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          Summary

        

      

    
    
      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?
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        It’s not always possible to see the good you can do until you’re willing to be a little bad.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter One

        

      

    
    
      The only thing pounding harder than Avery’s footsteps was her heart. She didn’t risk the danger of glancing over her shoulder—there was no doubt the guys were still on her tail. Icy slush slopped up on the legs of her pants, and she cursed through her teeth as she bit down on the fingertip of her still-intact left glove. The right glove hadn’t made it over the barbed wire on that last fence.

      Inside her left jacket pocket, zipped up tightly, was a nasty piece of trash she needed to dispose of. Unfortunately, the men who had her on the run were more than willing to take it off her hands, and she couldn’t let that happen. She braced herself as she unzipped the pocket.

      “Don’t you burn me, you bastard,” she growled under her breath. The red light seeping from the open mouth of the pocket was an unwelcome sight—no way to hide that in the otherwise dark alleyway. She squinted into the blackness and zoned her heightened vision in on a turn ahead to the left. That would have to do, which sucked. She had no clue where she was. Her wolf was far better at navigating.

      At the very thought, her neck tingled. Avery shivered and shook her head. “Not now, honey. You’re my emergency exit.” Her wolf howled in her mind, and Avery ground her teeth together to prevent the sound from passing through her lips.

      She took the left turn and used the momentary advantage to snag the item hidden in her coat. The violent red heat it exuded was enough to make that howl crawl up her throat for a second time, but she funneled the pain into action. She clamped her hands down around the object and squeezed with all her might, channeling her magic into her palms. If she could make the ball smaller, or at least take away the light…

      She skidded to a stop three inches short of colliding with a brick wall. It rose from out of nowhere and continued up to the heavens.

      “Shit!” she whispered, spinning around in a frantic search for another way out.

      Too late.

      The heavy boots slapping the ground in front of her were too close. She was out of time.

      She’d have to do what she did best: bullshit her way out.

      “Gotcha now,” the stockier of her two assailants growled as he slowed to an easy prowl. His blond hair stuck out from the edges of his knit cap like dry straw.

      “If you say so,” Avery responded, feeling her wolf’s cockiness wash over her.

      The taller, leaner guy with the black hair snorted. “Look around, bitch. We’ve got you cornered.”

      “Whatever,” Avery said with a shrug.

      The blond man with the scarecrow hair was smart enough to narrow his eyes, but his buddy was clueless. Avery could always call it. The tall guy was underestimating her.

      Damn, that pissed her off.

      “Get it, Cutter,” the scarecrow encouraged from a safe distance.

      His more brazen pal, Cutter, whistled a tune as he swaggered closer. “We know what you’ve got, and we’re gonna take it from you.”

      “I’m sure you are, honey,” Avery said, cocking a grin as she watched Cutter move. He was quick, as she’d learned, and while she was tall and lanky, he absolutely had her on reach. He wasn’t as agile as she was by a long shot, though. The only problem was she couldn’t take her eyes off either one of them long enough to examine her options. If she looked away, one of them was guaranteed to make a move, and she wasn’t quite prepared with a counterattack.

      “Honey?” Cutter snorted again. “You hear that, Bones?” he called over his shoulder to his beady-eyed friend without looking away from Avery. “Sounds like our girl’s got a little thing for me, don’t it?”

      “I’d say it’s more likely that you’re the one with the little thing,” Avery jeered.

      Cutter puffed his chest and his mouth twisted in an ugly way.

      His buddy, Bones, chimed in. “Come on, Cutter. Stop fucking around. Get the thing, already.”

      A flicker of fear flashed in Cutter’s eyes.

      Ah-ha, Avery thought.

      She held in a hiss as she uncurled her fingers. She hadn’t been able to reduce the size or light of the Advocacy she was holding. She didn’t want to admit the myriad problems that indicated. She needed to lose the thing—and fast. She’d been holding on to it, and thereby the strong, dark magic inside it, for way too long. It had been dangerous from the moment she’d created it. Now it was reaching red-alert, death-level status.

      Cutter and Bones both backed up by a step, but Avery knew better. Someone was paying them too well to run away without a fight.

      “You know,” she said, scrambling to find an advantage, “I’m thinking we strike a deal. I hand it over and promise I won’t use it to blow you to bits. You let me walk away. No harm in that, right?”

      Cutter found his spirit again and produced another snort. Avery rolled her eyes at his bravado.

      “I’m thinking we take it from you and snuff you out right now. Wouldn’t be no trouble at all. You’re weak. It’s killing you, and it’s been a long time coming. Now I’m done playin’ with you. Hand over the Magistrate.”

      Avery’s eyebrows shot up. “The Magistrate? Oh”—she forced out her darkest chuckle—“you’re still calling him that?”

      Both men bristled at the snide remark.

      Bingo, Avery thought. It ruffled their feathers when she made fun of their false leader. She could totally work with that.

      “Nicholas Snelgrove has spent the last eight months trapped inside my magic and living in my sweaty pockets. That’s your Magistrate? That’s your king?”

      Cutter snarled. It was evident that he wanted to shift. That was good.

      Well, not in the sense that it would be awesome to have a rogue bear or tiger running around the streets of downtown Fairview. As far as Avery knew, at least. She hadn’t spent much time there. Wild animals might be the norm.

      Cutter chuckled and stepped in closer. “Say what you want, but your rope is running out, princess. Look around. Ain’t no place to run. No place to hide. What are you gonna do—swallow raw magic?”

      Don’t you effing think about it. Avery could hear every sensible person from her past issue the warning.

      Too bad she’d never been good at following directions.

      “You know,” she said, braving a glance to her right, “that’s a fabulous idea.”

      Quick as a flash, she popped the Advocacy in her mouth and sent it down the hatch.

      “Wha—” Bones sputtered.

      “Are you insane?!” Cutter shrieked at the same time.

      Both of the men were too stunned to make an immediate move. It was exactly the type of opportunity Avery had been waiting for.

      She wasn’t as blown away by her own action. She’d done crazier things—well, maybe not crazier than swallowing a deadly orb that contained the soul of another shifter…

      The shock-show gave her enough of a lead to check out her surroundings. The closed lid of a rust-pitted dumpster to her right was the ticket to safety. She leaped onto it and used the momentum to catapult herself up and over the metal railing of the second-story fire escape above.

      That got Cutter moving again, but—as she’d suspected—he wasn’t as light on his feet. He hooked the floor of the fire escape landing with his fingers. She should have been focused on continuing her getaway, but the jerk had riled her up. He deserved some extra punishment. Avery lifted her slush-covered black boot and stomped on his fingers with glee, sending him howling and cowering into the darkness below.

      “Looks like my rope got a little longer, honey!” Her laugh boomed as she glowered down at them with an adrenaline-fueled red glow spewing from her hands.

      She closed her eyes and in the heartbeat of stillness, she was able to focus on the red light for long enough to let it consume her.

      “Later, jack wagons,” she shouted out as the light whisked her away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    
    
      “What the”—Diesel stood at the open door to the bunkhouse, staring incredulously out at the sight before him—“Wh—what the…”

      He spun around to get an opinion from the bunk at the back, closest to the bathroom door. Long blond hair was strewn across the pillow. The shape, which was burrowed under a mound of blankets, moved.

      “Somuvus er tryna sleepere mate,” Ren grumbled as he rolled onto his side, turning his back to the door. He jerked the covers up over his head.

      “Ren, come look at this.” Diesel said, needing someone else to verify what he was seeing outside.

      “No. ’Stoo cold. Shuthuhdamdoor,” came the muffled response.

      “But…” Diesel let the words trail off as he turned back to face the scene in front of him. It was just after five o’clock in the morning. The sun was still far from ready to wake, but the whiteness coating everything made it seem light outside.

      “Fine. I’m up.” Ren huffed and a shuffling of bedsheets sounded. “What the…”

      “Right?” Diesel didn’t glance back. He was too busy studying the landscape. There had to be three inches already, and enormous clumps of snow were still falling steadily from the sky. There hadn’t been any warning on the weather, as far as he could recall.

      “It never snows like this here,” Ren said as he joined Diesel at the door. He was encased in about twelve fleece blankets, wound up like a mummy in a winter wonderland.

      Ren was right. Fairview saw its share of snow flurries once or twice each winter, but it never got cold enough to really stick. The unusual scene made Diesel’s skin feel twitchy.

      “Protectors don’t do cold,” Ren said, tightening the blankets and turning back to his bunk.

      Diesel snorted and closed the door. “Protectors do whatever their charges require of them. But you’re right. We can’t sleep out here while it’s like this. We need to redo all the insulation and upgrade the heating system before anyone spends the night in this kind of weather—in human form, at least.” His breath fogged the air in front of his face as if to prove his point.

      “Ooh, better add that to your list, mate.” Ren laughed and dropped his blankets. He leaned down and opened the drawer under his bed, from which he pulled an empty rucksack.

      Diesel didn’t laugh. He took the journey over the creaky floorboards back to his own bunk and reached into the shelf over the head of the bed. He thanked his enhanced vision in the dark as he snagged the red permanent marker and legal pad from the shelf. He scribbled a few notes about potential insulation and heating options.

      Diesel had been obsessed with fixing the bunkhouse up since he had joined Ren in residence there eight months earlier. Their pack had grown recently, both with permanent additions and long-term guests, and they’d needed the extra space in the main house.

      The youngest wolf in the house, Fourt, was a newcomer. It would have been appropriate for him to take a place in the bunkhouse, as Ren had, but Fourt had been through hell before he’d joined their household. Diesel had never needed all the space his room in the main house provided. He’d been quick to request that his brother, Lathan, allow Fourt to take the place. Diesel liked seeing the young wolf enjoying a little luxury for the first time in his life.

      “You coming?” Ren asked as he slung his full rucksack over his bare shoulder. The Protector credited a life of being on the move for his ability to do with so little baggage.

      “Yeah, I’ll be right up. I need to get the coffee going.”

      “Don’t bother on my account. I’m going back to bed,” Ren said. A yawn punctuated his words.

      “Be careful on the back steps,” Diesel said as he flipped absently through the red-noted pages of the legal pad.

      “If you think I’m taking the usual route in that white shit, you’re crazy, mate.” Ren flipped his hair back with a self-assured grin and disappeared into thin air.

      Protectors were like that.

      Diesel hadn’t moved much into the bunkhouse. He’d never had many extra possessions of his own, and none of it was stuff he needed right away. He stood, leaving the marker and notepad behind as he zipped his leather jacket all the way up to his chin. It creaked in a comforting, familiar way when he leaned down to check the laces of his heavy black boots. The last thing he needed was to break his neck in the snow because of a rogue shoelace.

      He opened the bunkhouse door again, this time prepared for the sight that greeted him. The snow seemed to glow with its own enchanted blue-white light. He’d seen snow like this before, and it invariably felt the same way. There was an air of mystery and possibility that made the hairs on his neck stand up. Mystery and possibility weren’t things he specialized in. He narrowed his eyes and sniffed the air as he surveyed the land around him. He didn’t detect any immediate threats, but he wouldn’t let his guard down. He never did.

      He sank into the fluffy whiteness as he crossed the distance from the bunkhouse door to the back deck in six cautious strides. Making his way up the deck stairs was a treacherous feat, but the coffeemaker was singing its siren song, promising a warm, fresh cup. A little snow wasn’t going to stand in his way.

      By the time he reached the top level of the deck, his jacket looked like he’d taken a stroll through a powdered sugar tornado.

      He brushed the flakes off his shoulders and tipped his head forward to shake them out of his short hair, as well.

      Something prickled in the back of his mind, and he froze. He couldn’t place the strange feeling, but it compelled him to look out at the land again.

      Still nothing out of place, as far as he could see.

      The back door swung open and his sister, Reegan, bounded out. She was bundled in a pair of loose sweatpants and a thick quilted jacket. Her pants were stuffed down into the pair of tan-colored, fuzzy-lined moon boots Em had given her for Christmas. Her cellphone was outstretched in her hand, capturing a video.

      “Look at it!” she squealed.

      Diesel watched her, prepared to catch her if she slipped.

      “I can’t believe you two are missing this!” She laughed and spun around, turning the phone’s camera to get the image as she lifted her face to the falling snow.

      Diesel smiled to himself, but he wasn’t sure the expression touched his lips. He often thought he was smiling, only to learn everyone around him thought he was mad.

      “Do you think it will stick for very long?” Reegan’s voice was hopeful. She pocketed the phone and turned to make her way back across the deck. Her wobbly movements, coupled with the cold-induced blush across her cheeks, reminded Diesel of watching her take her first steps as a baby.

      “We’ll see,” Diesel responded, opening the door to let her in ahead of him.

      “What if Lathan and Grace can’t get back?” she fretted as she peeled out of the jacket and boots. She frowned as she examined the small drips already forming on the kitchen floor. “We’d better establish a wet clothes station.”

      “What about the foldable drying rack? We can set it up by the fireplace in the great hall,” Riley, her twin brother, offered. He crossed through the kitchen toward the back hall where the laundry room was.

      “Why is everyone up so early?” Diesel groused. He liked getting up earlier than the rest of the pack so he could be the one who put the coffee on. It gave him a chance to enjoy his first cup in the last quiet, dark hour of the morning before the rest of the house was bustling. It was the perfect way to collect his thoughts and prepare himself for the day ahead.

      “Do we even have dry firewood?” Reegan asked no one in particular as she followed after Riley.

      The twins were the caretakers in the house. If things were dirty, they cleaned them up. They made sure everyone had a place for everything. They hadn’t implemented the clothes bins by each entryway, though. Grace had been the one to suggest the stockpile of wearables. It prevented people from walking around the house naked after a shift. The pack hadn’t loved the idea at first, but it was more useful than they’d foreseen. Especially when guests, like Grace’s human parents, showed up unannounced.

      Diesel rubbed his brows as he crossed to the coffeemaker and opened the cabinet above it. He could hear more footsteps overhead, which meant the rest of the household was likely up and moving, too. The strange energy in the air was affecting everyone, it seemed. He couldn’t blame anyone for that.

      The coffeemaker began its chug and whir routine, and the rich fragrance filled the air. Diesel paced in front of the tall windows that ran along the back of the house. He didn’t mind being the second-in-command; he was comfortable managing the pack in Lathan’s absence. But he missed his brother. He missed his brother’s mate, too. Grace had brought a new layer of warmth to their home that hadn’t existed before. She’d glued them all together, and they were a stronger pack than they’d ever been, even with the new non-blood members.

      He turned back. Had he seen something out of the corner of his eye?

      He moved closer to the windows and trained a probing gaze on the far corner of the property where the woods met the open field.

      No. His mind wasn’t playing tricks on him.

      An unknown wolf was creeping its way across the snow.
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      The ride to the Forest was always a turbulent one. It was like a vacuum that sucked you up by your belly button and spit you out onto a sparkly white and gold water slide. The first few times she’d made the journey, Avery’s brains had been soup by the time she’d landed in the Forest. A memory was a terrible thing to force into and out of the afterlife.

      Nausea hadn’t accompanied the journey in years, though. It was her first indication that something wasn’t right.

      The second was when the light flickered, turning from white to red to black to red to nothing. A lurching sensation followed, and she could feel herself tumbling through time, space, and reality. She wasn’t convinced she was actually falling, though, until she landed. The impact was so great that her teeth rattled together and she knocked her head on the ground.

      Then it was white. White everywhere and cold as ice.

      “Great,” Avery muttered, feeling a freezing wet spot soaking into the back of her pants. “It is ice.”

      From her awkwardly splayed position, she had an excellent view of snow-coated tree limbs. Quiet peace blanketed the world around her.

      “So…not the Forest, then,” she said to herself, noting the lack of fancy leaves, vibrant birds, and climate control.

      She lifted her hands to peer up at them and tried to send out a shot of red light. All she got was a wisp of smoke with a pink tinge.

      “Oh, for Fate’s sake.”

      The powerful light was her birthright. The only times in her life when she hadn’t been able to produce it, she’d ended up spending major downtime in the Forest. Her wolf, on the other hand, got to trot around in the Active World. The creature stuffed herself on scones and slept—much to her mother’s chagrin—on the antique furniture.

      Avery hated going to the Forest to heal.

      Traveling there on purpose was one thing. She could come and go as she pleased.

      Healing was another matter entirely. You never knew how long Fate would decide you needed to stick around.

      “Fate, you’re my girl and all, but I’m not feeling a slumber party,” Avery grumbled. She had too much to do and too many lives depending on her.

      “Come on,” she begged her hands. She sat up and glared at them like the change in position and facial expression would yield a different result.

      More pink smoke.

      “Well, Avery, honey. This is quite a pretty kettle of fish,” she scolded herself as she stood. The least she could do was get her tail out of the snow.

      She paused when she was upright and reached a hand out to steady herself on a nearby tree. She was a little lightheaded and had one hell of a stomachache. Otherwise, she didn’t feel all that bad…

      A sudden, unexpected spray of vomit streaked the snow in front of her. Her stomach heaved until nothing more came up. It didn’t produce any magic orbs, though.

      “Oh, Faaaaate,” she moaned as she leaned against the tree. Maybe things were worse than a little case of the queasies. Her body felt too warm and too chilled all at once, and a sticky cold sweat broke out across her forehead and lower back. She swallowed hard against another wave of nausea and gagged back everything that tried to come up. She needed to get the Advocacy out of her system, sure, but she didn’t know if it had grown in size while it was in her stomach. She could do more damage than good trying to bring it out the wrong way.

      “Not your best move, in retrospect,” she told herself as she swiped at the sweat now trickling down her forehead. She glared down at her stomach. “You’ve gotten me in more trouble in the last year than I’ve been in my whole life, you bastard.” She poked her abdomen to make a point. The only result was a wave of pain.

      She had options, of course. She could die painfully, right away, and let her human nature float up to the Forest for some R & R. Or she could die painfully, over a period of hours or days, while she waited to see what happened with the death-ball in her stomach.

      “Those options suck,” she said, shaking her hair back out of her face. She frowned and shook her hair forward again. All the parts that were usually dark brown were bright, pale blond. “Oh, for Fate’s sake.”

      With a little maneuvering, she was able to hold herself upright against the tree and unzip her right jacket pocket at the same time. The right pocket was for the good stuff—the things that kept her safe and made her happy.

      Her fingers curled around a familiar Advocacy and she drew her hand back out.

      “Oh, that’s not even fair,” she said as she inspected the thing. The Advocacy was normally full of a shimmering, glossy chocolate brown liquid. Now, its contents resembled a hard raisin that was rattling around inside the ball. Her most useful disguise was completely ruined.

      She tossed the thing away into the snow. It wouldn’t do her any good, and she didn’t have the energy to revive it, let alone create a new one. Upon contact with the cold, the magic splintered and disappeared into nothingness.

      The air around her had the fresh, clean, pure scent snow carried. There was wood smoke, too. Deeper down in the fragrance layers, she could smell squirrels and birds. Her wolf groaned in her brain.

      “I know you’re hungry, honey. Unfortunately for me, I think you’ll get your way sooner rather than later,” Avery said out loud to the creature.

      Her wolf pawed lightly at the corners of her conscience, inviting her to surrender. A shift would feel divine, Avery knew. Even if hanging out in the Forest was boring as hell, the relaxation from letting one’s wolf take control was a feeling you couldn’t beat.

      “Let me figure out where we landed, first,” Avery said.

      Her wolf whimpered but sat back. She was watching and waiting. Avery didn’t love the feeling of concern her wolf was putting off—it was like the creature expected her to check out at any second. A lurch from her stomach reminded her that might be the case.

      Avery took her hand off the sturdy tree and tested her weight on her feet. She knew her balance and stamina wouldn’t last long, so she looked around quickly, planning her next move. Out of habit, she flexed her hands opened and closed. Her fingers were growing numb.

      From where she stood, she could see the edge of the tree line. Beyond that was nothing but white. Her black outfit would provide no camouflage.

      Inside her mind, her wolf snorted and cocked her head. Avery froze, wondering what the wolf was picking up on that she hadn’t yet noticed.

      There was a distant ringing in her ears. It was like a familiar melody was playing somewhere nearby, but she couldn't quite pick up on the notes.

      “What is that?” she asked her wolf, not able to place the feeling.

      Her wolf didn’t get a chance to offer a response before the white-gold light of the shift enveloped Avery and sent her to the Forest.

      

      Diesel moved along the edge of the trees. He wanted to maintain his advantage over the trespassing wolf for as long as he could. So far, the creature didn’t seem to know he was tracking it. He glanced back up at the house, knowing he should have told the pack what he was up to. They were too occupied by their excitement over the snow. In a home as busy as theirs, it would be a while before anyone noticed he was missing.

      He kept his hands on the open front edges of his leather jacket. He was impressed that he needed the thing for warmth. He wore it all the time, but only because he liked it. It rarely served any actual purpose. If he needed to shift, he didn’t want to ruin the coat, so he stayed at the ready to whip it off and toss it safely away. Keeping his hands up gave him the added advantage of quick access to his shoulder harness if he needed a pistol. Things had been mostly quiet in the R & B world since Nicholas Snelgrove’s demise, but there were always rumblings and rumors about what his followers might still be up to.

      The wolf he was stalking moved sluggishly. Diesel wondered if the snow had caused the creature to become frightened and disoriented. He wasn’t ready to breathe easy yet. He was trained to weigh the danger level of every situation, and a scared, lost wolf could be serious trouble to tango with. If this wasn’t a calculated attack or a mission with any foul purpose, he could send the wolf on its way. Hell, his pack might even get a tribute from the lost wolf’s packmaster.

      “That could be a nice surprise for Lathan when he gets home,” Diesel muttered to himself.

      The other wolf came to an abrupt stop in the snow, and Diesel backed up into the trees. He knew his dark clothes weren’t the best for staying hidden, but his black wolf wouldn’t have been much better. His chest tightened and he moved his hand, keeping his eyes on the wolf at all times. He inched his fingers close enough to touch the grip of the pistol in his shoulder holster.

      He never needed the thing anymore, but he preferred to wear it—along with the one strapped to his ankle. Just in case. Shifting was a last resort for him in a fight. Bullets had more immediate stopping—or at least slowing—power. As the one with the gun, he could keep a safe distance from most threats. Years in law enforcement had taught him to prepare for the worst.

      The other wolf started to walk again, but its steps were even slower than they had been before. Diesel narrowed his eyes as he watched. The creature was shaking, and he doubted it knew where it was or what it was doing. The thing that was bothering him was the wolf’s color. He should have known exactly who that was, based on the coat alone.

      He resumed his approach, too, keeping to the trees while he watched the wolf’s next move.

      Without warning, the wolf stumbled and Diesel’s heart lurched.

      Something was wrong. Very wrong. From the way the wolf had turned when it lost its footing, he could see distinct markings behind the wolf’s ears.

      “Fate,” he whispered, his eyes not ready to acknowledge what they were seeing.

      He watched as the wolf tried to take another step. Even from his distant vantage point, he could tell that wasn’t going to happen.

      She was worn out. Maybe injured. Possibly dying.

      Sure enough, instead of lifting her paw, she collapsed. Her whole body crumpled into the snow.

      Diesel abandoned propriety and safety and sanity as he tore across the snow-covered land. It was only by the grace of Fate Herself that he managed not to shift. Instinct kicked in, and his wolf understood that he would be more helpful in his human form.

      He slipped and stumbled as he raced toward the wolf’s motionless form, only slowing his pace when he got close enough to make out her features. There was no question about the identity of the wolf—not that there could have been from the moment he saw those markings.

      She looked healthy enough—her coat was sleek, her limbs were lanky and muscular—but her breathing was too slow and shallow. Her side heaved with every effort to suck the cold, sharp air into her lungs.

      Otherwise, she was still the same wolf he remembered. Especially when she lifted her head to give him a stubborn snarl as he approached. The angle of her neck revealed more of the distinctive markings. The pale blond undercoat was as bold as ever, peeking out from under the black fur behind her ears and down the sides of her neck. Those markings only belonged to one wolf. One very bad news wolf.

      “Avery,” he said, shaking his head in disbelief as a sense of cold dread settled in his stomach, “what in the hell are you doing here?”
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      Diesel hauled the wolf up into his arms, cradling her and wondering what he should do next. Avery’s presence was a big problem because Avery herself was a big problem. She was a wolf who played by her own set of rules. In human form, she was even worse—totally unpredictable, wild, impulsive, impertinent. In fact, that barely scratched the surface of Diesel’s opinion of her.

      He knew her far better than he wanted to. She had been a UNITY trainee under his supervision at one time. Before she’d gone AWOL. Before she’d started a nasty business of undercutting UNITY missions and privately contracting with some of the worst enemies the Races and Breeds had ever seen.

      “I’m not taking you into the house,” he said, still holding her solid form close. He considered that one of his siblings might see him from the house, so he darted back toward the tree line. Ahead, in the snow, he spotted shreds of dark fabric between two blown-apart boots. So, she hadn’t expected to shift, or she didn’t care about the clothes. He could see it going either way, considering the woman.

      Dammit. With Avery, there was no way to know. She was an enormous liability.

      “What in the hell are you doing here?” he asked again as he stood among the trees, feeling unfocused.

      Normally, he would have a plan. He always had a plan, even if he had to come up with it on the fly.

      Her wolf snorted and jerked her head, but she was too weak to provide any real resistance. Which gave him the spark he needed. A plan fell into place in his mind.

      He headed off in a different direction, circling through the woods around the back side of the property so he could remain hidden. Since he and Ren were moving back into the main house because of the inclement weather, he saw no problem with securing Avery in the bunkhouse. He didn’t care much whether she was too cold—he hated to admit it, but he thought she deserved to suffer a little. He comforted himself with the reminder that she was in wolf form. As long as she stayed that way, she would be warm enough.

      “I can’t risk letting you near my family,” he told her semi-conscious wolf as he moved through the trees. Wherever the trees were thicker, the snow was thinner, and he tried to stick to those areas to make the going easier. The flakes were getting larger, and he could practically see the inches accumulating around him. “Does your family know where you are?” he wondered out loud.

      Her wolf snorted indignantly, though her eyes remained closed.

      “Of course they don’t,” Diesel said. He shook his head. “You’ve been just fine on your own for long enough. Why are you here now?”

      Her wolf didn’t respond. She could be playing him. She seemed to be truly ill or gravely injured, but he didn’t see any blood or obvious external injuries. If she wasn’t messing around, he had to work with the theory that her human form was the one who had taken the pain and that her wolf must have forced the shift.

      “You sent her to the Forest, huh?” Diesel asked with a dark, dry chuckle. “Oh, I know she loves that.”

      As he rounded the woods on the Dawes side of their property, he wondered how Grace’s parents were handling the weather. Then he laughed quietly to himself—Chris and Allie probably hadn’t noticed. They often hunkered down in their basement science lab for days on end. They slept in their safe room and lived off of the stash in their mini fridge. They had retired months earlier, but they seemed busier now than ever. Chris, Grace’s father, said they finally had time to work on personal projects—like anyone knew what that meant.

      Diesel could hear and see Riley and Reegan in the front yard, but they weren’t paying any attention to him. Their backs were turned his way, and they were bent in the snow, rolling a ball that he predicted would be Fairview’s largest snowman. If he hadn’t known any better, he’d have mistaken them for about sixty years younger than they both were. The thought made him feel ancient.

      He stopped in the last protective group of trees and eyeballed the empty snow between his hiding place and the bunkhouse. He assessed the back windows. It was still dark enough outside that he could see the illuminated kitchen and living room. No one was occupying either at the moment.

      Diesel didn’t hesitate. He hauled ass, keeping Avery’s wolf as secure as he could. She groaned in protest but didn’t fight him again, even when he shifted her weight to free his hand. He opened the door to the bunkhouse and dove in.

      Then he had to answer the question of where, exactly, to put her.

      His bunk made the most sense. It was the farthest from the main door so Avery would be the least visible there if someone opened the door to look in.

      Anyone who made it all the way into the bunkhouse would find her, for sure.

      “This isn’t happening,” he muttered as he shuffled down the narrow walkway between the bunks. “I’m not getting stuck guarding your ass. We’ve seen exactly how well that works out for everyone involved.”

      She groaned again when he bent forward and placed her on the bed. Her eyes flipped open, and she sniffed at the sheets.

      “You don’t get to complain. You came to me,” Diesel told her in a hard voice. He yanked the blankets from the nearest empty bunks and bundled them together. “This is the best I can do. And don’t think I’m not calling your family, as soon as I figure out what I’m supposed to tell them.”

      He piled the mound of fleecy fabric all around her, cocooning her in.

      Then he sat on the bunk across from his own and leaned forward, pinning his elbows to his knees.

      “Now what?” he asked the wolf, who had closed her eyes and was starting to snore.

      

      Avery came around slowly, her mind foggy and her surroundings unclear. Someone was stirring something that smelled divine. The rhythmic sound of a wooden spoon swishing around in a metal pot lulled her as she slipped into and out of a sleepy daze.

      Her companion whistled a few notes here and there, sometimes dropping into a longer piece of song. The familiar music was sweet and soft, and it roused her more than the smell of the food did.

      Her senses came back one by one. First the fragrant meal, then the sound of the song. And then the feel of a warm, heavy quilt, weighing down her tired, achy limbs. She blinked her lids, thankful that the light was low. Her stomach growled, and she gasped, sitting up in a rush.

      The Advocacy—

      “It’s alright, I got it out.” The cheerful voice carried across the room. Footsteps brought the man closer, and Avery let herself collapse back.

      “Hi, Dad.”

      “Hi.” Her father, Arthur, chuckled and came to sit in a chair by the bed. “Looks like you’re going to recover.”

      “Am I?” Avery asked. She grimaced at the twinge of guilt that often accompanied her visits with her father. She loved seeing him—but it was usually under circumstances like these.

      Yet again, she’d gotten herself into a problem she couldn’t solve, and she’d needed to be rescued. She hated having to rely on his good graces and expertise, but it could have been worse.

      “Oh, that depends, I suppose,” he said, tucking the quilt back under her chin.

      Avery blinked as she looked around her. The bed was situated in an alcove, and a small round window sat high in the wall to her left. She let her eyes move up to the ceiling.

      She recognized where she was now, of course. Her father’s dwelling in the Forest was the only place she knew of that had woodland-themed wallpaper on the ceiling. How much time had she spent counting the wolves and deer and bears and birds on the portion that was visible from this bed?

      “Okay, you’ve got me,” she said, giving in. Her father had a tendency to speak slowly, thoughtfully, and in riddles. Avery had never possessed the patience to hear him out. “What’s the catch?”

      “Why don’t we have some stew, first? You were chilled to the bone when you arrived.”

      Of course it can’t be that easy, she thought.

      “How long have I been here?” Avery asked as she sat up slowly. She was clothed in a spare set of pajamas she’d stashed on her last visit, and she wondered briefly which of her father’s assistants had been tasked with dressing her grumpy, noncompliant body this time.

      “I can’t answer that, of course.” Arthur chuckled as he made his way back to the open fireplace. A cauldron was hanging from a rack over the flame. Avery loved how devoted her father remained to his ancient ways. “Time passes differently for each one of us in the Forest. Even more so than in the Active World.”

      “Maybe a few hours or so in Earth-time, then?” Avery asked though she knew her father wouldn’t answer.

      Sure enough, he responded like he hadn’t heard her question. “Stew?”

      She nodded as she stood and made her way to the small table in the corner.

      Nicholas Snelgrove was still stuck in the Advocacy, which was now outside of her stomach. The Advocacy was glowing, and Avery could imagine Snelgrove himself inside it, snickering at the damage he’d done.

      “Do I want to know how that ended up in your stomach?” her father asked, watching as Avery examined a wad of bloodied gauze.

      “Probably not,” she replied. Her hand went to her abdomen. “Stitches?” she asked, making a face. “I’m glad I was out.”

      “Me, too,” Arthur said. A gentle, but concerned, smile spread across his face. “The most I’ve ever had to give you.”

      “Sorry,” Avery muttered. Her steps were weak and clumsy as she crossed the open room to help him set the table.

      The dwelling was modest and simple. Not that it would be that way forever. Her father had never been one for fancy things, even when he had been in the Active World. He had retired to the Forest many years earlier, leaving Avery to fend for herself with her mother.

      “Does Mom know I’m here?” she asked apprehensively, crossing her fingers behind her back.

      Her father’s dark eyebrows shot up over the tops of his silver-rimmed glasses. “Fate, no! My mate would be here in an instant disturbing the peace and perhaps even preventing me from eating my stew while it’s warm. No, my child. I think we will keep this meeting to ourselves for as long as we can.”

      Avery smiled at him with all the love in the world. The adoration between her mother and father was indisputable. It was impossible for mated wolves to avoid such admiration and devotion. Her parents were so far apart in temperament and personality, though. She had never understood how they had agreed to a future together in the first place.

      Too bad she’d been the one who had driven them apart.

      She held the heavy brass bowls as her father dished out the stew.

      “Rabbit?” she asked, sniffing the curls of steam that tickled her nose.

      “Forest rabbit,” her father replied. Avery didn’t understand the distinction, and Arthur didn’t offer an explanation.

      Chunks of meat, potatoes, carrots, onions, and celery were luxuriating in a thick brown liquid. Was there anything more she needed from stew?

      “So, what now?” Avery asked as she joined her father at his rough-hewn wooden table.

      He steepled his fingers above his bowl. “We thank Fate for Her many blessings. And then we discuss what exactly you’ve been up to.”

      Avery bit her lip, but closed her eyes and listened as her father spoke words of prayer to Fate. Avery didn’t have the heart to remind him that she was the one who usually chatted Fate up.

      When his prayer was complete, Arthur dipped his spoon into his bowl.

      “Alright, my child. Out with it.”

      “Same old, same old,” Avery said with a huff. “Snelgrove is as problematic as ever. A couple of lackeys were chasing me. Then they were gaining on me. I was losing strength and power. So…I did what I had to do.”

      “You ate him,” her father said as he used the edge of his spoon to slice a potato in his bowl.

      “Basically.” Avery slurped a chunk of the meat into her mouth. “Holy Fate,” she cried around the delicious bite.

      Her father chuckled. “Forest rabbit,” he repeated as he captured the potato slice. “I don’t have to tell you how foolish it was to consume an Advocacy, do I?” Arthur asked without looking up from his bowl.

      “No,” Avery mumbled, hanging her head. She delighted in vexing her mother. Disappointing her father was a different story.

      “I didn’t think so,” Arthur said. “Being stuck here while you heal is enough of a discouragement to prevent you from doing it again, I should think.”

      “Does this mean you’ll skip the usual lecture about misusing my power?” Avery asked.

      “Oh, no. You’ll have to sit through that this evening,” her father said with a chuckle. “I’m not a Healer, you know. You’re lucky I can produce an Advocacy to speed your healing along at all, and you’re far luckier that I remember how.”

      It was true. Arthur was a gifted Advocate, but he preferred to spend his time on the less practical side of the profession. Advocates were skilled at creating magic, but they were also the keepers of history for the Races and Breeds. Her father had devoted his life to the preservation and study of the ancient rules and regulations of the wolf shifter race. He was not a fan of using magic the way Avery did—carelessly, recklessly, with complete abandon. That approach worked for her, though…well, maybe not always. But most of the time.

      Unfortunately, circumstances were getting more dire. Capturing Snelgrove had been the easy part. Keeping him away from those who wanted to restore him to the Active World was proving to be a serious pain in the ass.

      “They’re not giving up,” Avery told her father.

      “Someone out there is determined to put him on a throne,” Arthur said. “Have you figured out who?”

      “We’ve got plenty of leads, but nothing concrete. Magic relics are missing, his known facilities have been abandoned, and a couple of dragons are unaccounted for.”

      “He’s a powerful influence, even in his absence. I fear this is worse than most are willing to admit.”

      Avery snorted and rolled her eyes, “That’s an understatement,” she muttered.

      “Well, let’s not dwell on the negative for now. Not when we have this warm, delicious stew before us. Rest, relax, and eat up. Tomorrow, you can face Fate.”
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      Avery left her father’s dwelling the next morning with the feeling she wouldn’t be coming back for a long time. She kissed his cheek and he gave an embarrassed grin as he smoothed down his short black hair.

      The clear, blue, sunless sky was a welcome sight. She stood and breathed in the sweetness of the air as she watched a red bird soar across the open expanse above her. It left an equally red trail behind it, and she waited until the trail had dissipated before she stepped onto the flattened grass path that led away from the squat cottage.

      Whenever she came to the Forest, she recalled her earliest accidental visit. It had happened the very first time she’d been alone and needed to escape a bad-turned-worse situation. She had fallen back immediately on the red light she could produce with her hands. But in the process of generating an Advocacy for protection, she’d prayed to Fate that she would make it out alive.

      Instead of producing an Advocacy between her palms, she’d been sucked up into the white-gold light of the Forest Transit Authority. It wasn’t until she’d landed in the Forest, with her wolf still in her brain, that she’d caught on to the fact that she might be able to come and go at will.

      Her landing, that first time, took her to the same meadow she was searching for now. The Forest had a way of moving things around as it saw fit. The paths that wound through the trees and fields of the Forest changed constantly. All the inhabitants within the Forest were on their own paths. If Fate desired alterations to those paths, the Forest was happy to comply.

      Avery watched the grass beneath her feet for changes. Sometimes the path would shift abruptly. She’d never stepped off—she didn’t even know if that was possible—but she wasn’t willing to risk it. It was the only boundary she could think of that she had never tested. She had a child-like superstition against stepping off the path. It reminded her of that “don’t step on a crack” thing she’d once heard a child chant while skipping down the sidewalk.

      A fleeting image cut across her sight, bringing Avery up short. She gripped the shoulder strap of the small leather pouch her father had given her. Snelgrove’s Advocacy was concealed inside it. There was no danger of anyone taking it in the Forest—that wasn’t Avery’s concern. Her eyes darted without focusing, trying to recapture the vision she’d had. All she saw was the grass and the sunless light filtering down through the ribbon-like leaves of the trees.

      “That can’t be right,” she proclaimed out loud. For a second, she could have sworn she’d seen someone through her wolf’s eyes—someone she sincerely hoped she wasn’t really seeing.

      “You’d better be curled up on my mother’s finest sofa, getting wolf hair all over the hand-embroidered cushions, honey,” she said, though she knew her wolf couldn’t hear her.

      The path swung to the left, and Avery could see an opening in the trees. The meadow was full of flowers. The pink and yellow blossoms bordered the banks of a small, burbling stream and circled a large, smooth flat-topped rock.

      Ding, ding, ding, Avery thought as she turned to follow the path in that direction.

      The light in the meadow changed as she crossed the invisible line between more trees and less trees. The colors became highly saturated and overexposed.

