about her attitude. Normally as demure as the flowered cardigans and preppy pants she wore, Deysi now seemed dark and dangerous. Morgan examined Deysi’s appearance but couldn’t see any hint of the dagger she now knew was hidden at Deysi’s side.

      As if she could read Morgan’s mind, Deysi shrugged out of her sweater to reveal a holster. The contraption circled her arms like a sleeveless shirt and wrapped around her back. It held two daggers, which rested against her ribs. She unsheathed the deadly blades. Their crooked lengths gleamed like flat, gnarled tree limbs made of metal. She let them clatter onto the table between a casserole dish and a soup bowl.

      She grinned up at Morgan, then she began to move with impressive speed. Before Morgan knew it, seventeen more blades joined the original two, and whence they’d all come, Morgan could never say for sure. One small one had been concealed within Deysi’s waistband, and at least two had come from her shoes.

      Morgan gaped at the collection of weapons.

      “I’m always left to be the voice of reason,” Deysi said with an exaggerated sigh. “Not everything in this universe is sunshine and rainbows.”

      “Or sharks and flowers,” Kalea admitted, sticking her lower lip out in a pout.

      “You said you remember Daegan changing into a monster?” Deysi asked, pulling a chair out and turning it around to straddle it backward. Gone was the usual ladylike composure with which she carried herself. “What do you think you saw?”

      Morgan stroked the scar on her lip. She didn’t want to describe it out loud. Even with as much as they’d just shown her, she still felt certain they’d think she was crazy. She gave Deysi a rueful head shake.

      Deysi leaned forward, crossing her arms over the back of the chair. “Where there is a hunter, there must be prey,” she said. “I’m a hunter, Morgan. I hunt monsters like your ex.”

      “And I used to be a monster,” Win said, stepping forward at last. “Of a different kind, but a monster all the same.”

      Deysi stood and offered Win her chair.

      “Why don’t you all give us a little time now?” Win asked.

      “Wait!” Kalea cried. She rushed around Win and dropped to her knees next to Morgan, grasping Morgan’s hands. “You’ve lived with us for a long time now. We love you, and I know you care about us, too. Don’t let this change your mind about us. It shouldn’t matter that we’re different. Please tell me we’re still friends!”

      Morgan’s life had never been terribly happy. She had so few friends in the world, and she was estranged from most of the family she had left. The women in this room were important to her. They’d helped her get her life back in line. She owed them everything. They had her trust, even if they didn’t yet have her complete understanding—and she had a feeling things were only going to get stranger.

      Somehow, that didn’t bother her as much as it probably should have. In fact, it gave her a peculiar sense of hope that she was desperate to cling to.

      “Of course we’re friends,” she assured the fairy. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”
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      “I already knew something funny was going on in the world,” Morgan told Win.

      They were sitting at the kitchen table with plates made up in front of them, but Morgan hadn’t been able to eat much yet. The rest of the women had taken their food upstairs to watch a movie so Win and Morgan could have some privacy.

      “Besides the Daegan monster thing, I mean.” She twirled her fork in her fingers. “That last time he attacked me, and Riley and his brother came to help, that was when I really started to let myself believe it. They took me to see Em’s aunt—only I’d seen Aunt Evie before. Years and years ago, and she still looked exactly the same. I wrote it off as confusion at the time. Well, that and good genes. You’ve seen Em. She’s flawless,” Morgan said, her nerves urging her to keep rattling on. “But they doctored me up, and I healed so fast…”

      She paused and pushed some broccoli around on her plate. Keeping her eyes downcast, she murmured, “There’s something to that, isn’t there?”

      Win laid her napkin on the table. “Riley and his siblings call the world they live in the R & B. It stands for Races and Breeds—and that means anybody who isn’t human.”

      Morgan swallowed and nodded. “So, Riley isn’t human?”

      Win cleared her throat and leaned forward to rest her crossed arms on the table. Her graying blond hair dipped over her shoulder. “That’s not my question to answer. But I’ve got my own story from the R & B world, and I can share that since you’ve given me your word you won’t tell anyone. Right?”

      Morgan nodded and pulled her hoodie sleeves down over her fingers, cocooning herself deep within the too-large hoodie that no longer held Riley’s smell.

      “I was born human, just like you. When I was a little younger than you—twenty-two—I met my ex, Branton. He wasn’t born human. You mentioned werewolves earlier—it’s not like that, with the moon and all. He was a man, but sometimes he could be a wolf instead.

      “We were mates. I knew we belonged together, even though I didn’t know about mates. There was something inside me that called out to something inside him. It was impossible to miss—that perfect way we were drawn to each other. We were just meant to be. He brought me into the R & B world the way Fated mates do. He gave me a sacred part of the wolf spirit that lived inside him. So, I became a wolf, too.”

      Morgan rubbed the scar above her lip but didn’t interrupt. Win’s story held her rapt.

      “I got to be young for a long time while I was with Branton, but it came at a cost. He was horrible. Narcissistic, untrusting, abusive, cruel—you know how it goes." Gut-wrenching sadness rolled over Win's face. "Breaking the bond with a Fated mate is all but impossible, and the pain is devastating. By the time I got the courage to leave him, I knew I’d have to leave hard. Full stop, no going back.

      "So, I did something to make sure I would never fall under his spell again. I hired someone off the black market to work dark magic on me. I had her extract my wolf spirit.”

      Win held her hands up and interlaced her fingers. “For someone like me, a wolf-human hybrid, the wolf inside me had bonded to my soul like this.” She demonstrated the tight bond between her hands. “Having her taken from me was a process of shearing every part of her soul from mine.” She yanked her fingers apart to show the separation.

      “It destroyed me. It also made me human again. I stayed in a safe home during my recovery. That’s where I met Riley. I rebuilt my life in that home and discovered my passion for keeping others safe.”

      Win paused and looked around the kitchen. The sadness she wore dipped into the fine lines around her eyes. The mouth she usually used for smiling and laughing turned down at the corners. “I couldn’t go back to my life. I’d outlived my family and most of my friends. I couldn’t go back to the ones I'd left behind looking like I hadn’t lived the same sixty years they had. I had nothing. I turned my back on the R & B to protect my neck. But I’ve never stopped helping the people who slip through the cracks between what is and isn’t regulated in that world.”

      “Oh, Win,” Morgan whispered.

      She reached her hand out, not thinking about the fact that she was reaching for someone who had—at one point—been something other than human. What did that matter?

      Win was her kindred, her sister in spirit. So were all the other women in the home. Her heart broke for them. They each had stories that were full of heartache and pain. Morgan had heard only snippets in her time with them, but she knew more than enough to understand they were all still struggling to find a new normal.

      So, maybe this was Morgan’s new normal: a world where magic existed, and extraordinary things happened. Some of them good, and some of them very, very bad.

      Win squeezed her hand, offering the strength and kindness Morgan had come to count on from her.

      “Daegan is—” Morgan tried to continue the sentence, but words failed her. “He’s a—” She sat back and blew a raspberry with her lips, shaking her shoulders and head as if she could force the word to tumble out. “Oh, for goodness’ sake,” she groaned when she still couldn’t say it.

      “A vampire?” Deysi offered from the doorway.

      Morgan and Win both jumped, but Morgan dug her heels in to hang onto the rope Deysi had thrown her.

      “Yeah, as mental as it sounds to say something like that, I’m saying it. Is that what he is? It’s got to be that or a saber-toothed tiger. Nothing else has fangs that big.”

      Deysi set a stack of dishes in the sink and grabbed a beer out of the fridge—the first Morgan had ever seen her drink.

      “Yep,” she said, popping the top with the edge of a knife Morgan hadn’t seen her produce. “Fate, it’s nice that we can finally be ourselves around you. Can I stop wearing this stupid cardigan now?” she asked Win.

      “I never told you to wear it in the first place,” Win said with a laugh. She pushed her hair back over her shoulder. “That was all Kalea.”

      Deysi shrugged out of the sweater again and tossed it in the trash can by the cabinet. “Cool. Well, don’t let me interrupt.” But rather than leaving the room, she hopped up to sit on the counter, drinking her beer and swinging her feet.

      Morgan shook her head. “How different have you all been around me?”

      Win smiled gently. “It’s been tough, but we’ve done it before, and I certainly hope this won’t be the last time if we can help someone else in need.”

      “I can’t stay here, Win.” Morgan didn’t know she’d made her mind up about it until she heard herself say the words. “Daegan will come back again and again now that he knows where I am, won’t he?”

      “You’re our resident vampire expert,” Win said, looking back at Deysi.

      “Ugh, ‘expert’ makes me sound like I like them. Hunter is so much more distinguished. But yeah,” Deysi said with a hint of hesitation like she didn’t want to admit it. “He’ll keep coming back if you’re here.”

      “And if I leave?”

      Deysi rubbed her thumb over the label on her bottle before she spoke. “He probably won’t come back here. The energy I got from his presence was a fraction of what a vamp should give off. I’d bet he’s too weak to fight us right now and he wouldn’t chance it if you weren’t here. He’s more likely to follow you wherever you go.”

      “Great,” Morgan said, unable to avoid the sarcasm or the shiver that rattled her bones.

      “Vamps can get clingy and obsessive. And you’ve been hidden from him for so long. The strength he took from you is probably gone, and he’s jonesing if you get what I mean.”

      “Hold up. What?”

      Deysi gave Morgan a look. “Come on. He’s a vamp. You’ve got scars. I suck at math, but even I can add those numbers up.”

      Morgan’s stomach lurched, but the steamroller of info kept coming.

      “Your blood looked fine when you came in. And I’m guessing you’d have mentioned if you’d noticed any changes. So, we can assume he didn’t feed you his blood—unless you’ve cut yourself recently and didn’t bother to tell anyone that your blood was pink. He probably only fed off you. Lots of them do, even though they’re not supposed to without permission.” She paused and looked at Morgan. Then she hopped off the countertop and toted the trash can over next to Morgan’s chair. “You look like you might need that,” she said, patting Morgan’s back. She waved her beer. “Or this. You want one?”

      “That might be enough for now,” Win said quietly.

      “No,” Morgan managed to spit out, “I need to know.”

      Deysi kept rubbing her back in circles but lowered her voice to the calmer tone Morgan was used to from her. “Vamps have major self-preservation instincts. No doubt he’s been tracking you, or having someone else track you, since you left him. We knew this day would probably come. He’ll come after you wherever you are until someone takes him out. Fate, I hope it’s me.”

      Fear and panic crashed over Morgan. What could she do? She couldn’t stay at the safe home, but she had nowhere else to go. She didn’t want to spend her life running from Daegan. Right when she’d begun to feel safe and secure, the world had turned on her.

      A bright, cheerful chime sounded from the kitchen counter, heralding a text from Em.

      Em! Em always knew what to do.

      “That’s my cousin,” she told Deysi and Win. “She invited me to come and stay with her for Christmas.”

      “Maybe you should take her up on the invitation,” Deysi said before downing the rest of her beer. “At least a change of scenery would keep Daegan on his toes.”
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      Riley huffed as he watched Em fling her shoes off in the doorway. He generally enjoyed having Em around. She liked to play dance video games and was always up for a snack. He didn’t need much more in a friend. But she was also messy when she was tipsy or stressed. Tonight, tipsy was definitely the path she was stumbling on, and Riley wasn’t in the mood to pick up after her.

      Thorne hooked her under her knees and hefted her giggling, wriggling body up into his arms.

      “You’re a mess, woman,” he growled low at her. The smell of arousal swept over the room, and everyone groaned.

      Riley picked up Em’s shoes and tossed them in her overfull bin by the stairs. He didn’t have the energy to yell at Thorne to take the bin with him as he began to carry his mate away.

      “Wait wait wait!” Em shrieked. She clumsily extracted her phone from the tiny, sparkly bag in her hand. “Ooh, it’s for Riley!” she sang as she answered the phone. “Hang on, he’s right here!” she shouted before she lobbed the phone Riley’s way.

      Riley made the catch, barely.

      “Hello?” Morgan’s voice called loud enough for everyone in the room to hear. “Em? Hello?”

      “Answer it, mate,” Ren urged.

      Riley looked helplessly at the phone before he put it to his ear. His heart lurched into overdrive, which was a new sensation after months of dull thrumming. “Hello?”

      “Wh—Riley?” Morgan asked. “Oh. Did I misdial? Do I even have your number?”

      The tension drained from Riley’s body at the soft, sweet sound of Morgan’s voice. For some reason, a wild, relieved laugh ripped from his chest, so loud the sound echoed in the great hall. He looked around self-consciously before scurrying to the kitchen for some privacy. He ignored the laughs and whispers from the great hall as he continued on to the laundry room.

      “Riley? Hello?” Morgan asked.

      “Yeah, I’m here. Sorry. We all just got back in for the night, so it’s loud.”

      “Oh. Sounds fun,” Morgan said. Her voice seemed so small and so very far away.

      “Is everything okay?” Riley asked. He clutched the phone tight as his brain caught up with his heart.

      “Yes. No. Maybe?” Morgan heaved out a quiet laugh. “I don’t really know.”

      “Man, that narrows it down,” Riley said. His heart hammered. Would it be wrong to admit he missed her?

      Morgan laughed again. “Yeah, sorry. It’s been a weird night.”

      “Weird how?”

      “Daegan made an appearance,” Morgan said.

      Riley closed the laundry room door and set the phone down on top of the dryer, putting it on speaker. He was afraid if he continued to hold it, he’d crush the thing in his grip.

      “Are you okay?” he demanded. If that asshole had hurt her again, there would be no stopping Riley until he had the vamp’s blood all over his hands.

      Outside the door, he could hear Grace’s wolf, Blaze, snuffling at the doorjamb and whimpering at the barrier. She hated to be kept away from her pack mates when she thought they needed her.

      “I’m fine!” Morgan assured him. “Everyone is okay. It just…it all happened so fast and in a way that brought up some—uh—questions.”

      Riley braced his forearms against the dryer and dropped his head between them. He could breathe. She was okay, and he could breathe. But not easily. He hadn’t taken a full breath since the day he’d left her with Win.

      “Riley?”

      “Yeah?”

      “What—what are you? What about Em? Win wouldn’t tell me. She said it’s not her place. I don’t think I can stay here. I don’t want to put them in danger. But I don’t want to put your family in danger either.

      “Oh, shoot. I’m not sure I should have called. Em keeps asking me about coming to Christmas with you all and I thought maybe I shouldn’t be here anymore. And Deysi said Daegan will keep coming after me, wherever I am. I didn’t know if whatever you are would be stronger and better against a vampire. I’m sorry, I ramble when I’m confused and nervous and, man, this has been a messed up night.”

      “Vampire?” Riley repeated. Between her questions and that word coming from her mouth, it was clear: she knew about the R & B.

      The place in Riley’s stomach that had been burning up with the hot coal of envy started to scorch with a different kind of fire. Lathan would kill him, but Riley didn’t care. The resolve that hit him was strong enough to overrule every good sense he had about self-preservation.

      “Yeah,” Morgan said, her voice little more than a whisper. “Vampire.”

      She knew now. One of the biggest reasons for keeping her out of their home was out in the open. Not the most significant reason, but a big enough hurdle was out of the way now. Screw what he should do. This was what he had to do.

      “Is Win there?” he asked.

      “She is, but Riley—”

      “Listen,” he said, keeping his voice as steady as he could, “I promise I’ll answer every question you have about anything in the universe. But right now, I need to talk to Win.”

      “Okay—yeah. I’m getting her,” Morgan said. He could hear her footsteps as she crossed the floor and went down some stairs.

      “Morgan,” he said, realizing how abrupt he’d been and that it was the last thing she needed. “It’s good to hear your voice.”

      “Yours, too,” Morgan said. Her sweet words tangled around his heart. “I’m scared, Riley. He said he would hurt you—I don’t want that. But—um—oh, here’s Win. Riley—I—well, bye.”

      There was a brief sound of her handing the phone off. The door to the laundry room opened, and Asher poked his head in.

      “Everything okay?” he asked when he got a glimpse of Riley’s face.

      “Riley?” Win’s voice came over the line, and Riley shrugged Asher’s question off, turning his back and taking the phone off speaker.

      Asher didn’t go away.

      “What the hell happened?” Riley demanded.

      “Slow down, Big Bad,” Win said, using the nickname he hadn’t heard in years. Her calm, level tone in the face of certain disaster never changed. Riley remembered a time when he could go into management mode like that.

      “The vamp showed up, just like we expected he would eventually. My girls chased him off, but it got messy, so I made the call to tell Morgan the truth. I knew you couldn’t do it without serious repercussions. All hail the great and powerful UNITY or whatever,” Win said.

      Riley knew her well enough to know the eye roll she gave at the last part. She’d lost her faith in UNITY when she’d found all the ways the laws protected aggressors rather than the people in danger.

      “You and Avery would really get along, you know,” Riley said. Where Avery saw the loopholes as advantages, though, Win saw them as reasons to be bitter. Maybe they could balance each other out.

      “Isn’t that your new Magistrate?” Win asked.

      “The very one,” he said. “Can your crew bring Morgan to us?”

      Riley heard Asher’s feet move across the poured concrete floor as he stepped into the room and closed the door behind him. He leaned against it, but he didn’t look anything remotely translatable as casual. “What the hell?” he asked, keeping his voice low. Riley held up a finger to indicate he’d explain it all later.

      “Yeah, we’ve already discussed it. I’ll have to send my hunter with her. Do you have any vamps in residence right now? I don’t want to offend,” Win said.

      Riley caught the sardonic hitch in her tone. It rubbed most people in the R & B the wrong way, but it was one of Riley’s favorite things about the woman.

      “No vamps so far,” Riley said. He shot Asher a look when Asher drummed on the doorjamb and threw his hands out in a “What’s going on?” gesture.

      “We’ll get her to you tomorrow, then. Is that enough time?”

      “Yeah,” Riley said, without hesitation.

      “You sure that’s what you want me to do?”

      “I’m sure. We have more people to watch out for her here. I don’t want any of your people on my conscience.”

      Win let out a sigh, and he heard footsteps on her end, followed by the opening and shutting of a door. When she spoke again, her voice was low, like she was trying not to be overheard. “Look, I’m going to come right out with it. You’re begging for trouble with this one. You know how this kind of thing goes.

      “That fist-wielding fang-fuck isn’t going to let her go easily. I can hardly believe it took him this long to find her. Deysi thinks he might be weak, but for how long? He’ll use every tactic he can come up with to get another bite of her. A desperate vamp is a deadly vamp. I don’t have to tell you.”

      “Then why are you?” Riley snapped. Every second they spent chatting was a second he couldn’t ensure Morgan’s safety.

      “Because it feels an awful lot like you’re trying to repeat some seriously old-ass history right now, Big Bad. How’s your alpha going to feel about that?”

      “He doesn’t know,” Riley snarled, moving deeper into the room, away from Asher.

      “And you don’t see the problem there?” Win blew out a breath. “Alright, look, we both know I owe you for the rest of my life. So, we’ll get her there. But I’m going to keep watching. You might need me.”

      “Fine by me.”

      “Dammit, Riley. She’s all yours.”

      The line went dead, and Riley clutched the phone.

      “Pack meetings are never fun when half the crew is sloshed,” Asher said.

      “Then don’t come,” Riley said.

      Asher shook his head, sending his long heavy dreadlocks swishing behind him. “No, I’ll be there. I’ve got a feeling this one will be interesting. You might get your ass handed to you, and I’ve got a silver platter that would fit it perfectly. Besides, you never know. You might need someone on your side, and I just might be willing to be that stupid.”

      “I don’t even want to think about you considering the size of my ass, Ash-hole,” Riley grumbled as he shoved past the Seer on his way out the door.

      “Can’t help it when it’s right in front of me, Poodle,” Asher jeered as Riley stormed down the hall.

      Time to go make some decisions I’ll regret, Riley thought. Nothing new there.
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      “We’ve got a problem,” Riley said.

      “We should get a plaque made for this kitchen that says that. It’s like a mantra around here,” Diesel grumbled. He was holding Rose’s hands while the baby wobbled on her chubby little legs.

      The twins were growing so fast, and they’d started to become more independent.

      Dahlia was more Riley’s speed. She was focused intently on cramming handfuls of dry cereal into her mouth from the messy tabletop of her highchair.

      Em had sobered up when she’d seen that Riley was leading the conversation. She leaned against the kitchen island chugging water and tapping her foot. “He found her, didn’t he? I knew he’d find her.”

      Avery huffed from her spot next to Dahlia as she gave up trying to cover the baby's ears to block out the bad language. It was clear that was a losing battle.

      Riley nodded to acknowledge Em's words and murmurs rippled over the room.

      “Tell me why we have a responsibility here,” Lathan said. He leaned back in his chair at the kitchen table, rubbing his hand over the back of his hair.

      “You do remember you’re my mate, don’t you?” Grace asked, scooting out of the seat next to him. “This is my best friend’s cousin you’re talking about.” She crossed the kitchen to join Em.

      Blaze, who had been curled up at Grace’s feet snorted. She gave Lathan what Riley swore was a wolfy glare before she trudged over to sit with a quiet grumble between Grace and Em.

      “See?” Grace said pointedly as she patted Blaze’s furry black head.

      Riley could see that there was now a line dividing the pack.

      Lathan groaned. “Come on, sweetheart. You know we’ll do what we can, but I want to know what we’re fighting for and what we’re up against.”

      “What’s the timeline here?” Diesel asked.

      “Bigger question,” Avery said, pouring more cereal out for Dahlia. It went unnoticed, though. Dahlia waved her arms Rose’s way, done with her snack and ready to join the fun. “What’s Morgan’s status?”

      Reegan shifted uncomfortably on the countertop next to Riley before she hopped down. “I’m sorry, but I have to agree,” she told him, scooping Dahlia from the highchair. She sat on the floor and settled Dahlia next to her sister. “She was with a vampire. We can’t be certain that she isn’t changing.”

      “Red blood,” Em argued, hands on her hips. “Don't you think I’d have been the first person to hear about it if it had changed to pink or white? Or, you know, if she started craving people to suck on?”

      Thorne sputtered and coughed, and Em smirked at him over her shoulder. “Not now, Hawthorne,” she said, rolling her eyes.

      “That’s true,” Fourt said. He was standing in the middle of the kitchen, looking back and forth between the two sides. “But, I mean, even if she is changing, we’d have to help. What are the other options? We either have to abandon her, knowing that her ex will get to her at some point, or we have to help. Come on. It’s what we do. We have to help.”

      “You’ve said it three times now, mate,” Ren murmured.

      “Exactly,” Em said. “That’s how important it is. I’ll say it again: we have to help. Besides, you already told me I could invite her for Christmas. You can’t take it back now.”

      “And I already said we’re helping,” Lathan said slowly and deliberately, his voice growing louder with each word. He sat up and let his head fall back. “Listen, we’re all tired. Half of us somehow managed to drink enough to get shit-faced. I, for one, want to go to bed with a mate who isn’t mad at me. And while I appreciate all the input”—he glared out from under dangerously low brows, bringing everyone to order—“I’m asking Riley, and only Riley, what the responsibility is here. If she was always going to end up back here, why did we send her away in the first place?”

      Riley’s mouth went dry. What was he supposed to say? How much could he admit?

      “We had to,” Reegan said, filling the silence with her rushed words.

      Lathan growled under his breath, and the room tensed up for a wave of alpha energy.

      Reegan flicked her eyes at Riley as she tucked her long hair behind her ear. They couldn’t communicate in the wordless way Em and Thorne could, but their twin bond gave them a deep understanding of each other. Riley knew what she was saying with her eyes: speak up or I will.

      He shook his head subtly at her and sighed, opting for the easiest way out. “Look, I like her. I think that’s more than obvious. I mean, she’s not my mate—I haven’t imprinted on her—”

      “Doesn’t mean you won’t,” Ren interrupted.

      “He won’t get a chance if some evil vamp takes her over and makes her a blood slave,” Fourt said. The word “slave” from him was enough to shut everyone up.

      “I like her,” Riley said again. “I can’t give it any more weight than that.” He shrugged at Lathan. “I knew I hadn’t imprinted on her, so it wasn’t right for me to keep her around like I had her on hold, especially not with everything she was going through. But she’s Em’s cousin, and she’s a nice person who doesn’t deserve to be scared for her life. We can do something about that.”

      Lathan studied Riley for a long time before he stood and stretched up to slide his hands deep into his pockets. He lifted his brows at Avery. “You’re the boss for the race. What do you say about a bunch of wolves taking in a human who may—or may not—be the partial property of a vampire?”

      Riley tamped down his wolf’s snarled objection to that description of Morgan.

      Avery’s black leather jacket creaked as she moved, opening her palms and flaring red tendrils of magic. She seemed to meditate on them for only a moment before she closed her hands, sealing the light away.

      “As far as I’m concerned, the second he put a hand on her, said anything cruel, or screwed with her mind against her will, he was asking for trouble." She glanced at her daughters before she continued. "Tough S-H-I-T for him, but he happened to pick the wrong human to mess with. If he comes at us, we’ve got a right to retaliate based on Em’s family connection alone. The only thing I’m concerned about is the R & B secret.”

      “Already handled,” Asher chimed in. “Unless I missed something. Sounded to me like the folks at the safe home already popped that cherry.”

      “Be grosser,” Em said, wrinkling her nose at him.

      “He’s right,” Riley acknowledged. “Win told her everything. Well, not everything. She doesn’t know what we are, but she knows about the R & B. And we aren’t the ones who told her.”

      “Your friend’s got a lot of nerve sticking her neck out like that,” Avery said.

      “She didn’t stick her neck out,” Riley said. “She left our world, so she’s not bound to our laws.”

      “How exactly does that work?” Reegan asked. She frowned at Riley like he’d left out an important part of the story. Little did she know, he’d left out lots of important parts of the story when he’d told her, including most of the truth.

      “I’m thinking you shouldn’t elaborate,” Avery said, holding her hands up. “At least not in front of a top UNITY official.”

      “Yeah, I don’t think I can hear it either,” Diesel added, scooping his two daughters up into his arms. Their eyelids were growing heavy, and they both nestled against their father’s broad chest. Rose grabbed Dahlia’s hand as they drifted to sleep. “It sounds like the matter is resolved, anyway. We might not all be happy about it, but we’ve got to take her in.”

      He tipped his head at Lathan, his lifted brows asking if that was right.

      Lathan nodded. “Yeah, of course. We’re taking her in.” He turned to Riley. “Make sure the spare guest room is ready.”

      With that, the crowd dispersed. Riley stood in the kitchen, waiting for everyone else to clear the room.

      Reegan was the last to go. Riley knew she was desperate to talk to him, but he hoped she could feel how little he wanted to chat. She stared at him for the longest time before finally going to the fridge and taking out a plastic container of leftover macaroni and cheese. She grabbed a fork from the drawer and took off without saying a word.

      Riley gave her a head start before he trudged up to check the guest room. He knew the room was in good shape. No one had stayed there recently, but he’d put fresh sheets on the bed when he and Reegan had done the laundry that morning.

      Maybe he’d known this was coming—or perhaps it was wishful thinking. He huffed at himself. Like wishful thinking should include a nice woman getting stalked by her ex and being forcibly moved from place to place?

      He was surprised to find Asher in the room, wiping down the dresser.

      When Asher had first joined the household, Riley reveled in making extra work for him. After the stunt Asher had pulled when Em and Thorne were finding their way to each other, no one welcomed his presence in the pack. He’d bartered his way in, after all, when he’d lost the protection of the tribe that raised him by getting himself mixed up with the Dissidents. Now, though Riley would never say so out loud, he actually kinda liked the guy.

      Asher stopped what he was doing and adjusted the wide leather cuff on his arm. It was longer than the one he’d worn before, reaching from his wrist all the way to the edge of the geometric tattoos banded around his left arm.

      “Hey—this is out of line but fuck it. I’m tired, so let’s pretend my filter is shot for the night.” He ran his rag over the top of the dresser one last time. “There’s nothing wrong with going Romantic if you care about someone.”

      Riley crossed his arms and frowned at the Seer. “If you’re acting all nice because you’re after Morgan—”

      Asher laughed and shook his head. “Oh, Fate, dude. I’m not trying to compete with you for anyone. I’ve seen the way women trip over themselves for you. I’d have no chance. Romantics are okay, that’s all I’m saying. We value the same things as everyone else, we just don’t let some sparkly lady in the clouds or the Forest make our choices for us. Okay? Keep it in mind, for whatever that’s worth to you.”

      “That’s…yeah, whatever,” Riley said. He could see Asher was trying and he couldn’t be an ass in return. He didn’t have the heart or the energy, especially since it seemed Asher had been there for him more tonight than anyone else in his family. “Thanks.”

      Asher shrugged. “I can see your insides, man,” he said. “You’re warm and fuzzy for me. I get it.”

      “Don’t ruin the moment,” Riley said.

      Asher laughed and moved to dust the nightstand. “I’m just trying to do something nice for you because you’re an okay guy. For a wolf. And you seem like you’re having trouble with this—whatever it is. I know what it’s like to have issues you don’t want to share. If you ever want to sit in a room and not talk about them together, I’m here for you. And I’ve got this,” Asher told him, motioning around the room. “Go get some rest. You’re going to need it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      “A little to the right,” Em said. Then she laughed, “No, my right. Your left.” Her heels clicked on the floor as she walked from one side of the room to the other.

      Chris Dawes, Grace’s father, was leaning over the balcony railing on the second floor. He adjusted the star of the monstrously large Christmas tree.

      “Perfect!” Em called. “Thank you. It all looks so pretty, but I don’t understand why the star keeps going crooked.”

      Ren snickered into his ice cream from his spot on the sofa, and Riley knew precisely why. The Protector was the one who kept tipping the star this way and that after each time Em had someone straighten it.

      Chris wiped his forehead as he backed away from the railing and straightened his sweater. “Why the heck didn’t I get one of you to do that?” he asked Riley. “If I’d gone over the railing, I’d have broken my neck.”

      “It’s a human tradition,” Riley said with a shrug. He tilted the bag of chips he was snacking on Chris’s way, and Chris helped himself to a big handful.

      “You'd better not be eating chips, Christopher Dawes,” Allie, his wife, called from below. She skewered Riley with a glare. “Stop feeding the humans. He had breakfast an hour ago.”

      Chris grinned and stuffed the rest of the chips in his mouth while Allie muttered something about blood pressure and cholesterol to Em.

      Riley popped another handful of chips into his mouth, happy he didn’t have to worry about things like that. He’d been stress eating all morning.

      There were plenty of disadvantages to being a shifter. Having a wolf buzzing around in his head, judging him all the time, for one. Having a wolf who was ready to burst through his skin to take control at any moment, for another. Today Riley was dealing with more of the latter than the former. Every time he remembered that Morgan was going to make an appearance at any moment, his wolf surged forward, trying to break free.

      He was doing his best to ignore the way his heart went into a frenzy every time he thought about her. He kept telling himself this was a practical measure. It was much safer for her to be with the pack now that she knew about their world.

      If he were honest, though, Riley could admit the thrill both he and his wolf felt about seeing Morgan again for purely selfish reasons. He’d been drawn to her from day one, and that feeling dwarfed any he’d ever felt for the random hookups he’d had over the years.

      Having her close enough to protect was the best Christmas present he could have asked for. Not that she was his to protect. Still, he couldn’t fend off the excitement, no matter how hard he tried. No matter how well he knew it would be better for everyone if he focused on keeping his distance.

      “You okay, son?” Chris asked, cleaning his glasses on his sweater before he put them back on and scrutinized Riley. Chris and Allie had become surrogate parents for the whole pack, and Grace joked the wolves were closer to her parents than she was.

      “Yup.” Riley rolled up the chip bag and dusted his fingers off on his t-shirt. He pressed the chip bag to Chris’s chest with a wink. “Gotta run,” he said, shuffling off toward the stairs.

      That would calm him and his wolf down. He might even miss Morgan’s arrival. Then he could swagger in casually late to the dinner table or something smooth like that.

      “Incoming,” Diesel said from his post by the front window.

      The control Riley had been exercising all day was wrenched away. He shifted from wolf to human to wolf and back again in a whirlwind of fur, bones, whiskers, and skin down the stairs. Shreds of fabric and a pair of flip-flops went flying through the air.

      “Classic!” Ren said, zipping over to help him up. Just as the Protector turned to Em to slow her down with a “Give us a second,” Em whipped the front door open and yanked her cousin into an enormous hug.

      Riley stood frozen in place, naked and rumpled, at the foot of the stairs. Em released Morgan and moved out of the way for Thorne to help with Morgan's green duffle bag.

      Morgan’s eyes went around the room and landed on Riley. They grew wide and round, and she blushed bright pink.

      “Ohmigod!” Em screeched. “Pants, Riley!”

      The whole thing was so confusing and overwhelming that Riley shifted again and raced away up the stairs in a clatter of toenails. He didn’t stop running until he got to his room. Even once he made it there, his wolf paced back and forth in the hall until he calmed down enough to shift back and open the door.

      “That was a disaster,” he moaned, flopping onto his bed and covering his face. He felt like he’d never been around a woman before. All the suave composure he had was gone, leached right out of him.

      “Riley?” Thorne called through the door. “You okay in there?”

      “Yeah, I'm great. Just mortally wounded by my own ego.”

      “Well, I’ve got Morgan’s bag. I thought you might want to regroup and take it to her.”

      Riley cleared his throat and scrubbed at his face. “Sure. Sounds good. Be out in a decade or so.”
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        * * *

      

      Morgan twisted a long lock of hair between her fingers as she let her eyes rove over the big living room. As long as she didn’t look back at the stairs, she was fine.

      She’d been in the Black home a few times before, but it always caught her off guard. She’d never had much of a chance to explore the place. It was as big as the gaudy mansions in those tacky daytime soaps.

      As a kid, she’d spent hours watching TV in the apartment over the pub when she was with her dad for the day. The Black home was nicer to look at than those television mansions, for sure, especially with all the Christmas decorations. Lights and greenery were strung along the railings above her, and the tree reached all the way up to the second floor. It had to be artificial. There was no way they got a live tree that big through the door.

      Deysi picked a piece of lint off her black athletic pullover and glanced around the room. “This is swank, girl,” she murmured as she let Em’s husband take Morgan’s duffle. “That was a hell of a show. You okay?” she asked Morgan under her breath.

      Morgan nodded, though she was still recovering from the wild sights she’d seen. She wasn’t sure which had her brain more disoriented—seeing Riley turn into a wolf or seeing Riley naked. All of him. Gosh, there was a lot of him to see. She swallowed hard to squelch a nervous laugh before it could bubble up from her throat.

      “We’ve got it from here,” Lathan, another of Riley’s brothers, said. He held a hand out to Deysi.

      Deysi ignored the proffered hand and turned to Morgan instead. “If you need anything, you call me. I’ll have Rhodes get me to you right away.”

      Morgan nodded again and was surprised when Deysi hauled her into a hug.

      “I love you like a sister,” Deysi whispered. “You’ve got friends wherever you need them. Don’t go getting yourself hurt, okay?”

      Before Morgan could respond, Deysi released her and stomped out the door.

      “She seemed nice,” Em said dryly. With that, she linked her arm around Morgan’s and tugged her to the stairs.
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        * * *

      

      The guest room Em led Morgan to was bigger than any bedroom Morgan had ever had, including the one she’d shared with Daegan in his home.

      “Now, I know you probably feel a little weird about being here, given the circumstances and all,” Em said, “but I want you to feel totally welcome. I had to stay here for my safety once or twice, too. Live it up and make the most of it.”

      An overwhelming sense of relief had swept over Morgan when she’d entered the house. Tension continued to drain from her as Em chattered on. “Christmas around here is crazy. So much food and presents everywhere and—”

      “Oh no!” Morgan sank into the plump cushion on the window seat. “I didn’t even think about presents. I don’t have anything—”

      “Ohmigod, don’t worry about that!” Em said, checking her hair in the mirror over the dresser. “You’re here, and you’re safe. That’s the only present I need.”

      Morgan laughed. “I meant for everyone else, too,” she said. Anxiety rippled through her. She’d hurled herself right into the middle of their Christmas celebration and was taking up space in their home with nothing to offer in return.

      Em sighed and crossed to sit next to Morgan. “Look, girlie. I’ll come clean. The gift here is washing away my guilt, okay? I love you, and I feel bad that I was so absorbed in my own world and so out of touch for so long. If I hadn’t been focused on man drama, I might have seen some of the signs or…”

      Morgan tugged her sleeves down and curled her fingers inside the warm depths.

      “I mean, I know you’re not close with your parents, and I…I’m really sorry,” Em said. Her pale blue eyes shimmered with tears.

      Morgan sighed and tucked her arm around her cousin. “It’s not your fault. It’s not anyone’s fault except Daegan’s. And mine for not leaving sooner.”

      She felt Em bristle under her arm.

      No one ever wanted to hear that part. The part where Morgan wished she had picked up and walked out that door right away. At the very first harsh word—before it had gone any farther.

      She knew everyone around her judged her for not leaving sooner. Of course they did, and even if they didn’t, she judged herself. It made her angry when people pretended to ignore that facet of the situation.

      A knock at the door interrupted Morgan’s thoughts, and Em jumped up. “That’s probably Grace. I asked her to come help with—oh—I thought Thorne had that,” she said as she opened the door.
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      Riley stepped into the room, fully clothed, holding Morgan’s green duffle. His thin navy t-shirt clung to his body, and his jeans hung from his hips like he’d thrown them on in a hurry. Or maybe that was how he always wore them. Holy wow, jeans had never been sinful.

      He crossed the room and placed the duffle on the bed before he continued over to where Morgan stood.

      In the many months since she’d last seen him, Morgan had convinced herself that Riley wasn’t as attractive as her memories told her. She’d disregarded the magnetic draw she felt to him. Being so close to him, though, it was impossible to deny the way everything about her urged her to cling to everything about him.

      Light from the window reflected in his pale green eyes and Morgan felt entranced by him. She looked up at him, waiting—and wondering what she was waiting for. Something inside her said she could throw herself into his arms and cry until there were no more tears to shed. And once the tears were gone, laughter and passion would replace them.

      She swayed on her feet, and Riley reached out, steadying her with a hand on each bicep.

      “Careful there,” he whispered, smiling down at her.

      Molten lava. That’s what the floor had to be made of, and it was melting Morgan from the feet up. She was going to dissolve into a puddle of liquefied desire right in the middle of the lovely room around her.

      “This is so awkward,” Em said from the doorway, bringing them both back to reality. “You’re breaking up a family moment here, Riley.”

      Riley released Morgan immediately and backed away. “Cool. Yeah. So…I’ll see you two at dinner or something,” he said. He bumped into the doorjamb on the way out, and Em snickered as she shut the door behind him.

      “You’ve turned him into an alien,” she said to Morgan.

      Morgan sank back onto the window seat and watched as Em went to the duffle and unzipped it. She hefted it to the dresser before she opened a wardrobe near the bathroom and started hanging Morgan’s clothes. She sighed and clicked her tongue as she inspected the secondhand mashup of outfits. Morgan guessed Em was already planning a trip to the nearest mall.

      Another knock sounded at the door.

      “That’s definitely Grace,” Em said, not bothering to answer it.

      The door popped open, and Grace poked her sunny blond head in. “Okay if I join you?” she asked.

      Morgan didn’t know Grace very well, but she knew Grace and Em had been best friends for many years. They’d reunited after Grace’s family had sent her away to school. From what Morgan knew, they’d been inseparable ever since—right down to marrying brothers.

      Well, not marrying, exactly.

      Morgan squeaked when a massive black wolf squeezed in the door around Grace’s feet. The wolf trotted right across the floor and began to sniff Morgan's legs.

      “Blaze,” Grace said, “be nice.”

      The wolf backed off and sat instead, tilting her head as she studied Morgan.

      “Sorry. She gets nosy when new people come around,” Grace said as she crossed the room.

      “Who is this one?” Morgan asked timidly, testing the waters of her newfound knowledge. After seeing Riley turn into a wolf, she could make the educated guess that he wasn’t the only unusual creature in the house.

      “Blaze? She’s just a wolf,” Grace said. “Well, technically, she’s my wolf, but we don’t”—she wiggled her fingers in a jazz hands motion in front of her—“mesh like the rest of the pack.”

      “So, it’s true,” Morgan said, looking back and forth between Em and Grace. “All this magic stuff is real? Are you a wolf?”

      Em laughed and the wolf at Morgan’s feet, Blaze, wagged her tail.

      “Not yet, I’m not,” Em said. “But I will be as soon as things lighten up a little. There are these assholes called the Dissidents. They protest against the rules UNITY imposes on them, and they don’t make any damn secret about their hate for the people who make those rules. They have a big problem with humans entering the R & B, too, so they’ve ‘made it clear’ it’s in my best interest to avoid the change.” She rolled her eyes, a clear sign of her opinion about whatever threats had been made.

      Morgan shivered a little.

      “They can’t hold me back from it forever. It’s a part of me no matter what they say.” Em abandoned the clothes and moved to sit at the foot of the bed. “I got shifter magic from my mom’s side of the family. You might have noticed Oma—”

      “Aunt Evie,” Grace chimed in as an explanation.

      “She looked the same,” Morgan finished. “So, she’s—”

      “Yep. And Lathan and all his siblings. Oh, and Avery,” Grace said.

      “And probably the babies. And Fourt, but he’s an adopted member of the pack, of course, so he counts as a sibling,” Em added.

      “But Ren’s not,” Grace said definitively like it answered a question Morgan hadn’t yet voiced. “He’s a Protector.”

      “I know one of those, actually,” Morgan said with a laugh.

      “You’re handling this better than I thought you would,” Em said. She pushed her long hair over her shoulder. “Better than Grace did. A vampire had to put her out for days. It was a whole big thing.”

      Morgan swallowed hard at the one word that lodged itself in her throat.

      Grace sat next to Em on the bed. “Not all vampires are bad," Grace explained. "Aveleiyn and her congregation are nice.”

      “Daegan definitely isn’t,” Morgan said, bitterness on her tongue. “He put my mom in her place, though,” she added with a rueful head shake.

      Em laughed out loud at that.

      Grace smiled at Morgan. “Em might have mentioned once or twice that your mom is—”

      “Batshit insane,” Em finished through her laughter. “No offense,” she added for Morgan’s benefit.

      “None taken, believe me,” Morgan said. “I haven’t seen either of my parents much since I moved in with Daegan. I can joke, but the way he treated my mom was awful. I thought I appreciated it at the time. I don’t think anyone has ever stood up to her the way he did. But I can look back now and see it was all wrong. He didn’t do it for my benefit, anyway. He got off on being a—well…a dick.”

      “Hear, hear!” Em cheered. “That’s the first truly bad thing I’ve heard you say about that asshole.”

      “Well, it worked out in his favor,” Morgan said, twisting the fabric of her long sleeve between her fingers. “If I’d felt like I could go back home, I might not have stayed with him for so long.”

      Grace shifted on the bed next to Em and Blaze scooted closer to Morgan. She tucked her head over Morgan’s hands and leaned against her. Comfort swelled in Morgan’s heart. She stroked the wolf’s chin with her fingertips.

      “I know a little about weird baggage with parents,” Grace said. “I spent a long time thinking mine didn’t want me. Our relationship is good now, even if Em is more like a daughter to them than I am most of the time,” she laughed and nudged Em with her elbow.

      Morgan sat up. “Oh, man. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to complain about my parents, Em.”

      Em smirked. “Oh please. I’m not going to say ‘at least you have parents’. If my mom turned out to be anything like Aunt Brooke, I’d be happy not seeing her for the holidays, too.”

      “I actually wouldn’t mind seeing my parents while I’m around. I don’t know if they’ll want to see me, though. Mom told me not to come back if I was leaving her alone. And Dad would want to gather a bunch of guys from the bar and hunt Daegan down if he found out why we aren’t together. Not the best move, considering they wouldn’t know what they’re up against.” Morgan patted the wolf one more time, hardly considering how odd it was to pet a wolf who was somehow related to Grace. She crossed the room to finish putting her few things away.

      “You don’t have much stuff,” Em noted. She slipped her heels off, and they fell to the floor with a clatter.

      “I didn’t know how long I’d be allowed to stay,” Morgan said.

      She didn’t mention that the few clothes in the closet, the book on the dresser, and the toiletry bag she tossed on the bathroom counter comprised the whole of her personal possessions. Well, outside of a few books that she’d left for Kalea and a box or two that might, or might not, still be at her mom’s place. If she told Em this was all she had, Em would shower her with new things, like she always had. A safe place to stay for the holidays was more than enough.

      “You can stay as long as you want,” Grace told her.

      “Have you told Lathan that?” Em asked. Then she bounced on the bed and laughed. “Morgan, you should have seen what we had to do to convince him about my idea to invite you for Christmas.”

      “Yeah, Em followed him around constantly. She blathered on and on about anything and everything until he agreed just to shut her up,” Grace said with a laugh and a shake of her head.

      “Psychological warfare,” Em said with a wink. “One of my many specialties.”

      Morgan was getting the idea that Lathan was in charge of the decisions around here. She didn’t love the thought that he didn’t want her there or had at least taken some serious convincing.

      Great—that really made her feel welcome, she thought with a sigh. What did the rest of the people around her think about her invading their lives?

      “Have you told her yet about how nuts Riley has been waiting for her all day?” Grace asked.

      Morgan smoothed a hand over her face, hoping to cover the blush that she felt creeping up her cheeks.

      “No,” Em said with a giggle. “He does seem to be pretty interested, though,” she told Morgan. “I mean, sure he’s kind of a manwhore, but he’s so sweet.”

      “Em!” Grace scolded. “It’s not that he’s a manwhore, it’s just that he’s never been with only one girl while we’ve known him.”

      “He’s never been with the same girl more than once,” Em clarified. “That’s the technical definition of ‘manwhore’, Gracie.”

      An icy feeling crept into Morgan’s stomach while she listened to them. Of course, anyone with eyes could see how alluring Riley was. It didn’t surprise her that a lot of women would be interested in him. Maybe what she felt between them was just that sort of attraction—and maybe he was good at making it feel like more.

      Sure, it would be nice to belong to someone finally. She never had, really, not even her own family. And Daegan had wanted to possess her and rule her, but there was no loving sense of belonging with him.

      Maybe she didn’t need to be fallen in love with, though—maybe just feeling like she wasn’t alone would be enough. If what they were saying about Riley was true, it might work out in her favor—at least for a little while.
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      As Riley’s luck would have it, the pack thought it was cute to seat Morgan next to him at dinner. Exactly whose idea that had been, he didn’t know, so he wasn’t sure whether he should thank the responsible party or curse them.

      His wolf grumbled at the meager amount of food Morgan dished out for herself. Green beans, mashed potatoes, a biscuit, some salad. It took all his attention away from the conversation around him until he realized the pack was looking at him.

      “Earth to Riley,” Em said. She glanced at Morgan. “I told you. Alien.”

      Next to him, Morgan shifted in her chair, and her faintly freckled cheeks went pink.

      “Food coma,” Riley explained. Damn, see? He still had it going on. He didn’t even know what they’d been talking about and he was able to toss in an explanation that made sense. He mentally high fived his wolf to celebrate their mutual swagger. “I’m not too big a wolf to admit he can cook,” he added, hooking a thumb in Asher’s direction.

      The room went silent for a moment as all eyes shifted to Morgan.

      Riley’s brain caught up with his mouth a few seconds too late.

      Ren was the only one who hadn’t stopped eating. “She’s already seen his wolf,” Ren said after he swallowed a big bite. “More than that actual—ooph—”

      Asher rubbed his elbow, having delivered the blow to shut Ren up. “Fate! What the hell are you made of? Titanium?”

      “Pure muscle, mate,” Ren said, winking at the Seer.

      “What’s up with his accent?” Morgan murmured to Em, who was sitting to her left.

      Riley thanked Fate when the crowd around the table went back to eating. Crisis averted. Morgan hadn’t leapt from the table to run from the roomful of wolves.

      Riley picked his fork back up and accidentally bumped Morgan’s arm. “Lefty, sorry,” he said, holding his hand up in apology.

      She smiled up at him and waved her fork over her plate. “Hey, me too.”

      He’d been too preoccupied with what she was eating to notice how she was eating.

      “You still haven’t answered the question,” Thorne said from next to Em.

      “I told you, food coma,” Riley muttered.

      “Keep it up, and I’ll think you like me,” Asher said. Then, throwing a lifeline to Riley, he continued. “Morgan was asking about all the weird-ass names in this room.”

      “Asher is weird,” Em muttered.

      “Asher is Biblical,” Asher retorted. “Your name could literally be mistaken for a single letter.”

      “And I’d just explained that our current middle names are our original names,” Reegan prompted from Riley’s right side. She wore a concerned expression.

      “Oh, right. Uh, Galen.” Riley said, turning to Morgan. “And my kid sister here went by—”

      “Galenia,” Reegan jumped in. She shuddered at recalling the name she’d always hated. “Isn’t that horrible? Our parents had a sick and twisted sense of humor.”

      “Fate bless their spirits with peaceful retirement in the Forest,” Lathan and Diesel both murmured as if on cue.

      Morgan pointed her fork at them. “Okay, now what was that thing you just did there?”

      Grace patted Lathan’s arm. “It’s like the R & B version of Heaven. Like you might hear someone say, ‘God rest his soul’.”

      Morgan nodded thoughtfully.

      Riley lost focus on her plate and considered her, instead. She was taking all this new information in such casual stride.

      “Anyone else have a weird name?” she asked, setting her fork down.

      “Mine’s weird,” Fourt said with a grin. He tipped his head toward Ren. “He named me.”

      “How did that happen?” Morgan asked. She leaned in toward Fourt, which meant she was also leaning in toward Riley. Her long hair brushed Riley’s arm, and Riley jumped at the sensation. Reegan’s hand shot out to catch his glass before it could topple over.

      “Holy crap, reflexes!” Morgan said, eyes wide.

      Riley cleared his throat and scooted back in his seat, out of the way of the copper strands of silk that were driving him out of his mind.

      “Not everything is perfect in our world—but I guess you already know that,” Fourt said. His cheeks flushed, and he dropped his eyes to his arm. He held it up for Morgan to see and pointed to the thick black ink hidden in the roots of the tree tattooed there. “I used to belong to someone else. I was nothing more than a number. The pack took me in and made me a person instead of a thing.” His sadness faded, replaced by a shy smile. “I never thought I’d find a family, as hellacious as my life was before all this.”

      The room fell quiet, but Diesel clapped a hand over Fourt’s shoulder and squeezed. “This is where you belong, brother,” he said in a low voice. “Always has been, always will be.”

      Fourt cleared his throat, and his grin broadened. “Someone else go. I’m done being sappy. You go,” he said, waving a hand at Ren.

      “I never changed my name, mate,” Ren said. “I’ve always been Ren.”

      “Well, it was Uncle Ren for a while,” Grace said with a laugh. She winked at Morgan. “That’s a long story involving my parents shipping me off to live with him”—she pointed at Ren—“and Lathan having a death wish against him for years because he thought Ren would try to get in my pants.” She nudged Lathan. He curled his arm around her and pulled her close. “Apparently the whole ‘uncle’ thing is hard for shifters to grasp.”

      Morgan laughed next to Riley.

      The sound made Riley’s chest hurt. He grinned over at her, and she smiled up at him. Her cheeks flushed pink. For one perfect, sweet, uninhibited second, Riley let himself fantasize about what it might be like to have her sitting next to him on a regular basis. Wrapping his arms around her the way Lathan was holding Grace. Massaging her thigh, the way he knew Thorne was doing under the table to Em. Or even dragging her into his lap in the uncharacteristically affectionate way Diesel sometimes did with Avery.

      He’d been doing okay until he’d seen her again. What was he thinking bringing her under their roof? As he continued to look at her, the pink cast over her cheeks deepened. She held his gaze, though, right up to the moment he dragged his eyes back to his plate.

      He cleared his throat and leaned back in his seat, putting distance between them. He knew everyone else at the table was aware of how weird he was being, so he laughed out loud, pulling his jovial cloak back on. “Now if you really want to hear some stories,” he said, tapping the table, “you have to get Diesel talking about his days as a UNITY agent.”

      Reegan nodded emphatically and threw her hands up. “Yes. Yes! Diesel, it’s been forever since you’ve shared your stories about the grand and glorious Graham Floyd!”

      Riley sensed she had his back, which he hadn’t felt from her in the arguments about whether Morgan should be allowed to stay. It felt good to have his twin by his side, but the subtle look she gave him told him she was still worried. He considered that it might be time for one of their late-night chats.

      Diesel began a story about his ex-partner, and Morgan chimed in, “You have your own form of law enforcement? Okay. Yeah, that makes sense. But humans are allowed in? How does that work?”

      “Well, usually, they have some sort of prior knowledge about us or our world,” Avery said. “We were all on the same team at one time, by the way. I’m not just a queen in a castle, for Fate’s sake.”

      “So, you were an—um—UNITY agent, too?” Morgan asked, trying the words on like she wasn’t sure they fit.

      Riley watched her, wondering if it was all a ruse. Was she terrified of them and planning to make a break for it? She didn’t seem scared. He sniffed the air around her as subtly as he could. He couldn’t pick up on any peculiar smells—human or otherwise. He ground his teeth together, though he maintained a cheery smile as if he were listening intently to stories he’d heard his whole life.

      Morgan’s blood was still red. That’s what Win had told them. He trusted Win, and he believed her. Morgan might truly have escaped the worst Fate had to offer. He kicked himself for thinking that way, knowing she’d lived through hell. But there were even worse things her vampire ex could have done to her than beat her all to hell. Riley peeked at the scar on Morgan’s lip—the one he’d healed, as best he could with the power he had.

      There was no way to tell for certain if there was a war going on inside Morgan's body. Not until the white blood started to win the battle. All they could do was wait to see if she’d stay human or if she’d become a vampire—and exactly how strong the blood bond might be.

      If Daegan had any hold on Morgan’s mind, the only way to fight it was to give her something stronger to cling to. To Riley, the idea of keeping his distance to hold himself together was looking less and less appealing. He was starting to like the idea of being a life raft, and that scared the hell out of him.

      He’d thought he was doing okay. A little less broken than he’d been all those years ago, at least, and doing his best to piece it all back together day by day. Now, sitting next to a woman he was convinced he could fall in love with, he wasn’t entirely sure.
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      After dinner, the pack shooed Morgan away from helping clean up the kitchen.

      Em was huffy about the fact that Christmas was only a week away and they hadn’t finished decorating, so Thorne—her mate, Morgan corrected his role in her mind—and Fourt were helping her.

      Morgan didn’t feel comfortable wandering the house on her own, so she retrieved her jacket from her room and went to sit outside on the back deck.

      The outdoors had always spoken to Morgan. In her former life, as she'd come to think of it, she’d never had much free time to sit and enjoy nature. In the downtime she’d had since she’d been living at the safe home, she’d spent as much time outside as she could. She loved the sounds, especially in the late afternoon and evening. Night sounds were so very different from day sounds. She relished the moments when the rest of the world started to tuck in and the night came alive.

      Her heart jumped when a sneeze sounded below her, and footsteps raced up the stairs of the big double-level deck. A beam of light moved in time with the noise and Morgan leapt from her chair, hoping she had a chance to scream and race inside, away from the intruder. To her surprise, though, it wasn’t an intruder at all.

      Blaze scampered up the stairs, encircled by an orb of ethereal light.

      Morgan backed away at the unique sight. Blaze, seeming to note her concern, dropped onto her belly at the top of the stairs and released a merry chuff.

      Morgan caught her breath and made a slow approach closer to the wolf. Blaze’s tail thumped, and when Morgan was close enough, the wolf scooted to the side to make room for her.

      Up close, Morgan could see that Blaze wasn’t surrounded by light, but rather fireflies. Or were they fireflies? They lit up like the little bugs, but if she narrowed her eyes just right, they looked like something more.

      Blaze huffed out another breath and the creatures dispersed. Only a few lingered around the wolf’s head.

      Morgan laughed to herself and sat down next to Blaze, who rolled onto her side and tucked her big, warm body against Morgan’s hip. “The last 24 hours must be going to my brain,” she confided in the wolf.

      Blaze’s tail slapped the deck boards in response.

      Morgan tucked her arms around her legs, drawing her knees up to her chest. Her hands were trembling, but not from the cold. She’d come to a conclusion that made her nervous.

      After the last night’s encounter with Daegan, her mind had been reeling. Up to that point, she had been able to push away most of the disgust and horror she felt about her relationship with Daegan. She’d ended things between them. She was getting her life back on track—or, at least, she would be as soon as she figured out what that meant. But being so close to Daegan again brought it all back. What if she had fallen apart at the sound of his voice? He’d seemed so sure that she would succumb to the mere suggestion of running back into his arms.

      She was a different person, she told herself. She knew better now.

      But then Deysi explained that he’d likely been—she gulped—feeding off her. That he had probably manipulated her mind to give him the access he needed to her body.

      There were plenty of painful, violent times Morgan remembered. She thought back to the times she’d woken up with the bruises and injuries she couldn’t recall getting. Early on, she’d been clueless. Her inner thigh twinged, and she swallowed hard to push the contents of her stomach back down.

      He’d violated her. Maybe not in a sexual way—but how could she be sure? And it seemed there were times when she hadn't given her mind and her—she swallowed again—veins to him freely.

      Anger bubbled up in her chest. She’d handed Daegan her trust. She’d made love with him when he’d seemed interested. None of it was on her terms. Yes, she’d been willing, but how could she know that even that came from her? How much of it was brainwashing? How much of it was his hold on her mind?

      So, she’d developed a theory. Daegan seemed to take issue with Riley. Morgan had always liked Riley. If she were able to approach Riley, to ask him for the favor she needed, she’d have proof Daegan wasn’t in control of her.

      Blaze lifted her head, and her tail thumped again. As if on cue, the back door opened. Blaze shot up and raced through the door.

      “Argh!” Riley hollered, sidestepping the big wolf as she barreled into the house behind him. “Use the dog door!”

      Morgan jumped to help him, taking a heavy thermos and two ceramic mugs from him so he could close the door behind him.

      “I wasn’t sure where you’d gone off to. Do you like hot chocolate?” He sounded breathless like he’d been very busy right up to the time he’d stepped out the back door.

      “Doesn’t everyone?” Morgan asked.

      “You’d be surprised,” he said. “Thorne and Grace drink black coffee after dinner. No milk. No sugar. That’s nothing short of motor oil.”

      Morgan laughed as she followed Riley back to where she’d been sitting on the stairs. He fished around in the pouch of his hoodie and produced a plastic baggie which he dropped beside him after he settled on the top step.

      He reached for the things in Morgan’s hands and tipped his head in invitation. “You looked comfortable, but it’s cold out here. Hot chocolate is the perfect fix for that. Wanna join me?”

      Morgan’s hands shook again as she sat next to him. She watched as he unscrewed the cap on the thermos and poured steaming, dark liquid into each of the mugs. He passed one to her.

      “Peppermint stick?” he asked, shaking his plastic bag. Inside was a handful of old-fashioned soft peppermint sticks. Morgan could see their red and white stripes only faintly in the light of the moon.

      “Please,” she said, offering her mug forward.

      “How many?” Riley asked.

      She laughed. “Uh, one?”

      “Amateur,” he said. He grinned over at her and dropped a stick into her mug.

      He proceeded to put four into his own cup.

      “Too many,” she said, wrinkling her nose. “Where’s the chocolate flavor go?”

      He eyed his mug. “My stomach, I guess,” he said.

      When she’d first arrived at the house, there was tension between them. Morgan couldn’t say the tension was gone, necessarily, but it did seem to have settled in.

      It felt like…flirting.

      Man, she had forgotten what flirting was like. The warm pull of chemistry. The laughter and hesitation. A shiver ran through her. Was that a sign or was that just Riley?

      If she were sane, she’d be running from all of this. Even if it took her back to her mother’s dank trailer or her father’s stale over-the-pub apartment. Wolves and fairies and vampires and magic. Those weren’t things normal humans dealt with on a regular basis.

      She found herself smiling, though, as she watched Riley stir his hot chocolate with his overabundance of peppermint sticks. She didn’t feel like an oddball in this new world. She’d always felt out of place in her former life. Here, everyone was different, and it was okay.

      “You hanging in there?” Riley asked. He looked down at her and his breath puffed in front of his face, warming the air.

      “I’m better than I thought I would be,” Morgan said, without meeting his eyes. It was the truth, but it had been a while since anyone had asked her directly about how she was faring in the aftermath of the abuse she’d taken.

      He stopped stirring his drink and set it to the side. “Did Win treat you okay?”

      Morgan wrapped her hands tight around her own mug. The warmth brought feeling back to her trembling fingers. “She’s so strong,” she answered.

      “So are you,” Riley said, recapping the thermos.

      Morgan pressed her lips together. The voice in her head scoffed and rolled its eyes. When had thinking so poorly of herself become routine?

      “I don’t feel strong,” she muttered. “I feel like I’m still putting all my missing pieces back together.”

      “That sucks,” Riley said. He stared out at the frosty grass, but his jaw worked like he wanted to say more.

      “Win keeps saying it only gets better. They all do. And it must—just look at them all,” Morgan said, thinking of her housemates.

      “I’m a little broken, too,” Riley said. He turned his pale eyes to her before looking away again. “Not to take away from all you’ve been through. I’m just saying…yeah. It takes time, but life moves on, and at some point, you look up and realize you don’t want to get left behind. That’s when you know you’re ready. That’s when you see how strong you are.”

      “Yeah?” Morgan asked.

      Riley grinned. “Well, I haven’t quite gotten to that point yet. But that’s what I think happens.”

      Morgan laughed. “Did you really just try to dispense advice you know nothing about?”

      He shrugged and ruffled a hand through his hair. “Fake it ’til you make it, right?”

      “Maybe,” Morgan said.

      They fell quiet for a moment. Then Riley turned more fully toward her. “I do think life throws things in your way, though. Signs you’re supposed to pay attention to and paths you can follow that will lead you to new places. And the only person who can make the choice to follow them is you, you know?”

      Morgan studied him for a moment. She noticed that the longer she looked up at him, the less he breathed. There was only a hesitant, occasional puff of air creeping from him now, though her breath was speeding up, causing her heart to hammer in her chest.

      Before she could lose her nerve, she gathered her courage and spoke up.

      “I want you to sleep with me,” she said at the same moment Riley said, “But that’s just my theory.”

      Riley went dead still, except for his brows, which inched toward the sky.
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      Riley steadied himself and bit back the urge to move away. “You—wha—oh—” His jaw went slack.

      He felt Morgan watching him. He clamped his lips together and met her eyes. She held his gaze, though her cheeks flushed deeper as she waited for him to respond.

      Riley scrubbed a hand over his mouth—one part holding in the words until he had the right ones; the other part buying time to find the right ones. It was hard to think, sitting so close to her. He hefted himself up and shoved a hand through his hair again, trying to get his brain on track.