      It felt appropriate to remove her shoes before she stepped up onto the rock, but she didn’t have any shoes to take off. She climbed the stone and sat, stretching her long legs out in front of her. Little sheep hopped over fences across her kneecaps.

      Damn, she hated to lose these pajamas, but she couldn’t drop her clothes at her father’s place to go skipping off naked down the path. She had no problem with nudity, as long as the people seeing it weren’t her parents.

      The temperature in the meadow plummeted, and Avery braced herself. Fate was coming and She brought a gale-force wind. The shapes around Avery spun out of control until they were nothing more than a swirl of colors, blended together by the cold, rushing breeze.

      When the world righted itself, she felt like she had been twirling for too long on a swing. In front of her, shimmering in white and gold, was the figure she recognized as Fate. Fate didn’t have a solid form. She was a mist, swirling into and out of concentration. Her voice pulsed the same way her shape did. In fact, Avery was never certain if she actually heard or saw anything when she communed with Fate.

      She waited for Fate to speak first.

      “You have quite the taste for danger,” Fate said. Her light, tremulous words were absent of judgment.

      “I know,” Avery replied.

      “I work hard to keep you safe,” Fate continued.

      “I know,” Avery said.

      “Then why are you here again so soon?”

      “Nicholas Snelgrove,” Avery said, fighting to keep the edge out of her words. She and Fate had been having this discussion far too frequently.

      “No,” Fate said. “Why are you here again so soon?”

      Avery bit the inside of her lip before she spoke. The words that came out were more collected than the ones she wanted to use. “Because every time I try to leave Nicholas Snelgrove here, you send him right back to me.”

      “Is it necessary to continue repeating the same mistakes over and over again?” Fate asked.

      Avery hated how ambiguous Fate liked to be. Fate knew what She wanted. Why wouldn’t She just come right out with it?

      “To be fair, this was a different mistake,” Avery pointed out with a frown as she propped her head up with her fist. “I swallowed the Advocacy this time, instead of detonating it or torching it.”

      “And yet, here you are.”

      “So, what am I supposed to do?” Avery grumbled.

      “Something different than what you’ve been doing,” Fate replied.

      Avery could have sworn there was a sarcastic lilt in the voice, but she disregarded the notion. Fate didn’t express emotions to anyone. It would have gone against Her very nature. She preferred encouraging people to feel like they made their own choices.

      “Okay.” Avery rolled her eyes and huffed. “I’m at a total loss. You wanna help me out here?” It was a ridiculous request. Fate wasn’t going to offer a helping hand. She never did.

      But Fate proved her wrong.

      “I have been considering this, and I have come to a conclusion. While I will not alter your circumstances, I will take one of the options off the table.”

      Avery sat up. This was new. Fate had never, ever given so much as a hint, let alone an intervention.

      “No more trips to the Forest,” Fate said.

      Avery waited for the rest.

      There wasn’t any more.

      “So…I can’t hop up here whenever I want. That’s it? That’s—”

      “No more trips to the Forest,” Fate interrupted. “Period.”

      A chill coursed down Avery’s spine and her mouth went dry.

      Shifters healed from cuts and scratches on their own. Broken bones would even fix themselves, given enough time. But the Forest was mandatory for a mortally injured wolf. Not a problem for your average shifter. Avery, being better than average, would need to borrow a whole crowd of people for extra fingers and toes to count the number of times she’d needed to make the trip to the Forest to heal from serious damage.

      “That’s pointless,” Avery cried, jumping up. “That doesn’t help at all! Next time I’m in trouble, I’ll get myself killed. And then who’s going to protect the whole of the wolf race from Snelgrove and his ilk?”

      “My dearest wolf,” Fate said, though her voice wasn’t imbued with any of affection the endearment suggested, “you have been a lone warrior for long enough, don’t you think?”

      Avery felt the anger creeping up from the tips of her toes. “I’ve been doing swell on my own.”

      “No wolf is ever meant to be alone.”

      “I’m not alone,” Avery snapped. “I’ve got him.” She pointed sharply to the leather pouch containing Snelgrove’s Advocacy.

      “Is that who you want to keep company with forever?” Fate asked. The shape shimmered and Avery thought, again, that she was picking up on a sarcastic note.

      “It’s better for me to have him under control than it is for anyone else to get their hands on him.”

      When Fate didn’t respond, Avery huffed out a long breath. A sinking feeling began to drag her down. The vision she’d had on the way to the meadow was returning to her in lightning flashes, and her suspicions mounted.

      “Where is my wolf?” she asked Fate. Her eyes narrowed as she tried to find a spot to glare at. Glaring was so much harder when the intended target didn’t have a discernable face.

      “Don’t you know?” Fate asked.

      “I’m hoping she’s driving my mother mad by eating directly from the leftover containers in the fridge.”

      “Indeed?” Fate responded.

      “But now I’m guessing, from your annoyingly vague response, that she isn’t hanging out at Mommy Dearest’s all-you-can-eat buffet.”

      Fate glowed silently, Her shape shivering into and out of formations.

      Avery frowned as she focused on the vision, feeling the lines in her forehead crease. A familiar scent, a well-known face. It became alarmingly clear.

      “No. Oh, no. No, no, no. Oh, that’s not even fair,” Avery cried, shaking her head and crossing her arms.

      Why did she get the feeling Fate was laughing at her expense?

      “My dear wolf, it is time you learn to rely on someone else.”

      “I rely on plenty of people!” Avery argued. “Look at all the people I’ve helped. I’ve never done that on my own.”

      “Don’t you want to help so many more?” Fate asked.

      “Of course—but—come on! I work hard. And I already have people. Careful networking, down-to-the-last detail planning, and a far-flung team I can count on. That’s how I do it. I rely on them. I do all sorts of relying.”

      “And yet, here you are,” Fate said, as was Her way.

      Avery was silent as indignation and panic vied for first place in her mind.

      “Do I have a choice?” she finally asked as she balled her fists.

      “You always have a choice,” Fate replied.

      Avery shook her head and stared down at her hands. “Why him?” she asked. “Of all the wolves in the universe, why does it have to be him?”

      “You already know the answer,” Fate said, the ambiguity returning full-force to Her responses. The curtain dropped over what little personality She had.

      Avery could feel Her slipping away.

      “Will I still have my magic?” Avery asked.

      “You will still have your light,” Fate said, “but it won’t bring you here. Proceed carefully.”

      Then Avery felt herself tumbling back down to Earth for the second time in recent memory. She hoped the landing would be softer than the one in the woods.
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      Avery’s wolf had been asleep for half an hour, and Diesel’s nerves were so raw he wanted to crawl out of his skin.

      He needed to secure the bunkhouse so she wouldn’t get out. He needed to prevent anyone else from getting in. He needed to contact her family. He needed to get back up to the main house before anyone came looking for him.

      He couldn’t do any of it.

      All he could do was sit on the bunk across from her, cracking his knuckles and creasing his forehead.

      “Nothing but trouble,” he spat. He launched himself up from the bunk, half-expecting the wolf to lift an eyelid. There was no pause in her steady snoring.

      Her wolf looked peaceful, and he felt an unwelcome stirring in the back of his mind.

      “Diesel?” Thorne’s voice came from close by, and Diesel’s heart hiccupped.

      He rushed to the bunkhouse door and ducked out just in time to see Thorne coming from the direction of the deck.

      “Hey—everything okay?” Diesel asked, hoping he didn’t sound like he’d just been caught doing something wrong.

      Thorne pulled the sleeves of his black sweater down and blew into his hands. “No. Nothing about this is okay.”

      Diesel’s heart jumped again. Its acrobatics were making him sick to his stomach. Thorne knew.

      “Look at all this shit,” Thorne said, kicking the toe of his boot into the snow and upending a sizable chunk. “What if we need to restock the fridge and pantry? Who’s going to brave the roads for that?”

      Diesel made an effort to loosen up. Thorne was moody for his own reasons, as usual. It had nothing to do with the secret in the bunkhouse.

      “My truck can handle it, at least for now. If it gets deeper, we’ll have to see. But we’ve got food. We won’t run out that fast,” Diesel said, crossing his arms and going into leader mode.

      “Yeah. But we might have to eat the things no one likes. You know how cranky Riley gets when anything cheese-flavored runs out.”

      Thorne was right. With no snow like this in recent history, Diesel had to wonder how prepared Fairview was when it came to plowing or salting roads. They could keep their own driveway shoveled, but that wouldn’t do them any good if the roads became impassable.

      “We’ll live,” Diesel said.

      “That’s optimistic,” Thorne grumbled. He cursed as he turned to head back up the deck stairs. “Breakfast is ready.”

      Diesel followed reluctantly, watching as Thorne pulled his sweater sleeves all the way down over his hands to make mittens out of them.

      By the time they both reached the top of the stairs, Thorne’s sweater-palms were coated with a thick layer of snow from where he’d used them to hold on to the deck railings.

      Diesel cast an uneasy glance back at the bunkhouse, but there was nothing he could do. If he rushed back down, Thorne would wonder why. At least with everyone at the breakfast table, he wouldn’t have to worry about anyone accidentally finding Avery in the bunkhouse. He just hoped she didn’t come out to find them.

      He stomped his boots off outside the door and stepped into the warmth of the house.

      “We’ve got a problem,” Reegan called, coming in from the living room.

      Diesel had never realized how often his family used dramatic phrases for non-dramatic events. It was all he could do to keep himself from feeling like he was being caught in the act over and over again.

      “What’s wrong?” Diesel asked.

      Anyone could have asked it. It was a fair question, but the pack was deferring to him in Lathan’s absence. Usually, he appreciated how willingly they followed him when he was the substitute pack leader. Now, though, he felt like they were crowding him when all he needed was room to breathe and figure shit out.

      “Em just called. The power is out downtown, including her building,” Reegan said. Her brows were drawn with worry. “If she can’t charge her phone, she won’t have any means of communication.”

      Emmeline Lawrence, Grace’s human best friend, was an extended member of their pack. She kept her own apartment, rather than moving in permanently with the pack. Diesel honestly wasn’t sure why—she spent more time at their house than she spent away from it. He suspected it had something to do with her sex life. Not that he was interested in her sex life. The woman was vocal enough about it that they all knew the details. It had driven him crazy at first because he wasn’t open in that way. Secretly, though, he’d come to find her stories amusing. He didn’t think she’d ever had a date that ended well, and it was hard to dislike the animated way she described the follies she found herself in.

      “So, we’ll go get her,” Diesel said. There was no question that it was the right thing to do. If Lathan and Grace came home and learned Em had been left stranded, it was a toss-up for who would go through the roof first.

      He looked around the room at the rest of the pack, waiting for someone to volunteer. They were all hungry, he knew, and he hated the thought of having to appoint someone to rescue the woman.

      “I’ll do it,” Thorne growled, shoving his chair back under the table.

      “Thanks,” Diesel said as he started across the kitchen toward the food-loaded table. Then he stopped. “Wait—can you drive in the snow?”

      “Of course I can,” Thorne replied, already in the living room, “if I take your truck.”

      “You know where the keys are,” Diesel called after him.

      He continued past Fourt to make his way to the table.

      Fourt joined him but cocked his head with a frown. “Are you okay?” he asked quietly.

      “Yeah,” Diesel said quickly, “why?”

      Fourt’s frown deepened. “Because you just sent Thorne to get Em. You know they’ll be arguing before they make it out of the parking garage at her place, right?”

      Diesel stopped with a huff and let his head fall back. “Shit, you’re right,” he said. “I wasn’t even thinking.”

      “I’ll go catch him,” Riley offered. “I can make the run.”

      “I’ll go with you,” Reegan chimed in, clearly feeling bad about eating while her twin had to wait.

      Diesel felt a twinge of guilt. Avery’s wolf was probably hungry.

      “No, only one of you,” Diesel said. “I don’t want more of the pack out on the road than necessary.”

      “Can you drive in the snow?” Reegan asked Riley.

      “Can you?” he retorted. He had grabbed a clean kitchen towel from one of the drawers and was loading the middle of it with biscuits. “I’ll be fine, but I’m not going hungry.”

      He bundled the parcel up and headed for the living room.

      Diesel took his seat and waited for the others to do the same before he began serving food onto his plate. He shoved the guilt about Avery’s potential hunger away by promising himself that he would sneak some food out to the bunkhouse later.

      “He’s already gone,” Riley said, his voice growing louder as he returned to the kitchen. He dumped the biscuits from the towel onto his plate. “I don’t know how he even got out of the driveway so fast.”

      “If he wrecks my truck, he’ll be wondering if he can ever get out of the driveway again,” Diesel said. He’d meant it as a joke, to lighten the concern the pack would feel while one of their family members was away. He didn’t think it landed in an amusing way, though. Everyone took him seriously all the time—even when he didn’t mean to come off as a grouch.

      “That’s the biggest snowman I’ve ever seen,” Ren said, yawning as he sauntered into the kitchen. “Also, I would like to make a plea for my standing in this house. I don’t want to receive a black mark on my record for being late to breakfast. No one bothered to wake me.”

      “I didn’t know you were inside,” Fourt said apologetically.

      “Yeah, well, you’re off the hook then,” Ren said as he took his usual seat, “but the rest of you lot? Absolutely inhospitable.” He’d maintained an unconvincing half-British, half-Australian accent since his return to Fairview.

      “Whose house have you been living in?” Reegan teased him as she passed the hash browns his way.

      “Well, that’s my retirement due for taking care of your packmaster’s mate, innit, love?”

      Ren was only sort of kidding about the black mark on his record. Lathan had a rule about breakfast. Anyone who was a part of the household had to attend breakfast if they were in town. It had previously been an understood tradition, but Lathan’s alpha nature had transformed into an entirely different beast after his mating ceremony with Grace. He had a lot of new rules, and he was serious as hell about them.

      Diesel didn’t mind. He worked better when there were rules. He liked enforcing them, and he found it easier to live when there was a code in place—a set of expectations for how he was meant to behave. It was one of the things he had appreciated about working as a UNITY agent, and one of the things he had missed most since his retirement. Now that Lathan was developing into a real, big-time alpha, Diesel was happy to be told exactly what to do.

      Funny, then, that he’d forgotten one of the simplest rules. Everyone in the house was supposed to attend breakfast. Since Ren was in the house, Diesel should have been upstairs dragging him out of the guest room, if that was what it took. He hadn’t even thought about it—hopefully, the pack figured he was going light on them due to the special nature of the snowy day.

      Damn, he needed a chance to clear his mind.

      A subtle noise from his right drew his attention that way. Fourt had leaned ever-so-slightly toward him. And was he…sniffing Diesel’s shoulder?

      Diesel changed his position, hoping Fourt wouldn’t pick up on the scent of an unknown wolf on his clothes or skin.

      Fourt studied him subtly for a moment but didn’t say a word. Instead, he reached for the tongs and loaded his plate with more bacon.

      

      “I’ll put everything away,” Diesel reassured his siblings for the fortieth time. “You know this old wolf doesn’t have any interest in snowmen.”

      Reegan and Riley were beside themselves trying to assist with the dishes or the leftovers or something. Diesel was beside himself trying to get everyone out of the kitchen so he could sneak food away and check on his unexpected guest.

      “But—” Reegan attempted to argue.

      “Don’t make me order you to have fun,” he said, leaning back against the counter behind him and crossing his heavy arms.

      “You’re crazy if you’re fighting to do housework,” Ren said with a laugh. “I’m going to play in the snow.”

      “No. You’re going next door to check on Grace’s parents,” Diesel said.

      “I’m going next door to check on Grace’s parents,” Ren repeated robotically with a flat, far-off expression. Then, he gave a childish wink as he disappeared into nothingness again.

      “Do you think that scrambles his brain?” Fourt asked, cocking his head to consider the spot where Ren had been only a second before.

      “It would explain a lot,” Reegan said. She turned to Diesel. “Fine. If you’re not going to let us help, we’re going to build another snowman. And we’re going to make this one the biggest, grumpiest, snow-hatingest snowman ever. So there. Maybe we’ll even give him a grouchy snowwolf.” She squeezed his arm and leaned close. “Don’t be all work. The pack likes to see you have some fun, too, you know.”

      Then she whirled around and flounced away, leaving Riley and Fourt in her wake. They looked at each other, issuing a silent challenge for who could make it to the door fastest, before they took off after her. Every single one of them was at least six decades old. Diesel allowed himself a quiet laugh at how cheerfully youthful the impromptu snow had made them.

      When the front door slammed shut, he rushed to the floor-to-ceiling windows along the back wall and looked down at the bunkhouse. Nothing seemed amiss, and he knew Avery—or at least her wolf—was still in there. He breathed out and set to work, rushing to load the dishwasher. Then he took two resealable plastic bags from a box on the pantry shelf and stuffed them full of meat and biscuits and hash browns. Wolves weren’t typically picky about food, so he didn’t worry about the fact that all the greasy bits were intermingling in the bags.

      He thought about Reegan’s private suggestion and grinned to himself. Leaving the food bags on the counter, he went to the bench along the stair wall. There were storage baskets lined up there, and he scrounged around until he had a scarf, gloves, sunglasses, and a floppy hat. He spread the accessories out on the top of the bench for his siblings to find. Their snowman would be the tackiest grumpy snowman ever, and the pack would know Diesel was happy they were having fun.

      

      Diesel kept to the same path he and Thorne had made in the snow as he trudged his way back to the bunkhouse. The flakes were still falling, and their prints were nearly filled in. He juggled the food bags so he could reach into his pocket to confirm he had his phone. If Avery didn’t have him on edge enough, Thorne being out on the road was sure to do the job.

      At least he didn’t have to worry about Grace and Lathan. Fourt and Reegan had been sending them videos all morning of the snowy scene. The couple had replied with a video of their own, toasting the pack with fruity cocktails while they were sunny and warm in a tropical paradise. Lathan had promised, though, that they were still on track to come home soon unless the snow altered their plans.

      Diesel glanced in every direction before he slipped into the bunkhouse. He slammed and locked the door behind him, almost losing one of the sacks of food from under his arm. He’d crammed the plastic bags until they were almost bursting, fully expecting Avery’s wolf to be ravenous.

      His eyes adjusted quickly to the darkness as he moved down the aisle between the first row of double-stacked beds. The bunkhouse didn’t have any windows. That was on his list of improvements, but he thanked Fate he hadn’t installed any yet. Of course, there was the major size expansion he wanted to do first…

      He came to a halt when he rounded the corner to the right, where the second row of bunks was. An arm was dangling from his bed out into the aisle.

      Shit. She had shifted back.

      His wolf’s hackles went up in his brain, and Diesel shook off the heat that danced up his spine. Now was no time for a shift.

      He edged closer, prepared to drop the food if he needed to fight.

      A soft snore sounded, and the arm disappeared into the bunk.

      Diesel crept farther forward.

      She was completely passed out, curled up on her side. Her arm was now tucked under her head, pillow-style, but the rest of her body was still encased in the mountain of blankets.

      Diesel dropped the food on the bunk across from his and stood in the aisle. He searched her features for any sign she was putting him on about being so deeply asleep.

      He remembered the last time he’d seen Avery. It was right before he’d retired from his UNITY service. It was easy to remember because she was the reason he had walked away.

      Almost seventeen years. It didn’t seem like that many years could have passed. Avery looked the same as ever. He scrubbed the rough dark stubble on his chin. He hadn’t shaved, he realized. He must have been preoccupied with the change in the weather before he’d even seen the snow.

      Or it could have been that he had felt the change in the atmosphere because of Avery’s arrival.

      He frowned.

      Her hair was rumpled and tangled, but the way it framed her face in the dimness made her look as innocent as he had once believed her to be. An image of her from the past—when she’d been his UNITY trainee—crawled, uninvited, into his brain. Fight training with her had always been fun. She was a crafty fighter and would use everything about her environment to her advantage.

      At least, that’s how she had been until she’d come into her full power as an Advocate. Once she’d learned she could shortcut a fight by using her magic to undermine her opponents, she’d stopped training the way UNITY agents were meant to.

      As he gazed down at her, he felt compelled to reach out. He was gripped by an undeniable desire to reestablish a connection that had been destroyed before it had even been given life.

      He crouched by the bunk and stretched his hand out to push her hair back. She didn’t move, and her light snoring continued.

      “I never would have guessed you snore,” he whispered.

      He swallowed thickly before he brushed his knuckles down her smooth cheek. He closed his eyes, sucked in a silent breath, and let the feeling course through him.

      “That hurts, you know,” Avery snapped, without warning.

      Yeah, he knew. It was stinging him, too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seven

        

      

    
    
      It wasn’t every day that Avery woke to the feeling of an electric eel caressing her cheek. The sensation jolted her into a confused consciousness.

      “That hurts, you know,” she snapped, jerking her face away.

      Diesel jumped back and cracked his head on the low ceiling above him.

      Avery frowned—that wasn’t a ceiling.

      “Am I in a bunk bed?” she asked, incredulous as she assessed her surroundings. “Oh, shit. Don’t tell me I landed in a UNITY boot camp. Talk about my worst nightmare.”

      Diesel was glowering and rubbing at his silver-blond head.

      Fate. The years had done him right. Diesel had always been sexy as hell, but she’d often thought her memories of him had to be better than the real thing.

      She’d been wrong about that one.

      He was more handsome than she recalled. He kept his hair a little longer than he had when he was a UNITY agent. His face had grown deeply serious, and the tiniest lines had begun forming at the corners of his eyes and mouth. He liked to frown, or so she guessed from the downturned slope of the faint wrinkles. That was new—he’d been all-business, but he’d cracked a smile once in a while. Often enough to prevent frown lines, at least.

      Dark stubble ran along his jaw and right up to the spot where the hair turned pale. The gradient when the color changed was so subtle she wanted to examine it more closely. She wondered what he’d do if she tried. He’d probably yell. The thought made her snicker. She couldn’t help herself—she was already itching to irritate the crap out of him.

      “What are you doing here, Avery?” he asked, crossing his arms.

      “It’s good to see you, too,” she said with a dark chuckle.

      He didn’t flinch or blink. She wasn’t sure he was still breathing.

      “You know, I forgot how much fun our chats are,” she said as she considered the bedding situation. Diesel’s smell was on the sheets closest to her body. It was also in the pillows. “Why am I in your bed?” Then she snorted a giggle. “Bet you don’t get much tail in a bunk bed.”

      He wasn’t cracking, and with his muscles locked so tight, he looked like a huge, grumpy statue.

      Her wolf stirred, and Avery tore her eyes away from him. She needed to rein in her scents before they gave her away.

      Suddenly remembering the Snelgrove Advocacy, she rocketed up out of the bed. The sheets and blankets dumped onto the floor around her as she pawed frantically through them for the leather pouch.

      Her fingers encountered the strap deep within the mound of bedding, and she snaked her arm down to retrieve the bag, mindless of her nakedness until a spicy fragrance laced its way into the air.

      She grinned wickedly to herself as she rose, leather trophy in hand, and turned to give Diesel a full-frontal view.

      He made an unintelligible noise as he spun around, covered his eyes, and leaped away—all at once.

      Avery laughed out loud as she leaned over and grabbed one of the blankets. She wrapped it around her. “It’s all covered up, honey,” she teased. She opened the leather pouch to take a peek. Yep, the Advocacy was still there, still red, and still evil.

      Diesel skirted around her, with his eyes still averted. That was wise—she loved getting under his skin, and it was on her list of options to drop the blanket as soon as he turned around again.

      When he did turn, though, he was bearing gifts. The bags of food made her hold the blanket right where it was.

      “If you want this, you have to talk.” Diesel shook the bags in her face. “If you don’t talk, you won’t get the food. And I’ll call your mother.”

      “Like you haven’t already,” Avery said, rolling her eyes and plopping back down into the bunk.

      “No, I haven’t.” He stared her down. “You came here. Why?”

      Avery pursed her lips and leaned over, examining the minimal contents of a built-in set of shelves above the pillow. “You know why.”

      Diesel reached over her head and retrieved the items from the shelves, moving them out of her reach. He tossed the pad of paper, marker, and other bits onto the bed above the one she was in.

      “What’s in the bag?” Diesel asked, reaching for the pouch.

      Avery snatched it and shoved it under her ass. It was lumpy, but at least it wasn’t burning her.

      “That’s not going to stop me,” he said.

      “Then I forbid you to touch me,” she snapped, pulling out the princess act.

      He froze for a moment before he retracted his hand. “Fine.” He dug the hand into the pocket of his leather jacket and pulled out a cellphone.

      “No! Come on. I’ll explain everything,” Avery pleaded.

      He kept the phone in his hand, but crossed his arms as if to say, “I’m waiting.”

      “It’s an Advocacy,” she grumbled, pulling the pouch back out and flipping the closure open so she could give him a peek.

      He glanced at the red light radiating from it and nodded. “Okay. Something important. Something dangerous.”

      “You have no idea.” Avery closed the pouch and slid it onto one of the newly-emptied shelves.

      “You were a wolf when I found you,” Diesel said.

      She knew what he was doing: one of the oldest UNITY tricks in the book. For every ounce of information she gave him, he would give one in return. Usually in equal measure to the importance of the tip she offered. If she wanted to know more, she would have to disclose more.

      “I got hurt,” she said, calculating what she revealed. “I was in Fairview when it happened. Is that where I am now?”

      “It is. You collapsed in a field, and I spotted you.”

      “I got in a bind and had to get myself out. I got injured in the process. Was the field in Fairview?”

      “Yes.” He was loosening up. He had even eyed the food.

      Avery’s stomach growled in response, and a triumphant smile twitched at the corner of Diesel’s mouth as he tossed one of the bags her way. She caught it and dug in, fighting against the moan that crept up her throat at the first delicious bites.

      She ate greedily for several minutes before she posed her next question.

      “Field in Fairview. Your bed—pathetic, by the way. Your house?” She had never been to his family’s place in Fairview, though she knew they had one. The alliance between their families went back for many generations.

      “Not quite,” he replied. He leaned into the bunk across from her where the rest of the snacks were waiting and slid the plastic bag to the side. He sat on the otherwise empty bed.

      “What were you doing in Fairview?”

      “Minding my own damned business. You should give it a whirl sometime,” she muttered, reaching for another greasy handful. She couldn’t tell him the truth. Getting him involved in her schemes was a recipe for disaster.

      “Still defiant as ever. Fine. Guess you don’t want to play nice.” He looked down at the phone in his hand, ready to dial.

      “No! Please don’t! I’ll leave. Right away. I’ll be out of your hair and your family’s hair and your wolf’s hair. I won’t be in any of the hairs. I’ll be so good. I promise!”

      Diesel tossed his head back and laughed. The sound was rusty, like the hinges on a trunk that hadn’t been opened in a long time.

      Avery had always liked his laugh because he used it so rarely.

      “You promising to be good is like me promising I’m going to shift into a unicorn the next time I go for a run,” Diesel said.

      “You would look great with a horn,” Avery said, pulling the blanket tighter across her chest.

      Diesel averted his eyes again. Then his brows fell low over his dark eyes. He slid onto his knees between the bunks and Avery’s heart started to race. He was close enough that she could smell him, and she hated that he smelled so good. She busied herself with licking the grease from her fingers.

      A drawer rolled out from under the bed, and Diesel rummaged around in its contents.

      “Here,” he said, tossing a stack of folded clothes onto the bed by her knees. “They’ll be big, but it’s what I’ve got. I’m not going digging through any of the females’ closets. Their stuff won’t fit you anyway.”

      “Are you calling me fat?” Avery asked, examining the things he’d given her. There was a pair of sweatpants and a long-sleeved thermal shirt. No undergarments of any sort and no socks or shoes.

      “Damn, I liked those boots,” she lamented. She scooted to the edge of the bunk and waited for him to finish messing with the drawer.

      When Diesel looked up, his face was closer than she’d expected.

      “They’re still in the woods if you want them, but they’re not intact anymore.” Panic washed over his features. “In fact, I need to gather your stuff and dispose of it.”

      “Dispose of—” Avery reached down and slammed the drawer, tired of waiting for him to do it. “That’s my stuff. You will do no such thing!”

      “It’s all fucked anyway. You destroyed it when you shifted. I need to get rid of the evidence.” He stood, and his expression settled back into a serious mask.

      “Evidence?” Avery rose and followed him, frowning at the back of his head. Even at her full height, she was a full five inches shorter than he was. “So, your family doesn’t know I’m here.” She felt victorious at learning something he hadn’t meant to give away, but she was far more interested in something deeper than the hint he’d accidentally dropped.

      Diesel Black, the wolf who perpetually played by the rules, seemed to think he was breaking an awful lot of them—and all on her account.

      

      Diesel’s wolf was going haywire inside his mind. The creature was panicked, clawing and scratching at the edges of Diesel’s consciousness. If he wasn’t careful, Diesel was going to shift unexpectedly—something he never did.

      Dammit.

      He had a ritual habit of shifting once a day to maintain a stable balance. He found it easier to keep his wolf docile and submissive if his human nature was the one who controlled the shift. He had forgotten to shift the day before. Now he wondered if Avery’s presence had been the reason.

      “I have to get out of here.” He choked on the words.

      “You’re going to call my family.” Avery accused as she stood again, keeping the thin sheet tucked around her body as she rushed to stand in his way. She was biting her lip.

      “I’m not,” he said. “Not yet. Your wolf came here. I need to know why.”

      “You know why.”

      “You’re not going to give me anything more than that, are you?” Diesel crossed his arms, this time in an effort to hold his skin together.

      Avery’s eyes rolled up to the left. Her teeth continued the assault on her lower lip. The action drew his eyes there, unbidden.

      “I didn’t think so,” he scoffed. He stomped past her to the next bed down. The drawer under the top bunk had what he needed.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Avery’s eyes widened when he pulled out a pistol and a thick bundle of rope.

      “Making sure you don’t leave,” he said.

      “Are you insane?! Do you know how many laws you’re breaking by just showing me that piece?”

      Yeah, he knew. He’d been the enforcer of those laws for many years.

      Avery’s eyes were focused on the black, long-barreled revolver. It wasn’t Diesel’s favorite weapon, by far, but it was reliable, and it was one he didn’t mind shoving in a drawer.

      “Turn around,” he commanded. He didn’t have any alpha energy left from his days before Lathan’s birth, but he still recalled where that big, imposing voice came from.

      Avery’s mouth flapped open.

      “Turn. Around,” he growled, stepping closer, pistol at the ready.

      “You won’t use that,” she said, eyes flicking down. “You can’t kill me with it, anyway.”

      He barked out a mocking laugh. “Of course not. I can and will kneecap you and deliver you to your mother’s doorstep, though. So turn around.”

      She did as he ordered.

      “Drop the blanket.”

      Again, she did as he said.

      “Give me permission to touch you,” he said through gritted teeth.

      “Permission granted.” The words were so soft he was sure he wouldn’t have heard them without his wolf’s enhanced hearing.

      He forced his eyes to stay on the back of her head as he secured one of her hands behind her back, and then the other. It was a feat, without being able to watch what he was doing and with the pistol still ready in one hand. He’d had plenty of practice taking down criminals, though. Avery was no different.

      The fact that she was trembling made him feel uneasy about his own actions. She wasn’t the sort of wolf who scared easily, and he had certainly never been the kind of wolf who would frighten her.

      When her hands were secured by knot after knot of rope, he worked on her feet.

      “Back in the bunk,” he told her.

      He swallowed back the idea that he was enjoying bossing her around. He had felt that way once or twice before…well, before everything had gone to hell.

      Diesel could feel her eyes on him. He was keeping his own off her. She was naked, and it wasn’t right for him to see her that way.

      He gathered the mound of blankets back off the floor and tossed them over her body so he could meet her gaze again.

      Then, he took long lengths of the rope and secured them to the drawer pulls above and below the bed, webbing her into the bunk. It would make an escape more awkward, but none of it was secure enough to stop her if she really wanted to get out. She knew, as well as he did, that he would have no trouble tracking her down now that he had her scent fresh in his mind. He needed a chance to focus on keeping her away from his family while he figured out what she was up to.

      “I’ll bring you food and water. I’ll let you shower, too. You’ll be cold, and it will be dark. The sooner you come clean about what you’re up to, the faster things will get better for you,” he said.

      “I didn’t mean for her to come here,” Avery said. “Believe me,” she pleaded, sounding and looking genuine for the first time. “This is the last place I wanted to be, but I didn’t have a choice.”

      “You always have a choice,” he said, snatching the unopened bag of food from the opposite bunk. He tucked the pistol into his waistband, zipped his leather jacket over it, and walked away.
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      “If you didn’t want to be in a snowball fight, why did you start one?!” Thorne had his arms up in front of him, blocking his face.

      “The first one is funny,” Emmeline shrieked. A massive, solidly-packed snowball was upraised in her left hand. “After that, you’re just being an ass!”

      “Your logic doesn’t make any sense, woman!” Thorne cried back, dodging around the snow-covered cars when she lobbed it at him.

      The snowball fell short and rolled to a stop in the snow at the edge of the driveway.

      Diesel had been on guard the moment he’d stepped onto the porch and heard them. For once, the trash-talk between those two wasn’t heading into real argument territory. It was all in good fun. Everyone in the front yard was red-nosed and breathing hard from a long day of playing.

      Two enormous snowmen stood guard over the house. The frosty sentinels were keeping company with a snowwolf. The wolf was wearing the sunglasses Diesel had left out. Reegan grinned and winked at him when she saw that he had noticed.

      “Come on, Diesel. We need someone on our team who can aim,” Fourt called.

      “Hey, I can aim!” Em shouted, turning to him and putting her hands on her hips.

      Thorne took the opportunity to hurl a snowball her way. It splattered against her bright red coat and flung flakes into her long, dark hair.

      “Oh, now you’ve done it, mate,” Ren warned. “Never get it in her hair.”

      Diesel crossed to the railing that ran along the edge of the porch. No one had disturbed the thick layer of snow there. The snow was still coming, too.

      Em took off after Thorne, who ducked around the last of the cars and ran back up into the yard.

      It looked like Thorne, Ren, and Reegan were on one team, while Em, Fourt, and Riley were on the other. Diesel couldn’t tell who was winning, but he couldn’t let the opportunity to avenge Em pass him by. He packed the snow in his hands and waited for his moment. It came when Thorne cut around the edge of the driveway the second time and tore, completely unaware, right in front of Diesel’s spot on the porch.

      The snowball nailed Thorne and sprayed across his face. Snow coated the right side of his beard and turned his hair almost as light as Diesel’s.

      The move took everyone by surprise, and the pack lost it. Em and Fourt fell over into the snow, giggles overtaking them as Thorne dried his face off.

      “I need to run,” Diesel announced, unzipping his jacket as he crossed back to the front door.

      “Oh, sure. Throw the snowball and walk away,” Riley teased.

      “Diesel doesn’t like to play with balls the way we do,” Ren chimed in.

      “Not the way you do,” Riley said with a laugh.

      Diesel paused to watch Ren’s reaction. The Protector snorted and started packing snow for his next attack. They all knew Ren was gay. He’d made no secret of it when he’d moved in, but Lathan had specifically warned against anyone giving him lip about it. Jokes were fine, as long as they didn’t cross the line. From Ren’s unconcerned response, Diesel determined that Riley hadn’t taken it too far.

      He kicked his boots off before he stepped inside to strip. Wolves didn’t mind nudity, but with Em around it was more appropriate to get naked out of sight before shifting. He was grateful his wolf had held off long enough for him to get undressed at all. He hated to lose another jacket to a shift. He had more than enough money to replace them—it just took so damned long to break the leather in the way he liked.

      He took the gun from his waistband and stashed it in his storage bin under the bench.

      The door was cracked so his wolf could nose his way back out. When the warm gold light of the shift fell over him, he felt like he was breathing fresh air for the first time in days. His wolf squeezed out the open front door and stood, adjusting to the cold snow at his feet. It had altered the familiar smells around him. They were magnified and muted at the same time. He took the time to register everything—the scents of his pack and friends; the nuanced smells of animal tracks now hidden below the top layer of snow; and the smell that was coming from the bunkhouse. It burned his nostrils the same way he’d scorched his skin when he had touched Avery’s cheek.

      “And off he goes,” he heard Riley mutter as Reegan crossed behind him to close the door.

      Diesel snorted his thanks to her before he continued across the yard and into the open field that stretched out behind the house.

      He cut along the edge of the trees, following the trails of critters that had ventured out of their burrows and nests in search of food. Diesel, in human form, loved a huge helping of meat with every meal, but he had never been able to enjoy it when his wolf form made a fresh kill. Over the years, he had coaxed the creature into observing and tracking, rather than hunting. It wasn’t the wolf way, and he didn’t share openly about it with anyone.

      His wolf curiously tracked a squirrel, who was chittering high up in a snowy tree. Then he scouted a pair of cardinals and followed a rabbit.

      These were tasks that let his human mind drift. He fought against shutting it down completely. He had a mission, after all.

      He continued around the perimeter of their land. They owned everything in the immediate vicinity, except for the property Grace’s parents occupied. The Black family had been placed in Fairview almost twenty years earlier, specifically to guard and be close to Chris and Allie Dawes. The human UNITY scientists were responsible for some of the greatest advances in medical and chemical technology the Races and Breeds had ever seen. Wolf shifters and vampires had benefited the most, as those were Chris and Allie’s specialties.

      Diesel’s wolf knew he was getting close to Avery’s clothes pile when he picked up the first whiffs of her scent on the far edge of the land. He snuffled through the shreds of fabric, drinking the fragrance in. Allowing his wolf to reacquaint himself with the once-familiar smells was a sure-fire way to track where, exactly, she had come from.

      He nosed the clothes into a pile he could collect with his teeth and trotted them off to a nearby bush that was hanging low from the weight of the snow. He dropped to his belly and nudged the clothes far within the depths of the shrub’s droopy limbs. Then he did the same with her boots. At least they wouldn’t be as easy to spot right away if one of his family members came looking for him.

      When he was satisfied with the concealment, he set to the task of sniffing the area. He went back to where the clothes had been and snuffled his way several feet down to a tree. The scent of sickness was close. He dug down into the snow. Vomit. Definitely. And in the snow all around it, Avery’s scent was still fresh. Her smell covered the tree itself, as well. He put his front paws on the tree and could see that some of the bark had been scraped away.

      He was curious about why there was no blood. If she had been mortally wounded, there should have been something more than a little puke. Unless…

      She had been poisoned. His wolf snarled at the thought. He wouldn’t put it past her to have gotten herself into that kind of mess.

      What was stranger, though, was the fact that her human scent trail started and stopped only twenty-five feet apart. It wasn’t buried in the snow. His sense of smell was strong enough to determine that, but he dug down in several places, to confirm his assessment.

      She would have gone to the Forest as a human to heal when her wolf had come forward. That was when the confetti-clothes scene had occurred. But before that, how had her human form appeared—from thin air—in the middle of the woods?