      Another time, another place, he’d have jumped at that offer. He’d already have her in his room, and he’d have them both halfway to undressed. Hell, on a warmer night, he’d be half-undressed right where he stood. He’d never had sex outside, but he wasn’t above it.

      There was no way he could say yes. Even as his pants grew too tight and he had to clear his throat and tug his hoodie down, he knew he had to tell her no.

      What had he been thinking when he’d entertained the notion that breaking both of them would help? Faced with that idea in light of this very tangible possibility, this real-life scenario, he could see how insane he’d been. He’d ruin her if he took her up on it. He’d ruin himself even more.

      When he’d composed himself, he turned back to her, crouching down despite the protests coming from his wolf and his crotch. “Okay—I’d really, really love to take you up on that, but—”

      “I’m fine with all the weird magic stuff,” Morgan said.

      “Yeah, that’s not—”

      “Plus, I’ve always thought you were cute,” Morgan pointed out.

      Riley groaned and rolled his shoulders in a futile effort to relieve the tension there. He ignored his wolf, whose tail was wagging at the news that Morgan found him attractive.

      “And you’ve helped me. I trust you,” she added.

      There it was, though. Not the biggest problem Riley had, but the one thing that had him clinging to his wits in the face of this unexpected proposition.

      “You’re too vulnerable,” he told her, the words coming out strained through the tightness in his jaw, “and I’m not up for it, okay?”

      Morgan’s brows fell over her eyes. “I don’t agree. On either count,” she said.

      Fate, she had a little stubborn streak. Riley loved it. Which made everything that much harder.

      “You sleep with lots of women,” Morgan said, “or…well, I mean, that’s what Em says.”

      “Wow.” Riley huffed out a laugh and rose back up. “First, thanks for pointing out that my sister-in-law loves to tell everyone I’m a manwhore. And second, that’s past tense. I don’t do that stuff now. Besides, the only reason you feel like this about me is because I healed you,” he continued, finding much-needed traction in his argument. “There’s kind of a bond that forms between a Healer and the people they heal. It wouldn’t be right for me to take advantage of that.”

      Morgan stood and crossed to him. He could see her hands trembling in the moonlight. Was she scared? She’d always been shy around him. Why was she doing this?

      “You could, though. I’m telling you it’s okay. I’m asking you to do it,” she said. “Please. I want to take back my power, my mind, and my body. If you’ve had sex with a bunch of women and it didn’t mean anything, why not me?”

      Riley frowned and took a step away from her. “That’s what you think of me? I’m an asshole who will sleep with anyone and not care? I’m the nearest available guy who’s ready to give it to anyone at any time?”

      “I mean…isn’t that how it works?” There was enough hurt in the look she threw him to alert him that his words had turned harsh and bitter.

      All the warmth of the fiery thoughts that had raced through Riley’s mind at the mere idea of taking Morgan to bed were replaced by a frosty feeling of disappointment.

      Maybe it was best that she saw him that way. It would be easier for him to keep his distance and his place in the pack if they had nothing at all. Nothing at all would be better than a single, meaningless one-night stand. His wolf whimpered at the thought of turning his back on Morgan.

      Riley reached out and caressed her cheek. “Yeah. That’s how it works,” he said. “You’ve got me all figured out.” He shook his head. “I’m a good guy, but I’m no saint. This is putting me dangerously close to the edge of a cliff you don’t want me to jump off, okay? The answer is no.”

      He let his hand drop and took one last look at her before he gathered his things and turned back to the house. His brain buzzed, and it was all he could do to make it through the door. He dropped the thermos and mug on the kitchen counter. He ignored the holiday music and the family's requests for him to join the last of the decorating fun as he strode through the great hall.

      He took the stairs two at a time, jogging by the time he reached the hall where his room was situated. He swung the door open and let out a yelp.

      Reegan was sitting on his bed with her legs crossed, chin resting in her hands, waiting.

      “Oh man,” Riley said, crushing his hand to his chest. “You scared the hell out of me, you know? You haven’t done that in a while.”

      Reegan’s brow furrowed, even as she gave him her concerned, lopsided smile. “I got the feeling you might need me.”

      Riley made a swift attempt to collect himself. The grin and casually tossed out, “I’m all good,” didn’t fool his sister.

      “Bullshit you’re good,” she said, grasping her hair and pulling it up into a rough pile on the top of her head. She tugged the black hair band from her wrist around the hair, securing it in place with some kind of female wizardry Riley had never understood. “Are we going to keep avoiding this whole thing? Keep on pretending you haven’t been blocking our twin vibes for months now?”

      “Hey,” Riley said, pointing at her. “You haven’t exactly been as open either, you know.”

      “We’re not talking about me,” Reegan replied, glowering at him. “I’m tired of telling you I’m worried about you only to be blown off. What the hell, Riley? Something serious is going on. You haven’t been yourself since we took Morgan to your friend’s safe home. The fact that you’re not talking about it is starting to scare me.”

      Riley flopped back onto the bed next to her, and she turned to peer over at him. He closed his eyes and massaged his forehead. The tightness behind his skin didn’t go away. Reegan didn’t go away, either. He could hear her drumming her fingers against her cheek, chin resting in her palm again. That drumming thing was something they both did. She was anxious, too.

      Guilt covered Riley like a thick blanket. He popped his eyes open and rolled them her way.

      “I’m just dealing with a lot of emotional shit, and it’s wearing me out,” Riley said. Fate. He sounded like Thorne when Thorne was fighting his feelings for Em. Riley snorted out a laugh at the irony. “I don’t want to put it on anyone else.”

      “But you’ve been so distant,” Reegan said, poking him in the side. “And you’ve lost sight of the fact that other people in the pack have their own brand of shit to deal with. You haven’t been there for anyone else recently.”

      Riley frowned and leaned up onto his elbows. “You have shit you’re dealing with?” he asked, reading between her words.

      “Don’t overanalyze this,” she said, poking him again. “We’re talking about you.”

      “Morgan,” he muttered, closing his eyes. “It’s reminding me so much of all the bad stuff I saw when I was in training and—”

      “And you like her, so it’s hard,” Reegan finished, not quite coming up with what Riley intended to say. It was safer than what he was going to say, though, so he let it ride.

      “Let’s talk through it,” she offered, sounding more like her usual self than she had in months.

      “I can’t act on my interest, even if it’s obvious,” Riley said, opening his eyes again. He stared up at the ceiling fan, which he always kept on. “The trust bond from when I healed her—”

      “Would’ve worn off months ago,” Reegan finished.

      Riley shrugged. “She’s not ready for something new. It wouldn’t be fair. Plus, knowing about her past is tough on me. And, yeah, I don’t mean to be stuck on it, but it does bring up too many memories of all that awful shit I saw when I was in Healer training.

      “Every time I look at her, I’m afraid I’ll see her bruised up, the way I found her at that mall. Or I’ll see someone else’s injuries on her because I’ve got too many memorized in my mind to shake them off. I don’t want to taint her in some way with the things I’ve encountered in the world.”

      “Excuses,” Reegan muttered.

      Riley glared at her. “Maybe I don’t want to be her rebound.”

      “That’s never stopped you,” Reegan teased. Her laugh fell short when Riley didn’t smile. “Oh, Riley. You like her so much. I think you might really—”

      “Not have any choice because I haven’t imprinted on her? Yeah, how’s that for the final excuse? She’s not my mate.”

      “But you care,” Reegan said, her sad smile returning.

      “Which is an even better reason for me to keep my hands to myself. Caring can be dangerous. Now let me get some sleep,” Riley said, turning his back on her and jamming a pillow under his head.

      Reegan sighed long and low before she moved from the bed. “Don’t forget, you brought her here. You asked us all to help take care of her. If that means we have to protect her from you, you know we’ll do it. So, don’t be a dick.”

      Riley held his breath until the door closed. Then he buried his face in his pillows and opened his mouth to release a frustrated yell. No sound came out. Even his voice was betraying him.
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      Morgan spent the next day bouncing around the house like a ping pong ball. Outside of meals, when the whole pack was together, she avoided Riley by rocketing out of any room they ended up in together. She couldn’t look at him, and she managed to sit at the opposite end of the table, even though it drew stares from the family.

      She was ashamed of her actions and hurt by Riley’s rejection. What was worse, though, was that she’d been dishonest with him in asking for what she wanted. She’d come to terms with the truth that she cared for him and wouldn’t mind finding out if he liked her, too. The signals seemed to be there, in the looks they’d shared and in how Em talked about Riley falling over himself where Morgan was concerned.

      She’d approached it the way she had because the rejection terrified her—then he'd rejected her anyway! Wasn’t he supposed to be into basically any woman? Why wasn’t he interested in her? She was so confused by her own actions and was beginning to believe she was wired to self-destruct at every turn.

      The second morning she was there, Morgan found herself in the kitchen alone after breakfast. Most of the guys were out finishing up some last-minute work on a contracting job. Reegan had said something about going upstairs to study. Grace and Em had taken their nieces out shopping for what Diesel lovingly described as, “Another pile of toys because they don’t already have enough S-H-I-T to play with”. As soon as the girls were out of sight, he and Avery sneaked away to the bunkhouse out back, which was their home. Morgan hadn’t seen them since.

      She had turned down the offer to go shopping. She was sure it would mean taking someone away from something they’d rather be doing to help guard her. As it was, Ren had offered to hang around the house in case anything bad happened.

      The last Morgan had seen, he was eating straight from a carton of ice cream. He was singing along with an ancient-looking record player he’d stationed on the coffee table in the great hall. Each time the music began to skip, he continued singing. He followed along with the repeated words three or four times before he nudged the player with his bare foot and it jumped to another part of the song.

      Morgan wasn’t used to having so much free time on her hands. She’d read the one book she’d brought with her. She’d noticed, though, the bookshelves that were built into the outside wall of the loft upstairs. She wondered if there was anything she might enjoy up there.

      “Want a bite?” Ren asked, waving his spoon her way as she moved through the living room. She jumped, thinking he might not have noticed her because he seemed so engrossed in his own little world.

      Ren was the kind of attractive that would have made her mouth go dry before she’d met Riley. She stifled a sigh as she realized she now measured all men to see how they stacked up against him. When had that happened?

      “No, thank you,” she said.

      He had moved to sprawl out down the length of the sofa. He eyed her over the edge of the carton, which was resting on his firm abs. “You’re not sneaking out are you, love? I’m very fast, and I’m probably supposed to stop you.”

      “No, I'm going to check out the books,” she said, pointing above them. Then she frowned and hesitated. “I guess that’s alright, isn’t it? They’re not mine. I should have asked first.”

      Ren cocked his head as he studied her. “Of course it’s alright, love. You’re a welcome guest. If it’s off limits around here, I haven’t found it yet. Or they haven’t caught me snooping,” he said, winking at her. He popped another loaded spoonful into his mouth.

      Morgan smiled and climbed the stairs, while the Protector—it was still weird to think in those terms—resumed his singing.

      The bookcases were, indeed, packed with books. Many of them weren’t things Morgan had much interest in or any ability to read. There was a load of faded historical nonfiction; shelf after shelf of books in languages she didn’t recognize; several weapons manuals with Diesel’s real name, as she had learned it, scrawled inside the front cover.

      But at the far end, closest to the front of the house, she discovered a dusty box full of romance novels. Most of them were from before her time. The covers were laughably bad. They showcased men with mullets and women with teased hair the size of Montana. Still, as she looked through the box, Morgan didn’t see any titles she recognized. That was promising.

      “Finding anything good?” Asher asked, startling her out of her reverie over the treasure trove of books.

      He had a dust rag in one hand, and it looked like he’d been working his way along the bookcases. At least this time, she could blame her lack of awareness on trashy novels instead of a vampire, she mused as she tilted the box his way. “Jackpot of 70’s and 80’s bodice rippers.”

      Asher’s brows lifted, and he squatted next to the box. “What the hell?” he murmured, sifting through the books. “You read these?” he asked, holding up a book with a bronzed, shirtless, kilt-clad man on it.

      Morgan blushed and snatched the book away. “Some people like books like these. It’s not like I have anything else to do, anyway. No one will let me help around here.”

      “Help?” he repeated, moving to sit on the floor beside the box and draping his dirty dust cloth over his worn-in jeans. “What do you want to help with? You’re on vacation.”

      “I’m in stasis,” Morgan corrected. “It’s not a vacation. I wish I had something to keep me busy. I’m a burden around here, mooching off all the food and kindness. Everyone knows why I’m here, too,” she said, peeking up at him from under her lashes. “You have no idea how humiliating that is.”

      Asher threw his head back and laughed out loud.

      Morgan crossed her arms over her body. She didn’t like being laughed at.

      When he collected himself, Asher leaned against the railing and shouted down to the great hall below, “Hey, Ren!”

      The record scratched, and the music stopped. “What’s that, mate?” Ren shouted back.

      “Why do I live here?”

      Ren replied, “Because you mucked about with Thorne and Emmeline’s relationship, got yourself in trouble with the Dissidents, and your tribe booted you because you’re a massive liability. Does that cover it?” He added a quieter, “Bloody hell, it sounds even worse when I say it all out loud like that, doesn’t it?”

      Asher lifted his thick brows pointedly at Morgan. “I might have an idea how humiliating it is,” he said.

      Morgan offered him a weak smile.

      “You want to help? There’s plenty to do around here. What do you like? Cooking? Cleaning? Laundry?”

      “Anything,” Morgan said, jumping at what sounded like a possible offer. “If it’s helpful, I can do it.”

      “I’ve got a ton of food to prep for the big Christmas feast. You can help me with that on Sunday if you want.”

      Morgan’s shoulders sagged. “Nothing sooner?”

      “Damn, Red, you really are desperate for something to do.”

      Morgan wrinkled her nose. Red was what her dad called her. She didn’t mind it, but it reminded her of home.

      “Whoa, you went dark,” Asher said.

      Morgan gasped and blinked at him. His pupils were huge and so black and round they seemed cavernous. Sparks fired off within them, like so many fireworks.

      “Shit, sorry!” Asher shook his head, and his eyes returned to normal. “I didn’t mean to spy. I swear I didn’t.”

      “That’s your power?” Morgan asked.

      Asher quirked a grin at her. “I’m not a superhero. It’s not a power, it’s what I am.”

      “Seer,” Morgan said. She’d heard them refer to Asher as such, and she could guess what it meant, considering what he’d said.

      Could she trust him? She guessed she could since the others did. Actually, it was more than that. She got the distinct feeling she could trust him because he was like her—he didn’t belong. So, she decided to open up a little.

      “I’ve been thinking a lot about my family. I kinda want to see them over the holidays—or I maybe don’t. I don’t know. I haven’t decided yet.” She blew out a breath, knowing she was rambling. “My dad calls me ‘Red’.”

      “Clear to see why,” Asher said with a gentle smile. “But I didn’t mean to upset you. I’m sorry.”

      “No. I miss it. It’s kinda nice.”

      “Okay—so—can you clean kitchen counters?”

      Morgan nodded. “I’m really good at that.”

      “Then let’s drop your books in your room and go make the kitchen sparkle,” Asher said, hefting the box in his arms and hopping up to lead the way.
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      Riley didn’t like what was happening at all. Not one little Fate-forsaken bit.

      Despite Asher’s assurances prior to Morgan’s arrival, the Seer seemed to be interested in Morgan. They were spending so much time together. It was enough to make Riley and his wolf panic. He’d been right there with Thorne most of the miserable time Asher had been luring Em into his arms. Now he was sure Morgan was slipping away in the same manner.

      Riley watched them out of the corner of his eye as he helped load the dishes into the dishwasher after breakfast.

      For the past six days, Morgan had been avoiding him. That was fair enough because he’d been avoiding her, too. It was getting harder to pretend she wasn’t around, though, especially when she and Asher seemed so chummy.

      Simone, Avery’s private assistant, came through the broad door of the kitchen and tutted. “You’re cleaning up without me,” she scolded. Her arms were full of presents, which Asher and Riley rushed to take from her.

      “I didn’t know you’d be dropping by,” Asher said. He gave her a quick hug. “You don’t work again until after the New Year, right?”

      Simone tucked a piece of her hair back in place as she began to sort through the brightly-wrapped gifts on the table. “I don’t, but I wanted to deliver these things from the Magistrate’s wolves,” she said.

      “I thought you were all coming to Christmas,” Riley said. He turned back to the dishwasher. When he did, Morgan skirted around the outside of the kitchen island, putting the tall bar between the two of them.

      “We took a vote,” Simone said with a shy smile. “None of us wanted to be the designated driver, so we’re staying home.”

      Riley chuckled. “Glad to hear you wolves are finally learning how to party!”

      “Sounds like you might have more fun than we will,” Asher said. “Can I help you take these down to Avery?”

      Riley glanced at Morgan and wondered if he should offer instead to give Morgan a break from his presence.

      But Diesel came through the bunkhouse door, interrupting them and breaking into a grin when he saw his mate’s friend. “The girls are clean and dressed, and they’re not wearing black for once. If you want to take a million pictures for the wolves back home, you’d better get down there before all hell breaks loose.”

      Simone squealed and grabbed her phone from her purse as she rushed to the door, abandoning the presents.

      “Those are for you guys,” Asher said, pointing Diesel in the direction of a large stack of gifts while he returned to packing up the breakfast leftovers.

      Diesel collected the presents and made his way back to the bunkhouse.

      “She thinks you’re cute,” Riley heard Morgan whisper to Asher.

      “I’m not getting involved with any other females under this roof,” Asher said, closing the lid on another container, “so don’t get any ideas, Red.”

      The spoon in Riley’s hand slipped through his fingers and clattered across the floor. Ash-hole had a nickname for her? This was so much worse than he’d thought. He’d wanted to push Morgan away, but not straight into Asher's stupid Romantic, anyone-loving arms.

      “Here,” Morgan said, her voice so close to him it made him jump. She was holding the spoon out.

      Riley took it from her and nodded but couldn’t say anything. He was too busy imagining Morgan curling up with Asher next to the Christmas tree. He was plotting out what their kids would look like with Morgan’s hair and Asher’s tattoos.

      “Why don’t you let me finish up with this stuff,” Asher said. “Go find out how that book ends.”

      “Are you sure?” Morgan asked.

      Riley glanced up in time to see them exchange a look. It was too intimate. His chest caught fire.

      “Yeah, go for it. The food prep will take all afternoon. Get a break in while you can.”

      Morgan nodded and smiled. “Sounds good. Thanks!”

      Then, without so much as a peek Riley’s way, she scooted out of the kitchen.

      Asher stepped in front of Riley and crossed his arms. “What’s your problem?” he demanded.

      Riley sputtered and crossed his own arms in response.

      “Why the hell have you been avoiding her like she’s got six different kinds of plague?”

      Riley’s mouth flew open, but he didn’t know where to begin. So, he tried it all. “Avoiding her? What’s your problem? You said you didn’t want to compete! She’s not your slave. Stop making her work so hard. We didn’t bring her here for you. And when the hell did nicknames happen? Nicknames! I trusted you!” he hissed.

      “Wow. Where to start,” Asher said, rocking back on his heels. He uncrossed his arms and held his hand up, ticking points off on his fingers. “Yes, you’re avoiding her, and she knows it. I don’t have a problem with anyone but you right now. I still don’t want to compete. I know she’s not my slave, you dick. She asked me for things to do because she was going stir-crazy. Being avoided. By you. I’m not making her work hard. She’s trying to keep busy, so she won’t think about how miserable life is for her right now. And you’re right. We brought her here to protect her and the only person who’s been hurting her feelings this week is you.” He drew in a big breath before adding, “And the only thing you should be concerned about even less than me trying to get my hands on her is fucking nicknames. Grow the hell up, pup.”

      When Riley didn’t say anything, Asher rolled his eyes and backed up a few paces. “I don’t know what’s going on in your head. Hell, man, no one does. You’ve closed yourself off from everyone. I haven’t been a member of this household for long, but even I can see it—and I don’t need my Sight to help me out. You’ve got issues. So the hell what? We all do. Especially that sweet, patient, kind as hell woman who has put up with more than a lifetime's worth of bullshit already. If you’re not going to stake a claim there, then get the hell out of her way so someone else can. And”—he lifted his hands before Riley could protest—“for the last time, that someone isn’t going to be me. She’s only got eyes for one person in this house, and if you’d get your head out of your ass, you’d see that.”

      Riley uncrossed his arms. His body didn’t feel like it could stand upright without extra support, so he leaned against the cabinet. “You’ve seen that?” he asked.

      Why had she come after him like all he had to offer was sex? If he’d had any inkling that her offer came with real feelings attached, he’d have had an even more miserable time turning her away.

      Asher snorted. “Yeah. I’ve Seen it, seen it. Damn, dude. I shouldn’t have to be the one to tell you. You’re supposed to figure this stuff out on your own. Struggle with the rest of us.”

      “I struggle,” Riley argued. But the fight was gone from him. “I wouldn’t even know how to start something with her. It’s too soon, isn’t it?” He couldn’t believe he was entertaining the thought. He wondered if he should nominate himself for the worst idea of the century award.

      “You’ve gotta let her make that call. Remember, there’s a difference between protection and control. She doesn’t need anyone making her decisions for her anymore. Not when she’s trying to find the confidence to know who she is and what she wants,” Asher said. “And if you want to start something, you could try not avoiding her.”

      “She’s avoiding me, too,” Riley objected.

      “Maybe if she didn’t feel like she had to, she wouldn’t.” Asher glowered at Riley. “If you want bonus points, see if you can figure out a safe way to take her to see her parents. She seems to think she wants that, for whatever reason.”

      Riley cocked a brow at Asher, trying to figure out if he was serious. “Not all of us have terrible parents,” he said when Asher didn’t crack a joking grin.

      “Never said my parents are terrible, Poodle. Just don’t have any desire for a family reunion,” Asher said. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have Christmas presents to finish. I’ll be upstairs tanning my hide if anyone needs me.”

      “Grossest thing I’ve ever heard,” Em said as she sauntered into the kitchen.

      Asher wiggled his brows at her as he backed out of the kitchen saying, “You used to like my leather, gorgeous.”

      “Pig,” Em said with a laugh. She retrieved a bottle of water from the fridge. “Thorne’s got training today, and I’m going with him so I can give Sakinha her Christmas present. Can you keep an eye on Morgan and make sure Asher doesn’t overwork her? I don’t know why she’s spending so much time with him.” She waved goodbye as she strutted away.

      Riley wondered how Em would feel if he did try to start something with Morgan. Considering Em, it might be better to ask forgiveness rather than permission. Besides, there was no guarantee that Morgan would approach him again, even if he did open himself up to it.

      Did he want to open himself up? At that moment, he couldn’t see himself getting up the nerve to approach her. He was drawn to her, but he was also a coward. The last time he’d opened himself up to love, it had ended badly for everyone involved.

      How would he feel if someone else stepped in before he could get himself right? Did his feelings matter if he ruined a good thing before it got started by being all wrong for her?

      Usually, he loved the thrill of the chase, but in this case, he guessed he’d have to be okay with sitting back and waiting. He sighed and shoved a hand through his hair. He couldn’t risk putting his heart on the line again. Not yet.
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      By Christmas Eve, Morgan was mentally, emotionally, and physically exhausted. Asher, true to his word, had kept her busy all week. He’d kept her laughing, too—even when the pack thought they might have to buy a bigger oven for the gargantuan turkey Asher and she had prepped. She was grateful for the distractions.

      The house smelled like Christmas. It was the first holiday she’d ever spent in a place filled with so much holiday magic. Fragrances from all the food mixed with the spiced candles burning in the great hall and the welcoming smell of the fire. The house was finally decorated to Em's specifications. With the overhead lights off, the glow from the lit tree and garlands gave the space a cozy, festive air.

      Gift bags loaded Morgan’s arms, and Em and Reegan were taking them to arrange one by one around the tree. The guys had hauled the sofas and coffee table back out of the way to make room for all the gifts. The only time Morgan had seen such a display of presents was around the huge Christmas tree at the Reedwood Mall—but, of course, those presents were fake. These were all definitely very real. She’d even seen her name on a few. She cringed again at the fact she had nothing to offer in return.

      The front door swung open and cold air rushed in as a wheelbarrow came through the door, pushed by Ren.

      “I got smart about it,” he said to no one in particular. He was wearing bright red pajamas and knee-high black rain boots. An enormous red bag was barely contained in the belly of the wheelbarrow. He stood and wiped his brow. “Fate, it’s hard to move things without magic.”

      “What is all that?!” Reegan cried. Her eyes glittered with excitement as she rushed to shut the door behind him. She rubbed her arms to warm them as she looked up at the Protector.

      “Santa stuff, love,” Ren said. “The walk from the cabin would have been a nightmare with all this.” He grunted as he lifted the bag into his arms and toted it to the middle of the room. He went straight to work, digging into the bag and bringing out present after present.

      Thorne stretched his arms overhead and gave a loud, open-mouthed yawn. “I’m ready for bed,” he announced.

      Em cocked a brow at him from where she stood, judging the best place to put the last of the bags from Morgan’s arms. “You’re starting to sound like your brothers. You can’t always pretend to be sleepy as a ruse to get sex, wolf.”

      Thorne rubbed at his ears, which were dark red. “Doesn’t have anything to do with that, woman. A man can be truly whipped from time to time.”

      “You’re proof,” Ren said. He chortled to himself as he continued to place his presents willy-nilly—much to the obvious chagrin of Reegan who’d clearly had a plan in mind.

      “Har har,” Thorne grumbled.

      Em didn’t keep him waiting, though. The quiet laughs and murmurs between them as they slipped up the stairs made Morgan’s heart ache a little. She was so happy for her cousin, but she doubted she’d ever know that level of absolute trust and carefree joy.

      She glanced around the room. Only Reegan and Ren remained. Everyone else had gone to bed with the promise of an early start the next day.

      Morgan didn’t feel sleepy. She was always afraid of seeing Daegan in her dreams. The insomnia had been even worse since her first night in the pack’s home. She felt restless all the time. The rejection she’d experienced from Riley was a definite contributor. It was more than that, though. Sometimes, it felt like her skin was itching from the inside out. Like there was something out of reach that she should know or do or be.

      It was likely because she had no clue what she was doing with her life. She kept trying to decide what should come next, but for the first time—in her whole life—she felt like she could try anything. The possibilities were endless, and that was overwhelming. Well, not endless. She didn’t have a job, and what little money she’d ever managed to keep out of the wrong hands was gone. Daegan had supported her while she’d lived with him. He didn’t like the idea of her working because working meant going out into the world and encountering other men. She hadn’t worked since…well, since almost their first date nearly two years earlier.

      She’d explored most of the Black house, except for the private hallways where the pack bedrooms were, during the week. She’d been rationing the books from the box she’d found, but she’d still read through most of them. There was a holiday-themed one she’d saved, though. She tucked the book under her arm and wandered into the kitchen to peer into the fridge. A late-night snack and some reading might calm her mind and let her sleep.

      She spied a small leftover tub of green beans. Asher made them with cream and lemon zest. She’d never had them that way before, but they were mouthwatering. She bit her lip, feeling bold as she took the container out and grabbed a fork. Green veggies were the least popular in this house. She doubted anyone would miss them.

      Only Ren was still in the great hall when she passed back through.

      “Heading for bed, love?” he asked. He tossed his empty red bag over his shoulder.

      “I guess,” Morgan said.

      Despite his often over-the-top demeanor, the Protector seemed to be one of the calmest, kindest people she’d ever met. It was clear that he watched over everyone in the pack, along with Grace’s parents who lived nearby.

      She waved to him as she climbed the stairs. In the blink of an eye, he disappeared, leaving the wheelbarrow by the door. All the Christmas lights were still on. Morgan was wondering if she should turn them off when she noticed the flashing lights from the movie area at the top of the stairs.

      Riley sat on one of the plush sofas, wearing a big set of orange headphones and leaning forward with his eyes focused on the screen. His fingers nimbly worked the controller in his hands. Morgan skirted around the movie pit, not drawing his attention. She glanced over her shoulder. She recognized the game he was playing. It was one Daegan played all the time.

      Video games were Daegan’s obsession. He had an enormous collection. He'd devoted one whole room in his house to them. Shelf after shelf of consoles, cartridges, discs, and controllers. He talked about them all the time and spent ungodly sums of money on rare editions. He even had games that only he owned—some were even programmed to his exact specifications. The only thing he seemed to prize more was his collection of boutique computer viruses. Morgan’s head hurt when she thought of the countless hours she’d spent sitting by while he played or showed her the latest thing he’d purchased. Infecting a computer system, debugging the problem. Talking nonstop about technology.

      At the time, she hadn’t understood his interest. Now, knowing that people in the R & B world lived much, much longer lifespans, she sort of thought it made sense. She didn’t know how old Daegan truly was. Even if he was a little old, modern technology like gaming systems and computers may not have been on the horizon when he was growing up.

      She watched Riley fail the level he was on three times before she crept to the railing that bordered the movie pit. She stood in the shadows, knowing exactly what he was doing wrong.

      Daegan had the same problem when he’d played the game. She’d known what he was doing wrong, too, but when she’d tried to tell him, he wouldn’t listen. He wouldn’t let her anywhere near a controller to test her theory.

      She bit the knuckles of her free hand to hold in her laugh when she realized Riley was not only failing miserably but doing so online in multiplayer mode. Almost as soon as she noted it, he was blown to bits.

      “Fatedammit,” she heard him say into his headset. “Nice shot, Barrett, you dipshit.”

      He paused for a moment, then laughed. “Yeah, maybe you’re right. I’ll catch you later, man.”

      He took the headset off and set it aside, along with the controller.

      Then he leaned farther forward and dropped his head into his hands. Morgan realized she was spying on him. Worried he might catch her in the act, she turned to sneak off to her room.

      Something about the way Riley’s shoulders sagged tugged at her heart, though. She might be the last person he’d want anywhere near him. But he seemed terribly alone.

      She knew how that felt.

      “Giving up so easily?” she asked, forcing her feet to carry her his way.
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      Asher’s advice hadn’t worked. Riley had tried to make nice over family meals. He’d even paced up and down the hall outside the guest room that morning. He'd hoped to catch Morgan so he could walk down to breakfast with her. He'd come to find that she’d already been downstairs for an hour. He wondered if she’d slept since she’d been in the house. If she had, he wasn’t sure when. She was always awake earlier and went to bed after he did.

      On Christmas Eve, he found his chance to wait her out. She was downstairs with everyone while they finished up the Christmas preparations, so he camped out in the movie pit. She’d have to pass by on her way to bed, and he could catch her attention then. He planned to ask her if she wanted to see her parents for Christmas.

      He glanced away from the giant screen. It seemed like the house was too quiet. He sighed. Somehow, yet again, he’d managed to miss her. How could he have missed her? She was all he could focus on.

      Fate, he remembered the sight of her when she’d stepped out of that mall bathroom the day he and Thorne went to her rescue. Her tear-stained cheeks were swollen, cut, and brutalized. She was so bruised he couldn’t even wipe her tears for fear of bringing her more pain.

      It had torn his heart apart in a whole new way when he’d finally touched her to check her over. The absence of Fate’s stings in those first few tentative moments of contact had told him the truth. Morgan wasn’t his mate. He’d thought he was messed up before that moment; he would never reveal to anyone how his soul fractured into pieces that day.

      Her silence in the moments they’d had alone during their road trip and hotel stay—while Thorne took Em off for some alone time—had given Riley time to think. Half of him cursed Fate for putting Morgan in his path at all. If she wasn’t his mate, why should he care so much? Feel so deeply? And more to the point, why did he care what Fate had to say about it? The parts of him that didn’t curse Fate cursed his own hesitation and his inaction when he could have defied his beliefs and stepped up. Why hadn’t he started pursuing Morgan immediately? The damn day he met her, he knew he cared. He should have started laying a claim right then and there. It might have saved her from so much pain.

      What had stopped him?

      Miette.

      He hadn’t been able to do anything for Miette. Miette hadn’t been his mate, either, but he’d loved her, and now she was gone. Riley had sworn to protect her. He’d failed.

      Why would he ever believe he could rescue Morgan? Why would he risk another failure? Why would he throw himself in the path of more pain and punishment?

      Those reasons were no longer enough to hold him back. The draw to Morgan was too strong.

      “Gotcha, sucker,” a voice jeered at him through his headset.

      Riley was jolted back to attention in time to see the kill screen.

      “Fatedammit,” he muttered. “Nice shot, Barrett, you dipshit.”

      Barrett Scott laughed in his ear. “You must be hungry. You never let your guard down unless it’s snack time.”

      Riley snorted. Yeah, he was hungry. Hungry for a connection he’d sworn off more than two decades earlier.

      “You suck at this game, though,” Barrett continued in the way they usually ribbed each other when they played. “Go back to single player and learn some new tricks before you try to take on the big boys.”

      Riley forced out a laugh. Barrett couldn’t see that he was struggling. “Yeah, maybe you’re right. I’ll catch you later, man.”

      He jerked the headset off and tossed it on the sofa next to him. He let the controller fall from his hands and leaned forward, rubbing his palms hard against his closed, tired eyes.

      How long could he keep doing this? He should come clean to Lathan about everything and let Lathan decide what the next step should be. That’s what alphas did, right? They knew how to handle everything. Riley had no clue what he was doing, beyond screwing up. Royally.

      “Giving up so easily?”

      He jerked his hands away from his face and jumped to his feet, swaying between the seats when the light from the screen blinded him.

      Morgan reached out and put her free hand on his arm. “I didn’t mean to sneak up on you,” she said. “I saw you playing, and I recognize that game. I thought you wouldn’t mind some company since you’re awake and I’m awake, but you look tired, so I’m gonna go.”

      Riley couldn’t help but laugh. She and Em both had a way with words at times. He wondered if that came from the family they shared. The way she sometimes rambled was too damn adorable. His wolf snorted in approval. “It’s all good,” he said. “I’ve probably been playing too long.”

      “Oh,” Morgan said. She nodded and took her hand off his arm, backing up a step. “Sure.”

      Almost too late, Riley caught on that she was extending an olive branch. How did she do that to him? Any other woman in the world, he could handle. This one, though…she threw him every time. “Actually, I could play for a little longer,” he said. “You know, if you want to hang out for a while.”

      She waved the clear plastic container in her hand. “I just got a snack, so I’ll be up for a bit.”

      Riley sat back down, leaving plenty of room for her to occupy some space without having to sit right next to him—if she didn’t want to.

      She sank into the sofa cushions, sitting cross-legged. She dropped a book from under her elbow before she popped the top on the container she was holding and set the lid aside.

      Riley picked up the book and did a double take at the cover. “What the—where did you find this?” he asked.

      Her cheeks flushed when she snatched the book away. “It’s nothing. It was in a box on the bookshelves. Over there. Was that okay? I didn’t mean to take something I shouldn’t have. I was going to put them all back when I was done.”

      Riley chuckled. There was that rambling again. “Yeah, it’s fine. I haven’t seen that thing in years. My mom used to read it every Christmas.”

      “The books were hers?” Morgan asked.

      “Yeah, she loved romance novels.”

      “She had good taste,” Morgan said. Her cheeks turned pink again.

      Riley knew the books were trashy and it piqued his interest in Morgan even more. She hardly cursed, so learning she liked naughty books added a new, fascinating layer he hadn’t seen coming. He remembered his mom laughing about the novels. She’d always said the love she shared with his dad was better than any book. He wondered if Morgan wanted that kind of love—it had always sounded nice to him. Love so strong not even a fantasy could top it.

      Morgan smiled shyly up at him and his breath caught in his throat. If he didn’t stop thinking about what kind of relationship she might want, he was going to make things awkward for both of them.

      “You play?” Riley asked, nodding to the screen in an effort to redirect their collected attention elsewhere.

      Morgan dug into the container and came up with a forkful of green beans.

      Riley wrinkled his nose. “That’s a lame snack,” he said.

      Morgan looked at her fork then back at Riley. “Food’s food,” she said with a shrug.

      “Not all food is food to a wolf.”

      “Manufactured cheese dust is, though?”

      “It’s better than that,” Riley said, pointing at the container. “Are you, like, a health nut or something?”

      Morgan laughed. “Gosh, no. But I didn’t want to take something someone else might want.”

      “You don’t eat meat, do you?” Riley asked, testing a theory.

      Morgan’s cheeks flushed. “I didn’t think anyone had noticed,” she said. “I’m not against it or anything. But the texture and the thought that it was alive…I dunno. I can’t deal with it. It doesn’t bother me for anyone else to eat it, though. And since you guys don’t seem interested in all the veggies, I definitely haven’t gone hungry.”

      “You don’t drink either,” Riley said. The beer and liquor had been more free-flowing thanks to the holiday vibe, but he hadn’t seen Morgan touch a drop.

      “Not much,” Morgan said. She flicked her eyes at the screen before taking a bite of green beans and chewing slowly. Then she shook her head at Riley. “And to answer your question, no. I don’t play. But Daegan did.”

      Riley bit the inside of his lip to keep from growling. “You want me to turn it off?”

      Morgan twisted her mouth to the side like she was considering it seriously. The expression made Riley smile to himself. Something about it was pretty damned endearing.

      “Actually,” Morgan said, pointing to the controller, “would you mind if I try?”

      “Am I about to get hustled?” Riley asked, passing it her way.

      “Highly unlikely,” she said with a laugh. She dropped the fork into the container and placed the container on the floor before wiping her hands on her navy and green plaid pajama pants. She studied the controller for a minute before she leaned Riley’s way. “This one is the jump button, right?”

      Riley nodded and leaned back, watching as she fumbled slowly through the menu screens. The game started, dropping his character back into the level he’d been struggling with for a while. There was a ton of multitasking he had to do, and he hadn’t mastered it yet.

      “Lucky break,” he said when she moved through the first obstacles easily.

      She didn’t say a word. Her brow crinkled with determination.

      When she’d passed through the next two scenes, Riley started to scoot to the edge of his seat. “This is the tough part,” he said, coaching her.

      “I know,” she muttered, engrossed in what she was doing.

      She tapped buttons and moved the character in ways Riley didn’t know were possible.

      He clawed the edge of the sofa, rooting her on—partially because he wanted to get to the next level and it looked like she was going to get him there, but mostly because she was kicking ass.

      When the screen shifted, and she dropped into the boss fight, Riley stood up, hands fisted, like he was watching a spectator sport and trying to mentally will his team on.

      “Holy Fate!” he shouted when she pulled out an attack combo he’d never seen. The big bad boss went down, and the reward screen flashed its bright colors.

      “I did it!” Morgan said. She tossed the controller aside and jumped up, high fiving Riley and clapping for herself as she bounced in place. “I can’t believe it! I’ve never played before—ever!”

      “How did you know what to do?” Riley asked, grabbing the controller and trying to memorize the button combinations she’d been using.

      “I didn’t,” she said. “I just…I thought of stuff that might work, and it worked!”

      “Fantastic,” Asher said from outside the movie pit. He was bleary-eyed and shirtless. The baggy linen pants he slept in were slung low enough on his hips that Riley wanted to tug them up. No one needed to see all that.

      “Some of us have to be up very early to handle kitchen duty before you animals rip into all those pretty presents downstairs. Could you please take this party somewhere else, so I can get some fucking sleep?”

      Morgan tucked her hair behind her ear and ducked her head. “Sorry,” she said.

      “It’s cool. Just, you know, shout elsewhere,” Asher grumbled, turning and disappearing back into the guest room he called home.

      Morgan clapped her hand over her mouth, laughing behind it. She shook her head. “Sorry to call it quits when I just got started,” she whispered. “I guess I will go to bed now.”

      Riley caught her elbow before she could rush away. “I’ve got a setup in my room. We could play there if you want. We’d still have to be quiet, but…if you’re not tired, and I’m not tired…”

      He trailed off, realizing he’d invited her straight to the last place she would probably want to be.

      “I’m not tired,” she said, smiling up at him with renewed excitement. “Let’s go!”
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      Either Riley was getting hustled, or Morgan was naturally talented. He’d pulled the spare bean bag chair out of the corner, and she'd curled up in it, laughing as she kicked his ass. He was happy to have a worthy adversary. None of his siblings liked to play with him for very long because he was too good. He was even more thrilled to be sitting so close to her without feeling any of the negative tension that had built up between them during the week.

      There was tension, sure, but it was the good kind. The kind that gave him butterflies. He felt it in the air between them. Every time they looked at each other, every time he threw his hand up for a high five, it was there, rippling under the surface. He wondered if she was feeling it, too.

      Maybe he’d been too harsh with Morgan. It was his own concern and protective instinct that had turned him away from her offer. He couldn’t handle the thought of being her rebound or a one-night stand, and he wasn’t about to jump into bed with her only to find out that’s all she wanted. If there was any chemistry on her end, he had to trust it to grow and reveal itself in its own time. He could do that, right?

      The realization that he was winning, after so much losing, brought him out of his reverie. He frowned at the screen—Morgan’s character wasn’t doing anything. “That’s not fair. You’re letting me win!” He turned to her when the controller slipped from her fingers.

      She was fast asleep.

      Riley killed the game and rubbed a hand through his hair. Morgan’s chin dipped toward her chest at an awkward angle. He’d fallen asleep in bean bag chairs often enough to know it was a recipe for waking up with a stiff neck. Perhaps he should consider buying a sofa for his gaming area. A nice little two-seater would fit in the space he had.

      “Morgan,” he whispered, thinking she’d be happier if she slept in her room.

      He reached out and tapped her on the shoulder.

      She groaned and curled in on herself in her sleep.

      Riley sighed. Putting her in his bed was wrong. But he didn’t want to wake her when she was sleeping so soundly. He was sure she hadn’t slept well for days.

      He dragged the thick, soft duvet from his bed and held his breath as he draped it over her. She stirred, but only to sigh and snuggle deep within the blanket. The dark green cover made her hair seem impossibly redder.

      Stepping on his tiptoes, Riley crept to turn the overhead light of the ceiling fan off. Then he slipped into the bathroom to shed his clothes. He left the light there on, in case Morgan woke up in the night, confused about where she was and wanting to leave.

      He shifted and padded out into the room.

      His wolf sat in the slice of light from the bathroom for the longest time, contemplating what to do. He could sleep in front of the door to prevent any intrusion, but if Morgan wanted to leave in the night, he didn’t want to frighten her.

      Part of him wondered if he should sleep in the hall instead.

      In the end, what prevailed was the steadiness of her breath. The soft, uplifting intake; the smooth, serene release. It lulled his wolf into more ease than he’d felt in many years. Decades of frantic shifts and frenzied behavior fell away.

      He crept like a shadow over to where she slept and curled up around the side of the bean bag. He was asleep before his head hit the floor.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The earliest blue tinge of a rainy dawn crept in around the forest green curtains, but it was the smell that roused Riley first. Still in wolf form, he sniffed the air and twitched his nose at the scent.

      Had he been drinking?

      He shook his furry head and stretched his long legs ahead of him on the floor, thinking back on the night before. Something light flopped onto the top of his head, and he jerked up from where he was stretched out.

      Morgan was still sound asleep in the bean bag. Her arm was hanging over the edge, where her dangling hand must have bumped him.

      He wrinkled his lupine nose and blinked sleepily against the bathroom light as he made his way back to his folded stack of clothes.

      He shifted and slipped into his jeans. He sniffed his hoodie and his shirt before he put them back on. Were they smelly? He didn’t think Morgan would appreciate him traipsing through the room naked so he could grab clean ones.

      He eased out of the bathroom and, noting she was still asleep, tiptoed to his closet where he changed. He sniffed the pits of his fresh hoodie. It was clean, wasn’t it?

      Why did everything reek of whiskey?

      “Oh…Fate…”

      He moved in slow motion as he peeked out around the door out of his walk-in closet. Sniffed once. Twice. Continued to sniff in human form the way his wolf would sniff when he caught a scent.

      It couldn’t be. He wouldn’t believe it.

      But the closer he got to Morgan, the more intense the smell grew. He crouched down behind the bean bag and leaned in as close as he thought was safe to draw in a long breath.

      Morgan groaned and moved in her sleep.

      The scent moved with her.

      Riley crammed his knuckles against his teeth to fight back the yelp that tried to escape. He backpedaled away from the bean bag until his back hit the far wall.

      Unless Morgan had woken up and spent the night drinking after he’d gone to sleep, that was her natural scent he was picking up on. Sweet, spiced, well-aged whiskey.

      Damn, that was a heady fragrance. Dark, sexy, and dangerous.

      Intoxicating, Riley thought, congratulating himself on the pun even as his heart started to pound.

      If he could smell her, did that mean…

      No way.

      He watched and waited until her breath fell back into the deep rhythm that had lulled him to sleep the night before. Then he moved with whisper quiet across the room.

      He stopped himself. What was he going to do? Reach out and put his hands on her? Sure, he felt a desperate urge to give her the softest brush he could, to see if he felt anything. But that was wrong. She was dead to the world. She couldn’t agree to his touch. And while he didn’t think she’d mind if he did something innocent, like pulling the comforter up around her and accidentally brushing her cheek with his hand, he would know it wasn’t innocent at all.

      If he touched her, his skin might not burn with the perfect pain of Fate alerting him that Morgan was, after all, his mate. But that burn might be there. Learning that truth while she slept didn’t work for him.

      No, he’d wait. He’d keep waiting until it happened naturally.

      He sniffed the air again to reassure himself that he was smelling something new. The fragrance held the promise of a gift he’d long ago assumed he’d lost the privilege of. As he went back into the bathroom, a gnawing sensation grew in the pit of his stomach. Imprinting on a mate was supposed to be a joyous occasion, but as he’d seen in his siblings, it often came at a price. What price would he be asked to pay for love?

      A shudder coursed through him.

      What more did he have to give?

      He sat back against the counter, glaring at his shower. He frowned down at the front of his jeans. As a Healer, he had intimate knowledge of the imprint's inner workings. Biology was doing its best to encourage him toward all things mate-related.

      He counted to ten in his head, reminding himself that it was the thought of an imprint trying to take over his body. That’s what was behind the tent in his pants. That’s what was telling him a tiny touch to test his theory wouldn’t do any harm. He didn’t trust himself to get into the shower without doing something to defile the thought of the sweet, innocent woman who was sleeping in his room.

      So, he tugged his shirt up to sweep on more deodorant than usual. He spritzed some cologne. He scrubbed his face and brushed his teeth and did what he could with his hands to tame his hair.

      After all that, Morgan was still asleep.

      “Fate,” he grumbled. He didn’t bring girls home. He’d never had to deal with booting one out of his room—especially not one he hoped might stay there forever. What was he going to do, though? Sit there pretending he wasn’t going out of his mind?

      No…there was something he had to handle—something important that he hoped would mean a lot to Morgan. He grabbed his phone from the dresser and tapped out a text to Ren. He needed to call in a Christmas favor.
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      Morgan called on all the quiet, stoic grace she’d earned under pressure with Daegan to hold her head high as she made her way downstairs. She hated how she’d honed the skill but was grateful for it as she passed through the open entrance to the kitchen.

      She’d slept better than she had in months, but she’d woken up confused and alone in Riley’s room. A night in a bean bag had done her back and neck no favors.

      Luckily, she didn’t have to put on too big a show. The house was full of people. The merry, bumbling sound of all their different conversations going at once filled the air.

      Fourt manned the front door, a job that seemed endless as people arrived to deliver gifts. Avery was a big deal in the R & B world—something like royalty, Morgan gathered. The pack itself seemed to receive many gifts, too. They were clearly all well-connected.

      Breakfast was set up buffet-style on the kitchen table, so people could come and go as they pleased. Morgan snagged a biscuit from a pan on a large warming tray and went to witness the spectacle around the Christmas tree.

      Avery and Diesel’s girls were the stars of the show in all respects. Many of the newly-arriving gifts were for them. Blaze snoozed on the floor between them, her big black body barely visible beneath a growing mountain of discarded wrapping paper. Pillowed beneath her head was an already chewed and soggy stuffed toy.

      Ren bounced around the room in a horrible tacky sweater, wearing a string of bells which Thorne had hung around his neck. Every time he moved, he jingled and jangled. From the dark looks Diesel threw the Protector’s way, the bells wouldn’t make it through the hour. The smile that twitched over Avery's lips hinted at her amusement about her mate's annoyance. Morgan was under the impression Avery challenged Diesel in every way.

      Riley sat with Reegan on the floor, helping pass out presents and keeping the younger pair of twins entertained. He looked up and grinned at Morgan, and her heart fluttered up into her throat. After waking up alone, she wondered how awkward things might be between them again. His smile put her at ease. Where had he slept? She couldn’t recall any awareness of him in the room with her, but she didn’t have an immediate reason to believe he hadn’t slept there.

      Asher was off to the side against the stairs, out of the crowd as paper flew and more presents were revealed. “There’s a stack for you over there,” he said when she joined him. He pointed at the pile with one of the fingers wrapped around his coffee cup.

      “What about you?” Morgan asked. She ignored the now-familiar twinge of regret at having no gifts to give.

      “I’ll have some, too, I guess,” Asher said with a noncommittal shrug.

      Morgan didn’t know the full story of how Asher had come to be a part of the household. She knew what he’d jokingly let her in on that day by the bookcases, and she’d heard enough from Em to believe it was true. But she didn’t know what events in his background, exactly, had led up to him being a part of a family he didn’t seem to want and who didn’t seem to want him.

      Then again, maybe it was nothing specific. As a baby, she didn’t suppose she’d done anything, in particular, to be brought into a family who didn’t seem to want her. She still wanted them, but there was a lot of bad blood there.

      “Did you give them anything?” Morgan asked.

      Asher shrugged again. “I made some stuff. Nothing fancy.”

      “Oh, cool,” Lathan said. He stood, carrying over something large and leather. “Asher, thank you. This is beautiful work.” He held a hand out for Asher, and they shook.

      Asher cleared his throat before he spoke. “Yeah, no problem. Thought you could use it for all your meetings.”

      Morgan eyed the tooled leather portfolio Lathan was holding. The leather looked softer than butter and was hand-burnished and hand-stitched around the outside. It looked like something from those high-end boutique catalogs Daegan kept in the bathroom. It was the type of lovely thing Morgan would consider too expensive to ever use.

      Lathan thanked Asher again, and Morgan turned a quizzical eye on him as Lathan returned to Grace's side. “Nothing fancy?” she teased. “You're nicer than you’re willing to admit.”

      Asher shook his head, causing his dreads to ripple behind his back. “Go open some presents or flirt with a wolf or whatever you humans do,” he said, stalking away.

      “Come open presents!” Em shrieked, trotting over to Morgan and grabbing her hand to drag her into the fray.

      Morgan obliged and found herself seated on one of the big sofas behind Riley. He glanced over his shoulder and smiled again as Em piled a mound of presents in front of Morgan.

      So many gifts! She wouldn’t have expected to have so many. She guessed she might have some things from Em, who had been deeply concerned with Morgan’s wardrobe since she’d arrived. But as she peeked at the tags, it looked like she had a little something from almost everyone. What in the world had she done to deserve that?

      She felt a wave of anxiety wash over her as she glanced around the room. Presents were being opened in a free-for-all, so she didn’t have to worry about anyone else paying attention to what she was doing. But the noise and the excitement were starting to be too much. The gifts were too much. Everything was too much, she realized as her skin grew too tight and a cold sweat broke out at the base of her spine. She tried to draw breath but couldn’t make her lungs expand.

      Thorne stood from where he was sitting on Em’s other side and came around to sit on the arm of the sofa next to Morgan. In the hubbub, no one else seemed to notice, but Thorne put a heavy hand on her shoulder and leaned down to whisper, “Are you okay?”

      Morgan turned wide eyes to him and gave him a quick, frantic head shake.

      “I need more coffee,” Thorne announced, loud enough to cut through some of the din. “Anyone else?”

      A few hands raised around the room, blurred by the tight darkness that was filling the edges of Morgan’s vision. She was going to pass out. She was sure of it.

      “Morgan, want to give me a hand?” he asked, moving his hand to her elbow and guiding her up from the sofa.

      Morgan let him move her, her body going into an abnormal, disconnected robotic mode.

      She was vaguely aware of Riley leaving his seat on the floor to follow them.

      “It’s a panic attack,” Thorne murmured.

      She wasn’t sure if he was talking to her or Riley or someone else she couldn’t see. The blackness swallowed up her sight, and her limbs went cold—or was it hot—and heavy.

      She felt a chair slide under her as her legs gave way.

      “Morgan,” Thorne said, squeezing her knee.

      She flicked her eyes open long enough to see him crouched in front of her.

      “Good. Keep your eyes open if you can.”

      She couldn’t.

      “I can help you calm down if you want,” Thorne said. “Either way, you’ve got to breathe.”

      She tried to breathe, but still couldn’t. She was being crushed under the weight of an invisible force. Packed and compacted into a much smaller version of herself wherein all her body parts and organs were still contained, but they no longer took up the space she was used to.

      “Help,” she managed to croak desperately.

      A warm sensation rushed through her hands. It spread like wildfire through her veins. It coursed into the places that were being crushed and encouraged them to expand back to their normal size. Her lungs opened, and she sucked in precious air as her vision cleared. She blinked against the dazzling Christmas lights in the background. Riley’s concerned face swam into view from the doorway to the kitchen.

      Thorne was still crouched in front of her, holding her hands. His brow pinched, and he drew a deep breath.“Better?” he asked.

      She nodded and swallowed hard. “Sorry,” she whispered. Embarrassment swept over her.

      “It was a matter of seconds. No one will even know it happened—as long as we make good on the coffee,” Thorne said, offering her an easy smile. He rose and pushed back his long, wavy hair. “Stay put and get your bearings back while I put some mugs together.”

      Morgan did as she was told. Riley crossed the kitchen and grabbed an orange from a bowl on the table. He used a knife to peel it, its bright skin coiling around and around.

      “You haven’t eaten much. A boost to your blood sugar might help, too. Ex-Healer’s orders.” He put the peeled orange on an empty plate next to Morgan.

      She took it and thanked him as he sat on the floor next to her chair.

      “What would you think about taking a little road trip today?” he asked. He played with the frayed hem of his faded jeans.

      “You don’t want to be away from your family at Christmas, do you?” Morgan asked.

      He continued to twist the strings on his pants between his fingers. “It wouldn’t be for very long. It’s a nice day for a drive.”

      Morgan glanced out the window at the gray, rainy weather, but she didn’t think that was what Riley really meant. The thought that he might have something special planned warmed her heart.

      “Sounds fun,” she said, sectioning the orange and popping a piece into her mouth. She held another segment out, offering it to him.

      He laughed and shook his head before he stood and snagged three strips of bacon from a plate. “I’m all good, Green Beans.”
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      Riley had enlisted Ren to be on alert in case anything bad went down while he took Morgan out for the afternoon. He didn’t bother to ask for permission from Lathan, who’d been extra keyed up since Morgan’s arrival.

      The pack was all a little on edge with the possible threat of Daegan looming over them. They couldn’t be sure the vampire would stay away from the house simply because they had a home field advantage there. A blood-starved vamp was nothing to laugh off. Especially not one who’d already proven to have some seriously sociopathic tendencies. Riley understood, of course, but he was determined to make the one Christmas wish Morgan had voiced to anyone come true.

      The only other person Riley talked to about his plans was Em, which meant Thorne knew what he was up to. Thorne owed Riley a lifetime of favors. Riley had taken a lot of hell while Thorne and Em floundered their way into each other’s arms. That’s how Riley saw it, at least. Still, as much as he liked Em, he wouldn’t have talked to her if he hadn’t thought it was necessary.

      Talking to Em hadn’t exactly instilled a lot of courage in him, either. What were her exact words? Oh, yeah: My Aunt Brooke is completely psycho. Then she’d added: She’s definitely going to hit on you and she’ll be mean to Morgan. But you’ve got to be nice to her because she’s still Morgan’s mom. She’d topped it off with: You’re braver than I am if you’re planning to face her voluntarily.

      Riley waited while Morgan got her coat. With all the cars coming and going from their UNITY allies delivering gifts, Riley hoped the purr of his Mustang would go unnoticed. He'd gotten a lucky break, too. Lathan and Grace sneaked away before Asher started swapping the breakfast buffet out for lunch. A gift Grace opened made her turn red, and when the room filled up with Lathan’s sex stench, the two of them had disappeared.

      “All good,” Morgan said, zipping her coat up as she joined him at the bottom of the stairs.

      The rest of the pack was still focused on the gifts. Rose and Dahlia were making their first Christmas wild for everyone. Reegan raised her eyebrows at Riley when she glanced back at him over her shoulder. Riley shrugged and grinned at her. Her brows dropped, worry darkening her face. Riley ducked out the door before Reegan could intervene.
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        * * *

      

      Morgan’s hair swirled around her face in the heat blasting from the vents in Riley’s car. The cute, slouchy hat Fourt had given her for Christmas helped keep her toasty warm. Judging from the way the wolves dressed around the house, and Riley’s lack of a heavy jacket, she suspected they weren’t as susceptible to cold as she was.

      She peeked over at Riley. His hand was resting on the gear stick between them. He had long, strong fingers with a super-fine dusting of pale hair over the tops of his knuckles and the back of his hand. He was wearing a thin, hunter green hoodie over a heather gray t-shirt. She could see the long muscles in his arms rippling as he worked the shifter.

      He glanced over and grinned when he caught her checking him out.

      Morgan mustered a shy smile before she turned to look out the window. Her cheeks heated, but she couldn’t blame the warm car. Being so close to Riley, alone, made her heart pound. Was it possible for a person to be too sexy? Riley had to be dangerously close to that line.

      She mentally shook herself. Friends. They were friends. Barely that, even. But it was a start.

      She watched as the trees whizzed by outside. They were headed out of town. Pretty soon, they’d pass the diner where she’d been working when she met Daegan. The delight of the surprise had her holding her tongue to keep from asking where they were going.

      The diner zoomed by. Morgan burrowed deeper into her coat, which made a swishing sound against the leather seat. The next turn Riley took made her look over at him, suspicion rising. The following two turns had her leaning forward in her seat.

      Then he took a last left and slowed the car to an easy roll over the pothole-ridden loose gravel road. Morgan pulled her sleeves down over her fingers and worried her lip with her teeth. She self-consciously touched her fingers to the scar there.

      On one hand, yes. She wanted to see her mom for the holidays. She hadn’t seen her in so long.

      On the other hand, they’d parted ways so horribly the last time. Things were never easy with Brooke Lawrence. After their last goodbye and many months apart, Morgan knew she was in for trouble.

      Even worse than all that was the gnawing sense of dread and embarrassment over the idea of Riley seeing where she’d come from. It was bad enough that lovely, successful Emmeline knew about it. Riley was so…everything. His family was well-off. Heck, his car alone probably cost more than Morgan had ever made in her life. Granted, even the old clunker Morgan had driven in her former life had once been worth that kind of money. She’d lucked out when her dad won it in a poker game and had given it to her. He preferred motorcycles.

      She remembered bringing Daegan to her mom’s place one time. She couldn’t think of a reason she’d been willing to take him. In retrospect, she realized she may not have made that decision for herself. She didn't recall feeling any of the apprehension she felt now as they rolled closer to the far edge of the deserted trailer park.

      The abandoned trailers had a curb appeal that matched their former occupants—if a trailer could look drunk, dejected, and angry. The park had died off over the years as the residents had moved away, leaving her mom as the only inhabitant in a boneyard of rusting metal.

      “I don’t think I can do this,” Morgan said, her voice little more than a whisper over the still-pumping heater.

      Riley slowed the car’s roll even more and looked over at her. “No problem. I can turn around,” he said with a shrug.

      “Worried someone will put your swanky car on blocks?” Morgan teased, hoping to ease some of the tension she felt.

      Riley laughed. “Nah, plenty more where this came from,” he said.

      “That’s not helping,” Morgan said with a groan. She continued to hide her mouth behind her sleeve-covered hands.

      Riley pulled the car to a stop, glancing in the mirror and down the road ahead. “I heard you might want to see your folks, but this is not a requirement, okay? If you wanna leave, we’ll leave.”

      Morgan bit her lip behind her hands while she battled with herself.

      Riley turned in his seat. “You’ve got a lot going on in that brain of yours, Green Beans. What’s up?”

      She peered up at him. There was no getting past the heat that built between them as they looked into each other’s eyes. She knew, without a doubt, that she could trust Riley—but how would his opinion of her change when he saw where she came from and who she really was? Finally, though it gutted her, she admitted, “I don’t want you to see how bad it is.”

      Riley’s eyebrows knitted together. He looked out the windows at the trailers around them. “I’ve been around for a long time. I’ve lived and worked in a lot of different places and my family hasn’t always had the kind of money we do now.”

      Morgan gave him a disbelieving look. “I’m going to guess you’ve never lived in a trailer, though.”

      Riley shrugged. “No, but I’ve been inside plenty. I’m lucky, and I’m privileged, I get that. I never lose sight of the fact that I’ve got more than most. I don’t hoard it, either, though. I give a lot away to help people who need it more.”

      Morgan shook her head. He didn’t understand this kind of poverty. He couldn’t do anything but pity it.

      Riley leaned closer, following her movements to bring her focus back to him. “I don’t judge anyone else based on the way they live, okay? Living’s hard for everyone in the universe, even if the perspective changes from person to person.”

      “Just saying that makes you sound judgmental,” Morgan told him.

      Riley’s brows lifted in apology. “Maybe I’ve got a lot to learn, still. I hope I do or my life will be long and boring.”

      For some reason, Morgan felt like there was a challenge issued in the action of taking him back to her roots. She nodded at the road ahead of them with a sudden, fierce determination. “Alright, then. This will definitely be an eye-opening experience for you.”

      He eased the car ahead again, taking them around the last curve. The road ended dead at the front of the trailer. Morgan had grown up in this broken-down metal neighborhood on the outskirts of the bad side of Fairview. The train was close enough to rattle the flimsy windows when it went by.

      No car sat outside the trailer, but that didn’t reveal anything about whether or not Brooke was home. She’d lost her license long ago and relied on others for rides now. At least she didn’t drive.

      As the car rumbled to a stop in front of the trailer, Morgan saw movement in the corner of the grimy window. It was the telltale sign her mom was peeking out to see who was disturbing her peace.

      Morgan was aware of Riley’s eyes on her. She glanced over and gave him another nervous smile, tucking a lock of hair behind her ear. “You sure about this?” she asked, giving him the chance to run screaming from what he was about to witness.

      He ran a hand through his hair. It stayed swept back like it was so used to the way he ruffled it, it had learned to defy gravity. “Do your worst,” he said.

      “Oh, don’t worry,” Morgan told him. “That’s easy around here.”

      She let herself out of the car and crossed to the rickety stairs. The smells of cigarette smoke and liquor permeated the air, the ever-present perfume of this little tin wasteland. If the stairs groaned and whimpered under Morgan's slight weight, they roared and screeched when Riley stepped up behind her.

      The warmth of his body at her back, blocking the rest of the world from invading her space, made Morgan shiver.
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      Morgan knew the door was likely to be unlocked, so it didn’t surprise her when her mom shouted, “It’s open!”

      The door opened into the living room. Inside, though the living room lamp was lit, the trailer was like a dark, gaping mouth. Morgan could peer in and see all the things the mouth had taken in—so many things that would never be regurgitated into the light of day again. All the light was absorbed by the dark walls and the musty curtains.

      There was a single recliner, broad, worn, and dirty, which sagged under the inappreciable weight of her withering mother. Smoke was so thick in the room that it spilled out around Morgan and Riley, like a fog machine at a Halloween party. Behind her, Morgan heard Riley stifle a cough. Their shifter blood made their senses stronger, Fourt had explained. How offensive was the stench to Riley’s wolf?

      A tingle raced up and down Morgan’s spine. It was, perhaps, the first time she truly realized what his being a wolf shifter meant. At any moment, Riley could turn into a wolf. How did he control that? What if it happened and he wreaked havoc on this place, destroying everything? If he shifted, where would his car keys go? Could she drive his expensive car away? How exactly did one get a wolf into a car? She suddenly had so many questions.

      “You’re letting in all the rain,” her mother said around the cigarette that dangled from her lips.

      Blue light from the television on the table in the corner flashed against the walls of the gloomy living room like lightning. The TV was newer than the one that had been there when Morgan left. She wondered if the last one had been stolen or pawned. The newer one had likely been a payment…of sorts.

      The table by the door was one of the only things of any real value in the place, though tables didn't often seem to catch a thief's interest. On it was a cheap bottle of vodka. Next to the bottle were two cartons of cigarettes. A red bow was taped to the top one. This was the customary Christmas gift her dad left each year.

      “Dad’s been here?” Morgan asked.

      “Enh,” Brooke said, waving her hand in the air before she stubbed out her cigarette. “What’d you bring?”

      Morgan stepped up into the room. She felt Riley’s warm body, still, against her back. He wasn’t touching her. There had to be a few inches of space between them. But the way he hung so close made her sway on her feet a little.

      The door closed behind them, and Brooke squinted, leaning in her chair to look around Morgan, though Riley was so much larger. “Oh. Who’ve we got here?” her mother asked. The change in her voice and the way she rose, like a somehow sultry wet noodle, caused Morgan’s stomach to roll.

      Riley didn’t move to step around Morgan, so Morgan advanced forward. She hugged the side of the kitchen counter that looked out into the living room with her back.

      Riley moved with her, staying close to her side, rather than going out into the room.

      “What’s your name, sweetie?” Brooke asked. Her voice took on the husky, honeyed jazz tone she used with men. That was the voice that got men to buy her TVs.

      “This is Riley,” Morgan muttered. She glanced around the room. There were piles of magazines and liquor boxes full of empty beer cans; jewelry and clothes were tossed here and there; a tube of lipstick had been cast aside on the table; a platform shoe was discarded by the door, and its mate was close to Morgan’s foot, almost in the kitchen. Nothing seemed to have changed.

      “Riley,” her mom repeated with a leer that was surely meant to be a smile. Her skin was wrinkled into leather, tanned by bed and smoke. She smoothed a hand over her bleached hair. Once golden blond silk, the undertones of which Morgan had in her own hair, it now resembled banana-colored plastic. “Riley,” she said again, rolling the name around like a marble on her tongue.

      Riley cleared his throat and dropped his arm around Morgan’s shoulder. Even through her coat, she could feel the warmth of his touch and the movement of his muscles beneath his clothes. She swallowed her reaction as her blood heated and urged her to curl in closer to him.

      Brooke eyed the movement and made a sour face. “If he’s not here for me, then what do you want?” she asked, turning back to her chair.

      Morgan couldn’t bring herself to say she’d wanted to see her mother because of the holidays. It seemed like such a pathetic thing to want now. How could she have forgotten what this made her feel like? Months of separation and losing her identity in Daegan had colored her memories. She’d come to think that what she thought of as bad couldn’t possibly be as bad as it was.

      She was wrong.

      When she didn’t answer, Brooke scoffed and shook a fresh cigarette out of her pack. She lit it with a red plastic lighter and sucked in deep. “She shacking up with you now? What happened to the last one?” she asked, tipping her head at Riley and peering at him through the haze of smoke.

      Riley’s fingers traced circles around and around Morgan’s shoulder.

      Before he could answer, Brooke pointed at the vodka on the front table. “Well, don’t just stand there,” she said. “Get me a drink.”

      Morgan took an automatic step forward.

      Riley squeezed her shoulder gently and grinned down at her. “I got this,” he murmured. He snagged the bottle from the table and said, with a touch of Southern drawl he didn’t usually use, “Ms. McPherson, if you’d be so kind as to help me locate the glasses, I’d be happy to set you up.”

      “Glasses,” her mother said with a sniff. She started to point at the bag of red plastic cups by Morgan’s elbow. Then she shrugged. “What the hell, it’s Christmas. Look over the sink, there.” She stood again, shuffling into the kitchen and pointing. “And it’s Miss Lawrence. I never took her father’s name because he didn’t make me an honest woman,” she added.

      Riley followed, and Morgan had a moment to breathe.

      This was everything like her last time here. It was also nothing at all like her last time here.

      She turned, resting her hip against the back side of the counter as she watched Riley cheerfully do what her mother commanded. He didn’t take any of her mom’s lip, but he wasn’t rude about it either.

      The one time Daegan and her mother had been face to face, Daegan had been cruel. Condescending. He’d seen the state of the home, the way her mother was, and he’d taken control of it. At the time, Morgan had been impressed. No one had ever been able to steamroll her mother, the mother of all steamrollers.

      Now, she saw it for what it was.

      Daegan liked to be in control. He didn’t like to be pushed around. He didn’t like to be questioned or commanded. He did the questioning. He did the commanding.

      Her mother had been afraid of him. That should have been a warning sign, right there. Brooke was afraid of so very little, but she knew the mean ways a man could treat a woman. Not from Morgan’s father, but from the many other men who came and went in her mother’s life.

      “Didn’t think I’d be seeing you again,” Brooke said from the other side of the counter.

      Riley walked back around to stand oh-so-close to Morgan. He didn’t put his arm over her shoulder again.

      “I’ve been away for a while,” Morgan said. She didn’t want to say more than that. Giving her mother ammunition was asking for a shot to the head.

      Brooke gave her another sour look. “Must be nice,” she muttered. She glanced back and forth between Morgan and Riley before finally saying, “If you’re not here to stay, take your shit. I got people who use that space.” The ice clinked in her glass as she moved back into the living room. She jacked the television volume up, ending the conversation.

      Morgan sighed and gave Riley an apologetic look.

      He leaned in so she could hear him over the TV. He reached out and touched a lock of her hair as he spoke, setting butterflies loose in her stomach. “Should we take your things?” he asked.

      Morgan nodded, grateful he wasn’t making a big deal out of it.

      She led the way around the corner to the small bedroom in the center of the trailer.

      She ground her teeth together as she opened the door. She was never sure what the room would look like. Even when she’d lived there, it was unpredictable.

      Red satin sheets were unmade on the bed, spilling onto the floor like the bed was leaking. The room stank of sweat, sex, smoke, and liquor. A discarded condom littered the floor just inside the door. A red curtain blocked any light from filtering through the window. Red scarves were draped over the two lamps in the room. When Riley turned the nearest one on, it washed the room in red, womblike light. Despite the color, there was nothing warm about this place.

      He shut the door behind them and leaned back against it, eyeing the condom on the floor.

      Morgan wanted to sink into the crusty rug.

      When he looked up at her, though, there was no look of distaste or disgust on his face. “I’m just going to say it,” he said, nodding as he looked around. He gave her a lopsided grin. “This is clearly a sex room.”

      Morgan couldn’t contain the helpless laugh that bubbled up and caused her to snort. It was so awkward and awful, but he made it seem bearable.

      “Own it, McPherson. Which of these is yours?” he asked, pointing at a second condom as he stepped over it.

      “Gross,” Morgan muttered, smacking at his arm.

      He laughed and peered at the boxes in the open closet behind her. “That it?” he asked.

      “Yep,” she said.

      Two whole boxes. Not even big ones. All that remained of her former life.
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      “I don’t think I can go see my dad,” Morgan said. She looked out the window of the car as Riley revved the engine to life. He glanced over in time to see her throat tighten and her jaw clench. Her sweet whiskey smell wavered in the air, mixed with the scent of smoke that clung to their clothes and a hint of tears.

      Without thinking, he reached over to take her hand. Pain. Perfect, sweet, stinging, clenching pain hit him. It roared up his arm, rocketed through his body, ricocheted between his teeth like he was trying to swish a mouthful of sharp metal around. He bit his tongue to keep his reaction under control.

      Okay. Physical response to Fate telling him Morgan was his mate: check.

      He squeezed her fingers before drawing his hand back. It was too much. He got it now. The sensation was a sadistic mixture of pleasure and pain.

      How appropriate. As far as Riley was concerned, Fate was skilled at sending mixed messages.

      His heart lurched as hope filled it, though. Morgan was his mate. His. That had to mean things would work out this time. Things would be different, and he might actually find himself again. What would uninhibited joy feel like?

      Morgan looked over at him. Her pale gray eyes glistened with unshed tears. The tip of her nose was impossibly pink, and her freckles stood out against her pale skin. “Are you okay?” she asked. Her mouth twisted to the side. “It was too much, wasn’t it? Even though we were joking about it?” She flicked her eyes at the trailer. “Can we please leave?”

      “It wasn’t too much for me,” Riley told her as he did a three-point turn and guided the car back down the narrow gravel road. “Hey,” he said, glancing over at Morgan. “I’m sorry about that. I wanted to surprise you. If I’d known how it was going to go down, I wouldn’t have put you through that.”

      Morgan shook her head at him. “It’s not your fault. I asked for it. I should’ve thought it through, I just…”

      For a moment, she seemed like she was fine. Then she dissolved into tears. Riley swung the car over, hitting a pothole and jarring them both up and down in their seats before he pulled to a rocky stop.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, wiping her eyes. “I’m so sorry.”

      Riley wished for one of his vintage cars at that moment. Bucket seats were always bucket seats. At least the center console in the older models was a smaller barrier than the chunky plastic monster that sat between them. He unbuckled himself and leaned across the console to open the glove compartment. A flurry of napkins poured out, like one of those novelty snakes in a can, their colors indicating which fast food joints they’d come from. He snatched a few out of the air and thrust them at Morgan.

      Holy Fate, it had been a long time since he’d had a woman crying her eyes out in his car. Who would the last one have been? Win? Miette? Maybe Reegan, though she didn’t cry much.

      Riley rubbed his hand over Morgan’s back, wishing he could take her pain away so she wouldn’t have to experience it anymore.

      “Thank you for doing that,” Morgan said, gesturing blindly over her shoulder. She lifted watery eyes to him. “For pretending we were together. You didn’t have to stand up to her that way.”

      Riley chuckled. “What else was I going to do? Let her drag me into that scary red room?”

      Morgan sniffled and looked at the damp, shredded napkin in her hands. There were faint streaks of mascara smudged over the thin brown paper. “You wouldn’t be the first.”

      “Fate,” Riley swore before he could contain it. “Did he—nope. You know what? That’s absolutely none of my damn business.”

      At the thought, though, Riley glanced around. They shouldn’t sit like this for too long. They were exposed and in a place that would make them easy pickings for a vampire with a grudge. It was best to stay moving.

      He guided the car back onto the road.

      “Not him,” Morgan said, finally, quietly. “He was mean to her, though. I should’ve seen it. I—I didn’t see it.”

      Riley retraced their path, taking them back to the main road that ran through the center of Fairview. “It probably seemed like he was sticking up for you,” Riley said. “That’s how I would have read anyone being anything less than nice to your mom.”

      “But you were nice,” Morgan said.

      Riley liked the part she left unsaid. It seemed like maybe she thought he was sticking up for her. That’s what he’d been trying to do. Redirecting her mom away from picking at her in any way. Giving her room to breathe. Em was right. Brooke was something else.

      The small downtown area rose in front of them, in the distance. In the quiet that settled between them, Riley could hear Morgan’s stomach growling.

      “How do you feel about cheese?” he asked.

      “Cheese?” she repeated, her tears forgotten. “Where did that come from?”

      “A wolf’s gotta eat,” he said.

      “Oh.” She laughed. The sound lightened the mood in the car instantly, as if the sun had burst through the dense, dark cloud cover overhead. “Won’t your family be doing dinner soon?”

      “Sure,” Riley said. “But I can always use a snack. There’s a diner near our place that’s open every day of the year. Even Christmas. They make great cheese sticks and milkshakes. You like milkshakes?”

      “In winter?” Morgan asked.

      “Okay, see. We may have a difference of opinion here, Green Beans. To me, milkshakes are good anytime.”

      “I mean, they’re good,” Morgan allowed. “But it’s so cold.”

      “You drink it slowly, then,” Riley said.

      Her smile continued to grow, casting bright rays over everything it touched.
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        * * *

      

      Riley had the diner’s number saved in his phone. By the time they pulled in, one of the regular waitresses rushed the order out to the car.

      “Thanks, Margie,” he said, slipping her a hundred after he took the big bag and drink carrier from her.

      “You know it, sugar,” she said. She winked and covered her gray helmet of hair with her hands as she ducked back inside.

      “Wish I had customers like you at the Stardust Diner,” Morgan said. Riley passed the bag her way and situated the drinks before he backed out of the lot. “You must be a regular.”

      “I may, or may not, stop here once a day,” Riley said. “You were a waitress?”

      Morgan peered into the bag. The hot, delicious smell of melty cheese started to cut through the stale smell of smoke. “Among many, many other things,” Morgan said. She didn’t seem inclined to say more about it.

      Riley turned the car off the main road. “You wanna see something cool?” he asked.

      “Sure,” Morgan said, giving him another one of those funny little sideways smiles.

      He knew it was stupid to do. They’d been gone a long time. He was making them an easy target. But he felt awful for the disaster that visiting her mom had turned out to be. He wanted to do a little something to make it right.

      He headed off on a road that intersected with the older part of downtown Fairview. Back in the day—he didn’t remember it, but he’d heard—that was the hopping part of town. Everything that grew up around it was only able to grow because of that old part. Now, it was a run-down, obsolete area hidden away in the center of the city like the newer buildings were ashamed of it. Riley liked the old part of town, though. The architecture was more unique, and the tenants who’d hung on were dedicated to their niche markets.

      It was quiet. Few cars were on the road since most folks were in their homes, sharing the holidays with their families. Riley allowed his wolf about five seconds to enjoy the thought that he was with family. Morgan felt like family. He was meant to be with her, or so Fate said.

      Riley didn’t always trust Fate, but he made a habit of never saying that out loud.

      The small, crumbling parking lot was empty. “We’ll have to be quick,” he said. He didn’t want to spook Morgan, but it wasn’t exactly his most brilliant plan.

      It troubled him, in fact, that Daegan hadn’t made an appearance. It was worse to feel like this. He wondered if gazelles were happier when they knew lions were chasing them than they were when they had the illusion of safety. Perhaps he could force the vampire's hand somehow—trick him into showing up someplace manageable...

      He jogged around to Morgan’s side of the car, taking her hand in his and tugging the hood of her coat over her head. They raced across the deserted street, dancing between the raindrops until they were under the worn awning. It had been red many years ago. Now it was faded, streaked pink and sun-bleached almost white in some spots.

      “What on Earth!” Morgan pressed her hands against the glass, cupping them around her face to cut out the dreary gray light around her.

      Riley did the same.

      “Is it all pinball?” she asked. He could see her face reflected in the shiny glass front of one of the games. She was beaming again, her earlier sadness abandoned. Being around her was like riding a rollercoaster.

      “Nah,” he said. “The left side is, all the way to the very back. They have lots of rare ones. But the other side is different. They’ve got a bunch of good, old games. Some newer stuff, too, but nothing too new. I don’t think they want the latest ones. It’s only geeks like me who come here, and we prefer the classics.”

      “I hate they’re closed,” Morgan said. She moved to peer through the other big plate glass window.

      Riley backed up and turned to join her.

      That was when he saw Daegan.
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      Riley coiled into action, ready to spin and haul Morgan against him, shielding her so he could run her back to the car. Getting her out of here was his top priority—his wolf could handle the rest.

      But as soon as he’d seen the vamp, the hulking otherworldly whiteness disappeared from view.

      Riley felt his wolf’s hackles go up in his mind as the hair on his nape lifted. He straightened out of his defensive posture and turned to find Morgan still peering in the window, unaware of the fright he’d had.

      “Time to go,” he said, looking all around as he grabbed Morgan’s hand again.

      They made it back to the car, and he hauled ass away.

      Why hadn’t Daegan attacked? Would he still? Was he following them?

      Riley tried to collect himself. It wasn’t like they were leading the vampire back to a secret hideout. Daegan already knew where the pack lived. He’d been to their place before to drop Morgan off and pick her up again from Em’s birthday party earlier that year. Plus, the pack wasn’t exactly low profile thanks to Avery and the Magistrate connection. Anyone Daegan asked, within the R & B at least, could have told him where to find them.

      “What happened?” Morgan asked, gripping the armrest.

      The untouched milkshakes and cheese sticks were long forgotten, though their sweet and savory smells still filled the air.

      “I think Daegan made an appearance back there. Maybe I’m wrong. I could have been seeing things. It was so fast,” Riley said, almost to himself, as he peered out the windows and into the mirrors, desperately watching for danger.

      He retracted his earlier thoughts about gazelles. Knowing you might be under chase was just as bad as not knowing.

      He tapped on the display in the center of the dash to call Ren.

      Ren answered with, “Your brother is not happy.” The Protector didn’t sound like he minded something being under Lathan’s skin.

      “I figured,” Riley said. He’d put his phone on silent, but he’d seen the angry flashing of the lights, alerting him he was missing calls and messages. “I don’t need you with me but stay on guard there. We may have had a sighting.”

      “Couldn’t have been a nice, relaxed holiday, could it, mate? No, you had to go and try to woo your—”

      Riley hit the button to disconnect the call before the Protector could finish.

      Beside him, Morgan tucked her hair behind her ear. She didn’t look his way, but from the corner of his eye, he could see the pink spreading across her cheeks.

      He turned the car in at the end of the driveway that led through the trees back up to the house. He let it roll until it slowed. Then he stopped and turned to Morgan. “I’m sorry. I thought today was going to be fun, and instead, it was—”

      Morgan leaned across the seat, angling to kiss him.

      Riley jerked himself back, away from her.

      Morgan drew in a breath. Her mouth dropped open for a second, then she backed away, too. She clamped her lips closed and covered them with her hand. “Sorry,” she said. “I didn’t even know I was going to do that…” Tears crept into the rims of her eyes, and she shook her head. “I’m so sorry.”

      Riley reached out to her, but she shied away.

      “Okay,” Riley said, letting out a shaky breath. “It’s—no, I’m sorry. I’m the one who should be sorry. I…damn,” he muttered, letting the car start rolling again. “I’m no good for you, okay? I know I might seem like a nice guy, but I’m not. And you’re not ready.”

      Morgan was silent. She turned toward the window, leaning against the door. As far away from him as she could get. That was good. Today was proof, wasn’t it? The two of them being together, even only as friends, was a total disaster waiting to happen.

      Still, Riley didn’t like the way that distance felt. So, he had to ask, “Friends?”

      The look Morgan gave him was stormy. She was out of the car before he even put it in park.

      He watched her go, giving her a head start before he collected the still untouched milkshakes and food.

      Then, with a final glance around the yard—and no sign of trouble—he headed inside.
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        * * *

      

      “What the hell were you thinking?” Lathan demanded.

      He’d gotten a little tougher over the years since he and Grace had mated. He was still Lathan, but a bigger—and sometimes louder and angrier—Lathan.

      Riley sat sullenly in the chair in front of Lathan’s desk. “I thought it would be nice for her to see her family since that’s what she wanted.”

      “What about her safety, Riley? What about yours?” Lathan rubbed a hand over the back of his hair as he paced the perimeter of his office. “What’s your deal with her?” he asked when he came back around in front of Riley.

      This was a question that had come up before. In this office, in fact, the day Riley had divulged that he had a contact who could take Morgan in right after she’d left Daegan.

      It was a question Riley still couldn't answer, even if he knew what Fate wanted him to say.

      “I’m sorry,” Riley said. The words felt empty.

      They didn’t seem to hold any weight for Lathan, either. “Of course you’re sorry,” Lathan grumbled, “now that you’ve done it.”

      Riley propped his elbows on the arms of the chair. It wouldn’t do to show Lathan too much of the inner turmoil that was taking a toll on his mind. He forced himself to block out thoughts of the way she’d looked leaning his way, ready to kiss him. “What can I say? She’s cute, and I thought I could show her a good time.”

      He felt good about that statement. It was both true and true to the personality he’d built up for himself. The family expected him to be a little bit of a pig who did okay with the ladies but never got serious with anyone. That was his persona, the suit tailored to meet a very specific need. He could only take it off in certain situations. This wasn’t one of those times.

      He didn’t feel as good about the words when an evil little grin crept across Lathan’s face. “Maybe I’ll let Em come in here,” Lathan said. “She can give you a piece of her mind about your intentions with her cousin.”

      Riley grinned, though. He’d somehow managed to keep an ace up his sleeve. “Em’s the one who told me where to find Morgan’s parents. Let her in and see what happens.”

      Lathan heaved a heavy breath.

      “Did I mention I have milkshakes?" Riley added. "I can bribe her into silence if I have to.”

      Lathan shook his head. “Please, for the love of Fate, watch your ass. And for the sake of Morgan and of your pack, don’t be so damned foolhardy.”

      Riley popped out of his chair, knowing a good time to make an exit when he saw it.

      “And keep your wolf in check, too,” Lathan added. “And your dick in your pants,” he called as the door swung closed behind Riley.

      Riley whistled merrily as he walked away.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m never leaving this room again,” Morgan said to herself as she looked out the big bay window. “I’ll die here. Probably of embarrassment.”

      She covered her face with her hands. Her skin was still flushed hot from the mortification. How could she have done it? Again?

      She and Riley were getting along. He even kind of seemed to like being with her—just the two of them, even after he’d dealt with her mom. And she definitely liked being with him.

      She took one hand away from her face to rub at the perplexing ache in her chest.

      Feelings were hard. Feelings were foreign. Especially these feelings.

      She’d started to shut her feelings down the very first time Daegan had hit her. No. It was before that—the very first time he said something cruel. What was it he’d said? Maybe he’d removed it from her memory. Maybe she’d blocked it out. She remembered the feeling, though. The gut-punch feeling of words so sharp, so hard they had physical power of their own. The drain of breath from her chest when she’d realized he wasn’t joking. That he meant to hurt her with his words.

      Fascinating how the absence of kind words and gentle touch could hurt, just as the presence of cruel words and brutal touch could hurt.

      She thought back over the day. Seeing her mother, being too drained to see her father. What a shame. It would have been tough to see her father. She dreaded the explanation of why she’d been gone for so long, but at least he cared.

      What would Morgan think of her mother turning to another man so soon?

      Rebound.

      Morgan tested the word. In Riley’s case, it didn’t apply. She felt that immediately. The word didn’t fit into any space she could find when she thought of Riley. She’d liked him before, after all.

      For the millionth time, she wished she’d never gone on that first date with Daegan. What if she’d called it off and stayed to hang around with Em?

      A knock at the door pulled her from her thoughts. She didn’t want to answer it. She wanted to be alone. Lonely and alone. She wanted to torture herself with loneliness because that was what she deserved. It was something she understood more than all these mixed-up feelings.

      But she was a guest in the house. So, she wiped at her face and glanced in the mirror on the way to the door. If anyone saw her quickly, they’d think she was cold. A little red nose. That was all.

      When she opened the door, no one was there.

      On the floor was a milkshake and a white cardboard carton of cheese sticks.
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      For the rest of that week, Morgan hardly saw Riley. He was absent from meals—even breakfast, which Morgan had learned was a big deal. He didn’t play games in the big movie pit at night.

      The house, on the whole, seemed quieter. Fewer people were coming and going; fewer people were hanging around. Morgan wondered if that was how it was during the year, and she’d seen a Christmas rush in her early days there.

      Every morning, though, there was something different outside Morgan’s door when she opened it for the first time.

      A cup of hot chocolate. An orange. A muffin. A bag of peppermint sticks. An unopened can of green beans.

      She wondered if she should text Riley. She wanted to thank him for the things but never seemed to get a chance in person. Plus, they didn’t exactly seem like gifts—maybe just polite gestures—until the sixth day.

      On the sixth day, it was a set of car keys.

      That was too much.

      She strode to the window to look out.

      There was an older model Mustang parked next to the one she’d ridden in with Riley the other day. They were the same dark green color.

      She grabbed her phone and texted him, “You won’t talk to me, but you’ll give me a CAR?”

      In no time, he responded, “Not give. Loan.”

      She was trying to figure out how to respond to that when her phone beeped with another message.

      “And please ask Lathan before you go anywhere.”

      She let out a frustrated growl and tossed the phone aside, along with the keys.

      She didn’t understand Riley. At all.

      Morgan snatched her phone up again. She started to type several messages, all of which she erased. She finally flopped back on the bed, letting the phone roll from her hand.

      What was this? What were they? Why was she still here? She wasn’t meant to feel imprisoned, but she was going stir-crazy from feeling like she was alone with her innermost thoughts all the time.

      As it turned out, Em came bearing the answer.

      A tap of nails on the door alerted her to Em’s presence before she knew Em had stepped into the room.

      “Hey, girlie,” Em said, standing in the open doorway. Her voice had that odd, questioning tone. The one that said, without saying, “Everything okay in here?”

      “Morning,” Morgan said. She was upside down, watching Em come around to the side of the bed like she was walking on the ceiling, rather than the floor. That felt right, somehow. Better than normal, if that were possible.

      “So, listen, I know you’ve heard the pack talking about the big New Year’s Eve party at the Three Moons tonight,” Em said. She plopped down on the bed next to Morgan and took Morgan’s hand.

      Morgan thought back to the few glorious weeks she’d had as a kid in the summers. Em and her aunt—no, her grandmother, Morgan corrected because she knew better now—would whisk Morgan away from her mother’s home. They would go up to the little house in the mountains, the same one they’d taken Morgan to when she’d left Daegan. It was Oma’s full-time home for now, though it had only been a summer retreat when Morgan and Em were kids. That home was the farthest Morgan had ever been away from Fairview. She and Em would share a bed, holding hands and telling secrets, giggling late into the night.

      Morgan had swallowed bitter sadness when those times had come to an end after high school. Life had been hard for so long, but she’d had those moments to look forward to. She understood, now, that Oma needed to move away to protect herself from Fairview locals who would wonder why she wasn't aging.

      Did that mean Riley and his family would move away one day? The thought made her heart kick into a higher gear. How soon would they go? Would she lose time with him?

      He wasn’t hers, she reminded herself. Funny how she had to keep telling herself that, even though thoughts of him made her chest ache.

      Why couldn’t she be normal? Would life ever be easier? Was it supposed to be? Maybe it wasn’t—maybe when she looked at other people and thought they had it better, she was projecting that onto them. She comforted herself with the thought that everyone had it tough in some way—like Riley had mentioned in the car about perspective.

      “So, what do you think?” Em asked, squeezing Morgan’s hand.

      Morgan realized she’d gone somewhere deep in her own mind, missing Em’s words. She sighed. “Sorry, what?” she asked, biting back the renewed embarrassment she felt. Why couldn’t she get her head straight for five seconds?

      Em propped up on her elbow. “I said Lathan said he thinks it’s safe for you to come to the party. With so many humans around, he doesn’t think Daegan will come after you.”

      Morgan frowned at the ceiling. She didn’t know whether she believed that or not. Plus, she wasn’t super good with crowds.

      “I can see you’re thinking no,” Em said, “but hear me out. Hot boys. Pretty dresses. The pack picking up the tab. Everyone will be on alert, so I’m confident nothing will go wrong.”

      Morgan twisted her mouth as she considered it.

      Em sighed and came out with her real concern. “You’ve been living in this room. I’m worried. Get out and breathe a little, please.”

      Morgan laughed to herself. She’d forgotten how many ways Em could manipulate a situation to get what she wanted.

      “I’ll give you a makeover,” Em added.

      “That won’t sway me,” Morgan said, finally cracking a smile as she looked over at her cousin.

      “I know,” Em said, “but it’ll add to my enjoyment of the evening. You want that, right?” She gave Morgan a dazzling grin, and Morgan rolled her eyes.

      “Fine. I’m at your mercy,” she said.

      Em’s squeal did lift her spirits a little. As Morgan moved to sit up, she felt the car keys, cool against her skin. Something about them made her want to rebel. She didn’t know what to think of Riley’s little gifts, but he’d made it clear that he didn’t want anything to do with her in that way. She’d never had good luck with men—especially not nice men. Riley, despite his statement arguing against his niceness, was too nice for her. But she was a magnet for bad boys, and she knew exactly where to find them.
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        * * *

      

      Riley wasn’t sure what had caused his room to become party central, but he’d hardly had a moment alone in days. It must have started with pitching the idea that their annual attendance at the Three Moons New Year’s Eve bash might be a way to set a trap for Daegan. Not that one could really set a trap for a vampire—not the way you’d set a trap for a mouse. But he’d suggested it was possible to lure the vampire to a specific location. The Three Moons was territory they shared with humans. It seemed like a safe bet to call a truce, as it were—if laying down some threats could be considered the beginning of a ceasefire.

      “Stop, mate,” Ren complained. He lifted his arms almost over his head, fingers tapping madly—but unskillfully—at the buttons on the controller he held.

      “Dude, I don’t know what I’m doing any better than you do,” Asher said. A glance at the screen showed Asher was winning, even if he wasn’t sure how.

      “Is that what you’re wearing?” Reegan asked from her seat on the bed.

      “Is that what you’re wearing?” Riley replied. “You saw Em, didn’t you? Thorne’s going to blow his clothes in public. I’d put money on it.”

      “I’ll take that wager, mate,” Ren called, continuing to wave the controller around wildly.

      Reegan looked down at her oversized sweater. “What’s wrong with my outfit?”

      “My question exactly,” Riley said, motioning to his own clothes. True, he usually broke out one of his perfectly tailored suits for the once-a-year occasion. But he wasn’t about to split the seams on a high-end three-piece if he had to shift in an alley and take on a vampire. His usual jeans and tee routine was much better suited for that kind of encounter.

      “Should we go over it all again?” Reegan asked, glancing at the guys and their game.

      “We could,” Asher said, without looking over. “Or we could trust that everyone is taking this seriously and knows what they’re supposed to do.”

      “Coming from you, that’s not comforting,” Reegan said. She gathered her hair up and wound it into a coil that she banded on the top of her head. “I’m going to go check on them.”

      Riley didn’t ask who. He knew. Grace, Em, and Morgan had sequestered themselves in Morgan’s room all afternoon and evening. Avery had even disappeared into that abyss, as Diesel had explained when he’d come around earlier.

      Riley’s heart rate was jacked.

      They’d been vocal all week about their intentions to attend the party. He’d gone out every day, usually with Asher or Ren or Fourt, to hang around R & B joints all over town. They chatted nonstop about their excitement for the festivities. They made sure as many people as possible heard that their new human companion would be joining them.

      If Daegan were trailing them, or if he had any connections in the universe, he was sure to have heard. They’d been one of the biggest financial backers of the party for years. Even Lathan had agreed it seemed reasonable that they’d be so revved up about the shindig.

      Getting Lathan to agree to the plan to get Daegan under their thumb had been the hardest part. Avery had taken care of that part—she’d simply overruled him. That left Lathan silent but grouchy the rest of the week. At least it got him out of the way.

      Riley didn’t think about what would happen if Daegan did show. He couldn’t think about it. He knew what he wanted to do and that was that. It didn’t suit to give it too much thought. He kept his wolf well fed, but he didn’t let him run. He needed the extra push for what might lie ahead.

      Now all he had to do was hope he hadn’t pushed Morgan too far away. He hated the idea of dangling her as bait. He’d wanted to tell her, but if Daegan got to her first, he’d be able to see immediately that it was a trap. Her surprise was what would sell it if it came down to that—but the goal was to never let the vamp get that far.
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      Morgan rode to the Three Moons with Em, Thorne, and Ren. They were the last to arrive at the club because Em had to go back—twice—for things she’d forgotten to stick in her little black clutch. It almost felt like she was doing it on purpose. Morgan wondered if it was a game Em was playing with Thorne or something.

      They pulled into the valet queue and were ushered straight into the building, rather than having to wait in the long line of people who wanted to get in. She knew from talking to Em, and from the enormous wedding reception Em and Thorne had thrown, that the whole family was a big deal at the club. People knew them by name. They had a big private booth and everything. Besides Em and Thorne’s reception, when she’d come as an invitation-carrying guest, Morgan had never received the VIP treatment anywhere. It made her more self-conscious than she already felt. The people who were being so attentive to her must see she didn’t belong with this beautiful, wealthy family and their friends.

      She tugged the bottom of the green dress Em had loaned her. She felt so exposed. She wondered what it looked like on Em who was taller, curvier, and definitely leggier than she was.

      “No need to fidget, love. You’re an absolute vision,” Ren said, leaning down to talk in her ear. He offered her his arm, and she looped hers through it.

      “I’m dateless, I fear,” Ren said, “so I’ll have to make all the boys jealous with a lovely angel on my arm.”

      Morgan laughed, and he covered her hand with his as they continued to follow Em and Thorne through the crowd.

      “I take it from the way you’ve kept to yourself this week, things didn’t go as well as you might have hoped with your family?”

      Morgan looked up at him. “You knew that’s what Riley took me to do?”

      He shrugged and dipped her way again, continuing to talk in her ear over the pulsing beat of the music. “He asked me to be on alert in case any stray fangs showed up.”

      “I didn’t ask him to do that,” Morgan said, frowning.

      Riley seemed to want to protect her an awful lot, and she wished he wouldn’t. And what was he thinking, giving her access to a car if she didn’t actually have any freedom? That was like opening the door on a birdcage, only to seal the entrance with another cage. Everything he did only opened up more questions. Questions were exhausting. She wanted answers. And if she couldn’t get answers, she was going to have to show herself a good time.

      “You didn’t have to, love. We all look out for each other. That’s how family works.”

      Morgan snorted. “Family, huh? I wouldn’t know.”

      Ren squeezed her hand. “I wouldn’t either, really. My family’s rubbish. Found out I was gay and gave me the boot. I haven’t talked to them since.”

      Morgan pulled him to a stop. “That’s awful. I’m so sorry.”

      He gave her a rueful grin. “Oh, that’s alright, love. We do what we have to do to survive. I hear from Avery that one of my sisters has come around about it. I haven’t had the—uh—stones to reach out to her yet. Maybe one day.”

      Morgan gave him a squeeze around the neck. She didn’t even have to stand on her tiptoes to do it, thanks to the heels Em had shoved onto her feet. She’d never had a big brother, but she fell a little in love with the idea of Ren filling the role. “We should get a drink,” Morgan told him. “To terrible families.”

      He laughed and offered her his arm again. “Absolutely we should, love. I’ll drink to that.”

      They made their way to the main bar. It was an enormous round setup that sat opposite the dance floor at the front of the building. Hanging above the bar was a glass and metal sculpture. Lights were worked into the fixture, though they were dim compared to the flashing lights from the video screens in front of the dance floor. Lights ran around the outer edge of the bar, too, illuminating the floor. Everything glittered—the shoes, the dresses, the reflections on the bottles as the bartenders worked. Morgan couldn’t remember the last time she’d had such a sensory experience. Probably the last time she was at this club, for only moments, when she had come to see Em and Thorne on their big day.

      Something about the energy spilled into her. Revived her. The pulsing music thrummed through her, and she bobbed along a little as she stood next to Ren, waiting for a drink. Usually, she avoided alcohol, but she made an exception in honor of the occasion. Across the bar, a shorter guy with dark hair smiled at her. Morgan felt a shiver of excitement go through her. She smiled back.
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        * * *

      

      “This was a bullshit idea,” Riley muttered to himself. There was no one else around to tell. Sure, he was surrounded by people, but no one he cared to talk to. His eyes drifted to Morgan again from where he stood, near the far wall. There had been no sign of Daegan.

      There had, however, been a steady stream of attention Morgan’s way in the form of stares from the guys around her. Many of the men looking her way were R & B.

      Riley’s only consolation was knowing none of them could be her mate. That was his role and his alone. She was made for him. He clenched his fists, fending off the protective, possessive growl his wolf was unleashing inside. One sound from him would send all those other guys scattering. If only.

      He cursed Em in his head. Em had to know how he felt—at the very least, she suspected he had more interest than he was letting on. Em was intuitive like that. She had to be the one responsible for Morgan’s appearance.

      Her long red hair was pulled back away from her face. It was styled simply but did nothing to shroud her features. Her long slender neck, her shoulders—all that exposed porcelain skin. Riley wondered where the freckles ended. Did they end?

      He swallowed the thought back with his next swig of beer. Then he almost spit the beer out as he watched a guy finally break the seal—the first of the admirers to step forward. A bear with bigger balls than Riley had. He’d have high fived the guy if he weren’t so focused on wanting to shove him out of the way.

      He couldn’t help himself. He moved closer, hoping to get within hearing range. The club was packed even tighter than usual. On a normal night, his original spot might have been close enough to listen in without having to sneak up.

      He froze when Morgan glanced his way. Then he smiled and lifted his beer in a toast. She turned slightly, giving him her back.

      He tried to remind himself that was okay. He’d been telling himself all week that it was okay. He would be okay. The word had lost its efficacy and meaning.

      Still, he couldn’t let himself chase after her, so none of the pain of missing her mattered. None of the jealousy of seeing her with another guy could consume him. He needed to take Daegan down. And then he needed to send Morgan on her way, out of his life, to find someone else who would be able to love her.

      He ignored his wolf’s pleas. The mangy mutt already loved her.

      That didn’t change anything, least of all the past.

      Dispatch the vampire. Save the girl. Die alone.

      Wow. When had he become such a morose asshole? He wondered if it was possible he’d traded places with Thorne somehow as the resident moody wolf. Thorne did seem awfully damn cheerful and chipper these days.

      “Hi,” a voice said near Riley’s right ear. The woman smiling coyly up at him was familiar…big blond hair, eyebrows arched into lethal points. Oh—she’d tried to get with Lathan back in the day, right? Josie something.

      “Hey,” Riley said. He wasn’t in the mood for company. He pivoted to resume staring at Morgan and felt a hand on his arm.

      Morgan glanced his way. Something passed over her face before she turned back to the guy who now had some competition vying for Morgan's attention. Damned peacocks, putting on a show.

      “I’m taken, sugar. But thanks,” Riley said, reaching over to take the woman's hand from his arm.

      Riley’s phone buzzed in his pocket, and he reached for it instead.

      “You sure?” the blond purred.

      As he slipped his phone from his pocket, Riley glanced back to where Morgan was—or where she had been standing. She was gone.

      “911. Back alley.” A text from Asher.

      Riley immediately sidestepped the woman’s touch and hurried through the crushing crowd. He passed Fourt who was chatting with a guy by the entrance to the VIP tunnel. “Did you see where Morgan went?” Riley asked.

      “Dance floor,” Fourt said. “Em and Grace are up there. Lathan, too.”

      “I’m heading out back,” Riley said. He didn’t give Fourt a chance to respond.

      Once he entered the dark tunnel with its swimming blue ethereal lights, the crowd thinned, and he was able to rush through. By the time he hit the VIP area, he was running. Almost the entire room was paid for by members of the R & B. The bouncer gave him little more than a glance as he raced by. What they got up to in the club was their business as long as they paid for the damage and didn’t bring any humans or cops into it.

      Riley careened through the back door, sending it crashing into the wall of the building before it slammed back to close behind him.

      “Fucking took you long enough,” Asher said.

      In the shadows of the alley, Riley’s heightened sight allowed him to see the vampire’s boots sticking out from beyond a nearby dumpster.
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      The stench of the garbage and dampness of the asphalt were almost enough to cover the distinct vampire smell, which was a fragrance all its own. It started with the sticky sweetness of the sugars and starches they consumed when they didn’t have, or want, a steady blood supply. The finish was the tangy, bloody, life-affirming scent of fresh, raw meat. The combination of smells created a bouquet that made Riley want to cover his nose.

      Riley forced down the primitive urge that rushed up from the pit of his stomach. In all the years that had passed since UNITY came to be, and even with all their vampire allies, the ancient wolf instinct was still there: kill the beast.

      “I used the Advocacy Avery made,” Asher said. He crossed his thick arms over his chest where he stood, boots planted in front of the vamp’s feet. “It took him longer than I thought to go down. He’s a big SOB, isn’t he? Bigger than I thought he’d be. Stupid, too. Looked right at me when I called his name to check if it was him.”

      “Don’t underestimate him,” Thorne said, striding their way from around the front of the building. “And definitely don’t look him in the eye.” He stepped close enough to get a view of the body.

      Asher laughed. “That shit doesn’t work as well on me,” he reminded. Seers were the only race capable of facing a vampire head-on without their minds melting into whatever the vampire willed. It was possible for a vamp to break a Seer, but they had to do serious physical damage first, weakening the Seer’s defenses.

      “It works on us, though,” Riley said. He breathed deeply as he stepped around the edge of the dumpster to glare down at the man.

      “That him?” he asked, looking to Thorne for identification. Thorne was the only member of the pack who had seen Daegan before. Morgan could have identified him, of course, but there was no way they planned to bring her into this.

      “That’s him,” Thorne said. He rubbed his temples and scrunched his eyes. His forehead wrinkled, glistening with a thin layer of sweat. It was hard for him to bring back memories. Pulling memories a vamp had tampered with was an agonizing process. Thorne said the altered memories he'd scrounged from the darkest depths of his own brain felt shredded.

      The vamp seized suddenly, his back arching. His head, which had been lolling on his chest, hit the wall behind him and Riley locked his gaze on the vampire’s broad chest. He couldn’t risk looking him in the eye. Letting him talk would be almost as bad if he truly were as powerful as Thorne judged him to be.

      Asher gave Riley’s shoulder a hearty pat. “Think I’ll take a peek over here to give myself some sort of deniability in all this,” he murmured. He stepped away like he was going to check out a fascinating piece of art in the next room of an art gallery instead of a pile of trash farther down the alleyway.

      Thorne cleared his throat. Out of the corner of his eye, Riley could see Thorne's hands flex, his fingers splaying wide open, then clenching closed into fists.

      Before Daegan could move again, Riley hauled him up, careful to keep his eyes low.

      “Get your paws off me, filth,” Daegan hissed. His breath hit Riley’s nostrils like a hot, stagnant swamp full of melted candy.

      Daegan tried to grasp at Riley, but Riley jerked harder on the lapels of his black leather duster. The tug pulled the coat tight against the vampire’s armpits, rendering his arms almost useless.

      “Shut the hell up and listen, you fang-fuck heap of trash,” Riley snarled, shoving him back against the wall. Asher was right, the guy was huge. Riley cursed the hours he’d spent playing games instead of hitting the gym with Diesel. “You’re done chasing after Morgan. This is your only warning.”

      Daegan began to laugh. It was a creaky, rasping sound that Riley couldn’t be sure about—was that his laugh or was it due to the way Riley was holding him up? His blood boiled when he thought of this creep laughing at Morgan that way. Did he laugh when he hit her? Did that get him off?

      Fury surged through Riley. He spun away from the wall, taking Daegan down to the asphalt and pinning him to the ground. He clamped his hand around the vampire’s neck. The force knocked the laughter out of Daegan. It was replaced by the elongation of the vamp’s fangs, and it took all Riley’s mental power to keep his eyes low.

      “I’m not done with her,” Daegan rasped. “I will never be done with her. You can’t stop what’s already in motion.”

      Riley squeezed harder. Dark clouds of hatred pressed in on the edges of his vision, threatening to blind him completely.

      Vamps couldn’t die from strangulation, but it felt good to inflict some kind of pain.

      “I need her,” Daegan said. Through the blinding haze of rage, Riley saw the vampire’s lips curl into a nasty smile around his fully extended fangs. The gleaming, deadly points hindered the words he spoke.

      Riley slammed Daegan against the asphalt again before flinging his gaze up to Thorne. “Do it. He’s not going to give us anything willingly.”

      Asher jumped into action alongside Thorne. They pried Daegan’s claw away from Riley’s shoulder, where the vamp had been trying to press his way up. He was weak—he had to be weak, or he wasn’t putting up a real fight.

      When Daegan’s hand was free enough, Thorne clasped it in his own, and the vampire finally let out a howl that gave Riley a small sense of satisfaction.

      It wasn’t anything near what Riley wanted. Every part of him was screaming out, shrieking in protest over the fact that Riley wasn’t shifting. Riley wasn’t tearing the vampire’s head from his neck with his wolf’s teeth.

      Kill. Kill. Kill.

      Every cell in his body must be crying out in unison.

      Kill. Kill. Kill.

      He wanted nothing more at that moment than to shift. To tear and tear again with claws and teeth until the vampire was strewn about the alleyway. There'd be no evidence but the thin white shimmer of dust Daegan's body would leave behind.

      “Riley!” Asher’s voice cut through the horrible dark fog that had closed in around Riley.

      Riley was aware of his shoulders being shaken, hard, before someone repeated his name again, louder, closer.

      His eyes flipped open. He found himself still on the ground, one knee planted on the damp asphalt, one hand grinding, claw-like, into the wet, black street. His fingertips were scraped and bloody—there was no vamp beneath them.

      He scrambled back and looked around.

      “He’s gone, man. Went poof while Thorne was pulling the emotions or thoughts or whatever from him.”

      Riley blinked as his surroundings continued to come back to him. Thorne stood to the side, holding his hand away from his body in disgust, cupped like it was full of nasty garbage. Riley could see nothing between Thorne’s fingers.

      “Think you got enough?” Asher asked, directing the question Thorne’s way.

      Thorne shook his head, forehead wrinkling and eyes scrunching again. “I can’t read any of it. Can you?” His body shuddered, and he rubbed his chest. “Whatever it is, it’s nasty.”

      Inside Asher’s eyes, it looked like someone had struck the heads of a dozen tiny matches. His unfocused gaze seemed to be zeroed in on Thorne. He frowned and blinked, his eyes going back to normal. “It’s scrambled,” he said, shaking his head, “but I’ve never knowingly read from a Sage. It could be from you or from him. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      While Seers were able to visualize the emotions of others by viewing colorful auras, Sages experienced everything around them with all of their senses. Even with training, Sages were often broody and mercurial thanks to constant overexposure. Thorne was at the point in his training where he was able to pull thoughts, feelings, and emotions out of other people. He didn’t wipe their minds like vampires did, but he could use all his senses to extract someone else’s darkest secrets. That wasn’t a skill Thorne liked to advertise, and Riley was ashamed to admit it kept him on edge around the brother he was closest to.

      Riley groaned as his senses came back to him.

      “Don’t worry,” Thorne said, stepping forward to offer a hand to help Riley up.

      “Might want to let me,” Asher interrupted, moving in toward Riley first. “He’s jacked,” he told Thorne. “You’ll catch all that, won’t you?”

      Thorne grunted and rubbed the tattoos on his forearm as he took a step back to safety.

      “Go find Em,” Asher instructed Thorne. “Let her take you down to your office. You need some time to recover away from the pack, and she knows best how to take care of you.”

      Em’s old apartment now served as the headquarters for their family contracting business. It was a good retreat nearby where Thorne could regroup in a familiar environment. Since when had Asher gotten so knowledgeable about taking care of them all?

      Riley grasped the Seer’s hand and pulled himself up. “There’s something I have to do,” he murmured. “Thanks for your help.”

      Asher clasped his hand, though, tugging him back. “Hey, you did the right thing by letting him live. We can get evidence against him now and bring him down the right way.”

      “You don’t know that,” Riley said, “and he won’t stop or wait for us to make our next move. I have to go to her.”

      Asher and Thorne let him go.
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        * * *

      

      Riley moved on shaky legs as he raced through the back door of the club. He opened himself up to the full force of his heightened sense of smell. Wolves learned to shut it down in public so they wouldn’t live with overwhelming headaches. Now, though, he needed to pinpoint Morgan’s exact location, and he didn’t want to wait to consult with the pack to do so.

      She was close and moving closer. Riley rounded the corner from the dark exit corridor into the red-lit back hallway. The smell of sex—lusty arousal, sweat, condom lubricant—mixed with liquor and poured out from the dark alcoves hidden there.

      Morgan’s whiskey scent continued to come closer. He almost missed her because he was right on top of her and moving so fast.

      He passed her, bumping her shoulder. His arm brushed her skin and set off a blaze at the contact. He reached out, instinctively, catching her wrist as he turned back to face her.

      “Don’t do this,” he murmured, leaning in against her and caressing her arm, despite the protestations of the man who was holding her other hand. “Please,” he said.

      He heard her sharp intake of breath. She looked up at him, her hair gleaming like satin under the red lights.

      “Please,” he said again. His lips brushed Morgan's ear as he told her, “I’ll do it. Come home with me.” Then, letting his voice carry over the hall, he added, “Look at this guy.” He threw on the cockiest swagger he could muster and shook his head. “You wanna be with him instead of me?”

      “What the hell?” the other man backed away from Morgan but didn’t give up the fight. “Is this asshole with you?” he demanded, motioning between her and Riley.

      “Only if she wants me to be,” Riley said. He kept his eyes trained on Morgan, begging her to forgive him for every time he’d turned her down.

      Even if it was only once. Even if it was a rebound and she left him bleeding out every day for the rest of his life. He needed to feel her, to connect with her in this moment and assure himself of her safety, at least for one more day.

      “Sorry,” she said to the other guy, turning her back on him. She took Riley’s hand. “Please don’t ever hurt me,” she whispered, under her breath.

      Riley caught it, though, and wanted to vow that he wouldn’t. Instead, bastard that he was, he pretended not to hear.
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      The house was empty and, for the first time, there were almost no lights on inside. Morgan thought the quiet was all the more jarring for the way they disrupted it as they tumbled into the great hall. It was the last logical assessment she managed as Riley kicked the door closed behind them and reached for her.

      She threw herself into his arms, and he crushed her against his chest. She wished she could slow down to savor the feelings and the first perfect brush of his lips against hers. Something in her was wild and ravenous, desperate for his touch. She felt like losing a moment with him meant losing a lifetime.

      An urgent, erotic growl escaped his lips, and she opened herself to the sensual sound. She wanted to swallow the noise, to be the cause of so many more, to somehow quench the heat she felt. It all seemed impossible and possible in the same moment.

      She swept her tongue out. It collided with his, seeking, searching. He tasted so good. Fresh and hot, full of life. He drew back, cupping her neck and pressing his forehead against hers as he whispered, “Upstairs, yeah? I think that’s better than down here?”

      She laughed, breathy and breathless.

      “Oh Fate,” he groaned, releasing all but her hand and tugging her up the stairs with him.

      She stumbled in her heels. Riley swept her up into his arms and took the stairs two at a time. She managed the nearly impossible feat of keeping her shoes on, though she wasn’t sure how. She didn’t pay them any attention at the time. She was too focused on clinging to Riley’s soft, thin shirt while she continued a nonstop assault on his neck and jaw with kisses. His face, which he usually kept smooth, was beginning to carry the stubble his brothers got much earlier in the day. She relished the way her lips and cheek rasped against it.

      “Door,” he said.

      He squatted a little to help her reach the knob. She wrenched it—if it didn’t open, she’d scream out. She didn’t know which room they were tumbling into. It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered but getting more of him. All of him.

      The door slammed behind them—or rather, because of them. He swung it, then fell against it, with her pinned, cradled in his arms. He was catching his breath, but she didn’t want that.

      No pausing. No thinking. Not that it bothered her to think about this—more that she’d been thinking about it so often, for so long. She flushed. Had she ever fantasized about Riley while she was with Daegan? She didn’t think so—it would have felt wrong. She wished, though, for a moment that she had. Her own private little world with the handsome man who now held her, protecting her from the bad around them.

      No, she didn’t want to be protected. She wanted to be ravished. To feel like she was taking action, to finally belong back within the confines of her body. It should have been her body all along. How had she let anyone else harm it? It was hers.

      Riley was hers.

      It was the only way to describe what she felt about him. He was hers.

      “Bed,” she pleaded, reaching around for leverage to push against the door. The effort would have been futile, but Riley was too willing. He moved again and then she was airborne, flying free for one exhilarating breath. She landed on a soft bed. Riley’s room. She could see his entertainment center with all its colorful lit circles and squares of power buttons.

      The bed dipped, and she rejoiced in the heat of Riley’s body so close to hers.

      His hand went to her hair, cupping her head and reeling her back in. His lips moved more slowly, now, but the desperation was the same. Every brush, every lick and suck held wishes and promises Morgan couldn’t comprehend. She tried to give as good as she got. Still, she needed more.

      She worked her fingers beneath Riley’s shirt and slipped it up as she moved her hands to access more of his body. Firm muscles, long and lean, rippled as her fingers danced over them.

      Riley growled against her mouth again, then broke off their kisses to emit a long, inhaled hiss. His stomach and chest clenched, trembling at her touch. Rather than backing away, he rose to his knees, pulling her with him, letting her drag the shirt over his head.

      He dipped down, kissing her, stroking her skin, breathing in pants that sounded like he couldn’t catch enough air, almost like he was in pain. She worked the soft, broken-in leather of his belt free. When she got no resistance from him, she curled her fingers into his jeans, dragging them down on his hips.

      It was then that he moved, with such swift, effortless grace. He flipped them, so she was straddling his waist, pressed against the firm, hot length of his erection. They both moaned at the contact, and he clung to her hips, holding her there, unmoving. Then his hands curled up and around her lower back. He pulled himself up to sit, keeping her straddled around him while he sought for a way to remove her dress.

      His fingers tripped over the zipper when she circled the cup of his ear with her tongue. He recovered and tugged the zipper down. The movements were rough, but not painful. The need that filled them both made every touch more intense and demanding than the last.

      The world went spinning again, and Riley was back on top. Morgan’s dress was loose, but he hadn’t slipped it from her shoulders. Morgan did the job as Riley sat back. His jeans were working lower on his hips on their own, undressing him themselves. In the barely-there light, Morgan could see the band of elastic that topped his boxers.

      He covered her with his body, kissing and stroking her skin. He continued to tug the scratchy, sequined and beaded straps of the dress down, rubbing and pressing his erection against her, teasing her. She pressed her own body up against it, needing the friction in a much more specific way than he was giving it.

      He kissed her jaw, causing her to tilt her head back and sigh. The sounds she was making didn’t feel like they could belong to her. How long since she’d experienced ecstasy? So long. And never, ever like this.

      Riley moved again, backing away down the bed. Morgan's shoes fell to the floor. His warm, lightly callused hands moved up her legs, grit against silk, firing her up with every hushed sound of burr against softness. He slipped his fingertips under the hem of her dress. The fabric rustled, beads on sequins, sequins on beads. She swore she could hear the pounding of his heart—or was it hers? The pulsing, deviant heat of sex pumping through their veins. The dress moved up, gliding up her legs in the way water slid over skin when you eased into a warm bath.

      A flare lit off behind Morgan’s eyes. At first, it felt like the early, curling edges of an orgasm, but it rushed in with a speed that took her breath away. There was no beautiful release in the rough wave that crashed over her. Instead, her mind filled with words. Mangled. Polluted. Foul and filthy words that had her sitting up, clutching wildly at Riley’s shoulders, pushing him back.

      He moved away with little effort, sitting right back on his heels. He grasped her flailing hands in one of his and cupped the back of her head again, bringing her back to reality.

      “What is it? What’s wrong?” he asked. The passion seeped from his voice, leaking out with each word he spoke as clarity rolled in.

      “I can’t,” Morgan whispered. Too late, she realized she was bracing her body for the pain—prepared for the strike. Flinching before the hand was even raised.

      The impact didn’t come.

      “It’s okay,” Riley whispered over and over in the dark. “It’s okay.”

      She was unaware, until she felt the dampness against her skin, that she was crying. Weeping. Bawling.

      The straps of her dress hung down around her waist. Her bare breasts were barely covered, clutched behind her arms as she pressed her hands together over her face. Riley sat all the way back, moving his legs to make room. She looked up, and he opened his arms to her, letting her collapse into his chest. He soothed her though she sobbed even harder when he wrapped his arms around her.

      “Hang on,” he murmured into her hair, releasing her for only a moment. He leaned away, patting until he found what he wanted. Morgan couldn’t see it, but he could. She felt the brush over the crown of her head of the neck of a t-shirt. His t-shirt—so full of his smell, still warm to the touch as he helped her into it. He tugged it down, covering her body, then reached around to pull her disheveled hair out of the neck.

      He let her curl back against him, and he comforted her while she cried. Rocking her gently, he murmured over and over again that it was okay.

      It wasn’t okay, though, and it might never be. What would he have thought of her, if he’d seen how destroyed she was? In the lust and heat of the moment, in her desperate need for him, cultivated over so few days of wanting, but so many months of knowing, she’d forgotten the many ways Daegan had marked her. Laid a claim to her that she could never strip away.

      She clutched the loose dress around her waist, letting it pool down to cover her lap. The phantom pains of the worst of her scars—the chewed up, spit out scars that covered her inner thighs—screamed out at her. She would never be the same. She would always be tainted.
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      Over the course of an hour or so, Riley was able to work Morgan up closer to the pillows.

      The house filled with sounds as the pack trickled back in. He heard Grace ask about Morgan. “Don’t bother her,” Asher said. “It’s late. She’s probably sleeping. If you wake her up, she’ll think something’s wrong.”

      Morgan couldn’t hear any of the conversation, Riley guessed. She didn’t respond to it if she could.

      She’d gone quiet after the tears stopped. She was still nestled against him, tucked under his arm with her head on his shoulder and her hand on his chest. She was almost as close as she could be, but she was a million miles away.

      The sounds faded out until the house was quiet again. If the pack had stayed through fireworks, it must have been well into the middle of the night.

      Riley didn’t like alarm clocks and relied on his phone for the time. He didn’t know where the thing had ended up. There were no buzzes to alert him to its location. He silently thanked Asher, convinced the Seer must have managed the situation after Riley had carted Morgan away.

      “I’m so sorry,” Morgan whispered. She didn’t move as the words caressed his bare skin.

      Riley paused the gentle circles he’d been rubbing into her arm. “Please don’t be,” he whispered back. He turned and kissed the top of her head. “I knew it was too fast, but I let myself get carried away. I’ve been trying so hard to be careful—to protect you—”

      “I never asked you to do that,” Morgan said, pushing against his chest to sit up.

      He’d pulled the comforter up around them. It covered her legs but didn’t wipe Riley’s memory of how smooth her skin was to the touch.

      “It can’t be about anyone else protecting me,” Morgan said. She turned toward him, and he could vaguely make out her features in the dark.

      She wasn’t looking at him, but down at her lap. She folded her hands, one on top of the other, covering herself, though she was already covered. “I have to be able to protect myself. I have to know I can. I need to have the courage to say no, to defend against pain, to run away if I have to. I didn’t have that courage for so long, Riley. Don’t take it from me now.”

      He nodded but didn’t say a word.

      “I can’t see you,” Morgan said. “Are you mad?”

      Riley let a soft laugh blow through his nose. “No, Green Beans. I’m not mad. Give me a sec.”

      He rolled off the bed, tugging his jeans back up into place. He zipped them as he strode across the room to lift the blinds on the two big windows that looked out over the far end of the front yard.

      Moonlight spilled in, highlighting the bed and casting its silver-blue glow over Morgan. She turned toward it.

      “Better?” Riley asked, crossing back to the bed.

      He’d demolished a fine line between them by bringing her back over the threshold of their home the way he had. As he looked at the shadows playing across her face, he knew there was no going back.

      She was going to make him crumble. Would she be there to build him back up?

      “Much. Thank you,” she said, scooting back toward the headboard.

      Riley sank into the space she left him. His gut told him to move with caution. His heart urged him to pull her back against him.

      He found a compromise by sitting close but opening his arms. She didn’t hesitate to curl back within his hold.

      There was something in the closeness they shared—it didn’t need to lead to anything. A simple connection was enough.

      She fell so still and quiet he wondered if she was asleep. He pressed his cheek to the top of her head and let himself breathe in the reassuring smell that was all hers. His wolf demanded it.

      “It happened so fast,” she whispered.

      He tipped his head to the side so he could look down at her. Her long lashes obscured her eyes, but she seemed to be gazing out the window. He thought she meant with them, but she clarified a moment later.

      “He happened so fast. He took control of everything before I even saw it for what it was. He did it in so many little ways. I didn’t have my guard up because I didn’t see it happening. That last time—when you and Thorne came to get me from the mall—he changed into something different. I didn’t know what I’d seen then, but the teeth and the violence…I thought it was monstrous.” She reached up to tuck her hair behind her ear. Riley caught the hair she pulled away, brushed it back over her shoulder. He hoped it was comforting, but he couldn’t be sure.

      “I thought I was losing my mind. That I’d slipped, you know? Like it was so traumatizing I made it into something different in my head. But these other things happened, too. Before that. I realized I was losing time or I’d sort of remember how the bruises kept occurring. Every time I remembered, if he picked up on it at all that I was aware something was off, it was worse with him. I did know, though, deep down, that something was so off-base.”

      “Is that why you didn’t want us to get cops involved?” Riley asked, thinking he was picking up on what she was saying.

      “Yeah, and why I didn’t want to risk going to a hospital,” she said. “Even beyond thinking he’d find a way to hurt me worse if I did try to get help, I was starting to feel like I didn’t know the whole story, you know? It was honestly a relief when I learned about this world. Your world.”

      She leaned back then, gazing up at him. Her eyes searched his. “Why did you send me away? At first, I thought…maybe you and Win…”

      Riley huffed out a chuckle. “Definitely not,” he said. It didn’t feel right to talk about Miette, given the intimacy of the conversation and the connection they were sharing. It would be like carting another woman right into the room. Besides, where would he even begin?

      He could talk around Miette, though, so he did. “I helped Win set up the safe home. It was a long time ago when that—uh—kind of thing was my specialty. I was sort of a doctor, or training to be one. That’s how Win and I met.”

      “She told me about that part,” Morgan said. The glint of moonlight across her face made her gray eyes dance like icy fire. “She said she met you while she was recovering.”

      “So, you know about her wolf,” Riley said, “or lack thereof.”

      Morgan nodded. “She said it was a secret because the procedure was sort of illegal.”

      “Super illegal,” Riley said. “According to our laws, at least. I never felt that way, to be honest.”

      Morgan didn’t say anything, but the way she cocked her head and looked up at him made him continue. “I saw a lot of awful things in my training. Things no one should ever have to see, let alone experience. That’s part of why the whole Healer thing didn’t end up working out, but I still wanted to leave some mark—some way to help, and Win was there.”