      His wolf sat in the snow while Diesel tried to work it out in the edges of human consciousness. It didn’t add up, but he had more to go with the next time he questioned her.

      His wolf whimpered at him.

      Yeah, he mentally muttered to the creature. We’re going to have to go back in. Sorry.

      His bastard wolf wagged his tail at the thought right before he took Diesel’s mind over completely.

      

      With his human form asleep in the back of his mind, Diesel’s wolf had more freedom to do what he pleased—and what he pleased was to go back under that shrub and retrieve those clothes. He stood and shook the cold out of his fur, then he belly-crawled under the bush where he’d stashed the treasure and hauled it out into the open snow.

      The dark fabric had different textures, and the fragrance was better than anything he had ever smelled. It was like hot apple pie—the kind he had seen through Diesel’s eyes at restaurants but had never gotten to enjoy. For some reason, his human form didn’t ever give in to that temptation. There were certain things Diesel, as a human, blocked him from seeing. He knew why, but he didn’t know what he was missing when those barricades went up.

      The blocks had been up off and on all day, and his wolf was tired of it. He was aching to have the freedom to roam, which was why he had shut his human side down completely.

      Diesel’s wolf spread the fabric pieces out carefully in the snow, perfecting the art of the nest. When he was content with the arrangement—which took a great deal of thought and consideration—he flopped over onto his back and rolled among the pieces. He rubbed his neck on them—first one side, and then the other. He wanted to be drenched in that scent.

      The shoes were especially interesting. When he had his fill of the clothing, he stuffed his nose deep down inside one of the destroyed boots. Oh, yes. He enjoyed the strong smells in the insoles. Sweat and feet and—

      He drew his head back, his hackles lifting as he bared his teeth.

      Fear. The insoles were full of the smells of fear and desperation.

      He dropped his nose to the other boot and sniffed it apprehensively. The same scents were evident there.

      He couldn’t discern, from the smell alone, what intent was behind those emotions. Avery could have been afraid and desperate over the idea of getting caught doing something wrong.

      But that wasn’t her way. When she did things she wasn’t meant to be doing, she did them boldly, brashly, and unapologetically.

      No, the freshness of those negative smells in her belongings was worrisome, indeed. She was in danger. That was why she had been in search of help.

      It still didn’t explain why she had come to him for help, though.

      She had the whole of the universe at her disposal, or so he had heard. Her connections were certainly sketchy—many were downright criminal—but surely any one of them would have been glad to give her shelter and assistance. She would have owed a colossal tribute to whoever had taken her in, and being owed a favor by Avery? Well, that was a golden ticket. She had power and reach far beyond the obvious lure of the magic she could create. A tribute from her could change Fate itself.

      Too bad it was a tribute Diesel would never allow himself to collect.

      No. Diesel had everything he could ever want in that big house across the now-darkening field. Or at least, that’s what he kept repeating over and over again. That thought had been his mantra for years now.

      It was only his wolf who knew they both wanted and needed something more.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nine

        

      

    
    
      “Take one down…pass it around…no bottles of beer on the wall.” Avery thumped her head against the wall behind her. “Oh, for Fate’s sake. That’s all the beers. Now what?”

      She had been trying to be good. Really, she had—and she had succeeded at it for way longer than she would have guessed she could.

      Maybe it had been the gun. She’d never been terrified of a gun before. She’d never had a reason to be. After all, there were only two truly mortal circumstances a normal wolf could encounter. The first was complete decapitation. The second was total decimation of the body—as in never putting Humpty-Dumpty back together again obliteration.

      The punishments for either crime were enough to keep most folks from attempting them. For a mortal, punishment was torture until death. For a non-mortal, it was eternal torture, which usually came in the form of repeated botched decapitation or taking bits off the body—inch by inch. The sick bastards who worked in the punishment sector for UNITY had souls darker than the night Avery had just sat through.

      Even with her enhanced vision, it had been hard to make out shapes around her. The door was too far away from where she sat, caged, to provide light, and there were no windows that she had seen so far. Despite its aged interior, the bunkhouse seemed to be in good repair. That meant no holes in the roof to allow light in, either. No light meant less definition. She could make out the web of rope in front of her, but very little beyond that.

      Diesel had returned only once—late in the evening, she thought, though she wasn’t sure how much time had passed. She guessed it was night because the food he brought seemed like dinner. He had freed her hands and slid two bags of food through the small gaps in the rope web. He had stayed only long enough for her to consume the enormous meal by the light of a small electric lantern. Then he had tied her hands back up, without a word, and left her alone again.

      No amount of grumbling or glowering from her had fazed him.

      He was hiding her, for sure. Her wolf could smell his anxiety, and she could understand why he felt that way.

      She had gone rogue—or so he thought. So everyone thought, except for the people on her teams, and Avery preferred to keep it that way. If she freed a good person or saved a good life, the only tribute she requested in return was the secret of her assistance. It was the safest shot she had at staying under the radar so she could continue her work. The right people thought she was on the dark side—and the right people knew she wasn’t. She imagined it was like being a successful undercover cop—or agent, in her case, though she had never graduated to such a title under UNITY.

      Diesel was protecting his family. She had to admit it was admirable. The concern he showed for his pack was the only thing keeping Avery glued to the bunk. It reminded her of the devotion she felt for the people she sought to help, and she couldn’t fault him for being cautious.

      After so many hours, though, her patience was wearing thin. Diesel didn’t know that her life depended on learning how to play nice—particularly with him. And he didn’t seem interested in hearing her out.

      Which brought her full circle to considering that pistol.

      Her heart had stopped the moment he had waved it. In the past, she would have laughed and dodged bullets. Who cared if she got hit with one? As long as it didn’t take her head off her neck or cause her to combust, she could go to the Forest to heal.

      “Not anymore, honey,” she murmured into the darkness. Her voice seemed terribly loud.

      Her wolf stirred in her mind. That wild she-beast was ready to force a shift, chew through the ropes, and run into the night.

      “We can’t do that, though, can we?” Avery sang the words, thunking her head against the wall again. “We’ve got to learn to be good. At least until Fate will let us break the rules again.”

      Hours alone had brought her to the conclusion that playing nice with Diesel was going to be impossible. He was the only person she had ever met who could match her inch for inch in stubborn pride.

      When she had trained under him, she had never been able to win his praise. There were constant criticisms—her form was sloppy, her weaponry slow, her punches too hard. No, too light. Too…whatever. Not that she had needed his praise.

      But she had wanted it.

      Diesel and his partner, Graham Floyd, were the ones Avery had wanted to work with. Everyone had wanted to be on their team. She had begged and pleaded and pulled every string in the book to get herself in with them. Those men kicked ass and took names, and Avery had been desperate to prove that a woman could do it, too.

      Diesel had hardly given her a chance. True, he had begrudgingly allowed her to join them in the field, but every time, it was with orders to stay back, out of the way.

      Man, she would love to rub his nose in everything she had accomplished since the night she’d left UNITY for good.

      Thinking about the past made Avery’s blood boil.

      “Fuck this,” she whispered. “I can give Fate what she wants, but I don’t have to be a saint about it.”

      She leaned forward and rolled her shoulders. They were cramped from having her hands tied behind her back for so long. The ropes binding her wrists were tight, but she was still able to twist her hands enough to bring her palms together.

      Red light illuminated the ceiling of the bunk, but Avery didn’t notice. Her eyes were closed as she concentrated on making a fire Advocacy that was warm enough to damage the rope, but not too hot to hold.

      It was tricky business and required constant metering of her magic. Temperature was one of the toughest things to regulate, which was why she preferred remote explosive Advocacies.

      She smelled the fragrance of the burning rope before she felt any give. Her muscles prepared themselves to jump into action if she caught the bedsheets on fire. Hours seemed to pass as she burned through the ropes. It was an exhausting task, made all the more annoying by the inability to see what she was doing behind her back.

      Finally, her hands fell free. She collapsed onto her side, forehead sweaty from the effort.

      “See? My magic can get me out of any predicament,” she grumbled.

      She chuckled to herself as she untied her feet and wiggled her cramped toes. Then she set to work on the web in front of her, alternating between using her hands and burning through the ropes.

      When she had disassembled the makeshift cell, she found the clothes Diesel had tossed at her earlier and dragged them on.

      “Oops!” She giggled when the sweatpants slid immediately off her hips. She stooped to pull them back up. Diesel was a big dude. Much larger than she was. She needed better clothes.

      “First thing’s first, though,” she said to her hands.

      The orange, glowing embers inside the fire Advocacy were so lovely that she hated to resorb the magic. It was a marvel that something so beautiful could come from within her. She closed her hands around the thing, pressing in and focusing until the heat passed through her skin. It tingled as it coursed through the veins in her arms and dispersed throughout her body.

      When the magic had settled itself back into her bones, she shook her hands out.

      Under normal circumstances, she made magic very quickly. Advocacy after Advocacy could flow from her hands with ease.

      She was wary of being so hasty now. She didn’t know how much of her power Diesel might be able to sense, and she didn’t want to give him a reason to come checking on her prematurely. She had no clue how soon he would head her way, as it was. She needed to be prepared for anything.

      She needed to be disguised.

      Focusing her energy into her palms again, she pictured the disguise she wanted to create. It was her go-to, but it was the most effective. Changing the color of her hair changed her personality completely—or at least the way people perceived her.

      She drew the magic from deep within her soul. It danced and pulsed its way to her hands. When she felt that it was ready to come out, she moved her palms toward each other, cupping them to encourage the ball of magic to form between them. The red light that came forward spun brightly—a relief after the pink smoke she’d seen so recently. At first, it was strands and wisps, but the more magic poured out, the denser the mass became. When it was spherical in shape, she began to alter it to fit her purpose.

      “Come on, honey,” she whispered to the ball. She closed her hands around it, using pressure and mental focus to make it smaller and imbue it with the goal she had in mind.

      Avery felt like the magic she possessed had a life of its own. It could be timid, like a frightened bird. It could be bold, like a vicious predator. She had to give it love and respect, and she had to approach it the way it demanded.

      The orb began to cool under her touch, and she knew it was ready. When she opened her hand, the faint glow of the chocolate brown liquid inside made her smile.

      She slid the orb into the right pocket of the sweatpants and gave it a loving pat as it settled into place. She tightened the drawstring on the pants again, as tight as it would go.

      She pulled the leather pouch from the shelf in the bunk and slung it across her body. Then, she strode down the aisle and turned to the left to find her way out.

      A thin line of pale light seeped in along the bottom edge of the bunkhouse door. The cold draft that crept in there chilled her bare feet.

      “This is going to be a blast,” Avery said. Anticipation and adrenaline were pumping her up.

      Snowy, cold air rushed in when she cracked the door. It was almost enough to send her back to the depths of the blankets. She peeked out at the early morning.

      “Whoa,” she whispered. Her eyes followed the barely-visible track from the bunkhouse door to a set of wooden stairs. The stairs led up to a multilevel deck that was attached to the back of the enormous house. Clearly, this home had been through multiple size expansions, which was typical of properties owned by members of the R & B. Often, though, decades—or centuries—of rebuilds and renovations made R & B places look mismatched and disjointed. The work on this property was expertly done. The wood on the exterior matched so well it was nearly seamless. She had heard rumors that Diesel and his brothers had become skilled craftsman. She could see the rumors were true.

      “Impressive,” she murmured, poking her head around the other way to view the rest of the land. She hadn’t taken in the finer details when she had arrived on the scene.

      She sniffed the air. Two familiar scents were prominent, one closer than the other. She identified two more scents that vied for recognition in her brain, but they were too little known to her for a full mental match.

      Of the four main fragrances of note, Diesel’s was most prevalent, but the fact that she was wearing his clothes put her sense of smell on the fritz in the cold air. Fourteen’s scent was the second. She could guess Grace was the third, but the fourth was still a mystery. It was strongest in the bunkhouse.

      There were other scents, but they were faint. Avery hadn’t met any of Diesel’s siblings, so she had no way of calculating who, exactly, those additional smells belonged to.

      The good news was that the scents, including the ones she recognized, were all far away. She estimated that the first floor of the big house was empty, and she was itching to explore.

      The snow had frozen into an icy deathtrap. Her bare feet crunched through the razor-sharp top layer of the ice only to find a finer, grittier icy filling beneath it. She skidded twice on the way across the deck, even at her slow pace.

      She hesitated at the back of the house, peering in the windows but detecting no movement. Her eyes scanned every inch she could see for signs of an alarm system. She didn’t spot any of the usual indicators right off, but that meant little. The R & B had highly-developed security methods, and new technology was introduced all the time. With Diesel’s UNITY history, Avery would hardly be surprised if his pack was benefitting from the latest and greatest in home security.

      “Okay…options,” Avery muttered under her breath, working through the same things she would go over with a team. If she triggered an alarm on the way in, it wasn’t the worst thing in the world. She could twist it into a good diversionary tactic, and she would learn what she was dealing with security-wise.

      “That’ll work,” she said with a satisfied shrug. She didn’t feel the need to consider another option. She rarely weighed the consequences of more than one choice—it muddied her thinking and slowed her response time down.

      Avery shook her hands out, readying them to create something on the fly if she needed to.

      Then she turned the knob on the back door.

      And walked right in.

      “Oh, for Fate’s sake,” she whispered, rolling her eyes. “They’re practically begging for it.”
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      The first floor of the house was quiet, but that wasn’t where Avery planned to stay. She could hear the sounds of two showers running on the floor above, indicating the bedrooms were not on the main level. Bedrooms were the obvious choice when it came to locating better clothes. She was closer to Fourteen’s size than she was to Diesel’s, but she didn’t care if she ended up wearing a man’s clothes. She did what she had to do.

      The house was enormous. Not the largest she’d ever been in, nor as large as the ones she’d grown up in, by far. The R & B loved their mansions. It made sense—most of the Races and Breeds lived in packs or congregations or whatever name they gave their family units. Huge families in huge houses were nothing new to Avery.

      She crept at first, moving slowly, quietly, and carefully. She didn’t immediately spot any cameras and if the door was silently alarmed, the pack’s response time was disgraceful. “I’m sure Diesel figures he can save them all on his own,” she said, scoffing as she took in her surroundings.

      The scents she recognized as Diesel and Fourteen were embedded in everything, but Fourteen’s smell wasn’t as strong. That made sense. He hadn’t been in the household for nearly as long. She knew because she had been the one to send Fourteen their way.

      “See?” she murmured to her nosy wolf. “His coming here makes perfect sense. They’re good guys. That kid is a good guy. He belongs in a good home. That’s why he’s here.”

      She closed her eyes and listened. The second floor of the house was active, but all the noise seemed compartmentalized. Bedrooms, for sure. It looked like there was only one staircase, so if she ran into anyone, it was going to get interesting.

      Avery ascended the stairs, moving sideways and keeping herself plastered against the wall behind her. This invasion of their pack’s privacy was starting to seem idiotic. What did she really need here? Why wasn’t she hauling ass to get as far away as she could?

      If any of these wolves were as weapon-happy as Diesel, she could be in for some serious pain.

      At the top of the stairs, the house split off into a long hallway on the right side and a wrap-around loft on the left. The lofted area was empty, as was the line-up of leather sofas and recliners ahead of her. The hallway was full of doors, though, and behind the doors, she could hear the ambiance of the morning. Whistling, sliding of hangers in closets, the rainfall sounds of showers, and muffled noises of music and televisions joined together to form a jarring cacophony. The smells were equally as disorienting. There were so many, and they were everywhere. All the scents of the household mingled together in every inch of space around her. The people within these walls shared the space in a way that felt invasive to her. It made sense enough—siblings visited each other’s rooms, packmates spent time together. She didn’t have any brothers or sisters or packmates, so she had never experienced that kind of life. But when she stayed with other people, she occupied and shared rooms. She could understand the concept.

      Here, though, it was different. This pack was tightly-knit. They didn’t merely live in the same house—they lived together. They savored the experience of life as a single, devoted unit. She’d never felt such a strong bond.

      A door opened and closed far down the hall, and Avery ducked back to the top stair, out of sight. Footsteps padded away in the opposite direction. Another door opened and closed. Another shower turned on.

      Curious now, Avery poked her head back around the wall. The hallway was empty.

      “Just a peek,” she whispered.

      She took off, crouching low and staying ready to retreat if she needed to. Diesel’s smell was so strong, though. It only seemed right to intrude on his privacy and perhaps meddle with his belongings. He deserved it, after all.

      The hallway was long, and at the end, it opened up in either direction. Diesel’s room was to the left if she was following the scent pattern correctly.

      She stopped outside a dark wooden door that was ajar. The shower was running inside this room. The sliver of an opening gave her enough leeway for one eye to peek in. Her nostrils filled with scents.

      She glanced up and down the hall before she slipped into the room and pushed the door back to its original position behind her.

      The bedroom was large, but the dark décor made it feel cozy. The shower rushed behind another door to her right. Windows across the way granted a view of the back yard. She padded across the bare hardwood floor. Looking down, she could see the roof of the bunkhouse.

      “So you’ve been reigning over me all high and mighty, huh?” she said, narrowing her eyes.

      She turned to check out her surroundings.

      Funny…it didn’t seem like the kind of space a man as meticulous as Diesel would occupy.

      Clothes were tossed around the room in a few untidy piles. A collection of sunglasses was strewn across the top of the dresser. The bed wasn’t made. There were shoes of every variety haphazardly cast aside on the floor of the closet, which was hanging open with a hodgepodge of clothes sticking out at all angles.

      “Not so perfect after all,” Avery observed, feeling triumphant. For all Diesel’s pronouncements of rule and order, he didn’t seem to follow his own law.

      “Avery?”

      Fourteen was standing in the bedroom doorway with a towel wrapped around his waist and a shocked expression on his face. That didn’t last long. He rushed across the room and threw his arms around her, still damp from his shower.

      Avery hung on and hugged him back.

      Once a slave born in the breeding program run by Nicholas Snelgrove, the wolf had filled out and grown up since the last time she had laid eyes on him. He was a perfect example of every reason she busted ass and put herself in dangerous situations.

      “What are you doing here?” He laughed, still clinging to her neck.

      “Fate, you got so big!” Avery laughed too but kept her voice hushed. He was as tall as she was now—he’d been so much shorter and scrawnier when she had freed him from Snelgrove’s compound.

      “I don’t mean to be rude, but…what are you doing here? And why are you in my room?” Fourteen asked, backing out of the hug and cocking his head at her.

      “Oh, honey. That’s a long story,” she said, rolling her eyes. They stopped mid-roll.

      Diesel was hulking in the open bathroom doorway. Without warning, he released a snarl and charged across the room.

      

      “Don’t touch her!” Diesel growled.

      Fourt and Avery jumped apart.

      Diesel rushed forward, clinging to the towel he’d slung around his hips. Wet, slopping sounds followed his first few steps out of the bathroom. He hadn’t wasted a second when he’d picked up on Avery’s scent so close.

      She was in his room—well, what had been his room before he had passed it on to Fourt. Either way, she was invading his home and privacy, putting his family at risk—and he’d had enough.

      “That’s it,” he spat, reaching for her arm.

      “Wh—” Fourt objected.

      “Stay out of this,” Diesel snapped.

      Fourt was a good wolf, but he was young, and he had no idea who he was dealing with.

      Avery ducked out of reach around the far side of the bed. “I’m done taking orders from you,” she told him, her tone low and full of warning.

      Diesel watched her for a moment, analyzing what her next move might be.

      He didn’t have to guess, though. She readily informed him.

      “Come one step closer, and I’ll scream so loud my father in the Forest will hear me. Good luck explaining that to your pack,” she said with an air of confidence that promised she would make good on the threat.

      “It doesn’t have to be that way,” Diesel said, putting his hands up to show he wasn’t trying to grab her. “Don’t make a scene. Come with me back down to the bunkhouse. We can talk there.”

      Avery narrowed her eyes like she was considering his offer.

      Then, without warning, she released a merry screech and scrambled for the bed.

      Diesel hauled her down and clamped a hand over her mouth.

      “We’re done playing games,” Diesel informed her as he fought to pull her into the hall.

      “Diesel! What the hell?” Fourt cried, blocking the doorway.

      Fate. Avery was slowing him down, dragging her feet and pulling against him. Time to take matters into his own hands. He picked Avery up and tossed her over his shoulder, not even feeling it when she flailed against his back. Her arms and legs were going every which way, like a cat desperate to avoid a full bathtub.

      Shit, she was probably trying to do magic back there.

      “Asshole!” she hollered, jerking her body against his iron grip. She was stronger than he remembered, and his own thermal shirt covering her skin was the only thing saving his fingers from frying.

      He congratulated himself on being stronger than she remembered, too, though. She wasn’t getting away.

      Fourt put his hands up to hold Diesel back, but Diesel was possessed by the need to keep the pack safe. He shoved past Fourt.

      Later, he would congratulate the young wolf on his determination.

      “Hey! Help!” Fourt shouted. His voice boomed down the long hallway of rooms. The domino effect of doors opening on either side would have been comical in any other situation.

      “Nothing but trouble,” he hissed at Avery. “We’re not stopping to make a call this time. We’re going straight to the castle itself.”

      Every single head in the household was turning his way, and the reactions were all the same. Shock was written on each face. The shouting didn’t start until he turned the corner of the last hallway, and sprinted for the stairs.

      “What the hell?”

      “Who is that?”

      “Woman, stay the hell back.”

      “Hey! Do I know her, mate?”

      “Is she hurt?”

      “Did Diesel get laid?”

      Everything somehow played out in slow motion and at warp speed. Diesel didn’t have control over any of it. He was desperate to get Avery out of the direct path of his pack. She had already seen too much—she knew the layout of the house and had now seen that they were often lax in the use of their primary security systems.

      They were compromised. The pack would have to leave Fairview far earlier than the normal R & B standard relocation time—and it was all his fault.

      He couldn’t risk the pack for one second longer.

      “Hello? Is he seriously not going to answer us?” Em said from the door of the guest room she occupied when she was on the premises. “And how long is that towel gonna last?”

      “Woman, I told you to stay back,” Thorne growled, rushing her way in case she decided to take a stroll.

      “Alistair Hamlen Black, I’m ordering you to put me down this instant!” Avery shrieked.

      “Hang on, hang on—is that Diesel’s real name?” Em asked. The lilt in her voice only served to fire Diesel’s blood up more.

      “I recommend not using it,” Reegan replied.

      “I’m gonna shift,” Fourt moaned.

      “I recommend not doing that,” Reegan said. Her words were strained—like she was on the verge, too, which wasn’t like her at all.

      “We should stop him. I don’t know who that gal is, but I want to know her better,” Em quipped.

      “Help me!” Avery cried out.

      “Hold off, mate. You can keep it together.”

      “Can I be honest? I’m thinking something about this isn’t consensual,” Riley said, starting to sound concerned.

      Diesel could hear everyone chasing behind him as he hustled down the stairs. He knew he was acting insane by running away without a word or explanation. But Avery was capable of leveling the house—and everyone in it—with a single Advocacy. He had seen her do it before. He wasn’t going to let it happen again.

      Avery was still cursing, flailing, and calling out. All he needed to do was put her in the truck and take her to her family. They could deal with her as they saw fit. He was washing his hands of it—whatever it was.

      A howl sounded, then another. The clicking sounds of wolf paws scattering across the floor followed.

      “Don’t you dare,” Em warned someone.

      “I’m on it,” Ren said.

      The Protector appeared at the bottom of the stairs in front of Diesel, so close that Diesel had to slam on the brakes. Avery worked in the opposite direction, causing his balance to be precarious at best.

      “Look, mate,” Ren said, blocking Diesel’s path. “If you’re going to insist on doing the caveman act, I’m going to talk to you like you are one.” He paused to clear his throat before he continued. “Pack need words. Pack want woman explanation. Woman wolf? Diesel naughty.”

      “Get out of my way, Ren. This woman is dangerous. I’m taking her where she belongs.”

      “That’s not what you said when you were holding me hostage,” Avery accused. “Now I command you to unhand me.”

      “What the”—Ren tried to get a good look at the woman, whose head was upside down and whose face was obscured by dark hair.

      Diesel let loose a feral growl and surged past Ren into the great hall. All he needed were his keys and—

      The front door swung open, and two figures stepped inside. An enthusiastic black wolf followed them.

      “We’re home!” Grace cheered for the whole house to hear.

      Grace’s wolf, Blaze, immediately began sniffing the air, and her eyes lit up when they landed on the chaotic scene before her.

      “What. The. Fuck?” Lathan said, stopping and dropping two enormous suitcases just inside the door.

      Diesel released Avery immediately, feeling his younger brother’s alpha power spiraling into the air around him. The woman tumbled from his arms and caught herself before she face-planted into the floor.

      Avery grunted and righted herself, but Diesel kept her boxed between the sofas behind him.

      The rest of the pack had rushed down the stairs, most of them still in shock, others racing forward to help. Fourt and Reegan stood naked at the top of the stairs.

      Ren and Riley flanked around behind the sofas to close Avery in on the other side.

      “Don’t touch her!” Diesel warned them.

      “Can someone pass us some clothes?” Reegan squeaked. She ducked back around the corner to wait while Grace scooped a bundle of clothes from the bin by the door and pitched them up the stairs.

      Lathan’s eyes traveled the room. His brows fell low when he finished the visual scan.

      “Yeah, I’m gonna need some answers,” Lathan said, pinning Diesel with his gaze, “now.”

      When no one responded, Lathan heaved a sigh. He threw back his shoulders and sent another wave of alpha energy swirling across the great hall.

      Almost everyone in the room shivered, even those who didn’t feel the natural submissive instinct at the power in the air. Blaze whimpered and circled around Grace’s feet.

      “Avery?” Grace gasped when she got her first good look at their guest. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      Avery shook her head and laughed. “Honey, that seems to be the question of my life right now.”

      Everyone began to relax. They were misjudging the situation. They thought it was okay because Grace knew the intruder.

      How did Grace know her?

      “Who?” Lathan asked, turning to Grace.

      “Avery?” Ren echoed, testing the name as he squinted at Avery. Recognition sparked in his eyes. “Avery Wells?”

      Every head in the room snapped Ren’s way. Then they all turned to Avery in near-perfect unison.

      Confused murmurs filled the room, repeating that famous last name.

      “Avery Wells?” Grace said, turning her wide eyes to Avery. “As in—”

      Diesel could feel Lathan’s eyes boring into him again. He lowered his head, even more, when Lathan shut the door behind him and strode forward.

      “You wanna explain why you were manhandling her?” Lathan asked, his tone bordering on distressed. From the lowered position of his eyes, Diesel could see Lathan’s hands clenching and unclenching into fists.

      “Oh, Fate.” Avery bumped Diesel out of the way with her hip so she could step around him to greet his packmaster. She gave a dark chuckle as she turned back to smirk at Diesel over her shoulder. “This is my favorite day ever.”

      With those words, he knew there was no way to stop her from exposing a secret he’d been keeping for years.

      “Yep,” Avery said. “Avery Wells at your service. Daughter of Thalia Wells. Princess of the Magistracy. And before everyone gets all upset that Diesel was manhandling me, let me assure you: I like it rough. Plus, technically, he’s the only one in this room who’s legally allowed to touch me. After all, he is my mate.”
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      Avery had been concealing her identity for almost seventeen years. She’d learned early on that people who saw her as their princess weren’t often eager to help her misbehave. Disgusted by the dictatorial concept of ruling those around her with her words—simply because she had the royal right to do so—she had begun disguising herself. She had been doing it for so long that going without a disguise made her feel more naked than any amount of nudity ever had.

      Her heart raced when Diesel yanked the leather pouch from around her neck.

      “What the hell are you doing?” his packmaster—who Avery knew to be Lathan Black—cried in disbelief.

      Diesel chucked the thing out of reach.

      “What else do you have?” Diesel snarled at her.

      Lathan rushed forward and hauled his brother back by the arms. Avery supposed his alpha power was affecting everyone else in the room. They were all standing where they had stopped, glassy-eyed and waiting for commands.

      She was lucky she didn’t have to put up with that.

      “What is wrong with you?” Lathan demanded. He had pulled Diesel down to the opposite end of the room near the kitchen. The wolves in the room were privy to the hushed conversation, though, thanks to their heightened sense of hearing.

      “We’ve got a situation,” Diesel answered.

      “You don’t fucking say.”

      “No”—Diesel glanced back Avery’s way but averted his eyes when he saw that she was watching him—“a situation with her. She’s dangerous. She’s packing at least one Advocacy beyond what’s in that bag I tossed off, and she’s not afraid to do damage with them.”

      Lathan paused and studied his brother, but Avery could feel the tension in the air. He was distressed, confused, and not about to let up on Diesel for the scene he’d come home to.

      “How do you know?” Lathan asked.

      “The hair,” Diesel answered without hesitation.

      “Aww, you noticed,” Avery called. She was going to have the time of her nearly-eternal life teasing the hell out of him.

      “What about the hair?” Grace asked.

      Lathan shot her a nervous look of warning from across the room, and she sighed, retreating back from the one step she had taken forward. The black wolf sitting next to her ducked her head under Grace’s hand, offering moral support in the form of an indignant huff directed Lathan’s way.

      “Make her drop the rest,” Diesel pleaded with his brother.

      Lathan laughed in disbelief. “I can’t make her do anything, can I?”

      “No,” Avery replied. “But if Diesel asks me really nicely, I bet I’ll be willing to comply.”

      A growl rumbled across the room, emanating from deep within Diesel’s chest. Avery’s wolf lifted her head in the back of Avery’s mind. She loved that sound—his frustration was pleasing to her.

      “Well, you heard the lady, mate,” the blond Protector said. Avery recognized him, of course, though she was far more familiar with a certain sibling of his than she was with Ren himself.

      Diesel crossed his arms, and Avery took a moment to enjoy the fact that he was standing in a nothing more than a white towel while his pack scrutinized him. It really was her favorite day.

      “Fine,” Diesel bit out. “Avery, would you please rid yourself of whatever other Advocacies you have—without fucking killing my family and friends in the process?”

      She scoffed. “That wasn’t very nice,” she said. But she didn’t torture him any longer. The only other Advocacy she had created was the one in her pocket. With her identity out in the open, there was little reason, beyond personal preference, for her to hang on to the thing.

      Diesel’s muscles tensed when she reached into her pocket. She withdrew the Advocacy.

      Murmurs of appreciation and concern followed her hand as she panned the thing around for all to see.

      Then she squeezed her hands around it and let the magic soak back into her body.

      “Whoa,” someone said when the Advocacy was gone.

      The change in her hair wasn’t instantaneous. It took time for the brown color to fade away. Sometimes it was minutes, other times it was hours. It depended on her state of mind. When she was keyed up, and on the alert, the color stayed far longer—she felt like the magic had a hard time resettling in the right spots when she wasn’t in the mood to be all focused and zen.

      “I don’t get it,” a beautiful brunette human said from the middle of the staircase.

      The broody, bearded wolf in front of her spoke over his shoulder. “The color’s going to change at some point. You’ve seen the Magistrate—that hair is hereditary.”

      “Are you hurt?” another brunette—this one a wolf—asked from the top of the stairs. She was dressed again, and standing shoulder to shoulder with a male who was undeniably her twin. Avery tried to think back to remember the names of all Diesel’s siblings.

      “No,” Avery answered her. “Mostly just annoyed.”

      “I want Diesel, Ms. Wells, and Grace in my office. Now. Thorne, how about some breakfast? Everyone else help Thorne or stay out of the way, but no one leaves until I say so.” Lathan’s words released the group from their positions.

      “Uh, Lathan?” Fourteen’s voice wavered for a moment before it found its strength.

      Lathan turned Fourteen’s way.

      “I might need to come, too.”

      Lathan moved closer to the staircase to give Fourteen the sense of privacy he was requesting.

      “I know her. From before. You…you might have questions for me.”

      The lightbulb went off over Lathan’s head, but Avery hoped he spared Fourteen the task of rehashing the grueling details of his release and escape. Avery herself could hardly stand to think of having to listen to the wolf relive those tortures—and she didn’t even know all the details, especially not what had happened after he’d gotten out of her sight. She hated to consider him having to go through it all again himself.

      Lathan earned her respect the moment he said, “Thanks for stepping forward. I think I can get the answers I’m looking for, but if I need more, I’ll come to you. Why don’t you keep Blaze company? She missed you.”

      Fourteen’s shoulders relaxed, and a grin spread across his face. “Cool.”

      Avery watched as he skipped down the stairs and joined the black wolf—Grace’s wolf—who leaped up to prance in circles around him.

      Grace joined Avery with a curious smile on her face.

      “I didn’t mean to call you by name,” she said, twisting her fingers together in front of her. “It was such a shock to see you in my house, though. I swear, I never told a soul about the way you rescued me. Not Lathan, not Em. Not anyone.”

      Avery grinned and hiked up her now-sagging sweatpants. “I believe you. But, Fate, I guess the whole story is about to come out. Shit…your mate is sure to call my mother.”

      Grace nudged Avery with her elbow. “Yeah—about that. Way to not reveal your identity. The Magistrate’s daughter? And—wait. Okay. Diesel’s mate?!”

      Avery laughed out loud. “The looks on everyone’s faces were worth the price of keeping that secret.”

      “Well, my mate isn’t interested in secrets. We’re all in for it now.”

      “Yeah?” Avery hitched the pants up again.

      “Yeah. Come on. If we don’t get to his office right away, he’ll start showing out with that alpha business again. Between you and me, it’s sexy, but trust me: no one wants him to throw a fit before breakfast.”

      

      Diesel didn’t think he would ever be able to lift his head high again. Anxious consternation rolled off Lathan as he led the way to his new office. It stung Diesel’s nostrils along with Avery’s smell, which was chasing him. He was drowning in a sea of scents. Grace and Avery were chatting behind him like they were old pals—which they somehow were, considering that Grace had called Avery by name. Diesel couldn’t think of a time or place where they would have met. If they had, he was sure at least Lathan would have heard about it.

      Riley’s game room had been converted into an office for Lathan six months earlier. When Lathan had accepted a position on the council—the position vacated by Nicholas Snelgrove’s demise—he had been in immediate need of a private location for meetings. Riley had offered his game room up in exchange for the right to move his video game equipment to the movie pit. The move hadn’t been the best idea. Riley got noisier the longer he played, and he often hogged the big movie screen for hours on end.

      An expansion to add a new game room was on the list of things to accomplish after Lathan and Grace returned home. Which they had, without notice.

      “What are you doing home so early?” Diesel knew he was taking a risk voicing the question. The tension in Lathan’s neck and shoulders told him the scene in the office wasn’t likely to be pretty.

      “We were worried about the pack,” Lathan responded. His tone was clipped. “I’m hoping to learn from you that I had no reason to be.”

      Diesel felt his own shoulders sag. The one thing he never wanted to do—disrupt the happy, quiet life he enjoyed with his pack—was the thing he now found himself winning at the most.

      Lathan opened the door to his office and stood to the side, allowing the women to enter first. Diesel hung back against the wall, wishing to Fate that he could disappear right into the paint.

      “In,” Lathan grumbled.

      Diesel did as he was told.

      Lathan’s office was lined with shelves on three walls. The fourth wall, once almost all window, now had only two squares of glass high up toward the ceiling. It was a dark room, which no one in their house was particularly fond of. Wolves preferred to have a view of the outdoors. With Lathan’s new role, the privacy was necessary. If someone needed to meet with Lathan, there was an expected level of confidentiality. The walled-off room aided the cause.

      Grace switched on several of the lamps in the room.

      There was a large desk that backed up to the wall with the windows. Its position gave Lathan a point of power over the rest of the room. A smaller desk sat near the far right wall, perpendicular to Lathan’s desk. Visitors often brought an assistant or two, and that desk was reserved for them.

      During his short time on the council, Lathan had already begun to receive gifts and tributes. The same types of things were on display all over the Magistrate’s mansion. Diesel had snorted when Lathan received the first silver platter because they both always rolled their eyes at the collection the Magistrate was forced to keep. It was in poor taste not to display the gifts, of course. If the gift-giver visited again, it was proper for them to see how much their present was appreciated.

      It was the kind of gesture Lathan would have shrugged off and avoided before his mating with Grace. Diesel marveled again at the way his brother had evolved since that woman had crashed back into their lives.

      His eyes floated, unbidden, to Avery—that woman had crashed back into his life and seemed to be hell-bent on shaking it up.

      She was sitting on the edge of the secondary desk, rather than in a chair, tossing an orb in her hand. Diesel nearly jumped at her to grab the thing away. He deduced, however, that it wasn’t an Advocacy. It was a glass paperweight that had been given to Lathan by a Tracker he had helped. There was a gold-dipped scorpion inside the paperweight. It was a gaudy thing—but that didn’t mean Avery could treat it carelessly. He narrowed his eyes at her. When she met his gaze, he looked pointedly at the desk in an effort to nonverbally instruct her to put the paperweight back where she’d found it.

      She challenged him with a silent grin and tossed it again.

      Lathan pulled a chair out for Grace, although there was no physical reason for him to have moved it. It wasn’t obscured by anything else in the room. When his mate was seated, he rounded the desk and rolled his own heavy leather chair back. He didn’t bother to relocate Avery.

      Diesel took the chair next to Grace.

      “Who wants to go first?” Lathan asked, scanning the room with his eyes. When he looked at Grace, his face melted into the soft, warm look he always wore for her. “What about you, sweetheart? The only answer I need from you is how you know Ms. Wells.”

      Grace was twisting her fingers in her lap, the way she often did when she was anxious about something. She glanced at Avery, then spoke up. “Right…um…” she gazed down at her fingers as if she could see the scene as she described it.

      “When Snelgrove’s men took me, Avery was in the cellblock with me. Even separated by cell walls, I felt connected to her, and she kept me grounded. I had no clue about her background, but she promised to help me, and I believed her.”

      She glanced over at Avery again and smiled. “If I hadn’t escaped my cell, thanks to you, I wouldn't be sitting here right now.”

      Grace’s eyes flitted to Diesel for a moment. “She asked me to keep her involvement a secret. I didn’t know why—but she had saved my life, and I owed her that much. So I never told anyone about her.”

      Before Lathan could grumble, she continued, “Yes, Lathan, even you. She made me promise, and I kept my word.”

      Grace shrugged and untwisted her hands before she leaned forward in her seat. She focused on her mate. “When I died and went to the Forest, Avery showed up there, too. She told me about the Bound Wolf prophecy. She helped me get back when I was well enough to come home, too. The Advocacy she made for me reunited me with Blaze, with the pack and my family, and with you.”

      Lathan’s eyebrows crept high as he listened to his female speak. When she finished, he glanced at Diesel.

      Diesel shifted in his seat.