      He paused, wondering if he should continue with the next part. Hell, he may as well. He couldn’t give her complete honesty, but he could be honest about some things. “I’ve funneled money into the home ever since. Win always said she’d owe me a big favor.”

      Morgan sat back, though she kept one hand on Riley, over the sheets, at his hip. “I was the favor, wasn’t I?” she said, looking out the window again.

      “Kind of,” Riley admitted. “I kept up with the cash. Sent her extra, saved some on the side. I thought…I don’t know what I thought.” He dropped off, watching her face as she processed the information.

      “I didn’t think I could have you here,” he said, lowering his eyes. He stroked his fingers over the back of her hand, gritting his teeth against the pain of that simple touch. “I already cared too much,” he added, without looking up. “I shouldn’t have. It wasn’t my place.”

      He let the words fall away as they sat there. He could feel Morgan’s eyes on him, but he couldn’t bring himself to meet her gaze.

      His feelings for Morgan had so many facets. Sometimes, they felt like broken glass, intended to cut them both up and cause them both more pain than good. He’d become so practiced at holding himself together, but now it seemed like the point was to fall apart.

      He’d already seen how impossible it was to control the way he cared. All he could do was open himself up. Let himself go. Give her what little he had and hope for the best.

      He had so very little to give…

      “You have no idea how many times I’ve wished I’d ditched that date with Daegan the day I met you,” Morgan said. “Things might have turned out differently.”

      He squeezed her hand one last time before he crossed his arms over his chest, effectively closing himself off from her. “It’s not worth wondering what might have been. The reality would probably have been disappointing.” The words were meant to convince them both.

      Morgan frowned at him. “Disappointing is still far better than what I went through. Don’t be so pessimistic.”

      Riley shrugged. “Fantasies and daydreams gloss over all the bad parts. Don’t make me into something I’m not.”

      “I don’t think I understand you at all, Riley,” Morgan told him.

      “That makes two of us,” he said, leaning his head back against the headboard and closing his eyes.
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      Riley woke to the scent of whiskey all over his skin. Morgan was curled up next to him, her feet by his head. He’d moved a pillow to the end of the bed as their conversation had tapered off into sleep the night before.

      It was nice waking up to her, but if the night had proven anything to him, it was that he wasn’t ready to pursue her. Strangely enough, it seemed like she was more willing to move forward with him than he was with her. He wanted her, no doubt about it, and he’d continue to want her both for his wolf and for himself. But every time he thought about holding her in his arms, Miette’s face flashed through his mind.

      He’d long ago shelved his love for Miette. What they’d been through together, though, was always under the surface of Riley’s mind. Memories of the end of their relationship grated the underside of his skin as if his blood were full of metal shavings.

      Riley extracted himself from the bed and rolled off the mattress, careful not to disturb Morgan’s sleep. He crept to the bathroom for a quick shower.

      By the time he finished, the only noise from his room was the continued steady deep breathing from his bed. He opened the bathroom door, releasing steam around him as he peeked out.

      The wood around the doorknob cracked when he jumped back in alarm at the split-second peepshow he got. Morgan rolled over onto her stomach, kicking the sheets away from her legs. Her dress was still bunched around her waist, covered on top by his t-shirt. Below it, though, her perfectly-shaped rear end was exposed, covered by the slinky dark green fabric of her underwear. The milky expanse of her legs made Riley clamp down on his wolf to keep from howling out loud.

      He gripped his towel tighter around his waist, stepping back to jostle his southern region into a more acceptable position before he hurried to his closet.

      His wolf urged him, again and again, to go back out there and claim what was his.

      Riley gritted his teeth, locking his jaw in place with fierce determination. He focused on the task at hand: putting on clothes he’d rather not be wearing and going downstairs to breakfast. He’d prefer to climb back into bed—sans clothes, of course.

      He cursed himself. They’d come dangerously close to crashing through all the possible barriers the night before. If they hadn’t stopped, this morning might look a lot different. And how would he have handled that? Turning the woman he was meant to be with forever into nothing more than a booty call didn’t sit right with Riley. But how the hell could he ever explain the truth to her? If she knew who he actually was, what he was capable of, she’d turn her back on him in an instant. He could live without her if it were his call. Rejection was something he couldn’t bear, though.

      Those thoughts didn’t stop him from putting together a stack of his clothes for her. A walk of shame through the house in her dress from the night before was probably not the way she wanted to wake up. At least his hoodie and sweats resembled what she usually wore in the mornings.

      He grabbed a piece of paper from the notepad on his dresser and scribbled a note on it.

      He put the clothes and note on the pillow next to her head and forced back the urge to tug the blankets up over her. If she woke up while she looked the way she did, his chances of keeping his distance would be nonexistent. As it was, he fought the desire to sneak another peek at the parts of her that were exposed.

      He yanked the door open and nearly ran right into Thorne’s upraised fist. Riley jerked the door closed behind him but knew he hadn’t been quick enough.

      Thorne’s brows lifted, and he crossed his tattooed arms. “Tell me that is not my mate’s Fate-forsaken cousin in your bed,” he demanded.

      Riley leaned back against the door, hand on the knob, though it would do no good to retreat back inside.

      The pack had become only moderately more interested in boundaries since his older brothers had mated. There were still very few times when rooms were ever genuinely off limits—as long as you understood you might see something you didn’t want to see. He offered Thorne his best apologetic grin.

      “For Fate’s sake, Riley,” Thorne said, dropping his voice low. Frustrated was a polite way to describe the sigh that escaped his lungs. “Are you insane?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You cannot sleep with her.”

      “Well—”

      “You didn’t,” Thorne said, sounding disappointed. “You’ve got a death wish.”

      Riley had no problem telling Thorne the truth, but something about Thorne’s reaction made him angry. This was what pretending to be the universe's biggest flirt had gotten him. “Why shouldn’t I hang out with her? I like her, and she likes me. If you weren’t so far up Em’s butt all the time, you might have noticed we were spending a lot of time together.”

      “I’m not up Em’s butt—”

      “Sucks for you.”

      “That is why. That right there,” Thorne said, poking a finger into Riley’s chest. “You can’t take advantage of her.”

      “I’m not—”

      “Everyone knows the way you are with women. How long until she hears that about you? And what about your feelings here? I thought you actually liked her. Do you really want to be her rebound? Fate, this is wrong on so many levels right now and—”

      “I imprinted on her,” Riley interrupted. His back felt hot and tight as his wolf’s hackles lifted in his mind.

      “Oh, shit,” Thorne whispered, his arguments abandoned. “Are you sure?”

      “One hundred percent,” Riley said.

      “A real imprint?”

      “Yep. I didn’t even know if that could happen for me.”

      Thorne frowned, and Riley rushed ahead. “We didn’t sleep together. I mean—yeah, in the same bed. But we didn’t go all the way.”

      “Go all the way? What are you, sixteen?” Thorne shoved his hand through his hair.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Riley said. “I can’t claim her. Neither one of us is ready for that.” He glanced back at the door before stepping Thorne away from it. “You’ve got to keep this quiet, okay?”

      Thorne blew out a hard breath and tipped his head back, staring up at the ceiling and groaning out loud. “Why can’t anything ever be easy?” he muttered.

      “That’s a little dramatic,” Riley joked, trying to slap his mask of happiness and nonchalance back into place.

      “I’ll keep it quiet,” Thorne vowed. “That changes everything on your end, doesn’t it?”

      Riley shrugged. “I’ve known about it for a while.”

      “I swear to Fate, this whole situation keeps getting worse and worse,” Thorne said. “I was coming to tell you we might have bigger problems.”

      “What’s up?”

      “That foul mess I pulled out of the vamp last night. Asher and I started teaming up on it first thing this morning, and something isn’t right.”

      “How so?”

      Thorne sighed and shook his head. “It’s dark, that’s all I can tell you. Asher says there’s no light to it, and I’d love to say I don’t know what that means, but I kinda get what he’s saying even though I can’t really describe it.” He pushed the sleeves of his sweater up. “I’ve seen the same kind of thing in Morgan. It’s like a dark spot or a hollow place. Cold.”

      Something about that made Riley’s skin crawl. “What are you saying?”

      “I’m not sure,” Thorne said. “I’m not saying she’s bad, but she’s definitely not okay.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with her,” Riley said, balling his fists.

      “I’d love to agree, but I’m telling you the truth, brother. Something about all this has Asher—and me—unsettled. She’s a good kid, but there’s no telling what Daegan did to her mind. You’ve got to know that.”

      Riley ground his teeth together. He didn’t want to admit it. Everything about him was designed to back Morgan up, so his chest felt like it was caving in when he swallowed and nodded. “I know. You’re trying to help, and you can’t change what you see.” Even that minor admission felt like the ultimate betrayal.

      “Hey,” Thorne said, clapping his hand onto Riley’s shoulder. “Don’t let this get you down. Asher and I are working on it. We’ll do whatever we have to, okay? We’ll get her the help she needs, and you guys will get your happily ever after some day. If you don’t believe me, just remember how hard it was for the rest of us to get with our mates.” He offered Riley a grin that was evidently supposed to be comforting.

      Riley tried to return the expression but fell short. Morgan might have issues. Riley couldn’t believe they were anywhere near as rough as what he needed to work through before they could get together. And considering he’d planned to keep that shit buried for the rest of his life, he was giving it pretty poor odds of ever working out.

      “Why can’t anything ever be easy?” Riley repeated Thorne’s earlier words.

      As they turned to make their way down to breakfast, Thorne chuckled.

      Riley didn’t.
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      Morgan made it back to the guest room without encountering anyone. Excited chatter bubbled up from downstairs, so she guessed everyone else was already having breakfast.

      She ducked into her room and shut the door behind her. She couldn't wipe the smile from her face as she pulled the hood of Riley’s sweatshirt around to breathe in his smell. His pants drooped down around her hips, though she’d cinched them as tight as the drawstring would allow. The ends flopped on the floor around her feet when she walked. She wanted to laugh out loud or burst into song.

      The night hadn’t gone quite as she’d hoped and the ending wasn’t what she’d expected, but she still couldn’t stop humming. Riley felt the same way about her that she felt about him. Even if only a little, even if they’d shut each other down at different times. They’d still fallen asleep next to each other, talking until sleep had taken them under.

      She didn’t know if there would ever be anything more between them. She still cared for him and hoped, of course. She still felt the tug toward him, the wish to call him her own. Beyond that, though, was the happy truth. They were, at the very least, friends. Even if they never kissed again, she had a friend.

      Another friend, she reminded herself. She had Win and all the women from the safe home and now Riley. Even Riley’s family and friends.

      “Take that, asshole,” she muttered merrily to herself as she gathered a fresh set of clothes for the day.

      Daegan had done his level best to convince her she would never have anything without him. No one else would want her around.

      Wasn’t that pathetic?

      Look at how many friends she had!

      She turned the water on and let it run while she brushed the tangles out of her hair. For the first time, in a long time, she felt optimistic.

      Maybe she would ask to borrow a computer. She could see if there were any jobs she might want to apply for. Heck, maybe she’d even look into going back to college. She’d never been able to finish her degree. Her mother had drunk and smoked through most of the money Morgan had saved up. When she was able to attend classes, it was often only for a few weeks at a time before her mom went on a bender. Morgan always felt compelled to drop out and take care of her.

      She dug through her toiletry bag until she came up with a brand new razor. A nice, long shower and a good, clean shave were what she needed to start her bright new day.

      The water rained over Morgan’s shoulders. As she soaped her body, she thought back to how Riley’s hands felt moving against her skin. She bit her lip as she twisted her leg, drawing her razor over the lower half.

      When she finished, she moved up. She couldn’t stop herself from touching her thighs and examining the marks there. The scars were brutal. Thick and bumpy, paler than her already pale skin. In the right light, the skin shone with a silvery covering, like stretch marks. She groaned to herself, then drew in a cleansing breath and continued to guide the razor up and over her leg.

      There was nothing she could do about the scars except live with them. If she were going to live with them, sooner or later someone else would see them. That didn’t mean anyone would know what had caused them.

      She knew what had caused them, though.

      Riley did, too.

      She shuddered at the image—one she couldn’t remember truly seeing, but an easy enough picture for her mind to summon on its own. Daegan, fangs extended, biting into her soft skin.

      At the thought, the razor bit into her skin, and she jumped at the pain.

      “Ouch ouch ouch,” she hissed as soapy water cascaded over the cut and the wound began to sting. She pressed her palm against the spot. “That’s gotta be a deep one,” she said, warning herself before she peeked down to see the damage.

      Her stomach lurched at the sight, and she threw her hand up to catch herself when she swayed.

      The blood seeping from the gouge in her skin was thick, like toothpaste, and instead of being red, it was the too-pink color of a fresh stick of bubble gum.

      At first, she didn’t believe her eyes. She cupped her hand under the running shower and gathered enough water to splash and cleanse the spot. It looked better. Undoubtedly it was the combination of blood and shaving gel that had made her think it was pink.

      But as she watched, the nick in her skin filled back up, slow but steady, with thick pink ooze.

      Morgan’s hands began to shake. She reached blindly behind her, feeling for the wall of the shower. She sank down to crouch under the warm spray.

      They’d said as long as her blood was red, she was fine.

      But if it was pink…if it was pink…

      She slammed a trembling hand against the knob to cut the water off and grabbed the towel she’d hung over the door. Something kicked in within her, causing her to dry off mechanically.

      This was trouble. This was bad. This was proof, yet again, that she was a burden. Incapable of doing the simplest things without problems following on her heels.

      She couldn’t be the cause of any further strain on Riley or his pack. This new development—this pink blood—would only bring more stress to their doorstep. And that was if they even allowed her to stay. This was proof she was tainted. What would happen next?

      Daegan would never be through with her. He’d been right about that, Morgan realized. He’d vowed to make her his, and now who would want her, other than him?

      “No,” she scolded herself, drawing the towel tight around her body, holding herself in with its soft confines. “He did this to you, but you never asked for it.”

      He did this. Morgan closed her eyes and tried to calm her racing thoughts. If he did this, could he undo it? What did she have to offer? What could she trade? Was there anything he’d accept to reverse whatever it was he’d done to her?

      Before she could convince herself not to, she grabbed her phone. She knew Daegan’s number by heart—he’d made her repeat it, again and again, so she’d never be able to say she didn’t remember it.

      Gritting her teeth, she dialed the number into the phone. Did she trust him? No. Hell no.

      But what choice did she have? She wouldn’t allow Riley or his family to take on this burden. Win and the girls had already done too much for her.

      This time, she would save herself.

      And once she was safe, she’d be free to move on with her life, just as she’d been looking forward to only a few minutes earlier.

      “I’ve been waiting,” Daegan purred over the phone.

      “I need to see you,” Morgan said, bracing herself for his reply. She knew it would make her skin crawl. She was happy when it did—at least for now, she wasn’t under his thrall.

      “Of course, angel. You know where to find me,” he said, a dark chuckle rippling up from his throat.

      “No. In public,” Morgan bit out.

      There was a long pause.

      “You did something to me,” Morgan said, “and I want you to take it back.”

      There was another long pause, and she wondered if he’d ended the call.

      Finally, he spoke. “I can only assume you’re reaching out because you’ve lost your interest in me and want to move on with your life.”

      Morgan wanted to scream, “No shit!” but his words sounded like they held some amount of promise.

      “Is there anything I can do to change your mind?” he asked.

      “No,” Morgan said, with complete conviction.

      “If you truly find yourself so set against me, I suppose I can no longer get what I need from you,” he said. “That being the case, I have no reason to pursue certain…changes…I’d put in place. However, I don’t have any interest in becoming wolf food on your behalf. I’ll meet you in person but tell no one. I’m sure I don’t have to remind you that I have an uncanny ability to pick up on lies. If I get the faintest notion you’ve set me up, I’ll leave you to deal with the consequences of our relationship on your own.”

      “Okay,” Morgan said, swallowing the fear and anger that clutched her throat.

      “Do we have a deal?” Daegan asked, demanding more proof that he was in control, as he always had.

      “Yes,” Morgan bit out. “Meet me in the food court at the Reedwood Mall in an hour.”

      “Your wish is my command,” Daegan said.

      The line went as dead as Morgan felt.

      She dressed in a trembling rush, heart banging like a judge’s gavel in her chest. She had to get out of the room—out of the house—out of the driveway—before anyone knew what she was up to.

      She gathered the car keys Riley had left for her and clutched them in her hand so they wouldn’t make a sound.

      Then she crept down the stairs, praying that the family would continue to laugh and chatter over any noise she made. There was no pause in the happy sounds coming from the kitchen. Not when she reached the bottom step, nor when she opened the front door. Once she closed the door, she didn’t know if they’d heard it. She didn’t let her thoughts stray to anything at all beyond getting in the car and speeding away, taking her burdens away from their happy, warm home.
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      By the time Riley got to the kitchen, the whole pack was chattering about the night before. Even if he hadn’t heard the words before he arrived on the scene, he’d have known it the moment he stepped into the room.

      When the pack was talking about one particular member and suddenly went silent, it meant the person under discussion had just walked into the room.

      The table wasn’t as crowded as most mornings. Chris and Allie weren’t around, and Ren was missing, too. To break the tension, Riley hooked a thumb at the Protector’s empty chair. “At least I don’t have to fight for food,” he said, grinning at everyone.

      “How are you feeling this morning?” Lathan asked, stretching back in his chair.

      It didn’t seem like a loaded question. If anyone, besides Thorne, knew what Riley and Morgan had almost gotten up to, they weren’t showing it.

      “Okay, I guess,” Riley said, mounding food onto his plate.

      “You think you got wiped?” Diesel asked, crossing his arms on top of the table.

      Ah, so they were diving right in on the debriefing. Riley was thankful Morgan hadn’t come down to breakfast with him. She still didn’t know they’d had an encounter with Daegan. Riley doubted she’d be thrilled to learn the little tidbit about being used for bait.

      He shook his head. “No, I was pretty solid about keeping my eyes down.”

      “Not all vampires have to look you in the eye, though,” Reegan pointed out from next to him.

      Asher was at the island, reloading a bowl of biscuits. “Even as a Seer, I’ll admit it happened so fast, we can’t know for sure.”

      “I guess anyone who has come in contact with him could assume they’ve had memories removed,” Reegan offered.

      “I guess,” Riley said. “That seems like overkill, though.”

      “I mean, if we’re going with the worst-case scenario, then yeah. We could assume that. But I watched out for them the whole time. And I feel like I remember every minute of what went down,” Asher said.

      “That’s how they get you,” Avery told him as she wiped Rose’s food-smeared cheek.

      “Thorne would be the most likely to recall,” Em said. She popped a pill into her mouth and washed it down with a big swig of water before she continued. “It will take some time away from the event for him to remember, though.”

      “You’ve been to so many training sessions with him, you’re starting to sound like Sakinha,” Grace teased.

      Thorne rubbed his forehead, looking like the lights and sounds were too much for him. He was ignoring the food on his plate. Broody darkness shrouded his features, reminding Riley of the way Thorne was before he and Em had gotten together.

      “Has anyone had any luck finding out more about him?” Fourt asked. Worry lines creased his forehead as he peered out the window at the pale blue morning sky.

      “Well, we know he’s strong,” Reegan said, “from Thorne’s description of how quickly Daegan was able to muddle his memories the night of Em’s birthday party.”

      “My bet is that he’s old,” Lathan added, “and high up the vampire food chain.”

      “Older than Aveleiyn?” Grace asked.

      “If he’s that old, why don’t we know about him?” Asher objected.

      “If he’s up to bad sh—er—S-H-I-T,” Avery said, tossing a glance at her daughters, “that could be reason enough. Vamps like to keep their black sheep very, very quiet.”

      “I could check everyone for vampire interference,” Thorne said.

      Em curled her arm around his back and tucked herself against his chest. “That’s going to wear you out,” she murmured, gazing up at him and stroking his cheek.

      “Well, everyone knows not to look him in the eye, at least. Morgan knows, too, right?” Lathan asked.

      Riley nodded. His loaded plate didn't look as appetizing as it normally would.

      “Thorne and I will keep working together on what we got last night,” Asher said. “I’ll keep trying to read what he pulled. There’s got to be a way to crack the code. But everyone needs to remember, Morgan has no clue Daegan made an appearance last night. We should keep it that way.”

      Reegan huffed next to Riley but didn’t speak up. A few of the others shifted in their seats.

      “I get it,” Asher said, coming back to the table, “I don’t like keeping it a secret, either. But we don’t know what he did to her. That darkness—”

      “Why don’t we just say it?” Em bristled and sat straight in her chair, flipping her long hair over her shoulder.

      Riley recognized that move—Em was about to throw all kinds of attitude at the Seer.

      Diesel sighed and covered Dahlia’s ears with his hands. Avery rolled her eyes and did the same to Rose. The twins giggled in delight and reached their arms out to each other.

      “I hate it as much as anyone. Hell, more than anyone. But why are we all dancing around it? There’s a good chance Daegan has been changing her, and she’s already halfway to vamp-land. There. I said it. Now that shit is out in the open. We don’t have to call it ‘darkness’ anymore.”

      She slid her chair back and crossed her arms with a big huff. The way she tipped her chin down and glared around the room had everyone shifting uncomfortably again.

      Reegan cleared her throat and flicked a glance at Riley before she spoke up. “Well, we might be able to rule that out.”

      Lathan rubbed a hand over the back of his hair and studied Reegan with a frown. “How so?”

      “I’ve—uh—kept in touch with Win about the blood draws they did on her.” She glanced at Riley again and shrugged. “Sorry, but as Healer for the pack, I felt it was the right thing to do.”

      “And?” Riley ground out.

      Reegan tucked her long hair behind her ear. She had a way of turning her green eyes into the biggest, saddest orbs he’d ever seen like she was trying to win him over with her innocence. “There wasn’t any sign of change. No pink blood.”

      The room seemed to expand as everyone let out a sigh of relief.

      “They haven’t had direct contact recently, right?” Fourt chimed in. “So, we’re safe? She’s all good?”

      Reegan's hesitant response interrupted the nods around the table. “Well, maybe.”

      The room collapsed again as they all waited to hear her reasoning.

      “Vampires evolve all the time—far more quickly than any of the rest of the Races or Breeds. They were reviled for so long, you know? The latest Healer texts explain that evolution has made it so the transition can be practically undetectable until it’s complete. I mean, the idea is beautiful, biologically speaking, but it does leave a lot of uncertainty. It’s better for the stability and longevity of the race if no one knows to pick off a vulnerable creature before it’s a full vampire.”

      “There’s a reason they’re called parasites,” Asher grumbled as he propped his elbow next to his plate and fiddled with his leather cuff.

      “I dunno,” Fourt said, picking apart the remains of a biscuit on his plate. He lifted his eyes to peek up at them before he focused back on the bread. “I know what it’s like to be reviled. I’m kinda okay with the idea of having a safety net.”

      Diesel took a hand away from Dahlia’s ear to pat Fourt on the shoulder.

      Avery took her hands away from Rose’s ears to rub at her temples. “Oh, for Fate’s sake. All this talk is giving me a nasty headache,” she said through clenched teeth.

      Rose reached out and patted her hand against Avery’s cheek.

      “Do you want us to entertain the girls for a while?” Grace offered. “We could—”

      Riley threw a hand up. “Was that the front door?” he demanded. He didn’t want to lay his cards on the table, but he was sure he’d just smelled that sweet whiskey fragrance. Now it was dissipating, and he was pretty confident he’d heard the door. He shot out of his chair.

      Reegan and Asher followed on his heels, but by the time they got to the door, the car Riley had offered up for Morgan’s use was gone. The only evidence it had ever been there was the dust still swirling over the gravel drive.

      Asher gave Riley a dark, knowing look. “Should we go after her?” he murmured as the rest of the pack tumbled into the great hall to see what was happening.

      Riley’s stomach lurched. He wanted to say yes. He wanted to jump in his car and race after her. But the smallest, most hateful voice in the back of his brain told him exactly what Reegan whispered. “Maybe she’s going back to him—to Daegan—on purpose. Maybe she wants to.”

      “That’s crazy,” Em said. “She wouldn’t do that.”

      “We don’t know,” Reegan told her, worrying a lock of hair between her fingers. “If there’s a blood bond between them, there’s nothing we can do to stop her, short of chaining her down.”

      Riley shook his head and turned his back to the door, blocking it. “She’ll be right back. She probably came down for breakfast and heard us talking about her like she’s some kind of science experiment. I’ll call her and make sure she’s okay. After last night, that vampire would be out of his mind to come after her again…right?”

      Everything in him wanted to chase after her, but he’d been down this road before. How would he ever survive the rejection if Reegan’s assessment was right? He couldn’t handle the loss—he had nothing left to lose.

      “I’m calling her,” Em said, phone to her ear.

      “I’m calling Ren,” Lathan said, dialing his own phone. “Hey,” he said into it as he turned and headed away from the crowd around the door, “might need your help with an emergency.”

      Riley swallowed against his fears and his panic and went for his keys. He wouldn’t let history repeat itself.
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      Morgan kept her eye on the rearview mirror, especially after her phone began to ring nonstop.

      She hit the main road that ran through Fairview and floored it. The car—an only slightly older model of the one Riley now drove—snarled and ate up the asphalt in front of her.

      One of the only good things about having lived and worked in Fairview her whole life was being on a first-name basis with all the cops. She’d always treated them well and comped their meals at the diner. They, in turn, willingly ignored her when she sped through town. Of course, maybe the fact that most of them drank at her dad’s watering hole helped, too.

      She jerked the wheel to take her off the main road and through a series of turns. The backroads journey would empty out closer to the highway. Her continued surveillance of the rearview mirror showed no one had followed her, but she didn’t know if they could track her. Her phone? The car? Their senses? She was willing to bet they would have no problem locating her wherever she was, and her panic was prodding her on. She was…different. Something was wrong, and this was the only way to fix it.

      Her mind swirled with worry. Once she got Daegan to reverse whatever he’d done to her, how would she explain her actions to Riley and his family? If she was better, she could go back, right? Pretend like she’d needed some air, and nothing had happened.

      The mental image of the pink blood made her stomach flip over on itself, and she blew out a shaky breath. Could she live with that secret forever, even if she was able to make it right? There was no telling what aftereffects there might be. Could a body actually be changed from one thing to another?

      She scoffed at herself. She’d seen Riley change from a man to a wolf and back again with her own eyes, hadn't she?

      Her thoughts were almost to the point of overwhelming her by the time she screeched into the parking lot at the mall. It was still early. Cars were starting to fill the lot, mostly out past the yellow line that indicated where employees should park. She’d worked at the mall on a few occasions, so it was a force of habit to want to park out there, rather than in the spaces closer to the front. Today, though, she told herself she had to be selfish. She wheeled into a spot near the main mall entrance.

      It took physical effort to pry her fingers off the steering wheel. Her hands shook, and she flexed them, trying to find calm.

      Oddly, though, it wasn’t fear that coursed through her. It was a rush of adrenaline and fire. Rather than being afraid to face Daegan, she was riding a high from the erratic drive.

      “Focus,” she hissed at herself, trying to get her mind in order. She had to remember that Daegan had always made her think and feel things she shouldn’t have. This was no different.

      She gathered her battered purse and set her phone to silent. She kept it in her hand, at the ready because she had plans for it.

      If what she’d heard about the R & B was right, Daegan shouldn’t be willing to do anything foolish in public. In the view of so many humans, he would have to behave. It wasn’t like he could—she shuddered hard—feed off her while people were watching.

      The earliest morning scent of the food court restaurants getting ready for lunch filled the air as she rode the escalator up to the second level. A coffee place at one end and an all-day joint at the other had lines for breakfast. The other restaurants, all tucked in their little cubbies in the wall, were bustling with workers filling straw holders and readying tills in preparation for the lunch rush that would be upon them in a few hours.

      Morgan walked the perimeter of the food court. There was no sign of Daegan, but a quick check on the time told her she was a few minutes early.

      She glanced at the phone in her hand. 30 missed calls. Mostly from Em. Two from Riley. They’d been trying to reach her since she’d left. How she had managed to escape was beyond her—but the fact that she thought of it as escape wasn’t. Why would she want to run?

      Why had she?

      The sense that she’d made a terrible mistake began to course through her and she turned, ready to flee. Daegan was there, though. Moving through the tables like he was walking on water. Gliding, as if he were being ushered toward her by gentle, invisible waves beneath his feet.

      She swallowed down her fear and loathing.

      Daegan stopped in front of her and pulled out a chair at the nearest table. His lip curled as he tipped the chair to empty it of crumbs. “Sit,” he said, offering rather than commanding.

      Morgan breathed out. See? He had to be civil in public. He’d always had to be affable in public.

      “What seems to be the problem?” he asked after she perched nervously on the edge of the chair across from him.

      “My blood,” she murmured, leaning across the table and instructing her eyes to look no higher than his nose, “is pink.”

      The amused, almost mocking smile, she knew so well swept over Daegan’s lips. “Is it?”

      “You know it is,” Morgan said.

      “I’m quite surprised, given the company you’ve been keeping, that no one bothered to tell you that might happen,” he said.

      “They did. That’s how I knew it was your fault.” She straightened her spine and continued. “Don’t try to mess with my mind or turn me against them. You could have told me. Besides, I’d had no signs until this morning.”

      Daegan’s smile stayed frozen in place, eerie and hypnotic. “Fascinating,” he said.

      Morgan tried to focus on his chest. His shoulder. The couple laughing and eating breakfast biscuits behind him. She clamped her fingers around the edges of her chair.

      It was the first time she’d ever felt the seductive tug inside her mind, but she knew it came from him. The whispering was faint, feathered and cloudy as smoke that curled around, like a beckoning finger, touching the depths of her brain. Gentle as a lover’s caress, it tickled and teased her. It murmured, so sweetly, “Look at me. Listen to me. It’s so easy. Just let go.”

      She knew the moment her body began to give in and sway to that provocative call. Her fingers loosened around the chair. Her eyes traveled on their own.

      “Don’t fight me, angel,” Daegan said, this time out loud. “Remember how I found you? How I rescued you from the draining work in that diner and saved you from that rotting dump of a trailer park? Life with me is easy. Free.”

      Morgan shook her head, trying to clear it. “You were cruel,” she told him. “You didn’t care about my family. You constantly deceived me. You hurt me. Time and time again.” She was able to free one hand, but rather than releasing the chair to go to Daegan, she snatched her phone from the table.

      Only a few minutes had passed since she’d put it down. She hadn’t lost any time—or at least not much—yet.

      “What are you doing?” Daegan demanded. His tone was almost shrill, even for his deep voice.

      “Just checking the time,” Morgan said, trying to wave it off. “Are we going to take care of this or not?”

      “Why are you not listening to me?” his voice took on the same unnatural, formal tone he’d used when he’d found her at Win’s.

      “How did you find me at the safe home?” she asked, hardly registering the words as they spilled from her mouth.

      “I hired a tracker who got as close as he could. Our blood bond drew me from there,” Daegan responded automatically. His mouth turned down in a frown. Morgan’s eyes still wanted to swing up to look higher. She focused with grim determination on the hard line his lips formed.

      Daegan’s fist landed on the table, causing Morgan to jump out of her seat. “Listen to me!” he roared.

      Morgan scuttled back a few steps, putting a couple of tables and their chairs between them. Keeping the phone clutched to her, she checked the time again. Still no jump. He hadn’t been able to get to her yet.

      An eerie feeling washed over her when she realized the entire, cavernous room around them had gone quiet. She felt the compulsion to go into apology mode, as she’d done the few times Daegan had slipped and displayed a fraction of his temper around others.

      But when she looked up at the people around them, they were all frozen in place as if someone had pressed pause on them. The couple eating the breakfast biscuits held their food in midair, mouths mid-chew. The workers in the restaurants were suspended in action. All eyes were on them—no, on Daegan.

      She couldn’t stop herself then. Her eyes, moving on their own, met Daegan's.

      His dark laugh rumbled the air.
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      Memories of Riley flashed through Morgan’s brain. The connection they’d shared the night before, the feeling of being wrapped up in his arms—everything about the experience came alive in her mind.

      Then, like the gentle pull of a single string unraveling an entire garment, the images began to slip away.

      “That mongrel defiles your mind,” Daegan hissed.

      Morgan’s vision clouded over with darkness. All she knew was the plucking tug of Daegan in her brain, tweezing out the things she wanted to cling to.

      She cried out and grabbed the back of the chair nearest to her with one hand. She peered down at the phone. The time had jumped by minutes. Or hours. Was it nighttime now? She clung, mentally, to the things Daegan was trying to take from her. Their vicious tug of war game continued, back and forth, pulling over some middle ground Morgan couldn’t see, but could feel, inside her mind.

      “Give in to me,” Daegan urged. “Give it up to me.”

      Morgan whimpered. She didn’t want to let the memories go. She couldn’t stand the thought of them in Daegan’s hands, but he knew what he was doing, and she didn’t. How could she fight him if she didn’t know how to do battle?

      No one around them was responding to what was happening. If they could hear or see what was passing, they showed no signs. They were entranced, Morgan realized. They were all completely under Daegan’s thrall, unaware of reality. She was alone.

      “Stop,” she whispered, begging. She hated the pleading sound of her voice—the sound she associated with Daegan’s evilest acts against her. He was the only person who had ever drawn that tone from her. “Please,” she cried. “I’ll do whatever you want, just please stop! You’re hurting me!”

      The intense dragging sensation eased away, like the gentle roll of a breeze through leaves. “You will come with me,” Daegan told her. “You won’t make a sound to any of these humans. You will not beg them for help or try to get their attention. If you do, they’ll die.”

      She nodded, clutching her head in one hand as it throbbed and thrummed against the mental assault.

      “And you’ll give me that fucking phone,” Daegan snarled, holding his hand out.

      She handed it to him.

      As soon as the phone left her fingers, the voice inside her mind let loose, and she felt dizzy from the freedom.

      She saw movement from the corner of her eye. Everyone in the room was coming out of the unnerving, frozen daze. They blinked sleepy eyes at the vampire who stood so close to her, not knowing how close to danger they all were.

      “You will recall only what I tell you has happened here,” Daegan said, speaking to the whole room. “It was little more than a game we all played. We joined together in this fun, pretending to be frozen and mindless for the sake of a joke. If anyone were to ask you what happened, you would simply laugh and tell them you enjoyed it. Laugh now to show me you understand.”

      The crowd erupted into a spine-chilling ripple of thrilled laughter. The sound was forced and plastic.

      Daegan must not have addressed Morgan at that moment. She felt aware of everything that happened when he caught her elbow and began to guide her away.

      As they passed people, she heard them talking about the silly game they’d played. “How did you freeze?” asked one woman. The man she was sitting with demonstrated freezing while sipping from his coffee cup. Then they both laughed in an awful robotic way.

      Daegan tossed Morgan’s phone in the trash can by the escalator and continued to claw into her elbow as they rode down together. Even when he released her, her body followed. Her mind protested every step she took, but she was powerless to stop her feet from moving, first left, then right, as she trotted to keep up behind him.

      “Why do you want me?” she asked. She tried to draw on anything and everything she’d learned about the R & B. There had to be some way to get him to release the power he held, even if he wouldn’t reverse what he’d done to her. She still wasn’t sure exactly what it was he’d done, though she could guess. She pressed her guesses away, horrified by what they meant. “I’m human. Isn’t purity important?”

      Daegan laughed as he held the door open, waiting for her to walk through. She could feel his eyes on her, but she didn’t dare look at him again. Her body movements belonged to him, but somehow, she’d managed to get her mind back. She didn’t know whether he was allowing that, or she’d done something, but she could think almost clearly. She had no doubt that looking directly at him would change that.

      “Your new friends are too garrulous for their own good,” Daegan said, taking her arm again and steering her off, down a sidewalk to the left. “Vampires have been comfortable taking human mates for many centuries now. The ‘pure’ races may have turned their noses up at us for it, but even a wolf will roll in shit if the mood strikes.”

      He nudged her now to the right, moving her into the rows of cars. She willed her throat to open and allow her to scream, but no sound came forth. Maybe he was controlling her more than she thought.

      “The rules haven’t applied to me for many years,” Daegan continued. “I chose you because I saw within you what you could become. So sweet. So innocent. You should feel honored by my interest. Your value is wasted on the wolf.”

      “You’re not going to help me at all, are you? You never planned to,” Morgan said. Her focus was still tenuous. The edges of her mind rippled, curling and twisting like delicate flower petals in a stormy wind. The moment she felt she had a grasp on reality, it slipped out of reach. Battling against it was exhausting her, causing her muscles to feel sluggish.

      Daegan was physically pulling her, now. Forcing her to move with him all the while making it appear that they were huddled together as they walked. She knew that move, recognized it from when they had been together.

      “Nothing can help you,” Daegan stated. “There’s no way to reverse the process once it has begun. There is only fast or slow now, and your willingness to work with me determines which path you take.”

      They arrived at his car. Morgan’s stomach lurched. If she got in the car with him, there was no telling where she would end up, what he would do, or how long he would keep her.

      Would she be lost in her own mind for another year? Now that she knew how it felt—the manipulative way he managed her, controlled her—she couldn’t bear the thought of being trapped under his power.

      “I don’t want to go with you,” she told him. The awful pleading tone was back, begging him not to strike her.

      He grasped her jaw and jerked it up, trying to force her to meet his eyes. “You want nothing more than to come with me,” he told her.

      She blinked, trying to keep herself steady, but the sucking feeling of her mind turning into a vacuous wasteland returned.

      “Please,” she begged. “No—”

      The sucking sensation grew stronger. This time it transferred, ricocheting through her body. It rattled down her spine and settled right behind her belly button. The clouds that had been threatening to suffocate her mind rolled in and covered everything. So, this was what it felt like. This was how she’d lived when she’d been under his control.

      Suddenly, the clouds burst apart. Stars—or something like them—flared before her eyes in every color. They swirled and danced around her, dousing her in colors she swore she could touch. Her eyes were open, but she was unseeing.

      “Don’t try to understand it,” a voice said, close to her ear.

      Her initial reaction was to shy away, but then recognition hit her.

      “Rhodes?” she croaked. Forcing the words out between the density of the inexplicably solid colors was an all but impossible feat.

      “Hang on, girl. Almost home.”

      It was the last thing she understood as the colors pressed in around her, perhaps even passed through her, crushing the breath from her body.

      Then, without warning, the colors were gone, along with the gut-wrenching sensation of being compressed into nothing.

      “Grab that bucket,” Rhodes said, her voice weak and far away.

      Footsteps pounded the ground. A door opened. Slammed. Opened again. A cacophony of voices surrounded her.

      “Is she okay?”

      “She’s going to spew.”

      “Humans don’t travel well.”

      “Better with a Protector than into the slip.”

      “Yeah, no demons where I go.” That was Rhodes. She was closer now, and Morgan could feel someone angling her body up to a seated position.

      Cool damp grass carpeted the ground beneath her. Sun touched her cheeks and her lungs filled with the fresh aromas of mint and pine. She blinked her eyes against the sun. She caught a glimpse of Kalea’s cheerful, but worried, face before a whirlwind of nausea swept over her and sent her spiraling.

      Someone—Deysi, from the nearby “ew” sound she made—shoved a bucket under Morgan’s face.

      “At least she didn’t barf in the flowers,” Kalea said.

      “Doubt that’s helping,” Nora murmured.

      “Here,” Win said.

      Morgan peered up at her through bleary eyes. Someone closed her fingers around an icy bottle of water. “What am I doing back here?” she asked right before she passed out.
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      “Drink this,” Kalea said, holding out a huge plastic cup.

      Morgan peeked inside, and her stomach rolled. “I don’t think I’m up for one of your concoctions,” she said apologetically as she shied away from the green sludge.

      Kalea was obsessed with juices, and Morgan loved a good green vegetable. What she didn’t love was all the available green vegetables smashed together into a pulpy, frothy mess.

      “Drink it,” Deysi advised. “It’s got about six million cups of sugar. You’ll want it.”

      Morgan took it and gave the bright purple straw a tentative slurp.

      Thick, syrupy sweetness hit her tongue. It might be green, but it tasted better than any milkshake she’d ever had.

      Deysi watched her for a moment before looking over her shoulder at Win. “That’s what I thought,” she said.

      Morgan felt uneasy at the look that passed over Win’s face. She set the cup on the floor by her feet.

      “Now, how did I get here?” she asked, uncertain if they’d already explained it. Her memory was still coming back to her.

      Rhodes curled up in the big leather recliner to the left. Nora tucked a blanket around her. The Protector looked downright spent, her face pale and her body trembling beneath the blanket. Kalea passed a second cup to Nora who placed it on the end table near Rhodes.

      “I sensed your distress,” Rhodes said as she edged her fingers up from the blanket to reach for the cup. The contents didn’t appear to have the same thick consistency as Morgan’s. “So, I used my power to transport myself to you. Then I grabbed you and brought you back with me, the same way. Right in time, too. You were about to get in the vampire’s car.” She drew a long sip on her straw then let Nora take the cup before she collapsed back against the recliner.

      “How did you end up with him?” Win asked. Her voice held no judgment, but Morgan was sure she could feel them all scrutinizing her.

      They were wondering if she’d decided to go back to him.

      Shame hit her hard, and she swallowed down the tears that threatened to fall. “My blood,” she whispered, holding out her arm as if they could see the pink paste inside her. “It’s changing.”

      Kalea said something under her breath—it sounded like a curse, though Morgan didn’t understand the language.

      “I contacted Daegan and demanded he fix it,” Morgan said. She rushed on to add, “An idea I now realize was one hundred percent insane.”

      Deysi nodded as if she’d been gearing up to say the same.

      “I didn’t want to…I didn’t think I could bring it on Riley’s family. He’s already in trouble with them—they were on edge, I know. I was a burden. I didn’t want to…I don’t know.” The words tapered off in a whisper. Nothing she could say made sense, not even to her.

      “Hey,” Deysi snapped, drawing Morgan’s attention. “That fang-fuck has your mind so twisted you can’t even know which way is up, okay? Any thoughts you’ve had, any actions you’ve taken aren’t necessarily your own.”

      Morgan shook her head. “That might not be entirely true, actually. I think I was able to kind of fight back. When I was with him, I pushed back. I felt him in my mind. I’m sure of it. I remember some of what he said. And when he tried to take my memories of Riley, I did my best not to let him.”

      Deysi frowned but didn’t argue.

      Win crossed her arms where she sat on the edge of the sofa. “Do you want to go back to Daegan right now?”

      Morgan shook her head. “Gosh, no. Never.”

      “So, what do you want to do? Because I don’t think you can be on your own.”

      “No,” Morgan said. She’d learned that lesson. She sighed. “Nothing has changed. Going to my family will offer me no protection. But I can’t stand the thought of bringing danger to you all or to Riley and his family. Besides, the thought of going back to them is…I mean, humiliating isn’t strong enough to describe it.”

      “Riley must care so deeply to put himself through this again,” Win said, almost to herself.

      “What do you mean?” Morgan asked.

      Win glanced up and shook her head.

      Deysi started pacing the room. She rolled her shoulders and shook out her arms. “Damn, I can feel it happening now,” she said. She paused and looked down at Morgan, where she sat on the large stuffed ottoman. “I bet Riley and his pack haven’t picked up on it yet. It’s only the faintest tingling at the corner of my senses even now. You’re definitely changing, though.”

      Morgan’s heart gave one hard, heavy lurch. “How can I stop it?”

      She imagined, ever so briefly, undergoing some horrible ritual and having to let leeches feast on her or something. Deysi blasted even that awful hope out of the water.

      “You can’t. It wouldn’t have mattered even if someone had noticed before now. Once the process starts, there’s nothing you can do to stop it. It can only go slower or faster. Never in reverse.”

      The tears that had been clawing at the edges of Morgan’s lids finally hoisted their way over the rim.

      Nora sat on the ottoman next to Morgan and rubbed her back. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered. “You never asked for this.”

      “Why?” Morgan cried, giving in to despair. “I don’t want to do this. I don’t want to…become…” a sob choked the rest of the sentence from her throat.

      “Want or not, you’re a vampire in the making,” Deysi said. “And he must have picked you for a reason. Whitebloods always have a reason. Money, land, power, potential. I’d never trust a vamp farther than I could throw one—and for me, that’s actually pretty far.”

      “Doubt that’s helping,” Nora muttered.

      “Tell her what you’ve learned,” Rhodes rasped from the recliner. Her heavy lids droop before they flipped open again. Kalea climbed into the recliner next to Rhodes, wrapping her reed-thin arms around the Protector.

      Kalea’s face had fallen—it was the first time Morgan had ever seen her look despondent. The fairy hummed softly to Rhodes whose lids drooped again.

      “I’ve been researching your sire,” Deysi said.

      “Let’s not call him that,” Win snapped.

      “Sire, maker, creator, whatever,” Deysi said.

      Nora shook her head at Deysi. Morgan shelved all those words for later examination. They were too big, meant too much to study now as shock overtook her.

      “He’s involved with a bad group—a group that’s gaining traction against UNITY,” Deysi said. “They’re bad news, but the vamps in their circle don’t mind running their big, fanged mouths when the price is right.”

      “Don’t editorialize,” Win told her.

      “Right, anyway. It sounds like Daegan got switched to the human sector after he botched a job stealing some book. He must’ve pinpointed you then.”

      “Human sector?” Morgan managed to ask around the mushy mess of her mouth. The longer she tried to recollect her thoughts, the more exhausted she felt.

      “Er”—Deysi looked at Win before she answered—“professional changing. Making lots and lots of new vamps. Like I said, this group he’s with is bad news.”

      “So, then it was all because I was human? I was just there?” Morgan asked. Pain and fear speared her heart. It was impossible to comprehend “because you were there” as the answer to “why me”. Being in the wrong place at the wrong time was random. There was no way to learn from it. No way to protect against it.

      “I don’t think so,” Kalea said, lifting her head up.

      Rhodes was breathing deep now, almost snoring, next to her.

      “There’s a spark inside you,” Kalea said. “You see it, don’t you?” she asked the others.

      They seemed as confused as Morgan herself was.

      “There is” Kalea insisted. “I know it’s there. Daegan probably knew it, too. It’s a special place in your soul. I’ve heard vampires talk about it before. It can help them choose who might be most receptive to the gifts they have to offer.”

      Deysi blew out a breath and rolled her eyes. “Gifts? Come on. Don’t start on that mate spark thing again, you crazy fairy. That’s one story you’ll never get us to buy.”

      Kalea clamped her mouth shut and stroked Rhodes’s hair. She looked like she wanted to say more, but she went back to humming instead.

      Win was quiet for a few minutes. Morgan retrieved the cup she’d placed on the floor and drank deeply of its sweet contents. She didn’t even mind the bits of celery pulp and cucumber seeds that sneaked through the straw.

      “I think you have to go back,” Win said at last. “We can fight for you, but we don’t have access to the resources you’re going to need most.”

      Morgan pressed her lips together. She could make no argument. She was at the mercy of anyone who could help her because she wasn’t having any luck helping herself.

      Win stood and fished her phone from her pocket. “Call Riley,” she said. “Tell him we’re bringing you home.”
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      Riley’s phone buzzed across the table as it rang, and he snatched it up. Win’s number flashed on the screen.

      “Win, have you heard from Morgan?” he demanded.

      There was a long pause then a shaky breath. “It’s me, Riley.”

      “Fate.” Riley expelled a long sigh of relief. The pack filtered into the kitchen. Em reached for the phone, but Riley stood and moved out of range. “Are you okay?” he asked.

      “Mostly unscathed,” Morgan replied.

      Ren appeared at Riley’s side, ribs heaving. “She’s not with your car, mate. I didn’t find her in the mall either, but she’d definitely been there.”

      “That’s her,” Fourt told him, pointing to Riley.

      “Bloody hell,” the Protector grumbled. “Someone could have called me before I zipped all over the whole place. Do you know how hard it is to appear and disappear in public places without getting spotted? I did a little magic to wipe the CCTV footage while I was there, but bloody cell phones and cameras are everywhere these days.”

      “What’s going on?” Riley asked. He couldn’t help the chill that overtook his voice. All the panic he’d felt in the last few hours washed over him, bringing relief along with bitterness. He hated himself for the latter.

      Morgan might be his mate, but she wasn’t his yet. No matter how much he wanted to protect her, it wasn’t technically his job, and he didn’t know when he’d be able to change that. She’d made it clear she didn’t want his protection, anyway.

      “Rhodes, the Protector here, came to my rescue. She brought me back to Win’s place,” Morgan said. Her voice was so meek. She knew she’d caused a stir, and she sounded like she felt awful about it. Riley’s heart went out to her.

      Depending on the circumstances, it was likely she wasn’t in total control of her own actions. That explanation wasn’t exactly the most comforting. If Daegan had any hold on her, she’d never think straight until that bond was broken. Why hadn’t Riley seen that was the case?

      “What now?” he asked. So much of her answer would shape how he felt.

      “Win said she’d bring me back home. Or…back there, I guess. If that’s okay.”

      Riley scrubbed a hand across his face. He glanced at Lathan between his fingers.

      Lathan looked at Diesel who crossed his arms and offered a noncommittal shrug. Lathan nodded at Riley, then stalked off toward his office. Grace rolled her eyes at Em before she followed him.

      “Yeah, that’s fine,” Riley said. “Be safe.” He ended the call.

      He turned to find the rest of the pack watching him. Self-conscious anger boiled up in him. “What the fuck are you all staring at?” he snarled. “This isn’t a Fate-forsaken reality show.”

      He spun on his heel. In his rush to go somewhere—anywhere away from all the prying eyes—he took one of the kitchen chairs down. “Fate!” he shouted, kicking the chair away as he hurtled himself through the back door.

      The weight of the day threatened to crush him. The hour he’d spent driving, trying to scent where Morgan had been; the anxious waiting to hear from her, trying to decide if he had anything left to trade with Fate for Morgan’s safe return; the fear that she had, in fact, been drawn back into Daegan’s dark hold—it all rolled over him, and his wolf reared back to make a break for it.

      He headed for the deck stairs and had stormed down the first three before a pair of hands hooked him under the arms and hoisted him up and away. The force of the lift was so sudden, his feet pedaled in midair before he realized he was no longer in control of his forward movement.

      “Not so fast,” Diesel said, hauling Riley back up to the top step.

      “Get the hell off me,” Riley growled.

      “Sorry, little brother,” Diesel said, his tight smile dry. “Magistrate’s orders. You’ve got a meeting with my mate.”

      “Why?” Riley demanded though some of the fire began to flicker out of his foul mood.

      “Dunno,” Diesel replied. He turned and headed for the house. “But I do know Avery had a vision that wiped her out. So kindly move your ass along.”

      Riley gave the undeserving deck boards a begrudging kick before he followed his brother back into the house and through the nearby door that led to the bunkhouse.

      Once Diesel saw that Riley was doing as he was told, he gathered up his daughters, along with some of their toys, and retreated back to the main house.

      Fate. This was serious. It was his first official business with a Magistrate in years.

      Riley approached the secret door—a bookcase that was already slid out and away. He knocked on the doorjamb to the private sunken office where Avery conducted all her Magistrate affairs.

      Inside, the overhead lights were off. Only the green lamp on the Magistrate’s desk was lit.

      Avery was stretched out along the two-seater sofa to the left, one booted foot flat on the floor, the other dangling over the arm of the sofa. Her right arm was flung over her eyes, and her leather sleeve muffled her voice when she croaked, “Come in.”

      “Diesel said you needed to see me,” Riley said as he took his time descending the short staircase.

      He didn’t make frequent trips to Avery’s office. It felt the way TV shows always portrayed a kid going to the principal’s office. It was only something to do when you were in trouble. Mostly, he did what he could to avoid trouble, though his recent track record wasn’t evidence of that.

      He preferred coming down here to grab his nieces for snacks and to get them out of Avery’s hair for a while.

      Clearly, this was not one of the fun times.

      Avery eased up, wincing at the dim light as she blinked her eyes open. “Yeah,” she said, as if talking might drain all her energy.

      Her mouth twisted as she studied him, considering him with her intense gaze. Then she rose, slipping right into the regal way she carried herself when she was filling the Magistrate role. She strode around to her desk, opened the top drawer, and took out a thick envelope. “Have a seat,” she said, letting the envelope fall with a sinister smack on the otherwise empty desktop.

      Riley eyed the envelope. He recognized the scrolling script of the former Magistrate—Avery’s mother—Thalia Wells. His stomach dropped.

      “I had a vision,” Avery said. “It was blurry, only a few flashes, but it was dark stuff.”

      Riley swallowed his rising fear.

      “And now I’m wondering what, if anything, it had to do with this sealed file I found hidden away in my mother’s things.” She stared Riley down, and he couldn’t help but drop his eyes under her overwhelming power. “Does it look familiar at all?”

      Riley could answer this honestly, at least. “No,” he said. He could guess at the contents, but he’d never seen the envelope itself. He couldn’t lift his eyes to hers, but he could feel her gaze burning him up.

      “Would you like to know a little about my vision?” Avery asked. She sank into the chair behind the desk and propped her elbows on its carved arms.

      Riley was breathless as he spoke. “It doesn’t sound like I have a choice.”

      “Hmm.” From under his lashes, he could see Avery steeple her fingers in front of her. He wondered if she knew how similar the gesture was to one her mother had done so many times. “Who was Miette, Riley? How did she die?”

      The ball of fear that was growing inside Riley’s stomach expanded to the point of bursting and he clutched the arms of the chair he was sitting in.

      His wolf shook within him, ready to shift and race away from the truths that had been hunting him for so long. Did he still have any hope of escape, or was the whole facade about to crash down around him, the way he’d always feared?

      “What about Gabrhand? Is that name familiar to you?”

      The chair arm cracked under Riley’s white-knuckled, clawing grasp.

      “I thought so,” Avery said. “What I saw in my vision makes me more than a little uneasy. I’m warning you right now against whatever bad you have in mind.”

      Riley geared himself up, ready to dispute everything Avery thought she knew. His thoughts returned to Morgan, though. Always to Morgan these days. She was already a part of him, so perfectly wound around his soul that he didn’t remember himself without her. Fate, he prayed that didn’t mean he would drag her down with him.

      He’d gone for so long now hiding the past from everyone. This was his worst nightmare. This was the thing that was certain to push Morgan away. He’d known the day would come when all would be revealed.

      Wouldn’t it be better to have done be done? He could simply tell the truth. Divulge it to the world and watch everyone abandon him. The former Magistrate had given him so many years he’d never deserved after what he’d done. This was it. The past was catching up with him, and enough was enough.

      “Consider,” Avery said, “the courtesy I’m doing you by not bringing Lathan into this right away. I’ve never opened this envelope in all the time since I found it. It always seemed to me that it was sealed for a reason, and I think my vision proves that to be true. But you’re carrying secrets you don’t have to bear anymore.”

      Riley made a herculean effort to lift his eyes to her.

      “The things in here don’t have to rule you, Riley. I don’t think you did anything wrong, besides keeping the truth from the people who needed to hear it most,” she told him. “I make the rules now. None of this ever has to go public, but the pack needs to know.”

      Her face softened. “Do you want me to tell them? I can stand up for you. If they hear it from me, it would be—”

      Riley sighed. “No.” The word came out as a weak croak. He cleared his throat and managed to get it out with more conviction the second time. “No. This shit has haunted me. I’ve lived in fear for too long. If I let you do the talking for me, I’ll never feel like I owned it. It will hang over me until the day I die. It’s time to come clean. To everyone.”

      Avery leaned back in her chair. “Regardless of the outcome?” she asked.

      Riley desperately wondered exactly what she’d seen. He supposed he would find out soon enough, but then again, it didn’t matter. It was time. “Yeah. But I want to wait until Morgan comes back. If anyone needs to hear the truth the most, it’s her.”
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      Morgan’s throat felt as if she’d scoured it with sandpaper. She stared down at the veins visible under the surface of the skin on her wrist. They didn’t look any different than they always had—kind of blue-green beneath the pale flesh. She poked one but didn’t note any change.

      “Are we doing this?” Deysi asked, popping up around Morgan’s shoulder from the back seat.

      Morgan hadn’t even noticed they’d come to a stop. Outside, the familiar sight of the Black pack’s home rose up before her. “Yeah,” she said to Deysi, pushing her door open.

      Em was down the driveway and hauling Morgan into her arms before Morgan realized what was happening. “Are you crazy?!” Em cried. “What were you thinking? Are you hurt? What happened?”

      “Woman,” Thorne said from nearby, “you’re strangling her.”

      Em released Morgan but didn’t stop checking her over. “Ohmigod. You poor thing,” she said. “Did you see him? Are you okay?”

      “She’s in one piece,” Win answered. She and Deysi corralled Morgan into the house, creating a barrier around her so she could walk more freely.

      Nothing about it felt free. Morgan tried to lift her head, but it was impossible to look anyone in the eye. How could she have been so foolish? What in the world had possessed her to believe Daegan held any answers—or that he would give them to her?

      Lathan stood inside the door. He shook Win’s hand, then Deysi’s, before gesturing for them to step down into the great hall.

      Morgan wished she felt anything positive in her return reception. Even the hesitant welcome she’d felt when she’d come into their home before Christmas would work. Instead, she felt like she was on display. How much worse would it feel once they all knew the truth?

      Beaten, abused, and now…this.

      A quick glance around the room told her she had quite the audience for this entrance. The whole pack was gathered in the great hall, hanging around. An air of expectation took up residence in the room, so solid it could have been a slew of additional guests tucked away in the shadows.

      One of the sofas was unoccupied. Win and Deysi headed in that direction, and Morgan followed.

      She walked with automatic steps and sat like she was a remote control toy whose “sit” button had been pressed. And how could she know that wasn’t the case? Perhaps Daegan was in her head, causing her to do all of it.

      She had to believe that wasn’t true. Thinking that would break her.

      She didn’t have to look up to know Riley was watching her. She could feel his eyes on her, and she wished she could turn back the clock to the moments before she’d left. Maybe even the moments before she’d cut herself, though she now knew there was no point in wishing this horrible change away.

      Vampire.

      She’d repeated the word so many times in her own mind that it no longer made sense. It wasn’t fair that the word could hold so little meaning, even as her body betrayed her in its own understanding of what the word meant.

      “Morgan,” Win prompted.

      She looked up and around the room. Every eye was on her, expectant.

      “I think you’re the best person to explain it,” Win said.

      Deysi was pacing next to the sofa where Morgan and Win sat. She’d grown edgier throughout the trip. She could, as she explained, sense vampires in her presence. Being around them and not attacking them went against her very nature. She’d laughingly told Morgan not to worry, that she was used to suppressing her urges.

      That didn’t make Morgan feel any better.

      Morgan locked eyes with Riley. He was standing by the bottom of the stairs—a prime position for quick escape in at least three directions. He stared back at her, and she was sure he hated her. He must. He could probably already sense the truth. But then the left side of his mouth twisted up into a faint smile. The movement was ever so small, but it was there. He gave an almost imperceptible nod, and she felt certain he was encouraging her.

      She wanted to cry. She didn’t deserve his encouragement. She didn’t want to hang onto any shreds of hope. Sadness welled up, squeezing her heart and draining her already exhausted limbs. Instead of shedding tears, though, she opened her mouth and spoke. “I’m changing,” she said.

      The rumbling spread across the room at the same pace of the meaningful looks shared between the pack.

      “Are you sure?” Grace asked. She rubbed her hands up and down her arms.

      Blaze, who was tucked in tight against Grace's legs, whimpered and looked up at her. Grace dropped an absent hand onto the wolf’s head.

      “I’m sure,” Morgan said. “I cut myself shaving this morning. It was all pink blood. They did another draw before we left”—she motioned to Win—“to confirm. It’s happening.”

      “Ohmigod,” Em murmured. “Are you going to be okay? I’m sorry. I know that’s a stupid question. But…are you?”

      “I don’t know,” Morgan said. “I’m in shock. That’s about as far as I’ve gotten with figuring out where I stand.”

      “You guys need to call in a vampire,” Deysi said.

      “Deysi,” Win warned.

      “I know, I’m not in charge here,” Deysi said, putting her hands up like she meant no offense. “But none of you are vamps. You’re going to need an expert. More than that, though, you’re going to need someone to take her in.”

      Another round of conversation rolled over the crowd.

      “Fate,” Diesel swore. “She’s right.” He and Avery locked eyes and Avery nodded at him.

      Lathan stretched up to put his hands in his pockets. He looked over his shoulder to where Avery was standing, by the desk in front of the window. “You want to reach out to her, or should I?”

      “Already on it,” Avery said, pulling her phone from her back pocket.

      “Who’s that?” Asher asked. A dish rag hung over his shoulder. Such a simple, everyday thing.

      Morgan didn’t know if she’d ever forgive herself for interrupting their lives again and again. As she peered up at Asher, he shifted his gaze to her. His frown evened out into a small, concerned smile. At least he wasn’t turning his back on her. She didn’t yet dare try to count the friends she still had.

      She wondered what she was supposed to do if they all sent her away. Could she make it on her own? Surely it was only a matter of time before Daegan came after her again. She wasn’t confident she could fend him off so soon after their last encounter.

      “If you’re bringing in a full-blown vamp right now, I should go,” Deysi said. “I don’t want to cause any issues by being here.” Her hand touched instinctively to the blades hidden beneath her clothes.

      “Good thought,” Win said. “You go ahead with the car. I can call Rhodes to bring me back.”

      “You’re not coming with me?” Fear washed over Deysi’s face.

      “No,” Win said, her tone resolute. She looked around the room. “I’m going to make sure this is all handled appropriately before I leave.”

      “I know how to handle my pack,” Lathan told her. “And that’s the Magistrate, in case you missed the memo,” he added, pointing in Avery’s direction.

      Win chuckled. “I don’t care if the high queen of the fairies is your maid or Fate Herself has lunch with you every damn day, wolf. I’m not UNITY, and I don’t trust UNITY. I take care of my own and Morgan is one of mine. I’ll be here until I’m completely satisfied she’s going to be taken care of. Do your job, and I’ll be out of your over-styled hair in no time.”

      Avery laughed out loud. “Oh, I love this woman,” she said as she slid her phone back into her pocket. “I texted Aveleiyn. She should be here any minute.”

      “I’d better go, then,” Deysi said. She hugged Morgan around the neck and then turned a serious eye around the room before she jogged out the door.

      “While we’re waiting,” Riley said, interrupting the quiet chatter that picked up when Deysi left the room, “I’ve got something I need to say, too.”

      He searched Morgan’s eyes for a moment.

      “This changes everything,” he said. “I’m so sorry.”

      He pulled a rolled up envelope out of the back of his jeans and let it land on the coffee table. The room fell silent.
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      Morgan’s announcement didn’t strike Riley with as much force as it might have under other circumstances.