      The questions were coming his way soon, he knew. Grace’s dealings with Avery seemed innocent enough, but reliving his own past with Avery was going to be a nightmare.
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      Lathan’s eyes fell on Avery next. “It sounds like I owe you a tribute for your part in my mate’s rescue and return.”

      Avery acknowledged his words with a single nod and waited for him to continue.

      “How did you end up here?” he asked.

      Avery considered her words before she spoke. Her family had a close relationship with the Black pack. The alliance went back for generations long before Avery had been born. As independent as she liked to fancy herself, and as much joy as she got out of tormenting Diesel, she could recognize when she was toeing a thin line. Her upbringing demanded that she share the truth with Lathan; however, her independent nature was determined to keep as many secrets as possible.

      “I was in the neighborhood,” she began, ready with a snarky reply. But, then, she felt Diesel’s tension as if it were her own. She didn’t look at him as she smoothed her thumb over the glass paperweight in her hand. She didn’t need to see him to know he was worried about the outcome her words would bring. Something about that prodded her conscience and made her decide to change her course.

      “Do you think he feels trapped in here?” she asked.

      She held the paperweight out and gave it a shake.

      “Look how lovely and powerful the scorpion can be. Encased in gold, however, his stinger is useless and his power is contained. Trapped and smothered by this little glass house, how can he ever be free?”

      She returned the thing to the spot where she had found it and stood, hiking up the waistband of the sweatpants again.

      “I was in Fairview on a personal mission. I became injured, and my wolf sent my human form to the Forest. She must have been frightened or confused because instead of going to my family’s mansion, she turned up here. Diesel happened to spot her out in your field around the back. He took me in and cared for my wolf in your bunkhouse until I returned from the Forest. I am grateful he did so.”

      Lathan rubbed a hand over the back of his hair while he reclined in his chair and listened to her story.

      Diesel’s narrowed eyes hadn’t left her face.

      “We walked in on one hell of a scene. Why don’t you explain to me what happened?” Lathan asked, his brows drawn.

      Avery knew he was testing her—he felt there was more to the story. That wasn't a problem. She could give him more.

      She laughed. “Oh, that was my mistake. As I mentioned, Diesel and I are mates. I neglected to clarify that we’re Fate-chosen mates, only. We’re mates in title, but not in life. He never claimed me. To be fair, I never claimed him either.” She flicked her eyes Diesel’s way, making sure he’d caught that last bit. “But I felt so compelled by my”—she paused to offer a dramatic sigh—“mately sentiments that I couldn’t help myself. I slipped into the house and caught him unawares in his room, as he was coming out of the shower. Which is why you see him the way you do now. All undressed and shirtless and…” She let the words trail off and bit her lip as she eyed Diesel, striving to make him as uncomfortable as possible.

      She could tell herself all day long that she didn’t get any satisfaction out of looking at him so lasciviously, but that was a lie. Diesel had never been a chore to look at. He was well-built and still carried himself with the confidence of the alpha he no longer was. Not to mention that he did, on rare occasion, actually smile and laugh. When he did those things, her brain went all kinds of defective.

      She smirked when he tightened his towel again and turned away from her in his chair. She didn’t mind that. His back was nice to look at, too.

      “He was alarmed and so worried about my safety that he was trying to rush me back into hiding when the whole house caught on to my presence. That was right before you and your female walked in, and it was the worst timing in the world.” She smiled and dipped her head, feigning embarrassment. “So, you see, it was a misunderstanding and all my fault. He made me promise I would stay in the bunkhouse. He felt certain I would be safest there. The more people who know of my whereabouts, the more potential there is that someone might be captured and tortured for information. I would never wish that on a pack so strongly aligned with my family. It was foolish of me to go exploring on my own like that. I hope you can forgive me, and we can all put my silliness behind us.”

      Diesel snorted, but caught the sound and turned it into a cough. Avery had known him well enough at one time to recognize those sounds. Hearing them again felt like coming home.

      Lathan and Grace exchanged a look, while Diesel blazed her with a gaze of his own over his shoulder.

      “You were able to walk right in the door?” Lathan asked, his voice tight.

      Diesel’s shoulders bunched.

      Oops. She hadn’t considered that she should mention bypassing an alarm.

      “Diesel,” Lathan said, not giving her time to answer.

      It was enough to make Diesel look away.

      “Is that your version of things?”

      Avery crossed her arms and cleared her throat. “Forgive me if I’m mistaken, but it sounds like you’re questioning what I’ve told you.” She put on her biggest and best imaginary princess crown and lifted her chin so that she was staring down her nose at them.

      “No—uh…” Lathan looked confused—no doubt affected by the power Avery exuded.

      Most male wolf shifters were born into the race. Most female wolves were born human and later turned to wolves by their mates. When a male wolf claimed a human female mate, a piece of the shifter’s soul was placed within that female, awakening a wolf spirit that would cause the human to go through the shifter change.

      In the much rarer case of a female shifter who was a born wolf—or what the R & B world referred to as a Legacy—the female had significant power. Avery, being not only a Legacy but also of royal descent, had greater power than all the wolves around her excepting, of course, her mother.

      “I hardly believe his version of the events matters. I’ve already told you exactly how things came to pass,” she said, keeping her voice austere. “Now, let’s stop delaying the inevitable. I’m sure you intend to call my mother, and I’m even more certain she’ll have an opinion on what needs to happen next.”

      That got Diesel talking. “That’s what I should have done in the first place,” he said, hanging his head in submission.

      Lathan studied him for a moment, then looked back at Avery. “I’m not convinced that needs to be my next course of action,” he said.

      Diesel popped out of the chair, grasping at his towel. He’d almost lost the thing, and Avery couldn’t help but think it was a damn shame he hadn’t. She wondered how hard it was for them to find towels large enough to cover men as well-formed as Diesel.

      “What do you mean?” He sounded desperate. “Don’t you think it would be best if she’s back under the care of her mother’s guards?”

      Avery regarded Lathan, fascinated that his first move might not be what she would have expected. When she looked back at Diesel, he looked appalled.

      “I’d be happy to assist in whatever way I can to make the decision easier on you,” Avery said to the dark-haired pack leader.

      One corner of Lathan’s mouth curled up into a lopsided smile as he nodded at Avery with a look of mischief in his eyes. He cleared his throat and stood. “Grace, sweetheart, would you join me in the hall?”

      Grace rose and waited for him to come to her side. Their indecipherable whispers began before they reached the office door and continued as they made their way out into the hall. The door shut behind them.

      Diesel was on top of Avery in a heartbeat. “What the fuck are you doing?” he hissed. “That lie you spun up is the craziest shit I’ve ever heard. ‘Mately sentiments’? That’s not a thing. Do you think anyone here is going to buy that?”

      Avery’s fingers itched to yank the towel away and burn it to cinders with another fire Advocacy.

      “Oh, you want to know what I think?” she whispered back. “I think I saved your ass from a major fire with your alpha. I’d say you owe me.”

      “I saved your ass from freezing to death in the snow. I’d say we’re even,” Diesel retorted.

      Avery grasped his hand without thinking, and they both shuddered and cursed at the pain that spread between them. She didn’t let go, and Diesel didn’t draw away—each was determined to catch fire if it meant not being the first to stand down.

      It was the pain of Fate encouraging them to claim each other as mates.

      That would never happen.

      “You’re more stubborn than I remember,” he growled under his breath.

      “And you’re more uptight than ever,” she replied.

      For the briefest moment, their eyes locked, and the thought of kissing him flew through Avery’s mind.

      A flicker of heat crossed Diesel’s stern face.

      “I want you out of my life. What’s the quickest way to make that happen?” he demanded.

      Avery thought of the million things she could fling at him. How dare he make it seem like she was the problem? After all, he was the one who had abandoned her when she had needed him most.

      She agreed with him, though. The faster they were separated, the better things would be. The only problem was that Fate had shoved her into Diesel’s path, and she had so much she wanted to accomplish.

      It occurred to her that using him for her own needs wasn’t the worst revenge in the world.

      “I need your help,” she said, compelling her shoulders to sag at the admission. “Fate wouldn’t give me much to work with. You know how She is. She sent me here and told me that I’m supposed to rely on you. We’re supposed to work together. That must mean something.”

      Diesel stared her down, and she was certain he was seeing through her act. When he pulled his hand out of her grasp, Avery didn’t feel the triumph she would have expected.

      “If that’s what it takes to get rid of you, I’m in. But if we’re supposed to work together, then you’ve got to stop driving the bus by yourself. You’re going to have to tell me where we’re headed. And let me drive sometimes—I’m not your Fate-forsaken sidekick.”

      “With any luck, you never will be,” she said. Her hand still tingled from their touch.

      

      Diesel wanted to clutch his chest. The pain of his racing heart was too much to bear. The only problem was that he had to keep one hand on that damn towel. For some reason, he was convinced that if he let it go, Avery was going to make the thing disappear.

      He hated her for lying. He hated her more for making him a part of whatever bullshit plan she’d concocted. Moreover, he hated himself for not being able to tell when she was being honest. It made him believe she either always was or never was, and neither one of those prospects pleased him.

      She hiked his sweatpants up on her hips for the millionth time. He could admit the petty pleasure he took in seeing her so poorly outfitted, but he couldn’t let her go nude, as she had tried to do in the bunkhouse.

      “We need to get you some clothes,” he grumbled.

      “We need to get you some, too,” she said, smiling defiantly at him. “Or we could both lose the clothes completely,” she added, turning away.

      In the back corner of Diesel’s mind, his wolf gave an approving tail wag. Diesel wanted to throw the universe’s most unholy temper tantrum.

      The only thing that stopped him was Lathan’s return.

      “Ms. Wells, why don’t you let Grace escort you to breakfast?”

      Avery hitched up Diesel’s sweatpants again and grinned. “What a kind invitation. Of course I’ll oblige you and your lovely mate. But please don’t call me Ms. Wells. I’ll command you to stop using that title if I must.”

      Lathan smiled warmly—too warmly for Diesel’s taste—and tipped his head. “Avery, then. Welcome to our home.”

      “Why?” Diesel let the word slip out before he could stop it.

      Avery wiggled her eyebrows at him. “See you at breakfast, honey,” she said as she crossed to the door.

      She and Grace fell into immediate conversation that trailed off as Lathan closed the door behind them.

      Lathan strolled back around and plopped into his chair, kicking his feet up onto his desk. His mood was lighter than it had been before he and Grace had left the room.

      “Did you have a quickie out in the hallway or something?” Diesel grumbled. He crossed his arms, no longer worrying if the towel dropped. Lathan had seen it all before—hundreds of times. It was only Avery who made him want to keep himself covered.

      “No, but I came up with a fascinating theory,” Lathan said, picking up a pen and tapping it on the desk.

      “You gonna enlighten me?”

      “I always wondered why you and the Magistrate had such a unique bond. Now I get it. Why didn’t you tell me you had imprinted on someone?”

      Diesel groaned and shook his head. “Please don’t make me discuss this,” he said.

      “No? Would you prefer to talk about your failure to set the alarms, instead?”

      Diesel closed his eyes. He didn’t want to talk about any of it. Explaining his past with Avery was a less dangerous route than facing off with Lathan about the alarm system again. They’d been at odds over that decision from the moment Lathan had made it. Diesel had always guarded the house. He hated to admit it, but the increased protection wounded his ego. Unfortunately, Lathan won the argument for good when Avery had waltzed in without tripping anything—because Diesel had been too lax to set the alarm in Lathan’s absence.

      Reluctantly, he chose to open up about Avery. “It happened before you imprinted on Grace. There was no reason to say anything at the time because I couldn’t have taken a mate before you did.”

      Diesel was the oldest in the family and had been born the alpha. Many years later, when Lathan had been born, the title had passed to him instead. Since wolves were required to mate in order of rank, Diesel could not have mated with Avery when they had imprinted on each other.

      “But you could have put a claim on her if you had wanted to, right? Until I got mated? And then you could have taken her as your own mate immediately after that.”

      Diesel tucked his hands into his armpits, clinging to the muscles there. “Yes. If I had wanted to, I could have.”

      “In all the time I spent obsessing over Grace before she came back into my life, you never once mentioned that you also had a mate out there in the world. You’re a private person, sure, but it feels like that would have come up. At some point.” Lathan’s eyes probed him.

      Diesel chewed the inside of his cheek as he crossed back and forth in front of the desk. There was so much history between him and Avery, he hardly knew where to begin with an explanation. And then, of course, there was the matter of most people not knowing the things he knew about Avery—what she had done before her exit from UNITY, and what she had been up to since. Hell, even he didn’t know all the details. Her royal position made it difficult for him to say anything negative about her out loud, regardless of how he judged her in his own mind.

      “Come on, Diesel,” Lathan said, shaking his head at his brother’s hesitation. “Everyone knows she went rogue. The Magistrate hardly ever mentions her. It’s obvious why you wouldn’t have wanted a claim on her back then.”

      Not as obvious as Lathan thought. The details that served as the building blocks for Diesel’s history with Avery were complex—and mostly confidential, thanks to UNITY.

      “Now, though…” Lathan raised his eyebrows, encouraging Diesel to finish the thought.

      “Now what?” Diesel asked. “Nothing has changed. I don’t intend to claim her, and there’s no way she has any intention of claiming me.”

      “The rest of the pack is going to have a tough time hearing that,” Lathan said. “Stop pacing, you’re making my wolf anxious.”

      Diesel’s own wolf was banging against the bars in the cage of Diesel’s mind. He constructed a mental barricade around the creature, blocking out the conversation he was having. No reason for his wolf to get different ideas. He had no inclination to court Avery Wells, and his wolf was going to have to deal with that.

      Diesel sank into his chair again.

      “Not every wolf is as lucky in a mate as you were. You and Grace fell into each other’s lives and arms so easily,” Diesel said. “I know how disappointed the rest of the pack will be if I decide not to mate. Believe me that has weighed on me for years. But my opinion hasn’t changed. Avery’s made her choice, and I’ve made mine.”

      Lathan’s mouth hooked up into the smile that favored one side more than the other. “I’m going to give you some time to consider that,” he said.

      “What do you mean?” Diesel asked, feeling his own mouth fall into a frown.

      “I made a call while I was out of the room. Until further notice, you’re her private guard.”

      Diesel opened his mouth to protest, but Lathan stood and leaned over the desk at him.

      “I’m not going to hear any argument from you. This is not only my word but also the word of the Magistrate herself. It’s not up for discussion. It’s an order, and you should be grateful it’s the extent of your punishment for the way you’ve handled this situation.”

      Diesel made a mental note to be careful what he wished for. He’d been longing for someone to swoop in and restore peace. Instead, he knew they were all bound for a world of chaos.
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      The Black pack, and their friends, had been warned not to ask questions. Though the members of the household had been busy and chatty around her, Avery had passed the day in relative silence, with very few words directed her way. The only people who had spoken much to her were Grace’s parents, Chris and Allie. As scientists who had recently retired from their work with UNITY, they knew her. And she knew them—though she hadn’t previously known their connection to Grace.

      Avery had learned that the two humans often joined the pack for meals. It was amusing to see them with the pack—they blended in so well, she could have been fooled that they, themselves, were wolves. Especially when they’d bowed to her. She’d had to put a stop to that crap right away.

      Watching the pack members interact with each other was a reminder of a much earlier time in her life. Avery had been on her own for so long that the constant babble in the house was exhausting.

      She had escaped to the depths of a fluffy sofa in the large living room—which the pack called “the great hall”—and had fallen asleep.

      Without meaning to, she slept most of that first day away. The unanticipated nap worked to her advantage. When she woke, she felt more acclimated to her surroundings.

      It was a conversation that roused her.

      Diesel and the brunette human, Em, were discussing a delivery that was expected at any moment.

      “Does she dress like a princess?” Em asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      “She’s your mate. How do you not know?”

      “She’s not my mate,” Diesel objected. “I mean, she is. But not like that.”

      “Do you have a choice?”

      Avery noted that Em sounded particularly curious about that point. She wondered if Em had feelings for Diesel. The thought made her wolf grumble, and she mentally shushed the creature.

      “How long do you think she’ll stay here?” Em asked.

      “I don’t know,” Diesel responded, sounding weary. “Didn’t Lathan tell you not to ask questions?”

      “You’ve met me, right?” She laughed and the sound of the high-heeled boots she was wearing clicked away toward the kitchen.

      “What did I miss?” Avery asked, sitting up and rubbing the sleep out of her eyes.

      “Nothing,” Diesel said.

      “Waiting on something?”

      “It sounds like your mother has taken the liberty of sending some clothes.”

      Avery’s heart skipped. “Sending, though, right? Not bringing them herself?”

      “Scared to see her?” Diesel’s eyebrow hiked in punishable amusement at her concern.

      “Of course not. But she wouldn’t do well in the snow.”

      “Your mother has centuries on you. She’s seen more snow than any of us will ever know what to do with. Didn’t she live in the Swiss Alps at one point?”

      Avery shrugged. Her real concern had more to do with her mother’s safety. She reminded herself that Thalia was the toughest wolf in the universe and hardly needed the private guard her royal position forced her to maintain. Avery often worried, though, that the royal life had softened her. It was one of the reasons Avery was determined to keep working on the front lines. If she ever retired, as her mother had, to a castle on a hill, she was certain she would lose her head right away.

      Avery didn’t have any desire to succeed the throne.

      Diesel was leaning against the wall by the large window at the front of the house. He turned his attention to the view outside, and Avery saw the flash of headlights on the dark trees.

      “Special delivery,” Diesel said as he crossed to the front door.

      Avery jumped up to follow him and peered out beyond two enormous snowmen as a dark SUV pulled in behind the other cars in the driveway.

      When Diesel didn’t make an immediate move to go out and assist the driver, Avery rolled her eyes and strode forward. Before she could get both feet out the door, Diesel hooked her arm.

      “Where are you going?”

      “He’s going to break his neck making his way up these stairs by himself,” she told him, shaking his hand off her arm.

      She skidded down the steps and across the snow, watching as a middle-aged wolf unloaded trunks from the rear of the SUV with only the glow of the porch lights to assist him.

      “Can we give you a hand?” Riley, the male wolf-twin called out as he slipped and slid over the snow.

      “Yes, please. What a gentleman,” Avery replied, throwing a glare Diesel’s way.

      Thorne and Lathan both crossed the threshold. With no further excuse, Diesel joined the cause.

      The wolf stepped back. “Oh, masters, please do not trouble yourselves. It is my honor and privilege to deliver these items.”

      But the younger wolves wouldn’t hear of it. Off the trunks went, one by one.

      With nothing left to do, the wolf began bowing to Avery. He bowed so many times in such rapid succession that she was afraid he would give himself a concussion.

      “I don’t believe I recall your name,” Avery said, holding her hand out to stop him from bowing anymore.

      The wolf looked up at her with wide eyes. “No, ma’am. You wouldn’t recall it. I have never had the pleasure of making your acquaintance. Please, do not trouble yourself. I’m merely one of the many wolves in your mother’s service.”

      “Nonsense. I insist,” Avery responded. The color hadn’t faded from her hair, yet, but the wolf knew her identity. He was treating her exactly the way she didn’t like to be treated: differently. “Please, tell me your name.”

      “My name is Joseph, ma’am,” the wolf responded, ducking his eyes.

      “Pleased to meet you, Joseph,” Avery said. “Thank you for braving such terrible weather to come to my aid. Did you have any trouble on the drive over?”

      “Not at all, ma’am. It is the strangest thing, but I have heard from an acquaintance outside of town that the snow stops at the Fairview border. The weather is still lovely all around us, or so he told me. Chilly, but nothing unusual for this time of year.”

      Avery frowned as the man shut the back door on the vehicle and turned to make his way back to the driver’s side. She kept a hand out to steady him in case he slipped.

      When he was situated back behind the wheel, she thanked him again. “Be safe on your journey home. If you have any trouble at all, call back to this pack, and I will send someone to fetch you.”

      Joseph nodded, thanked her gratuitously, and disappeared into the night.

      When Avery turned back to the house, Diesel was standing on the porch stairs. He had been trailing along behind her all day, and—as she had learned—was now meant to be her private bodyguard.

      That was laughable at best. There wasn’t a thing in the world Diesel could protect her from that she couldn’t handle better, and they both knew it. He had his orders, though, and he was going to follow them like the good little soldier he had always been.

      “You could have been more help, you know. What if he had been a double-agent, ready to cause me harm?” Avery muttered as she moved past him and let him follow her back into the house.

      “I know Joseph,” Diesel said, his voice laced with amused stubbornness. “He’s worked for your mother for more than ten years. If he had a dastardly plan, we would have discovered it by now.”

      “Can you ever really know a wolf, Diesel?” she asked.

      Diesel didn’t respond as he closed the door. Instead, he turned, hefted the trunk at his feet, and headed for the stairs.

      “What are you doing?” Avery asked, watching him in annoyed disbelief.

      “Congratulations. You’re getting a free room upgrade,” he replied. He didn’t stop, which left her with no choice but to chase after him.

      “No more bunkhouse then? Damn. I was enjoying myself out there. All the cold. And the moldy blankets. And the rope.”

      Diesel placed the trunk outside the first door to the right at the top of the stairs.

      “It seemed like the right thing to do at the time,” he said. He knocked on the door. There was a large, metal number “one” on it.

      The door swung open, and Ren filled the doorway. “Am I getting a roommate?” he asked, eyeing the trunk.

      “More like a relocation,” Diesel responded. He picked the trunk up once more and pushed past Ren into the room.

      “Bloody hell,” Ren said, tossing back his chin-length blond hair. “I just made myself comfortable, mate.” He winked at Avery. “Come on in, love. I haven’t even used the bed yet. I napped on the love seat there for quite some time, though. And I ate some ice cream in the bathtub.”

      “The ice cream was in the bathtub? Or you were?” Avery asked him with bemused confusion.

      “Both, at the time.”

      “Oh. Yum,” Avery said. From the second wink Ren gave her, she knew he hadn’t revealed their connection to anyone in the house. He didn’t appear to be a member of the pack, which meant he wasn’t bound by Lathan’s rules.

      “Where will you sleep?” she asked, concerned that Ren would be banished to the cold bunkhouse.

      “My cabin,” Diesel answered for him.

      Ren’s face lit up. “No way! Can I use the stereo?”

      “How do you know about my stereo?” Diesel narrowed his eyes.

      Ren ignored him and moved like he was going to throw an arm around Avery’s neck. At the last second, he froze and backed away.

      Avery frowned, then she caught the tail end of a death glare Diesel had been directing Ren’s way.

      “Oh, for Fate’s sake,” she said.

      Ren cleared his throat but didn’t mince his words. “Sorry love, but it’s been made clear that I’m not legally allowed to give you the joyful hug you deserve for securing my spot in that cabin. He keeps it off-limits, but I happen to know he’s got a fantastic sound system out there.”

      Avery scoffed. “That no touching rule is a bunch of bullshit. It’s useful when I want it to be. But do you know what it’s like to go through your whole life with people being afraid to touch you?”

      A flash of darkness sliced across Ren’s expression. He traded it for a grin as he picked up a small, stuffed knapsack. “I’d better get out there before the ogre rescinds the invite.”

      With that, he disappeared.

      “Don’t you wish you could do that sometimes?” Avery marveled. Of course, she could make herself disappear. But the only place she could go was the Forest—and now, she couldn’t even go there.

      “I’ve got feet and a truck. I don’t need magic to get me where I want to go.” Diesel stalked to the bay window and glowered out at the dark yard.

      Avery rolled her eyes and moved to the largest of the trunks her mother had sent. It was a dark red embossed leather monster with brass claws that curved around each of its corners. The latch on the front was molded in the shape of a smooth crescent moon, and she twisted it to release the lid.

      An ivory envelope was positioned prominently on top of the trunk’s contents.

      Avery opened it to find a folded slip of paper covered with her mother’s flowing, formal handwriting.

      My dearest daughter,

      I could say how surprising it is to learn that you are in Fairview, but we would both know that to be a lie. For many months now, my visions have revolved around your return, and I must admit I had concerns over how Fate’s plan would play out. The universe is a more dangerous place than we previously knew. You have learned this lesson better than any of us.

      I am glad to learn that you were able to visit your father recently. He tells me you have been quite busy. I know it to be true, of course.

      You will be surprised to hear that I have no wish to interfere with your personal missions and plans. The past several months have taught me that there is more at play than I can understand, and far more still than I can manage on my own. I have heard rumors of your work in Flagler, and hope to offer my praise in person when the time is right.

      How fascinating that your wolf would take you to Diesel, rather than bringing you here. I hope that fact has more to do with Diesel than it has to do with me. For now, I think it wise that you remain under the care of the Black pack. Diesel in particular, as a former UNITY agent, is more than capable of providing the same level of protection my own guards provide me. Perhaps better. I have always liked him, you know.

      Lathan and I have spoken about this arrangement, and he agrees. We have come to terms that the tribute he owes you for your care of his mate shall be paid by his housing you and releasing Diesel to your use.

      Do as you see fit, my dear, but Fate be with you at every turn.

      Mom

      Avery read the note several times, especially the paragraph about being put under the “protection” of the Black pack.

      “Protection, my round right ass cheek,” she said, crumpling the note in her hand.

      Her mother’s letter would seem harmless to anyone who didn’t have Avery’s level of intimacy with the Magistrate herself. To her, it was a passive-aggressive guilt trip, handcrafted with the finest level of civil ambiguity. Her mother’s conversations with Fate were more extensive than the ones Avery had. She was certain her mother knew a vast number of things she didn’t—and the letter was meant to remind her of that fact.

      “I don’t like it, either,” Diesel said. He was leaning back against the wall by the bay window with his heavy arms crossed. He’d gotten dressed before he had appeared at the breakfast table that morning, and his muscles had spent the day testing the knit of the gray sweater he was wearing. Not that she had spent any time looking at him—or his muscles.

      Avery returned her attention to the trunk and peeled back the layer of tissue that had been placed across the top of the contents. The tissue was embossed in green and gold with the royal seal, and Avery frowned.

      “Look at this. All the expense that goes into something as silly as a trunk. Do you know how many better uses there are for this kind of money?”

      Diesel eyed the tissue paper she was shaking at him, and when Avery dropped it on the floor, he crossed and picked it up.

      Rather than joining in her disapproval, he folded the paper into a tidy rectangle and placed it on the coffee table across the room.

      As Avery emptied the first trunk of its contents, Diesel stood with his arms perma-crossed, judging her.

      “So this is life, then?” she asked, tossing another useless article of clothing to the side. Had her mother insisted that only the finest—and most impractical—clothes be packed?

      “Apparently,” Diesel answered.

      “You’re going to puppy dog around after me from now until someone tells you to stop?”

      “Seems that way,” Diesel said.

      “What if I command you to stop?”

      “Your mother’s word goes higher than yours.”

      She delved into the next trunk. Another dress—this one velvet and brocade—made its way out and onto one of the discarded heaps.

      “Got a girlfriend?” Avery asked, absently.

      Diesel didn’t answer, but when she looked up at him, his brows were so low that his appearance had gone menacing.

      “Ooh, found a nerve,” Avery said to the trunk.

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Diesel retorted.

      “I like the human female. Emmeline,” Avery said, giving the name special emphasis for Diesel’s benefit.

      “She’s off-limits,” Diesel replied.

      Avery looked up from the trunk to smirk at him. “To you or to me?”

      “It’s not what you think,” Diesel said, turning away and pacing in front of a large television in the sitting area across the room.

      The guest room was well-appointed, and everything smelled of Grace. Avery assumed Grace had been housed there prior to her permanent move into the residence.

      “Look at these things,” Avery lamented as she held up piece after piece of fancy clothing. “What did my mother think I was here for, a seventeenth-century ball?”

      “They don’t look that old,” Diesel observed.

      “Well, I don’t know. I wasn’t alive then. They’re ancient, though, that’s for sure. I don’t even think they’re mine. She did this to spite me. Who could fight in a ball gown?”

      Diesel had a way of using his eyebrows to express his feelings. They twitched and lifted so judgmentally, they made Avery want to smother him with one of the many dresses at her disposal.

      “I could fight in a ball gown if I had to. Don’t underestimate me.”

      “The last time I saw you, you weren’t doing much fighting.” Diesel plopped down on the love seat, his back to her, and flipped the TV on.

      “What does that mean?” Avery abandoned the third trunk and crossed to stand in front of the TV so he couldn’t see it.

      He rolled his eyes up to meet hers, then leaned to the left to look around her at the screen.

      “You think I don’t fight? I fight with my life,” Avery snarled. “I’d like to get back out there and do some more, too. Are you going to let me do that?”

      Diesel clicked the mute button on the TV, cutting the noisy sound of the commercial that had been playing.

      “I have to do what you tell me to, don’t I?” he asked.

      Avery knew he’d said it that way to eat at her. Diesel was more aware than most people how little Avery cared for the authority she had inherited by being of royal descent. She also knew how little he respected her power—the magic she treasured.

      Diesel had judged her from the moment she had come into her abilities as an Advocate. When she had learned how much magic could help her in a fight, he had decided she was no longer worth training.

      He tapped the remote again, and the TV resumed its chatter, breaking the silence between them.

      Every single thing he did made Avery’s skin crawl with the need to taunt him. She searched her mind for something that would throw him off—anything that might give her the advantage over him.

      The dresses weren’t useless, after all. They triggered her memory of the conversation with Joseph, giving her what she needed to prove to Diesel that she knew more than he did.

      “Joseph mentioned that Fairview is the only place with this kind of weather. He said the snow stops at the border.” Avery lifted her chin to look down her nose at Diesel. “I’m guessing you haven’t heard anything about that.”
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      Diesel stood from the love seat and turned to find that a hurricane had wrought destruction all over the room. Three of the five trunks were standing open, devoid of their contents. The clothing—every manner of dress in all the imaginable Earthly colors—had been tossed around the room. Something alarmingly yellow and horridly sparkly was dangling from the far corner of the bed, ready to slide off onto the floor at the slightest shock.

      “Fate. I could see the floor a minute ago,” he said.

      “The snow, Diesel,” Avery said, rushing around to stand in front of him again. “Have you heard anything about it only happening here?”

      Diesel crossed his arms. He hadn’t heard that. It wasn’t like the snow was tied to him, though. Or to Avery, either.

      Then again…

      If anyone could force two people to spend time together, it was Fate—and She certainly wasn’t above creating monstrous inclement weather conditions to make that happen.

      “Do you want me to call around to find out?” he asked.

      “Considering that I don’t have a phone, yes.”

      “You don’t have a phone?”

      “Where the hell would I have put it?” Avery asked, hitching up the enormous sweatpants again. “Don’t answer that,” she added when his eyes shot downward.

      “Can you wear any of this?” he asked, turning his attention to the mess around them.

      “Can I? Sure. Will I? No. I’d rather go naked,” Avery replied, kicking at the mountain of ball gowns with her bare toes.

      Naked was not an option.

      He stormed to the door.

      “Where are you going?” Avery demanded.

      He didn’t answer.

      He stepped down to the next door and knocked. There was a narrow sliver of light at the bottom, but that didn’t mean anyone was home.

      The door swung open, and Em greeted him with a smile. “Hey.”

      “Can you help me?”

      “Probably, but it might cost you,” she said, wiggling her eyebrows.

      “Whatever it is, I’ll pay.”

      “Ooh, sounds promising. What do you need?”

      “Can you round up the women in the house and try to find some Fate-forsaken clothes for Avery? The trunks are full of…well, I don’t know what the hell any of it’s called. But she’s not happy with the contents, and none of us will get any rest until she’s been satisfied.”

      The naughty smile that crossed Em’s face would normally have made him chuckle. Instead, he gave her a helpless look.

      “She’s going to be a tough fit, but we’ll see what we can do. I have to convince Grace that she and Lathan have had enough alone time for a while,” Em called over her shoulder into her room.

      Fourt and Ren turned the corner at the top of the stairs and headed their way.

      “Alone time?” Ren laughed. “Didn’t they just get back from two months of alone time?”

      He and Fourt slowed to a stop next to Diesel. Avery was standing outside the door to her guest room, observing.

      It intrigued Diesel that she got so quiet around the pack. Avery had never been one to hold back in a crowd.

      “Well, yeah,” Fourt said, leaning his shoulder against the wall. “But they came back from a relaxing two-month vacation into…” He trailed off when he looked back at Avery, and something passed between the two of them that Diesel couldn’t read.

      “Vacation?” Ren snorted. “Two months is not a vacation. It’s a relocation. I was convinced they would never return.”

      “It’s not like I had a job to come back to, now did I?” Grace said, surprising them as she poked her head around the doorway, next to Em.

      It had come to light, about a month after Grace and Lathan’s mating ceremony, that Ren had orchestrated a plan that forced Grace to stay in Fairview. Rilda, a Junior Protector under Ren’s tutelage, was placed in Grace’s life when Ren was reassigned to Grace’s parents. Rilda had played the part of Grace’s boss at the data analysis firm where she had worked in New York. With a simple phone call, Ren had pulled Rilda off the assignment—which had served the purpose of preventing Grace from having a job to go back to.

      Grace had been livid when she had learned the truth—even more so when she had discovered that Lathan had an inkling of the role Ren had played. Her anger had dissipated, though, as it did when Lathan was involved. After all, if she had returned to New York, she may never have become Lathan’s mate.

      Blaze, Grace’s black wolf, squeezed past Em’s legs to sit in front of the doorway. She protected Grace with her life.

      “Right.” Ren grinned, but he bounced from foot to foot, eager to make an exit in case Grace decided to rehash his wrongdoings. “Shall we see about that spare laptop?” he asked Fourt.

      “Speaking of that,” Diesel said, reminded of the second part of his current mission, “Where’s Lathan?”

      “His office, of course,” Grace replied. Her scrutiny of him made him back up a step. “Are we doing the closet tour with Avery, or not?”

      She and Em shared a grin—they couldn’t wait to doll up the new arrival.

      Diesel chuckled darkly as he tipped his head in Avery’s direction. “Looks like she’s ready and waiting,” he told the women.

      Avery was going to love all that attention, he was sure.

      He passed her with a self-satisfied smirk and headed downstairs.

      

      “I never thought these words would come out of my mouth, but doesn’t it suck to be so tall?” Emmeline’s forehead was drawn as she assessed Avery’s appearance.

      Avery was standing before them in the only outfit the three women had been able to assemble, feeling more out of place than she had in Diesel’s too-large sweats.

      Emmeline had been the only one with legs close to the length of Avery’s, but the human had curves in places Avery did not. The dark jeans were cinched with a belt, just in case, and fell about an inch short of her ankles.

      “You’re lucky Em had pants at all,” Grace said from the bench in the middle of the spacious closet.

      It was true. Avery had never encountered someone who liked skintight dresses as much as the human did—and that was saying something, given the outfits she’d seen on members of the R & B.

      Reegan had provided the shirt. She had a taste for over-sized tops. The checked flannel button-down fit Avery like it had been tailored for her, though it would have been much bigger on Reegan.

      And Grace had revealed an enormous collection of hiking boots along the foot of the closet in the suite she shared with Lathan. Between the redness that spread across the woman’s cheeks and the faint fragrance that filtered through the air, Avery deduced hiking boots were some sort of inside joke between Grace and her mate.

      The boots would have concealed the problem of the too-short jeans, but Grace’s feet were tiny in comparison to Avery’s. Fourt had been summoned and had offered up a pair of low sneakers that seemed to be more fashionable than functional. At least they fit.

      All in all, she had one solid outfit. If Avery got herself into a fight, she would risk ruining the items that had been so kindly loaned—and she would be naked again.

      “I wish we could have done better,” Reegan fretted.

      “This is more than I would have asked for,” Avery said. “I’m sorry Diesel troubled any of you at all.”

      The women exchanged looks.

      “How many questions are you holding in about Diesel and me?” she asked as she leaned against the doorjamb of the closet.

      The closet was shared between Lathan and Grace, with each person’s belongings taking up one whole side. The room itself was large enough to be another bedroom. Wolves had a tendency to dote endlessly on their mates, and since most shifters lived long enough to both inherit and acquire significant wealth, there was rarely a lack of money to be spent on gifts. Avery wondered how many of the clothes, shoes, and other accessories surrounding her had been given as presents.

      “Lathan said we should give you privacy,” Grace said, her words tentative.

      Grace’s wolf, Blaze, snorted in her sleep at Grace’s feet.

      “But we’re desperate to know everything,” Em chimed in.

      Avery gave them a wicked smile. “Lathan can boss you all around. But he’s not my leader, and I have a higher rank than he does in the Race. So I give you my permission to ask whatever you would like.”

      The women released a collective breath, and Grace spoke first.

      “You said you and Diesel are mates in title only—that neither of you has ever claimed the other. Hasn’t that driven you crazy?”

      “Not really,” Avery said. “Fate selected us for each other, but we don’t have to agree with Her.”

      “I thought the draw was too strong to resist,” Em said.

      “Not necessarily,” Reegan pointed out. “There are the Romantics. They believe they can choose their own mates and stay devoted to them, regardless of whether or not they imprint on someone else.”

      “Do we know anyone like that?” Grace asked with a frown.

      Reegan considered it for a moment. “Yeah, there’s a whole pack, but I can’t remember the pack name…” She looked to Avery for help. “Do you know who I’m talking about? They might not be mutual acquaintances.”

      Avery shook her head. She had met several Romantics in her lifetime but didn’t know a whole pack who espoused that belief. She had, at one time, believed herself to be a Romantic. Now, though, she knew that wasn’t the case.

      “I wonder how Diesel has dealt with it,” Grace said

      “What do you mean?” Em asked.

      Avery studied the human, wondering what she felt for Diesel.

      “I mean, I love him and all. But… Well, he’s so”—Grace’s eyes flitted to Avery, and she seemed to choose her words before she continued—“gruff. And closed off. And kinda unemotional.”

      Em, and even Reegan, nodded in agreement.

      “In Snelgrove’s prison, you seemed wistful when we spoke about Lathan,” Grace said. Her eyes were focused elsewhere like she was remembering the scene, and Avery wished she hadn’t granted such all-encompassing permission for questions. She had felt like it was an appropriate way to show her gratitude to the ladies for their assistance. Not to mention, she could imagine how uncomfortable Diesel would become when nosy questions filled the air around him. She had failed to consider her own discomfort at things she might prefer to forget.

      “Were you thinking about Diesel then? When you asked me if Lathan and I would have a mating ceremony?” Grace asked.

      Avery crossed her arms and groaned internally. Sure, she’d been thinking about Diesel. She’d thought about Diesel constantly since the last time she’d seen him. She would think about him after she was out of his presence again. Thinking of him was unavoidable. It was one of the reasons that staying busy and keeping a solid distance between them was so desirable.

      “I was,” Avery admitted. Then she crafted a laugh to blow off the admission. “But you think about so many things that don’t matter when you’re in prison, regardless of whether you got yourself put in on purpose or not.”

      Em watched her with interest. Avery could almost convince herself the human was scenting the lie in her words.

      A knock sounded at the bedroom door outside, and Blaze jumped from sleep to full attention. The rapid wag of her tail signaled that it was friend, rather than foe.

      “Oh God!” Grace cried, glancing at a digital clock on a jewelry chest across the room. “I had no clue. I bet Lathan’s been ready for bed for hours.”

      “That man is always ready for bed,” Em said, aiming a naughty smile Grace’s way. “Or a table. Or a chair. Or a wall…”

      Reegan blushed and smiled to herself as she tucked a stray strand of her long, dark hair behind her ear. She seemed so lovely and sweet, but Avery got the sense the female was older on the inside than her outward appearance suggested. Something about her occasional shyness seemed off—almost as if it had been earned.

      Grace rushed out to the main room and opened the door.

      “I have a feeling you’re going to be shaking things up around here,” Em said to Avery as she retrieved her boots from the floor. “I like it. Diesel needs someone to loosen his screws.”

      The smile she sent Avery’s way told Avery that Emmeline had no claim on Diesel. Avery still wondered about Diesel’s feelings for the human, but she shoved the thought away. Why should she care what Diesel felt for anyone?

      When he filled the doorway of the closet, though, her heart jumped, and her wolf sat to attention.

      His eyes roved her from head to toe, and she was shocked to find that, after all those years, she still ached for his approval.
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      “I got you this,” Diesel said as he shut the bedroom door behind her. When Avery turned back to look his way, he tossed a phone to her.

      She made the catch and turned the thing over in her hands.

      “We keep spares on hand, in case someone loses one in an unexpected shift,” he explained. “You’re not a prisoner here. You should be connected to the outside world in whatever way you like. And if we go out someplace, you need a way to contact me if we get separated.”

      “A good guard dog wouldn’t leave my side,” Avery said. Her smug smile made Diesel want to growl.

      “I made some calls. Joseph was right. The snow stops at the border of Fairview.”

      The news had made Diesel feel infinitely better. Fate might want him to spend time with Avery, but there was an escape. If things got dire, he could leave.

      Who was he kidding? His orders were to guard Avery, which meant he wasn’t going anywhere.

      He crossed to the love seat. He had collected a pillow and blankets from the linen closet and had been planning to make a bed on the tiny sofa. Now, though, he was considering sleeping in the hall.

      Would that still be close enough to Avery for him to be following orders? The more she teased him, the farther away he wanted to be.

      Still…

      He glanced at Avery over his shoulder. She was studying the buttons on the flannel shirt she was wearing. The fabric was tight enough to showcase her features without being intentionally sexy. Diesel tore his eyes away.

      Sometimes, when he looked at her, his heart squeezed so tightly in his chest that he was afraid it would stop beating altogether. He knew it was Fate’s magic, trying to work between them. He understood the practical nature of the feelings and tried to banish them from his mind with an equally practical manner.

      “Your hair is fading,” he said.

      “Well, it was bound to happen,” Avery said with a sigh. She reached up and pulled a chunk of it forward, looking up at it from under her thick lashes. “The color Advocacy doesn’t do any harm, you know.”

      “Not to anyone else,” Diesel said, crossing his arms as he edged around the love seat.

      “It doesn’t do much harm to me, either.”

      “Not much, huh? So that wasn’t why you were so weak when you got here, then.”

      Her eyes flared. “I’m not going to sit through another round of interrogations with you. If you can’t ask your questions directly, don’t ask them at all.”

      She tried to stare him down, but he was willing to stare right back—all night if that’s what it took.

      She was the first to look away. “I’m tired,” she said, turning her back to him. She went to the bed and tugged at the sheets.

      “You were injured when you got here, but you weren’t hurt physically—at least not on the outside. What was wrong?” Diesel asked. He found himself at the foot of the bed.

      Avery stepped back to put more distance between them. The backs of her thighs bumped against the nightstand.

      “How do you know that?” she asked.

      “There was no blood,” Diesel answered, picturing his investigation of the scene, “but you’d been sick. Was it poison?”

      “So what if it was?” Avery asked, giving him an insolent shrug. “I recovered. I’m fine. And I’m ready to get back into action.”

      “Is someone still out there? After you?” he asked. He found the answer in her silence.

      “What work have you been doing in Flagler?” Diesel asked, taking another step toward her.

      Avery’s glare was lethal. “You read my letter? You had no right!”

      “You left it crumpled up on the floor,” Diesel countered.

      She was right, of course. He shouldn’t have read the thing. But his concern had gotten the best of him—he needed to know what kind of game Avery and her mother might be playing.

      Thalia Wells had never made a secret, at least in confidence with him, about the fact that she hoped he and Avery would decide to claim each other one day. He wouldn’t be surprised if the Magistrate had decided that Avery’s return to Fairview was the perfect opportunity to push the two of them together. He had no desire to be a pawn.

      “My work in Flagler is private unless you decide you want to be a part of it. You have your UNITY secrets, and I have mine.”

      “You don’t have any UNITY secrets,” Diesel retorted, deliberately misunderstanding her.

      “You’re right. Thank Fate for that,” Avery snapped. “Now are you going to turn your back, or would you prefer I get naked in front of you again?”

      Diesel stopped her hands from going to the buttons on her shirt. The pain that jolted through his skin reminded him that gloves should be on the list of things he wore until Avery had slipped back out of his life.

      He had meant to say something, but the scorch from touching her zapped the words away. Her eyes were focused on their hands, but his were glued to her lips.

      He had never kissed her. Not once.

      “You would have made an excellent agent,” he said. He didn’t like the way his voice softened at the edges—at least not until she looked up at him. The bewilderment that passed over her features felt like a reward for his candid words. “You didn’t think I would say that?”

      “I’m more interested to know whether or not you believe it.”

      He let her hands go but didn’t step back.

      “Of course I believe it.”

      She opened one of her palms between them, and a tendril of red spun up out of the center. She wiggled her fingers and made the light dance for a moment before she sealed her hand back into a fist. The light disappeared. “I can still do that. You never seemed to like it before. And you don’t like it now.”

      Diesel cleared his throat. “It’s not your magic that worries me. It’s the way you rely on it.”

      “You make it seem like that’s the only thing I’m capable of, but you have no idea,” Avery said, defiance returning to her tone.

      “I never said it was,” Diesel replied, turning his back.

      “I’ll fight you right now if you want,” Avery said.

      A laugh rocked Diesel’s body, and he turned to face her as he let it out.

      When he had regained his composure, Avery was looking at him like he’d lost his mind. In fact, however, he was confident she had lost hers.

      “Like I would fight you, Your Royal Fucking Highness.”

      “I thought you only called my mother that,” Avery said, lowering the fists she had raised and standing upright from the defensive position she had dropped into.

      “Like mother, like daughter,’’ Diesel said with a shrug.

      It was a low blow. He had all the respect in the world for the Magistrate. And, besides, Avery was nothing like her mother.

      “You want to act like you’re so far withdrawn from me, don’t you?” Avery asked, pointing her finger at him. “Well, here’s news for you. You don’t have to act. I watched you walk away. I’m well aware of how things went down.”

      Anger coursed through Diesel’s veins. She had no right to act like the victim—not in light of everything that had passed the last time they’d seen each other.

      “Oh yeah, Avery? Tell me, then. Tell me exactly how you think things went down,” he demanded, striding back to where she stood by the bed. He did his best to tower over her, though they were too close in height for his intimidation to work—especially when she threw her chin up. The action put her lips too close to his.

      The energy sparking between them was a signal of how amped up Avery was. She maintained her ground, but he could feel the charge of her emotions.

      “We were all in trouble. Our whole team—you, Graham, me. We were trapped. I did the only thing I knew to do.”

      “You knew how to fight,” Diesel argued.

      “I knew how to win,” Avery said.

      “Your actions killed everyone in the building except for us.”

      “I saved the only lives worth saving.”

      “You hadn’t assessed the situation. You acted without thought, without care, and without restraint.”

      “Oh yes! Restraint. It’s like that’s your favorite fucking word!” Avery stormed around him, but he caught her arm.

      “Let me go,” she hissed.

      He pulled her closer. “You don’t get to run from this. You wanted to fight? Let’s fight. The only thing I need is words to win that battle.”

      “Too bad you know so few.”

      “How many innocent lives were lost that day?”

      “None, and you have only me to thank for that,” Avery snarled, jerking her arm free. “Have you never, in all the time since then, considered the fact that I knew more going in than you did?”

      “Then you should have told me,” he said.

      “You know damn well I couldn’t do that. If Fate spoke to me, I had no right to reveal Her words. You’ve seen the devastation that can occur when people try to alter the courses of their lives.”

      “So, what then? Everything that happened was meant to? Graham almost dying? Nearly losing his leg? My injuries? No. The only thing that was inevitable about that day was the moment you went rogue.”

      “I could say as much about the moment you turned your back on me,” she argued, angry tears filling her eyes. She swiped at her face with trembling hands.

      “You don’t feel sorry. About any of it. Do you?” Diesel swallowed the urge to upend one of the trunks when she didn’t respond. “DO YOU?”

      “The only thing I feel sorry about is the fact that I did it to save the life of a man who so clearly wouldn’t have done the same for me!”

      The tension between them thickened until it choked the air from the room.

      Avery spun on her heel and stormed for the door.

      Diesel couldn’t let her turn her back on this fight—not when her last words were so wholly inaccurate. He took advantage of his powerful stride to get ahead of her, though he knew she could resort to magic and blow him right out of her path.

      “I would have laid down my own life for you,” he said, blocking the door with his body. “It was my duty.”

      “Yes. Of course!” Avery’s eyes were frenzied. “Your duty. Your UNITY agent, I’ve never stepped across the line because I’m endlessly committed to the cause, Fate-forsaken duty.”

      “As your mate,” Diesel roared. “I would have then and I would to this day.”

      “You’re forgetting that you’ve never claimed me,” Avery said with a sneer.

      “And you’ve never claimed me, as you made a point of reminding me earlier. But I would have done it anyway.”

      “I made sure you didn’t have to,” Avery said. “Not that night, and not ever again. It couldn’t have been any more convenient for you to wash your hands of me, could it? You should thank me for taking myself out of the equation. Which is exactly where I want to be again, as soon as possible. I have things to do—things you will never understand. Not all rules are worth following, Diesel. Sometimes you have to take a step back to find the true meaning of your actions and their consequences. It’s not always possible to see the good you can do until you’re willing to be a little bad.”

      There they stood, breathing so hard that their shoulders and chests heaved in unison as if they were the single unit Fate wanted them to be.

      “I couldn’t fight against you,” Diesel told her. The admission was one that had been building in his soul, growing while it waited to be set free. “If you’re not with UNITY, then you’re working against it. You know that.”

      “The universe has never been that black and white.”

      “I couldn’t fight against you,” he repeated. “If I had remained an agent, I would have been forced to. I lost everything, Avery. My job, my partner and best friend, my potential mate. I lost my purpose in life. It was all gone in one night.”

      “And you hate me for it, I know. How lucky for you, then, that I make myself so easy to despise.”

      She froze when he reached out and touched her hair. The color, which had been fading, was suspended at a strange, in-between shade, but the delineation between the paler parts and the darker streaks was clear.

      “That’s the problem,” he said, his voice low. “I don’t hate you. I’ve never been able to.”

      She backed out of his reach. “I think you should sleep in the hall.”
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      After Diesel retreated from the room, Avery went into the bathroom, closed the door, turned on the shower, buried her face in a heap of towels, and cried. She couldn’t remember the last time she had shed so many tears. She told herself she was only doing it to keep from screaming until the walls tumbled down around her.

      The entirety of her argument with Diesel played through her mind on repeat.

      “How was I supposed to act?” she whispered into the damp pile of fluffy towels. “He doesn’t want to protect me. He wants to punish me.”

      She was equal parts fury and regret. She had revealed too much, both about the night they’d parted ways and about her own feelings.

      But, then, Diesel had too. She tried to take comfort in the fact that he was probably kicking himself for having told her that he couldn’t hate her—she would have been, if she were him.

      The bathtub grew cold behind her back, though the dark bathroom was steamy from the running shower. She dried her face and turned the shower off. She had no idea how long she had spent weeping, and she admonished herself for being sentimental.

      What would she want from Diesel? He was a domesticated creature now. The house and the pack within it weren’t the kind of future she desired. She couldn’t have a peaceful, mundane life while also fighting against bad guys and rescuing people.

      She warned her mind not to think of Grace and Blaze. Avery had been the one to capture Snelgrove’s essence, but it had been Grace—in wolf form—who had torn out his throat. Now, look at her. Blond-haired, blue-green-eyed, and probably curled against the chest of her handsome mate.

      Avery shoved her way out of the bathroom and stumbled across the bedroom. She collapsed on the bed, not bothering to pull the sheets back any farther than she previously had. She didn’t kick off her sneakers or remove any of her clothes, either. She didn’t intend to stay any longer than she had to.

      She wanted a quick nap to gather herself and then she would cut and run. She could make it out of the snow on foot. With the phone on the nightstand, she would have no trouble securing transportation to a bunker or safe house. She could plot a trip to Flagler from there.

      She flopped onto her back and glared up at the ceiling.

      Diesel’s face flashed into her brain.

      She had imprinted on him only hours before the events they had argued about. They were in the big, dark SUV they typically traveled in. She recalled that it was strange—Graham and Diesel usually took turns driving, with the other sitting in the front passenger seat. Avery sat in the back, on the driver’s side. But that night, Graham had insisted she take the front seat. He’d been studying an enormous map and needed the space in the back to spread out.

      They’d been listening to music. She never got to choose. It was always Graham, who preferred classic rock, or Diesel, who preferred old blues and jazz standards. Diesel was in charge of the stereo that night, and Graham and Avery teased him, as was their way.

      She’d looked over to send a jab his way, and her eyes had landed on his hands, instead. They were clenched around the wheel, and she had become worried that he had spotted something dangerous on the road ahead. When she had raised her gaze to check the source of his concern, she had seen nothing.

      And then a smell had filled the air: brownies. Fresh, hot, gooey brownies, ready to be topped with vanilla ice cream. As sure as if someone were baking them in the backseat which, of course, wasn’t likely. She’d turned to see if Graham was eating, though, because the smell was so strong.

      She remembered clamping her hands into fists—fearing that her fingers would shake or release an errant light—before she allowed herself to look at Diesel’s face.

      He had been looking at her at that same moment, but he returned his eyes to the road. She saw, though, how his jaw clenched. The way he readjusted those tightly gripped fingers on the steering wheel. The flare of his nostrils as he took in the scent—whatever scent he had gotten. Avery didn’t know what she smelled like to him. Not that she cared.

      And, besides, it annoyed her that he smelled like brownies. They had been her favorite food. Now she couldn’t even stand to eat them, because they reminded her of him.

      She flopped again, listless.

      How dare he admit that he couldn’t hate her? All she wanted him to do was hate her, and she had worked so hard to ensure he would. Believing he detested her was so much easier than knowing he might not.

      

      Diesel crossed his arms over his chest and glared at the hallway ceiling. He needed to sleep, but sleep refused to come.

      His wolf was whimpering and scratching at the edges of his mind. His wolf was desperate to shift. His wolf wanted to go back into Avery’s bedroom and curl up in front of the door so no one could get in without having to move him. His wolf was driving him mad.

      They had put her in the guest room that didn’t have immediate outdoor access. That choice had been easily made. Em was the permanent resident of the second guest room, though she didn’t live there all the time.

      Diesel considered how Fate worked in Her own way. If he extrapolated his beliefs out, he could convince himself that Em had been given that room for a reason. The selection, made so long ago, had paved the way for the present circumstances: Avery was in a room with a stationary window, instead of a sliding glass door and balcony. If she went crashing through the window glass, he wouldn’t be the only one to notice.

      He hugged his arms harder around himself. Was it possible Avery wasn’t playing a game? What if Fate was stepping in?

      The shower in Avery’s room cut off. He heard the sounds of uneven footsteps crossing the room, followed by the collapse of a body onto a bed.

      “Maybe she finally wore herself out,” he muttered.

      “Not likely is it, mate?” Ren asked.

      Diesel shot up to a seated position.

      “Sorry for the surprise. Fourt was showing me how to make sure this thing stays linked to the internet, even if I take it out to the cabin.”

      He held up a laptop—one that Diesel recognized as the first that Fourt had been given when he’d joined the household.

      The young wolf had proven to be naturally talented with computers. A newer, nicer, and much more powerful machine had been among the Christmas gifts the pack had bestowed upon him. At least, that was how Thorne and Em had described it. Diesel had little interest in computers and only used the one on the desk in the great hall to enter the simple strings of numbers he needed for their business accounting. Even that was only at Grace’s persistent encouragement—Diesel knew better than to call it nagging.

      “I’m shit with these things,” Ren lamented, dropping to a crouch across the hall. “Thank Fate for the younger generations. They’re the ones keeping us old boys from fossilizing.”

      Diesel grunted and punched his pillow.

      “That was quite the row you two put on, mate. Not that the whole household heard it or anything,” Ren said with a wry smile.

      Diesel grunted again, wishing the Protector would be on his way. He didn’t feel like talking. He preferred the idea of stewing on his anger for another few hours until he fell into a restless sleep.

      “You should have a chat with Fourt. Maybe sooner rather than later. His history will make your life feel less like shit.”

      Diesel frowned. Fourt wasn’t open about his past with anyone, and the pack didn’t push him. Lathan never had to issue a formal decree on the matter. Fourt had been born into slavery. Any wolf who had lived that life in modern times had gone through hell.

      “I bet he’d be willing to talk, if you’re willing to listen.”

      Ren clapped Diesel on the shoulder before he swaggered off toward the stairs.

      Diesel punched his pillow one last time and dropped his head back onto it.

      He could hear Avery flopping around in the bed like a fish. Every time she moved, the sound was so abrasive to his senses that it was like taking a bath with a sandpaper washcloth. The smell pouring out through the crack under the door—that apple pie smell—was making his stomach growl.

      He threw back the heap of blankets he had piled on and stood.

      His feet propelled him down the hall away from the guest room.

      He found himself in front of the door to his own room. The first few times he had knocked there, it seemed ridiculous. Now it was second nature. Fourt had been attentive to the fact that it was Diesel’s space, though Diesel had no intention of reclaiming it.

      He lifted his fist to knock, then dropped it again.

      Fourt was probably already asleep.

      “Did you get it?” Fourt asked.

      There was a long pause.

      “The power button. No, the power button. It’s the circle…with the little line… Green. Yes, you press it, and it goes green. How do you not remember this? I showed you three minutes ago. Wait—did you do your disappearing act with it? Does that fry electronics?”

      Diesel turned away to retreat to his makeshift bed.

      “Did you tell him? Thanks. It’s not easy for me to bring that stuff up around them.”

      Diesel landed a light knock on the door.

      “Uh…gotta go.”

      Footsteps sounded across the wooden floor, and Fourt’s door swung open. He was still dressed, but his feet were bare, and his sleeves were pushed up. Fourt rarely wore anything that revealed the owner’s mark that was tattooed on his left inner forearm. Because he wasn’t yet legally freed from the claim of his former owner, Nicholas Snelgrove, Fourt had to be careful. Keeping the mark hidden was the easiest way for him to pass as a member of the pack. It helped that he resembled the pack—more than Diesel did.

      At that thought, Diesel smoothed the top of his silver-blond hair.

      “Sorry to bother you,” Diesel muttered.

      Fourt smiled. His dark, shaggy hair dipped into his eyes, and he swept it away. “It’s cool. I was trying to teach Ren how to use the computer. He’s itching to watch that show about the rich human females who stay at home and fight with each other.”

      Diesel smirked. That sounded like one of many shows he had seen advertisements for. Human television was so droll.

      “I have to get back down to the guest room,” Diesel said. His feet were ready to carry him there of their own accord.

      “It’s been a weird day, and I’m too wired to sleep. I could come with you,” Fourt offered.

      Diesel nodded and stepped back. He loved every member of his pack—both the official ones and the extended ones. It was easier to communicate with some of them than it was with others, though. Grace and Lathan usually knew what to say, such that Diesel didn’t have to. Thorne’s moods changed so often that noncommittal grunts worked best with him. Riley, Reegan, Ren, and Em were far chattier—Diesel found it was easiest to let them fill the silence on their own.

      Fourt was different from everyone else. Diesel felt like he and Fourt shared some of the same trouble when it came to emotionally connecting. It wasn’t that they didn’t want to connect. They just weren’t confident in their ability to do so.

      It made sense when it came to Fourt, who’d spent the first sixty years of his life enslaved and neglected.

      For Diesel, though, emotional stuff had been easier before he imprinted on Avery. And lost Avery. And chose not to hunt Avery down.

      He led the way back to the guest room, then a few paces beyond it to the stairs that headed into the movie pit. He thanked Fate that Riley was nowhere to be seen, and wondered if Lathan had ordered Riley away from his game consoles for the night.

      Fourt took a seat on the steps next to him, and they both stared at the guest room door for several minutes.

      Finally, Fourt cleared his throat and spoke. Diesel had to focus with all his might to catch the quiet words the young wolf said.

      “I lived almost my whole life without hope,” Fourt began. “The guards at the compound where I was bred and matured were strict and uncaring. Only two during my sixty years there were kind enough to let me see the light of day or a glimpse of the world beyond our complex. Neither of them lasted long, and I’m still afraid they were both put to death for their kindnesses.” He swallowed and looked at the heavy, dark tattoo before he tugged his sleeve down to hide it.

      “One day, a new guard came in. A tough-as-nails female who shouted orders and made every other guard cower. She was hard and strong, and everyone feared her. I feared her. But I never saw her harm anyone, regardless of how much she yelled and threatened. She took over the night watch for the wing where I was housed. It was a solitary watch. We were all locked into separate, secured rooms for sleeping.”

      Fourt toyed with a chunk of his hair, his mind far away.

      “She observed everything. Our duties, the duties of the other guards. The schedules. The comings and goings of everyone on the premises. I knew something was happening. None of us had ever met the purebred wolves we were being raised to serve. I was certain that was why she was there. To select which of us would be appointed to whom. But…”

      He paused and shook his head. A shy smile spread across his face. “I’ll never forget the first night she came to me. I thought she was pure evil when she let herself into my room. I shivered in the corner like the small, insignificant wolf I was. She crouched in front of me, held her hand out, and tried to make me stand. To face her.” He laughed. “I didn’t stand, though—I was convinced it was a trap. I thought she would kill me if I followed her instructions. On the other hand, I thought she would kill me if I didn’t. My fear paralyzed me. I would have been free much sooner if I had trusted her right away.”

      Diesel kept his face stoic as he listened.

      “She came back night after night. I thought for sure she was trying to get me to fail in some way. To turn me into something disobedient so she could punish me for it. But then she started telling me about a pack whose family had been loyal to her own. A pack she was certain would take in someone as worthless as a slave. Those weren’t her words. They were my own belief. I don’t know how she did it, Diesel. Somehow she got me to believe her. But more than that, she taught me to start believing in myself. By the time she told me she could break me free and that she could get me to safety, I trusted her.”

      Fourt turned to him, his eyes wide with wonder. “Telling the story—even without all the details…hearing myself say it out loud…” he trailed off with a laugh of disbelief. “It’ll be a long time before I’m willing to relive everything I faced in there—everything I faced to get here, too. But Avery gave me the hope of escape, and the confidence to succeed when the time came.”

      He paused and examined Diesel for a minute. Diesel shifted on the step where he was seated. He had a higher rank in the pack than Fourt would have had if he had been born to their family. Fourt had more strength and wisdom than Diesel had given him credit for, though. He’d never thought of Fourt as weak, but he felt guilty for not seeing him for the brave wolf he was.

      “It might be hard for you to believe, and I don’t know all the details. But I know that Avery’s been helping people all over the world. Freeing slaves, rescuing prisoners, saving lives. She’s been injured I don’t even know how many times. I was worried they would hurt her when she helped me get free. I didn’t know for certain that she was safe until we were all standing in the same room with her this morning. I owe her my life.”

      Fourt scratched the spot behind his ear—something he often did when he was embarrassed. “She helped Grace, too. Didn’t she? I know it’s not my place to ask, but that must be how Grace knows her. Hell, maybe she helped me to get herself put in prison on purpose. She can’t be all bad. Not if she’s willing to take the fall so others can be happy and free.”

      Diesel stood and crossed his arms. He focused on keeping his joints locked into place. It was the only way he could stop himself from pacing.

      “She mentioned a place. An option in case your pack didn’t take me in. There’s a community of people like me—not slaves, necessarily. People who have been rescued, and some who’ve helped her, too, I think. A safe haven.”

      Flagler, Diesel thought.

      “She spent a month trying to earn my trust to free me. And I’ve had all this time to wonder: why me?” Fourt whispered. “I still wonder all the time. Did she release the rest of the slaves that were in that facility? Did she kill every guard who stood in her way? I don’t know what her big mission is, but I’m sure she has one. And I can tell you that, even without knowing what the grand plan is, I’m in. If she asked me to leave with her tomorrow, I would. No offense to the pack. I want to be here. But she gave me a new life. If she asked for a decade of my help in return, it would never match up to the tribute she deserves.”

      They fell into silence. Fourt, sitting on the stairs. Diesel, with his arms crossed tight over his chest to prevent the house from hearing his racing heart.

      Fourt peered up at him. “Do you mind if I ask why you don’t want to be her mate?”

      Diesel returned to sink onto the step.

      “It has nothing to do with want,” he said. “You’re right. She helped Grace. And the things she did for you are huge. But I’ve got a very different history with her. The last time I dealt with her, she was impulsive. Impertinent. Wild. My opinion of her isn’t as good, I guess.”

      “Then maybe you should consider changing your mind,” Fourt said. The criticism was innocent. “So what if she’s impulsive, impertinent, and wild? Those aren’t necessarily bad things. With her background, she’s got the element of surprise on her side, you’ve got to admit. Especially if she’s using those traits to her advantage.”

      “But still,” Diesel said, “she’s unpredictable as hell.”

      Fourt grinned sheepishly and hesitated before he spoke. “Do you want a mate who never surprises you, though? I mean…isn’t that part of the fun?”

      “She’s dangerous.”

      “But we’re wolves, right? We all have the potential to be dangerous,” Fourt countered gently. “I’m just saying that when we fight for each other, instead of against each other, we also have the potential to be unstoppable. Look at this pack and tell me I’m wrong.”

      Diesel swore under his breath and shook his head.

      “It’s just a thought,” Fourt said, putting his hand on Diesel’s shoulder. He left it there for the briefest moment before he rose and left Diesel alone.
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      A knock at the door served as Avery’s alarm clock the next morning. She slept so deeply that when she woke, she was disoriented.

      The room swam into view, and she put her surroundings together piece by piece.

      The knock sounded again, more insistent than the first time.

      Avery slid off the bed and shuffled across the room to swing the door open.

      Diesel was standing with one fist in the air like he’d been prepared to knock again.

      Avery shut the door in his face.

      “Shit,” she whispered in horror. Pale gray light filled the room—the color of a snowy morning. Instead of the nap she’d intended, she’d gotten a full night’s sleep. Now she had no head start or plan to get out of Fairview.

      The door opened behind her.

      “Well, thank your lucky stars I’m dressed,” Avery said as she trudged to the bathroom to splash some water on her face.

      Her visitor was so quiet, she only knew he was in the room thanks to the chocolatey dessert smell.

      “It’s time for breakfast,” Diesel finally said. Over the rush of the faucet, she could hear that his voice was scratchy, but not with the sound of sleep.

      Avery applauded herself for the fact that he hadn’t gotten much rest.

      “I’ll see you down there,” Avery responded, turning the faucet off.

      She patted around for a towel until one was placed in her hand from over her right shoulder. She took a step to the left. It was a shade too childish to cast the towel away, so she used it to dry her face.

      When her eyes were cleared of the water, she peeked up over the edge of the towel.

      “You’re still here,” she said.

      He was looking at her with intense scrutiny.

      She narrowed her eyes. “What’s your problem?”

      “Your hair.”

      A glance in the mirror showed her that the color Advocacy had completely worn off overnight. Her thick, lob-chopped hair was white-blond with a black streak down each side—the hair all the women on her mother’s side of the family had shared.

      “Well, I hope you’re happy. Everyone will treat me differently now.”

      Diesel crossed his arms. “Have you ever considered they treat you differently when you disguise yourself, too?” Then he chuckled. “Does that work, anyway? The hair? Don’t people recognize your face?”

      She ran her fingers through the blond tresses as she studied them in the mirror. Not a single strand remained of the dark brown she preferred for her disguise.

      “Of course they don’t,” she answered. “I look like everyone else in the universe when it’s a normal color. I doubt anyone would recognize my mother if it weren’t for the hair.”

      “I don’t know. She wears those expensive black dresses,” Diesel pointed out.

      “You’ve told me it’s time to eat, but you’re still here. Is there something else you need?” Avery asked peevishly. The way he was hovering in the background was unnerving.

      He set his jaw, arms still crossed.

      “Tell me about Flagler,” he said.

      Avery spun on him with a scoff. “I told you last night, it’s none—”

      “None of my business, sure,” Diesel finished. “Unless I want to be a part of it. How can I know if I want to be a part of it without knowing what it is?”

      “You’d have to trust me, and since we both know you’re never going to do that—”

      “Do you ever get tired of hearing yourself talk such a big game?” Diesel uncrossed his arms and closed the distance between them with a confident smirk that made Avery’s skin hum.

      Avery swallowed—his eyes were on her lips. She stayed silent, not willing to draw any more attention to her mouth.

      “I’ve already checked. The snow is deep, but all the roads have been plowed and salted. And our driveway is in good shape now. My truck can handle whatever snow we come across. Once we’re outside the Fairview border, it can handle anything else we encounter, too. I’ve got gear and supplies, and you know the way. If you’ve got work to do, and Flagler is where you need to be, who’s stopping us from going?”

      Avery ground her teeth together to keep her mouth from falling open.

      “Don’t look so surprised, honey,” Diesel said.

      Avery found her own eyes on his lips—his smirk was infuriating.

      “I’m not surprised,” she said. She strode away, leaving him in the bathroom. “You want to nose around in my business, that’s all. Well, I don’t care if you see what I’ve done in Flagler. I was going to head down there today, anyway. If you’re my means of transportation, then who am I to stop you? You’re making my trip more convenient if you come along.”

      Diesel could probably see right through her. Funny how the years had helped her forget how transparent she was to him. Long before they had imprinted on each other, when she had first begun training under his leadership, he had been able to read her. It was only in the moments that mattered most that he seemed to lose sight of her true motives.

      She was more astounded that it had taken him so long. The day before, he’d seemed more willing to buy the bullshit she wanted to sell him.

      “I’m not coming along,” Diesel informed her. “We’re going as a team, or you’re not going at all. I told you. I’m not your sidekick.”

      “Fine.”

      “And no magic,” Diesel said.

      “Oh, that’s not even fair. What if we get attacked?”

      “Do you expect it?” he asked. “Last night, you weren’t willing to admit someone might still be after you.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “You’re not doing this because you care about my work or because you trust me. You want to get me away from your pack, in case someone comes after me.”

      Diesel laughed again. The sound was both familiar and foreign; it was pleasant in a way that made Avery catch her breath.

      Avery busied herself with making the bed, focusing on the task to keep the smells of her emotions in check.

      Diesel was doing a great job of that. She couldn’t pick up on a single one of his scents. That was his UNITY training in action. UNITY agents learned to control their emotions in a way that helped them reduce the number of clues they gave their enemies. Diesel was so well-practiced, he probably didn’t realize he was doing it.

      Lucky bastard.

      “Getting you away from my family isn’t a terrible idea. But I got some information about you last night. Information you could have told me yourself,” he said.

      Avery smoothed the fluffy comforter down like she was vying for a world championship trophy in bed-making.

      Grace had revealed the details of her rescue, but that had been prior to the terrible argument of the night before.

      “Fourt?” she asked. He was the only other likely culprit. Ren didn’t know enough to share.

      Diesel shrugged.

      “Damn. You get dropped into the middle of a pack, and all your privacy disappears,” Avery grumbled.

      Diesel laughed again, and Avery shivered.

      If he didn’t stop that, her wolf was going to cause an uncontrolled shift.

      “That’s pack life,” Diesel said. “Come get some breakfast. We can leave after that.”

      “How do you know Lathan will let you go?” Avery asked. Half of her hoped the question would make Diesel balk; the other half of her was hoping he didn’t care.

      “Unfortunately, he won’t have a choice in the matter, and neither will I. Unless I’m mistaken, you’ve ordered me to join you.”

      “I have not,” Avery retorted.

      “Haven’t you?” Diesel gave her one last look over his shoulder as he opened the door and stood, waiting for her to walk out first. “I could have sworn that’s the way I heard it.”

      

      The kitchen was bustling by the time Diesel succeeded in dragging Avery along. Being around the whole pack made her nervous, but it wasn’t the privacy issue she had voiced that kept her on edge. It had much more to do with the fact that she didn’t know how to connect with a pack, either.

      That insight made Diesel look at her differently. He was keenly aware of how similar it was to his own issues with emotional ties.

      “Morning,” Grace said. She was dressed and groomed, as she usually was at breakfast. She paused to give Lathan a slow, passionate kiss on the way to the table.

      Emmeline shook her head when she passed Diesel and Avery with the breakfast pitchers. “Lathan’s being bossy this morning,” she informed them.

      Avery, oblivious to the inside joke, smiled politely.

      Diesel dipped his head close and spoke in her ear. “We’ve learned that Grace really likes it when Lathan is bossy.”

      “Hey!” Grace giggled. “Can I help what I’m into? Besides, you all were the ones who encouraged him to chase after me. You got what you asked for.”

      “I didn’t ask you to dance around my kitchen, filling it up with your sex-stink,” Thorne muttered. He rubbed his red ears before he turned to pass a basket of toast to Reegan, who reached in front of Avery.

      “Excuse me,” Reegan said blithely as she snagged the toast. The move caused Avery to step back like she’d been standing too close to a passing train.

      Diesel put a hand out instinctively to steady her. She froze when he touched her.

      Fate, it was strange that a friendly crowd overwhelmed her so.

      

      Diesel continued to observe Avery throughout the meal. She was courteous and spoke when necessary, but she didn’t showcase any of her usual boisterous vivacity. He couldn’t recall a time when he’d been around her where she wasn’t the largest personality in the room. He wondered if she was embarrassed about the display she’d put on for the whole pack the day before, but ruled the thought out. She didn’t embarrass easily.

      Thankfully, Diesel’s packmates did more than their fair share of talking and laughing. He didn’t think anyone else was aware of how awkward Avery was. She had the appearance of being observant and regal. He had to give her credit for spinning her discomfort to her advantage.

      Then again, maybe he was the awkward one. He swallowed down thoughts of their big fight from the night before as breakfast drew to a close.

      While everyone else cleared the dishes and dealt with leftovers, Diesel caught Lathan’s eye and gave a head jerk toward the great hall.

      Lathan reluctantly left his mate’s side to join Diesel. Diesel almost felt his own reluctance at leaving Avery, but Thorne moved to sit next to her. If anyone could make her feel more at ease, it was Thorne. Despite his moodiness around the family, he was able to connect with outsiders. Well, except Em.

      “It looks like I’m going to be assisting Avery with a pet project,” Diesel said. He had planned what he was going to say so it wouldn’t be a lie, and he guarded his scent like he was going into an interrogation. “We’re heading out shortly unless you have anything to say about it.”

      Lathan rubbed a hand over his hair. “No. No, we’re good here. Is there anything you need?”

      Diesel frowned. Lathan’s grin wasn’t related to Grace.

      “What’s with the smile?” Diesel asked. A heavy feeling settled in his gut.

      Lathan’s eyebrows popped. “What smile?”

      Diesel glowered.

      “I don’t think it’s the worst idea for you and Avery to set out on your own,” Lathan said. The smile broadened. “I’m sure you two have a lot to catch up on.”

      “You’re loving this, aren’t you?” Diesel growled.

      “Of course I am. I’ve had my time, brother. I know what it’s like.”

      “I’m not claiming her,” Diesel insisted.

      “No one said you were,” Lathan replied. His smile changed, but his scent betrayed him. The new look was Grace-related, and his smell was all about getting his female away from the crowd.

      “Don’t you have work to do?” Diesel groused.

      Being around those two when they were hormone-crazed was hard enough without his own mate sitting in the next room.

      Avery was smiling at Thorne but wasn’t talking with her usual animation. Her hair slipped out from behind her ear, and Diesel closed his hand into a fist. He wasn’t going to touch her hair again. He’d made that mistake the night before, and had ended up sleeping—or not sleeping—in the hall. If he’d kept his hand to himself, maybe he could have shared the bed…

      “Not claiming her, huh?” Lathan asked with a laugh. “Good luck with that, brother.”

      Diesel didn’t catch his meaning, at first. But when Avery frowned and turned to look, he understood.

      He was releasing a whole flood of scent into the air, and there was no way to stop it.

      “I’ve got to get my shit together,” Diesel said. He stormed toward the stairs.

      “Really?” Lathan called after him. “I think it’s more fun to see you with it not together for the first time in history.”

      

      “Diesel!” Emmeline’s hushed voice beckoned him to the sofa.

      He was on his final trip to the truck, this time with a duffel bag thrown over each shoulder.

      He dropped the duffels by the door and crossed back to her.

      Em grinned and sat up. She moved her laptop to the stone coffee table before she tossed her hair over her shoulder. “I have a piece of advice to offer if you’ll let me.”

      Diesel cocked a brow. He respected the hell out of that silly woman, but couldn’t imagine any advice in the universe that she would have about a mission.

      “It’s about Avery, so tell me now if you want me to shut the hell up,” Em added, lowering her voice even more.

      Ahh, Diesel realized. That kind of advice.

      He glanced around to make sure Avery was nowhere to be seen. She was supposed to be with Thorne, in the kitchen, getting a stockpile of food for their journey.

      Did he want or need advice about Avery?

      It would be rude to reject Em’s kind offer, and if Em was in the mood to make a scene about it, things would spiral out of control.

      “What’s up?” he asked, sitting on the arm of the sofa.

      “Okay. I obviously don’t know her that well, but I think Avery is a lot like me—all talk. She’s a huntress, though, too. I get it. She likes the game, and if you show her you can play, she’ll love you all the more for it. When it comes down to it, if you want a woman like Avery, your best bet is to play up the anticipation.”

      Diesel coughed, embarrassed. He wasn’t caught off guard by Em’s candor, only by his reaction to it. The thought of wooing Avery the way Em suggested caused a surge of excitement and confusion to race through him.