      He entertained the wry thought that knowing she was already a member of the R & B would make life a hell of a lot easier if she could stomach the truths he was about to share. Since that wasn’t a likely outcome, he cast the hope out of his mind.

      Reegan leaned over the envelope on the table. “That’s from the Magistrate. Well, former Magistrate, Fate bless her spirit with peaceful retirement in the Forest.”

      “It is,” he confirmed.

      In the time they’d spent waiting for Morgan to come home, he’d taken the envelope to his room and forced himself to review the contents. There were no surprises concealed within. Everything, per the reports it contained, was exactly as he remembered.

      “Twenty-two years ago, Thalia Wells sealed this record,” he said. He pointed at the envelope before he turned away from it and moved to stand with his back to the stairs again. It was the best spot for him to see everyone the way they were positioned in the room.

      “I’ve kept quiet about it, but I’ve never stopped living in fear of the day it would be discovered. That dread took on a whole new meaning when you entered the picture. I knew it would only be a matter of time before you found the file,” he said to Avery.

      “I’m tired of the fear, though. And I’m tired of the lies. The power this thing holds over me ends. Now.”

      Win shifted in her seat on the sofa, looking uncomfortable in a room full of the very world she’d left behind. That’s right, Riley realized. She played her own role in the story he was going to share.

      “When I was in Healer training, during what should have been the last leg, I met a girl.” He laughed at himself. “A woman. Miette. She was Win’s best friend, which is how we met.”

      He strove to send Win the mental message that he wouldn’t reveal her dark truths as a part of his own confession. That story was hers to tell, or not tell.

      “I fell in love with her. Head over heels. She wasn’t my mate, and I knew it. But I loved her so much I was willing to go Romantic. I wanted to ask for her claim, and I planned to announce my intentions to be with her as soon as I finished my training.”

      He let the weight of that settle in with his family. If he’d gone through with it, he would have been forced out of the pack until Lathan, Diesel, and Thorne mated.

      For wolves to go Romantic, they had to break from their pack until their place in line, mating-wise, was reached. It would have been up to the pack whether or not they would have accepted him back in at that point. “I didn’t get a chance to go through with that, obviously, or this would be a very different story.”

      Here, he had to pause and draw in a shaky breath. Win’s shoulders were stiff, and he knew she remembered the events as well as he did.

      “Miette worked in the safe home clinic where I was doing my last round of training. Before that, though, she’d been a patient of that same clinic. She’d fled her abusive mate and had gone through a formal renunciation of their pairing. Her former mate, Gabrhand, never did take too well to the idea. Man”—Riley shook his head—“I only had one personal interaction with him, but that was enough.”

      Win’s shoulders shook. She covered her face. Morgan, who was sitting next to her, flashed Riley a concerned look as she draped her arm around Win.

      “The night I ran across Gabrhand, he’d heard about things between Miette and me. He was furious, and he attacked Miette and Win in their apartment. He was a jaguar—he’d shifted and gone crazy slashing at them. Win was grievously injured, but she managed to reach me by calling the clinic’s emergency number.”

      He spoke the next words to Win. He’d never been able to apologize enough for what happened. “I got there as soon as I could. I swear I did. But by the time I got there, it was too late.”

      He drew in a sharp breath and had to cross his arms to hold himself together. “Miette was gone. Just gone. Crumpled up on the floor like a piece of trash. Nothing but cuts and bruises and Fate-forsaken pulp from all the shredding he’d done with his claws. That’s what he did to her. He wasted her. If she weren’t with him, he wouldn’t let anyone have her.”

      He choked down a sob. He had to get the story out before he fell apart. “She did her best to fight back,” he whispered.

      He could see the scene in front of him as if he were standing in that blood-covered kitchen all over again. “Miette was a fairy, and she used her magic to her advantage—she’d done what she could by using the slip to outpace him.” He shuddered under the weight of his sorrow, preparing himself for the worst part of the story.

      The room was quiet except for Win’s sniffles and the thrashing of Riley’s heart in his chest. He had no doubt everyone in the room, not only the wolves, could hear the wild beating of that drum.

      “I knew Gabrhand was dying. Choking on his own blood. I could feel it in him. And I knew exactly how to heal him. But I’d heard every single one of the horror stories Win and Miette told about him. I’d lived through so many of Miette’s nightmares and panic attacks. He’d wrecked her, and it took her so long to see the light after what he did. I couldn’t”—another wrenching sob quaked through him and nearly took his voice away before he could finish—“I couldn’t save him. I couldn’t let him back into the world for another second to hurt anyone else.”

      He cursed himself and pushed through the pain of the memories. “I drew up my power and I used it, but not to heal him. I pulled every last bit of his life out of him. I held onto him, draining him. I didn’t let go until the very last of his soul was extinguished. There was no healing. No chance of recovery. He was gone.

      “I lost my humanity when I took all his filth in. I felt no Fate-forsaken remorse as I watched him die. I savored listening to those wet, ragged breaths he took. All those groans. He begged me. Begged me to let him keep his miserable life. I told him Fate would have to save him, because I wasn’t going to. And I didn’t. When he took that last breath, I was so happy, I could have danced in the puddles of his blood. I used the power I’d vowed to use only for good to kill him.”

      Riley didn’t realize his chest was heaving until he clutched his hand to it. Every breath was agony. There was no relief, no weight off his shoulders. If anything, he felt worse.

      “The Magistrate arrived so soon after that—Fate spoke to her, told her what happened. She had to dole out my punishment. The penalty from Fate was that my power would be revoked”—he allowed himself a dark, dry laugh—“but I’d never know when my abilities would vanish. They might be there for the next person who needed them, or I might lose the power before I could use it again. It was twisted. And I deserved so much worse.” He glanced around, taking in his family’s reactions for the first time.

      The reactions ranged from wide-eyed to pale with shock. It didn’t matter. He wasn’t done. He wouldn’t stop until it was all out in the open.

      “But it wasn’t merely as bad as killing a man. And I did, most certainly, kill him. It wasn’t as bad as losing Miette, either. Killing Gabrhand didn’t bring her back. It didn’t stave off the pain. Thalia said Fate’s punishment was proper because I would punish myself. Man, was she right about that.”

      Riley tilted his chin to the envelope on the table. “I’ve lived under the weight of that secret. When Grace was hurt at Snelgrove’s facility, back before you two finally mated”—Riley said, turning his attention to Lathan—“I didn’t do all I could to help her. I was afraid it would use up the power I had left. I thought I might need it, at some point. In fact,” he said, shrugging at the room in general, “I’m sure if I thought hard enough, I could pinpoint a time when I’ve let unnecessary harm and pain come to each one of you.

      “I’ve been too selfish to let the last of my abilities go. And the sickest part? I don’t even know if they’re already gone. Maybe I could heal someone right now. And maybe I couldn’t. I’m too scared to try it. But if they’re still there, I can’t feel them anymore. They’re waning, and I know when they’re gone completely, I’ll never come back from it.”

      That was it. It was all out now.

      Riley let the pain lash him, but he couldn’t allow himself the catharsis of the angry, pent-up tears lodged in his throat. He didn’t deserve to feel relief.

      It was better if he stayed on guard, ready to leave. He’d been lying for years, putting them all at risk. Banishment from the pack wouldn’t be too harsh for all he’d done.

      Lathan cleared his throat. All eyes in the room shifted to him, and Riley held his breath, waiting for his fate.
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      “Well,” Lathan said, breaking the silence. “I had Grace sent away because I thought my wolf was a danger to her health. Diesel refused to accept Avery as his mate because he thought she was too rebellious. And Thorne put off his feelings for Em because everything in the world was a little too much for him—”

      “That’s kind of a misjudgment,” Thorne said.

      “Please, drama queen,” Ren said with a snicker.

      “Anyone else have any big secrets they want to divulge to the pack?” Lathan asked. “The floor is open.”

      It didn’t escape Riley’s notice that both Reegan and Fourt looked away.

      The sound of the front doorbell paused any further discussion on the topic, however. When no one else moved in response to the sound, Asher grumbled something about, “This fucking pack,” and stomped across the room to yank the door open.

      Aveleiyn gave him one quick look up and down before she peered around him, taking stock of the room.

      “What are you waiting for, an invitation?” he asked, pulling the door open wider.

      Aveleiyn ignored the Seer as she floated over the threshold in her punk rock get-up. She planted a hand on her hip as she surveyed the room. A neon yellow streak stood out in her white hair, a striking contrast against the black leather dress she wore. “Why is it I often feel like I’ve just missed the party when I show up here? Even for a party. You do keep me on my toes.”

      She crossed to Riley and offered a wry smile. “I hear you’ve been up to a bit more than your usual antics. How are you, pet?”

      Riley couldn’t begin to answer that one with any amount of honesty. He’d poured all the truth he could for one day out into the middle of the room. He bit the inside of his cheek as he gave her a sullen shrug.

      Avery handed Dahlia off to Diesel before she made her way to the vampire’s side.

      Aveleiyn linked her arm through Avery’s. The two made such a peculiar pair, but Riley had seen evidence enough, that their friendship rivaled Grace and Em’s—and that was saying something.

      “Why don’t we all find some other Fate-forsaken thing to focus on,” Lathan said, dismissing the pack. When no one moved he cleared his throat and let loose some alpha power. “Unless Aveleiyn or Avery need you, make yourself useful anywhere else but here. Except you”—he tipped his chin at Riley—“you’re with me.”

      Riley shoved his hand through his hair. He could feel it sticking up, going wild. It didn’t matter. Judging from the fact that Morgan had stopped meeting his eyes about halfway through his story, he didn’t have anyone to impress anymore.

      No one else was looking at him, either. Not straight on, at least. They glanced at him from the corners of their eyes, like he was a rabid animal, as they cleared the room. They weren’t entirely wrong about that. His hands shook as he stood there, trying to keep a lock on his emotions. His family gave him a wide birth, circling around the other sides of the sofas to avoid having to come close. No one spoke to him.

      Reegan was the worst, though. He’d always known she would be the worst. She rushed past him and raced up the stairs. He could hear her running all the way to her room, where she slammed the door behind her. Riley's throat tightened, and his chest ached. He knew that feeling—it was one of the earliest he’d picked up on in life as a twin. His sister was crying. He wanted to go to her, but Lathan’s glare pinned him to the spot.

      A nudge at his right hip made him look down. Blaze sat, almost on top of his foot, and leaned her sleek black body against him, tucking her head under his hand. She whimpered and gave a tiny tail wag.

      “Thanks, girl,” he whispered to the wolf. He made one last effort to catch Morgan’s eye before he patted Blaze’s head and pushed away from the wall to follow Lathan.

      Every step to Lathan’s office took a lifetime. Riley’s feet felt mired in quicksand, and his bones ached with the exhaustion of revealing his secrets. He kept himself on alert, though. He began to take stock of his possessions. How much could he pack in his car at once? What did he have that he couldn’t replace? How soon would Lathan expect him to leave? Would he ever see his family again?

      He said a mental goodbye to each one of them on the short trek to Lathan’s office. He mourned a different loss with every step. Right: he would miss late night snacks with Reegan. Left: he wouldn’t get to see what became of Rose and Dahlia. Right: he would never work on a job site with his brothers again. Left: he would even miss talking shit to Asher.

      Lathan was standing with his hand on the knob of his open office door, waiting, by the time Riley trudged into the hall.

      This room was once a game room where he’d spent hours upon hours—nothing but wasted time. Time he could have spent with his family. Time he could have spent trying to make up for the bad he’d done. He swallowed down the bile. Thalia Wells had been wiser than he’d known. He’d punished himself both in and out of the secrets he’d kept. He could never get that time back, and it was like watching his life slip away, though he surely had many more years left.

      Or maybe he didn’t. Perhaps his acts were so offensive his own family would demand he be punished. Would Avery, as Magistrate, have to bow to his family’s wishes if they thought him better dead?

      Under UNITY’s rule, death would have been an extreme, but allowable, punishment at the time he’d killed Gabrhand. He’d heard the term “statute of limitations” on human television shows. Did that apply to UNITY? Why hadn’t he learned more about the laws? He’d been foolish in allowing himself to believe that the truth could remain hidden. He’d never taken full stock of the possible consequences if it finally came out.

      “You gonna move?” Lathan asked, startling Riley from his thoughts.

      He blinked and discovered he’d come to a dead standstill in the middle of the hall, with another couple of yards to go before he entered Lathan’s office. The last few steps he took were clunky, and he felt like his feet were disconnected from his legs. Walking took monumental effort. Still, he navigated the distance and let Lathan swing the door closed behind them.
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      Tension strained Riley’s muscles. He rolled his shoulders and stretched his neck from side to side. As usual, it did no good.

      He wished the revelations he’d made had lightened his heart. Now, he didn’t think that was a possibility.

      Riley braced himself and flinched when Lathan closed the distance between them. Ah, so his brother planned to tear him to pieces by hand. That seemed fair.

      Lathan’s hands came up, and Riley almost allowed his instincts to pull him into a defensive stance. Instead, Lathan wrapped his arms around Riley and pulled him into a brief, but firm, hug.

      Shock froze Riley in place. He didn’t have time to lift his arms to return the gesture before Lathan stepped back.

      “Fate, Riley,” Lathan said, his eyes searching Riley’s face with concern. “How the hell have you lived with all that on you? Better yet, why the hell have you? What were you thinking?”

      Riley hung his head and studied the straps of the flip-flops he usually wore around the house. Lathan’s reaction wasn’t what he’d been expecting, and he didn’t quite trust the potential promise it held. “Figured disowning me wasn’t out of the question.”

      Lathan snorted and ran a hand over the back of his hair. “Since when have I been the kind of wolf who banishes a brother?”

      “Since when have you been the kind of wolf who has a brother like me?” Riley asked, giving a sullen shrug.

      “Since 1935,” Lathan said. He pulled his desk chair out and flopped into it.

      Riley frowned at him. “So, what then? That’s it?”

      Lathan lifted a brow. “What were you expecting?”

      Riley felt like the weight should be lifting from his shoulders. It seemed Lathan, at least, wasn’t intent on booting him from the pack. The others could still argue for it, but with Lathan as alpha, there was little they could do.

      Okay, well, Avery could pull her Magistrate rank and take over.

      And Morgan…no. He couldn’t think about that loss right now.

      “Riley, look at any wolf in this pack and tell me which one wouldn’t have done the same.”

      “Not like I did,” Riley told him with a fierce shake of his head. He’d considered many times that Lathan, Diesel, or Thorne would gladly fight and kill for their mates. “It’s different. What I did was vindictive. It was vengeful and selfish. I wanted to do it.”

      Lathan let a breath flutter through his lips like he disagreed. He looked off across his office, focusing on nothing and pinching his lower lip before he spoke. “You forget what I did to the assholes who attacked Grace at Snelgrove’s place. Think I didn’t want to dance in their blood? I would have painted myself with it if Grace hadn’t been in critical danger. Hell, brother, you forget Snelgrove himself. Remember the mess from Grace taking him down before we got to her?”

      Tightness banded Riley’s chest. He could allow himself to believe that much. But the dark cloud still loomed. “I’m sorry,” he said, choking around the caving sensation in his lungs. “Grace could’ve—I could’ve—”

      “Yeah,” Lathan nodded. “You are in deep shit for that part. Not even just about Grace, though I can’t argue I’ve got a strong bias there. It was the wrong call to keep us in the dark about losing your power. If we’d expected your help and you couldn’t pull through, we’d have been screwed.”

      “I know,” Riley said.

      “I could have brought someone in until Reegan was ready. It scares the hell out of me that you didn’t trust us enough as your family to know we’d have your back. And it scares me more to know we all thought you had ours.”

      “I know,” Riley said.

      “And then there’s Reegan. Oh, man,” Lathan snorted again and shook his head dolefully. “I do not envy the fight you two are going to have over this. Assuming, of course, that she didn’t know.”

      “No,” Riley said, rubbing the ache in his chest. “She was just as in the dark as you. A little more than. Thalia pulled more than a wolf’s fair share of strings to keep it all quiet.”

      “Thalia Wells,” Lathan said. “Every time I think I knew what that woman was about, I’m forced to change my mind. I bet Avery’s bursting with pride over learning her mom pulled this one over on all of us.”

      Riley allowed himself a dry chuckle. Maybe that was why Avery was so eager to help him out. Then again, she’d seemed pretty unhappy about her vision. Maybe she was looking at it from Lathan’s perspective, though. If Diesel had been taken out of commission before the two of them got together, life would be a whole lot different for everyone. For the universe.

      Every time Riley thought he understood the awful impact of his actions, he got a swift kick in the head to prove him wrong.

      “So, what now?” Lathan asked.

      Riley propped his elbows on his knees and dropped his head into his hands. “I have no clue,” he murmured. “Aveleiyn’s here, so Morgan’s got a whole new level of hell to deal with. She wouldn’t even look at me, you know?”

      “This isn’t her world, yet. Justice is different here, or so Grace tells me. She’ll come around.”

      “Maybe,” Riley said. “Or maybe not. And even if she does, this thing with Daegan…” He dropped his hands and looked up at Lathan. “The whole reason I wanted to confront the guy was to keep from repeating history. I tried to warn him off, to keep him away from her. She could have died today. How could I be so stupid? I’ve punished myself for what I did to Gabrhand, but I haven’t learned my lesson, I guess. All I can think is I should have killed Daegan when I had the chance.”

      “That would have complicated things,” Lathan said. “A sealed record of a defensive act is one thing. Shredding a vampire preemptively and in public is another.”

      Riley’s stomach churned. He had to tell Lathan one more truth. “I’m imprinted on her, you know.”

      Lathan’s eyebrows reached for the sky. “When did that happen?”

      “Christmas Eve.”

      “Must’ve been a good boy for Santa to bring you that,” Lathan said.

      “Every gift is a curse in my hands,” Riley muttered, unable to keep the bitterness off his tongue.

      “Damn. How much of an act have you been putting on?” Lathan asked. “Is all that optimism you’re usually choking us with fake?”

      “Not all of it,” Riley said. “I’ve always wanted to see you guys end up happy. And I supposed, one day, I wouldn’t mind a mate of my own. I thought I’d have a little longer to get myself together before it happened.”

      “Oh, Fate never works on a convenient schedule, does She?”

      “You’re telling me.” Riley still wasn’t sure where he stood with Fate, but he couldn’t argue the point Lathan was trying to make.

      “Would you claim her if you could?” Lathan asked.

      Riley held the thought for a few moments, letting it rattle around in his brain. Finally, he shook his head. “No. Not right away, at least. It wouldn’t be fair.”

      “Claiming her would give you an advantage against Daegan. It would give you a reason to protect her.”

      “Like I’ve needed a reason up to now,” Riley said with a careless shrug. “It doesn’t matter, though. You saw the way it went down in the great hall. And who the hell knows how things with Aveleiyn are going to work out?

      "Vampires might fall under the umbrella of UNITY’s power, but you know as well as I do that they still like to make their own rules and pass their own judgments. What if they try to force her to be with Daegan because of some arcane passage in those ancient texts they’re always going on about? She’s bound to him by blood. No one can argue that. If it’s an unbreakable vow, she could already belong to him. Either way, she deserves a little time to think and some room to breathe without me complicating her life any more than I already have.”

      “We can work around all that,” Lathan assured him. “You know Avery would favor a mating between the two of you if you explain the imprint.”

      “Morgan would have to accept me, man. At this point, I’ll be lucky if she talks to me again,” Riley said. “Besides, how is that supposed to be for her? She’s supposed to go against the connection she has to her sire?” He spit the word out like it was rotten. “We don’t know what that’s like for them—going against the blood bond. What if the vamps won’t accept her with anyone else? How would you feel if the rest of the wolf race wouldn’t acknowledge your mating with Grace?”

      “The Dissidents don’t like it very much,” Lathan said, throwing the idea off. “Besides, her sire is clearly unfit.”

      “Yeah,” Riley said with an indignant huff, “but once she changes, who knows if she’ll see it that way?”

      Lathan fell quiet. He kicked his feet up onto his desk and seemed to be deep in thought.

      “It’s been a rough day for everyone,” Lathan said at last. “Take some time to step away from the situation. You’re not going to do yourself or Morgan any favors with the negative attitude. I shouldn’t have pushed you on it. It’s not about you right now. It’s about her. Let’s do whatever it takes to make sure she’s as safe and happy with this new situation as she can be. That should buy us some time.”

      Riley nodded.

      “There is one thing you should take care of now, though,” Lathan said.

      Fatigue tugged at Riley’s bones, but he knew this journey was far from over. “What’s that?”

      “Fix things with Reegan.”
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      Had the walls tumbled down around them?

      A glance around the room told Morgan that no, indeed, the walls were still standing. It only felt like everything had collapsed on the inside.

      She couldn’t bring herself to look at Riley, even as he’d left the room. She’d felt his eyes on her. What was he seeking? Forgiveness? Support? Encouragement?

      Hearing his story had turned Morgan’s insides into ice. She very well could have met the same fate Riley’s—what should she call her, almost-mate?—had come to. She didn’t understand this world or the extent of power Daegan possessed, and that made circumstances all the worse. She knew nothing, and that left her open to attack from every angle.

      Even as much as she feared and despised Daegan, though, could she justify seeing him come to such a brutal end? Riley killed that man. Riley was a murderer who admitted to enjoying watching someone die… No. Not watching. Killing. How had he put it? Draining his life.

      She thought the trembling in her body was still coming from Win, next to her, until she looked down and saw her own fingers quaking.

      She didn’t have time to process the events, though. Avery, Riley’s regal and imposing sister-in-law—so to speak—moved to stand in front of her. Beside her was a woman Morgan had only seen in passing at Em’s last birthday party.

      As she took stock of Aveleiyn’s appearance, she realized there were similarities between the vampire and Daegan that she could have noticed before. Of course, she hadn’t known to look for them, but the evidence was striking. The same pale skin, the same white hair. Daegan’s eyes were brown, though, where Aveleiyn’s were a startling purple. Okay, that was definitely something she hadn’t noticed when she’d seen her before. She wondered if that color was real or indicative of some additional, special power.

      “Hi, Morgan,” Aveleiyn said.

      Next to Morgan, Win stiffened. “Don’t touch her,” Win said. “Not without her permission.”

      Aveleiyn offered a gentle smile. “Of course not,” she said. She glanced around behind her before choosing to perch on the edge of the stone slab coffee table. She crossed one leg over the other, showcasing a pair of lace tights that disappeared inside thick-soled lace-up boots. Black and silver bracelets clinked together as she propped her chin in her hand and turned her gaze to Morgan.

      “I’m so very sorry to hear that you’ve been brought into our world without your consent,” she said. Sadness was written all over her face. At first glance, this woman—this vampire—seemed so young. Up close, though, with such a serious, concerned expression, she appeared to be ancient.

      “I can’t reverse the changes that have been set in motion. Unfortunately, what’s done is done in that regard,” Aveleiyn continued. “I can offer you my help, though.”

      Morgan shifted in her seat, pulling her sleeves down to cover her fingertips. She balled her hands into fists around the fabric. “It isn’t fair,” she found herself whispering. “None of this is fair. I didn’t ask for it, and I can’t get away from it. I don’t know what to do.” Tears edged her vision, and she shook her head, trying to force them away.

      Win clasped her hand. “I’m so sorry, dear one,” she said, leaning close and speaking into Morgan’s ear. “You didn’t have a choice in any of it.”

      Morgan gulped for air, but it didn’t loosen the tightness across her chest. “What do I do?” Morgan asked Win.

      Win cleared her throat and sighed. “If I were you, I would want to know.” She turned away from Morgan to address Aveleiyn. “I’m assuming you can tell her where things stand?”

      “If you mean I can look inside to see where she is in the process, then yes, to an extent. It’s not a perfect science.”

      “I don’t want you to take my blood,” Morgan said, recoiling.

      Aveleiyn shook her head. “No, of course not. That’s not necessary at all.” She held out the hand that wasn’t propping her chin up. “It’s a simple touch. You would feel me a bit, inside your mind. I couldn’t do much—it’s not healthy for me to linger in the mind of another vampire.”

      “What will that do?” Morgan asked.

      “I should be able to tell you a bit about how all this came to be. Perhaps I could confirm that it wasn’t consensual, and we could begin to build a case against the vampire in question. I’m not sure exactly what to expect, given that I’ve only just arrived and begun to learn about the situation.”

      “Build a case against him?” Morgan asked. “Is that possible? Could he be punished?”

      From behind them, near the front door, Asher spoke. They all jumped, not having realized he was still in the room. “Depends on who he knows.” He crossed the room behind them to stand by the fireplace. “If he’s connected, it could spell trouble.”

      Avery shrugged. “Morgan’s connected to us, though. Even if Daegan is connected, we’ve got a lot of allies.”

      Something passed over Aveleiyn’s face, and she sat back, looking at the ceiling above them like she was reading words off the rafters. “Daegan,” she murmured. “That name is familiar, but…” she scrunched her face as she continued, “I can’t place it with a face.”

      “So, he can’t be too connected,” Avery surmised. “You know pretty much everyone.”

      Aveleiyn smiled, but the expression didn’t match the questioning look behind her eyes. “Many vampires like to change names with the passing years. We live so long, it seems a simple way to keep things fresh, so they say, though I’ve never done it. The only name that would remain the same is the surname.”

      “Jaye,” Morgan told her. “Daegan Jaye.”

      Aveleiyn frowned. “Ah. I don’t believe I’m familiar with him then.”

      “You said trouble,” Morgan said to Asher. “What kind of trouble?”

      “Same kind of thing you’d expect in the real world if you got cops involved with an asshole like this. The chances of his coming back, harder than ever, increase. Trust me, I know what it’s like to have some shitbag criminal come after you when the law can’t do its job.”

      Morgan looked to Win for help. Win flicked her eyes at Aveleiyn and Avery before she lifted a shoulder. “Can’t say I disagree with the Seer. But if you get the knowledge, you don’t have to use it. Not right away, at least. Hold onto it until there’s more than enough to make sure it’s ended for good.”

      “I might have something to add to the file,” Asher muttered. He didn’t seem to like the way Aveleiyn scrutinized him, though, and clamped his mouth shut.

      Morgan tried to think through her options. Everything was moving so fast—too fast.

      All she could see was the repeated flash of that single image—the pink blood leaking from her body. If there was nothing she could do to stop it, what choice did she have but to move forward the best she could?

      “Okay,” she said resigning herself to this terrifying new fate. “Do it.”

      Aveleiyn nodded and sat up, holding her hands out in front of her, palms up. “Put your hands against mine, and I’ll do the rest,” she said. She made no move toward Morgan; she sat with her hands out, her expression neutral.

      Morgan didn’t give herself time to think. If she did, she’d talk herself out of whatever this was. She touched her hands to the vampire’s and felt a pull inside her mind.

      Darkness surrounded her, but rather than the imposing feeling of darkness in real life, this lack of light seemed comforting. It was like floating on the surface of a cool, calm pool.

      Across the way, though distance was impossible to measure, Morgan saw Aveleiyn. She emerged from something like a mist-filled doorway, the edges of which were imperfect and undefined. She was visible for only a moment before she disappeared through another similar portal.

      Morgan willed herself to float closer to the spot where she’d seen Aveleiyn, but because there was no movement, no current, she didn’t seem to gain any ground.

      Aveleiyn appeared again, off to the right, this time. She stood for a moment, illuminated by the colorful mist between the two passageways before she was overtaken by the fog. Something about this place made Morgan feel so very sleepy.

      Then, in a confusing lurch, she was back on the sofa again, aware of her surroundings. She had the sofa to herself now, and someone had lifted her feet onto the cushions, so she was stretched out. She blinked at the ceiling.

      “Drink this,” Win said, offering her a glass of water.

      Morgan blinked again and sat up to look around. Her head swam a little, and she accepted the water gratefully. She felt parched, and her head ached.

      “It’s a little like a baby elephant trampled through your brain, isn’t it?” Aveleiyn asked.

      Morgan peered over at the other sofa, where Aveleiyn reclined in much the same way. A rolled up cloth was draped over her eyes.

      Avery was sitting on the sofa, with the tiny vampire’s booted feet up in her lap. Asher sat on the bench by the stairs, watching them.

      “How long was I out?” Morgan asked.

      “Not long,” Win peeked at her watch. “Ten minutes?”

      “Feels like ages,” Morgan said. She drained the water and set the glass on the table. “Okay. Someone tell me what good that did.”
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      “Let me break this all down for you,” Aveleiyn said. She pushed her hands into the cushions and eased up to sit taller on the sofa. “From what I could see in my brief time in your mind, it’s definitely not consensual. That, alone, would make your transformation illegal. Beyond that, though, I don’t see any reason to believe Daegan went through the proper channels. In fact, I’m sure he didn’t.”

      “Proper channels?” Morgan asked, trying to sit herself up. Her head felt like it was filled with more stuffing than the cushions beneath her.

      “Vampires aren’t supposed to chomp on anyone they please,” Asher said.

      Aveleiyn pursed her lips and drew a long, slow breath, gathering her patience. “It’s not as simple as him having bitten you,” she said. “He would have to have taken your blood and replaced what he took with the same amount of his own. Before starting that process, any vampire who wishes to change a human is supposed to obtain permission from our Session. To keep exactly this sort of problem from arising, there’s a formal process where the human is questioned about their willingness to join our race. I see no evidence that any of that happened with you.”

      Morgan didn’t follow any of that last part, however. Her mind had come to a dead halt at something Aveleiyn had glossed over. “How, exactly, did he replace my blood with his?” she asked, the words forcing their way from her mouth even as she realized she wasn’t prepared for the answer.

      Win fidgeted on the sofa arm next to Morgan, but Aveleiyn didn’t flinch at the question. “From what I could see, he put you under and forced it down your throat.”

      Morgan’s stomach hurled itself upward. “I’m going to be sick,” she sputtered, lurching from the sofa and bolting for the kitchen. She threw up in the sink, though hardly anything came forth. Her stomach rolled, and she grasped the countertop to hold herself steady.

      “Here,” Asher said. He reached around her and dampened a handful of paper towels before handing them to her to wipe her mouth.

      Her hands trembled as she cleaned up.

      The people from the living room had chased her into the kitchen, it appeared. One look at Aveleiyn told her there was more—much more—to this horror story.

      “Well, don’t stop now,” Morgan said, shaking her head. “We’re having so much fun already.”

      Aveleiyn rolled her lower lip between her teeth for a moment. “I would love to give you more time to get comfortable with this. Believe me, I would. Please know that, under normal circumstances, I’m not a bearer of only bad news.”

      Morgan believed her. Strangely, being around Aveleiyn was comforting—even if the things the vampire was sharing with her were awful. Deeply comforting. Homey, almost.

      “Unfortunately, from what I saw, we don’t have as much time as you might like,” Aveleiyn said. She crossed closer to where Morgan stood. “The mechanics of blood transfer are tough to gather from your mind. A blood reading would be more accurate, but I’ve promised I don’t need your blood. From the gaps in your memory, I’m willing to suggest Daegan has exchanged blood with you three times.

      “Not taking time into account, that would put you at something close to the thirty percent point of the change. Unless I’m mistaken, though, some time has passed since his last exchange, so your body is taking over.”

      “How so?” Morgan asked.

      “The vampire blood in your system is working to replace the human blood you have,” Aveleiyn said.

      Asher scoffed. “‘Working to replace’? Why don’t you call it what it is?” He turned to Morgan. “The vampire blood is killing your blood. It’s eating you up from the inside out. That’s how it happens. It’s parasitic and it can't be stopped. Even if someone took Daegan out, the change would still happen. Evolution at its worst.”

      “That’s not how I see it,” Aveleiyn said, looking cross for the first time.

      “Your kind is unstoppable. It’s hardly fair,” Asher said, blowing off her remark.

      “Unstoppable?” Aveleiyn looked at him like he’d slapped her. “When you’ve lived through centuries of watching your race get slaughtered without question simply because of what you are, I’ll entertain your foolish thoughts. A Seer, of all beings, is the last creature I’d let remark on how vampires got to where we are. How many of my ancestors did your ancestors murder, you creep?”

      Asher stared her down until she finally looked away from him and back to Morgan. “There’s much to learn about our kind,” she told Morgan.

      Something about being included in that way made Morgan shiver. At the same time, part of her sang out.

      “Regardless of how we describe it, the fact is you’re turning,” Avery said, “and there’s no way to stop it.”

      “It only goes faster or slower, right?” Morgan asked, thinking back on what she’d already learned.

      “Correct,” Aveleiyn said. “It can’t be reversed. Our blood is too strong. Once it’s entered your system as an exchange, you can’t go back. Which means we need to look ahead. We have several issues to address.”

      Morgan crossed the kitchen to slump into a chair at the table. This seemed like it was going to take a while and her head was still swimming from Aveleiyn’s earlier invasion. Exhaustion tugged at her body, encouraging her to sleep, but she forced herself to stay alert.

      Asher rummaged in the refrigerator while Avery and Aveleiyn joined Morgan at the table. Win stood by the window, arms crossed. She’d been so quiet.

      “The first issue is about your transition. If you have any further encounters with Daegan, things will move along much more quickly. Exchanging too much blood at a time is dangerous for us. It can cause weakness that makes us slightly less than unstoppable,” Aveleiyn explained, cutting her eyes at Asher’s back. “However, if Daegan is desperate, he’s likely more willing to take risks. A taste for danger comes with the territory for most of us.”

      “He’s been way too close three times now,” Avery murmured.

      Morgan frowned, unable to recall a third time recently. She didn’t get a chance to jump in, though, as Aveleiyn plowed ahead.

      “Even one more exchange, depending on how reckless he is, could cause the process to speed forward into completion. He’d have to give too much blood to finish it off, but…he could give enough. You’re lucky it hasn’t happened already if he’s been able to get so close. And he won’t stop trying. There’s a certain amount of bloodlust that happens on the vampire’s side when a change is initiated.”

      Asher grumbled an unintelligible string of words as he slammed the fridge. He gathered several containers and carried them over to the table. “When was the last time you ate?” he asked Morgan.

      She shook her head at him. “No way. I’ll give it all right back to you if I try to eat a bite.”

      He pressed his lips together but didn’t argue. Instead, he gave her a pointed look as he placed a fork with great precision in front of her. Then he crossed back around behind the kitchen island and fell silent, glaring at the back of Aveleiyn’s head.

      “So, goal number one is keeping Daegan away from you,” Aveleiyn said. “The second thing we need to address is your creation. Illegally made vampires are rather problematic for our Session.” She folded her hands on top of the table and gazed out the window. She fell so still she looked like she had turned to stone.

      Morgan’s stomach rumbled, and she glanced at the plastic box of green beans in front of her. She crinkled her nose and pushed them away.

      “I don’t think we should alert the Session,” Aveleiyn said, breaking her silence at last. “But we need to change things up.” She turned to face Morgan. “You would be safer with me,” she said, the corners of her mouth tugging down. “My congregation is more capable of providing you a safe place to stay while you wait out your transition. We have protections in place against the invasion of uninvited vampires. And”—she looked over her shoulder at Avery—“we need to find her Patron.”

      Avery’s brows lowered over her gray eyes. Then a sly smile spread across her face. “Interesting. Go on.”

      “If we can work a bit of magic, I think we can turn this into a situation that looks a little more legal.” She looked over at Win before turning back to Morgan. “Your creation will still be questionable. But if you come into our world with a Patron in place, it would eliminate Daegan’s ability to impose a legal claim on you. And if you’re already accepted into a congregation, the Session would have a much harder time arguing for your extermination.”

      “My what?” Morgan squeaked.

      “They’ll squash you like a bug,” Asher said.

      “Not if we handle it right,” Aveleiyn argued. “I know what I’m talking about when it comes to unusual circumstances within the confines of our race.” She nodded, convincing herself of the thoughts she was processing. “Yes…this could work.”
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      “What’s a Patron?” Morgan asked, ripping her mind away from further thoughts about extermination.

      “I prefer to use the term ‘Brethren’ within my congregation,” Aveleiyn said, “but it’s a station within our race. Each unmated female vampire has a male representative. We’ll teach you all you need to know. The important thing, for now, is finding someone to fill the role. You can’t live as a vampire without one because the Session won’t assign a Patron to anyone they deem illegal.”

      “So, you’re going to get her one before they can rule on her,” Win said, suddenly sounding like she got the joke. She drew in a breath and broke a smile for the first time. “You’re right. That could work, couldn’t it?”

      Aveleiyn hid a laugh behind her hand. “I don’t know if it’s ever been tested, but it’s a loophole we can try.”

      “I don’t see why everyone is so excited about this,” Morgan said, balling her hands into the fabric of her sleeves again. “It doesn’t sound like a bulletproof plan to me.”

      “The vampire Session respects anyone who can sneak something past them,” Avery explained. “If we can sneak this one past them, they should let it stand.”

      “Still, ‘should’,” Morgan pointed out.

      “You don’t have a choice,” Asher said.

      “Seriously? Even you, now?” Morgan demanded.

      He tilted his head, using the gesture to ask her to come join him.

      Morgan glanced between the three women and shook her head in confused frustration before she got up and went to where Asher stood.

      “I hate to admit it, but I think the mini-vamp is right,” he said in a low voice. “Your best bet is to make the fang-fucks think you’re a worthy addition to the race even if they didn’t approve your existence. Showing them that you’re committed and crafty could very well save your ass.”

      “And how am I supposed to do that?” Morgan asked. “I don’t even understand the language you guys are speaking.”

      Asher tipped his chin down to give her a determined smile. “You don’t, but we do. I can help you with this. Riley’s not going to like it, though.”

      Morgan’s lip trembled. Pink blood. Riley killing a man. Turning into a vampire. Knowing nothing of the world she was supposedly on her way to joining, whether she wanted to or not. It was too much. How was she supposed to handle even a fraction of this when she was still so raw?

      “It doesn’t matter what Riley likes,” Morgan said, shaking her head. “It doesn’t matter what I like either. If my only options are to try this stupid half-assed plan or die, I…”

      Part of her whispered, “Just let go. Death would be easier.”

      She took a step back as if she could get away from the voice within her own mind.

      Hadn’t she fought to survive? Against the odds, she was still fighting for her life. What would prompt her to give up now?

      “I have to try,” she said, convincing herself as she spoke.

      Asher squeezed both her shoulders. “We’re friends, right? You trust me?”

      Morgan gave a pitiful laugh. “Probably more than anyone else I know right now.”

      He nodded and planted a kiss on the top of her head. Then he released her and stepped around to where Aveleiyn still sat. “If Morgan will accept me and if you will accept me, I’ll be her Patron.”

      “You’ll what?” Riley demanded from the far side of the kitchen.

      No one had heard or seen him enter the room. Lathan stood behind him in the doorway with his brows lifted and his hands deep in his pockets.

      Asher fidgeted with the leather cuff on his forearm, but he didn’t back down. “Who else would we get to do it?” he asked. “It doesn’t make sense to bring in someone who doesn’t have any loyalty to this pack. But it can’t be anyone in the pack, can it? Not if the two of you ever intend to get together.”

      Morgan felt her cheeks flame red and she couldn’t avoid locking eyes with Riley. How could she consider that now? After learning what he’d done? Even more pressing was who she was becoming. How could she know her own mind? If Asher was right and the vampire blood within her was like a parasite, how could she be certain it wasn’t causing her to misthink every step?

      “What would that mean?” Morgan asked. She tore her eyes away from Riley, but not before she saw him shake his head and ramp up to argue.

      “Asher would pledge his allegiance to you. He’d sign paperwork designating himself as your Patron. It would legally bind him to protect you until you've chosen a mate,” Aveleiyn explained. “Depending on what the Session decides, he may have to stay with you indefinitely, even if you do choose a mate—especially a mate from a different race. Sorry,” she said, glancing at Riley, “but it’s the truth. Things are touchy in our Session right now.”

      “He’d make all your decisions,” Win said, bringing her brand of seriousness to the conversation again. “He’ll live with you and be by your side constantly. Do you trust him to do that?”

      “Do I trust anyone to do that?” Morgan asked. She didn’t spear her eyes at Riley, but a distant part of her wanted to. Hadn’t she trusted Riley to do that? Sure…right up until the moment she’d learned the truth about him. “It doesn’t sound like I have a choice.”

      “Morgan!” Riley protested, striding farther into the kitchen. “You can’t be thinking about doing this!” He wheeled on Asher. “What about you? You’re giving up your life if you do this. Since when did you become so generous?”

      Morgan ignored Riley and pinned Asher with her gaze. “He’s right. Are you sure you want to lock yourself to me? You could be independent and free to live your own life. It feels like you’re sacrificing yourself here. I don’t want that.”

      “Again, who else would we get to do it?” Asher said. He held her gaze. “I’m a neutral party. And I’m right, aren’t I, pipsqueak? It won’t work if it’s someone from the pack, will it?” This he directed at Aveleiyn.

      She locked her jaw, and Morgan could see her forming an answer. “I don’t know of any available vampires who would be willing to take the risk—or who could be trusted to do so. We need someone who can be covert and who wouldn’t be subject to vampire law. And yes”—she flicked a gaze at Morgan—“if you were ever to have an inclination toward mating Riley, it wouldn’t work with someone from the pack.”

      “I can do this,” Asher said.

      Morgan looked up to see he’d moved to Riley’s side and was talking directly to Riley.

      Riley ducked away, heading for where Morgan stood. His determined strides slowed as he passed her, and he hesitated before turning back. “Hey,” he murmured, “can we talk for a minute?”

      Morgan swept her eyes up to his.

      Lines marred his handsome face. His brows pinched together in the middle and dark circles bruised the thin flesh beneath his eyes.

      “Please?” he whispered, fixing his gaze on the floor.

      Morgan pressed her lips together and nodded. She squared her shoulders. “Asher, if you’re certain, I’ll accept your offer. You guys figure it out.” Then she rose and trailed behind Riley into the great hall.

      By the time she turned the corner and caught up with him, he was halfway up the stairs. He stopped at the steps up into the movie pit and shoved his hair back. It looked like squirrels had nested in the shaggy portions that stood on end atop his head.

      “I’m sorry,” Riley said. He hung his head and studied the floor. “I never should have let anything happen between us without being honest with you.”

      “You’re right,” Morgan bit out. “You shouldn’t have.”

      Riley chewed the inside of his cheek.

      “I shouldn’t have either,” Morgan said, feeling some of the tension roll away. “I got so caught up in how I felt around you. I saw what I wanted to see. Again.”

      Riley’s shoulders sagged, and it was as if they were attached to a string that wrapped around her heart. “That was harsher than I meant it to be,” she said. “I don’t think you’re anything like Daegan. But I don’t understand how you could…” She let the words trail off as she took a ragged breath.

      Her initial reaction had been shock and terror at Riley’s actions. But the more she thought about it, the more part of her felt that she understood, deep down, how he could have killed someone. She shook her head. That wasn’t how humans were supposed to think.

      “I’m sure that man was every bit as evil as Daegan is. But I’m not sure how I feel about what you did, even if it was for the right reason. I can’t believe I’m saying that. I can’t be around you while I’m so confused. I hardly know who I am, Riley, let alone who I’m becoming.”

      “I wanted to be there for you,” Riley said. “I wanted to protect you and never let pain touch you again. I guess I failed pretty spectacularly at that, huh?”

      Morgan lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “I never asked you to protect me, remember?”

      Riley nodded and gave a dissatisfied huff. “Asher can, though?”

      How could Morgan explain the fact that she did, somehow, feel like she could trust Asher in all he’d promised? She didn’t understand where the feeling came from, but there was no question it was there.

      “In this way, yes. He can. He doesn’t mean the same thing to me that you do.” She tangled her fingers with Riley’s for a moment. She wished the touch eased the tension she felt, but it did no such thing. “I’m not leaving forever,” she said.

      “You can’t promise that,” Riley told her.

      “Maybe not. But I do have to leave for now. I don’t have a choice but to handle this and I need to get my head clear.”

      “And then what?” Riley asked.

      “And then, I guess we’ll have to let whatever happens happen,” Morgan said. She wished she could give either one of them any more than that.

      Riley rubbed his thumb over her fingers but didn’t cling to her when she slipped her hand away. “Okay,” he said. “Tell me how I can help.”

      “I don’t think you can,” Morgan said. “I think we both have to let go.”
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      Riley watched as Aveleiyn, Asher, and Morgan disappeared down the driveway—Aveleiyn’s ’67 E-Type followed by Asher’s Maserati. Win had left only a few minutes earlier, transported away by her Protector.

      He turned his back on the front door and trudged up the stairs. He would love nothing more than to collapse into bed and sleep until this horrible nightmare ended.

      Everything had changed in a matter of hours. How could it be the same day he’d woken up to?

      Before he could block out the world, though, there was something he needed to do.

      He braced himself as he knocked on Reegan’s door. She was completely shut off to him. The distance between them was as solid as the door that kept him out of her room.

      “Come in,” she called from inside.

      He opened the door and stuck his head inside. “You sure about that? It’s me,” he said.

      “I know,” she responded, not looking up from the pages in front of her.

      She was sitting cross-legged in the middle of her bed, surrounded by textbooks. Most were open. Some were even sandwiched open in the centers of other open books. Reegan had a notebook in her lap and a highlighter in her hand. Two pencils stuck out of the messy knot of hair on her head.

      Riley stepped in and shut the door behind him as he surveyed the room. It was still the turquoise blue and sunny yellow it had been for years. Both he and Reegan liked to keep their spaces tidy, though on occasion his floor saw a bit of clutter when he’d gone into a gaming marathon. The bed was the only ravaged spot in Reegan’s room.

      Riley leaned over the foot of the bed to look at the books Reegan had piled around her.

      She frowned up at him and dropped her notebook. “What, Riley?” she snapped. She was obviously in the middle of something.

      While Riley wished he could wait, he needed to mend the rift between them sooner rather than later. He missed the closeness but, even more than that, dissension between twins in the same pack could lead to major pack meltdown.

      “What is all this?” he asked, poking the edge of one of the books.

      “I’m studying,” Reegan said, giving him a flat look.

      “I can see that. But why? You’re all done with training.”

      Reegan began to flip the books closed. “I thought I might go back and take a specialty,” she said.

      Something about that answer didn’t sit right with Riley, and he moved to get a better look at one of the books.

      “Could you not?” she barked, hauling the books out of his reach and shoving herself off of the bed. “Did you need something? I’m going down to dinner.”

      Riley caught her arm. “Hey, come on. Don’t shut me out.”

      Reegan’s brows rose, and she yanked her arm away. “You’re one to fucking talk right now, aren’t you?”

      “I deserve that,” Riley allowed.

      Reegan didn’t use bad language nearly as much as their brothers did. She was certifiably, and rightfully, pissed.

      “You’re damn right you do.” Reegan glared at him. “You can talk for as long as it takes me to water my plants. Why don’t you start with the truth about how I ended up in Healer training,” she finally said.

      She turned her back on him and headed to the bathroom. She produced a small yellow watering can from beneath the sink and began filling it.

      Riley leaned against the bathroom doorjamb. “The Magistrate knew I couldn’t finish Healer training without my power. If I went through the final tests and failed, it would have been clear to everyone that something was very wrong because I’d been such an ace up to then.”

      “How humble,” Reegan grumbled as she cut the water off and shoved past him.

      He followed her to the row of plants lined up in a planter box at the window. They smelled of licorice and something sour, but not unpleasantly so. “Thalia suggested putting you through the testing and taking you into the program.”

      “That’s right,” Reegan said, jerking the watering can and her attention away from the plants. “I went through all those tests and at the end, they decided to take me into the program because I was ‘even more powerful than you’.” She sneered as she said the words. “Was that part of your little plan?”

      Riley let out a rush of air. Finally, this was a truth he could acknowledge in a good way. “No!” he said, letting the pride out in his voice. “That part was completely true. You should always have been in the program over me, but they took me as the firstborn between us. If you’d gotten your fair shot, to begin with, you’d have had the spot all along.”

      Reegan didn’t share his joy. “I’ve felt awful since the day I took your place, Riley. It was such a coveted position—I knew you had to want it, and I felt like I’d stolen it right out from under you. I never wanted that responsibility. You knew I didn’t want that responsibility and you put it on me anyway to cover your own ass!”

      Each pack could only have one Healer. If both Riley and Reegan had trained, they would, ultimately, have had to go to separate packs. Historically, splitting up twin wolves had poor results.

      When they were younger, they had agreed that Riley would take the Healer spot for the pack. Reegan would train informally with their mother to back him up as best she could. It worked out for both of them, as Reegan preferred to stay out of the limelight and closer to home.

      “I never meant for any of this to happen,” Riley said.

      Reegan emptied the last of the water into the final pot and turned away from him to take the can back to the bathroom. “It doesn’t matter that it happened. It all worked out the way it worked out, and if we’re supposed to believe anything, it’s that Fate knows best,” Reegan said.

      She looked at him through eyes Riley hardly recognized. For the first time, he realized how much distance had grown between them. “Do you even get why I’m upset?”

      “I should have told you everything,” Riley said. “From the start, you should have known so you could make your own decisions instead of letting my fate determine your life, too.”

      Reegan’s shoulders sagged, and she swatted the light switch, sending the bathroom into darkness. “Well, at least you know that much,” she said. “Now get out. I’m going down to dinner.”

      With that, she crossed and held the door open, waiting for him to leave before she did. She didn’t look at him as he moved past her, and when he was out of the way, she slammed the door and rushed down the hall without a single glance back.

      Riley sagged against the wall and scrubbed his hands over his face.

      Far away downstairs, he could hear the pack talking. The chatter wasn’t as light and bubbly as it had been recently. Thorne had mentioned something about reheating leftovers for dinner. He was regrouping to take back over the kitchen now that Asher was gone.

      Gone. Just like that.

      Riley hadn’t gone into the guest rooms yet. Asher and Morgan had each only taken one bag. He supposed he should feel some amount of hope that it meant they might be back.

      He pushed off the wall and made his way to his room. He wondered if the pack would come to get him for dinner. Lathan seemed to be the only person who was talking to him much at all, and not even all of that was good.

      He didn’t bother to turn on the overhead light as he crossed the room and collapsed onto his bed. Morgan’s scent wafted up from his sheets, and he flopped from his stomach onto his back, hoping to catch less of the enticing smell.

      He let himself test the scent for any trace of the sweetness vampires usually carried. If it was there, he couldn’t detect it.

      He cursed himself for not taking it all more seriously. What had he been playing at? How had he been so lax as to assume she was safe just because she was with them? The damage was done. Would she ever recover? He thought back to their conversation by the movie pit. She was right—she didn’t know what she was becoming.

      He knew, though. For the first time, he let himself consider the fact that he was imprinted on a woman who would soon be a vampire. To Riley, as a man, it didn’t matter. He’d been willing to mate outside of his own race and breed when it came to Miette.

      Wolves could be pickier, though, thanks to the extra dose of lupine energy they carried to transform their own mates. At least wolves couldn’t turn anyone without a desire on their mate’s side.

      He hated what Daegan had done to Morgan—the life he had taken from her. It made Riley’s blood boil to think he could have dispatched the vampire in the alley at the Three Moons. He could have ended it right then. For a fleeting moment, he even let himself believe that wouldn’t have made matters a million times worse. If only Morgan were safe and happy, that would be enough.

      “Thinking that way is what got you here in the first place,” Riley said out loud to himself.

      Rather than continuing down that path, he mentally prodded his wolf to check in. His wolf did little more than lift his head and roll onto his other side, facing away. He wanted to be left alone to mourn Morgan’s absence. Riley could get on board with that, even if he knew he didn’t deserve it.
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      A knock at the door roused Riley, though he hadn’t been asleep so much as he had been in a daze. He leaned up onto his elbows and called out, “Yeah?”

      The door opened. “Oh—hey, sorry,” Fourt said from the darkness.

      “S’okay,” Riley mumbled, patting his hair down. “What’s up?”

      “Can I turn on the light?” Fourt asked.

      Riley nodded, knowing the wolf could see him enough in the dark to catch the gesture.

      The light came on, and Riley blinked against it. Then he blinked again and raised his brows.

      “Yeah,” Fourt said, tugging self-consciously at his tie. “That’s why I’m here. Does this look okay?”

      Riley sat all the way up and took in his brother’s appearance. He’d seen Fourt dressed up before, but never in a full suit as far as he could recall. “What’s up?” he asked again, worried that he’d missed the memo about a formal meeting with Avery. Was this it? Was the new Magistrate going to hand down a fresh punishment?

      Fourt glanced behind him before he stepped all the way into the room and shut the door. “I have a date,” he said in a low voice.

      Even with the foul mood he was in and all the awful things that had been going on, Riley could appreciate the joyful gravity of that news.

      Since Fourt had joined their pack almost three years earlier, he had bonded well with them. Most of the time, Riley forgot they weren’t actually brothers. Fourt felt like blood and loved like blood. That was all that mattered.

      The younger wolf hadn’t bonded with anyone outside of the pack and their close friends, though. He only rarely talked to people he didn’t know and hadn’t formed any friendships of his own. It had worried Riley a little to see the hesitation on Fourt’s part, even if he understood that it must be very difficult for the wolf to trust anyone.

      He had the papers to prove he’d been set free from his past as a slave under Nicholas Snelgrove’s power. That didn’t mean the whole world would respect his freedom and it didn’t guarantee a life without the fear of anyone learning his past.

      Damn, that hit Riley right in the chest.

      “That’s awesome, man,” Riley said, rising from the bed and crossing to pull Fourt into a chest-bumping hug.

      Fourt ducked his head, hiding his red cheeks, and peeked up at Riley. “So, it’s okay?” he asked again, gesturing to his outfit.

      “Yeah. She’ll love it.”

      Fourt smirked. “Can I level with you?”

      Riley motioned him into the room.

      “I’m surprised,” Fourt said, brushing a hand down his tie again. “I mean, I love you and all, but you and Morgan…you really care about her, don’t you?”

      Riley cocked a brow, not following. “Why is that a surprise?”

      “Don’t take this the wrong way, but you’ve never exactly struck me as mate material,” Fourt said. Then he scrunched his nose. “Sorry. That’s unfair. You’re smart and talented and all—but you’re such a flirt, and you’ve always been so casual with every woman I’ve seen you with. I never saw you settling down with anyone, and then it was like Morgan happened overnight, and you were done.”

      Riley tried to keep his mouth from tugging down. “Yeah, well…don’t get your hopes up on us working out. Between the stuff I’ve kept hidden and the abuse she’s taken, I don’t think we’re meant to be.”

      “Even though you’ve imprinted on her?”

      “News travels fast,” Riley said.

      Fourt grinned. “That was a lucky guess.”

      “Wily bastard,” Riley grumbled.

      “Now I’m hurt that you didn’t tell me—who knows?” Fourt asked.

      “At least Thorne and Lathan.”

      “That won’t last,” Fourt said. His playful grin dropped away, and he fingered a button on his suit jacket. “I feel for her—for Morgan. I didn’t experience the exact kind of abuse she went through, but I know what abuse is like. And neglect. I just…I mean…if she can break through all that and find happiness one day, it would be so big. Kind of an inspiration, I guess. Don’t tell her I said so, though. I don’t want her to feel any pressure.”

      Riley laughed. “Don’t worry. If she’s ever willing to let me back into her life, I’ll be the last to tell her that she’s your secret motivational hero.”

      “You’re ruining the nice moment,” Fourt said. He glanced at his watch—an old one Riley had handed off to him when he’d first joined the family. “I’d better get downstairs. You gonna do dinner?”

      Riley glanced at the door. “Not sure I’m up for it.”

      “Come on,” Fourt said. “It’s no good for you to hide out up here alone. It might be awkward, but the longer you wait to move past it, the harder it’s going to be.”

      “When’d you turn into the wise one around here?” Riley asked. He followed Fourt out the door.

      “We all have our moments,” Fourt said with a grin.

      Downstairs, the doorbell sounded for the front door.

      “Oh boy,” Fourt muttered. He picked up the pace, almost jogging for the stairs.

      Riley narrowed his eyes—now, why would Fourt be running for the door?

      By the time they reached the top of the stairs, Diesel was already standing at the door. It was open, and a tall blond shifter was standing in the doorway. From the scent, Riley judged the shifter to be a big cat of some sort. He guessed panther from the way the man moved his lazy gaze over the room. When his eyes landed on Fourt, he broke into a Cheshire grin.

      “That’s your date?” Riley whispered out of the corner of his mouth.

      Fourt gave him a tentative smile. “Uh…yeah.”

      The situation seemed clear to more than just Riley, too. It was made even more so when the male murmured, “You look great,” as Fourt joined him on the doorstep.

      Fourt blushed but managed to say, “So, everyone, this is Talan. Talan, this is everyone.” He cast a wary look around the room.

      Though the reactions were marked by surprise, no one spoke up. Instead, Lathan stepped forward to shake Talan’s hand and smiled at Fourt over his shoulder.

      Fourt looked relieved. Riley envied him. If only all truths were so well received.

      “We should get going,” Talan said. “We’ve got dinner reservations before the show.”

      Fourt nodded and threw a quick wave at them before he strolled out the door.

      “Why don’t you seem surprised?” Em demanded. She had her hands on her hips and was casting an accusatory glare at her mate.

      Thorne grinned and pushed a hand through his hair. “Very little surprises me anymore, woman,” was all he said.

      “Is that a challenge, Hawthorne?” she demanded.

      He hooked her around her waist and dragged her in for a kiss, but she batted him away. “No, you’ve got to finish getting stuff ready for dinner. And you”—she jabbed a finger Riley’s direction—“better not leave this house again before we have a little chat.”

      Great. Em must’ve heard or figured out about his imprint. Riley decided he might as well set office hours to let each member of the pack vent their frustrations at him. Taking it all on the chin right away would be easier to bear than letting it happen in doses.

      “You’re not staying to eat?” Grace asked. Riley glanced over to where she stood by the kitchen door with Ren.

      “What’s that, love?” Ren asked, scratching his chest through the thin material of his sweater.

      “Food,” Grace said. “You never pass it up.”

      Ren shrugged and scraped his fingers through his hair. Riley was still getting used to it being short. “Think I’ll pop back ‘round and see what your folks have in their fridge. Best if I keep a close eye on them, I think.”

      With that, he disappeared.

      “I swear, I can’t believe I ever bought the lie that we were related,” Grace muttered to Blaze. The wolf cocked her head one way and then the next, leaning in as Grace scratched her ears.

      Riley peeked around the kitchen doorway. Almost everyone else was already gathering around the table.

      “Come on,” Grace said, wrapping her arm around his waist. She was a solid foot shorter than him, but that simple contact made him feel like she could wrap him up in motherly love.

      He’d never made a big deal about the role Grace played as Alpha’s mate. In packs where the Alpha’s mate was older than the lower wolves, she often served in a more maternal capacity. Grace didn’t have those leanings, but she brought a comfort of her own, all the same.

      Riley let her lead him into the kitchen.

      Morgan’s empty chair reminded him that the world was still a little off. But when Reegan passed him the mashed potatoes, rather than throwing the bowl at his head, he let himself hope it might get better—one day.
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      “I’m not sure what I expected, but this isn’t it,” Morgan said as they stepped out of the twilight and into a fluorescent-lit hall.

      Cinder block walls rose up to a ceiling of acoustic tiles. The blocks were painted a pale, dingy yellow. It may have once been cream or even white, but there had been very little upkeep put into their appearance. Dilapidation was further evidenced by the places where chunks of paint had fallen away to expose the gray and crumbling innards beneath.

      “Let me guess,” Aveleiyn said, hooking her arm around Morgan’s, “you thought we might bring you to some sort of medieval lair?”

      “I mean…kind of,” Morgan said. “I thought there might be at least a few candles or some creepy organ music.”

      “Those books are going to your head,” Asher said from behind them.

      Their footsteps echoed in the hall, interrupted only by the occasional dull click of doors opening and closing. They didn’t encounter anyone else until they turned right and entered another corridor.

      This one was much shorter. A series of posts, connected with flat black material like Morgan had seen at the bank, funneled them to the left of the corridor. In front of them, two other people were waiting in line.

      “Okay,” Aveleiyn said, stopping short of joining the line and keeping her voice so low Morgan could hardly hear it. “Follow the plan.”

      Morgan didn’t see how the plan they’d made was going to work—not that she could claim to have done any portion of the planning. Now that she could see the layout of the place, though, she better understood what Aveleiyn had plotted.

      While they waited in line, Asher would scan the vampires at the stations ahead of them. His job was to see which would be most susceptible to “intervention” as Aveleiyn had described it. If the person they wanted wasn’t available when it came their turn, though, they were supposed to stall. That part of the plan seemed terribly nebulous to Morgan.

      Asher adjusted the sunglasses that were perched on his nose.

      “Those aren’t conspicuous at all,” Aveleiyn had told him when he’d gotten out of his car and circled around to meet them.

      “If I give everyone a light show, I think they’ll catch on,” he’d replied. Then he’d slipped on a leather jacket he’d borrowed from Diesel. He'd thrown his shoulders back before launching into a swagger so unlike him Morgan believed he could be a different person.

      They’d made it this far without anyone stopping them.

      Asher moved his head from one side of the room to the other twice before he tilted his chin at a stall a little way down on the right. “That’s the one,” he said.

      The door to each of the little rooms had frosted glass, and Morgan marveled that Asher’s sight could work through obstacles in that way.

      Aveleiyn gave a slight nod, then urged them forward when several new people stepped into line behind them.

      “Next,” called a brusque male voice. Morgan’s heart hammered. She hadn’t seen the enormous male vampire standing around the corner ahead of them. He waved the couple in front of them forward before he settled his gaze on the three of them.

      His eyes lingered long enough that Morgan thought their plan was already doomed. There was no way she and Asher blended in with their non-blond hair, and that was only the tip-top of their differences from the vampires around them. But the guard nodded his head at Aveleiyn before turning back to face forward without a word.

      “I told you we should have gotten here earlier,” a thin voice said from behind Morgan. “If you’d remembered to get your pills, we could’ve come during the day.”

      A heavy male sigh sounded, so close it rustled Morgan’s hair, and she suppressed a shiver. “I said I was sorry three times. What more do you want me to do?”

      “We’re gonna miss it,” Aveleiyn whispered, drawing Morgan’s attention back. Her eyes darted between Asher and Morgan. “She’s almost done, but that one is moving faster.” She flicked her eyes at another stall.

      Asher shook his head. “That one won’t work.”

      “Next,” the man called again.

      Aveleiyn shook her head—an almost undetectable movement.

      “Next,” the man called louder.

      Without warning, Asher grasped Aveleiyn around the waist and hauled her into his arms. He covered her lips with his and dipped her so far down that Morgan was forced to take a step back.

      When she did, she stepped right onto the toes of the woman behind her.

      “Get off me,” the woman hissed, shoving Morgan away. “I don’t have time for this,” she snarled. She sank her claws into the arm of the man she was with and dragged him around Aveleiyn and Asher to the booth on the left.

      Asher didn’t release Aveleiyn until the door slammed behind the other couple. Morgan could feel the tension rolling off Aveleiyn, whose narrow shoulders were hunched. Her fingers were curled into fists.

      Asher gave them both a smug smile when the big vampire security guard called, “Next—and don’t miss your turn this time, or you’re banned for the day.”

      Aveleiyn pushed past Asher to lead the way down to the booth they’d been hoping to get. Morgan followed.

      Inside, the small room was only slightly nicer than its surroundings. Whitewashed wood paneling boxed them in, and there were only two chairs in front of the small gray desk. Occupying the chair behind the desk was a female vampire with white-framed glasses and an untidy pale ponytail. She didn’t glance up until Asher stepped in and closed the door behind him. He was so big, compared to the space around them, that he seemed to take up all the extra room as he stood against the wall. He slipped his sunglasses off, and the vampire behind the desk stared.

      “Um,” she cleared her throat and shook her head, pulling herself from his gaze. Her cheeks seemed to turn even whiter than they already were. “How can I help you?” she asked, eyeing Morgan and Aveleiyn for the first time.

      “I need to assign a Patron to the newest member of my congregation,” Aveleiyn told the woman. A white nameplate on the desk noted in pink letters that the woman’s name was Veronica.

      Veronica peered at Morgan through her glasses before she began tapping at the white keyboard in front of her. The first few questions she asked were simple enough: name, date of birth, country of origin. But when she said, “Sire?” Morgan glanced at Aveleiyn.

      It was Asher who spoke up.

      “Veronica,” he said, hinging at the hips to lean over onto her desk. He rested his forearms on the desk and reached a finger out to stroke her pale hand.

      “R—Ronnie,” she said. “They call me Ronnie here.” It was clear from the slight curl of her upper lip that she didn’t like the nickname.

      “Veronica,” Asher purred again. He smiled at her like he thought she looked good enough to eat. “This is a little bit of a complicated situation. Why don’t you let Ms. Crown explain it to you?”

      The woman nodded at him and drew a shaky breath. “I—I am.”

      “And I appreciate that,” Asher said, continuing to stroke her skin. “It’s very important to me that this all gets handled in the best way, and I can tell you’re the right one for the job.”

      The shy smile she gave him made Morgan’s stomach tighten. She knew Asher wasn’t doing anything to the woman, other than using natural charm and reading what would work.

      It wasn’t like what Daegan could do—there was no mind control. It still made her uneasy. Did everyone in the world go around wearing masks to get what they needed from everyone else?

      Veronica turned her attention back to Aveleiyn who reached out to touch her other hand. Veronica’s eyes glazed over, and a placid smile covered her lips. Asher took his hand away and stepped back.

      “For Sire, you will list unknown,” Aveleiyn instructed.

      “Oh, how tragic,” Veronica said. Her expression hardly changed, though, and she moved to type on the keyboard in front of her.

      “And for Patron, you will list Asher Hale,” Aveleiyn continued.

      “Is that you?” Veronica asked, turning her head to look at Asher.

      Aveleiyn reached out and circled her grip over the woman’s arm again. “That isn’t of any concern to you,” she said.

      Veronica turned back as if she were a puppet and Aveleiyn controlled her movement. She nodded and tapped the keys again. “Almost done,” she said, offering a smile to no one.

      She tapped a few more times, then pressed a final button, and a whirring sound started to her left. Several sheets of paper ran through the white printer.

      She plucked the documents from the machine and took a white pen from a pink cup on the desk by her monitor.

      She passed the papers and pen to Aveleiyn. “Sign here, here, and there,” she said, pointing at three different lines on the paper.

      She repeated the process with Morgan and again with Asher.

      Then she made several copies of the papers and pressed a metal seal into the corner of the last one. She passed a portion of the stack to Aveleiyn. “Make sure you file these in your congregation’s safehold. Have a blessed day.”

      Aveleiyn took the woman’s hand one last time. Veronica’s eyes, which had just begun to look vivid and alive again, went dead and round. “You’ll remember none of this. If you are ever questioned about the paperwork, you’ll assure everyone that everything was in order. You had no reason to believe otherwise.”

      “Give her something more than that,” Asher grumbled.

      Aveleiyn sighed. She scrunched her forehead and added, “You’ll leave work today feeling accomplished, and you'll treat yourself to something wonderful tonight.”

      Asher blew an exasperated breath through his nose but didn’t say anything more. In fact, none of them said anything more until the doors to the building shut behind them. Then, Aveleiyn wheeled around and stuck her finger in Asher’s face—a feat, since he was taller than she by at least a foot and a half.

      “Don’t you ever, ever touch me without my permission again. If it weren’t for the fact that this”—she waved the papers in Asher's face—“just helped us save Morgan’s life, I would have refused your service. We both know the only reason you’re here is that you’re too scared to be on your own. You enter my congregation on my terms, and this paper says you leave it the same way. Violate me again, and I’ll claw your eyes out and wear them as trophies. Do you understand me?” Her shoulders heaved, and Morgan watched with wide eyes as the pointed canines in Aveleiyn’s mouth extended.

      “Don’t read too much into it, pipsqueak,” Asher said, stepping around her accusing finger and heading for his car. “I did the first thing I thought of to solve the problem. Lucky for all of us, it worked, but I’ve got no interest in a repeat performance.”

      Then he ducked into his car, leaving the women standing there. Aveleiyn snapped her mouth shut. Morgan could still see the bulges of her lengthened fangs behind her skin. She self-consciously touched a tongue to her own teeth. They didn’t feel any different than they normally did.

      “Let’s go,” Aveleiyn muttered, letting Morgan into her car.

      The next stop was Morgan’s new home.
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      The car ride took them about half an hour outside of Fairview. Morgan recognized the area from her childhood. It had once been the place everyone from Fairview had to go for entertainment and shopping. Now the downtown Fairview area had grown so large and populated that this little strip of the outskirts was all but forgotten. Over the years, businesses had uprooted themselves and relocated to Fairview in the hopes of survival. They'd left behind empty shells of buildings that peppered the landscape like snakeskins in a forest.

      They pulled through a crumbling concrete entryway. Long tendrils of ivy overhung the tunnel entrance, and the dark walls were illuminated only by the headlights of the two cars. The tunnel curved to the right and they followed its serpentine path. Morgan noted the number of cameras Aveleiyn’s headlights touched. It was the first sign that this place wasn’t as defunct as its appearance led her to believe.

      A dim glow ahead grew as they continued to follow the path. The tunnel opened up into an enormous parking structure. Off to the right, a steep ramp spiraled up, but Aveleiyn continued straight ahead and took the next left. Several rows of cars were parked there, a variety of vintage models, hulking trucks and SUVs, and tiny sports cars with sleek curves. Aveleiyn pulled into an empty spot, and Asher pulled in next to her.

      Morgan peered out the windshield. The parking garage was familiar.

      Asher hefted Morgan’s bag, along with his own. They both followed Aveleiyn to an elevator bay that was off to the left from where they’d parked.

      “Stand back until you understand how this works,” she advised them.

      The dented elevator doors didn’t seem to sit quite right in their track. Morgan was surprised when they opened without a sound. She’d braced herself for a grinding or screeching noise that never came.

      When the doors opened, though, there was no elevator. Only the empty shaft, black from dirt and grime and smelling of stale oil and architectural decay.

      Aveleiyn pointed to the left side of the shaft, just inside the doors. “Pull here,” she said, pointing to an almost invisible seam in the metal. She curled her fingers around the spot, and it flipped open to reveal a row of glowing green buttons. A tiny red light blinked on at the top of the panel—another camera. Static sounded, followed by a voice.

      “Welcome home,” a male voice said from the perforated square of metal.

      “That’s Javi,” Aveleiyn said over her shoulder. “The person inside will verify your identity and send you the code on your phone.” She looked at her phone’s screen, then punched a series of numbers into the panel. She stepped back as the inner workings of the elevator roared to life. The doors remained open as the elevator glided down and came to rest, waiting for them to enter.

      The elevator was clean and smelled fresh. A second set of doors closed them into the metal box and the sensation of the elevator going up pressed in around them.

      When the doors opened again, Morgan recognized where they were. “I remember this place,” she said.

      They stepped out into an empty space that had once been a food court. The last time Morgan had been there, it was a mall in its dying days. There had been a single store that sold women’s clothing, a dollar shop, and two fast food restaurants with fries as tasteless as cardboard.

      At first glance, it seemed as if nature had begun to reclaim the property. Dim light shone on plants that grew in places they shouldn’t. Many of the ceiling tiles were missing, and the ones that remained were dark-stained from age or water damage. But the glass roof—three floors above them—was intact and showcased a sky full of stars. Silvery blue moonlight filtered in through the glass. It gave the big open room a spellbinding glow, touching on groups of tables and chairs here and there. It spotlit the escalators in the distance, frozen at a standstill in stair form.

      “They closed this place, what…ten years ago? No, more than that.” Morgan tried to think back to how old she might have been when her mother had dragged her along while she shopped.

      “I bought it twelve years ago,” Aveleiyn said. “It was in limbo for several years before that while the humans who owned it argued amongst themselves.”

      “This is where you live?” Morgan asked.

      “And you too, for now at least,” Aveleiyn told her. She looped her arm around Morgan’s again and guided her to the escalator, pointing out places to be careful in the relative darkness.

      Asher followed behind in silence.

      “The escalators do work,” Aveleiyn said, “but we keep them off most of the time. Few of us had such things in our youth and are more comfortable with stairs. Science has allowed us to move up, out of the shadows, though some of my congregation still prefer the lower levels. Most of us live on the top floor.”

      As they took the escalator stairs from the second level up to the third, Morgan caught the first notes of conversation.

      “No, Marco, not there,” a voice said, sounding breathless and harried. “Javi said they’re almost here. Tie it there—no, there!”

      “This is extra-ver-mints,” another voice said in a thick accent.

      “I think you mean extravagance,” someone corrected.

      “Too much,” the first voice said.

      “No, it’s not. Didn’t you like it when we welcomed you?” the first voice asked, sounding wounded.

      Morgan saw the group to whom the voices belonged when she reached the top of the escalator. It was a cluster of vampires assembled outside one of the wide storefronts.

      Lights were on in several of the stores, showcasing furniture and televisions. Music played low through a small speaker on the floor. Green streamers stretched across the entryway to the store and three balloons were tied to a bench nearby.

      “Oh—uh—surprise!” The single jubilant shout came from a petite, curvy vampire with neon yellow eyes and ringlet curls dyed bright purple.

      The other vampires around her turned to examine Morgan and Aveleiyn.

      Morgan noticed immediately that the vampires all seemed to be coupled. For each tall, broad male vampire, there was a female close at hand.

      The purple-haired vampire rushed forward. Her black sneakers squeaked on the tile floor.

      “We’re so glad you’re here!” she said, grasping Morgan’s hand, then Asher's.

      A large vampire with dark brown dyed hair and piercing green eyes stepped up to stand behind her. He nodded solemnly to Asher before he bowed deeply to Morgan. “We welcome you,” he said. Then he beamed down at the purple-haired vampire. “This is Violet, and I am Marco.”

      “Violet,” the purple-haired woman said with a snort. “No one calls me that anymore. It’s Vi these days.”

      “Hi,” Morgan said.

      Though some of the people around her had normal-looking eyes, she thought she spotted the edges of contact lenses. She made up her mind to verify with Asher that unusual eye colors were another vampire trait. She had so much to learn.

      Aveleiyn surveyed the cluster of vampires. “Well, it looks like they’ve chosen your room for you,” she said, giving an amused shake of her head. “We don’t get new members very often, so you’ll forgive the eagerness, I hope.”

      Morgan shrugged. “I’m just happy you’re willing to take me in,” she said softly, trying to include everyone.

      There was a power vibrating around her. She could hardly look any of them in the eye—and, when she thought about it, she didn’t know that it was a good idea anyway. Did she have a choice but to trust them?

      “You must be tired,” another male said, joining the group. “I’m Javi.” He tipped his head up to toss a grin Morgan’s way. “How’s your head?” he asked, lowering his voice as he stepped closer to Aveleiyn.

      “I’ll sleep when I sleep,” she said, giving him a weary smile.

      “Or you can sleep now and let the rest of us handle this for you,” Javi told her. He tucked a long strand of her hair behind her ear as he gazed down at her with his neon blue eyes. Then he turned back to the group. “Let’s give our guests some space, family. Vi, you’ve already made your introduction. Why don’t you and Marco see to whatever needs Morgan and Asher have tonight.”

      Aveleiyn sagged against Javi, her lids droopy. “I’m sorry,” she said, reaching for Morgan’s hand. “Too much playtime in vampire brains for one day. I’ll be fresh tomorrow, and we’ll have plenty of time to get you both settled in.”

      Morgan nodded. She and Asher watched as Javi led Aveleiyn away.

      “Let’s get you two set up for the night,” Vi said, spinning back to them on her squeaky soles. “Do you like the balloons? I love balloons, don’t you? Now, we’ve got this room set up for tonight, but you can pick a different room tomorrow if you want. And if you want to make a couple of stores in a string all into one big place, we can do that, too. But you’ll have to give us some time to gather the supplies. We can’t bring too much in at once without the humans thinking we’re renovating the place. Then they come, and it turns into an awful mess.

      "Let’s see. The closest bathroom is three stores down that way," she pointed vaguely over her shoulder. “And it does have showers, but it’s unisex. If that’s weird for you, you can use the one across the crosswalk there, which is a single,” she waved again, without specifying any real direction. “Are you hungry? Or sleepy? I didn’t know what kind of sheets you’d like, so I made Marco do one of the beds with flannel and the other with satin. Do you like satin? I love satin.”

      Morgan hadn’t realized the toll the day had taken on her until Vi’s easy chatter began to lull her to sleep. She slumped onto the first bed Vi pointed to and gave Asher a desperate look.

      He chuckled and set their bags down. “How about you show me everything,” he said, “while we let the new vampire get some rest.”

      “Oh! Of course. The transition is so draining, isn’t it?” Vi asked. She let Asher usher them all back out and away. Morgan could hear Vi chattering on until they were out of hearing range—or she fell asleep. She would never be certain which came first.
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      “I’m not sure I should give this to you.” Barrett’s voice didn’t have the whole of its natural boom over the headset. “You’re not doing something stupid, are you?”

      “No, man,” Riley said, forcing a laugh. “I want to make sure all the bases are covered, you know?”

      “Hmm. Should I ask if your pack knows what you’re up to? Or if you need backup?”

      “Probably shouldn’t,” Riley said. He tapped the buttons on his controller.

      “I see you, you know,” Barrett said.

      His character appeared in the window of a building up ahead, and Riley stepped back to safety.

      “Do you see my gear?” Riley asked. “I’m hauling more ammo than you, I bet, but if you play nice and give me the address, I won’t use it on you.”

      “Jackass. You’ve gotten way too good at this game,” Barrett grumbled. “Don’t get yourself fanged, okay? I’ll text it to you now.”

      Riley exited the game when his phone buzzed. He couldn’t think too much about the fact that he was planning to do something stupid. And he definitely couldn’t think about the fact that he was planning on not telling his family about it.

      It had been a week since the truth had come out and Morgan had left. A week was enough time for the family to have convinced Riley that any of them would have done the same. Even Grace’s human parents, Chris and Allie, said he’d been justified. Of course, they understood the R & B better than most humans, since they’d lived and worked in the universe for most of their lives. Still, seven days had done wonders for building Riley’s confidence back up, and he was planning to use that confidence to do something foolhardy.

      It ate at him that Daegan would want to change Morgan and that he’d chosen to do so in such an unconventional way. Why wouldn’t the vampire have gone to the Session to request permission? True, he would need Morgan's consent, but if he was as powerful as everyone seemed to think, he could have forced that consent into her mind. He’d molded her to everything else he’d wanted. Why not that?

      It couldn’t be as easy an answer as a power trip. There was something to it—and it struck Riley that no one seemed to know anything about Daegan. People said they knew his name but couldn’t place him. All vampires were connected, in some way, through the Four Families of Origin—the first four vamps who had walked the earth. Every vampire was descended from them. That no one could give any info on Daegan meant…something. Riley couldn’t put together what, though. Was he a new kind of vamp or were all the other vampires covering for him?

      Riley tugged a fresh hoodie on over his t-shirt and slid his wallet into his back pocket before he hustled down to his car.

      The weather had been gray and gross. It matched his mood. He hadn’t heard from Morgan since she’d left. Every time he thought of her, his chest ached, and his wolf groaned. His bed still smelled like her. He couldn’t bring himself to change the sheets, though Reegan would probably use his absence to sneak in and do so, as she’d been threatening to do for days.

      He frowned at the map on his phone screen. This place was way the hell out in the rich sticks. They’d worked on houses out there. Modern-day castles. Daegan had expensive taste.

      The evergreens glittered with rain as he sped over the slick roads. The purr of the engine did little to comfort him. He’d loved Mustangs since the year they’d come out. With the exceptions of a few models in the 1980s, he’d always had the newest one in the darkest green—his favorite color. He tightened his grip on the wheel and refocused his brain.

      Thinking about cars made him think of the big climate controlled garage where he stored his collection. He’d planned to take Morgan there. He had disgusting meathead fantasies of seeing her spread out on the hood of one of his cars. All that pale skin and red hair against the green. He wouldn’t even care about the concrete floor digging into his knees while he dropped down between her thighs to focus all his attention on her perfect—

      The jarring sound of his phone ringing through the stereo caused him to jump. He jabbed a finger at the screen. “What?” he snapped.

      “Easy, Poodle,” Asher said through the stereo.

      Riley sat up straighter in his seat. “Oh, hey. Sorry, I was kinda lost in my own world.”

      “Are you driving?” Asher asked. “Please tell me you’re not driving while you’re lost in your own world.”

      “What’s wrong?” Riley demanded.

      “Did all that bullshit pessimistic attitude come from Thorne?” Asher asked. He didn’t wait for an answer. “Everything’s cool. I wanted to update you on how things are going while Morgan’s otherwise occupied.”

      “She alright?” Riley asked. He didn’t deserve to know what she was up to, but he wanted to know she was as happy as she could be.

      “Yeah,” Asher said. He sounded sincere, too. “Yeah, she’s actually kinda coming to terms with all this. There’s this little vamp here—she’s like some crazy hippie or something. Like, everything is flowers and colors and excitement to her. She’s latched on to Morgan, and you can hardly be in a bad mood around her.”

      “Careful, Ash-hole. Sounds like you might have a crush,” Riley said.

      Asher snorted. “No way, dude. She’s helping a lot, and I appreciate it. I’m in way over my head here, but the other guys are teaching me as fast as they can.”

      “That’s good,” Riley said because he wasn’t sure what else to say. Morgan was safe, he guessed. Which was better than he’d been able to do for her.

      “What’s wrong?” Asher asked. “I mean, besides the obvious. You sound weird.”

      “I don’t sound weird,” Riley argued.

      “And now you sound defensive.”

      “No clue what you mean. This is my voice.”

      “Riley,” Asher drew his name out. “What are you up to? Don’t show up here right now. It hasn’t been enough time.”

      “I’m not coming there, believe me. I’m not a glutton for punishment.”

      “But you are up to something,” Asher said.

      “Don’t tell Lathan,” Riley said.

      “Fatedammit,” Asher growled. “What are you doing? Are you going to get yourself killed? Don’t be an idiot. She likes you, you know. She needs time, but don’t do something you can’t take back, or you’ll lose her forever.”

      “I’m just covering all the bases,” Riley said.

      “What the hell does that mean?” Asher demanded.

      Riley jabbed a finger at the screen again, ending the call. Then he pushed his foot down on the pedal. He needed to move fast if he was going to do this. If Asher called Lathan, it was only a matter of time before—

      “So, where are we headed, mate?” Ren asked from the passenger seat.

      Riley yelped and jerked the wheel. Ren reached over and grabbed it, righting it before Riley could spin them off the road.

      “Get out!” Riley shouted.

      Ren kept a hand on the wheel while Riley tried to swat him away. “Looks to me like we’re taking a scenic drive through the foothills. Isn’t this where all the people with too much money live?” He shook his head. “If only they knew the wealth we have, isn’t that right, mate?”

      “Let go, Ren,” Riley growled.

      “What are you playing at?” Ren asked.

      “None of your business,” Riley snarled, trying to pry the Protector’s fingers off the wheel. Ren’s grip was frozen solid, though. There was no moving it.

      “Well, that depends on who you ask,” Ren said, leaning casually back, though he still held the wheel. “Your actions affect more futures than your own, now, don’t they?”

      “Let go,” Riley repeated.

      “Only if you’ll turn the car around,” Ren said. “Or tell me what you’re up to, at least. I might be able to help, mate.”

      Riley let out a long breath. “I need to know,” he said. “Why did he choose Morgan? What does he plan to do to her? Is there anything short of death that would make him leave her alone?”

      “What if you get to him and he tells you there isn’t? What if he wants her for vile, twisted, evil reasons and he doesn’t intend to leave her be until one or both of them have died?”

      Riley gritted his teeth and tightened his grip on the wheel.

      “You can’t kill him without reason. And you can’t kill him without claiming Morgan," Ren reminded him. "You’ll go to jail or lose your own head and then what? Didn’t you learn anything from what you’ve already been through?”

      “You don’t understand. I have to protect her. I have to!”

      “Sometimes that’s not your job, no matter how much you might want it to be,” Ren said. “Take it from me, mate. My whole life’s purpose is protection, and sometimes even I have to sit back and let Fate run Her course.”

      Riley’s shoulder sagged. It might be his deepest desire, but Ren was right. Just because he wanted it didn’t mean it was something he could do. Right now, he had to rely on Asher and Aveleiyn to do that job. And rather than chasing off into the unknown on his own, he should have given Lathan and Avery Daegan's address so they could decide what move to make next. Even if that move was nothing.

      That was what he was afraid of, wasn’t it? Nothing would come of any of this. Morgan would never love him. He would never heal. His past would never stop haunting him. He would be stuck forever, alone in a family who didn’t trust him or need him.

      Or maybe just alone. Maybe that was all he deserved.

      No. Hadn’t his family welcomed him back in? And hadn’t Morgan said she wasn’t leaving forever?

      “I can’t let the past dictate the future,” Riley said to himself.

      “Wise words for all of us,” Ren mused. “Really, mate. Why don’t we turn this buggy around? Get your ass home and have a snack. That always helps you wolves. Eat a snack and play your little games. Wait for something to happen instead of trying to make yourself into a cute little doggy chew toy for a vampire.”

      A slow smile spread across Riley’s face. “Ren, you’re a genius!” he said. “Time to turn around. We’ve got a stop to make on the way home.”
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      “This place is actually starting to look a little better,” Asher said as he unfolded another pale gray bed sheet. “Covering up all the mirrors is going to go a long way. How is that a fantasy for anyone? I’ve hate waking up and having to stare at myself in bed.”

      Morgan held the fabric up while he tacked it into the wall. “I’m surprised to hear you could ever get tired of admiring yourself,” she teased.

      “Is that a compliment or an insult?” Asher asked around the nail he held between his teeth. “I wouldn’t want Poodle to be jealous.”

      Morgan bit her lip.

      “Sorry, Red,” Asher said. He dropped the nail and hammer on the short stool beside him and pulled Morgan into a one-armed hug. “I was only joking.”

      “It’s okay,” she said. “Why the heck do you call him Poodle?”

      Asher laughed out loud. “You’ve seen all that fancy floof on top of his head, haven’t you? Plus, the whole dog thing. It works.”

      “Floof? You mean his hair?” Morgan giggled. Now that she knew, she would never unsee it, even if it didn’t diminish Riley’s sex appeal.

      Asher was fast becoming the big brother Morgan had never had. She now understood part of the reason Aveleiyn’s congregation preferred to use the terms “Brethren” and “Sora” to mean brothers and sisters, over the distance-inducing formal terms.

      The whole congregation was already filling Morgan’s heart with love and a sense of family. Aveleiyn had explained that would happen. Morgan hadn’t liked the idea at first—the genetic drive of their vampire blood made it seem like such a false concept. But as she felt the threads weaving between them, she found she didn’t mind it. None of it felt forced. She genuinely liked the people around her and enjoyed their company. She felt like she’d come home, rather than being dropped into the middle of a group of strangers.

      She was excited to meet the members of the congregation that were away from home for now. She loved the ones she’d already met.

      Vi and Marco, whose playful energy lit up the whole mall.

      Luc and Katra, who both seemed so quiet and thoughtful.

      Javi with his tech know-how, always in his own little world tinkering with some new gadget or another. Morgan hadn’t quite worked out what his deal was. He’d said he wasn’t a Brethren at present, although Morgan had initially assumed he was there for Aveleiyn.

      And Aveleiyn herself, the compassionate leader of the group. According to Vi, Aveleiyn was the only unmated female vampire in the universe who didn’t have a family or a Brethren. Minuscule in comparison to all those around her, Aveleiyn somehow stood on her own and commanded them all.

      “Have you thought about my offer?” Asher asked, leaning back to look down at Morgan.

      “I have,” she said. She extracted herself from under his arm and picked the fabric back up.

      He followed her lead and resumed hammering the sheet into place.

      “I know I have feelings for Riley. And I know they were strong enough for me to cling to him even when Daegan tried to take them away. I’m starting to understand how he could...well, how he could kill someone. There’s this awful growing taste for violent adventure starting to work its way through my blood, Asher. I know everyone says that’s normal. I’m starting to believe them, but my humanity is still bucking against it. That’s not me.”

      “It is now,” he said with a shrug. “If it were you and Riley and the roles were reversed—if you were put in a position where you had to kill to save him, would you?” he asked, putting his hammer down again.

      Morgan fell silent. She picked some lint off one of the sheets. She would. She knew she would. But rescue was still different from flat-out vengeful murder.

      Who was she kidding? If Daegan killed Riley, she’d tear him to shreds.

      She couldn’t bring herself to voice it yet, though, so she moved on without answering. “Thinking about all the time Riley spent hiding that secret, afraid he’d lose his family over it…” Morgan shook her head. “I know what that’s like. Hiding who you really are, living life the way everyone else needs you to live it for their benefit. It’s no fun.”

      Asher smiled wryly to himself but didn’t respond.

      “I want you to do it. I want you to put the block in my mind so Daegan can’t touch my memories anymore.”

      “And you’re okay with it only being temporary?”

      “I know it’s not good to have my mind altered for very long, but even a little time where I know I’m safe and my thoughts are my own would help.”

      “You’re coming around,” Asher said. “I’ve been worried I’d have to lecture you about not believing the fang-fuck’s lies, never going back to him, or the fact that he’d choose himself over you every time. Looks like you’re figuring all that out on your own.”

      “You have no idea,” Morgan said, nodding in agreement.

      “Um…hello?” a familiar voice called from the entrance to the store.

      “Deysi?” Morgan cried. Excitement flooded her veins, but apprehension followed on its footsteps. A sharp chill ran down her spine, putting her on alert. She moved through the vast maze of temporary fabric walls she and Asher had constructed to section off the areas of their living space. When she pushed the last one aside, her friend was standing outside the store.

      Deysi’s pinched face suggested she was in pain, but she grinned and held her arms out as she strode forward and curled Morgan into a hug.

      “What are you doing here?” Morgan asked. “Isn’t it rough on your—uh—senses or whatever?”

      “Total hell,” Deysi said, laughing into her hair. “But I was desperate to see you, so I’m dealing with it.” She let Morgan go and took a step back. “When you said we were all on your approved visitor list, I decided to take you up on it. You don’t look too bad, yet.”

      “Gee, thanks,” Morgan said.

      “How do you feel?” Deysi asked. She nodded to Asher, who had come to a stop a few feet away. Morgan noted Deysi wore her fake preppy costume again, rather than the athletic wear she preferred.

      “A little buzzy around you, if I’m honest,” Morgan said, wiggling her shoulders at the bizarre new sensation that had settled into her bones.

      “It’s a sensory response,” Vi said as she skipped over to join them. Marco and Luc followed along. Katra was with them, a few steps behind Luc.

      “You get that around hunters. But if the hunter is nice…” Vi dropped off in a shrug and didn’t move any closer as she eyed Deysi.

      “I’m surprised to see you,” Morgan told Deysi. “I thought I might not anymore, with all this going on—and with the whole Daegan thing, too.”

      “The ‘Daegan thing’ was always a risk,” Deysi said with a laugh. “We expected it to happen eventually, but we wanted to help as long as we could.”

      Deysi’s gaze flitted uncomfortably to the vampires that were gathering around them.

      “Why are you really here?” Asher asked from behind Morgan.

      Morgan looked over her shoulder in time to see the sparks go out in his eyes. “Could you not look into all my friends?” Morgan hissed at him.

      Asher shrugged. “Your protection is my job now. And she’s not being completely honest.”

      Morgan turned back to Deysi who glanced around again. Her fingers twitched. She straightened the open edges of her cardigan, and none of them missed the way her hand skirted past the daggers at her ribs.

      “Alright,” Deysi said, shaking back her hair. “I care about you,” she told Morgan, “but I’m still a hunter. I needed to come here and see for myself who had taken you in. It’s too easy for vampires to get stuck on the wrong path and I don’t ever want to have to hunt you.”

      “The tiny human is far too viggle-yent,” Luc said, stepping forward to tower over Deysi.

      “Vigilant?” Vi offered, though her voice came out in a nervous squeak.

      “The tiny human has ears and can wield a big knife, whiteblood,” Deysi said, drawing a dagger from her holster.

      “Deysi!” Morgan scolded. Her blood rushed to her ears. Instantly, she understood the threat of a hunter in their midst and experienced the same pull she was sure the vampires around her felt. Fight or flight? Which would it be?

      “I’ll ask you politely to put that away,” Aveleiyn interrupted, striding to the center of the group.

      “No,” Deysi said, glaring at Luc.

      “Then I’ll ask you impolitely,” Aveleiyn said. She took another step forward as her fangs extended.

      “Stop!” Asher jumped between them with his hands out like a referee. “No one needs a bloodbath today. Put it away,” he commanded Deysi.

      She chewed the inside of her cheek for a moment before she sheathed the dagger.

      Morgan glanced around at the faces of the congregation. There was a mixture of murder and fear in their eyes. Was this who she was becoming?

      She didn’t have a choice.
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      “Are we interrupting?” Em called from behind the group of vampires.

      The males broke off and bowed to her. The tension rushed out of the room like air from a balloon.

      “I see why Avery thinks that’s weird,” Em said. She dropped her head and knees in an awkward curtsey around the box in her arms before she set the box aside and hugged Morgan. “We brought your extra things. This place is crazy. You should help with this,” she said to Thorne as she waved a hand at the maze of sheets inside the store. “Draw them some nice plans to make it more like home.”

      Thorne chuckled as he set his boxes aside. He shook hands with the male vampires and dipped in a quick bow to the women in the room. It was proper, Morgan had learned, for guests of a household to greet vampires in their formal way. Deysi had done none of that, but Morgan supposed hunters didn’t live by the same rules—they usually went in with blades slashing, or so she’d heard.

      “I didn’t know you’d have guests,” Deysi said. “I’m gonna head out. It was good to see you. And I’ve always got your back, okay? Even if we’re about as compatible as a cat and mouse.”

      “Thank you,” Morgan said as she squeezed Deysi into a hug.

      Deysi cast an uneasy glance around the group before she ducked out, not making any formal farewells to the vampires around her.

      Tension rolled back in at the awkwardness of Deysi’s departure, but Em came to the rescue in her usual way.

      “At least she knows when to make an exit, right? Now, show me around!” She cheered, grabbing Morgan’s arm.

      Morgan laughed out loud—same old Em as always.

      “Thorne, Aveleiyn, and I have some things to discuss,” Asher said, gripping Morgan’s elbow. “Will you be okay for a bit?”

      She nodded to assure him she would, and Asher jerked his head Thorne’s way. Aveleiyn joined rank with them, and the three headed off down the length of the open mall corridor. Morgan guided Em away into the store.

      “How are things going?” Em asked once they were deep within the room.

      “They'd be a little better if everyone would stop asking me that,” Morgan joked.

      Em shrugged. “It’s the pressing question, right? Are you a vampire yet? Have you forgiven Riley? Are you ever coming back to the pack home? I could ask you those instead if you want.”

      “I don’t really want,” Morgan said with a weak laugh.

      “Pfft. Too late,” Em said, squeezing Morgan’s arm. “No, really, I did want to bring you the last of your things and see if you want or need anything else.”

      Morgan shook her head. “The congregation has huge stockpiles of almost anything we could want. They have a weird fascination with shopping trips. You should see the stuff they buy.”

      Em laughed. “I can imagine. All those decades and centuries of money and the only thing that impresses them is deodorant. Apparently, it was very smelly in the world before that particular invention.” She wrinkled her nose and stuck the tip of her tongue between her teeth at Morgan. “There’s a lot to learn, but I don’t mind being a part of this whole weird thing, you know?” Em said. “It’s all different and not quite what we grew up with as humans, but it’s still a wonderful life.”

      “You’re reaching with the quaint, but thinly veiled, parable here,” Morgan said.

      Em rolled her eyes. “So, I’ll come right out with it, then. Rumor around the house is that Riley imprinted on you. That’s a huge deal. As far as he’s concerned, you’re his mate.”

      Morgan froze where she was. Only her heart moved, and that was to take a flying leap in her chest.

      “And I know you like him. And Thorne and I went through a whole lot of hell because I couldn’t get over myself. Well—there were other reasons, but, that was part of it. So, I wanted to say that I know the stuff Riley shared scared you. But he doesn’t go around being a violent or vengeful person as part of his daily life. He loved someone, and someone else brought her pain.

      “I almost stabbed a woman in my apartment for threatening to hurt Thorne. I’d have gutted her if I’d gotten the chance, and if she ever comes at me again, I will. So”—she shrugged and gave a cheerful grin—“we’re all a little ragey in this universe. You’ll get used to it, and I bet you’ll feel the same way sooner or later. Especially with the whole vampire thing, because vamps are even more ragey than the rest of us. Think about it—like, really think about someone hurting Riley.”

      A flash of white-hot fury roared through Morgan’s veins and caused her to shudder. She hadn’t gotten over Asher making her think through the same scenario earlier.

      Em cocked her head and gave her a told ya so smirk. “I’m just saying,” she said, rubbing salt into the wound.

      “Okay,” Morgan grumbled. “I definitely don’t want anything to happen to him.”

      “And you definitely like him,” Em prompted.

      “Even if I do,” Morgan said, tiptoeing around any admission, “how do I open that conversation up again? ‘Oh, hey, Riley. Thought I'd let you know I’ve come to terms with turning into an abomination my own new race is going to hate. And by the way, I’ve gotten past that whole murdery reason I stopped talking to you’?”

      “I mean, it’s not the worst place to start,” Em said.

      Morgan groaned.

      “Not to worry,” Em said. “I actually have a little icebreaker for you.” She held up a finger before she pranced off through the curtain maze. Morgan listened to Em’s high-heeled boots click away and then back again.

      “Riley asked us to bring this to you.” She placed the small box she’d brought in on the stool Asher had been using. Her phone buzzed in her back pocket, and she reached for it. She swiped the screen and read it before she scooped Morgan into a hug. “Looks like he’s done with Asher and Aveleiyn, so we’ve got to go. Thorne’s bound and determined to do what he’s calling ‘reconnaissance’ about this guy Fourt’s dating.”

      “Wait—Fourt’s gay?” Morgan asked.

      Em waved a hand, dismissing it. “It’s been a whole big thing. It’s this ultra-gorgeous guy, Talan. He’s got some art in a gallery down in the pride of this lion we know and Thorne’s being Sage-moody about it. Come by the house soon. We have to catch up.”

      Morgan trailed Em out of the store to find Thorne and Asher waiting. She and Asher led Em and Thorne back down to the main level were Javi was manning the door from his hidden booth. Morgan knew where to spot him now, though she hadn’t the first night she’d arrived.

      “I feel like we’re missing so much,” Morgan told Asher as the elevator doors closed behind her cousin and Thorne. “Life is moving on without us.”

      Asher toyed with the cuff on his arm. “We’re going where life takes us,” he finally said.

      “Was Aveleiyn right? Did you decide to help me because you were scared? I didn’t feel like there was anything to be scared of with the pack—even when I probably should have been terrified.”

      “Vampire blood,” Asher said, steering clear of her question. “Remember? It’s working on you, making you feel less fear.”

      “Me, maybe. But I’m asking about you,” she persisted.

      Asher stopped at the edge of the fountain that filled the middle of the cavernous room. It was empty, though Vi told them they ran it for special occasions. He worked his jaw for a minute before he answered.

      “Yeah, Red. I was scared. Aveleiyn was right. I’m always scared, and I’m always searching for something that will take that fear away. I can’t remember a time when I’ve felt safe or secure. I’ve spent my life being afraid of death just because of who I am—who I was born to.

      "I didn’t use you, though. Not the way I tried to use Em to get what I thought I needed. Even with the pack, I realized I’d never feel like I could relax. I’ll probably always be running from something. I didn’t want you to have to experience that.” He cleared his throat and straightened up as if he’d realized he was pouring his heart out and wasn’t sure he liked it. “Anyway, I like Riley. I wanted to help him out. Seemed like the least I could do for the first person who gave me a chance in the pack.”

      “Aww. See? You aren’t the jerk you want people to think you are,” Morgan teased.

      He chuckled and dropped his arm over her shoulder. “Don’t tell anyone, though,” he said, giving her a squeeze.

      A noise caught Morgan’s attention, and she turned to wave at Aveleiyn who was crossing the food court with a tray. “If you’re not too ramped up from all the visitor excitement, come eat,” Aveleiyn called.

      Morgan nodded her thanks before she turned back to Asher. “I hope you can find a way to stop running. One day,” she said, grasping his hand and urging him to follow her toward the food.
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      “Did you give it to her?” Riley asked as soon as Em opened the car door.

      “First, innuendo,” Em said. “Second, yes.”

      Riley squeezed her into a superfast hug then released her and raced back up to the house. He almost plowed over Lathan in his rush to get through the door.

      “Hey!” Lathan hollered, backpedaling out of the way. Then, noting it was Riley who’d attempted to bulldoze him, he snagged Riley’s shirt.

      Riley continued to move in the opposite direction such that the bottom hem of the shirt tore.

      “What the—stop!” Lathan bellowed, releasing a wave of alpha energy into the air.

      The power was like a wall and Riley crashed to a halt against it.

      “Are we going to talk about the fact that you pulled another crazy damn stunt on your own?” Lathan asked, crossing his arms.

      Riley physically battled through the energy. It was ebbing away now that Lathan was comfortably in control.

      “Yes, absolutely. Super sorry. It was dumb. Won’t happen again. Okay?” He grabbed Lathan’s face by pressing a hand to each of his cheeks and planted a kiss on Lathan’s forehead. “I love you!” he shouted as he raced away, laughing as he took the stairs two at a time.

      “What the hell was that?” he heard Lathan ask.

      “What? I kinda like recklessly-in-love Riley,” Em said.

      “I’m getting the sense that’s the real Riley we haven’t seen in a long time,” Thorne said.

      That was the last Riley heard of their conversation as he powered away.

      Back in his room, Riley checked his internet connection—full bars, so that was solid. He booted the game, triple-checking that it was the right one, even though the characters clearly showed him it was. He slipped his headset on, got comfy in his bean bag chair, cracked a bag of cheddar chips, and waited.
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      It took everything in Morgan’s power not to race back up the stairs to the quarters she and Asher shared. She had a fortunate dinnertime distraction in the form of her latest lesson: the story behind her changing food tastes.

      She’d known to expect it, thanks to the coaching she was getting from the congregation, but she’d never eaten so much sugar in her life.

      Vampires had adapted to consuming massive amounts of junk food in response to threats to their blood supply. Part of the agreement that had been reached when UNITY came into effect was regulation of human blood consumption.

      Vampires were now only allowed to feed from each other, from designated and approved donors, and from R & B regulated blood banks. Aveleiyn explained there had been times in history when sects of vampires allowed their bloodlust to run so rampant they’d decimated towns and cities, creating a massive risk of exposure for all of the races and breeds.

      Feeding from each other only worked for vampires who were, or intended to be, mates. The bond it created between two individuals was too strong to encourage casual feedings.

      There weren’t many other races or breeds who were willing to be “blood bags” as Javi described them. Even in couples where one person was a vampire, and the other was something different—like a wolf, Morgan thought, though she didn’t say it—feeding was rare, and the blood wasn’t as effective.

      The supply in blood banks waxed and waned. Many vampires were unwilling to use them because there was no way to trace the blood back to its source. Asher scoffed next to Morgan when Aveleiyn explained that part. He turned it into a cough before anyone could show offense.

      Over the years, vampires had turned more and more to junk food to fill the gaps. “Basically,” as Vi explained, “if it’s white, we love it. Sugar, flour, whatever those things are in—”

      “Milk, shredded coconut,” Aveleiyn added.

      “Donuts,” Marco said, holding up a small powdered sugar-covered bite.

      “That’s sugar and flour, silly,” Vi said, giggling and plucking the bite from his fingers. She popped it into her mouth and grinned with sugar-coated lips.

      “Junk food is always readily and plentifully available,” Marco said. “No shortage in supply.”

      “Plus, it keeps us docile,” Javi said, holding up a cookie almost as big as his head. “It makes the general public feel better to know we’re all doped up.”

      “I like their tastes better than yours,” Asher said tipping his chin at the next table over.

      Luc and Katra had plates with thick buttery rare steaks on them. They spoke quietly between themselves, but Katra offered a shy smile when she noticed they were looking her way.

      “Bloody meat is still a popular choice in some of the older societies,” Marco said.

      “Kinda glad that trend isn’t favored here,” Morgan said.

      “It’s better than what you’ve got going on there,” Asher said, throwing a disgusted look at her plate. It was heaped with a pile of green beans and mashed potatoes—both of which were almost hidden by a mound of cinnamon sugar she’d dumped on top.

      She shrugged. “Can’t help it, I guess.”

      “Looks like you’re pregnant or something,” he grumbled.

      “No, looks like she’s changing!” Vi squealed, hugging Morgan’s shoulders.

      Morgan gave the best smile she could muster. The transition still scared the hell out of her, though. She managed only a few more bites before she excused herself.

      “Want me to come along?” Asher asked.

      She gave him credit. The other Brethren followed the women around without question. He was the only one who asked when he was wanted. It might be fine for the women who’d grown up in this world, but Morgan was still uncomfortable having a second shadow, no matter how much she liked Asher.

      “I’m okay,” she told him.

      She left the rest of the congregation in the food court and made her way back up the stairs. They’d been keeping more lights on than they normally did for Morgan and Asher, who didn’t yet know their way around the mall as well as the others.

      Morgan kept finding new places to explore and was fascinated with the way the vampires had repurposed the old structures. Even more fascinating was the way they’d faked all the dereliction around them.

      The plants she’d noticed on her first night had been planted on purpose. The ceiling tiles had been damaged by hand. All of it gave the place an inhospitable appearance, while the structure and the inner workings remained in perfectly livable conditions. The private quarters were lush and richly appointed, though no one would ever guess it. Not that any uninvited guests would get past Javi and his insane security measures.

      Morgan wondered if she would live in this place long enough to make the space she shared with Asher more permanent. She supposed some of that might change depending on Riley. Her heart leapt, and she hastened her steps. She wanted to open the box he’d sent in private.

      Denying how much she missed him was impossible. Still, even if the box was one huge “please come home” banner, she didn’t think she could rush right into his arms.

      She still wanted to go through with Asher’s offer. If she could have her mind to herself, if she could be certain her thoughts were her own, then she would know exactly where Riley’s place was in her heart. As it stood now, Daegan rode alongside every thought of Riley. He was always there as the counterbalance, the reminder that love could hurt.

      No, not love. Not with Daegan anyway. Greed. Power. Control. But not love.

      She was starting to see how pathetic that was—but now she understood Daegan was the pitiful one, not her.

      She breezed through the sheet walls and hauled the box into her lap. Seated inside was another smaller box with a card on top. She laughed out loud when she saw the picture on the box. It was a game console. She ripped the card open.

      Hey Green Beans,

      Long time, no see, right? Hope Aveleiyn and Asher and everyone are treating you okay.

      I know things aren’t exactly great right now. And I know I might be the last person you want to hear from. But I thought you might be kinda bored hanging out with a Seer and a bunch of ancient vamps, so I figured I’d send you something to pass the time.

      You don’t have to play with me if you don’t want to. I get it.

      But if you ever feel like you might want to be friends again, jump online and look me up. It doesn’t have to be anything more than that.

      Riley

      Then, below his signature, squeezed in at the bottom of the card:

      No offense, but if you’re missing me at all the way I’m missing you, I’ll be the happiest wolf in the universe.

      Morgan laughed to herself and clutched the card to her chest, letting some of the confusion she’d been feeling slip away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty

          

        

      

    

    
      Morgan didn’t show up online the first night. She didn’t appear the second night either. By the afternoon of the third day, Riley’s need to shower was fringing on a code red predicament. He’d only left the game to eat hurried meals with the pack, and he was sure the family’s patience was running out.

      He stretched up out of the bean bag chair and crumpled yet another empty bag of chips into the trash can by the TV. Then he hobbled into the bathroom, stripping as he went, and turned the shower on. His muscles were stiff, and his body ached like he was an old wolf. He stretched and caught sight of himself in the mirror.

      He looked like a madman.

      “It’s time to be real,” he muttered to himself, leaning toward the mirror and prodding the bruised hollows under his eyes. “You’ve lost her.”

      His wolf whimpered and turned his head listlessly away.

      “Sorry, buddy,” Riley murmured to his wolf as he gathered a fresh towel from the rack. “I never meant to screw us both over in all this.”

      He tossed the towel over the rack in the shower and lifted his foot to step into the spray.

      His wolf jerked him to a stop internally, ears perked, interest directed back into the bedroom.

      Riley frowned and lowered his foot back to the floor. He turned the shower off and listened.

      Inside, his wolf whined and tugged at him again. A shiver rolled over his spine. If he didn’t follow, his wolf was going someplace on his own.

      He poked his head back out into the room and looked around. “There’s no one here, pal,” he said to his wolf. Then his eyes landed on the TV screen.

      Green_Beans has entered the game.

      Fully naked and without a care, Riley dove for the controller and his headset. He thanked Fate no one else was in the room to see him go ass over teakettle in a scrabble with the bean bag chair.

      “Hello!” he shouted into the headset as he yanked it over his ears.

      “Riley?” Morgan’s voice sang sweetly. “Are you okay? You sound weird.”

      “I’m all good,” he said, nodding to himself like he was one hundred percent cool and collected. He wasn’t, though. His hands shook around the controller. “How are you?”

      Morgan laughed a little. “Sunny with a chance of fang,” she said. Then she groaned audibly. “I don’t know why I said that. Gotta work on my vampire humor.”

      Riley laughed. Joy rushed through him. It was so good to hear her voice, even if it didn’t mean anything.

      “How’s everyone there? I saw Em and Thorne—oh, well, I guess you know that.”

      “Yeah. Everyone is okay. I, um, did something kinda dumb. Or, I almost did, but Ren stopped me.”

      “What’d you do?” Morgan asked.

      Riley was grateful there wasn’t any accusatory tone in her question.

      “I got some info on Daegan, and I took off thinking I was going to handle it on my own.”

      “You didn’t though?”

      “Nah. Turned back around and gave it to Avery and Lathan. It was just his address. I had a Tracker buddy of mine get it for me.”

      “I could have given you guys that,” Morgan said.

      “Yeah, well, we weren’t exactly talking when I thought about it. And I didn’t want you to think…I mean, I wasn’t going to repeat history or anything.”

      Morgan was quiet for a moment. “I don’t think you have any plans to repeat history. Even if you did, you wouldn’t let someone else come to harm unless there was a really, really good reason. But what did you think you’d accomplish by hunting him down?”

      She believed him. And what was more, it sounded like she believed in him. At least a little. He wanted more of that feeling, and he knew it came with being open and honest. So, he told her the truth, even if it laid his heart and his ever-growing feelings for her bare. “I wanted to get you answers. I promised you answers, and you don’t have them yet.”

      “I don’t think I need answers as much as I need you to be safe,” she said. “I miss you so much.”

      Riley leaned his forehead into his hand. The relief of hearing those words from her was dizzying. “I miss you, too, Green Beans.”

      “Oh, gosh!” She laughed, and the sound sent hot chills into Riley’s belly. “You wouldn’t believe what I ate for dinner,” she said. “This vampire thing is going to warp my mind in more ways than one.”

      “How much sugar are you putting on everything?” he asked.

      “So much! It’s disgusting!” she laughed again. “Have you ever seen the food storage room here? They buy sugar in these enormous plastic buckets!”

      “Isn’t that mall incredible?” Riley asked. “I’ve only been there two or three times, but it’s so cool.”

      “I’ve never seen anything like it,” Morgan agreed.

      Riley was reluctant to let go of the conversation, but he didn’t want to push his luck. He decided to leave it in Morgan’s hands. “Should we play? Or…”

      “I dunno,” she said, “I’m kinda having fun talking. Maybe…could I call you instead?” she asked.

      “Yeah. That—that would be awesome,” Riley said. His heart soared.

      “Is right now okay?”

      “Never better,” he told her.
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        * * *

      

      Asher ducked his head around the sheet that cordoned off Morgan’s private room and held his hands up in a questioning gesture.

      “Oh, um, Riley?” she said into her phone. “Can you give me a second?”

      “Sure,” he said.

      “What’s up?” she asked, pulling the phone down to her chest.

      “You’ve been going for hours. Any idea how long you two are planning to keep it up?” Asher asked. “I can’t sleep with all the giggling and flirting and shit.”

      “Okay, I get it,” she said, grabbing her sweatshirt from the foot of her makeshift bed. “I’ll go elsewhere. Hang on Riley, I’m keeping Asher awake.”

      Asher shook his head but gave her a one-armed squeeze as she ducked out between the curtains and into the dark mall.

      “Let me go downstairs,” she murmured into the phone.

      The only rooms in use on the second floor were off at the far end of the mall’s gentle L-shape. There was a spot on one of the glass tiled bridges, which connected one side of the mall to the other, where the sky was perfectly visible overhead. Morgan loved to sit there to read during the day.

      “Okay, that’s better,” she said. She leaned back against the thick glass-paneled side of the bridge and peered up. The stars twinkled through the glass ceiling high above. “Can you see out the window?” she asked.

      “If I get out of bed,” Riley said. The sounds of rustling sheets made her squeeze her legs together. Another hazard of the vampire change—vampires, she’d been warned, had voracious sex drives.

      “Okay. Yep. I can see out the window. What am I looking at?”

      “The stars,” Morgan said. “You seem so far away, but we’re still under the same sky.”

      Riley chuckled. “That’s cheesy.”

      “You like cheese,” she told him.

      “That’s also cheesy,” Riley said.

      “Would you like it better if it were dirty?” she purred into the phone. Then she slapped a hand over her mouth. “Oh. Oh, that was awful. I’m sorry!”

      Riley coughed a laugh into her ear. “Keep it in your pants, McPherson.”

      “It’s hard when you’re around,” she said.

      He laughed again. “I could say the same to you—and I’d probably get a high five from your cousin for well-played innuendo.”

      A comfortable quiet fell between them. She could hear Riley’s intake of breath. She wished she were there with him, leaning into him, finding comfort in him. Her mind was clear, and her thoughts were her own—Asher had done the trick of putting a barricade in her brain.

      Now, with full clarity, she realized she’d never needed the block in her mind to tell her what her heart felt. Her heart wanted Riley and had for a long time. “I’m sorry it took me a few days to get on,” she said. “I didn’t want you to think I didn’t want to.”

      “That’s okay,” he said.

      “I had to borrow a TV from Javi, and then I had to figure out how to hook everything up. Plus…” Morgan hesitated, wondering if she had the nerve to say the next part. The new, edgier voice in her brain cheered her on. “I had Asher put a block in my mind. Like, he did this meditation thing that is supposed to kind of protect me against the things Daegan can do and give me some time to sort out my thoughts.”

      “Oh yeah?” Riley asked. There was a long pause. Another intake of breath. “Is it helping?”

      Her heart warmed. He sounded so hopeful—the same way she felt about him.

      She’d made herself wait forty-eight hours after Asher had hypnotized her. She sat with her thoughts, working through them, finding some peace and calm.

      When she searched her mind, she found a deep desire to rediscover herself. Or, rather, to discover herself for the first time. She’d had so few chances in life to learn who she was without sacrificing herself for someone else.

      When she searched her soul, she found a burgeoning new power. At times, in the stillness of the night, she’d been able to feel the blood pumping inside her.

      At first, the thought disgusted her. She tracked it moving through her veins, hating the idea of it. But then, in the corner of her mind, she considered that she could allow the transformation. Perhaps she could turn the scars into something beautiful. She didn’t know the extent of what her powers would be or what her life would look like. Regardless of her past, though, her future could be something extraordinary.

      And when she searched her heart, she’d found Riley. She was drawn to him in every way. None of it was rebound. None of it was fear. It was a hope that she could write over the bad with something new and wonderful. Not everyone got a chance to start over with the one who got away—or the one they’d never thought they could have.

      “It’s definitely been enlightening,” Morgan said, a hint of teasing in her voice.

      “Oh yeah? Care to share?” Riley asked, teasing back.

      “Maybe in person,” Morgan said.

      Something clattered across the floor. Riley was gone. Then scraping sounds rattled in Morgan’s ear.

      “Sorry. Dropped the phone,” Riley said. “What about tomorrow? For the in-person thing. Can we do that tomorrow?”

      Morgan laughed.

      “Is that too eager?”

      “No,” Morgan said. “Tomorrow. That sounds good.”

      “Asher can bring you over for dinner. And we could play games. It wouldn’t have to be anything big, you know. No strings. Just fun.”

      “I wouldn’t mind seeing where it takes us,” Morgan said. “Maybe each time I lose I’ll have to take something off.”

      “You’re killing me,” Riley croaked.

      Morgan laughed again, loud enough the sound echoed, and she covered her mouth. “I’m going to wake everyone up,” she said.

      “Should we hang up?”

      “Do we have to?”

      “No. Not until you want to,” he said.

      “Then maybe not ever.”
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      “Did you get any sleep last night?” Asher asked when he set his tray down next to Morgan’s. He eyed the heaping bowl of sugar-coated cereal in front of her.

      She slid her mug to the other side so he couldn’t see the embarrassing mound of marshmallows melting in her hot chocolate.

      “A little,” she said. Very little. She and Riley had talked until the sky had begun to lighten overhead. “I wasn’t sleepy.”

      “Sometimes I can be awake for days,” Katra said. She smiled up at Morgan before she returned her attention to the red meat in front of her.

      “So, how’d it go?” Asher asked, bumping Morgan’s elbow.

      She rolled her eyes at him. “Subtle, Seer.”

      “What? Riley’s my friend, too.” Asher slathered butter on his toast. “I mean, I didn’t spend ten hours on the phone with him, but I still like to think we’re close.”

      Morgan flicked a bright pink ring of cereal off her spoon at him, and he laughed as he dodged it.

      “Actually,” she said, “he asked if we could come over tonight.”

      Asher chewed thoughtfully. “Do you want to?” he asked, setting his toast aside.

      Morgan couldn’t stop the grin that spread across her face. “Yeah, I really do.”

      Asher threw his arm around her shoulder. “That’s awesome, Red. You got the clarity you needed, then, huh?”

      She ducked her head and tucked her hair behind her ear. “I did.”

      Asher squeezed her shoulder. “I’m happy for you. He’s a great guy.”

      “Well, we’re still going to take it slow, of course,” Morgan said. “It’s nice to know the things I feel for him are real and not, you know, the need for a distraction.”

      “This—uh—Riley is your mate, no?” Katra asked.

      “Oh,” Morgan laughed, self-conscious at the blatant question. “Um, I mean I’m more his mate, I guess. That’s how the imprint works, right?”

      Morgan turned to Asher for confirmation, but Katra spoke up. “You can see it, yes?” she asked Asher.

      Asher opened his mouth, then snapped it shut and looked at Morgan for a minute. He turned back to Katra. “I've seen something, but I haven’t been able to figure out what it is. Do you know?”

      “I don’t see something. But I feel it. The power. The—uh—like, a pull, almost.” She reached her pale arm forward and tapped a long-nailed finger against Morgan’s chest. “In there.”

      “Mate spark,” Vi said, guiding Marco down into a chair at the next table. “Humans with the highest potential for the vampire change have it. Morgan definitely has it.”

      “So…what? Like, I’m a prime candidate for this world?” She vaguely remembered Kalea trying to explain something similar.

      “Yep,” Vi said. She curled up in Marco’s lap, tiny as a kitten against his broad chest

      Aveleiyn said it was rare for a Brethren and Sora to mate, but the devotion between Marco and Vi made Morgan wonder about them.

      “But wolves only have one imprint,” Asher said. “So, if Riley imprinted on you, that spark is his.”

      A wave of anger rushed over Morgan as a realization hit her. “Daegan tried to steal it.”

      Vi sat up in Marco’s lap, and the male curled his arms tighter to keep her upright. “Leaping lizards. I bet you’re right! He would have felt it in you and decided to try to capitalize.” She frowned back over her shoulder at Marco. “I have zero love for this Daegan guy.”

      “I don’t like that none of us know him,” Marco said. A lock of his dark hair fell over his forehead and Vi pushed it back absentmindedly.

      “Me either,” Asher said to Marco.

      “This is no talk for eating,” Luc said. “Happy thoughts for big breakfast.”

      “Da,” Katra said, nodding her head. “You see your mate tonight. This is celebration.”

      Morgan laughed. “We’re taking it slow,” she reaffirmed. “Just playing video games.”

      Aveleiyn passed with her tray, bracelets jangling. “Is that what they’re calling it these days? I never know.”

      Asher stood. “Let me check to make sure it’s okay if I take you out,” he said, grabbing his tray and following after Aveleiyn.
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        * * *

      

      With the approval for the trip out to see the pack, Morgan’s excitement grew every minute of the day.

      She took her time in the shower, carefully applied a little makeup, and even dried her hair. She studied the strands of red—they were starting to turn pale at the ends. Her eyes, she noticed, were a brighter green than usual. She prodded the veins in her wrist. Did they look different too?

      She whistled as she put her things away, but the ringing of her phone interrupted her happy little tune. She peered at the number and frowned as she gathered the phone up.

      “Dad?” she said into the phone.

      “Morgan!” Flynn McPherson’s typically quiet voice shot out of the phone like a cannon. “Morgan. Oh god. Morgan, I came to check on your ma. She’s not—she’s not breathing. Oh god. She’s not moving or anything!”

      A cold wave of nausea swept through Morgan. How many times had she come home wondering if that would be the day her mom would be gone for good. She fell automatically into the crisis management mode she’d always gone into when she had to be the adult between her two parents. “Okay, Dad—did you call 911?”

      “I did. I did. Oh god. She’s so pale,” he hiccuped the words out between sobs.

      “Oh no,” Morgan murmured.

      Her father was only good at handling one thing: the pub he owned. For all his capabilities in his own business, he was a wreck in every other regard.

      “I’m getting help,” Morgan said. “I’m on the way.”

      She left her things where they were and rushed to find Asher.

      He was leaning with his hands clasped, arms resting on the glass railing, gazing down at the first floor. “Vi’s trying to get Aveleiyn to turn on the fount—what’s wrong?” he demanded when he saw her face.

      “My mom,” Morgan said, holding back the tears by sheer force of will. “My dad just called. He—he thinks she might be dead.”

      Asher didn’t waste a second. “Let’s go,” he said, running for the stairs.
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        * * *

      

      By the time they lumbered to a stop in front of Brooke’s trailer, Morgan’s chest ached from the constant pounding of her heart. Her dad’s old beat up red truck was parked at an angle, and they swung in around it.

      Morgan hardly waited for the car to stop before she jumped out. Asher was right on her heels.

      “Dad!” Morgan shouted, racing up the rickety stairs. “Mom!”

      She crashed through the door. It took a second for her eyes to adjust from the bright afternoon sun to the dark interior.

      She spotted her mom sprawled on the living room floor. She rushed ahead then whirled when she saw another set of feet sticking out from around the kitchen cabinets. She leaned forward—past the shoes, up beyond the legs, torso, and shoulders, her dad’s red hair was matted even redder with blood.

      The breath rushed out of Morgan like a wrecking ball had smashed into her chest. She felt physically shoved backward by the realization that hit her, and she spun around to cry out, “Asher! It’s a trap!”

      She only got the first word out, though, because filling the doorway was not her Seer friend.

      When Daegan stepped forward, Morgan could see beyond him to the front yard. Asher was splayed facedown, his dreads whirled around his head like they’d been stopped in slow motion. Dead in their tracks.
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      Daegan looked like white death. His body was still big, but thinner than she’d ever seen him. He seemed sick—so sick she felt she was watching him shrivel before her eyes.

      “What have you done?!” Morgan cried, backing up, careful to avoid stepping on her mother’s body. “Are they dead?”

      “I wouldn’t waste my precious energy killing them,” Daegan rasped, slamming the flimsy door behind him and advancing on her. “Not when they’re worth so much more incapacitated. They make too tidy a sum to hold over your head.”

      “What do you want from me, Daegan?” Morgan demanded, her eyes wildly searching for an escape.

      She shouldn’t have backed into the living room. She had nowhere to go now but toward him, if she wanted to get around him in any direction. “Why can’t you just leave me alone? What is this to you? Some sick power trip?”

      Anger and hatred coursed through her veins. The ferocious rush of rage powering her was almost enough to outweigh the natural fear response she had, but she felt anxiety clawing her throat.

      All her nightmares, every panic attack was snowballing down the mountain, gaining speed and so close to crushing her beneath the weight of its avalanche.

      “It is no longer a question of want,” Daegan said, closing in on her. “It’s a question of need. You have something of mine.”

      “Your blood,” Morgan spat.

      “Yes,” Daegan said, taking another step. Morgan’s back was almost against the wall. The clinging bitterness of smoke stung her eyes and stabbed her lungs.

      “I thought you were worthy,” Daegan said, shaking his head. He seemed so disappointed. “I believed I had at last found a place to store my most vital secrets.”

      Up close, Morgan could see the dark roots of his hair. The red roots. Why red? Nearly an inch of his hair, from the scalp up, was red.

      “I couldn’t trust anyone until I met you,” Daegan said, his face pinched, his eyes almost watery with milky tears. “And when I saw you that first time—oh!” He clasped a hand to his chest, though the action didn’t stop him from moving another step closer. “I felt so connected to you, my darling, my innocent. At last, I had found you. The spark in you sang to me. I could share everything with you. The relief of unburdening myself was so precious.”

      “What are you talking about?” Morgan cried. “You didn’t share anything with me. All you ever did was hurt me!”

      “Only because you fought against me!” Daegan countered, closing her into the corner of the trailer. She was trapped between him and the wall, and he was tight against her, with her mother’s musty chair at his back.