      “Right. Thanks,” he said around the sudden tightness in his throat.

      “No problem. Have fun!” Em said. She stood and patted his knee before she bounded for the stairs in a clatter of heels.

      “Woman, where are you going?” Thorne called from the kitchen. “I told you I’d take a look at that new site design... She’s already gone, isn’t she?” he asked, rounding the corner. He was hefting a sizeable red cooler, and Avery was following behind him with a smaller one. “I hope this is enough.”

      Avery gave him a sideways smile. “It’s more than enough. The trip is only thirteen hours by car, and there won’t be any lack of places to stop if we need to. We’ll be all set when we get there, too.”

      “Say hello to the family for me, love,” Ren said. He made a beeline for the sofa with a tub of ice cream and a spoon.

      “For Fate’s sake, Ren. If you’re going to eat that in there, at least take a placemat or a coaster,” Reegan hollered.

      “I’ve got it,” Riley called, jogging into the great hall with a placemat, which he handed to the Protector.

      Ren obliged by spreading the placemat down the front of his shirt. He placed his icy treat and spoon on the sofa cushion next to him.

      “Where’s everyone else?” Riley asked, looking around. When he spotted Ren’s misuse of the placemat, he snatched the thing, spread it out on the coffee table, and transferred the ice cream tub onto it.

      “Grace and Lathan are busy,” Reegan said.

      “And Emmeline ran off to do whatever the hell she does,” Thorne said.

      “I’m here,” Fourt said, hustling down the stairs.

      “It doesn’t have to be a big thing,” Avery murmured, looking around.

      Reegan laughed. “It’s always a big thing when it comes to us.”

      “Hear, hear,” Ren chimed in. “I love a big thing, personally.”

      Diesel threw a look his way.

      “What? Too early for innuendo?” Ren asked. “I think not. It’s not too early for ice cream, at any rate.”

      “So…we’re off, then,” Diesel said, wondering if it were possible for Avery’s awkwardness to rub off on him.

      The pack didn’t usually give this kind of send-off. The only time it happened was when Grace and Lathan left together, and only when they were going to be gone for more than a day.

      He told himself it was their curiosity over Avery—or her royal background. It was only appropriate that the pack pay their respects upon her exit. After all, they didn’t know if she would be coming back.

      But when Reegan came forward and wrapped Avery in an enormous hug, Diesel found a very different answer in the back of his mind.

      The pack was treating them like a couple—or treating them with the hopes that they would become a couple.

      He studied their faces. Was that what they wanted?

      He couldn’t claim Avery as his mate without her consent. He would never claim her to please his pack, either.

      He stopped himself before he finished that line of thought, and retrieved the duffels from the floor. He was ready to get moving. The open road was sure to clear his mind.

      

      “Do you have what you need?” Diesel asked, turning to Avery.

      “I’m good,” she answered after she had swallowed down the anxiety that was creeping up her throat. The pack was kind, but their attentions were smothering her. She was desperate to breathe the open air and considered shifting so they would let her outside.

      Diesel finally opened the front door, and Avery all but ran out into the snow. The landscape was completely covered, and if they hadn’t kept a walkway cleared to the driveway, they would be trudging through knee-deep snow. Not as much as some places got on a regular basis—for Fairview, though, it was a big deal.

      Thorne and Fourt followed, toting the coolers down the slippery path.

      Avery decided that she adored Thorne. He was quiet, which was a plus, and good with food, which was a major plus. But he was intuitive and wise. She picked up right away that he was a Sage. He had the uncanny skill of being able to tailor his personality in the right way so as to seem approachable to anyone. She wondered if he had any of the other Sage gifts. Sages had rare abilities, not all of which were positive. Most of the Sages Avery had met were able to deal very well with the people around them, but had terrible trouble managing and understanding their own emotions. She wondered if his pack knew that was the reason he seemed so broody.

      The men loaded the final supplies into the bed of the truck. Diesel had already come out to warm the engine, and he had cleared the snow off the windshield, hood, and bed cover.

      He opened the passenger door and waited for her to get in before he crossed to the driver’s side.

      Even with the engine having gotten a head start, the heat wasn’t quite full-force. Avery could see her breath in the air.

      Diesel paused outside his own door to remove his leather jacket. He tossed it to her.

      “We’ll get you some extra stuff as soon as we’re out of this snow,” he said as he climbed into the truck. “Stuff you can use, like eight or ten more ball gowns.”

      Avery gave him a look, and he laughed out loud.

      Fate help her, but she laughed too.

      He put the truck in reverse and began the painstakingly slow process of crunching over and through the snow to make it down the driveway. Someone had taken the time to shovel as much of the snow out of the way as possible. The heavy truck found its footing on the thin layer of white that remained.

      Avery turned back to wave to the people who had gathered on the front porch. Waving was easier than bonding with them, and the absolute least they deserved for the kindness they had shown her. Besides, it wasn’t likely that she would see them again anytime soon.

      She frowned when her eyes landed on the tracks she and Diesel had made in the snow. She tried to think back to how many people had come and gone to the truck. Diesel had made several trips by himself. And Riley and Thorne had brought the coolers, but they had gone the opposite direction around the truck.

      Why, then, were there four sets of footsteps in the path she and Diesel had made? Shouldn’t there have only been two?

      A flash of light cut across her vision, and she shuddered.

      “You okay?” Diesel asked, slowing the truck even more than the sloth-speed crawl it had been doing.

      Avery collected herself and nodded. “I’m good. Just cold. For a fancy truck, your heater is crap.”

      Diesel raised an eyebrow. “Wouldn’t have anything to do with the weather or anything, would it?”

      Avery chuckled. “Right, right. Blame it on the snow.”

      She clutched the small leather pouch containing Snelgrove’s Advocacy under the warmth of the leather jacket that was draped across her.

      Everything smelled like brownies.
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      “You still listen to this crap?” Avery groaned and reached for the volume knob.

      Diesel covered the dial with his hand and clicked his tongue. “No, ma’am. The driver controls the music. That hasn’t changed.”

      “Then I’m using my veto,” Avery told him. “Jazz isn’t the right music for a road trip.”

      “You can’t veto—there’s no one to second your complaint,” he proclaimed.

      He waited for her to withdraw her hand, and didn’t lower his for a few moments, to be sure she wouldn’t try to fake him out.

      They’d encountered the strangest sight when they had reached the outskirts of Fairview. The land and everything around them was covered in deep snow—but then, they could see a solid delineation between where the snow was and…well, wasn’t.

      The silence that had kicked in, as they both meditated on the odd visual, was what had prompted Diesel to turn the stereo on.

      Being in silence with Avery was the only thing worse than fighting with her. Mitigating his scents was harder to do when his focus was zoned in on the quiet between them.

      “I hope you packed your swim trunks,” Avery said, turning in her seat to peer into the back seat of the cab. It was crammed full of bags and packs.

      “It’s not a vacation,” Diesel told her.

      “No, but it’s about fifty degrees warmer in Flagler, I bet.” She studied the buttons on her flannel shirt again. “My wolf loves the ocean.”

      Diesel shot her a look.

      “What?” She frowned over at him.

      “You let your wolf run around in the ocean? Fate, I hope you were careful. What if someone saw you?”

      Avery’s frown turned into a funny, confused face. Then she erupted into laughter.

      The sound made Diesel’s spine tingle. His wolf wanted to roll over and beg for belly rubs. He clamped down on all his emotions. No way he was going to unleash the smell of that desire into the air.

      “You’ve never heard about Flagler? Not at all?” Avery asked when she had collected herself.

      Diesel gave a wordless shrug.

      “Oh, Diesel. You’re going to like the world outside of Fairview. You’ve gotten complacent in your retirement,” she said.

      Ping!

      “What was—”

      Ping! PING!

      “Get down!” Diesel roared, reaching over and grabbing her shoulder to shove her body below the line of the glass.

      His truck had all the standard UNITY reinforcements—bulletproof glass and panels included—but in his panic, it didn’t matter. His only thought was keeping her safe.

      Another series of bullets plinked off the rear windshield, and he cut a sharp turn that sent the truck barreling into a narrow cross-street.

      Avery sat back up and unbuckled her seatbelt. She spun around in the seat to get a look.

      “Friends of yours?” Diesel asked, eyes on the road as he made a quick swerve and then another. He was no stranger to car chases, though usually, he was the one in pursuit.

      “Oh, for Fate’s sake,” Avery snarled. “I’m so done with this.”

      Diesel glanced into the rearview, and Avery turned to look at the road in front of them.

      “Watch out!” she cried, as he narrowly missed a car that had the right of way. The driver honked and threw a fist in the air. “You glue your eyes to the road and try not to get us arrested or worse,” Avery ordered. “I’ll keep watch.”

      Diesel opened his mouth to respond, but a bullet ricocheted off his window.

      “They’ve got us covered,” she lamented.

      “You don’t fucking say!”

      “It’s only me they want,” she snapped. “Drop me at the next corner if you’re afraid.”

      Diesel took another quick series of turns. “You’re out of your Fate-forsaken mind if you think I’m dropping you anywhere. We need a plan.” He took a hand from the wheel to reach for the pistol in his shoulder holster.

      “On your left!” Avery shouted.

      A dark SUV rocketed out of an alley from that direction, dead-set on T-boning them.

      “Your friends are assholes,” Diesel hollered, abandoning the idea of his weapon in favor of putting his foot all the way to the floor. “If they total my truck, they’ll have more than a pissed-off princess to deal with!”

      “I’m. Not. A. PRINCESS!” Avery yelled. The light from her hands spun up with a ferocity Diesel had never seen. Before he could warn her not to, she had created an orb of grass-green magic. The contents of the thing jumped and spun in a volatile and unpredictable way.

      “Sunroof!” she cried, searching the instrument panel overhead for the right button.

      “No magic!” Diesel bellowed.

      “Do you want to keep playing chase with these morons?!”

      Without further hesitation, he slammed his hand against the button for the sunroof and Avery reached only her hands up, releasing the magic into the air.

      He expected an explosion or a fire or some other thing out of an action movie.

      What he got was a disco party of twinkling lights.

      “What the hell?” He squinted at the world outside the truck.

      He could still make out the shapes of the buildings, streets, and cars they were zooming past, but it was as if the truck had been wrapped in glittery rainbow bubble-wrap.

      “Well, that’s embarrassing,” Avery noted, studying the magic that was swathed around them.

      The vehicle was steering itself, Diesel realized. And he wasn’t sure the wheels were touching the pavement any longer.

      “Is my truck flying?” he asked, looking around in disbelief.

      Avery snorted. “No! That was a simple cloaking Advocacy—with a summoning device mixed in.”

      “In regular English?”

      “You said we needed a plan. I made us a plan. The magic will get us where we need to go.” Avery shrugged and rose to her knees to peer out the back windshield. “I’ve used these cloaking Advocacies so many times—the hair thing is a form of one, albeit very juvenile. I had no clue they were so…um…flamboyant on the inside.”

      “It’s like the seventies had a glitter hangover,” Diesel appraised.

      “And a rainbow sympathy puked,” Avery said. The stupefied look on her face made her seem innocent. She had worked some powerful magic, and she was still in awe of her own ability.

      Diesel shifted in his seat. “So, what now?”

      “A change of vehicles. I’ve got a contingency plan for that,” Avery said, turning back around. She sat cross-legged and planted her elbow on her knee. She yawned as she propped her chin in her hand. “Nothing to do until we get to where we’re going, and no one will be able to spot us between here and there.”

      “Oh, good,” Diesel said. “Plenty of time to listen to music.”

      Avery narrowed her eyes. “Does my Advocacy buy me a veto?”

      “Nope,” Diesel said, putting his hands back on the useless steering wheel because he didn’t know what else to do with them. “I said no magic.”

      “I never made any promises.”

      “Then we’re listening to Etta.”

      

      Avery was stunned that she’d been able to pull off cloaking a whole truck. She’d never tried anything so large before—a fact she wasn’t about to share with Diesel.

      She also wasn’t going to tell him how much it had exhausted her. Or that she couldn’t be certain the magic would last all the way to their destination. And then there was the matter of where they were headed.

      She studied him from under her eyelashes. His face wasn’t as stern as it had been in the bunkhouse. Or even in the bedroom the night before. He wasn’t laid back, by any means, but the grumpy lines had smoothed a little.

      She wondered what exactly Fourt had told him, and how much it had changed Diesel’s opinion of her.

      The magic around the truck began to flicker and fade, and Avery sat up. When the Advocacy finally released its hold on the vehicle, she was relieved to see that they had come to a stop exactly where she had intended.

      They were idling in front of a large outdoor storage complex.

      “What the hell?” Diesel murmured, sitting up to look around.

      “You’re in control again, honey,” she said, gesturing at the steering wheel.

      She gave him directions to navigate through the rows of units. Each unit bore an identical metal rolling door, with only a black number painted above to delineate one from the next.

      “255. This is me,” Avery said.

      Diesel looked all around, checking for potential threats.

      “No one knows about this,” she assured him. “It’s under so many layers of fake businesses and false names. I had to protect my baby, in case I needed her.”

      She hopped out of the cab of the truck and crunched across the gravel to the electronic panel outside the metal door.

      Diesel was on her heels, and she hurried to punch the code in before he could see it.

      A series of beeps sounded, alerting them that the door was about to move. Avery stepped back, held her breath, and waited.

      The metal door rolled up, making a pleasant clicking sound like the chain hill on a roller coaster. Avery anticipated Diesel’s reaction as much as she would the drop from the top of that first hill.

      When the door stopped at the top, Diesel finally spoke. “Oh, you’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”

      There before them was Avery’s pride and joy: a vintage Jeep. The trusty vehicle had saved her ass on more than one occasion and had gotten more body jobs than a bored, billionaire housewife could count. Bullet holes were a pain in the ass. In its original condition, it didn’t have doors or a top, but she’d had those added early on. It was bulletproofed and safe. It didn’t have as many fancy upgrades as Diesel’s truck had, but it was still a beauty.

      “That’s my Jeep,” Diesel said in disbelief. He moved past her and circled around the vehicle. “This…this is…” He stopped by the front passenger side and sent Avery a fiery glare. “This is my Jeep.”

      Avery rolled her eyes and crossed to lean into the open driver’s side window to take a peek. “Hope you’re not afraid of a few cobwebs. I have a friend who gets her serviced for me, in case I need her, but I swear the spiders wait with bated breath for her to come back.”

      “This is my Jeep, Avery,” Diesel repeated.

      “I know,” she said, reaching down to swipe a handful of delicate webs away from the steering column.

      “Why the hell do you have my Jeep?”

      “Because she’s a beast,” Avery responded, avoiding his real question.

      “You stole it.”

      “Her,” Avery corrected. “And if you already had an answer in mind for your own question, I have to wonder why you bothered to ask me at all.”

      “Are you fucking kidding me? You stole my car!”

      “Technically, I borrowed her,” Avery replied.

      “For seventeen years?!”

      “So, it was an extended loan. For Fate’s sake, you can have her back at the end of this trip, if you want.”

      “A—wha—” Diesel’s mouth stopped forming words and hung open instead.

      “Come on, then. Let’s get her loaded up.”

      Avery flipped the light on in the storage unit to aid them in loading the gear. It would be a tighter fit, for sure—the car had more room than it appeared to, but still wasn’t a hulking dually truck.

      Diesel snorted and shook his head and spat out a slew of curse words before he followed after her. She’d known he would get his boxers in a wad over the car. When she’d taken it, it had felt like he’d owed her something. After he’d left her alone in that blown-apart building the last night they’d seen each other, she’d felt like she had a right to lash out in some way. Taking his beloved old car had been the first thing she’d thought of—and in her usual fashion, she hadn’t considered any additional options.

      Between the two of them, they made quick work of transferring the goods from one vehicle to another.

      “Do you want to drive her?” Avery asked. The keys stayed stashed under the front seat—not a great hiding place, but considering the security at the storage facility, she never worried about it.

      She dangled the nearly-empty ring in front of him and watched Diesel’s mind race through the options. She could tell temptation was going to win out but kept her giggle to herself when he snatched the keys off the tip of her finger.

      “Does that stereo I put in still work?” he asked.

      “Better than ever,” she told him.

      “Good. Because you’re in for it now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nineteen

        

      

    
    
      Sliding behind the wheel of the first car he’d ever bought himself took Diesel way back. The seats and body had been redone at some point, but Avery had kept the thing as close to mint as possible, even with the safety upgrades.

      For all the anger he felt over the fact that she’d been the one to take the car in the first place, he had to admit the outcome was better than he’d expected.

      None of his UNITY contacts or sources could help him find the thing when it had gone missing. He had been convinced it was stripped down and sold for parts.

      Avery slipped into the cab of his truck and let him roll out of the storage unit.

      Once the truck was inside, she went to the keypad on the outside and punched in a code that sent the door rolling back down into place.

      Diesel squinted and traced the path her fingers took on the keypad.

      Yep. He’d been right the first time.

      She’d used the last date they had seen each other as the code—it seemed like a stupid move, like using your birthdate for your password. But then, he guessed no one other than the two of them would really understand the significance of that date. And hell, he wasn’t even sure which part of the significance she’d used it for.

      The fact that they’d imprinted on each other? The fact that she expected she would never have to see him again?

      “How far have we come?” he asked as she climbed into the passenger seat. Avery had returned his leather jacket to him, but he no longer needed it for warmth.

      “We’re about two hours outside of Fairview,” she said.

      How long had they traveled? How much of that distance had her magic carried them? Diesel couldn’t recall exactly where they’d been when the bullets had started.

      Avery pointed the way out of the storage complex and got him back to the highway.

      “You planning to tell me what was up with the bullet brigade?” Diesel asked.

      Avery was reaching behind his seat into the smaller cooler. She retrieved two bottles of water and passed one to him. There were no cup holders, so he wedged the bottle between his knees. He glanced her way, prepared to give her shit for not being more open, but he could see that her mind was working, so he waited.

      Finally, she pulled the leather pouch from around the back side of her hip and let it rest in front of her.

      “They want this,” she said, prodding the satchel.

      “Why?”

      She heaved a breath. “You’re going to freak out when I tell you.”

      “Probably,” he said, “especially when you wind me up like that.”

      “It’s Snelgrove,” she said.

      Diesel did all he could to keep his face steady, hands unclenched, and voice calm. “What, now?” he asked.

      Avery snorted. “Oh, Fate. I know how much you want to yell. You can yell. It’s better than that tight, fake voice.”

      “No, I’m good.” Diesel said. He cleared his throat and tried again. “How is that Snelgrove? I thought Grace took care of him.”

      Avery grinned and took a swig from the bottle of water before she spoke. “She hit the jackpot, didn’t she? The Bound Wolf. My favorite childhood superhero in the flesh. She’s a lucky lady.”

      Diesel glanced over, “You helped with that.”

      Avery shrugged like it was nothing and went back to his question. “It was like Grace said: when she got tossed in Snelgrove’s holding cell, I was already there. I’d been on a mission of my own, and it had been a great success—but it hadn’t gone exactly as I’d planned. I was gathering intel on all of Snelgrove’s operations. I was working my way down through his holding companies to discover the real dark, dirty secrets they were covering. I did a tour of the breeding facilities—the fancy ones and the slave ones. That’s how I came across Fourt. And I was making my way through the labs, too—”

      “How did you know about any of it?” Diesel asked. He couldn’t help himself—UNITY hadn’t known that Snelgrove was a bad guy. He’d been a wolf representative on the council for over a century. They had only recently learned that he had a secret, and well-developed, following of those devoted to the old, barbaric ways. Keeping slaves, breeding pure-blooded offspring, and general world domination were only some of the things UNITY had done away with.

      “I have my sources,” she said.

      “Labs. Grace’s parents—Chris and Allie—once said he tried to get them to help him reopen their own research into the breeding programs,” Diesel said.

      “They would have been partially right,” Avery said, examining the water bottle in her hands. “That’s not the only hacked up science experiment he’s into, though. The kinds of things Chris and Allie helped develop over the years—like the formula the vamps take so they can come out into the sun—that’s what he’s interested in. Anything and everything that can make a race or breed more vulnerable or more invincible. He’s willing to buy, sell, and barter it all to put himself ahead, and he doesn’t want to be on top of the wolf race. He wants to be over everything. The whole of the Races and Breeds. The king of us all.”

      “How was he planning to achieve that?” Diesel asked, his brows low.

      “Use your UNITY brain, Diesel,” Avery said. “All he’d have to do is convince enough members of the R & B to stand behind him. Easy to do when you have something to offer. Even easier if you have something with which to threaten them. When the time is right, he would have the support he needs to take out anyone above him. And with his purebred offspring and the wolves who already support him, he’s got a loyal little army to help him snuff out anyone else in his way. That can’t happen.”

      She was squeezing the leather pouch like she would strangle its inhabitant if only he would present his neck.

      “Which brings us back to how, exactly, he ended up in there,” Diesel said, tipping his head to the bag.

      “I discovered him at one of the labs. He was alone, and I had my shot. I knew I couldn’t kill him because I didn’t have enough evidence of any wrongdoing at that point to take him out. I’d have risked landing an eternal death sentence for myself. So I did something far more clever.” She smiled, as she remembered the events. “I used my magic to take his wolf.”

      It was a miracle that Diesel managed to keep the car on the road. “How the hell did you do that?” he cried.

      “It was easy,” she said, giving him a maddeningly casual shrug. “I dribbled some drawing serum on him and used my magic to suck his wolf spirit right up.”

      “The drawing serum doesn’t work,” Diesel retorted. “I saw Chris and Allie try to use it on Grace. It didn’t draw her wolf out.”

      “Well, Grace is different, though, isn’t she? She and her wolf, or Blaze, or whatever, are tied together in a zig-zaggy way because of the Bound Wolf thing.” Avery bit her lip, then added, “Besides, it didn’t make him shift. It was just this little flutter of white-gold stuff in the air. I didn’t know what I’d taken until he freaked out on me. So, I’m not sure the drawing serum works the way it’s supposed to. It might need to be coupled with magic, or…I dunno. Whatever. I was lucky I even knew what the serum was. I can thank Fate—and my sources—for that knowledge.”

      “Which means at least some of your sources are still involved with UNITY,” Diesel said.

      She lifted an eyebrow in a way that made him want to pull the car over, but it didn’t aggravate him as he knew it should. Instead, he found that his fingers were itching to cup her cheek and torture her a little for such a cheeky expression.

      “Anyway,” Avery continued, “he wasn’t as alone as I’d thought. He may even have anticipated me. He told me he had, but he’s such a sniveling liar. There would be no way to know the truth from something he’d spun to make himself feel better about his shortcomings.”

      Diesel gave a dark chuckle. Her assessment was spot-on.

      “I had his wolf, but they couldn’t do a thing to force me to give it back. They jailed me, even though they knew it was only a matter of time until I got out. I thought it seemed convenient, at first, to hang around and see what I could learn. But then I had a vision of someone important being delivered there. Someone who would need my help. I didn’t know whom to expect. In the vision, the figure was shrouded in mist and had an indistinguishable voice. I could tell I had a reason to stick around, though, so I did.”

      “Grace,” Diesel said.

      Avery nodded. “When I heard her story, I knew it wouldn’t be long before Lathan would come after her. I waited to see how I could help. Regardless of how things have gone between you and me, our families are still allies. While I was waiting, I discovered there was something more to her. That whole Bound Wolf thing scared the shit out of Snelgrove. I helped Grace get out of the cell block, then I took off to find Snelgrove before he could find her— I was hoping your brother found her first. Because I had Snelgrove’s wolf, I knew how to track him. But when I found him, it was too late. Thank Fate the fight went in Grace’s favor. I wasn’t sure she had enough energy left to fight, let alone shift.”

      “We saw the blood,” Diesel said, recalling the scene they’d come upon. Grace had been alone at the bottom of a set of metal stairs, surrounded by a pool of blood and a fresh set of bloody paw prints.

      “Someone hadn’t told her how to properly kill a wolf,” Avery admonished.

      “But with all that blood—if you had his wolf, why didn’t he die?”

      Avery scoffed. “Like I would let him get off that easily when I saw a chance to have him punished?”

      “So you stepped in,” Diesel said.

      “I did. I’d never taken a wolf before I took his. And I’d never taken a human soul before his, either. I should have let him die. Can’t say I’ve loved this experience.”

      She jabbed the bag in her lap again.

      They were silent as Diesel processed her words.

      “You’re judging me,” Avery said. Her voice was, for the first time ever, meek.

      Diesel frowned and glanced her way.

      “I’m sure you are,” she said. Her voice hardened again. “You think I’m vengeful and spiteful and impertinent.”

      “I don’t,” Diesel said.

      “You do.”

      He didn’t, and he repeated as much. “I think you acted on instinct and emotion, based on the things you knew and what you had seen in his facilities. I can guess at the dark nature of his soul, just from the few things I’ve heard from Grace and Fourt.”

      “Dark, indeed,” Avery whispered.

      Diesel looked around them. They were coming up on an exit, and the land on either side was overrun with outlet shopping centers. Without saying a word, he eased the car onto the exit ramp and navigated traffic to the larger mall on the left. The parking lot was all but empty—Christmas shoppers had long come and gone, and their returns and exchanges had been handled in the previous weeks. It was a bleak time for the stores, but it would make a perfect opportunity for them to collect the things Avery might need.

      He pulled the car to a stop in a parking spot near the front of the lot. Then he turned in his seat to face her. “I think what you did was…” he paused and considered his words more carefully. He was keenly aware that what he said would impact the way she perceived him forever. “I think what you did was unconventional,” he said, keeping all reproach out of his tone. “And I think it may very well have saved our entire race. Maybe even the whole of the R & B.”

      Her dark gray eyes flashed up to meet his gaze, and her brows crinkled down over them. “Oh, Fate. That’s not even fair,” she said.

      He frowned in his confusion. “How is that not fair?”

      She crossed her arms and rolled her eyes. “I was all revved up and ready to hate you for your response.”

      He threw his head back and laughed so loud the sound echoed off the facades of the buildings around them.

      

      Two hours later, Avery was surrounded by shopping bags and baffled by what had transpired. Had Diesel Black bought her underwear? Yes, he’d bought her everything in the bags—extra shoes, shirts, pants, a jacket, pajamas—and underwear. At least he’d gone purple-red when she’d held up the first fancy bralette by its teensy-weensy strap. But the thing had ended up in the bag, all the same. Along with many companions and their matching bottoms.

      She stood dazed and motionless, watching Diesel figure out how to fit the bags between the other packs and duffels already crammed into the back of the car.

      “I would have paid,” she said, as he tied the handles across the top of a larger bag to keep its contents in place.

      “With what money?” Diesel asked.

      There wasn’t a hint of snideness in his voice. In fact, he seemed happy to have flashed his credit card a dozen or more times.

      Avery thought the money wolves—well, shifters in general—spent on clothes was a laugh. As often as clothes were ruined by unplanned, unexpected, and premature shifts, she wondered why more research hadn’t been put into shift-friendly fabrics.

      She traced her finger along the edge of the leather pouch and considered what kind of magic her father had instilled in the thing. After all, it had made it back with her from the Forest—while her beloved sheep pajamas had not.

      “You hungry?” Diesel asked. He didn’t wait for her answer. “I’m starving.” He dug into the cooler at the back of the car, unearthing several containers of food. He passed them to Avery, who took them without thinking.

      He gave her a look. “You okay over there?”

      She shook her head and tried to find her focus. “Yep. All good.” She studied the containers he’d passed her way.

      He took them back from her after he closed the cooler and led the way to the front.

      The containers held a feast of meats, cheeses, and sides. The Black pack loved their food, as was only proper among wolves. But Thorne had a special gift in the kitchen.

      “How did he learn to do all this?” Avery asked, prodding a plastic fork into a heap of potato salad. It was fresh and laced with spices she’d never had in potato salad before.

      “Years of cooking for a picky household,” Diesel said after a sip of water. “And with the new additions, that job has only gotten worse.” He chuckled and shook his head. “He does what he can to keep everyone happy, but I’ll never forget the first time he baked a birthday cake, and it didn’t come out the way Em likes.”

      Avery nibbled the edge of a cheese cube. “She’s pretty.”

      Diesel had stretched himself out as much as he could in the front seat of the car. He had slid down in his seat, and his left leg was dangling out the open door. He crossed his arms over his stomach and released a sigh.

      “She’s amusing,” Diesel responded at long last. His tone conveyed none of the answer Avery was interested in.

      “Secrets,” Avery said. She laughed to herself. A good friend of hers used that phrase all the time.

      Diesel looked out over the empty parking lot before offering, “It’s not my secret if that’s what you want to know.”

      “I don’t want to know anything,” Avery said. She popped the rest of the cheese cube in her mouth, but couldn’t help the triumphant feeling that coursed through her.

      A smile twitched at Diesel’s lips. It didn’t reach the corners of his eyes, but it was enough.

      The tangy scent that wafted through the air caught Avery off guard. When she realized what had happened, she sat up and slammed the lid on the small box of cheese.

      “We should get moving. We still have a long way to go, and I hate to get there so late.”

      Diesel cleared his throat and mirrored her closed-off attitude. He didn’t let her help him put the food back in the cooler. He didn’t joke around anymore, either.

      They spent the rest of the time on the road in relative quiet. Only the music changed when they swapped roles and Diesel took to the passenger’s seat for a while.

      It was easier to pass the time when he fell asleep. Avery didn’t have to pay as much attention to him, and with her eyes on the road, she could almost forget she had a traveling companion at all.

      If only her pesky wolf would agree.

      As they neared the outskirts of Flagler, Avery nudged Diesel. She was careful to touch his shoulder because his skin was covered there by his t-shirt. Even through the cloth, she could feel the heat radiating up, ready to zap her at the first skin-to-skin contact.

      When he didn’t wake, though, she reached over and patted his cheek.

      He sat up with a sharp gasp and glared.

      “See? It hurts, doesn’t it?” she asked, throwing him her cockiest look. “I didn’t think you’d want to miss this.”

      He looked around, still coming out of his slumber.

      “Brace yourself,” she said.

      Nothing in their sightline would change. That wasn’t how Flagler worked. As they got closer to the town, the air around them shifted. It became charged with static electricity that made Avery’s hair float up and out on its own. Diesel’s own short hair stood as alert as it could.

      He frowned over at her, and she could see his wolf within him, curious and excited about what was happening.

      When they hit the official limit of the magic barrier that encased the town, it was as if they had ducked under an icy shower. A split-second of freezing cold pelted them as they forced their way through the barrier. When they were on the other side, and driving away from the border toward their final destination, the static electricity wore off.

      “What the hell have you gotten me into?” Diesel asked.

      Avery gave him a wink. “Oh, honey. Just you wait and see.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty

        

      

    
    
      Avery eased the car into a spot in front of a bar and Diesel frowned as he took it all in. The establishment was large and appeared to be attached to a hotel. A neon sign out front advertised the bar but noted there were no vacancies. The wooden facade was weatherworn. It looked like it would have closed its sleepy eyes against the sticky, warm salt breeze if it weren’t for the steady stream of patrons coming and going. A ramp off to the left was the only means of accessing the outside bar, which was built up and open, like the lowest level of the deck back home. A corrugated steel awning covered the outside area, where customers sat on high stools that looked out over the parking lot and road.

      A few of the patrons waved to Avery. None of them were human.

      “What the hell?” Diesel whispered under his breath.

      He had heard of towns and cities that had been overtaken by the R & B, but he’d thought the only places like that were overseas. As far as he had heard from UNITY, that was true—but the Magistrate herself had written of Avery’s work in Flagler. At the very least, Thalia Wells knew this place existed.

      “It’s pretty great, huh?” Avery asked. She was waiting at the front of the car, spinning the keys around her finger.

      Diesel stepped forward and took them from her. He wanted her to slow down and give him an explanation, but when she laughed and turned to lead the way, he followed without protest.

      The people who looked up gave various levels of greetings to Avery, but none of them approached her. Their eyes landed on Diesel before they went back to the drinks and plates on the tables and bars in front of them. Avery must have noted their concern because she smiled and waved or nodded, but she also kept moving.

      Beyond the open area outside, the front of the building proper showcased bright, branded beer and liquor signs, metal road markers, and more neon. It had been given all the appearance of a dive, but Diesel wasn’t fooled by the set-dressing. This place was a fortress. When Avery opened the door, he could see that the exterior wall was a foot-and-a-half thick. A quick assessment told him it was reinforced with metal and concrete, but there also appeared to be some other composites with which he wasn’t familiar.

      Inside, the bar was jarring to the senses. Its dark corners were brightened only by more beer signs, the din of the crowd seemed to be more aggressive than necessary, and the smoke was pungent. Low lights hung over pool tables with worn and stained felt. An ancient jukebox was playing a record that skipped after every few beats.

      The greetings and eyeballing continued all the way to the main bar where a tall blond woman in a tight tank top was the only bartender on duty. With a crowd so large, Diesel was amazed to see no one was fighting over whose drink would come next. When the woman turned around, though, he understood why.

      “Well, look what the wolf dragged in!” the woman shouted over the noise. The crowd grew less raucous.

      “Is that”—Diesel didn’t get a chance to finish his sentence.

      “Roxy!” Avery cried. She stepped up onto the foot railing that ran along the bottom of the bar and leaned all the way over the counter to give the woman a tight squeeze around the neck.

      “We were starting to think we wouldn’t see you around here again,” the blond called. She peered past Avery to Diesel.

      Roxy Galloway—Ren’s oldest sister—looked every bit the same as the last time Diesel had seen her, at least sixty years earlier. She looked every bit as much a member of the Galloway family as she could, anyway. He would never have mistaken her for anyone else.

      “As I live and breathe,” she murmured. She gave Avery a look before she wiped her hands on a bar mop and thrust one toward Diesel in greeting. The handshake she gave was firm and brief.

      “Diesel Black. Never thought we would see you around these parts.”

      A few heads turned, but no one else chimed in.

      “He didn’t know these parts existed until about, oh, five minutes ago,” Avery said.

      A man with long brown dreadlocks vacated the stool nearest Avery and motioned her toward it.

      She gave him a wink and said, “Thanks, honey. Your next one’s on me.”

      The man’s smile made Diesel’s wolf growl.

      Avery smirked at him before she turned her back.

      If he wanted any part of the conversation, he was going to have to step up—and stepping up meant occupying the narrow sliver of space behind Avery.

      Her smirk was the challenge he accepted.

      He sidled up and squeezed himself between her and the group of bar patrons that were standing behind her. She stiffened at the first brush of his chest against the back of her shirt, and when she side-eyed him over her shoulder, he smirked right back at her.

      “I’m sorry it’s taken me so long to return,” Avery said, taking her attention away from him. “I ran into a problem and got injured. Diesel helped me get back on my feet. His packmaster has put him in place as my private guard, so he had to come along. I figured another set of hands wouldn’t hurt around here.”

      Roxy smiled in a way Riley would have liked. Her lips lifted like a hand sliding up a skirt as she glanced between the two of them.

      Diesel couldn’t see it, but from the tension he could feel between Avery’s shoulders, he was pretty sure she was giving the Protector a fiery glare.

      “What’ll you have?” Roxy asked, turning to the bottles and taps behind her. It was funny to hear her drawl. That tough, barely-Southern twang was the same Ren had spoken with until he’d taken to using different accents all the time like an actor on speed.

      Before Diesel knew it, a beer was in his hand.

      “You mind if I give him the tour?” Avery asked.

      Roxy gave another hand-up-skirt smile. “By all means.”

      Avery spun on her stool. “Don’t forget to give the cute guy with the dreads a drink on my tab,” she called over her shoulder.

      Across the bar, the guy with the hair beamed.

      Diesel pressed closer to Avery as she walked him around the bar toward the back.

      A pair of swinging doors stood in their way. The things looked like they might have once belonged in a restaurant kitchen. Even a peek through their circular windows didn’t prepare Diesel for the space that opened up ahead of him.

      When Avery swung her way through the right door, she had to turn back to catch it so it wouldn’t hit him.

      He stood frozen in place.

      The bar fronted a hotel, indeed. There was an enormous open courtyard in the center with a pool, fountain, and grassy areas that were manicured to the perfection of a spa-like haven. Royal palms stretched their proud, lean bodies up to touch the starry sky. The hotel wrapped around the perimeter of the courtyard. The pale beige exterior was as lavish and pristine as the nicest he had ever encountered.

      He found his feet and made it beyond the doorway. Avery released the door and let it swing shut behind him.

      “Welcome to paradise,” she said, a lilt of laughter in her voice.

      She began the tour on the left side, circling around the lower level of the building.

      “This is Roxy’s place.” She pointed to a long series of windows and doors. “It’s four rooms combined into an apartment. So cool. She might host a meal in there at some point while we’re here. She loves to entertain.” Avery continued to walk, and Diesel trailed along behind her, not understanding what he was seeing.

      “The rest of the rooms are more standard, although the adjoining ones for families are a little more self-sufficient. The ones for the older kids are like dorms. Everyone gets to eat from the bar for free, so they don’t need kitchens, and the courtyard serves as the common space as long as the weather is good.”

      She paused toward the rear of the complex and looked back. “The bar is soundproofed so the little ones can sleep, but everyone in there either lives here or in Flagler, so they don’t cause too much of a stir. You know Protectors well enough to believe that if anything bad starts, Roxy can stop it like that.” Avery snapped her fingers to indicate the speed with which the Protector would act. “It gets lively around the holidays, but that’s because the grown-ups get so excited about making it fun for the kids. And most of the kids who’ve grown up and moved on come back home to visit, when they can.”

      “I don’t get it. What am I looking at?” Diesel finally asked.

      “It’s a safe home,” she said as if he should have figured it out right away.

      Diesel looked around again at the vast space. “How many people live here?”

      “Well, I don’t have the daily count,” Avery said, looking up at the sky like she was doing math, “but it’s got to be close to a hundred?”

      “A hundred…”

      “And that’s just right now.” Her speech became so animated that it lit her up like she was shining from the inside out. “Roxy had this place going way before I started bringing people in. It ran as an orphanage for about twenty years. It was for R & B kids who didn’t have parents and for those whose parents didn’t want them or couldn’t handle them.”

      “And now?” Diesel watched her as she gazed up and around all the rooms. The doors were cheerful and bright—some had decorations on them. Now that he knew what he was seeing, he could identify the unique signs of life around him. Drawings and stuffed animals were on display in many of the windows. There were different chairs and planters outside some of the doors. Each space had been made special.

      “Now it houses anyone who needs it. Some orphans, some women and children who have escaped abusive homes, and—”

      “And you’ve helped them. Given them new lives.” Diesel interrupted.

      Avery rolled her eyes and made a self-deprecating noise. “I wouldn’t put it that way,” she said.

      “A hundred people, Avery,” Diesel said. He couldn’t keep the wonder out of his voice. “How many of that hundred have you saved? And how many more beyond them?”