      He pinned her against the wall with his body and lifted a hand to cup her face. “Why did you push me out of your mind? You were perfection. And then he tainted your blood. He stole the focus of your thoughts.”

      Morgan shied away from the vampire’s touch. “I don’t know what you mean,” she whimpered through her frantic tears.

      “I had to take it all back from you,” Daegan said. His voice, which had been overly sweet, uncomfortably doting, turned into a sour snarl at the end.

      He slammed his fist into the wall by her head, and his hand sank through the cheap paneling. He drew the hand out of the wall, unfazed by the damage. “Every one of the secrets I’d stored inside you was spoiled by thoughts of that wolf. I should never have allowed you to go to that party. You were so complicit until then.”

      “You’re not making any sense. Please. Let me go, and we can talk about this,” Morgan pleaded. She hated the sound of her own voice. Hated the tremors that rocked her body.

      “I loved you,” Daegan said. “I was going to give you the greatest gift. Power beyond your dreams. You had the potential to become something so much more. Such a thing to waste on a wolf. Such a thing to waste on any lesser creature. I killed for the gift I was going to give you. You were the perfect vessel, and when it was safe and ready, I could have ruled with you by my side.”

      The hand stroking her cheek slid down beneath Morgan’s jaw. His fingers closed around her, tightening against her throat and forcing her chin up, urging her to look him in the eye.

      Morgan clamped her lids shut. “No!” she cried out, wasting precious breath on the word.

      “The wolf made you fight me. I won’t let you use the memories of him to taint our blood any longer.” With his other hand, he clawed at her lids, forcing them open. “I’ll strip him from your mind, my darling. He will never touch us again.”

      “No!” Morgan screamed. With everything in her might, she shoved herself against him.

      Daegan seemed to move only a fraction of an inch under her lighter weight, but it was enough for her to fall limp and slither between him and the wall. She clawed her way across the floor, squeezing between the table by the chair, angling for the back door.

      Daegan roared and yanked the lamp from the table, shredding the cord, so the plug remained in the wall where a flash of sparks shot from the outlet. Daegan smashed the lamp into the wall, inches from Morgan’s head.

      She covered her head with one arm and continued to move on her knees. It was no use. He was faster and stronger. He grabbed her by the wrist and dragged her out from where she was wedged.

      She caught sight of his hair—it was redder than before. His cheeks hollowed as he continued to waste away. What was happening?

      He hauled her up and shook her. “You will obey me!”

      Lightning flashed behind her eyes when his fist connected with her cheek. The impact threw her head to the side, but Morgan continued to struggle against him. He pinned her face between his hands and forced it straight, freezing it in front of his.

      “You will look at me,” he hissed. The sound of his voice was dark, dangerous, and seductive. “You will look at me,” he repeated.

      Again and again, he said the words. Morgan trembled against him. It was nothing short of a battle of the wills. His insistence that she look at him versus her determination not to.

      Something happened in those moments, as fear wrenched her body and threatened to pull her under. It was a shift she felt within her very being. She knew—somehow, she knew that even if she looked at him, even if she accepted the full strength of his influence, she would be in control of her own mind.

      He no longer held power over her.

      She latched onto the rush of the storm as it rolled through her. A courage she didn’t know she possessed filled her up. As he continued to chant, she began to see him as nothing more than a petulant child. A dangerous, deadly petulant child, but pitiable nonetheless.

      In that moment, she felt a transition within her. Confusion turned to understanding. Terror turned to strength and confidence. Hatred was overshadowed by pity.

      And pity was the key. It was better than hatred because pity put the onus on Daegan.

      She wasn’t the one who was broken. He was.

      Morgan willed her muscles to relax. She let herself blink and breathe and finally, she looked up at him.

      He drew in a breath as if he was taken aback. Then a dark smile ghosted his lips, and he nodded. “That’s right, my sweetling. You will listen to me now, won’t you?”

      Morgan nodded, eyes vacant—mind vacant. She pasted an ethereal smile on her lips. It was repulsive to look at someone who so disgusted her with such adoration, but if it would save her life, she could do it.

      “We must continue your transformation,” Daegan said. He lifted her up. She was limp in his arms, even as he carried her to her bedroom.

      The red light of the room washed over her when he opened the door. She desperately tried to pick up on anything in her peripheral vision that she could use as a weapon—maybe the glass on the cheap table by the bed?

      He placed her on the rumpled, crusted sheets as if she were a precious artifact.

      “It has gotten too dangerous for me to hold onto the title,” he murmured, almost as if he were trying to seduce her with his words. “You must understand that I need to do this quickly, my darling. I thought we had time—so much time—but I did not anticipate the negative effects of holding onto it for so long.”

      His hair was fully red, now. He drew in ragged breaths. He was…weak.

      “It has been too long between us,” he said, smoothing her hair over the sheets as he climbed onto the bed. “I need you. We need each other, don’t we? You can feel my blood, can’t you?” He lifted her limp arm, nuzzled his nose against her wrist.

      The pressure point over her veins screamed out. Her vision started to swim with red.

      “That’s right, my sweetling. Let the bloodlust take you over. You must need it as much as I do.”

      It was all Morgan could do to maintain her placid, vapid smile when he reached down and stroked her leg—her thighs with all their scars. Now she knew for certain.

      “Please,” she whispered.

      He lifted his eyes to hers and his brow creased.

      “Please, I need to taste you,” she pleaded.

      His brow smoothed. “Of course you do,” he said. “There is nothing that can fill you the way my blood can.”
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      Asher was on Morgan’s heels as she bolted for the door of the trailer. Searing pain tore at the back of his head and sent him reeling backward. His spine hit the gravel hard, and the breath rushed from his lungs in an audible whoosh. He found himself staring up into Daegan’s eyes.

      Well—it had to be Daegan, but he didn’t look so good.

      Asher cursed himself for having reacted too quickly to Morgan’s concern for her parents. It was a trap—so obvious. He hadn’t even had a chance to contact the pack for back up, just in case.

      He couldn’t give up. Morgan needed help. For the first time in his life, he was ready to fight for someone other than himself.

      He lurched for the vampire, but even in his feeble state, Daegan was able to grind his body into the gravel.

      “Your bones are cemented together. You’ll move no part of your body again until I release you,” Daegan commanded.

      Shit.

      Asher’s body went completely stiff, though his racing thoughts couldn’t be brought to a halt.

      The vampire flipped him over, like nothing more than a pancake, burnt to a solid crisp. Gravel cut into Asher’s cheek, abrading his skin. He listened to the sharp crunch of footsteps over the small stones and the creak of the wooden stairs. Morgan cried out. The door slammed. The shouts began.

      Asher leapt up. “Fang-fuck,” he snarled, clawing his phone out of his pocket.

      “No, you don’t,” a voice said.

      He felt the prick of something sharp bite into the small of his back.

      “Drop the phone,” the woman commanded.

      He could see only the red hood covering her head when he peered over his shoulder. Great. A Dissident. Asher opened his Sight to glance around, surveying his surroundings. Where there was one—ah, yep. The area around them was crawling with negative energy, just waiting to be unleashed.

      She jabbed at his back. “Now!”

      He let the phone slip from his fingers. It clattered onto the ground.

      Looking down, he saw a boot swing around his leg. It kicked the phone backward. The boot lifted and stomped into the phone. Black bits of plastic, metal, and glass shot outwards.

      Asher couldn’t help the laugh that shook his shoulders at the woman’s fatal mistake. “Aw, now see? What’d ya hafta go and do that for?” he asked.

      The stinging pain of the knife was gone in an instant—at the same moment, the Dissident female yelped and hurtled backward, away from him.

      He spun to find Ren with his arms circled around the woman’s waist, bodily hauling her off. Her body shook—not only from the motion of him pulling her away but from the shock she was no doubt getting through Ren’s lethal hands. She fell limp, and Ren dropped her unceremoniously. “Bloody hell, I hate to zap a lass,” he said.

      “Right on time,” Asher said to the Protector. “We’ve got more company.”

      Through the trees that surrounded the dilapidated structures, a rush of bodies poured. Every single one of them was wearing red in some form or another.

      “Lucky for us, help is on the way,” Ren said. He backed up to Asher so they could cover each other. “I’ll remind you later to kiss Diesel and Fourt for installing those dead man’s alerts on all our phones.”

      “Let’s make it out of this alive first,” Asher said.

      A tangle of arms and legs appeared out of thin air several feet away. When the bodies sprang apart, Asher spotted Win and Deysi. “Where’s Morgan?” Win shouted. She unholstered a hefty black pistol.

      “Inside,” he yelled.

      Far in the distance, a chorus of howls sounded.
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        * * *

      

      Riley was just turning the corner of the stairs to head for the kitchen when a shrill siren sounded, breaking the usual afternoon hum around the house.

      Footsteps came from everywhere all at once. Diesel was the first to reach him. He was reading his phone screen, brows dropping lethally low. “Asher's phone just bit it,” Diesel shouted. He hauled on his shoulder holster as he herded Riley for the door.

      He didn’t have to tell Riley twice. Riley’s wolf tore through his skin, sending shreds of t-shirt and denim everywhere. Before he could crash through the solid front door, though, Diesel grabbed him by the scruff. The effort it must have taken to hold him back was immense.

      “For Fate’s sake!” Diesel shouted when Riley’s wolf snapped at him.

      “We can’t have a rogue wolf running the streets,” Lathan yelled, hauling the door open.

      “I’ve had about e-freaking-nough of these Dissidents,” Avery grumbled. She was the only one who wasn’t slipping into full on panic mode—an indication of the trouble she’d seen in the time she’d lived as a rogue. She jostled the twins who looked like they hadn’t yet decided whether to laugh or cry over the chaos swirling around them.

      “Who’s staying with the girls?” Em cried.

      “Woman, you’re not coming either,” Thorne said.

      “Like hell, I’m not,” Em bellowed. She had a knife in one hand and a gun in the other. She dropped both on the bench by the door to retrieve holsters from her bin.

      “Tell me the safety’s on that thing,” Reegan said.

      “My parents are coming to watch Rose and Dahlia. They’ll be here any second,” Grace said from somewhere in the tangle of bodies. “And Ren isn’t answering!”

      “Blaze can watch the kids until Chris and Allie get here,” Lathan shouted. “Someone get Riley in the truck!”

      “We need Blaze,” Diesel argued, still holding on to Riley’s wolf. “And what good is she going to do with two babies?”

      “We’re here!” Allie shouted, breathless as she careened through the door. Chris followed after her. A glance out the door showed they’d pulled their car almost up onto the porch.

      Riley’s wolf fought viciously against being picked up and loaded into the back seat of Diesel’s truck. He couldn’t see straight, let alone tell how many bodies piled in around him.
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        * * *

      

      Their cars roared over the road. He howled and snarled nonstop.

      Fourt’s little car sped along behind them.

      “I can’t reach Morgan,” Em said. “Ow! Fate, Lathan. That’s my foot!”

      “Why aren’t you wearing shoes?”

      “I had on heels when we got in here. What good am I going to be with a broken ankle?”

      “What good are you going to be in that skirt?”

      “I’ll take it off, too, if I have to.”

      “Woman,” Thorne growled.

      “Let those Dissident bastards try me,” Em said.

      Another look out the back window put Riley’s wolf nose-to-nose with Blaze through the glass.

      The edges of her fur rippled with flames.

      Riley barked at her—urging her to get down, out of sight.

      She shook her coat, and the flames sputtered but didn’t go out.

      Riley barked again.

      Beyond her, he saw Avery hanging out the window of Fourt’s car behind them. A green Advocacy glowed in her hands. She lobbed it at the truck, and Riley’s wolf ducked on instinct. Rather than colliding with the truck, though, the Advocacy seemed to stretch and grow around it.

      “That’s my girl,” Diesel shouted, smacking the edge of the steering wheel with excitement.

      A circus of lights overtook the car, which seemed to be floating, rather than touching the road.

      “What in god’s name—” Grace pointed out the window. “What am I looking at?”

      “Avery’s giving us a fast pass to the party,” Diesel explained. “Invisible, untouchable, and impossibly fast.”

      “Also, vomitous,” Reegan said. She wrinkled her nose and squinted at the colorful light show around them.

      Riley barked and howled. It was all he could do, trapped in this cage between all these people.

      With no warning, the truck lurched and bobbed, creaking under the overstuffed weight as it bowed into a pothole. The doors were flung open and bodies scattered everywhere.

      They had landed in the middle of a battlefield. Riley’s wolf recognized where they were—Asher’s car was parked at an off angle by Morgan’s mother’s trailer.

      No!

      Riley let an anguished howl pierce the sky.

      At first, there was almost no telling where one fight ended, and the next began. Black wolves sprouted from human bodies and clashed with other animals and people. Flashes of light erupted first here, then there as Advocacies went sailing.

      One trailer had been ripped entirely in half. Three others were on fire. The dry, dead plants that had once grown around and through them like coral on a reef provided the perfect accelerant.

      Out of all the chaos, one scent—one pounding heart—one fine strand of sheer terror pulled Riley. Morgan was there—she was still alive—but she wasn’t in the midst of the battle. To get to her, he was going to have to fight his way through the thick of it.

      Riley’s wolf pressed back into his rear haunches. Then he rocketed forward, using the powerful launch to barrel into a tiger and send the striped beast up and over his shoulder. He snarled, and saliva flew everywhere as he shook his head and zeroed in on his next target.

      A male vampire crouched before him, ready to spring with fangs bared.

      Oh yeah, that was the motivation he needed.

      A sharp yelp sounded, and Reegan shrieked next to him. Her scream was sucked into nothingness and deposited farther away. Around the vampire’s shoulder, Riley saw Fourt’s wolf on his side in the grass. Ren was by him, then he wasn’t. Reegan’s hands glowed bright with healing power.

      The vampire chose that moment to swoop in and almost caught Riley off guard.

      Riley’s wolf responded without thought, dodging like a whip first one way and then the other. He used the vampire’s pursuit to get closer to the trailer, herding the fight where he wanted it.

      A searing pain, like the strike of a hammer, smacked his wolf’s right front shoulder and his paw crumpled under him. He recovered, but blood seeped down his leg. He felt the bullet lodged in his flesh. He wheeled on the vampire, who had managed to get ahold of his tail.

      The vampire shrieked, though, and flashes of fire, like bursts from a flamethrower, rose over the vamp’s back. The vamp hauled off, speeding away into the tall grass where he dropped and rolled.

      Blaze yipped at Riley’s wolf. Her tongue lolled from the side of her mouth—she was enjoying herself!

      She yipped again before she spun and bolted back through the group to Grace’s side. Grace had—holy shit. Was that a sword? Where had she gotten a sword?

      Weapons littered the ground.

      “We’ll clear for you. Get inside!” Win shouted at Riley’s wolf. She fired another round from the handgun in her grasp. The shot sounded through a noise suppressor, loud but hollow.

      The women surrounding Win fanned out, creating a line of protection that gave Riley room to run. The air rippled between them as new vampires appeared from thin air—Aveleiyn and her congregation.

      Every single one of them looked like they were thirsting for blood. Their all-black attire didn’t blend with the cheerful florals and prints most of Win’s crew wore, but the whole group of them stood strong together, ready to fight for Morgan’s life.

      Riley’s wolf snorted his appreciation and turned his attention back to the trailer. Over the wreckage, carnage, and commotion, he heard a sound that shattered him.

      “No! Please!”

      Morgan’s desperate supplications sent him crashing straight through the trailer wall.
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      Morgan watched as Daegan’s pupils dilated. His fangs extended, protruding from his mouth as he morphed into the monster she remembered.

      Fear gripped her belly and crushed the air from her lungs. Cold sweat spread across her back. She fought every urge to cry out, to shove against him, to run.

      “Let us feed this need together,” Daegan said. He tilted his chin up and ran the edge of his thumbnail across the skin covering his jugular artery. A whiter line formed in his white skin. “I knew you would not be my greatest regret,” he said. He leaned forward, over her, hands on either side of her arms. He lowered more, settling his great weight onto her and offering her his throat.

      Morgan trembled as she parted her lips. She reached her arms up, pretending she was drawing him closer. She only needed the right moment to make a grab for the glass on the nightstand, she thought.

      “Do it,” he hissed, pressing himself against her.

      She lifted her mouth to the cut on his neck, fighting back tears of revulsion—surely, he would know if felt wrong because she hesitated.

      The first taste of his thick blood on her tongue was like salted caramel. Rather than being overthrown by horror, she fell spellbound.

      If the first taste was the richest caramel, the second was decadent chocolate. Her eyes flew wide open as if her lids were peeling themselves back, but she saw nothing of the room around her. All she saw was red. Everything was fire and fury. Red, raw power filled her, pulsing through her, raining over her. She drank and drank and drank.

      She knew the moment Daegan realized his mistake. He began to struggle against her hold, but she clawed tighter into his back. She didn’t know if it was her strength or his weakness that allowed her to hold him.

      “You—bi—bi—bitch,” Daegan rasped. He jerked his whole body back, but she went with him, and the movement was all she needed to make a blind swing for the table.

      Her fingers connected with the glass and she clung to it as she smashed it against his head. She felt the razor bite of the glass, the fractured glinting splinters that shredded her hand. She held only one small sharp piece, but she stabbed and slashed ferociously with it.

      Daegan howled and fell upon her again. She swung her arm, plunging the glass into his back. There it stayed, and her mangled, blood-slick fingers couldn’t retrieve it.

      She bit at his neck again, instinct driving her to the deepest wound on his body. She sank her still-human teeth into his skin, trying to hang on as she drained him. With his full weight pressing down on her, stealing her breath, she was growing weak. The red that tinged her sight swirled with black. She fought to keep consciousness.

      “You—are—mine,” Daegan hissed as her fingers went numb and her fighting hands fell useless at her sides.

      His hands on her head snapped her face to the side. Jaws filled with white fire latched onto Morgan’s neck. She felt the draw there—the coaxing of her own blood from her veins.

      His blood, still in her mouth, choked her as it clogged her throat. She couldn’t draw a breath, couldn’t swallow. Daegan grew heavier over her. The pulling at her throat had stopped. He had stopped!

      In the moment of stillness, she heard the noise outside—shouting and screaming, animals snarling and howling, gunshots. She smelled smoke. Her vision cleared, and she could see the red-orange dancing of flames on the ceiling.

      “Daegan,” she said, shoving against him, sputtering around his blood. Her tongue felt thick and sticky sweetness lingered on her lips. “It’s on fire. We have to move. It’s on fire!”

      He didn’t budge, though. His mouth fell free from her neck, his head lolled. He made no response or movement. His deadweight crushed her, pressing her into the sagging mattress.

      “No! Please!” she wheezed. She gave one last shove against his limp body before she blacked out.
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        * * *

      

      Riley’s wolf barrel rolled across the floor of the trailer. He skidded halfway into the living room before he gained enough traction to right himself.

      Morgan’s mother was passed out on the floor. Another human, perhaps Morgan’s father, judging from the bloody shock of red hair on his head—was sprawled, unmoving, in the kitchen.

      Riley paused only long enough to shift and snatch a faded, stained yellow floral apron from a magnetic hook on the side of the fridge.

      The roof of the trailer was smoldering. Smoke filled his lungs as he tied the apron around him. It hardly covered his body and would provide little protection for his human skin, but it was all he had. He crouched low, rushing toward Morgan’s scent.

      The flimsy bedroom door tore from off its hinges as Riley threw himself against it. It crumpled into the room, and he scrambled over it. The cloying fragrance of vampire blood filled the room, and it was easy to see why. The gleaming glow of iridescent white blood was everywhere. It had sprayed over the wall, splattered on the bed, and was even misted on the ceiling, which was crumpling away as it smoldered.

      In the middle of the bed, Morgan’s body was splayed out, wilted and twisted.

      “Morgan!” Riley hauled her into his arms. He straightened her limbs and cradled her face in his hand so her head couldn’t fall to the side the way it seemed to want to. Thick pink blood coated his fingers, and he traced the source to a horrible deep bite wound on her neck.

      “Oh, Fate. No. Morgan, no!” He closed his eyes and pressed his fingers to her flesh, holding her close, waiting for a pulse or breath.

      Nothing came.

      His body convulsed as it filled with rage. His wolf banged against his skin, ready to leap forward again, eager to avenge his mate. He fought it all away as he gently settled Morgan’s lifeless body back into the filthy, blood-drenched sheet.

      On the floor, around the far side of the bed, Daegan drew a rattling breath.

      Riley fell upon Daegan, hauling the vampire up and slamming him into the wall. “You bastard!” he screamed into the vampire’s face.

      Daegan slumped in his grasp, and his chin fell against his chest, exposing the side of his neck.

      “Fate,” Riley hissed.

      The whole side of Daegan’s neck was torn raw and leaking white blood down his dried out, papery skin.

      It didn’t take Healer power to tell the vampire was barely clinging to life.

      “No,” Riley moaned. The word was almost noiseless. It hung to little more than the whisper of a breath.

      Morgan was gone. Just like before. He couldn’t change that, but he could change what happened next.

      He guided Daegan’s body to the floor. The vampire moaned and drew a sharp breath. Riley crouched before him and closed his eyes. He reached out, digging down deep into the base of his soul.

      There, the weak glint of gold light rested, waiting for him to call upon it. He reached for that source and mentally pleaded with Fate to give him whatever was left of his power. The light inched forward on shaky legs, like a timid creature. He beckoned it to hurry, catching it and sending it out through his hands.

      The room around him was suffused with the glow of the warm golden light that poured from his palms, but Riley saw none of it. He focused all his energy on Daegan’s body. On saving what he could of the vampire’s soul in the hopes that he could cling to his own humanity somehow.

      Even as the power poured from him, though, he felt his humanity slipping away just as Morgan had slipped away. So close, but not close enough to stop what had happened.

      “What are you doing?” Daegan hissed. Using what little strength Riley had granted him, he clawed Riley’s hands away from his chest. “You can’t save me, fool. Save her!”

      “She’s already gone,” Riley told him, throwing his head Morgan’s way for the vampire to look.

      “You can bring her back,” Daegan rasped. “Her transformation needs to be completed, but if it is, she’ll live.”

      “No, she’s—”

      “Listen to me!” Daegan’s breath rattled, and more white blood trickled down his neck. “You can feel it in me, can’t you—the source of light that gives me life.” He pressed Riley’s hand back onto his chest. “You can draw it out. The same way you draw your power. Give it to her. It will save her.” His eyes rolled closed, and Riley shook him.

      “What do you mean? How can I trust you?”

      Daegan’s head flopped back again, and he breathed out the words, “What do you value more? Your hatred for me or your love for her?”

      With that, he went still in Riley’s arms again.

      Riley reacted without thought. He pressed his hands tight against Daegan’s chest and delved into the vampire’s body the same way he would reach for his own power.

      At first, he pushed through a grisly nothingness that chilled him to the bone. This was a joke—some last horrible trick played by a monster to give him hope when there was nothing to hope for.

      Then, though, he brushed against something strong—a warm, magnetic thread that Riley locked onto. He hauled it back, ripping it from the blackness that surrounded it and threatened to pull him under.

      The red room, the billowing smoke, and the battle still ongoing outside all came back into Riley’s perception of the world. He clung to the power with a tenuous hold, fearing it would slip through his grasp.

      On the floor, Daegan’s body disintegrated into a scattering whirlwind of gleaming white ash.

      On the bed, Morgan’s body writhed, her back arched off the bed, and she began to scream as if she were being burned from the inside out.
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      Riley launched himself onto the bed. He forced Morgan’s body flat by pressing his hands to her chest and pouring all the power he held between them into her.

      Though her eyes didn’t open, she fought against him. Her muscles stretched and spasmed, her limbs twisted and lashed out. Her eyes stayed squeezed shut while her mouth remained open, emitting what seemed like one endless scream.

      As the room went up in flames around them, bursts of red and white light surrounded them. The smoke devoured the light. Riley could do nothing but cling to Morgan, divesting himself of everything he had.

      “Riley!” Reegan shouted, bringing him around.

      Someone was trying to haul him away from Morgan. “No!” He struggled against the force, but he was growing too weak.

      “Let Reegan get in there so she can help!” Asher commanded, dislodging Riley from the bed.

      “Her parents!” Riley cried. The words shredded his smoke-scalded throat. “Someone needs to help them!”

      “Aveleiyn’s crew is already on it,” Lathan said.

      Riley gazed up at the ceiling. The fire had fizzled out, somehow. The late afternoon sky was visible overhead.

      Golden light flowed from Reegan’s hands. She was working on Morgan’s neck. Riley blinked through gritty eyes as he watched the glistening threads of power mend Morgan’s skin. Reegan truly was gifted—more than he had ever been. Certainly more than he was now.

      “My power’s gone,” Riley said to no one. He reached for the bed, barely able to move. He managed to curl his hand around Morgan’s. “I couldn’t have saved her without—”

      He gestured to the dusting of ash next to him.

      “Did you kill him?” Lathan asked, peering around the side of the bed.

      “Not sure,” Riley croaked.

      Em shoved her way into the room and crawled onto the bed next to Reegan. Her eyes were full of tears. “Is she—”

      Morgan’s hand jerked out of Riley’s and her back arched off the bed again. She gasped in a huge breath.

      Em and Reegan both jumped back, out of the way.

      Morgan fell still, and everyone in the room watched, waiting.

      Finally, after what seemed like a thousand lifetimes, her eyes fluttered open. They widened at the sight of the missing ceiling. Then they started searching the scorched room. “I’m alive,” she said. Her voice was as rough as sandpaper.

      A collective breath went out from everyone.

      “And you’re—all here…” She tried to sit up but winced and collapsed back. “My parents—”

      “Aveleiyn’s got them,” Riley said.

      Morgan turned her head as much as she could. The pale skin of her neck was still red and shiny, like a fresh sunburn, from Reegan’s work.

      Reegan intervened. “Take it easy,” she warned. “I’m not quite done with you, okay?”

      Morgan swallowed and gave a stiff nod. She let Em hold her hand while Reegan checked her over for injuries, but she managed to move enough to lock eyes with Riley.

      “Are you hurt?” she whispered.

      Something like painfully divine relief rocketed through Riley and his breath left him in a mix of a laugh and a sob. He scooted up to his knees and edged over to lean against the bed. “Never better,” he whispered back, grasping her hand again. “You?”

      Though she looked so pale and weak, she gripped his fingers with blessed strength. “I think so.” Then she frowned at him. “Are you wearing an apron?”

      He glanced down, having forgotten that he’d been wearing nothing more than an ill-fitting strip of fabric the whole time. “Uh…yep.”

      Grace poked her head in the doorway. She looked around then moved in to stand behind Em. “What—uh—what’s going on with this room?”

      “Don’t ask,” Em said with a weak laugh. “Let’s give them some time.”

      They filtered out of the room, leaving only Reegan, Riley, Morgan, and Asher.

      Asher took Em’s place on the bed. “Hey, Red,” he murmured. Morgan pulled her hand from Riley’s and clasped Asher’s hand with both of hers.

      “I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean to lead you into a trap,” she told him. “I had no idea. And—wait…”

      She did sit up then, though she released one hand to clutch her head. “Where’s Daegan? He was here. He…he…” she began to hyperventilate, and Reegan put her hands on Morgan’s shoulders, trying to calm her down.

      “No,” Morgan waved Reegan away. She flattened her hand against her chest. “What is that? What’s in me?”

      “How much blood did you drink?” Aveleiyn asked from the doorway. Her eyes were wide.

      Morgan moved her trembling hand to cover her mouth. “Oh no. A lot. So much…but…” Her eyes swung to Riley. “What happened? What did you do?”

      Riley backed up. “I didn’t—” He shook his head, turning to the others. “He was dying by the time I got in here—I thought you were already dead,” he said to Morgan. Then he pointed vaguely at the ashes. “He told me to take something from inside him and to use it to heal her.”

      “And you believed him?” Asher demanded.

      “He died after I took it, but I didn’t kill him. I swear, I didn’t.”

      “He killed himself,” Aveleiyn said. She took a step into the room and hinged forward at the waist, bowing to Morgan.

      “What are you doing?” Asher asked, looking at her like she’d lost her mind.

      “Paying my respect to someone whose rank is above my own,” Aveleiyn told him, head still bent toward the floor. “You’ve been bestowed a blood title,” she explained as she rose back up, “which means Daegan was no rogue vampire. Our problems just got a lot bigger.”

      “How so?” Riley asked.

      “We need to get this—all of this—cleaned up,” Aveleiyn said, not answering the question as she waved around at the general chaos.

      Outside, visible through the holes in the trailer’s walls, the ruins of battle were spread across the gravel lot and what remained of the trailer park. Few bodies littered the ground.

      “Avery is going to have to call in UNITY investigative agents, and I am going to have to call our Judge and Jury. A vampire died here today. Many others have been wounded. New humans have been brought into the mix, and we have an illegally-created, newly transitioned vampire in possession of a blood title. None of this bodes well.” She pointed at Morgan. “You: try not to think too hard. I need you to be as blank-brained as possible while the Judge and Jury are here.”

      “What does the blood title mean?” Morgan asked. Her eyes skittered over to Riley, and her fear was palpable. She reached for his hand, and he went to her, desperate to help her in whatever way he could.

      “It means you’re Daegan’s legacy,” Aveleiyn said. “What’s his is yours now.”

      Morgan trembled, and for a moment, she looked like she might pass out. “I don’t want that,” she said, shaking her head savagely. “Please. No. I don’t want that.”

      Asher put a protective arm around her shoulder. Riley sent silent thanks to the Seer for helping provide comfort to Morgan. Her shaking seemed to taper off as they sandwiched her between their two bodies, grounding her.

      “Is there anything you can do about this?” Asher said, looking at Aveleiyn with pleading eyes.

      Riley had heard that Patrons could sometimes feel the pain their female counterparts experienced. One look at Asher’s anguished expression told Riley it was true.

      Aveleiyn drew in a hesitant breath. “I—I can take it, but—”

      “Then do it,” Asher said. “Please. It’s not a sacrifice that saved her life. It was a selfish act. It’s Daegan’s way of trying to live on through her. You can’t do that to her. Take the fucking thing away.”

      “Oh no,” Aveleiyn whispered. “Okay. Okay, but I need to be quick about it. The Judge and Jury have likely already caught wind of the trouble here today. We have no time. I need something to store it in.”

      “I’ll find something,” Asher said, jumping from the bed.

      Aveleiyn gave Riley a frightened glance before she took Asher’s place on the bed. She looked at Morgan with such sadness in her eyes. “I promised I wouldn’t take your blood, but if you want me to do this, I have to break that promise. I’m so sorry.”

      “No. I give you permission. It’s eating me alive. I can feel him in my brain and in my body. Please, just get it out," Morgan pleaded.

      Asher rushed back into the room. He had a dusty glass jar in one hand and a metal lid in the other. He glanced around before grabbing the corner of Riley's apron and using it to wipe the rim of the jar off.

      “Hey!” Riley said, snatching back the edge of the fabric from the Seer’s hand. “Way too close, dude.”

      Asher ignored him and shoved the glass at Aveleiyn. “Will that work?” he demanded.

      “Yes,” Aveleiyn said, accepting the glass. “Are you ready?” she asked Morgan.

      Riley backed off the bed, reluctantly releasing Morgan’s hand to give Aveleiyn the room she needed.

      Morgan nodded. Her eyes skirted down when Aveleiyn pushed her hair away from her neck.

      Aveleiyn struck quickly with her fangs, then pressed her crimson lips to Morgan’s neck.

      “Holy Fate,” Riley whispered. He swallowed and backed farther away from the bed where Aveleiyn was gently sucking on Morgan’s flesh. “That’s going to give me a complex.”

      “Me, too,” Asher said, dragging his eyes away from the bed.

      Aveleiyn drew back and spit daintily into the jar. White blood, tinged just barely pink, dripped down to settle inside.

      “Please tell me you got it all,” Morgan said, her nose wrinkled.

      “I got it,” Aveleiyn said. “And now I have to block it out of my own mind, so they can’t question me about it either.” Her pupils were dilated so that they almost ate up all the purple of her irises. She blinked several times. “I don’t know how you handled it,” she murmured to Morgan. “Even the taste is a nasty power trip.”

      She accepted the metal lid from Asher and screwed it down over the mouth of the jar. “We have to hide this for now. They won’t be able to read you, Asher” she said, holding the glass out to the Seer. “Can you find a place to store it until we can put it in safekeeping? I need to forget it exists for the foreseeable future. You’re the only one who can hide it from the vampires we’re about to encounter.”

      Asher took the jar and met Aveleiyn’s eyes before he gave her a solemn nod. He left the room without a word.

      “What happens now?” Morgan asked.

      “Now we find out if you get to live or die,” Aveleiyn said.
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      Outside the trailer, it looked like the world had tried to bring about its own end and someone had just barely managed to talk it off the ledge.

      Morgan shook her head at the literal scorched earth.

      Off to the right, the congregation was still tending to her parents. She couldn’t see what was going on, but Aveleiyn assured her they were fine. Morgan needed a while to collect herself before she could face them, but they didn’t seem to know which way was up anyway.

      Ren had taken charge of passing out clothes to the pack from a pair of duffle bags in Diesel’s truck. Even Blaze was nested in a blanket on the hood of Fourt’s car where she observed the goings-on around her.

      Reegan had moved on to tend to Em, who had neglected to mention that she’d taken a pretty solid couple of hits from a wolf.

      “You’re lucky she was in human form,” Reegan said. “I seriously think you should consider coming off the pills and going through with the change.”

      Thorne hadn’t let go of Em since he’d noticed the blood on her shirt. He cradled her in his lap while Reegan worked. “She’s got a point, woman. Don’t get me wrong. You fought like hell, and my wolf is so proud he’s strutting around inside me. But the Dissidents are coming at us as it stands. What more can they do if you change?”

      Em winced at the wound Reegan was poking. “That hurts, you know,” she grumbled as she snuggled tighter against Thorne’s chest.

      “Ow,” he muttered into her hair. “I did not need to share that sensation with you.”

      Morgan huddled into the jacket Asher had thrown over her shoulders. She watched as Aveleiyn went to give quiet orders to the congregation. Most of them filtered away, but not before they acknowledged Morgan.

      Only Javi and Marco remained. They went to station themselves at the front of the gravel road into the park. They would prevent any humans from getting in—or wipe the minds of any who got too close.

      Morgan understood now. Some inherent thing in the transition had shown her how careful she needed to be—how careful they all needed to be. It was for their own good. Humans were so fragile. She shot a troubled glance at her parents. Would they ever recover from this?

      “I’m going to take whatever blame there is here,” Asher said. He joined her, leaning against the side of Diesel’s truck where she was sitting on the tailgate. “You’re my Sora, so it’s on me.”

      “Don’t do that,” Riley called from across the lot. He looked at Lathan who nodded, dismissing him.

      Most of the pack was gathered by the woods, debriefing. Riley moved their way, looking like he didn’t quite fit in the gym clothes Ren had given him. Morgan knew he had to be even more exhausted than he was letting on. “I don’t think we should build any more lies.”

      “It won’t be up to either of you,” Aveleiyn chimed in. She clambered up into the truck bed next to Morgan and sagged against her, leaning her head on Morgan’s shoulder. “It’ll all be up to the Judge and Jury.”

      “And the…thing?” Morgan asked. She didn’t know where Asher had put the jar. She didn’t want to know. She hoped she never saw it again.

      “Let’s hope we get lucky,” Aveleiyn said. “Now, let’s not talk about it anymore. You never know who’s listening and it’s better to keep our minds clear.”

      They didn’t get a chance to talk any further anyway. The crunching of gravel preceded the arrival of a huge pearl white SUV with glass tinted so dark it looked opaque.

      “This will be the Judge, Jury, Guards, and Cleaner,” Aveleiyn murmured.

      Morgan swore a different person altogether rose from the place where Aveleiyn sat. The tiny vampire stood like a regal queen with her hands folded in front of her, her back straight and her chin held high.

      The driver and front passenger doors of the SUV opened, and a black-clad male vampire jumped out of each side. They rushed around to the back, opening the passenger and rear doors.

      The entourage that folded out of the car held Morgan rapt.

      From the rear of the vehicle, three male vampires appeared. The first wore a dark blue-gray uniform. His high polished shoes seemed immune to the gravel dust. His hand was clamped around the handle of a large textured aluminum briefcase. He gave a brusque nod to the vampires on either side of him, then strode past everyone else in the lot without a single acknowledgment.

      “Cleaner,” Asher murmured in Morgan’s ear.

      “And those are the Guards,” Riley added in her other ear.

      He was referring to the other two vampires from the back. They wore black uniforms similar to the Cleaner's, but their pants were stuffed into the tops of heavy boots. They were each strapped with a variety of weapons in white holsters all over their bodies.

      The last two to emerge were, by far, the most interesting, though.

      First came the largest vampire Morgan had yet to encounter. He seemed to continue to stretch both up and out. The illusion was enhanced by the immaculate white suit and white shoes he wore. His skin and hair were both so pale they almost matched the fabric, turning him into one solid sheet of icy snow. The only thing that broke the line was the glasses he wore. They appeared to have the same thick tint of the car windows, only the lenses were solid red.

      “His powers are so strong no one can look him in the eye,” Aveleiyn whispered, hardly moving her lips. “He must wear the glasses to prevent accidents.”

      He walked as if he were coasting over the ground, though Morgan could plainly see his feet moving in steps.

      “Do what I do. All of you,” Aveleiyn instructed on a breath.

      She bowed so low the tips of her hair touched the ground.

      Morgan, Asher, and Riley jumped to follow her example.

      Out of the corner of her eye, Morgan watched Aveleiyn for cues on what to do next. When Aveleiyn rose at the touch of the man’s white hand on her head, Morgan picked up the response and copied it when her turn came.

      “Judge,” Aveleiyn said reverently. She dipped her head in a miniature repetition of the first bow. “My deepest apologies for having to call you forth from your repose.”

      The only response she received was a deep, “Hmm.” The Judge floated off to the side, but Morgan caught the heavy sigh he released when the second male materialized from the car.

      “Aveleiyn! My pet! My precious!” the man cried.

      He gave a pursed-lip smile to both Guards before he waved a hand casually in the air. “At ease,” he said with an almost coquettish laugh.

      He wore a white suit, as well, but where the Judge gave the appearance of a near total absence of color, this man seemed to showcase them all.

      The buttons on his suit were each a different color. Colorful socks were visible between the cropped hem of his pants and the tops of his shoes. His tie was a sort of iridescent white fabric that shimmered every possible color as he moved, and a cape was clasped around his neck, over the top of his suit. It flared with each step, showing off an ever-changing pastel rainbow of colors hidden in its lining. Even his hair seemed to gleam with opalescence. At first, it shined almost blue, then purple, then green, then pink as he nodded his head at his counterpart.

      “Don’t you dare bow before me,” he scolded before Aveleiyn had begun to drop forward. She did it anyway, and the others followed along.

      “Well, if you must. And I do suppose you must, mustn’t you? Who made that silly rule? Oh—right. It was us!” He laughed with glee and touched each of their heads.

      “Jury,” Aveleiyn said. “My deepest apologies for—”

      “Yes, yes,” he said, waving a hand in the air again. “Well, we’ve heard it all before, then, haven’t we, pet? Ooh, my. Look at this barren wasteland. Well, at least we didn’t get ourselves into a pickle like the time at that football game, isn’t that right, Judge? My, but lions and tigers and bears don’t get along when it comes to sport. Poor humans. Mauled and whatnot—” his words meandered off as his eyes drifted over them.

      “Now, aren’t you a tall drink of water?” he said when his gaze landed on Asher. “Well, who am I kidding? I haven’t bothered with water in ages. I would hardly know. Tall drink of soda, as it may be. Speaking of—Fitzmund, bring me my beverage.”

      “His name is not Fitzmund,” Judge said, his voice grating.

      “Is it not?”

      “It has never been Fitzmund.”

      “Oh…I rather like Fitzmund. Perhaps I’ll find that we should change it, Judge.”

      The vampire he’d spoken to—whose real name never did come up—delivered a tall, narrow glass cylinder topped with a bright pink metal cap. He unscrewed the cap before handing the bottle to the Jury who took several long sips of the clear, bubbly fluid inside, each followed by an ahhh sound.

      Gravel crunched as the Cleaner returned. He nodded to the Judge and Jury, then strode around the hulking SUV.

      “Shall we?” the Judge asked, turning to follow.

      The Jury recapped his beverage and spun in a flourish that sent his cape swirling behind him. “I suppose we shall. I do love a good trial.”
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      Although Morgan understood the concepts of judges and juries—at least in the human world—she hadn’t put together that this would actually be a trial. The word made her heart thump in her chest. This was why Riley and Asher had been talking about blame. Blame was going to be placed right now.

      Aveleiyn followed along behind the Jury and Asher, Riley, and Morgan fell in line.

      The Cleaner was folding instruments out of the floor and walls of the SUV’s rear cabin. The metal briefcase was open on a low foldout table. Inside were two small monitors; a funny looking keyboard which was mostly touchpad; and several glass tubes, each of which appeared to contain a different substance.

      Morgan recognized white vampire blood and pink blood—her stomach flipped when she realized it had to be hers. A third vial contained the powdery substance from the floor. Daegan’s remains. Her mouth went dry.

      “I call this Court to order with the power vested in me by the high ruling Session of the vampire race,” the Judge said. He sounded halfway bored by the whole affair. “Master Cleaner, what evidence have you to provide?”

      No one had said who was on trial. Morgan shot a nervous glance around at her companions. They were watching the proceedings but gave no indication that they knew what was coming. Could she ask? Something in her gut told her it was better to keep her mouth shut. Ignorance was bliss, right?

      “Your Honor,” the Cleaner began, “I present to you evidence collected at the death site of one Daegan Salau.”

      The Judge, Jury, Aveleiyn, and even the Guards, who had remained stoic-faced up to that point, all had strong reactions.

      But Morgan objected. “That isn’t—er—wasn’t his name. It was Daegan Jaye.”

      The Cleaner frowned and turned to his instruments where he made several swipes on the pad with his fingers. “Ah,” he said, consulting the monitors where lines of text were scrolling. “His second given name. Likely offered as a way to avoid recognition by use of his royal surname.”

      “Royal?” Morgan asked, trying not to squeak.

      “The youngling is reminded not to speak out of turn,” the Judge said in a monotone voice.

      But the Jury seemed to be entirely amused by the situation. “Well, now aren’t you just so endearing and wide-eyed? I do love a youngling.”

      He turned to face Morgan head-on as he offered her a tiny vampire history lesson. “All vampires descend from one of four origin families, you see, my pet. The Salau legacy is well known in our world. This does rather complicate the trial, of course. The death of a royal is one thing. The death of three royals is another.”

      “Three?” Asher demanded. “Only one vampire died here today.”

      “And who are you?” the Judge asked, touching a hand to his red glasses.

      “Oh!” the Jury clapped his hands with delight. “I believe I have deduced the answer to that, dear Judge. Unless I am mistaken, which seems highly unlikely, he is her Patron. And isn’t that an amusing diversion!” The fading evening light glinted off the jeweled rings he wore as he tapped his fingers to his cheek.

      “The Patron is reminded not to speak out of turn,” the Judge said. He gave Asher a disinterested glare—or so Morgan supposed, from the way his white brows moved over the rim of his glasses. “However, as it does pertain to the record, Master Cleaner may answer the question.”

      “Three royal deaths are accounted for as follows,” the Cleaner said. He swiped his fingers in a new pattern and then stepped back, so he wasn’t blocking the screens where lines of text were once again scrolling. “Master Dorin Salau and Matron Stefana Salau, murdered in their family home. Daegan Salau, cause of death unknown. Location is that tenement there,” he pointed at Brooke’s trailer.

      “Your Honor,” Aveleiyn said. “As head of my congregation, I beg permission to explain this information further to the youngling.”

      The Judge bowed his head, though he said nothing.

      Aveleiyn turned and spoke to Riley, Asher, and Morgan. “Daegan’s parents were killed years ago. It was assumed at that time the prince himself had also been murdered because he was at large, but no body was found.”

      “Why didn’t they assume Daegan killed them?” Asher asked.

      “Oh, pet, please allow me!” the Jury chimed in.

      “Of course,” Aveleiyn said, taking a step back.

      “This is such a fun part of the story, you see. Each of the Four Families hides their power within a very specific, sacred place in their blood. And while the Salaus’s bodies were found, the blood title was not! The murderer wanted that title. Certainly, if the son had been in possession of it, as rightful heir, he would have used the title to come to power.”

      Asher clamped his mouth shut. None of them wanted to talk about the title.

      “That is, of course, unless he was weakened in some way and unable to put it to effect,” the Jury continued. “Then, still, would we not assume him to be a victim, rather than a suspect? Such sad business. But what a gas to have such an important article free floating in the universe! The delicious pull from such a strong gift is sure to drive the possessor very nearly mad if it’s held for too long without use.”

      “Your idea of amusement and mine differ greatly,” the Judge muttered. “Allow me to add that if the young prince were unmated, he would have needed to mate in order to put the title into use.” It was impossible to tell, because of his glasses, whether the Judge was looking at Morgan or not, but she felt as if he were staring at her. When he spoke again, though, it wasn’t to address her. “Master Cleaner, please continue.”

      The Cleaner almost seemed to smile, though the expression didn’t brighten his face. Instead, it was like he had hold of something juicy no one else possessed. “I am pleased to provide some insight into the deaths of Master and Matron Salau, your Honor.”

      He indicated the setup in front of him where he made a show of opening the tube of vampire blood. Using a long, slender pipette, he extracted a small amount of the viscous fluid. He dripped the fluid onto a tiny, flat disc which he fed into the side of one of the monitors.

      The screen flickered, then began to play images and sounds, like a tiny movie.

      Morgan watched as a lush all-white interior panned into view. Far across the room, two tall, broad white chairs stretched up as if they were growing from the floor.

      “What is the meaning of this?” A man’s voice yelled from the movie. It was thin and tinny, coming from a speaker somewhere within the briefcase. As he spoke, the man came into view.

      He looked like an older version of Daegan, only his hair was pure white rather than the red Morgan had last seen on Daegan. The man appeared to be backing up, though his hands were grasped around something out of view below the screen and his eyes were wide. A trickle of white blood pooled in the corner of his mouth.

      “You have denied me everything in this life,” Daegan’s voice responded. “I have done everything to please you, Father, and still you pulled me from the program. You stole my future. You took away the only chance I had to inherit what is rightfully mine.”

      “You don’t deserve to live on,” Dorin Salau croaked. His eyes fluttered.

      “No, Father. You don’t,” Daegan snarled.

      The movie moved in close to the man, zeroing in on his neck. Near the very bottom, in the corner, Morgan could see the man’s white hands clasped around the elaborate, gleaming hilt of a dagger, which was buried in his body.

      The vicious sounds of an animal mauling prey played through the speaker, and red tinged the entire screen.

      Morgan’s heart raced in her chest. She reached for Riley’s hand and clung to him.

      She knew what they were watching—Daegan’s memories were playing out on that screen.

      Oh no. What if they watched through—what if they learned about the title? How important was that? How much trouble would they get in for having it and keeping it secret?

      The screen continued to play, showcasing the screams of the female vampire Daegan called “Mother”. Morgan swallowed down the bile as she watched. She wanted to turn away, but she didn’t know how the powerful vampires around her would perceive that action.

      “Moving forward,” the Cleaner said. He circled his fingers on the pad, and the screen went black.

      When he stepped back, images flickered into focus again, this time of Brooke’s trailer. Morgan clawed at Riley’s arm. He crossed his other arm over his body, pressing her hands tight against him where she held on. She watched the attack on the trailer through Daegan’s eyes.

      He forced her mother to contact her father, asking him to come check on her. Then he put her mother out and checked the entire trailer over before her father arrived.

      He did the same with her father. He implanted in him the genuine belief that Brooke was dying and morphed his mind, so he called only Morgan and never tried to get any other assistance.

      She continued to look through Daegan’s eyes as he found a hiding place. He waited and watched as she and Asher arrived. She saw him incapacitate Asher.

      “Fucker thought he was powerful enough to pull one over on me,” Asher murmured. He winked at Morgan, even in the midst of the horror, and tapped his temple. “Had Thorne help me out with a block of my own, just in case,” he whispered.

      Then she saw her own back. She watched herself whirl around to face the monster.

      Even the Judge sent an uneasy glance her way and said, “Perhaps we should pause for a brief recess.”

      The Jury shook his head. “I think not, Judge. Better to let the wave crash now and rebuild the sandcastle later.”

      Morgan didn’t think she liked that metaphor.

      “Holy Fate,” Riley whispered. He squeezed his hand around hers and turned his face from the screen as if he couldn’t take any more. He still watched from the corner of his eye, though his breathing stopped. “I thought you were dead,” he whispered. “I’d lost you. I knew I’d lost you.”

      The movie faded out, ending in blackness while Daegan was still slumped over Morgan. She could hear herself fighting for breath even after the darkness overtook the screen.

      “Is that it?” Morgan asked.

      Something passed over the Cleaner’s face when he turned back toward them. “That’s everything,” he replied.

      “Were you expecting more?” the Judge asked, his face and tone returning to impassivity.

      Before Morgan could speak, Asher shrugged and threw on some of that distinctive swagger he seemed to be able to conjure up. “That’s pretty much how we found it. Had to throw him off her because she was suffocating under his heavy ass.”

      Riley breathed in as if he would speak up, but Morgan clutched his arm. She knew he didn’t want any lies. But between the look she’d seen on the Cleaner and Asher’s immediate remark, she got the feeling there was something bigger that needed to be protected.
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      “Master Cleaner, please present your final assessments,” the Judge said.

      “As you can see, your Honor,” the Cleaner said with a smooth expression, “the youngling was acting in self-defense. The prince appears to have become obsessed with her. We have all seen how the bloodlust can affect those who are unable to control themselves.

      “In my expert opinion, he had no mate and was aware he needed one before he could assume the title for which he murdered his parents. He knew he would never gain Session approval for a change without being captured and charged with the murders of his parents. In his desperation to illegally change the youngling, he went too far. The fault lies with the deceased for the damages he did both to this youngling and to himself.”

      The Judge nodded before turning to the Jury. “And how do you find?” he asked.

      The Jury seemed to have been waiting for this very moment, but it was Aveleiyn who spoke first. “Judge, my apologies for interrupting, but another question, if I may.” She spoke tentatively as if she didn’t feel confident the interruption would go without punishment.

      The Judge bowed his head again to allow it.

      “From all that I had gathered prior to today, I believed I did not know the Daegan who had been terrorizing the youngling. As you know, our likenesses are only captured in the memories of other vampires, only visible with the use of modern technologies such as these.” She pointed to the monitors but seemed to be speaking in a sideways manner, as if to include Morgan in the theory she was putting forth. Morgan appreciated the effort.

      “Master Cleaner, do you have any images of the prince available for identification purposes?” Aveleiyn asked.

      “Indeed, within the youngling’s blood, I do.” His lips twitched into a frown, and Morgan bit down on the instant panic she felt. If they took her blood, would they see traces of the title?

      The Cleaner’s face smoothed again almost immediately, and he tapped around on the pad in front of him. “No, better still,” he said. “Allow me but a moment to draw up the archive records made from the memories of the top-ranking leadership of the Four Families.” His fingers hunted and pecked over the small keyboard. “Ah, yes. This would be the least disguised image of him.”

      Aveleiyn studied the screen. A frown creased her brow, and she shook her head as if the image didn’t give her what she needed.

      Then her mouth popped open a little, and she glanced around. “Your Honor, if I may,” she said. She didn’t finish the sentence before she took off across the drive, kicking gravel up behind her in a gray cloud. She latched onto Grace’s arm and dragged her back to them while Grace protested in confusion. Morgan was surprised to see Lathan grab Blaze’s scruff and hold her back, behind him as if he were keeping her hidden.

      “Your Honor,” Aveleiyn said, bringing Grace in front of her. “I have reason to believe there may be additional crimes to add to the prince’s record,” she said. She seemed to be having trouble catching her breath. “This human is an untampered witness.”

      Grace looked back over her shoulder in confusion, but Aveleiyn pointed to the screen. “Do you recognize him?” she asked.

      Grace looked over, seeing the screens for the first time. She did a double take and said, “I do.” Then she looked back at Aveleiyn like the vampire was short a few marbles. “Don’t you?”

      Aveleiyn shook her head, but rather than seeming disappointed, she looked vindicated. “I knew the name was familiar,” she murmured before she cleared her throat and raised her voice. “Grace, please explain to the Judge and Jury where you’ve seen him before.”

      “Uh…okay.” Grace turned and caught Lathan’s eye before she spoke. He handed Blaze off to Fourt and started to cross to them.

      “When I first returned to Fairview after many years away, that man attacked me in my parents’ home,” Grace explained.

      The Judge studied her for a moment. Recognition seemed to spark over his face and his brows lifted above his glasses. It was the most movement his face had done since Morgan had first laid eyes on him. “You are the Dawes child,” he said.

      “Uh…yep,” Grace said.

      “Our race is ever grateful for the advances your parents have afforded us,” the Judge said, dipping his head as if he might bow to Grace.

      Lathan broke through them to tangle his arms around her from behind, protective and strong. “What’s going on?” he murmured.

      “Well, you should recognize him, too,” Grace said, pointing at the screen.

      Lathan frowned at the image and shook his head. “No clue, sweetheart.”

      “Are you serious right now?” Grace asked, looking between Lathan and Aveleiyn. “You both saw him sprawled out in my parents’ kitchen the day he attacked me. Where’s Diesel—or Em? They were there, too.”

      Aveleiyn shook her head. “I’m guessing they wouldn’t remember him either,” she said, giving Lathan a meaningful look. “They got to all of us. Wiped us—why not Grace?”

      Morgan was lost.

      “Fascinating,” the Jury said. “This is the vampire who attempted to infiltrate your parents’ secret holds?”

      Grace nodded, “I’m sure of it.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense, though,” Lathan said. “The vampire who went after you had his memories chemically stripped. The former Magistrate told me so. Wouldn’t he have been useless after that?”

      The Judge and Jury exchanged looks—or at least Morgan supposed that they did because the Judge’s glasses turned the Jury’s way.

      The Jury nodded, and the Judge spoke. “We’ve seen a few cases—blessed few—like that in the past three years. What we initially thought was chemical memory removal may, in fact, be a chemical overwrite. The technique is well-refined. Only the most powerful of vampires can detect the minute hint of bitterness the chemicals leave.”

      “Your Honor, if I may,” the Cleaner spoke up. “We’ve found evidence to show someone has been putting protections in place, such that no one can strip memories from particular vampires. But these same vampires seem to be able to have their minds tampered with and come out intact on the other end.”

      Asher shifted uncomfortably where he stood. “That makes you vampires awfully convenient to have around, doesn’t it? Unalterable minds like steel reinforced lockboxes?”

      “We’re not the only ones who can use the technology,” the Cleaner said. He dropped his calm demeanor for only a fraction of a moment before it slid back over him like a cloak.

      The Jury cleared his throat, and Grace and Lathan stepped back out of the way.

      “Judge, I’ve come to my findings,” the Jury said, with a flourish of his bejeweled hand.

      The Judge nodded to allow it.

      The Jury spared no expense in his performance. His eyes glossed over Aveleiyn, Asher, Morgan, and Riley before he spoke. “Unless our dear Master Cleaner can tell me otherwise, I believe the youngling before me has been illegally created.”

      Morgan tensed up, and Riley rubbed his hand over hers. On her other side, Asher stepped closer, boxing her in protectively.

      When the Cleaner didn’t object, the Jury continued. “The youngling is, however, the blood heir of the prince. Unfortunately,” he said, peering at them regally, “as the blood title has yet to be recovered, she has no right to inherit any portion of the royal lineage. I suppose we shall have to appoint an interim head of the Salau family while we wait and see what becomes of that blood title. I have no doubt it will reappear one day.”

      He made a grand flourish of taking a sip from his glass bottle before he continued. “In the matter of her Patron”—he paused to run curious eyes over Asher—“I assume you have papers in order?”

      “We do,” Aveleiyn said with a nod toward the small monitors. “As I’m sure your system will confirm.”

      The Cleaner lifted his brows at the Jury who waved a hand. “No need. We’ve known my pet for so many years. We trust you at your word. Though,” he smiled fondly at Aveleiyn and unleashed another childish laugh, “you did catch us rather unawares with that little loophole, didn’t you? We’ll need to seal that up ever after, Judge.”

      The Judge nodded at each of the things the Jury said. “I have added it to the record,” the Judge said with a tap of a finger on the left stem of his glasses. Morgan hadn’t noticed it at first, but now she could see a dim flicker around the close edges of the Judge’s glasses. There was a screen inside he was controlling somehow. “So, the court accepts the Seer Patron with prejudice,” the Judge said.

      “Thank you, Judge,” the Jury said. “And now, of course, the last question comes to what role this delicious creature plays in all of this.” He pursed his lips at Riley and gave a flirtatious little smile. “I did not see you in the memories. Are you mere moral support?”

      Riley looked down at Morgan. She gazed up at him. At that moment, there was nothing she wished for more in the world than the chance to get lost with him. To be wrapped in his arms, away from the rest of the universe, able to freely feel everything that passed between them in that single look.

      Asher spoke up behind Morgan, pulling her from the silent moment with Riley. “As Patron, I have already given my permission for Riley to claim Morgan.”

      Morgan drew in a breath and glanced back at him before turning back to Riley. Riley opened his mouth, but Asher plowed on.

      “He hadn’t had a chance to ask yet. This—uh—scenario interrupted that. But he does bear an imprint and is, therefore, both by Fate and by my consideration free to act in her defense. Any role he played here today should be presumed defensive for that reason. As you’ve already established that Daegan was the one to launch the attack, I can see no blame falling to the wolf.”

      The Jury squealed a little and clapped his hands together. “Most entertaining!” he said. “Most amusing indeed! My darling Judge, I could have come up with no better argument myself had I been presented the facts well in advance.” He turned a keen eye on Morgan, and she felt it down deep to her bones. “I believe we shall have the youngling’s response to that before we find.”

      Morgan realized it was her turn. Something tightened in her veins. One final protest from Daegan’s blood, overtaking her own blood. Turning her into something she wasn’t—or at least something she hadn’t been. She opened her mouth to speak but found it almost impossible to emit a sound. The war within her raged. Her will versus Daegan’s, one last time.

      She would never, ever be his victim again.

      “Riley is as much mine as I am his,” she said. “He has saved me again and again. I owe him my life, but he would never ask for that. So, I give it to him freely.

      “I’d ask that you consider this manner resolved today so we can move forward with a new beginning in conjunction with my transformation.” The words flowed from her, formal and automatic as if her tongue knew how to handle the situation. She felt every one of them to the depths of her soul, though. It was her heart that spoke through her mouth.

      The Jury beamed. “What a joy you are, my pet! While, of course, we are terribly sorry you have been brought into our world in a most malapropos way, we are pleased to see you intend to make the most of it.” He turned to the Judge. “Your Honor, I see no reason to find fault with any of the surviving parties here today. The deceased prince seems to have become misguided and perhaps suffered madness. Based on the evidence from our dear Master Cleaner, I find his crimes can be paid with his life, and we can consider the matter concluded.”
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      The Judge stood very still. So still for so long that Morgan wondered if he were still alive.

      At long last, he drew a breath and offered up a long, “Mmm,” before he gave a single nod. “I agree. Here ends the trial.”

      With that, the Judge turned away, and the Guards rushed to open the vehicle's doors. The Judge disappeared into the car without a single word more or another look back at the group.

      The Cleaner busied himself with packing up his tools and instruments while the Jury stepped forward. He clasped one of Aveleiyn’s hands between his own and patted it. “I would wish to give you a word of warning, my pet. I offer it to your pack as well,” he murmured, bowing ever so slightly to Lathan, his voice low and private for only their small group.

      “I keep my eyes and ears open to all information, as I’m sure you do for yourselves. I have heard some rumblings that your interesting little bunch is, perhaps, getting too big for its britches, as I believe the humans sometimes say. Indeed, my darlings, you seem to be making some particularly unstable factions rather angry.”

      “They were here,” Lathan said. “The Dissidents. They cleared out before your arrival.”

      “I hope everyone got their licks in,” the Jury said with a cheerful smirk. He patted Aveleiyn’s hand again. “Do consider the needs of your newest congregant, dear one. Young vampires have much to learn and need time to focus on their training.”

      He then winked at Asher. “Well, we are pleased that we will be seeing more of your charming face around the vampire world, aren’t we? What an amusement it will be to watch how you conduct yourself in this unintended role. Do consider paying us a visit once you’ve settled into the job, won’t you, you fascinating creature?” He produced a white card with colorful, scrolling text embossed on it and handed it to Asher. “What a find,” he said with a teasing smile at Aveleiyn.

      Then, with no other farewell, he spun, sending his cape swirling out around him one last time.

      That left them with only the Cleaner.

      Aveleiyn glanced around before she stepped forward and touched him on the shoulder. “Tobias,” she said, her voice low, “there’s something I need to add to your file now that the record is closed.”

      Tobias peered over his shoulder at her. “Ah, Crown. I wondered when you might speak up.” He pulled an empty tube from his metal case and passed it to Aveleiyn.

      Morgan watched as Aveleiyn bit into her own wrist. She put the tube against her skin and closed her eyes as several large drops of thick white blood edged into the vial. Then she licked her wrist, sealing the wound, and handed the tube back to Tobias. “A Sage and a Seer were able to extract that sour filth from the decedent, but I never could make any sense of it. Now I’m assuming it was the chemically altered portion of his memories. I don’t wish to carry it with me.”

      “And the blood title?” Tobias asked, his eyes lit with a nasty gleam that made Morgan curl closer to Riley.

      Aveleiyn gave him a disinterested shrug. “I have no idea where it is.”

      Morgan felt Asher shift his weight beside her.

      The slight tic of Tobias’s left brow was the only response he gave as he peered into the tube Aveleiyn had handed him. He glared down at Morgan before he capped the tube and nestled it within his case. He dusted his hands off as he put away the last of his equipment. Then he peered back at the car before he turned to face them again.

      “I’ll expect a tribute for what I’ve kept quiet,” he murmured.

      Riley’s hand tightened over Morgan’s again.

      “I expected as much,” Aveleiyn said with a tight smile. “What are your terms?”

      “It’s not just that missing title you’ve got to consider,” he said, crossing his arms in front of his blue-uniformed chest. “Her transformation will never be complete now.”

      “What do you mean?” Riley demanded. The growl in his voice rumbled Morgan’s body beside him.

      “Whatever you did in there halted it. She’ll never make a full transition.” He turned his eyes back to Morgan, and she could see the disapproval in them. “Freak hybrid abomination. You’ll owe me,” he told her, “and you can expect to pay dearly if you want me to keep that secret.”

      Asher stepped into the Cleaner’s path and caught him by the wrist. “Threaten her again, and a tribute will be the least of your concerns.”

      Aveleiyn put a hand on Asher’s arm, though. “Watch and learn. This is how our world works,” she told him, forcing him to unhand the Cleaner and take a step back. She rounded on the Cleaner and said, “You’ll take your tribute from me, or you won’t get one. Do you understand?”

      “Even better,” Tobias responded, licking his thin lips and letting his gaze trail down her body. “I have no problem selling to the highest bidder. Just make sure that’s always you.”

      Aveleiyn said nothing. She stared the Cleaner down until he snorted a laugh through his nose and backed away to step up into the SUV.

      The Guards got in behind him, and the doors swung closed.

      As they watched the SUV kick up gravel in its wake, Morgan felt like the resolution that had been reached was more beginning than end.
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        * * *

      

      People dispersed in small groups over the course of the night. Morgan felt like all she did was say “thank you” and “goodbye”.

      The strangest of all was the conversation with her parents. When she finally approached them, she was surprised to see them wrapped up in each other’s arms looking alarmingly happy.

      “Red!” her dad shouted when he spotted her. Though she’d passed him several times since he’d come back around, this was the first time his eyes seemed to focus. He released her mother to scoop her up into a hug. He smelled of stale alcohol and fresh tobacco smoke. When he put her down, her mother was right behind him, gathering Morgan into her arms and squeezing her so tight she could hardly breathe.

      “Where are you going to stay?” Morgan asked, peering over her mother’s shoulder at the ruined trailer.

      “At home, of course,” Brooke said with a laugh and a confused look at Flynn. “Where else would I go?”

      “Home?” Morgan repeated. “Like…over the pub?”

      “Oh, honey. Did you hit your head, too?” Brooke asked, reaching for Morgan's face to check her over.

      “No—no, Mom, I’m fine—what—”

      “I’ll explain everything later,” Marco murmured. He tipped his head Vi’s way, and the little purple-haired vampire gave an embarrassed grin and wave. “Someone had a little misunderstanding of the dynamics here and embellished a bit when she realized her error.”

      Morgan turned back to her parents, but they were huddled together again, laughing and whispering like teenagers. She let her shoulders shake with the hearty laugh that rippled through her. So, her parents thought they were a couple, did they? Well, why not? If vampire magic helped them make a better run of it than they had without assistance, who was she to argue?

      The affection between her parents had her searching for Riley. She spotted him hanging out by Diesel’s truck, watching his family pack in.

      “Asher,” she called, flagging her Brethren down. “Can I get a few minutes alone with Riley before we have to go back to the mall for the night?

      He tugged her under his arm and planted a kiss on top of her head. “No problem, Red.” He stepped back and held her at arm’s length. “He loves you, you know.”

      “I know,” she said. “I love him, too. Now I just have to convince him of that.”

      Asher glanced at Riley. Riley looked over, then shot his eyes away as if they'd caught him staring.

      Morgan laughed and waved him over.

      He hesitated for a moment before he headed her way. Asher broke off to shake Riley’s hand, then made himself scarce. Riley followed as Morgan stepped off to the farthest part of the yard. They picked their way around the bits of debris that would probably rot forever in what was left of this battlefield.

      “Listen, before we have some big talk or whatever, I wanted to say that I know that whole claim thing wasn’t real,” Riley said. He pushed a hand through his hair, causing it to stand even more on end. His cheeks were smeared with dirt and ash.

      Morgan ignored that remark for the moment—she would get back to it.

      Instead, she said, “I wanted you to know I’ve come to terms with everything. Everything. Daegan is gone. And I’m glad. I understand now about what you did to Gabrhand, and I don’t judge you for it. I have a feeling I’m even happier that Daegan is gone than you were at that time. You should know that.”

      Riley shook his head though. “I can’t say I’m not happy he’s gone. But I was stupid, Morgan, and I acted recklessly when I saved you. My power was gone before I got to you. If he hadn’t offered up the title, you’d be dead—”

      “That was never going to happen,” she interrupted, knowing how fiercely she believed it.

      “I never should have stepped in. I know I shouldn’t have. I didn’t have your permission. I knew you didn’t want me to protect you, but you were—I thought you were gone. I had to do something.”

      “Riley,” she said, grabbing his hands in hers. “You’re not hearing me. It’s over. It’s done. Free and clear. Fresh start. You were protecting your mate. I would have done the same if it were you.”

      Tears swam in his eyes. “Please don’t say that,” he whispered. “You can’t want me. I’ve got nothing left.”

      “Listen to me,” she demanded, squeezing his hands again. “You are a good man. You may not have your power, but it didn’t strip you of your humanity. We are alive. And we are together.”

      “But the claim—that was all a lie,” Riley said. His eyes betrayed his hope, though. He wanted to hear her words. He wanted to believe that finally, at last, he was free.

      “It sure as hell better not have been,” Morgan told him, stepping closer, pressing herself against him. “You can’t take it back now, wolf. I heard a rumor you’re imprinted on me. And my Brethren already gave his consent. You wouldn’t want to disappoint me when I’ve finally found happiness, would you?”

      “With me?” he whispered, lowering his head, hovering his lips above her.

      “With you,” she answered. She rose on tired tiptoes to press her lips to his.

      “Be my mate,” he murmured against her mouth. “I don’t want to walk alone anymore.”

      “You’ll never have to. I’m yours.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty

          

        

      

    

    
      The exhaustion that crept into Morgan’s body and settled into her bones took a week to wear off.

      During that time, her transition—such as it was—rounded out and she discovered that she possessed memories. There were so many memories she thought her head could never contain them all.

      The first ones that came to her were all her own. They were things Daegan had taken from her, including horrible moments she didn’t want to relive.

      “I can take them from you, if you want,” Aveleiyn said.

      They sat in old metal lawn chairs on the roof of the mall. The brightly colored mesh that made up the seat was frayed in places. Morgan twisted it between her fingers while she and Aveleiyn had one of their private discussions.

      The very words seemed to weaken Aveleiyn, who’d spent the week recuperating as well. The events at the trailer had taken a toll on everyone Morgan cared about.

      “No thanks,” Morgan said. “I’ve already considered that, but I can live with them. I’d rather remember what I’ve made it through. It will keep me grateful for what I have now. It’s the other things I’m more concerned with.”

      “More new memories?”

      “From other people,” Morgan said. “Grace’s parents. Daegan’s parents. Others I’ve never seen before.”

      “You’re getting everything he had,” Aveleiyn said. “That doesn’t usually happen…only in certain circumstances. He gave his blood—and everything—to ensure you lived on. You’ll likely find more and more of those coming to the surface.”

      “You know everything, don’t you?” Morgan said.

      “Not everything,” Aveleiyn told her, “but more than I want to.”

      “I haven’t gotten any memories of you,” Morgan said. “Nothing to explain why you didn’t recognize him in my memories or on sight.”

      Aveleiyn gazed up at the sky for a few moments. “Lathan, Diesel, Avery and I have discussed it and I think we’re right. It’s likely each of us who encountered him had our memories stripped at one time or another by one of the Dissidents. The confirmation that he was the same vampire who attacked Grace’s parents while they were under Ren’s protection is most troubling. This group’s effectiveness worries me. I can’t see how they have done what they’ve done without inside connections.”

      They fell quiet, and Aveleiyn reached over to the plate between them to pick up a cookie. It was coated with a thick layer of frosting as bright pink as the streak in her hair.

      Morgan had learned the vampires who dyed their hair had to do so daily to keep it up. She’d also learned, from Daegan's memories, that his hair was naturally red. She’d asked Aveleiyn about it, though if she’d held out for the memories, she wouldn’t have had to.

      That was what started all of the problems in Daegan’s life. It was as simple as hair color.

      His red hair was anathema to the vampire world. He had been born from vampires, rather than turned, and should thus have been pure. His red hair was an imperfection in the eyes of his family. They’d bleached it every single day when he was a child to keep it white so no one would know.

      Morgan had the memories of the way the powerful chemicals made his eyes burn when he was still too young to understand what was being done to him.

      His own father had never believed him worthy. When Daegan’s sociopathic tendencies were discovered by the leadership of the Elite Patron training program—a sort of proving ground for the most eligible bachelors in the race—his parents had refused to allow him to move forward.

      Their decision meant he had no chance of taking a vampire mate. Without a mate, he couldn’t inherit the blood title from his parents. He would never be able to step into power for his own family line. Enraged by their choice, Daegan had murdered them and stolen the title he knew they would never willingly give.

      And then, he’d found solace in Morgan—in her red hair. He’d seen her as an outcast too, and he’d believed they could form their own future. All he had to do was make her his mate so he could assume the title.

      In his vision of the future, he’d seen himself coming to power and ruling over everyone who ever put him down or made him feel less than.

      Morgan pinched a lock of her hair and examined it.

      The color had stopped bleeding out. It had lightened to a pale peach shade, and that was where it seemed inclined to stay.

      “Are you angry with me for the rules I’ve put in place?” Aveleiyn asked, drawing Morgan out of her thoughts. She nibbled the edges of her pink-frosted cookie.

      “No,” Morgan said. “I thought I’d hate not getting to stay closer to Riley, but I have too much to learn. If I had him around all the time, he’d be too much of a distraction.” She laughed at that. As if she weren’t distracted by him all the time anyway in the form of calls, texts, and games, not to mention her own private thoughts.

      Aveleiyn had come to the decision that Morgan should live with the congregation until the Black pack decided to move on to a new home.

      The vampire world, as Morgan was learning, was a gossipy place that often seemed to be on the brink of major internal collapse. Politics and judgments from all directions kept Aveleiyn on her toes. The scrutiny Morgan was already receiving as a new vampire, combined with the word that had leaked of Daegan's demise made them prime targets for the curiosity of the vampire public.

      Morgan would continue training and learning within the safety of her congregation for now. And one day, when the pack decided it was time to pick up and start over elsewhere, she would be able to go with them—provided that they could find a place to live that was a little out of the limelight and a Trainer to continue her tutelage.

      “With all these memories coming up, it would be tough to be around everyone all the time, too. Here, I can get away when I need to.”

      Morgan hesitated, wondering if she should say the next part. She didn’t completely understand the memories she had about it, but it felt important to share.

      “Aveleiyn, do you know about a book called the Stăpânire Se Aprinde?”

      Aveleiyn shot upright in her chair. “Yes! Why?”

      “It was in Daegan’s memories. I need to try to get Thorne and Asher to work with me again to clear up these new things I’m catching. But that’s what Daegan was trying to get from Grace’s parents’ lab.”

      Aveleiyn rose from her seat. “How did he know they had it?”

      “That’s what they told him—the Dissidents. They thought Chris and Allie were hiding it. That’s one of the reasons he went after them. They thought Chris and Allie would know how it worked, too, but Daegan was keeping a secret.”

      Aveleiyn’s hands shook a little. “Go on,” she said.

      “He knew how it worked,” Morgan said. She swallowed and frowned, shaking her head. “It doesn’t make sense to me, but I have to say this. Maybe it will make sense to you?” She played with the frayed strings on the chair again, feeling like she was going out of her mind as she watched the memories play back inside her head. “It doesn’t work how most people think it does. What it can do is bad, not good. He wanted to get the knowledge to use it for himself, but he couldn’t pull what he needed from Chris and Allie.”

      Aveleiyn took the information and sat with it for a moment. Then she nodded gravely. “Chris and Allie did have the book. I’d given it to them to see if they could determine why it was so important. That attack interrupted their research. Their memories were so impacted by Daegan that they couldn’t figure anything out after that. Is there anything else? Anything that might help them now?”

      “I haven’t gotten anything else about the book itself yet. But I need to tell Lathan and Avery too,” Morgan said, “because that’s why the Dissidents have been going after the pack. They thought they could weaken them until they could get the book—and someone who knows how to use it.”

      Aveleiyn sighed heavily. “Then vampires are more involved in the Dissident movement than we thought,” she said, almost to herself.

      She shook her head and looked up at Morgan. “For many years, there has been talk of us going public. Abandoning the secrets of the R & B and living in the real world with humans. The Stăpânire Se Aprinde has been rumored to house secrets—a history of how vampires were able to commune with humans in the light, in a perfect time in the past. It’s the stuff vampire children learn as legends. But I’ve long believed the book was real—which I now know is true—and I’ve considered that it isn’t what we all thought. That in the wrong hands, it would be dangerous. I think, now, I must be right about that.”

      “There is one other thing,” Morgan said. This one twisted her gut for some reason, though she didn’t know why a simple name should bother her so much. “Nicholas Snelgrove is alive, and he’s coming back.”

      Behind them, the heavy clank of a metal door sounded, and people poured out of the stairwell onto the roof.

      “We’ll have plenty of time to talk more later,” Aveleiyn said. Her expression was anything but relaxed. “Enjoy your party, my pet.” She stood again and disappeared into the oncoming crowd.

      The congregation—or at least Vi—had been eager to throw a celebration for Morgan’s official entry into their fold.

      Morgan’s eyes danced over the food and lights and decorations surrounding her where she sat. When her gaze landed on Riley, there was nothing anyone could do to keep her in her chair.
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      Riley plowed past everyone to get to the front of the pack. He hurled himself through the door and onto the roof.

      He spotted Morgan right away. The lights that were strung all around them shone down on her in her black sweater dress.

      She’d already taken to wearing the color of the vampire class she was a part of. Civilian vampires wore black to distinguish themselves. The high-heeled black booties she had on made him sweat. Would she ever know how perfect she was?

      He loved that she would have been even more comfortable—and even more adorable—in pajamas…or nothing. Hot damn, yeah. Definitely nothing.

      He almost laughed out loud at himself for working up a fantasy about the woman he wanted while she was right there in front of him.

      When she saw him, her face lit up, and she leapt from her chair. They met in the middle, and he gathered her up in his arms.

      “You look beautiful,” he whispered into her hair as he held her close.

      He never wanted to let her go.

      After everything that had happened—nearly losing her, Daegan’s death, Aveleiyn’s decision to keep Morgan close for safety and training—the simple act of touching Morgan and knowing she was there overwhelmed him. He wanted to fall to his knees in front of her.

      He breathed deeply of her whiskey scent, savoring the desire in it. He groaned and rolled his hips against her. “Admit it, McPherson. You want me,” he teased, touching his lips to her ear.

      The way her arms brushed around his body when she tightened her hold on him was enough to make him shiver with longing. She laughed against his chest. “Pretty sure you’re the one with the more—um—obvious interest at the moment,” she said, leaning back to glance down between them.

      Undeterred, Riley rolled his hips into her again, and she hummed her approval. “All the wolves up here can smell you, you know,” Riley teased.

      “Oh, I know,” Morgan said. “I’m hoping that will only drive you even crazier while you wait. You only have to behave for an hour,” she added with a naughty grin.

      “I know. I promised,” Riley said, brushing his lips over hers. “But for the record, it’s only fifty-four minutes, now. I’ve got a phone alarm set, and my watch is synced. And I made Asher promise he’ll drive separately and stay in his car.”

      They were finally going to get that game night date—the one they hadn’t gotten when Daegan had launched his final attack. Riley bit back his grin—he couldn’t wait for her to see the special spin he’d put on the idea.

      “I have so many plans for you tonight,” he told her.

      She grinned up at him. “Oh, you do?”

      He curled his arms tighter around her, making sure she could feel every inch of his body pressed against hers. The rasp of his jeans against the bare skin of her inner thigh exposed at the hem of her dress drew a shiver from her.

      “You’re such a tease,” she whispered.

      “Fifty-three minutes, Green Beans.”

      She leaned her head back to laugh up at him. Her silky hair tickled his arms, and he dipped her into a kiss.

      He wanted to save most of the physical attention he planned to lavish on her for their date. He couldn’t stop himself when he was around her, though. Not unless she complained, of course, but so far there had been no complaints.

      Then again, there hadn’t been much contact to complain about. Riley’s body throbbed with need for her. The ache had been rising all week from his wolf’s desire to make her his.

      “Hate to interrupt this magic moment,” Asher said as Riley set Morgan back upright on her feet.

      “Hey, man!” Riley grabbed Asher’s hand and pulled him into a hug.

      Riley was starting to realize Asher was his closest friend outside of the pack. He’d never have believed it when he met the guy. Now, he knew he wouldn’t have Morgan in his life if it weren’t for the Seer’s kindness and loyalty.

      “We should talk to Thorne tonight,” he told Morgan and Asher when Asher stepped back. “He’s done a bunch of work on the plans to put a couple of those storefronts together for you guys. He was going to run them by Aveleiyn to make sure it’s all up to her standards. He’s excited about doing another vampire job.”

      “Oh, man,” Asher said, throwing an arm around Morgan’s shoulder. “Real walls? I wouldn’t have to listen to you two sweet talking all damn night. I’m gonna owe that wolf my firstborn for the relief and all the sleep I’ll finally get.”

      Morgan poked him in the ribs, “Firstborn? I thought you weren’t ever having kids.”

      Asher grinned and stepped away from her tickling fingers. “You never know, Red. I might get old and bored of being such a curmudgeon one day.”

      “And I might start telling everyone you’re not the curmudgeon you pretend to be,” she told him with a grin.

      “Nah,” Riley said, giving her a squeeze as she slipped back under his arm. “Let him figure that stuff out on his own—he should have to struggle like the rest of us.” He winked at Asher.

      Asher rolled his eyes and chuckled. “I’ll never live down the advice I’ve had to give this pack, will I? You fucking wolves don’t let anything go.” He glanced over to where the pack and the congregation were starting to blend in a clump by the food. “Looks like they’re getting the serious talks out of the way first,” he said. “Let’s go see what’s new.”

      Avery nodded as they stepped into the group—the last to join. Riley had already gotten a chance to read the rolled up thing in her hand. It spelled trouble.

      “This was delivered to the Magistrate’s mansion this morning,” Avery said. The snark in her tone revealed her thoughts on it. The sender didn’t respect the new location Avery used for her work—the private office Diesel had built on the pack’s land. “You can read it for yourselves if you want. But the short version is that the Dissidents want to be legally recognized as their own group, separate from UNITY. If that doesn’t happen, they’re threatening to take the whole of the Races and Breeds public.”

      Murmurs rippled across the crowd. Morgan, still tucked against Riley’s side, looked up at him. He gave her the most encouraging smile he could. “Stuff like this has happened before,” he murmured. “Never this well-organized, but we’ve made it through.”

      “What’s UNITY’s response so far?” Aveleiyn asked Avery.

      Avery shook her head. “I can’t believe I’m saying it, but the UNITY council has agreed to meet with them. I've already argued that their demand negates the meaning of UNITY. But most of the other leaders are concerned about the possibility of going public or the threats they and their people have been facing. This group is bigger and more determined than anyone had given them credit for.”

      “Which is saying a lot,” Diesel grumbled, “considering Avery has been one of the people fighting against them from the beginning.”

      “Aveleiyn, too,” Avery said. “That’s why we need to make sure we’re all on the same page. We’re going to need alliances like this”—she motioned between the wolves and the vampires—“more and more going forward if we all expect to come out on the other end of this unscathed.”

      “So, we’re preparing for battle?” Marco asked. He caged Vi protectively in his arms.

      “Could we maybe not start a war tonight?” Vi asked, her doe-eyes swimming as she glanced around. “No one has even touched the food yet, and it’s all such pretty colors.”

      Aveleiyn put on a brave smile. “No war tonight, friends. Tonight, we celebrate new beginnings. We’ll deal with tomorrow when tomorrow comes.”
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      “What’s the matter?” Riley asked. “You don’t like it, do you? It was kind of a stretch.” He willed his hands to stay where they were. He’d done his best to look presentable for the occasion and making his hair stand on end wasn’t part of the style he was going for.

      Morgan stood in front of him, in the middle of the arcade. The music and game sounds created a joyful cacophony around them. The flashing lights illuminated her cheeks and hair with every color of the rainbow. He couldn’t read her response, though. His nerves were tearing him up.

      She spun around to him, her whole face lit up with her smile. “Are you kidding me? I love it! When you said we should have a game date, I thought you meant we’d be hanging out at home. And that would have been awesome. But this? This is out of the freaking atmosphere, Riley!” She laughed out loud and ran from one side of the enormous building to the other. “There’s no one else here!” She bounced on her feet as she waved for him to follow her.

      “Yeah, that’s kinda what ‘I rented the whole place out for the night’ means,” Riley teased, enjoying her gleeful laughter.

      “What should we play first?” she asked.

      “Whatever you want,” he said.

      She came back to him and laced her arms around his neck. She glanced around the room before leaning up on her tiptoes to whisper mischievously. “This is so ridiculous and outrageous, and I don’t want to ruin it by saying the wrong thing, but…I was kind of looking forward to being alone with you.”

      “You are alone with me,” he said, sweeping a chaste kiss over her lips. The touch turned into something deeper, and he stroked his tongue over hers before he leaned back.

      “You know what I mean,” she said, biting her lip.

      Something about her doing that—doing anything with her teeth, which could be lethal weapons—rocked Riley’s world. He tugged her lip out from between her teeth with his thumb and held it in place so he could nibble on it. She whimpered and pressed herself against him.

      “Just because we’re here doesn’t mean we can’t be alone,” he said. His voice didn’t seem to work right. It came out all husky and dark.

      Morgan laughed and glanced around them. “What? Like…here? We might as well be in public. I’m sure they have cameras!”

      “And I know a certain Protector who can handle that,” Riley said. “Besides, that back area isn’t visible from the street or anything. Asher couldn’t see us.”

      Morgan’s eyes darted to the left, toward the back of the building.

      That was all it took for Riley to grab her legs behind her thighs and haul her up into his arms. With her legs wrapped around his waist, her dress wedged up her thighs. He could feel all the intimate details he’d been looking forward to exploring about her through the thin material of her underwear. But rather than going crazy on him, she clung to him and moved with delicious leisure.

      Every touch was slow but deliberate. It was the most intimate moment he'd ever experienced. There was no more hesitation. No more trepidation in her caress. She touched him in places he’d never allowed anyone to reach, and he hadn’t even known he was missing out on that until this moment.

      The long, sensual stroke of her fingers in his hair and the exploratory kisses over his face, ears, and neck were almost enough to send him over the edge.

      His heart pounded in his chest. He was about to ask her, officially, to be his forever. After so much time in the darkness, he’d found his light.

      A long, low growl rippled up from his belly. All the passion he possessed was aching to be released. There was just one thing he had to do first.

      He carried her to the back room where the larger table games were. When she stayed snuggled against him, he chuckled. He was too nervous to wait for very long. “Hey,” he murmured, gently setting her back on her feet. “Check that out.”

      She turned to see what he was talking about and clapped her hands over her mouth.

      Spread out all over the top of the big, competition grade air hockey table was his masterpiece for the day.

      Rose petals in pink and white and red spelled out the one question he needed to ask above all else.

      Morgan read the message slowly. “‘Bite 4 me ever?’” She turned to lift a confused brow at him.

      He looked at her, then back to the table, then back to her. “No!” he cried. “No! I’m asking—”

      She covered her mouth again to contain her delight. “I so got you!” she gasped out between giggles.

      “You wench!” he cried, picking her up again and setting her on the edge of the table. He covered her neck and chest with kisses while she laughed and pulled him ever closer until she lay on her back, her hair spread out over the table.

      Their laughter faded as she gazed up at him.

      “Answer the question,” he whispered, hovering his lips over hers and backing out of reach when she leaned up to make their mouths meet.

      “Of course,” she said. “I’ll tell you yes every single day for the rest of our lives. I’ll pick you every time.”

      “Soon?” Riley asked.

      “Tonight, if you want,” she told him.

      “Don’t challenge me, McPherson,” he said.

      She shrugged and leaned up again to kiss him.

      He backed away though. “Stay right there,” he said. “I’m serious. I want to see you just like that when I come back.”

      He took one last long look at her, spread out before him, before he turned and jogged to the front where he’d left the enormous sack of quarters he’d brought. He’d busted two plastic bags before he’d wised up and put them all in a ripstop day pack.

      When he strolled back in, Morgan was still stretched out on the table, playing with a rose petal. She looked up at him when he started feeding quarters into the machine.

      “What are you—” she gasped and giggled again as strands of her hair began to move ever so slightly from the blow of the fans beneath the table’s surface. A few of the rose petals danced around from the slight breeze. Her cheeks tinged pink, and Riley was reminded that she was different. Not quite human. Not quite vampire. Never wolf.

      That was fine with him.

      He wedged himself between her legs and angled over to kiss her. The cool air touched his forearms and elbows where he leaned them into the table to brace himself. The wood creaked as he caught Morgan’s hips and pulled her closer to the end of the table.

      Her eyes still twinkled with laughter. He made a silent promise to make her laugh as often as he could. He would make a fool of himself every day if it brought her joy.

      They’d brought each other to the light. It might not always be easy to stay in the light, but they’d keep each other out of the darkness. And if they couldn’t, they’d still be together. Always together.

      Morgan moaned against his lips, and Riley dragged his hands down her hips to the hem of her dress. The soft knit material slid over her skin. He watched for signs of distress with every move he made. The last time they’d gotten this close, the results hadn’t been disastrous—they’d been the catalyst to bring them together, really—but they didn’t take Morgan to a happy place. He didn’t want anything to come between them this time.

      He proceeded with caution, then, as he lowered himself down. He pulled her a little farther off the table, holding her up by bringing her feet to rest on his crouched thighs. Her shoes slipped on his jeans, and he eased them off.

      She grasped at his hair when he kissed up her thigh. He moved to kiss back down, sensing distress, but she pulled tighter.

      “More,” she pleaded.

      “Yeah?” he asked, pressing kisses into her skin. He was so close—he could taste her, smell her, and he would devour her if she wanted him to.

      “More,” she urged.

      He didn’t hesitate again.

      He moved up, taking her dress with him until it pooled around her waist and he had access to what he wanted. He slid her silky panties to the side and parted her lips with his tongue.

      She cried out and arched up against him, filling his mouth with her flesh. He moaned as he greedily accepted everything she offered, sucking, licking, and lapping at her body while she clutched at his hair and shoulders.

      Even her toes grabbed at him when she found release, which he thought was quite possibly the most adorable thing he’d ever experienced.

      He rearranged her outfit when her breathing steadied and tugged her up to sit so he could wrap her up in his arms. She was limp and laughing. “What now?” he asked, quirking a grin at her.

      “I feel like that should have been reversed for some kind of great air and blowing joke,” she said.

      “You’re nuts,” he said, chuckling against her lips. He backed away to glance around the games and knew there was only one thing he wanted. “What do you say we blow off the rest of this for the night? I can rent this place out any time, but the truth is I’ve got this great new game at home…” he wiggled his brows at her.

      “Will you take off a piece of clothing every time I win?” Morgan asked.

      “Did I mention I was actually good at this game? You gonna wager the same for every time you lose?”

      Morgan hopped down from the edge of the air hockey table and smiled up at him. “Yep. Now take me home.”
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      Morgan could hardly sit still in Riley’s car. She was so keyed up after the arcade and what he’d done to her that she didn’t think she’d sit still for months.

      “Patience, young vampire,” Riley teased.

      “Patience my left foot,” she said.

      She didn’t even think about how close she would be to the rest of his family if they were naked in his room. Clearly, the other couples had sex under the same roof. And as wolves, they probably heard it all. This was life. What was she going to do? Take him back to the mall room with its wall sheets?

      She reached over and put her hand on Riley’s thigh. She had every intention of teasing him the way she felt teased, but he put his hand over hers to stop her movements.

      “It’s been a while for me,” he said. “Unless you want me to wreck this car, you’d better behave.”

      By the time they parked in the driveway, Morgan’s fingers tingled from the need to touch his skin.

      “You kids be good,” Asher called as he went ahead of them into the house.

      Riley kicked the door closed behind them, and Morgan wrapped herself around him. It was reminiscent of the night they’d come back alone, but it was so much better. Their feelings for each other, coupled with their commitment to each other and the things they’d lived through to get to that moment, made it all feel just right.

      Nothing like near-death experiences to make you appreciate the little things. Still, there wasn’t a single little thing that Morgan would change.

      Riley swept her into his arms and raced up the stairs. She’d lost her shoes at some point amidst the rush to make it back to the house. She rubbed her cheek against the stubble that was forming along his jaw.

      “You know the drill,” he murmured between kisses along the sensitive ridge of her ear as he leaned down outside the door. She reached for the knob and twisted, opening the door to their future.

      Riley took them straight to the bed and set her down. He yanked his t-shirt off before he raced back to slam the door.

      Then he joined her, and she moved her hands over every inch of his flesh. There was heat and passion, desperation to fulfill a desire that she was certain he could feel as palpably as she could, pounding between them. But there was no rush. No urgency to solve a problem or meet a need before regret set in. There was only want. Need. Love.

      “I love you,” she whispered against his skin.

      “Oh, Fate,” he murmured, dragging her in and pinning her to him. He sucked in a ragged breath and shook his head against her hair. “I love you, too. Never forget it.”

      He cupped her head and tipped it back, kissing her with a devotion that sank deep and settled in her blood.

      He laid back and let her straddle him. His eyes followed lazily as she explored his body. The lean muscle trembled at her touch, his belly sucking in when she found sensitive places to devote more time to.

      He worked at his pants while she took her time touching him and when she was ready, she tugged them off, taking his boxers with them.

      “Gosh,” she whispered, stopping to stare before she made her way back up. “Okay, then. This should be interesting.”

      He laughed out loud as he stretched his arms up and crossed them behind his head. “Take it all in, baby,” he teased.

      “Yeah, that’s what I’m worried about,” she said, making big eyes at him.

      “What can I say?” He hitched a shrug with one shoulder. “Naturally blessed.”

      “You’re cocky, you know,” she told him. “And I totally mean that pun.”

      He threw his head back and laughed again. “I can’t deny the truth you can see with your own eyes,” he teased. “Come back up here.” He reached for her, and she fell willingly against his chest. “You wreck me, love,” he whispered, sifting her hair out of the way so he could kiss her neck.

      “Hang on to me now,” he told her. He wiggled his legs around, freeing his pants and boxers from his ankles. His flip-flops clapped against the floor when they fell free from his feet.

      He clasped a hand at her hip and took her with him right where she sat, perched on his hips, as he moved back onto the bed to lean against the pillows. His hands crept lower, and he tugged her dress away.

      She rolled her hips back against his skin, relishing the sensation of nothing between them but the thin, slick material of her panties. He growled and curled an arm around her waist, sitting up to roll himself against her.

      He flicked the clasp of her bra open, and she moved her arms to let it fall away. He filled his mouth with her body, gathering her breasts together with his hands and ravishing them with his tongue and teeth.

      Morgan’s head spun from the sensations. She wanted more of him. She needed to feel him inside her, filling up all the spaces that were his and his alone. She hooked her panties and shifted off him only long enough to drag them down first one leg and then the other.

      Riley’s hands were on her the whole time, caressing, loving, exploring, soothing. He didn’t linger over the spots that had once made her too self-conscious to be so exposed with him. She wouldn’t have minded if he had—they didn’t hurt now the way they used to. She understood why he avoided them and treasured the thought that they would still have those spaces to explore one day.

      Her body was already willing, wet, and warm. Riley held her up, straddled around him and she reached between them and stroked his flesh.

      He closed his eyes and whispered her name as he leaned his head against her neck. She moved her fingers over the velvety softness of his shaft. She traced the head and the veins, tickling into the soft flesh beneath and feeling every single response as he gasped and moaned against her skin.

      He leaned back and tipped her chin up, cupping her jaw as he claimed her mouth with his kisses.

      “Please,” she whispered against him.

      “I’ll follow your lead,” he told her, cradling her so close.

      They watched each other as she guided him to her entrance and moved her hips to accept him. He grasped her ass, using his big hands to move her against him as he moved into her. They went slow, accepting each other in every moment.

      When he was buried to the hilt, they stopped. Clinging and breathing. There was nothing more either of them could do but hang on as the world spun to a stop around them. Morgan could feel the pulsing of their hearts all the way down to her core. She moved to slide back, then sank against him again.

      Riley breathed out hard. “Losing control,” he whispered.

      “I trust you,” she told him.

      Then, she was under him, rather than on top. He gathered her against him and began to thrust. She was tangled up in him, with nowhere to go and no desire to be anything but his.

      They moved together, first with that slow reverence, then with growing need. And finally, with all the fire of the passion they both possessed. They trusted each other enough to share it. In those moments, with every part of their bodies joined—their hands clasped together, their mouths sharing desperate kisses—the world shifted just slightly and, thereby, fell into place.

      “Thank you,” Riley murmured against her lips. Over and over again he said the words like a prayer.

      Morgan gasped and cried out. She was so close—she was right on the edge.

      “It’s okay,” Riley whispered. “Fall. I’ll catch you.”

      She shattered in his arms, and he followed. He kissed her damp forehead as he hugged her against him, keeping them connected in every way.

      “Did you feel that?” he whispered, his words touching her skin like sun-heated feathers.

      “What?” she asked. Her lids grew heavy as she reveled in the comfort of his body cocooned around hers.

      “The way the world moved,” he said.

      She smiled into his neck, and he scraped his stubbled cheek over her hair. “I did.”

      “Okay. Thought I’d imagined it. But if you felt it, too, I’m not crazy. Or at least we’re crazy together,” he said. He hummed a few notes, the sound soft and sleepy. “I love you, Green Beans.”

      “I love you more,” she said.

      “Not possible.”

      The familiar comfortable quiet drifted in over them as sleep touched them both.

      Riley knew all of her scars now. In some way or another, he’d touched every single one. He didn’t look at her like she was a mess, though. He looked at her as if she were precious but never fragile.

      She’d felt broken. She’d believed she would never mend.

      Now she saw she’d had the pieces all along. She’d only needed someone to remind her she was strong enough to put them back together. As she held him in her arms, and he held her, she felt…

      Whole.
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      “Are you nervous?” Reegan asked. She was sitting cross-legged in the passenger seat.

      Morgan glanced over. “A little,” she admitted. “Thank you so much for coming with me.”

      “Of course! If you can’t have Riley with you, I’m the next best thing, right?”

      Morgan grinned over at her. Reegan seemed to have changed a lot recently. She was more cheerful—Em said she was more like her usual self, though Reegan insisted she had no idea what that meant.

      “Actually, it gives me a chance to apologize,” Reegan said, ducking her head and giving Morgan a sheepish grin. “I should never have been cold to you. I was worried about Riley, but you’d been through so much.”

      Morgan waved the apology off. “Please. If anyone can understand the urge to protect Riley, I’m your girl,” she said. “Now, we can do that job together.”

      “Riley has been wearing his suit all week,” Reegan said. She rolled her eyes. “He keeps saying he’s got to break it in, but I think he just knows how good he looks. He’s so ready for tonight.”

      Morgan laughed out loud. She couldn’t wait to tease him about that after the ceremony.

      “Thank you for that,” Reegan said. “I can’t remember the last time my brother was so happy.”

      “He does the same for me,” Morgan said, smiling to herself.

      She eased the Mustang into the parking lot of the pub. Riley hadn’t been joking when he’d told her he had plenty of cars. She blushed as she thought back on the trip they’d taken out to his storage garage. In the week since he’d officially asked her to accept his claim, they’d spent every waking moment together.

      Asher had already begun to complain about the amount of driving he was doing back and forth to let them hang out. As her Brethren, Asher was in charge of her for as long as she lived under the congregation’s roof. She was lucky she’d convinced him to stay with the guys while they got everything ready for the mating ceremony—which Vi had assured her would be nothing fancy. Morgan didn’t buy that for a second.

      “Holy cow,” Morgan murmured after she parked and looked up at the pub. “They’ve done so much work on it!”

      A knock on the window from inside caught her attention, and she waved, though she didn’t believe her eyes.

      “Your mom looks great,” Reegan said.

      Morgan agreed, but she didn’t get a chance to say so because her mom rushed out the side door.

      “Hi, baby! Oh, we’re so glad you’re here!”

      She trotted over and squeezed Morgan into her arms.

      “Mom, do you remember Reegan?” Morgan asked.

      Brooke smiled and pulled Reegan into a hug, too. “Yes! Your soon-to-be sister-in-law, how could I forget! Come in, come in.”

      Inside, the pub was busy. Brooke spotted a table that needed to be wiped down and excused herself while Morgan made her way up to the bar.

      Everything was spotless and looked brand new.

      That was all Riley. He’d wanted to do something to give back to her family since her mother’s trailer had been destroyed.

      In this new fantasy world Vi had created for Flynn and Brooke, they were a happy couple who lived over the bar they ran together. Brooke didn’t even remember the trailer. She didn’t remember the red bedroom.

      All they remembered was their love for each other, their business, and their daughter.

      Riley and his brothers had offered to fix up the building as a tribute. Morgan was amazed at how different the place looked in the span of only two weeks.

      “Hey!” her dad shouted, throwing his arms out. “It’s my baby girl! Fellas, you remember my daughter,” he said, ducking out from under the bar to squeeze Morgan in his lanky arms. “She’s getting married today. My new son-in-law is the one who made this joint look so good. A round on the house for my kid, huh?”

      Cheers went up across the bar.

      “Mickey, come on and take care of things, will ya? Let me be with my family.”

      Morgan breathed deep. This was going to be harder than she’d thought. Next to her, Reegan squeezed her fingers.

      They followed Flynn to a table at the back. Brooke sang to herself as she joined them. She sat almost on top of Flynn and Morgan smiled. If they wouldn’t have her, at least they’d have each other.

      “You ready for your big night, baby girl?” Flynn asked. “I’ve been practicing my wedding march all week.”

      “You bet,” Morgan said. But her mom snuggled against her dad, and she remembered what she was really doing. Better not stretch this out, she thought.

      She reached her hands across the table, holding them out to her parents.

      “Oh,” Brooke tapped a finger in the teary corners of her eyes. “You’re going to melt me right out of my makeup,” she said, reaching out and taking one of Morgan’s hands. “So grown up. We did such a good job, didn’t we, honey?”

      Flynn kissed Brooke's cheek and then leaned his head against her shoulder. “We sure did, baby,” he said as he took Morgan’s other hand.

      Morgan breathed deep and called on the training she’d been getting. This was the one thing she’d told Aveleiyn she needed to do right.

      There was no rule that she had to let her parents go right now. As long as she kept the R & B world a secret from them, there wouldn’t be a problem until it was clear she wasn’t aging.

      But she’d always wanted them to be together, and now they were. They were happy. She was happy. That’s how she wanted them all to remember each other.

      So, she went to the place in her mind where she could feel the connection with them. The physical contact helped—she wasn’t like Daegan, whose power had allowed him to use only his eyes and voice to alter minds. She was proud of that. It would keep her humble. Having the physical connection would ground her abilities and prevent her from misusing them. The bite in her blood that came from her dark vampire side was definitely a vengeful creature.

      Sifting through the fog of their minds to the place where the three of them—mother, father, daughter—connected, she spoke.

      “You are so happy together,” she said.

      She might feel a little bad about the lie if Vi hadn’t started it. Now, it seemed more humane than the truth.

      “And you look forward to growing old together, to running this place until you’re ready to retire and then living out your days in silly, blissful love. You’re a strong couple. You work through things together. You fight your fights together instead of fighting each other.”

      Her parents gazed dreamily at her, their eyes unfocused, their mouths blissfully smiling.

      “Tonight, you’re leaving for a much-needed vacation.”

      Reegan reached into her purse and pulled out the narrow folio Morgan had put together. Plane tickets, hotel reservations, it was all there.

      The one real gift she’d ever seen her father give her mother was a snow globe with a little California scene in it. He’d been trying to get back together with her. Trying to make things work. He’d told her he wanted to take her there and finally show her all the sights they’d dreamed about seeing when they were together.

      Her mother still had the snow globe, though she’d turned Flynn away.

      Now, they’d go see it all.

      “Whenever you think of me, you’ll think you’ve recently seen me or heard from me. You’ll know I’m traveling the world with my husband. We’re helping people, and I’m infinitely happy. And you’ll be excited to tell anyone who asks about me exactly that.”

      Their smiles broadened. They loved what they were hearing. They were buying it. Believing it. This was their new reality.

      “If you ever need anything, you have a number in your phones to contact. You’ll know the number when you see it. Otherwise, remember that you’ll always feel like we’ve just talked. We’re close. A family.” Morgan breathed deep. “You did a good job. I’m happy.”

      She released her parents’ hands and accepted their hugs. Then she nodded to Reegan, who put the folio on the table, and they exited the building.

      As Morgan backed the car out of its space, she saw her mom throw her arms around her dad’s neck. She had the trip portfolio in her hand and was laughing and wiping tears away. She flashed it around the bar and shouted, looking like she’d never been happier as she beamed at Flynn. She thought he’d planned the surprise getaway. That was exactly what Morgan had hoped.

      “They really did do a good job, in spite of themselves,” Reegan said, reaching over to pat Morgan’s leg.

      Morgan smiled as she let the car roar over the road. They hadn’t been perfect parents. And now that they might actually be perfect parents, she was letting them go. Sometimes the dream couldn’t hold a candle to reality. Finally, she had a reality that was truly worth living. It seemed only fitting to let the old dreams go.
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      “Why are you so sweaty?” Asher asked.

      Riley tugged the neck of his suit shirt. “I don’t know! That’s why I was trying to break this thing in,” he said.

      “Worried about your first time?” Thorne teased.

      “Shut up, asshole. Besides, we know all about your first time,” Riley said.

      “And most of the rest of them,” Lathan grumbled.

      “Like you’re one to talk,” Diesel said with a laugh. He swatted Riley’s hands away from his tie. “Stop touching it. You look good.”

      “I didn’t know this was going to be a big thing,” Riley said. “It’s only a piece of paper.”

      “Vampires,” Asher said with a shrug like that meant anything.

      “Think of it as another party, mate. You wolves love parties,” Ren said. He was kicked back in a chair munching candy from an enormous crystal bowl that was balanced on his belly.

      “Okay, the fountain’s on!” Vi said, rushing through the room and eyeing them all. She’d somehow become the mating ceremony coordinator.

      Riley swallowed. Why hadn’t he asked Avery to give him a mating certificate so he could have gotten Morgan to sign it the damn night he asked her to be his? Had he really ever lived for all this attention?

      All he wanted was Morgan, in his arms, forever. It didn’t seem like too much to ask.

      Vi snapped her fingers, commanding them to attention—even Ren, who put the bowl aside and stood tall. Vi walked the line of them, straightening ties and perfecting appearances. Both Asher and Thorne stood sullenly still while she pawed at their hair. It was that sight that finally got Riley to laugh after a day fraught with tension over making this thing perfect. He wished he’d talked to Morgan. Texted Morgan. Seen Morgan. He’d played by all the rules, though. Giving her the day to herself, even though he knew she’d taken a hard task upon herself and he was itching to make sure she was okay.

      “Dude, you’re six shades of pale,” Asher said. “Don’t make me carry you out there. I gave my permission for this whole thing based on the idea that you’re up to the task.”

      “Have you talked to her?” Riley demanded again. Asher hadn’t been willing to tell him anything.

      Asher lifted his brows and pressed a finger to his lips like he was shushing Riley.

      “I’ll shush something,” Riley grumbled. Inside, his wolf was pacing. Waiting. Ready.

      Fourt snickered next to him.

      “Should be just a few minutes now,” Vi said. She disappeared through the sheets that had been hung up in the doorway of the store they were in.

      A tug on Riley’s elbow pulled his attention back to the people around him. Now that they weren’t under the inspection of a tiny, cheerfully militant vamp, the guys were milling around again.

      Thorne was touching his arm. He let Thorne lead him off toward the front of the store. The air was cooler there, and Riley leaned against the wall, relishing the temperature change.

      “You did so much for me when Em and I got together,” Thorne said. He cleared his throat and pushed his hair back, disarranging whatever Vi had done to style it. “I didn’t see all that working out,” he murmured, nodding Asher’s way, “but I’m glad now. He’s helped you out a lot with this—more than any of the rest of us could have.”

      Riley glanced over at Asher. “Yeah,” he said. “Who’d have thought, you know?”

      Thorne smiled. Even though Em had helped tame so much of the beast within Thorne, he still usually really smiled only for her. The way the hard lines of his face broke around the expression reminded Riley of a much younger Thorne. Something about sharing this day with his brothers hit him in the gut. They were still there, right by his side. Donning suits and everything.

      “Listen, I wanted to check one last time to be sure you’re cool with not giving Morgan your wolf spirit.” Thorne lifted his shoulders. “I know what it’s like, with Em not going through the change yet. Having your wolf inside you, wanting that complete circle.”

      “It’s not for everyone,” Riley said. “I don’t feel that urge, you know? I never have.” He pressed a hand to his chest, where he felt his wolf. The pride his wolf exuded at the joy of taking a mate resonated with a heady warmth inside his chest. “If there was ever that kind of energy inside me, I’m happy believing it still belongs to Morgan. Maybe that’s what gave me the last push to save her. I don’t know how to explain it, but I’m just…content.”

      Thorne’s smile broadened. “Yeah,” he said. He nodded and clapped a hand on Riley’s shoulder. “That’s awesome. I’m happy for you.”

      “We’re ready!” Vi sang from outside the sheets, calling them all back to attention.

      Riley’s heart started to pound. He hadn’t gone this long without seeing or talking to Morgan since before Daegan’s last attack. He never wanted to go this long without seeing or talking to her again.

      “Guess that’s my cue,” Asher said. He stopped before he went out through the curtains and shook Riley’s hand. “This whole Brethren thing has me fucked up with my feelings, and I’m no good at talking real emotions. So, you know. Treat her right. Don’t be a dick.”

      Riley used the handshake to pull Asher into a hug. “Thank you, man. This wouldn’t have happened without you.” He drew back and gave Asher’s hand a firm squeeze. “Love you, brother.”

      Asher looked dumbfounded for a second. He returned the shake and backed away, clearing his throat. “Yeah. Yeah, man…brother. You, too.”

      “So, what. Everyone’s a member of this pack now, mate?” Ren asked.

      “We took your ass in, didn’t we?” Lathan said.

      “What are you waiting for?” Vi hissed, poking her head through the curtains. “You’re going to miss the big moment!”

      That got them moving.
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      Morgan would never forget Riley’s face when she stopped at the top of the escalator stairs. She also wouldn’t forget the way Asher laughed under his breath at her death grasp on his arm.

      “Do I look stupid?” she whispered.

      “No, Red. I’m wondering what asshole decided it was a good idea to make a woman wearing four-inch heels teeter down a set of groovy stairs.” He patted her hand. “You look perfect. He definitely thinks so.”

      That got her to look at Riley, rather than at the stairs beneath her. His smile lit up the whole room. He was the only thing she could see.

      It was like the first time they’d seen each other—ever—but in reverse. She was the one trying not to trip down the stairs while she gazed at him. He was her future. The bright spot in her darkness.

      The ceremony was simple. Despite the grandiose thing the congregation had made it into, it really was just signing a piece of paper in a lavishly decorated setting. It couldn’t have taken more than five minutes. Avery said a few words as Magistrate for the wolf race and Aveleiyn said a few words as leader of the congregation.

      The small audience was made up of the congregation, Win and her crew—minus Deysi, who’d opted out of attendance, and the pack and their friends. The guests barely had time to settle into the fabric covered folding chairs that Vi had made Marco and Luc arrange in such tidy little rows in front of the fountain.

      The fountain—that was another thing Morgan would remember. The musical way it sang while she looked up into Riley’s eyes.

      “I think I want to see all the major fountains in the world,” Morgan said.

      She was sitting next to Riley at one of the smaller tables in the food court. Lights of all colors were strung everywhere, and dark, sweet music was flowing through the speakers. Javi had spent the whole week tweaking the sound setup to get it perfect.

      “That would be awesome,” Riley said. “We should add it to the list.”

      He pulled his phone from his pocket and tapped the keyboard to type into the ever-growing bucket list they’d started. “Maybe we’ll see your first one on the honeymoon,” he said with a wink.

      “Are you going to tell me where we’re headed yet?”

      “Nope,” he told her. He leaned in to cup her cheek and kissed her deeply. They were both breathing heavily when he pulled back.

      “I’d like to know that, too,” Asher said from the next table over, “seeing as how I’m stuck tagging along.”

      “Yeah, about that—” Riley grumbled.

      “Rules are rules, Poodle,” Asher said with a smirk. “Besides, the money is already paid. Isn’t that right, Queenie?” He tipped a chin at Aveleiyn who hardly acknowledged him as she passed by. “You know you love me,” he called after her.

      “Dude, you’re off your shit taunting her,” Riley said.

      Asher just laughed.

      “How unfortunate for you that you’ve got to go along and be celibate while you stand guard,” Aveleiyn said over her shoulder.

      “Oooh, burn!” Em cheered. “Forgot how much I love you,” she told Aveleiyn, raising her hand for a high five as they crossed paths. “I love it here, too,” Em said, hoisting her plate high—it was heaped with cake.

      While the crowd around them laughed and teased each other, Riley ducked his lips to Morgan’s ear. “I can’t wait to get you alone,” he whispered. He leaned in to kiss her again, but an overly-loud throat clearing broke them apart.

      “Sorry to interrupt, loves,” Ren said with a cheeky grin, “but I’ve got to go.”

      “Go? Already?” Morgan asked, jumping up from her seat to accept Ren’s tight hug. She felt the pack on his back and leaned around him to look at it. “Oh—like, go go. You’re leaving?”

      “Things are kicking up in the universe. I can do more for UNITY as a free agent.” Ren glanced around the room with a warm, sentimental smile. “I’ve been with this family for a long time now. I took care of Grace when she needed me. Then Chris and Allie were my charges right up until their vampire assailant turned to dust. Thanks to your memories, we know that particular threat is gone, and they’ve got so many others who can watch over them now. They’ve outgrown this old Protector.”

      He offered a hand to Riley who pulled him into a hug. When they parted, Riley kept a hand on his shoulder. “Are you sure, man? What if we need you?”

      Ren grinned. “Oh, you know me. I’ll always be around.”

      “Well, we’re gonna miss you. I thought, you know, you were kinda with us forever.”

      Ren gave the room one last long look. “I thought so too, at one time. It’s good to leave it like this, though, with everyone happy. And who knows? Maybe I’ll settle down one day, but I need to get some things right before I do. Help take care of them,” he said, giving Morgan one last squeeze. “All of them, okay?”

      “Of course,” she said, as he slipped away.

      He took one last turn. “Hell of a party, kids,” he said with a wink. And then he was gone.

      “Damn,” Riley murmured, staring at the empty spot where Ren had stood. He pushed a hand through the front of his hair then frowned. “Did I mess it all up? Don’t let Vi see.”

      Morgan laughed, and he tugged her into his arms. “I love that sound, Green Beans. I’m gonna make you laugh every damn day.”

      “I have no doubt,” she said, clinging to him.

      He looked around the room. “The world is changing,” he murmured. “I’m glad I’ll have you with me.”

      Morgan felt it, too. It wasn’t only a shift in their little bubble. There was a different energy in the whole world around them.

      Something was coming. No one knew what.

      She was happier than she’d ever been, but there was something imperfect about the ending.

      Happy but imperfect. How fitting.

      There was nothing to do but deal with tomorrow when tomorrow arrived.

      Morgan had more tomorrows than she knew what to do with, and that was more than she could ever have hoped for.

      That was everything.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Six months later

      

      

      “Boom! I just roasted your ass, wolf!” Morgan cheered. “Off with them.” She tossed her controller aside in a cocky show of putting her arms behind her head to watch.

      Riley cursed. “How do you know I’m not letting you win so I can show off all this sexy man-goodness?”

      “Because you’re pissed every time you lose,” Morgan teased, giving him a nudge to boost him from their two-seater bean bag chair. “Now, get on with it.”

      “I thought you wanted me to get off with it,” he said, leaning over her and putting a hand on either side of her so he could kiss her deeply.

      “Stop stalling. Lose the pants,” she whispered against his lips.

      He screwed his face up as he unbuttoned his jeans and slid the zipper down inch by inch. “How is this fair? You’re still dressed!”

      “I took my shoes off,” Morgan pointed out, mouth watering as he revealed his candy-printed boxers.

      “When you got here!” Riley objected.

      “I didn’t want to track dirt into the cabin,” Morgan told him.

      The twinkling lights they’d strung around the perimeter of the living room ceiling glinted warm white gold over Riley’s skin.

      “This is the last time I play strip gaming with you,” he grumbled. “You always win!”

      She laughed and leaned up to hook her hand into the front of his boxers, drawing him forward. “You win, too.”

      He caught her hand and pulled her up into his arms.

      “You’re damn right I do,” he said, scooping her up and carrying her to the cozy bedroom.

      Their little cabin on the property was decorated with the things they’d brought back from their many trips.

      Over the past six months, Morgan worked with Asher and Thorne to sort through and catalog all the memories she’d been getting from Daegan’s blood. The sheer number of victims he’d left in his path during his centuries in the universe was astounding. Morgan had discovered, early on, exactly what she wanted to do with each of those memories.

      In a painstaking process, she reached out to each of the victims. Diesel and Avery used their UNITY connections to help find contact information. She’d made a number of trips to Avery’s Flagler establishment to meet people there. Other times, she and Riley traveled the world to remote locations to find the ones they needed to reach.

      Person by person, act by act, Morgan restored the memories of those Daegan had touched. He’d left a trail of chaos in his wake when he’d murdered his parents—so many people whose minds he had needlessly tampered with to cover his own ass. He’d gotten sloppy near the end, like he had with Morgan, leaving memories in mangled shreds.

      With each memory she restored, Morgan felt lighter. Once afraid all her pieces would fly apart, now she gave them willingly, released them into the world. Back to where they belonged.

      Riley tossed her onto the bed and wasted no time in diving on top of her, stripping her black shorts off her legs while she yanked off her black top.

      “Fate,” he whispered, taking in the elaborate lingerie she’d worn. “You keep getting weirder and weirder,” he said. “I love it—but how does it work?” he slipped a finger under one of the straps that hugged her ribs.

      “I’m sure you can figure it out,” she told him, leaning up to nibble his neck.

      He growled and flipped them, putting her on top of him. “Or you can strip now since I’ll never be good enough to get you to do it while we play.”

      A knock banged on the door of the cabin.

      “Noooooo,” Riley groaned. “Go away, Ash-hole!” he shouted.

      The door opened anyway.

      “Don’t come in here, we’re naked,” Riley called.

      “I’m gonna trust that’s the truth,” Asher called from the front of the cabin. Morgan heard the fridge door open.

      “It can’t be time already,” Riley grumbled. “We’re Fate-forsaken adults, you know. And mates. This is ridiculous.”

      “Sorry, but you know we’ve got an early flight,” Morgan said. She kissed him and rocked back against him.

      “Not fair,” he whimpered. “What will I do once you’re gone?”

      She nipped his earlobe. “I’m sure you’ll think of something. Be sure to tell me all about it as soon as I log back on.”

      With one last stroke of his flesh, she lifted herself off him and threw her clothes on.

      “I could mess with your mind, you know,” she said as she left the bedroom to head Asher off before he burst in on them. It had happened before.

      “At least I learned to knock first,” he said, eyeing the clothes on the floor and the paused video game as he drank straight from a bottle of orange soda.

      “How’s Aveleiyn?” Riley asked as he stepped out of the bedroom in only his boxers.

      “Dude, it doesn’t matter that I’ve seen that shit a million times now. Put it away,” Asher said, pretending to shield his eyes.

      “Notice how he avoided the question?” Riley asked Morgan with a playful grin.

      Teasing Asher about his rivalry with Aveleiyn had become a favorite pastime.

      “I still say he’s got it bad for Simone,” Morgan said.

      “I can start hanging out in here if you want,” Asher said. “Rules say I’m supposed to keep eyes on you when you’re visiting a male. That would put a damper on all this Asher-taunting chitchat, I bet.”

      “Dude, if you want to watch—”

      “No,” Morgan said.

      “I mean, whatever he’s into—”

      “Definitely no,” Morgan said again.

      “Not interested,” Asher grumbled. “She shouldn’t even need a Patron anymore. Fucking Session.”

      Morgan smiled benignly. Asher was starting to have his fill of vampire life—or so he said, at least. True, the Session refused to acknowledge the mating between Riley and Morgan though the Judge and Jury had found their loophole trick to bringing Morgan into the fold to be legal. Apparently, not everyone agreed. It didn’t matter much to Morgan. She was with Riley, and nothing would change that. But she hated that Asher was trapped looking out for her.

      “I’m doing everything I can to encourage Lathan about relocation,” Riley said.

      “I know,” Morgan said, leaning against him. “It doesn’t matter. As long as I can be with you at all, I’m happy.”

      “You two saps are spending the whole weekend together. Fuck me, I’ll never forgive myself for signing up for this gig.”

      “Love you Ash-hole,” Riley said as he released Morgan and crossed to pick up his clothes.

      “Whatever, Poodle.”

      Riley pulled on his jeans and t-shirt. He shook out his sweatshirt and tugged it over Morgan’s head. It was too warm for the extra layer, but Morgan wore one of his sweatshirts home every night. It was their thing.

      He reached around behind her to fix the hood and pull her hair out from under the collar. “I love you,” he whispered.

      “I love you more,” she said. “I’ll be back on as soon as we get home. Remember what I told you—if you think of anything to do in the meantime, I want to hear all about it.”

      “Should I leave for this part?” Asher asked from the doorway.

      He didn’t bother to wait for an answer. He always walked ahead of them, letting them get their last moments in together before they parted for the night.

      Riley grabbed Morgan’s phone and her latest book off the table and closed the cabin door behind them. He tucked her under his arm, and they walked along the well-worn path through the woods, following the light of the moon toward the glow of the house.

      “I’ll see you in the morning,” Riley said. “Bags packed, ready to go.”

      “Bags packed, ready to go,” Morgan repeated with a nod. It had become their way to mark that they’d get a few days together without having to part.

      She tossed her things on the passenger seat while Asher got behind the wheel and revved the car to life. He always did that to cover the sounds of their goodbyes.

      Riley backed Morgan up against the car door and wrapped himself around her. “Can’t wait until this part’s over,” he murmured into her hair. “Just wanna be with you.”

      “Don’t wish away any part,” she whispered, tucking her head against his neck. “As long as we’re together, no one can stop what we have.”

      She held her hands up between them for him to twine his fingers with hers. Then she kissed his knuckles. “See?” she said, lifting their hands a little. “Always together. Unbreakable.”

      “Damn right,” he whispered, kissing her one last time. “Eight hours,” he told her. “I’m counting down.”

      He held the door open for her and helped her into the car. Then he closed it and touched her fingers again through the open window.

      Asher backed the car away, and Morgan leaned out the whole time, waving until she couldn’t see Riley anymore. In the distance, she heard him whistling as he went back inside. She tugged the sleeve of his hoodie down over her hand and pressed it against her mouth and nose, hiding her smile as she inhaled his scent.

      The warm summer air whipped her hair through the open window, and she tilted her head out to watch the moon dance between the clouds in the dark sky.

      This magical world around her, the one she’d known nothing about, was hers now.

      She’d never felt more alive.
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        If you, or someone you know, is a victim of domestic violence, domestic abuse, or intimate partner violence, please consider seeking assistance from one of the following:

      

        

      
        The National Hotline

        1−800−799−SAFE(7233)

        TTY 1−800−787−3224

      

        

      
        www.thehotline.org

        www.domesticshelters.org

        www.ncadv.org

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dedication

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        For the victims who become survivors.

        For the survivors who become fighters.

        And for those we’ve lost to real monsters.

      

        

      
        And, always, for Lex. Of course.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Word From the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      I don’t usually talk much personally at the end of my books, but this book is a little different, so here I am.

      If you’ve followed me on social media, you might have seen that Broken Wolf was a toughie for me. I knew well in advance that this book would wreck me, so I gave myself as much time as I needed to work through the process.

      In the end, I feel proud and strong for drawing on my own experiences with intimate partner violence. The journey was both a vicious nightmare and a cathartic dream.

      I suffered months of panic attacks, night terrors, and nauseating anxiety. And when I typed The End on my first draft, I’m not too shy to say I bawled like a hangry baby. But when the process finally came to an end and my publication date was in sight, I was overcome with relief.

      I try to speak openly about my experiences whenever I get a chance. There’s still so much confusion and misunderstanding surrounding relationship abuse. I’m a blunt, sarcastic (but generally happy) person, and I have no problem shooting straight about the issues that matter to me.

      Do I think I’ve captured the all-encompassing complexity of the issue in this story? Hell no! I could hardly scratch the grimy surface. I’m still not at the point where I’m capable of doing so, even more than a decade later. Perhaps one day, when I’m older, wiser, and a better storyteller, I can revisit the topic again. I’d at least like to keep giving it my best shot.

      I guess what I’m saying is this: sometimes words can fail even me (and if you hadn't noticed, I'm kinda in love with words). But I am ever hopeful my scars show the world that there can be life after pain. There can be joy and laughter; sorrow and tears; weddings and vacations and theme parks and movies; fast cars and loud music; trashy novels and cold beer.

      Or, perhaps, to quote one of my favorites, L. M. Montgomery’s Anne (who was kinda quoting Rachel Lynde): “…the sun will go on rising and setting whether I fail in geometry or not.”

      The world keeps spinning; we might as well enjoy the ride. And, hey, remember: there’s always birthday cake.

      Thank Fate for that!

      
        
          [image: Cheers, signed J. E. Martin]
        

      

      
        
        P.S. Did you know that indie authors like me survive on a diet of caffeine, deadline panic, and happy tears? LOL, JK.

        We survive on reviews!

        If you enjoyed this book and you’ve got a quick minute, please write a review on the site where you made your purchase. Even just a few short lines can work wonders and would mean the world to me.

        Thanks in advance, reader friend!
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      Love to my fabulous fur-coated writing team: Nari, Rorschach, bijoux & tuki for warming my lap, taking up desk space, bringing me toys, and dutifully guarding the rug in my office. tuki, can I ever apologize enough for the three weeks of this book that you spent in a cone of shame? I’m over the moon that you’re cancer-free, kiddo.

      

      And my loudest, most joyful thanks to you: the reader. You’re the reason I don’t spend all my time binge-watching every episode of every show on Netflix (even if my trivial knowledge of serial killer documentaries doesn’t support that fact). I sincerely hope you enjoyed the ride, and I’d love to see you for the next one. They keep getting better, or so they tell me.

      

      
        
        One last time for the speed readers, who might have missed it before: if you have a moment, please write a review on the site where you made your purchase. Each review turns a kitten into a unicorn. I swear, it's true!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            More From J. E. Martin

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        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?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Blood Wolf

        A Black Wolf Series Novel: Book Three

      

      

      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?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        The Black Wolf Series: Book Five

        Coming in 2019

      

      

      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.

      
        
        Want more?

        Visit my website to sign up for my newsletter, connect with me on social media, and never miss a release!

      

        

      
        jemartinbooks.com
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