      “How many hasn’t she saved?” A voice rang out from a stairwell to the left.

      Diesel’s disbelief ushered him a step forward so he could see around the edge of the wall that was obscuring his view.

      “Holy hell, you got old,” the man said. He strode forward with so much confidence, it would have been almost impossible to note the limp if you hadn’t known to look for it.

      Diesel wasn’t sure whether to deck the man or hug him. Avery slipped the bottle of beer from his hand before he could do either.

      “Graham?”

      “That’s a dumb-ass question,” Graham Floyd, Diesel’s former UNITY partner held a hand out. Diesel accepted it immediately, and they clasped hands, bumped chests, and did every other masculine equivalent of a hug that Diesel had ever been party to.

      “Which one of us got old?” Diesel laughed when he stepped back.

      Graham was human, and in the years since he’d retired from UNITY, he’d aged like a human. Though he couldn’t yet be forty, his hair was already graying around the edges.

      “I’m still a fox,” Graham said, stepping back to give a sideways embrace to Avery.

      “A silver fox, maybe,” Avery told him, returning the squeeze.

      “The ladies like me, that’s my point,” he said. “It’s good to see you.”

      “I’d say the same, but now I’m beginning to wonder whether it is or not,” Diesel said. He looked between Avery and Graham.

      Graham chuckled. “Hell, you kids haven’t changed a bit.”

      Avery adjusted the leather pouch across her body and smiled. “Graham has been one of the key players in keeping all of this going,” she explained.

      “Key player?” Graham laughed out loud.

      Diesel had forgotten how charismatic his partner was. That natural charm hid what a hard-ass Graham could be, though the tattoos he’d acquired didn’t make him look like a wuss.

      “If you call me a key player for making a few runs when it’s convenient for me, I’d love to know what you call yourself for all this. Where are you guys staying?”

      Avery frowned. “Here, if there’s room. I can make some calls if there’s not. I hadn’t gotten that far. I was too ready to check back in with everyone.”

      “They’ll be glad to see you, I know.” He glanced between them again. “But there’s—uh—not anything big going down right now, is there?”

      “Diesel knows about the Advocacy,” Avery said. She frowned again and hooked the pouch with her thumb, drawing it up for Graham’s view. “Snelgrove’s still here.”

      “Holy hell.”

      “Yep. Had another close encounter in Fairview. Couple of goons in an alleyway. It landed me in the Forest—which landed my wolf in Diesel’s care.”

      “Don’t forget the ones on the way out of town—how ever many of them there were.”

      Avery’s clamped a hand over her mouth to stifle her giggle. “Oh! I’d already forgotten about them. It happens so often I can’t keep track anymore.”

      Graham laughed again. “Diesel, man. You’ll never get rid of her, will you?”

      “I’m not trying too hard at the moment,” Diesel answered. “You never know what will happen when you’re around Avery Wells for longer than a minute.”

      “Damn right,” Graham said. “I was about to head over to the bar and get some food. You two want in, or are you on official business?”

      “Gotta finish the tour and find a place to stay first. Maybe later?” Avery answered, not giving Diesel a chance to respond.

      It didn’t bother him, though. He was sure there would be plenty of time to catch up with Graham, but he had no clue how long Avery would be so exposed. She watched Graham cut across the courtyard, while Diesel watched her. He wondered how connected she was to the human who hadn’t contacted Diesel himself in all those many years.
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      “Are you sure you two don’t mind sharing a room?” Roxy asked. “I’ve only got the one. But the sheets are clean, and we don’t expect anyone to need it for the next night or two, at least.”

      “I don’t mind if Diesel doesn’t,” Avery said. “And I guess he can’t since he’s been ordered to guard me.” She glanced at Diesel, who was leaning against the far wall with his arms crossed.

      He gave a single shrug to indicate his approval.

      The room Roxy had open was one of the smaller, dorm-style rooms. There were two beds, two desks, and a single bathroom with two sinks. The shower and toilet were each closed off in their own separate rooms from the rest of the bathroom area. Two small closets were built into the wall outside the bathroom, along the back of the main room.

      “We can ask around and see who might have extra space at home,” Roxy fretted.

      “It’s perfect,” Avery assured her. “We won’t need it for more than a few days anyway. Just long enough for me to check in with everyone. Then I need to get out of here again. This damned thing…” She jiggled the pouch at her hip.

      “I’ll bump up my protections on the border,” Roxy said, giving the bag a troubled glance. “Might see if I can get a couple more people on that.” She was no longer talking to them. She turned without saying goodnight, muttering to herself as she went.

      Roxy was a doll, but when she got something stuck in her brain, she usually became so focused and determined that there was no stopping her. It was one of her best traits—it was how the whole facility had come to be.

      Avery closed the door and flopped onto the nearest bed with an exhausted sigh. The early morning, hours on the road and time alone with Diesel had wiped her out.

      He was watching her, still, and it was more draining than the rest of the day had been, combined.

      “That thing is nothing but trouble,” he said, coming around to sit on the edge of the opposite bed.

      “Look who’s joined the anti-fan club,” she said. She groaned and rolled over onto her stomach, propping her chin in her hand so she could look at him.

      The things from the Jeep were piled everywhere. She wondered how much that was bothering Diesel’s delicate sensibilities for order. Avery decided she would keep things in such a disarray for as long as possible, to torture him.

      The tension floating between them had changed—it was still causing the walls to close in, but it felt different than it had before. She bit her lip and studied the pattern on the bedspread.

      “How many times have you gotten hurt?”

      “By Snelgrove?” Avery asked before she could stop herself.

      Diesel’s face went from concerned to venomous in half a second. She’d walked herself into a trap and snapped it shut around her own paw.

      “I can’t begin to remember,” she said. “Before this, or since.” She pulled the pouch off and tossed it into the drawer of the nightstand.

      “So it’s been a lot,” Diesel said.

      “What else would you expect? When I first struck out on my own, that’s exactly what I was. On my own. I didn’t have anyone to help me in fights. Sometimes I got hurt. Until I learned how to do the Forest thing, I got injured a lot more.”

      She closed her eyes when the realization of her words hit her. Was she going to reveal every single one of her secrets to him? She didn’t even like him. She’d done everything in her power to stay away from him for so long. And then her stupid wolf had taken her right to his stupid door. Now she was too tired to keep a decent guard up. She wanted to bury her head in the sand outside.

      The bed across from her creaked, and her heart jumped at the thought that he might be coming closer.

      Stupid, she told herself when she saw he’d merely moved one of his duffels. He leaned over the bed, rifling around in the bag’s contents.

      When he came back up, he had a fistful of coiled, thin, soft-looking rope.

      Avery crawled back on the bed, away from him. “What are you doing?” she asked.

      He dropped it on the bed in front of her.

      “I need you to tie me up.”

      She choked on the startled shock that lurched up her throat.

      “I’m not joking,” he said, brows dangerously low. “If you don’t tie me up, I’ll shift, and my wolf will freak out.”

      “Why?” Avery asked, staring at the rope.

      “Why do you think?” The heat in Diesel’s eyes made her shiver. “We may not be claimed by each other, but that doesn’t mean my wolf can forget that you’re his mate. Hearing about you being hurt and having to go to the Forest to heal all the time? Yeah, none of that is sitting well with him.”

      “Just shift,” Avery said.

      Diesel’s body convulsed with a visible shudder, but his wolf wasn’t released. “Don’t do that,” he growled. “My wolf hasn’t seen you in too long. He could hurt you or anyone else here. It’s safer this way.”

      “When was the last time you shifted?” she asked, feeling her own urgency rise up against him. “It’s been too long, hasn’t it? You’ve neglected it since you’ve been dealing with me.”

      “No. I shifted the other day,” he said.

      “But it wasn’t for long enough,” she said, judging by his deflective response.

      “You haven’t either,” he accused.

      “I just got back from the Forest. I can deal with it for longer than you can.”

      “Tie me up.”

      “Diesel”—she rose to her knees to argue but stopped when she caught his expression. His eyes were on her lips—and then they were everywhere. The buttons on her shirt, the sheets on the bed, the lock on the door. She took the mental journey with him, and a heady scent twisted in the air. Their emotions mixed together as each of them imagined what could come to pass.

      She kept her eyes on him as she reached across the bed for the rope.

      “How?” she whispered.

      

      Diesel swallowed as he watched Avery’s hands work. Each time they passed around his own hands, his breath caught, but each time the rope tightened, he could exhale with greater ease. It would be an awkward way to sleep, but it wouldn’t be the first time. And he usually didn’t have help.

      Avery’s fingers brushed his bare arm, and they both let out sounds of pain.

      “Sorry, sorry,” she said. She moved her hands a different way to keep from repeating the gesture. She was trembling, and Diesel could smell so many emotions in the air. He was glad he’d thought of the rope before he’d shifted accidentally. Being alone with Avery was causing his brain to malfunction.

      “Do you want your shoes off?” she asked, stepping back. She took the second length of cord and moved to the foot of the bed.

      “No. The less comfortable I am, the better,” he said.

      “This is ridiculous. How will it even work? Is your wolf so weak that a shift won’t blow through this rope?” Her face betrayed the worry her words concealed.

      “You’re not the only one who has a few magic tricks,” he told her. “I just can’t make mine happen on my own.”

      “Magic rope?” she asked, unconvinced.

      “A gift from a friend,” he said.

      “Some friend,” she muttered. “Have you tried this before?”

      When he didn’t answer, she made a face. “Gross. Is this sex rope?”

      He laughed out loud at that. Like he’d had sex in… He stopped laughing.

      “No. It’s not sex rope.” He watched her in silence for a moment. “I lied,” he admitted.

      Avery glanced up.

      “I didn’t get it from a friend. I stole it when I realized how useful it might be.”

      She took a step back, abandoning the project. “You stole it? Diesel Black stole something? I’m…impressed.”

      “I took it from an enemy. It’s regular rope with the ability to prevent me from shifting. There have been plenty of times in my life when keeping my wolf at bay has come in handy.”

      “Sounds like a recipe for a pissed-off wolf.”

      “You wouldn’t understand. We don’t all have magic on our sides.”

      “I thought you didn’t like my magic,” she said.

      “I don’t always like the way you rely on it, no. But I’m willing to admit there are things you can do with it that I can’t.”

      “Was it the magic disco ride in the truck that convinced you?” she asked.

      Her teasing tone didn’t fool him. He was making her nervous. Or confused. Or…well, Fate. He wasn’t sure what she was. The swirl of emotions around her had become too thick to read.

      “Is that tight enough?” she asked. She gave the ropes at his feet a sharp tug.

      When they didn’t budge, he nodded.

      “Thanks.”

      “Don’t thank me,” she said. “I hate this. It’s stupid.”

      With that, she crossed to the many bags across the room and rummaged around until she’d found what she was looking for. When she dumped the contents out across the top of one of the desks, Diesel realized his own mistake. He was tied up, a little hungry, and definitely hadn’t brushed his teeth. Too late. He wasn’t about to argue her into untying him.

      He watched as she sorted through the items and collected a toothbrush, toothpaste, and face wash—all brand new. Then she located another bag, and disappeared into the bathroom, slamming the door behind her.

      His wolf wagged his tail in the back corner of his mind. Whether Diesel was willing to admit it or not, he had gotten a great deal of pleasure out of spending so much money on her. Watching her dig through the pile of pajamas on a table in that one store had been the best thing he’d seen in a long time. Well, there were better things he’d seen. In the store that day, even. But her delight in picking out undergarments with which to shock him had been nothing compared to her studied selection of the shrimp-printed pajamas. They were the most absurd things he’d ever laid eyes on—mint green with little pink and white shrimps all over them doing strange, un-shrimplike things. The laughter that had peeled out of her when she’d seen them—and the joy she’d shared with a nearby stranger when she’d discovered that they had her size…

      Diesel braced himself for the tremor that rocketed through his body as he recalled that moment. His wolf wanted out.

      “You’re going to break some bones tonight if you’re not careful,” Diesel whispered out loud to himself. He clamped down on the urge to shift and funneled it into the far depths of his body. If he focused, he could get that need to settle back into the dark reaches of his muscles.

      Whatever he did, he knew he couldn’t be aware when Avery came back out of the bathroom. Especially not if she was wearing those silly green pajamas.

      

      For the second time in all-too-recent memory, Avery turned a shower on to drown out the sound of her own tears. She sank to the floor in the tiny closet of a room where the shower was housed and bawled into a towel. She was furious with herself for shedding tears at all, but she couldn’t get them to stop. Her wolf was pawing at the corner of her mind, confused and concerned. She was ready to come out if Avery would let her.

      “I don’t think I can, honey,” Avery whispered into the towel. “You’ll go to him, won’t you? And then we’ll both be screwed.”

      Her wolf whimpered but retreated a few paces into the background.

      When the tears slowed, and the racking sobs were over, Avery dropped the towel and stared at her hands. Hands that could make magic—with fingers that trembled at the slightest graze against a man’s skin.

      Not any man, of course. She’d been with men.

      But she hadn’t been with Diesel. He was the reason she trembled, and she loathed it.

      She decided to use the shower, this time, instead of wasting water. She stepped under the hot spray and did her best to let it wash her anxiety away. She scrubbed her skin and hair until she was sure none of it could still reek of the emotions she’d been letting loose in the air.

      By the time she was ready for bed, Diesel was out cold. His breaths—which weren’t snores, but weren’t quiet, either—had the steady rhythm of deep sleep.

      She considered sleeping outside. There was a hammock in the courtyard, and it was such a warm, pretty night.

      She looked over at Diesel, though, in the light of the single small lamp on the nightstand.

      “Probably better not test those ropes,” she muttered. She pulled the sheets back on the opposite bed and crawled in.

      As she listened to Diesel’s breaths, she stared at the ceiling over the bed. The patterns in the skip trowel texture were pleasing to look at, and she found rough shapes in them as one could find pictures in clouds.

      There, to the right, was a little wobbly wolf, and above it, a giant, lopsided star. To the left, a bunch of squiggly flowers. All dark and light in the contrast of shadows cast by the lamp. When she finally felt sleep creeping over her, she reached over to turn the light off, and the shapes were plunged into darkness.
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      Avery hadn’t found much peace in the night. She felt more restless than rested, and at the first sign of light sneaking in from behind the dense shade, she crept out of bed.

      She was surprised Diesel was still asleep. She’d assumed he was an extra-early riser. She watched him for a moment and wondered how in Fate’s name he could sleep so well, especially tied in that rigid position.

      His breaths stayed steady and deep as she puttered around the room, pulling items from the bags of things he’d bought her. She bit her lip at the flip her heart did. It shouldn’t please her that he had gone to such extravagant lengths. She knew he hadn’t done it to make her happy. He would be reimbursed by her mother, anyway. Avery was sure the money had come from her mother, to begin with. Still…he had spent so long waiting for her to try things on. And several times, he’d sent store clerks into the fitting room with extra items. He had taste, at least when it came to leather jackets. Not that the soft black one in that bag would do any good in the warm Flagler sun.

      When she was dressed, she padded to the door. She considered untying Diesel, but he’d been so adamant about needing to be restrained that she abandoned the idea. If he shifted right away and wrecked the room, Avery knew she would never hear the end of it, even if she paid Roxy back for every cent of damage herself.

      No, she would go down and round up some breakfast. If he wasn’t stirring by the time she got back to the room with food, the fragrance of a meal would wake him.

      She slipped out the door and closed it behind her.

      The courtyard below was aglow with the early morning light, and the air was already sticky. Avery stopped at the railing to admire her surroundings. She could hear the distant call of the ocean and the nearby sounds of people waking and moving in the rooms around her. Here and there, doors opened or shut as people made their way to and from the bar. A little boy was stretched out on a beach towel under a palm tree with a book in one hand and a waffle in the other. Syrup glinted as it began to run down his hand, but he was too absorbed in his book to notice. A woman was helping a little girl stay afloat in the pool, while she explained the mechanics of swimming to the child. The world inside the walls at Roxy’s was safe. Avery was one of the many people who had become devoted to keeping it that way.

      She glanced over her shoulder at the room she and Diesel were sharing before she straightened the strap on the leather pouch that was slung across her body. She hoped Diesel would understand how much this place mattered to her. She hoped he would stand strong when he learned the truth about the threats the R & B were facing. She hoped he would join the cause.

      If he didn’t, though, she had to be prepared to make him get out of her way.

      

      “How’d you sleep?” Roxy called from the far end of the bar. The big room was devoid of the rowdy crowd that had been so thick the night before. Mornings were much quieter and always had been. The regulars who liked to take the morning watch didn’t come for liquor. They came to drink coffee and eat enormous breakfasts at the bar out front. They kept a watchful eye on the main road that ran through Flagler by peering over the tops of their newspapers.

      “I didn’t.”

      “Well, why didn’t you call down here darlin’? I’d have been happy to send up one of my boys with a breakfast feast for you and your—”

      “Roxy,” Avery warned, but it was too late.

      The rag Roxy had been using to wipe the clean counter was abandoned, and a glass of orange juice made its way into Avery’s hand.

      She followed Roxy, who had wrapped her own hand around a coffee cup the size of her head, out to the shady patio behind the bar. There, they found seats along the low shell-encrusted wall that looked out over the yard.

      “I never expected you to bring him here,” Roxy said.

      “I’m glad you find it so amusing.”

      Roxy’s smile broadened before she downed a huge swallow of thick, black coffee. She called morning greetings to several people who were making their way to breakfast before she returned her attention to Avery. “I’m wondering if things have changed, that’s all.”

      Avery’s shoulders fell so heavily she was afraid they would drag her all the way down.

      “Oh, darlin’. It’s not that bad,” Roxy said with a hearty laugh. She laughed so often she had deep-cut smile lines around her mouth and eyes. The Protector appeared to be the same age as Avery’s mother, though she was a century younger—proof that members of the R & B aged at arbitrary rates. “He’s as hot as the asphalt on a sunny day. How come you never told me that?”

      Avery rolled her eyes up from the ground to give Roxy a glare. “Hardly worth mentioning, given everything else.”

      “Everything else,” Roxy parroted. “Poor little princess has so much to deal with. Sexy mate, secret job saving the universe. It’s a rough life.”

      “Hey”—Avery pointed her half-full glass at Roxy—“I’m not a princess. Besides, I’ve died dozens of times for the cause, honey. I’m not out seeing the world for shits, you know.”

      “Like keeping my protective barrier up all day, every day is a blast? I’m living inside the universe’s most resilient condom over here.”

      “Well, my ‘sexy mate’ thinks I’m pretty much the worst,” Avery retorted.

      “I’d have to say I agree with him, sometimes. Like when you’re dodging giving me any juicy details,” Roxy said, glaring at Avery over the rim of her mug.

      Avery laughed out loud. “Oh, honey. I’ve missed having someone to bring me back down to Earth.”

      “He doesn’t do that?”

      “Not like he used to.”

      “So things have changed, then.”

      Avery let out a disgruntled groan. “I don’t know.”

      “What about Aveleiyn? You and she balance each other out.”

      “When we get time to see each other,” Avery said. “The last time I saw her in person was while I was still in Snelgrove’s jail cell.”

      “Has she had any luck with her mission?”

      Avery sighed. “Not unless there’s been a recent development. I haven’t even talked to her in weeks.”

      “Graham headed out early this morning,” Roxy said, changing directions completely.

      “That’s probably for the best,” Avery said. Another run meant another life saved.

      “As usual, Fate has provided. We got two children placed overnight, so we’ll have room for the newest arrivals whenever they get here.”

      “Is it a long run?”

      “I don’t think Graham will be back for a while if that’s what you’re asking,” Roxy said. She took another draw from her mug. “I take it the boy toy doesn’t know the truth about that, then?”

      “Diesel thinks Graham saved his life. It’s better that way.”

      “He’s a wolf, darlin’. There’d be no stopping him from feeling like he was in your debt if he knew the truth.”

      “He doesn’t owe me anything.”

      “Please. Diesel abandoned you after you saved his life.”

      “Because I set him up to do so. He doesn’t know I saved him. And you’re not going to tell him. Right?”

      “You’ve had my word on that for years,” Roxy said. “But you need to be careful about it. Nothing can make a man feel like less of a man than thinking his woman did a job she didn’t think he could do.”

      “Could he have saved Graham’s life? Saved Graham’s leg? No. If he ever finds out, he should thank me.”

      “Oh, darlin’. Every time I think you’re starting to become one with the universe, something happens to show me you’re still off in your own little world.”

      “Besides, I’m not his woman,” Avery snapped.

      “I’ll say again: things have changed.”

      They sat in silence. Avery loved Roxy, but Roxy was a Protector above all else. She had a tendency to feel the urge to mentor those around her, and Avery was an easy target.

      “Your brother isn’t as vocal as you are,” Avery grumbled.

      Roxy tossed her blond hair over her shoulder with a chuckle. “You haven’t caught him on a good day, then. Or a bad day, either, I guess. Ren’s a different beast entirely, darlin’. Has been his whole life.”

      “He’s with Diesel’s pack,” Avery said.

      “That’s good,” Roxy nodded. “He’s always wanted a family of his own. He’s a gifted Protector, but that man needs someone to love him sometimes, too. The devotion we pour into protecting our charges, coupled with the distance we have to keep between ourselves and them—it makes it so hard to have that kind of love in our lives. It’s easy like this”—she flicked her hand toward the courtyard—“when I can keep them safe and then send them on their way.”

      “No strings attached,” Avery murmured.

      Roxy nodded once in silent agreement.

      “And then, there’s the complication of our real family. Protectors and their ancient beliefs.” Roxy shook her head. “I wish I could talk to him or see him, but he won’t respond when I try to reach out. Will you tell him I miss him? I don’t care how he chooses to live his life. The rest of our family will never say that to him. If you get a chance, please mention it.” She put a hand on Avery’s knee and gave her a pleading look.

      Avery dropped her own hand over the Protector’s. “Of course. I’ll let him know.”

      Roxy straightened up, ending the sentimental moment. “Am I safe to assume it won’t be quiet around here for much longer?”

      Avery sighed. “We got hit coming out of town, but I haven’t seen anyone else since then. It won’t be long, though, before they’ve located me again. I’m sorry I’ve led the Dissidents right to your front door.”

      “It was bound to happen sooner or later,” Roxy said. “Let them come and get their asses whupped. That’ll teach them a lesson.”

      “If it were that easy, you’d think they’d have learned by now,” Avery said. “They haven’t bested me yet—but they also haven’t given up.” She hesitated before she spoke again. “Diesel doesn’t know exactly what we’re up against.”

      Roxy closed her eyes and shook her head, gearing up to offer admonishment. Avery was only spared the lecture when a ripple of giggles and murmurs broke over the courtyard, growing louder as the reactions moved closer to where the two women were sitting.

      Roxy stood to assess the situation, then burst into laughter of her own.

      Avery searched for the source of the amusement. Her eyes landed on a bed-rumpled Diesel, who was still tied up and wobbling in the doorway of their hotel room.

      “Oh, for Fate’s sake,” Avery said.

      “Well, we’ve never seen that around here,” Roxy said, throwing a smug smile over her shoulder.

      “I’ve got to go untie him!” Avery cried as she rushed to find a spot for her glass.

      Roxy took the thing out of her hand. “No, by all means. Let him stay that way. The kids will love it,” she called as Avery raced away.

      

      Diesel breathed out and opened his eyes as soon as the door shut behind Avery. He’d been in misery for hours, lying silently and listening to her toss and turn. His wolf had paced circles in his mind until he’d formed a killer headache, and his muscles were cramped from being bound for so long.

      He scooted up as best he could and let his pounding head settle before he leaned over his bent legs. With his hands tied in front of him, it should have been no matter to untie himself. As he took in the mess of knots Avery had made, though, he realized the feat was going to be greater than he’d anticipated. He reached, hands still tied together, for the lamp on the table between the beds.

      A cramp swallowed the muscles in his back and sent him toppling off the bed.

      He landed on his chest and chin with his arms stuck under his stomach and his legs wedged behind him, up against the bed he’d been in. He tried to worm them off the edge but slid several inches forward instead. The beds were close enough together that he was in danger of lodging himself between them if he wasn’t careful. He straightened his approach and rolled. His legs followed, and he landed on his back. The good news was that he wasn’t stuck. He lay still for a moment, listening to the sounds around him. Laughter, splashing, running.

      The smell of food tickled his nose. The people who lived in the rooms around him must have been taking advantage of breakfast.

      His stomach roared in response.

      He swung his arms to gain enough momentum to sit upright, then he began examining the knots again. Most had been tied at the bottom, on either side of his ankles, making it impossible for him to visualize them without pulling another cramp in his back.

      Frustrated, he leaned his head against the bed.

      “Stupid wolf,” he told himself. “Should have shifted and gotten it out of the way. But no, you had to do it the hard way. And now Avery has forgotten about you completely. She’s eating breakfast with your ex-partner right now. Reliving the glory days while you starve to death.”

      He thanked Fate that he was the only one in the room to hear his bitter, hungry-grumpy rant.

      With the urgent rumbling of his stomach charging his muscles, he was able to lean his shoulder into the bed and use his hands to push himself up.

      Then he bunny-hopped his way to the door and wrenched it open, inviting in a flood of sunshine and heat. As he bobbled, disoriented, in the doorway, he heard Avery shout, “I’ve got to go untie him!”

      Giggles and murmured reactions filtered up from below. A few came from either side, too, and as his eyes adjusted to the sudden brightness, he could see that every face was turned his way.

      Avery was upon him in an instant, and she shoved him back into the dark room.

      “Are you insane?!” she cried. “There are children out there!”

      “You left me here, tied up like a hostage. What was I supposed to do?” he said.

      “You couldn’t have waited for me to come back? I only went to get us some breakfast.” She guided him back to the bed and pushed him down, not bothering to curse or hiss when her hands touched his skin.

      “I don’t see any breakfast,” he grumbled like a petulant toddler.

      She knelt before him and worked deftly to release the knots. “Don’t sass me, wolf. You’re the one who wanted to be tied up in the first place. I’m not taking any blame.” She yanked the rope from around his ankles and dropped it on the bed next to him. Then she set to work on the ones at his wrists. “We need to be very clear on one thing. I won’t do this again. Your rope is bullshit. Next time, you shift.”

      Diesel felt the shudder come up from the base of his spine and was prepared for it to wrack his body.

      Avery didn’t anticipate it, though. When it overtook him, she grabbed his forearms to hold him steady.

      The contact made him shudder again.

      “You can’t use that word around me,” he told her through gritted teeth. “My wolf considers it an invitation.”

      “You should, too,” she said. She peered up at him from under her lashes, and time stopped.

      Her hands, still on his arms, began to shake. He slid his arms back and turned them until her hands dropped into his.

      “If I’m going to shift around you, I want someone here to look after you.”

      Avery’s eyes were locked on their hands. The touch wasn’t anything, really. Her hands rested lightly in his own palms.

      “You’re not afraid for my sake,” she challenged. She moved her hands back to the ropes around his wrists.

      The ropes had dug deep fiber-imprinted channels into his skin. Diesel studied the grooves as Avery pulled the rope away. His heart pounded as blood rushed back into the places it hadn’t been.

      “You’re right,” he said.

      “I’m not tying you up again,” she repeated, “so deal with it. Now, are you hungry or not?”
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      Avery’s idea of checking in with everyone involved exactly that. She spent the next two days going door to door around the hotel, meeting each person she didn’t know and greeting everyone she’d already met.

      Diesel, in turn, got to meet them all. He was introduced to women who had secreted their children away in the night, fleeing abusive homes. They told him of how they had come to Flagler to get back on their feet. He learned that the residents of the town gathered donations nonstop. They took in household goods, toys, food, clothes—anything that might be useful for someone who needed to start a new life. Flagler had grown in size and continued to expand. Those who had been taken in at Roxy’s moved out into the community on their own and joined the cause. Their children grew up in the town, learning to help and serve others.

      There was a well-established school for the younger children, and there were several large training facilities for the older ones. No child in Flagler went without an education. They were all afforded the chance to learn as humans would, and when it was time, they were trained in the ways of their respective Races and Breeds.

      Diesel was staggered by the number of familiar faces he encountered. Graham was gone—Diesel had been sad to hear it but wondered if the exit had been his own fault. Avery and Roxy had both dodged the few questions he had asked about his former partner’s departure.

      Besides Graham and Roxy, though, Ex-UNITY members made up the vast majority of the population in Flagler. Most of them seemed shocked to see him, too.

      “What have you told them about me?” he asked Avery on their third evening there.

      She was hefting one of the coolers down the ramp, and he stepped in to grab it from her.

      “Thanks,” she said. “What do you mean?”

      “The way they all look at me,” he said. “The UNITY people.” He walked next to her, but as he had no clue where she was headed, he kept his eyes on her in case she changed direction.

      She did, cutting down through a row of cars and out to the quiet road.

      She glanced in either direction, though no vehicles were coming, before she crossed the street. Diesel was intrigued by the action. It seemed more in her nature to traipse where she pleased, oncoming traffic be damned. She’d been the slightest bit on edge, though, since they'd arrived.

      “You’re Diesel Black,” she said with a laugh. “I hardly think I would have to tell them anything.”

      “Ah. So they think I’m the bad guy,” he said, nodding like he understood.

      “No,” Avery retorted. She paused to kick her sandals off, then she leaned over to pick them up off the sandy boards that stretched out in front of them.

      Diesel cursed himself for it, but he took a peek. She was well-built. And he blamed his wolf.

      When she came back up, she looked over her shoulder. “My ass is not up for your approval, honey,” she said.

      Diesel coughed and studied the lid of the cooler instead until she started walking again.

      “You’re still UNITY. They’re not. You’re not the bad guy, but you are different.”

      “How is this not all run by UNITY? Funded by them? It should be.”

      Avery slowed to fall back in line with him. “You’re right. It should be. Unfortunately, as I’m sure you’ve picked up, not everything that happens here is exactly in line with UNITY standards.”

      “Not everything I’ve done is in line with UNITY standards, either,” he said.

      “Fourt doesn’t count. His being a slave was already against UNITY standards. The fact that you guys took him in without his being freed doesn’t mean you were flaunting the system.”

      “So you all think you’re the good guys…because you’re being the bad guys the good guys can’t be?” Diesel examined his thoughts by speaking them aloud.

      He’d been having so many conflicting feelings about the way things were done in Flagler. Yes, it was incredible to see the number of people who had been brought to safety and to hear of the multitude of others who had come and gone. But almost none of it had been done in a UNITY-approved way.

      “Diesel, UNITY was a great concept. It brought the Races and Breeds together in a way that no one thought possible. But the people who run UNITY—my mother included—have been so caught up in the promise and hope that it provided that they missed the most critical point. UNITY didn’t make everyone happy. It didn’t unify. Some people profited and thrived under the lawlessness that existed before. They didn’t take kindly to the changes. People like Nicholas Snelgrove are everywhere. Not just serving as long-time members of the wolf council. They’re in every Race and every Breed. Vampires, Protectors, Seers, Trackers—every single group has individuals who got left behind and felt disenfranchised. It was only a matter of time before those people got together to make their own rules. If the UNITY founders and rulers had gotten their heads out of their own optimistic asses for five seconds, they might have seen that it would happen. Now stop trying to pick a fight with me for one second and look at this view.”

      They crested the boardwalk high over the sandy dunes, and the view that had been all sky opened up to the ocean.

      He stopped next to her and set the cooler down.

      The beach below was empty, save for a handful of stragglers. It was dinnertime, and the residents of Flagler had retreated to their homes or to the bar for food.

      “I never get tired of this,” Avery said.

      Her blond-and-black hair whipped around her head in the breeze, and her scent curled into his nostrils.

      He grunted and cleared his throat.

      “Are you going to shift?” she asked, her eyes glued to the ocean.

      “Maybe,” he told her.

      He still hadn’t. Not yet.

      She had been right when she’d called him out on his own personal concerns about shifting. He worried that if he shifted, his wolf would never want to shift back. The spirit within him yearned to be close to his mate, regardless of Diesel’s own interests. A part of him had loved Avery from the moment he had imprinted on her. He would never be able to change that, even if he wanted to.

      “Well, wait until after dinner,” she said. “There’s nothing like running in the waves with the moon overhead.”

      He held his breath and waited for the shudder to come, but it didn’t. Diesel took no comfort in its absence. He knew the shift would happen if his wolf wanted it; all he could do was hope his wolf would check in with him first.

      He retrieved the cooler and they continued down the remainder of the boardwalk, which ended in a steep set of stairs. Avery went ahead of him and kept one hand on the cooler.

      “I don’t want you to knock me unconscious if you lose your grip or footing,” she explained with a chuckle.

      They found a spot in the sand and Avery plopped down.

      Diesel took a seat and unlaced his boots, taking a moment to empty the sand from them.

      “How did you get sand in there?” Avery looked up from the cooler. “They’re so tall. And you keep them laced so tight.”

      Diesel shrugged. “It’s sand. Where doesn’t it go?”

      Avery snorted and began to divest the red container of its contents. It reminded Diesel of the way she’d dumped the ball gowns out of her trunks.

      “I saw you in a ball gown once,” he said, reaching for the unopened bag of chips she’d pulled from the top.

      She raised her eyebrows. “When?”

      “When your parents presented you,” he said.

      “Oh.” She scoffed. “Everyone saw me in a ball gown then. It was pink.”

      “With puffy sleeves and ruffles,” Diesel said.

      “I’m thrilled you remember,” she said with a groan.

      “It was that bad,” he quipped.

      She tossed her head back and laughed. He couldn’t help but join her.

      “I was gangly and grumpy,” she said. “I don’t remember you being there.”

      Diesel thought back. “All the R & B UNITY recruits were there. We served as the wait staff. It was meant to be humbling.”

      “Was it?” Avery asked, opening a plastic container of grapes.

      “Not really,” Diesel admitted. “Everyone knew who we were, and we already felt like badasses for being accepted as trainees. Even carrying trays of food and champagne, I thought I was hot shit.”

      “Well, at least that hasn’t changed,” Avery said, popping a grape into her mouth.

      

      Avery stole another glance at Diesel. He wiped his hands on a napkin and peered at the food options.

      She’d always thought she could eat anyone right into the ground. Being around Diesel at a mealtime had changed her mind. He could put away twice as much as she could and still go for another round of dessert.

      Her mind had changed about a lot of things. Diesel hadn’t asked her to tie him up again, which was a blessing. Now, though, she was cursed to wonder when he was going to shift. Every time he moved in the night, her eyes would fly open, and her heart would race with anticipation. At first, she’d thought she didn’t care whether he shifted or not. The longer he went without shifting, though, the stranger she felt about it.

      She knew there was no way his wolf would harm her. They’d met before—he would remember her, and he would know her as his mate. She had initially allowed herself to believe he was being stubborn. But the longer he went without shifting, the less certain she felt about that. It was something else, but she couldn’t put her finger on what.

      “Are you going to finish this?” Diesel asked, breaking through her thoughts.

      She looked down at the box of chicken he was holding.

      “Fate, no. I’m too full,” she said, shoving away her introspection.

      Instead, she summoned the courage to shed the spotlight back on Diesel.

      “I know you’re still making up your mind about all this,” she said waving a hand around at the general Flagler-ness of it all. “But are you leaning more one way or the other?”

      He considered the waves as he chewed, and her heart sped up as she awaited his response. He might not approve of everything she was doing, but it would be nice to hear he didn’t hate it.

      A siren fired off from the center of town. Its wailing ebbed and flowed like the ocean as it spun around to declare its warning to every resident in its vicinity.

      Diesel dropped the chicken and leaped to his feet.

      A shrill scream sounded from the direction of the bar.

      “Roxy,” Avery said, jerking her head toward the sound.

      Diesel hauled her up out of the sand, and they took off running for the boardwalk.

      A crowd was gathered on the road, and cars were waiting at the ready.

      “We’ve got a problem at the north border,” Roxy was saying. Her eyes were clamped shut, and her hands were rubbing the sides of her head. “We can’t hold it the way it is now. We need more reinforcements. Someone’s trying to take the border down.”

      Avery and Diesel exchanged a look.

      “What can we do?” Diesel asked her, diving right into soldier mode.

      “Roxy has to stay here with the children,” Avery said. “If the border comes down, she can protect the bar area, at least.” She scanned the crowd for faces. “Show of hands on who can help Roxy support the border.”

      Several hands lifted immediately.

      “Good. Do it. Whatever she needs. I want two of you to stay with her. The rest of you, fan out along the main road at the emergency intervals. Who’s on flag duty?”

      “I am,” George shouted from the edge of the crowd.

      “Make the calls. The flags need to be red. All nonessentials need to stay inside—in safe rooms if they’ve got them.”

      Avery ran through the rest of the emergency protocols and doled out responsibilities with lightning speed. When the duties were all assigned and roles filled, Diesel raced around to the Jeep and dug the keys out from under the front seat. Avery jumped in alongside him as he began to back out of the lot.

      “What are we dealing with?” Diesel asked.

      Avery kept her eyes on the road ahead. “We won’t know for sure until we get closer to the border. It could be nothing. Best case scenario, it’s a kid hacking at magic. The border is meant to deter humans altogether, but sometimes one will get persistent and try to explore anyway. Or…” she let the words trail off.

      “It could be the same group who was letting bullets fly the other day,” he said.

      She nodded and pressed her lips together.

      “We didn’t have any more trouble on the road. You think they’re determined enough to track us here?”

      “Snelgrove’s followers are definitely determined,” Avery said. “But there are all sorts of protections around this place that should have kept them away.”

      “So we’re dealing with some major bad guys,” he said. His eyes narrowed on the road. “Coming here was a mistake. When we got lit up by those bullets, we should have stayed away.”

      “I did what I needed to do,” Avery argued.

      “Well, if anyone in this town gets their ass handed to them because we led these creeps straight to the front door, you’re not going to be such a hero, are you?”

      Avery scoffed and glared over at him. What was his problem?

      “If I weren’t a lady, I would slap you,” she said through gritted teeth. “How dare you use my friends against me. It’s always a possibility for attacks to happen here. If you don’t want to fight with us, then drop me and take yourself back to the bar. Let Roxy protect you.”

      “I’m not worried about me,” he hollered. “I’m worried about you.”

      “Don’t be!” she shouted back.

      “I’m not going anywhere,” he said, reining his voice back in. “I’m going to fight at your side, so stop trying to push me away.”

      Avery sucked in a sharp breath. She watched as Diesel worked his jaw and tightened his fingers around the steering wheel. She felt like she was right back in the car the night he’d imprinted on her. He looked the same way he had then.

      When she found her voice, she offered a weak, “Let me concentrate, or the only person whose ass will get handed to them is you.”

      She wished it sounded cockier than it did. She slipped the strap of the leather pouch from around her neck—it would be wisest not to flaunt the Advocacy. She slid the pouch under her seat as the car slowed and rolled to a stop.

      Avery glared over at Diesel, thinking he was pulling them over while there was no time to waste.

      She sucked in another gasp. His face was so close that she could have kissed him. Not that she was thinking about it. He glanced at her lips, though, and his breath hitched.

      Her heart skipped a beat. And then another.

      Diesel’s eyes flipped to the sky. He blinked twice before he spoke. “Please tell me I’m not seeing dragons.”

      

      Dragons. Two of the enormous winged monsters were bearing down in either direction. He had not been able to visualize the border when he and Avery had crossed through it on their way into Flagler. As the creatures blasted fire at the barrier, though, he could see it stretch and shimmer against their assault.

      “Oh, for Fate’s sake,” Avery said. “That’s not even fair.”

      She called to the driver of the car closest to them. “Radio Roxy to tell her the situation. I’m going out.”

      Diesel caught her elbow. “The hell you are,” he said.

      “I’m not going out of the barrier,” she said like he was an idiot. “I’m going out of the car.”

      Her response didn’t change his thoughts, but she didn’t wait for him to stop her.

      She leaped from the vehicle, and he had no choice but to join her.

      He stayed at a respectable distance. Though they had worked side-by-side over the past few days, they were by no means equal.

      Avery was still his Race’s princess, and he was still her hired guard. He wasn’t even getting paid for the job.

      He fell back another few steps.

      She came to a stop in front of the row of people outside the barrier. Only the dragons’ continued efforts allowed Diesel to see that she was protected within the magical wall.

      “You all seem to be lost,” Avery called.

      She was barefoot, and her hair was messy from the sea air, but she was the embodiment of power and pride.

      A woman stepped forward from the lineup and came to a stop in front of Avery. She gave Avery a leisurely look up and down before she spoke.

      “Avery Wells. We’ve come looking for you. As we’ve found you, I’d say I have to disagree. We’re not lost at all; rather, we’re exactly where we’d like to be.”

      Avery cocked her head. “Looking for me? Oh, honey, my apologies. I’m not signing autographs today.”

      “Your reputation precedes you,” the woman said. Her copper hair was tied into a braid that hung over her left shoulder. “My people have told me about this mouth of yours.”

      “If you don’t want to hear me talk, then why don’t we skip the chat,” Avery said. “You tell me what you want. I’ll explain you’re not going to get it. We’ll fight, and I’ll win. Sound good?”

      The woman stroked her braid and studied Avery for another moment. Diesel noted the tactical vest the woman was wearing and wondered what tricks she was concealing in its many compartments.

      “I’m not here for a fight,” the woman said.

      “Your dragons indicate otherwise,” Avery pointed, without looking, at the border above. It was holding, and Diesel’s awe at Roxy’s abilities was cemented.

      “They’re dragons. They do as they please,” the woman said with a dry smile. “I’m here to ask you kindly to return to the wolf race what you’ve taken.”

      Avery stiffened, and Diesel stood at the ready.

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Avery said.

      The woman scanned the group inside the barrier. Cars and trucks surrounded Avery, at least triple in number to what was outside the border. Many people had gotten out of the vehicles but were standing back. Diesel was confident all manner of weapons and magic were hidden and waiting to be unleashed on both sides.

      “What happens if she touches the barrier?” Diesel asked in a hushed voice.

      Avery didn’t respond.

      The woman took another step closer, eyes going up and around to identify the confines of the border. Then her gaze landed on Diesel, and her face changed. She studied him before a different kind of smile slid up her face.

      “Why is that man poised to protect you?” she asked Avery.

      “Because he is my personal guard,” Avery responded, her voice sharp. “He is no matter to you unless you attempt to hurt me.”

      “Why does he look at you with more desire and yearning than a guard should?” the woman called, aiming the question at Diesel rather than Avery.

      Diesel prayed to Fate that Avery wouldn’t falter at the question. What in his expression or body language had given that impression?

      Avery remained as cool as ever.

      “Because I am his princess and my mother is his ruler. He worships at my feet, as should you. I know you are a wolf. My mother is your ruler, too. Show the respect I deserve.”

      “You’re not my princess, you unworthy bitch, and your mother will never be my queen,” the woman spat. “I am Cassandra Snelgrove, wolf-leader of the Dissidents. Now give me my father, or I will command my dragons to show you what they are capable of.”
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      Avery stood her ground. At last, she was coming face-to-face with the woman who had orchestrated so many attacks against her.

      “Surprise,” Cassandra said, misreading Avery’s reactions.

      “I’m hardly surprised,” Avery informed her. “At the fact that you exist, that is. I’m well-aware that you’ve been floundering around, picking up the broken pieces of your little revolution. I’m much more shocked that you’re willing to show your face in public, considering your father’s demise.”

      “I have no interest in bantering with you,” Cassandra said. “Dragons,” she called as if she were summoning a waiter in a quiet restaurant.

      The piercing screech from overhead sounded like a whole host of fingernails on the universe’s largest chalkboard. Avery looked up in time to see that the dragons were flying in opposite directions. Each had an edge of the border gripped in its talons and as they flew apart, the shield peeled open like an orange. Avery had never seen anything like it.

      “What’s the plan?” Diesel asked. She could feel the tension radiating from him. He was in action mode, prepared to jump at the first order he was given.

      Avery turned to look over her shoulder. The group behind her was ready. They had prepared for this sort of thing. No one looked frightened—they were all fighters in their own ways.

      “We stand our ground,” she said. “We fight.”

      The cry that came up from the crowd was nothing compared to the continued squeal of the border being felled.

      A walkie-talkie crackled from the seat of a nearby car. Roxy’s voice came across, though it was distorted by static. “What the hell is going on out there? We’re losing it!”

      “Someone give her a report,” Avery commanded.

      She turned back to face the border. It would be a matter of seconds before the thing split in front of her. If they were lucky, the opening would be narrow enough that the crowd outside would have to filter in.

      Cassandra had stepped back. She wore a cruel smile as she watched the dragons doing their thing. Avery eyed the tactical vest she was wearing. The only reason she would wear something like that was if it held useful secrets. Avery clenched her fists. They knew what she was capable of, but she wasn’t going to give them a sneak peek before the main event.

      The border flickered, but held right until the last second. In the end, it was a tiger who burst through the barrier first.

      A gunshot rocked the air, from somewhere close to Avery’s right.

      Diesel stood, sleek black pistol aimed and ready for the next intruder.

      The tiger crumpled to the ground, but there was no telling how long he would stay down.

      “Guns to an R & B fight? He’s UNITY,” Cassandra called to her crowd.

      That was all it took to bring the horde forward.

      Bodies clashed as the residents and keepers of Flagler surged forward to meet the onslaught. Animals were everywhere, and Avery’s wolf howled inside her, wanting to join the fun.

      Avery tightened down on the urge to shift. She didn’t want to admit it, but she was concerned about what her wolf would do around Diesel. Right now, he was not her only concern—she had her own mortality to contend with.

      Cassandra stayed back, watching everything.

      “What’s the matter, don’t fight your own battles?” Avery called after she’d ducked a blow from a bear. The giant brown animal collapsed next to the tiger after another gunshot rang out.

      “I could ask the same of you,” the woman responded.

      Cassandra’s eyes were on Diesel and Avery watched her slide a hand up to her tactical vest.

      She wasn’t prepared for what the woman drew forth. A purple Advocacy gleamed between her fingers. The color didn’t provide a solid indication of what the thing could do. Each Advocate’s colors were individualized. Purple for Avery could mean something different than the one she was looking at. From the grimace on Cassandra’s face, though, Avery knew the female wasn’t an Advocate. That was borrowed magic. It might be strong, but in her hands it wouldn’t have a full impact.

      Still, when the woman launched it at Diesel, Avery threw herself in the way. With her hands outstretched, she blasted out the first thing that would come to her. The magic sent the purple Advocacy off course. It collided with a Seeker who doubled over in howls of pain as he clutched his face. Blisters formed across his skin and he retreated blindly toward the border, keening as he ran.

      Before Cassandra could make another move, Avery sent a ball of fire her way, aiming for it to light up her opponent’s vest of tricks. Time seemed to slow as she tracked the swirling orange mass. Cassandra swung left and grabbed an outstretched black lacquered chest from one of her many goons. The lid was already open, and she thrust it before her like a shield. The force of Avery’s flames knocked both the box and Cassandra backwards as the lid slammed closed, containing the rest of the blast. As she secured an intricate latch, Cassandra scrambled back to her feet. She called out to her people: “Fall back!”

      As swiftly as they had crossed the line, the outsiders retreated. Some disappeared and reappeared elsewhere, while others ran. Several took or delivered one last blow before they made it back to their line of vehicles.

      An audible crackle rippled through the air as Roxy’s border resealed, shimmering as if it had never been tampered with.

      “What the fuck?” Diesel said.

      “What happened?” someone else murmured.

      No one else had seen Cassandra seal the Advocacy in that black box.

      Avery rose from the crouch she’d landed in. She threw her shoulders back with a warrior’s air of confidence and triumph. Inside, she was reeling with confusion.

      The dragons glided to gentle landings on either side of Cassandra. They shrank in size until they were nothing but men.

      “I’ve got what I needed,” Cassandra said with a vile leer.

      “That was too easy,” someone murmured.

      “What happened?” someone else asked again.

      “We’ve got the border back up! Is everyone okay?” Roxy’s voice clicked and popped over the walkie.

      The black chest was gone. Cassandra strode forward, head high. What the hell had she done?

      “I’ll ask again,” Diesel growled, “what happens if she touches the barrier?”

      Avery glanced over her shoulder at him. His side arm was still ready in his hand. “That’s an excellent question,” she said.

      Diesel’s brows hitched up once. It was all the encouragement Avery needed.

      If the wolf before her was anything like Snelgrove himself, Avery knew exactly how to handle her.

      “Tell me,” she said, advancing until she was in front of the other female. If not for the border, she and Cassandra would have been standing nigh nose-to-nose. “Were you the first test-tube wolf, or are you merely the most devoted?”

      Jackpot. A twitch at the edge of Cassandra’s left eye told Avery all she needed to know. Getting under the female’s skin would be so easy, it would hardly be fun.

      “I’m not some lab rat,” Cassandra snarled. “I’m his real daughter, and I’m going to show him I’m the only one he needs.”

      “Well, bully for you,” Avery replied. She cast a disparaging look from Cassandra’s head to her toes. “You know, I wondered what a pure-bred child of Nicholas Snelgrove’s would look like. Now I can see that she looks as desperate as her father did when a half-breed tore out his throat.”

      That did the trick.

      Cassandra launched herself forward, forgetting the barrier. The barrier, however, did not forget her. A lightning storm of electricity rocketed through its transparent skin, surging up from the bottom and spider-webbing around until the entire border was alight with crackling energy. Avery stepped back when the static began to lift her hair.

      The world outside the barrier was no longer visible. Inside the barrier, the illusion of being trapped within a lightning strike at midnight was in effect. Radios went off in all directions—the people around Avery were calling in to various checkpoints, alerting them to what was going on.

      Over a walkie to the right, Roxy’s voice could be heard. “We’re holding it steady, don’t you worry about us, darlin’!”

      Avery didn’t have to turn to know that Diesel had moved toward her. The electricity coursing between their bodies was infinitely more intense than the light show happening around them.

      “That answers that,” he said.

      “Guess so.”

      “Are you hurt?”

      Avery considered it for a moment. She hadn’t been injured. But it wasn’t every day that someone captured live magic in a fancy box. She was puzzled over what Cassandra was up to. She decided to go with the simple answer, because Diesel kept moving in. “Of course I’m not hurt. That was awesome!”

      She couldn’t tell if the breath he let out was relieved or exasperated. “You should never have thrown yourself in my path like that. I could have handled her,” he said. His voice was tight.

      “Now, now, Diesel. Don’t be too grouchy with me, or I’ll be forced to ask you about your desire for me.” When she turned to give him a teasing look, she jumped back. He was on top of her, filling all of her personal space. She could feel his breath on her lips when he spoke.

      “Tonight. Our room. I’m shifting.”

      She laughed to disguise the chill that shook her. She felt his absence when he stalked away, but she was also glad to have the space. Had Snelgrove’s daughter been right? Was Diesel looking at her with desire?

      She had seen something dark and terrible flash across Cassandra’s mind when the woman had called Diesel out for his feelings. While Avery wasn’t convinced those feelings existed, Cassandra seemed sure of them. She believed that she could manipulate them, too. Did that female intend to use those feelings against Diesel or against her?

      At the mere consideration of anyone harming Diesel because of her, Avery’s wolf had gone ballistic inside her brain. If Avery were honest, she had felt the same. She could never have stopped herself from jumping in to save him. She hadn’t been able to the night they’d been parted, and she was even less capable of doing so now.

      She continued to face the border and watched as the electricity slowed into gentle pulses before it faded out altogether.

      When it was once again possible to see through the border, the sky had darkened to full night. The land beyond the border was not empty, however. Cassandra Snelgrove was nowhere in sight, but some of the cars and people were still waiting.

      Everyone inside the border stood to attention.

      “Why didn’t they leave?” she heard someone murmur.

      “Enough of this,” Avery said. She needed to make clear to the Dissidents who they were dealing with. They should know, once and for all, that her people were not to be harmed.

      “Avery,” Diesel called a warning.

      “No! I won’t have them sitting out there leering at us and waiting for a time to strike. This place is not for them, and they need to be shown.” She glanced around the crowd. “Stone,” she called to a young man standing nearby.

      He jumped to the alert.

      “Call Roxy. Tell her to initiate the Mail Chute protocol at the north border.”

      He quirked a smile. “For real?”

      “For real,” Avery said.

      While she listened to him make the call, she opened and closed her fists several times, priming herself for magic that would have to be done with speed and efficiency. She would only have one chance to do it right.

      “Let me give the countdown,” Roxy’s voice crackled over the walkie.

      Avery waited.

      5…

      She rubbed her palms.

      4…

      She put them together.

      3…

      She drew magic from deep within her bones.

      2…

      She formed it, making its roundness rigid and tough.

      1…

      She embedded a purpose deep inside the almost-lightless black-purple ball between her hands.

      NOW!

      A hole the size of a fist opened in the wall of the barrier. Its shimmery edges were as pink as bubblegum.

      Avery thrust the Advocacy through the hole and pulled her hand back in time to watch the border seal itself up again.

      She’d narrowly missed being electrocuted, and she let out a delighted laugh of relief.

      “Are you crazy?” Diesel hissed, grabbing her elbow again. “You risked giving them another way in—and getting yourself fried—to drop a bit of broken magic through a hole in the wall?”

      “Broken magic?” Avery said with a snort. “Wait and see, Diesel, honey. Wait and see.”

      He turned to watch, and his jaw clenched until Avery was sure he was grinding his teeth to powder.

      A small, sudden burst of light was swallowed by the darkness like a flashlight dropped into the middle of the dark sea.

      Then a solar flare beamed in an arc across the landscape before them.

      The light was followed by a chorus of confused shouts and car engines turning over, but it was too late for them. The thunderclap that followed was the sonic boom of a sound barrier being broken. If she had done it right, the Advocacy had transported the whole herd several miles away and disoriented them. They would forget how to find Flagler, let alone what they’d come there in search of in the first place.

      She had only to wait until her eyes adjusted to the sudden flash of light to see if she had succeeded.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Five

        

      

    
    
      Diesel looked on in astonishment at the empty land. Mere seconds earlier, that space had been full of people and vehicles.

      “Did you obliterate them?” someone called.

      Avery laughed. “Oh, honey. No. I confused the hell out them and sent them away—never to make it back here again.”

      Cheers went up into the night as Avery returned to the Jeep and retrieved the pouch from its hiding place.

      Diesel would have snatched the thing from her if he’d known how it would affect him. Avery was lucky he was too wary of her magic to make such a rash move.

      “That didn’t solve anything.” He scolded her under his breath as he climbed into the seat beside her.

      “Of course it didn’t,” she said. “But it will keep them from returning to Flagler. That’s all that matters.”

      “That’s not the only thing that matters, Avery. What’s going to stop them from coming after you again the minute we leave here?”

      “Nothing,” she replied. “But they’re welcome to chase me as much as they wish, as long as they’re not trying to destroy all this.”

      “I don’t know whether to think you’re selfless or self-centered,” he said.

      “I’m dedicated,” she said.

      “You’re insane. You could get yourself killed. Really killed.”

      “Mm. Mmm-hmm,” she tapped her chin and pretended to study him with considerable scrutiny. “And how would you feel about that?” she asked.

      She was teasing him. Teasing him after that fight. Only seconds after pulling a stupid, foolhardy stunt. And she’d known exactly who to expect, too. Cassandra Snelgrove, and—what had they called themselves? The Dissidents? They had looked and acted far more organized than a bunch of random assholes out to get a single, dangerous Advocacy. It was clear that Avery still wasn’t being completely open and honest with him.

      He was infuriated. To make matters worse, though, his wolf was thrilled. Inside his mind, his wolf was as exhilarated as Avery appeared to be. The animal wanted more action. More danger. More…Avery.

      He swallowed the feeling and pounded a fist against the side of the car, wishing for all the world that, just once, he could find it in himself to detest her. The concept seemed more foreign than ever.

      “Hey!” Avery scolded. “Watch the paint!”

      He responded by revving the engine into a roar. The other engines joined in. The drivers honked and cheered and did donuts on the sandy road.

      They were celebrating, and Diesel was torn. As he listened to their cheers, he looked over at Avery, and he felt an unexpected, inescapable ripple of laughter start in the base of his belly. It grew larger, filling his stomach, then his chest, and finally bubbling up from his throat. What began as a snort turned into a chuckle that birthed a laugh until he was howling.

      Avery’s laughter had ceased, and she was staring at him with wide eyes. When he caught a glimpse of her expression, his laughter tripled until he couldn’t breathe and he was wiping tears out of his eyes.

      “Are you okay?” she asked, alarmed.

      It only served to amuse him more. “I’m fine,” he choked out. “You’re a wild woman. This is a crazy town. You’re all insane, and it’s catching.”

      She rolled her eyes with a laugh and caught the short, wayward strands of hair that whipped around her face as he drove them back to the bar.

      In the salty sea breeze, with the stars looking down, his wolf nudged him over the line into less-than-innocent curiosity about the woman Fate had chosen to be his mate.

      

      When they got back to the bar, a celebration was in full swing. The crowd was so large, it seemed as if the whole town had come out to party. The red emergency flags had been traded back out for the usual random assortment of designs people preferred.

      Avery watched as Diesel demurred from any congratulations sent his way. When the people around him began to insist he had played a part, though, he accepted hugs and high fives all around.

      Roxy was slumped on a stool at the bar, a tired smile on her face as she watched the revelry.

      “Good job tonight,” Avery said when she had finally slogged through the crowd. She collapsed onto a stool next to the Protector.

      Roxy smiled and stifled a yawn. “I had plenty of help. Had some fun of your own, too, didn’t you, darlin’?”

      Avery winked. “More than you know.”

      Roxy sat up and glanced in Diesel’s direction. Avery looked too, in time to see him get a beer forced into his hand. The crowd was too thick for her to see who had made the presentation. Diesel nodded in appreciation before he tipped the bottle up for a swig. Then, he turned his head, scanning the crowd. When his eyes landed on her, he grinned and lifted his drink in the air.

      “What happened out there?” Roxy asked. Her voice was reverent, and Avery turned a bemused look her way.

      “I have no idea, but—”

      “Hot damn,” Roxy said with a devilish grin.

      Avery wrinkled her nose and smiled, in spite of herself.

      She looked back over at Diesel. He was taller than most and making his way through the crowd toward her.

      Her heart gave an unexpected leap. There was a heat in Diesel's eyes that had never been there before.

      “I’m tired,” she told Roxy.

      “I would be, too,” Roxy said, “if he were sleeping in my room.”

      Avery shook her head and laughed. “You’re hopeless,” she said to Roxy as she turned and headed out toward the back.

      Roxy’s naughty snicker followed her the whole way.

      She could feel Diesel behind her, and his smell waved over her. It was sweet and thick. He was so close she was convinced she could sense him reaching for her.

      “Mr. Black!” Harry cried from one of the lounge chairs. The tiny boy jumped up and ran across the well-lit courtyard. He had a floppy stuffed wolf in one hand, and he tangled himself around Diesel’s legs.

      Diesel chuckled and raised his eyebrows at Avery to request that she take the bottle from him.

      She did.

      Diesel reached down and lifted the toddler up into his arms.

      “Does your mother know you’re out here so late?” Diesel asked.

      “She said it was okay. I wanted to wait up to see if you and Ms. Wells won the fight!”

      “We did win!” Avery cheered to him as she reached up to tickle his cheek.

      He shouted, bouncing the wolf all around.

      “Ms. Wells worked hard. Ms. Galloway did, too,” Diesel confided in the boy. “Everyone worked together to send the bad guys running far, far away.”

      Harry beamed and thrust his hand Avery’s way for a high five, even as a yawn overtook his entire cherubic face. When he drew his arm back in, he snuggled the wolf closer. Avery felt pride for the fact that the little wolf-child could live in comfort and safety, unaware of the true extent of the danger lurking in the world, for another night.

      “Are you sleepy, little man?” she asked him.

      He nodded and gave her a lazy smile.

      “Why don’t we deliver you back to your mother, then, and you can tell her the good news while you get ready for bed,” Diesel suggested.

      Harry nodded again. Avery didn’t think he’d be telling many stories, though. His eyelids were already beginning to droop.

      As Avery trailed behind them, holding Diesel’s drink, she watched the sleepy little head bob up and down on Diesel’s shoulder. Something in her shifted. Not her wolf, but something else. Her heart squeezed, and she thought about her own father. How patient and kind he was—how well he understood her.

      Diesel would be that kind of—

      “Oh, for Fate’s sake,” she said out loud.

      Diesel knocked on Harry’s door. “What’s wrong?” he asked. He went on the alert, and his eyes darted around the courtyard.

      “Nothing,” she murmured through her embarrassment. She tasked herself with clamping down on every emotion she had. And any she would have in the future. And the ones she’d had in the past, too.

      Diesel turned back and delivered a limp, sleeping Harry to his mother, who thanked them both many times, for everything.

      Avery took a deep draw from Diesel’s bottle before she offered it back to him.

      “Cheers,” he said, turning the thing up.

      Avery considered her options to keep from returning to the room with Diesel.

      “I’m going back to the bar,” she said. Her voice wavered, betraying her lack of resolve.

      Diesel was so close his arm brushed against hers. “Yeah? It doesn’t look like that’s where you’re headed.”

      How had they already made it across the courtyard? To Avery’s disbelief, an invisible rope was dragging them up the stairs, to the door of their room.

      Her heart was pounding. Was his?

      She was having trouble breathing. Was he?

      He opened the door for her and waited for her to step in.

      She studied him for a long moment, only moving her eyes when he did. They both looked down at her hands, which were clenching and unclenching. Red light flared from them every time they opened.

      She shook her hands out. “You’re not doing that to me.”

      “I’m not?”

      “No,” she said, turning on him and going through the door. She flipped on the lights and stepped onto the carpet. It was then that she realized she had left her shoes on the beach in her haste at the sound of the siren.

      “Oh!” she cried, seizing the opportunity. “The cooler—we left it down at the beach. I should—”

      She spun around and collided with Diesel.

      “You should?” he asked, closing the door. He slipped his shoulder holster off and placed it on the table—his eyes never left hers.

      “I—”

      “Mmm-hmm?” His ankle holster joined the pile on the table before he closed in on her.

      “What are you doing?” she whispered when he caught her hip and held her in place.

      “I have to shift,” he said. “Remember?”

      He walked closer, pressing his chest against hers and backing her into the wall. He braced his hands on the wall above her head, and he leaned down to search her face. When her eyes darted down to his lips and back up again, his pupils dilated.

      “Undress me,” he said, his words strained.

      “Are you serious?” she balked.

      Her shock drew a deep, rich chuckle from him.

      The rumble of his chest against hers made her knees weak. Her scent was out of control. His was, too. Instinct was calling out to both of them, making them wild.

      “Diesel…” she whispered.

      He stepped in again, pressing closer against her.

      “Are you afraid?” he asked.

      “Never,” she said, defiant.

      “Do you want me to let you go?”

      She couldn’t speak, so she shook her head.

      “Then do it.”

      With shaking fingers, she reached for the bottom hem of his shirt. She tried to draw it up, but he was too close to her. She sucked in her own stomach to create the room she needed to get the fabric moving. His eyes were on her face, and every time she moved, he countered her so that their noses stayed in line. When she had the shirt up to his chest, he assisted only with the maneuver of getting it over his head. When the shirt was at his wrists, he slung it off.

      She cleared her throat and challenged him with her eyes.

      He leaned closer, his lips brushing her ear. “I didn’t tell you to stop,” he said.

      She dipped her head to see what she was doing, but he hooked a finger under her chin and tipped her face back up to his. He leaned his forehead against hers and ran his nose across her cheek.

      Avery fumbled blindly for his belt and pants. Heat crawled up her spine and dampness began to pool between her legs. When the buckle, button, and zipper were all undone, the pants fell away.

      She swallowed and reached for his waist, ready to feel for boxers, if there were any.

      He inched back, still holding her gaze. “That’s good enough,” he said. Those were the last words he spoke before he morphed into his enormous black wolf, leaving a few shreds of plaid fabric on the floor behind him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Six

        

      

    
    
      Diesel’s wolf was more magnificent than Avery remembered. She watched in stunned confusion as he turned away from her and meandered across the room to the bed she’d been using. He jumped up onto it and nosed together the pajamas she’d tossed on the pillow. Then he turned and sat, holding the things in his mouth and waiting for her to take them.

      Usually, around a wolf she didn’t know or hadn’t seen in a long time, Avery would hold her head high and make eye contact to demonstrate her dominance. She dropped her eyes as she reached to take the pajamas from him.

      “Uh…thanks,” she said.

      He snorted and gave a single tail wag.

      She crossed to the bathroom and closed the door behind her. The compulsion to run the shower and freak out was choking her, but it would do no good. Diesel’s wolf had better senses than Diesel had in human form. He would be able to hear her if she cried—he would be able to smell the emotions and the tears, too.

      She braced her hands on the edge of the counter. Why would she cry over this? She had been crying too much lately. Maybe it had something to do with whatever Fate had taken from her—whatever would prevent her from making her way to the Forest.

      Her thoughts roamed back over the day. Diesel was in all of them. Diesel on the beach with the colors of the sunset on his face. Diesel in the car, challenging her actions. Diesel in the road, defending her and shooting down anyone who came close. Diesel in the bar, looking for her and smiling when he found her.

      Was she starting to feel sorry for keeping secrets from him? Maybe relying on him wouldn’t be so bad, after all. It might even be nice to…

      “Oh, no,” she whispered, closing her eyes. “Oh, that’s not even fair.”

      Could she deny what she’d felt, though, when he’d been pressed against her? Moreover, could she deny what she’d felt in the courtyard?

      A whimper outside the bathroom door pulled her from her thoughts.

      “Be right out,” she called to Diesel’s wolf.

      A deep, impatient groan sounded, and she bit her lip.

      It was the excitement of a victory. The night had everyone keyed up. That was all. In the morning light, everything would be back to normal.

      She slipped out of her clothes and into the pajamas. Looking at the little shrimp pushing a lawn mower made her feel better. The one in a chef’s hat flipping a burger on the barbecue grill helped, too.

      

      When she finished in the bathroom, she opened the door to find Diesel’s wolf sitting and waiting for her. He was on guard with his ears and eyes alert, but he was otherwise as motionless as a statue.

      Her bed was a sight to behold. The sheets and comforter had been rumpled and pulled every which way. Diesel’s wolf walked along behind her and came to a seat by her leg while she stood, surveying the wreckage.

      He had made her a bed. The sheets were nested in the way he thought would be most comfortable. He looked up at her, and she couldn’t help but smile.

      “This looks very comfortable,” she said. “Thank you.”

      He grunted his pleasure and turned away to jump onto the bed his human counterpart had been using.

      She was surprised, and a little disappointed—she had supposed he was planning to sleep in her bed.

      But there he lay, facing the door with his head up.

      His nose twitched, and Avery sighed.

      “Oh, honey, I think we’re going to have to have a talk,” Avery said.

      Diesel turned his eyes to her, and he studied her for a moment. Strange how the gesture was so similar to the way he would have done it in human form.

      Avery reached over and turned off the light.

      

      When Diesel woke the next morning, he was naked on top of the sheets of his bed. Avery was turned on her side, facing away from him, and he blinked several times. Confusion swept over him as he looked around the room. Some of her things had been spread out across the floor in an untidy circle. The clothes were bunched and twisted. He rose, careful not to disturb her when the bed creaked, and went to inspect the scene.

      Thick, wavy black wolf hairs were on every single item.

      His wolf, he realized, had decided to take charge. The liberties his wolf had taken should have embarrassed him. He had worked and trained for many years to ensure his wolf knew who was in control. The fact that he had no recollection of rolling in Avery’s clothes was a clear indication that his wolf had blocked him out.

      “So we’ve both got that trick up our sleeves,” he whispered.

      Motion from Avery’s bed caught his attention, and he stepped into the bathroom to shield his nudity. Avery might draw the wrong conclusion if she woke to find him standing naked in the middle of the room.

      When she didn’t wake, he gave the clothes a helpless shrug and bundled them up together. He shoved them into the shopping bag that looked most like their potential source.

      Then he gathered his own things and got ready.

      

      Diesel slipped out the door and hurried down to the bar. He didn’t know how soon Avery would wake and he wanted to have breakfast waiting for her when she did. They had a lot to discuss, and there was no reason to do it on an empty stomach.

      As he’d learned during their few days in Flagler, there was a buffet line set up on the far side of the bar for patrons and residents to serve themselves. There was also a menu to order from. Avery didn’t order from the menu. She preferred the things at the buffet. Fruit—a lot of it—and wedges of waffle. A tidy pile of sausage links. A little cup of syrup. And orange juice, he couldn’t forget that.

      He looked down at the two trays he’d loaded, trying to see if he was missing anything important.

      “Hungry?” Roxy asked, eyeing the stockpile he had created.

      “It was a big night,” Diesel answered, aware that she was watching him.

      “She’s somethin’, isn’t she?”

      Diesel set the trays on a nearby table and crossed his arms.

      “How come neither one of you wants to talk about it?” Roxy asked, shaking her bar mop in his direction. “You’re crazy about each other. I don’t know how the hell you’ve managed to stay apart for this long.”

      Diesel opened his mouth to respond, but when he considered her words, he thought better of it.

      “Uh-huh. See? Neither one of you will admit it.” Roxy gave a disdainful scoff and went back to wiping the surface of the bar in perfect circles.

      Diesel, unable to help himself, abandoned the trays and moved closer to the bar.

      “She, uh”—he paused to clear his throat, then lowered his voice—“she doesn’t talk about me?”

      Roxy gave him a slow smile. “I didn’t say that. I said she doesn’t talk about it.”

      “So…she does talk about me?”

      “I didn’t say that, either,” she said. “Damn, boy, you were in UNITY. If you can’t figure this one out for yourself, you’ll make me question everything I’ve ever heard about how good an agent you were.”

      With that, she hooked a handful of empty pitchers from the counter and strode off to the kitchen.

      Diesel retrieved his trays and set off for the room with an extra spring in his step that he would never have admitted to.

      

      Avery was where he had left her. Her choppy hair was tangled all over her pillow. She grumbled when a sliver of sunlight from the door passed across her face. The smell of breakfast was too tempting, though. Her eyes blinked open, and her face turned red at the sight of him.

      Diesel fought the smile that tugged at his lips. He wasn’t about to grin like a damned fool.

      He placed the first tray on the small table near the door, then went back to gather the second one from the bench outside.

      By the time he set the second one down, Avery was sitting up in bed.

      “How did you sleep?” he asked as he began moving all the plates off the trays to set the table. He had pocketed two sets of silverware that were wrapped in napkins.

      “So hard,” she answered, her voice still thick with sleep. “I didn’t wake up once. You?”

      Diesel thought about the heap of clothes covered in wolf fur and grinned. “I had a great night.”

      A hint of embarrassment swirled through the air and Diesel chuckled.

      He scooted the table and a chair closer to the bed. Avery crawled across the covers and sat cross-legged on the edge of the bed.

      They ate in silence, excepting the sounds of their silverware. Diesel was entertained by Avery’s awkwardness. Every time they reached close to the same part of the table, she yanked her hand back. When he caught her looking at him, she blushed and looked away.

      “I need to leave today,” she said, her voice quiet and even. Diesel wondered how long she had prepared the simple speech to deliver it without allowing her words to warble.

      “Okay,” he said. He stabbed another couple of sausage links.

      “You’re not going to ask me why?” she asked.

      “I figure you’ll tell me if I need to know,” he replied.

      She tossed her fork down.

      “You can’t do this,” she said.

      He looked up.

      “All of this—this—you. You can’t.”

      He wiped his mouth with a napkin before he rested his elbows on the edge of the table and leaned in. “If I’m understanding correctly, you’d like me to be less me.”

      “No!” she cried. “I want you to be more you and less whatever you’re being now.”

      He held his arms out, examining what he could see of his body to detect where she was finding fault.

      “Stop that,” she commanded. “You know what I mean. Argue with me. Tell me I’m foolish. Scold me, for Fate’s sake.”

      He sat back in his chair, eyes glued to her as he crossed his arms. “Scold you? Have you done something to warrant a scolding?”

      “Of course I have! Remember all those people who are after me? The very reason I need to stay on the move? Don’t you want to know what else I’ve been keeping from you?”

      “I do,” he said. “Now finish your breakfast. We’ll have plenty of time to talk on the drive.”

      “The drive.” She stared at him.

      “Yes. The drive. To wherever you want to go when we leave here.”

      She shoved herself back from the table. Because of her position on the bed, the tiny thing listed toward Diesel. He caught it and scooted the plates and cups back into position.

      Avery rushed around the bed. “I’ve been stupid, Diesel. Reckless. A danger to myself and others. And you know now that I’ve been keeping you in the dark on stuff. Why aren’t you holding that over me? Why aren’t you giving me a lecture or leaving me to fend for myself?”

      He rose and crossed to her.

      “I’m not undressing you again!” she cried, throwing her hands up between them.

      He chuckled. “I had no intention of asking you to,” he said. “Not right now, at least.”

      “Oh, for Fate’s sake,” Avery snapped. She spun and grabbed the first bag she came across, taking it with her as she stormed into the bathroom. She slammed the door behind her.

      “Get the things ready,” she ordered from behind the closed door. She was putting on her best royal voice. “I want to leave as soon as I’m dressed.”

      “Of course,” he answered, stifling another laugh.

      Avery, the queen of calm-and-collected overconfidence, was in a full-on panic over his attention. He could understand why she had so much fun tormenting him. He had never seen her so agitated.

      She was interested in him and, Fate forgive him, he was going to tease her mercilessly. She was going to have to blush as payment for every single time she had given him hell, and he was going to enjoy watching that reaction.

      He devoured another waffle as he gathered the duffels and bags of gear they’d brought. He tossed the few things he had removed from his own pack back into their respective places. He was short only a pair of boxers, and he knew exactly what had happened to those. At the thought, his wolf popped his head up, ready to take over. Diesel shrugged him off, though, because wolves couldn’t drive.

      His only disappointment, he realized, was that his wolf hadn’t gotten a chance to run in the ocean at night. When Avery had suggested it, it had sounded pretty nice.

      “We should go get that cooler from the beach,” Diesel said. Even he was shocked by the lightness in his voice. “Our shoes are still down there, too.”

      “Whatever. That’s fine,” Avery called over the sound of the sink.

      Diesel piled the bags by the door. If Avery wanted to leave as soon as she was dressed, he would make it possible.

      “Diesel!” she shrieked from the bathroom.

      If she had sounded alarmed, he would have broken the door down.

      But her voice held no alarm—only astonishment and annoyance.

      “Why the hell is there wolf hair all over my clothes?!”
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      Diesel seemed to be at complete ease behind the wheel of his Jeep. He hadn’t blinked once when Avery told him she wanted to go back to Fairview. He’d had everything ready to go by the time she was dressed, as she had demanded.

      Unfortunately, Avery hadn’t thought far enough ahead. There were things she needed to do before she could take off. For starters, she wanted to check in one last time with the people who were staying at Roxy’s. Avery didn’t feel comfortable leaving until she was sure she had done as much as she could for everyone.

      Diesel had offered to split the duties with her. He paid visits to half the residents at the hotel. Then he moved on to the bar to speak with several of the Flagler citizens on her behalf.

      By the time they were ready to get on the road, a large crowd had gathered at Roxy’s to see them off. Roxy lamented at great length that there hadn’t been time to host them for a meal at her place.

      “Why did Roxy wink at you so much?” Avery accused after being silent for the first hour on the road.

      Diesel looked over from the wheel. “She likes me.”

      “No, she doesn’t,” Avery said. “Well, she might. But that’s not why.”

      Diesel was quiet for a moment. The sun glinted off his pale hair. He hadn’t shaved in at least two days. The dark shadow across his jaw contrasted his hair in a way that made it hard for Avery to tear her eyes away.

      “You know why,” he said. He glanced over at her before he cast his gaze back out to the road. They had been staying vigilant, waiting and watching for signs that they were being followed. The gun from his ankle holster was resting on the floorboard between them, within easy reach. His shoulder holster was loaded up and ready, as well. He had even told Avery to be on standby to prepare some magic, just in case. The guns were the only thing convincing her Diesel hadn’t been body-swapped by an alien race.

      “Would it be so crazy if it weren’t us?” he asked. “If we didn’t have the history we do, I mean.”

      Avery was shocked at the candor of his question. Perhaps that’s why her answer was honest. “I haven’t kept my distance from you because of that. It has nothing to do with our history, Diesel. At least not on my part.”

      “Mine either,” he said.

      “Oh, please. It has everything to do with our history for you. You practically said so yourself, just now.” Avery reasoned.

      “I have no problem with our history. I would argue, though, that you do.”

      She scoffed. “How so?”

      “Why else would you take so much pleasure in teasing me? In breaking the rules and rubbing your civil disobedience in my face?”

      “Because you’re unyielding. You follow all these orders and regulations without ever once questioning them because you’re told they’re right. You take pleasure in imposing those rules on me whenever you can.”

      He chuckled.

      “Don’t laugh at me,” she said.

      “Then tell me what rules I imposed on you in Flagler.”

      Avery sputtered and attempted to speak. She thought back, trying to come up with something he had done that would serve as an example for her argument.

      She found nothing.

      In fact, since they had arrived in the town, he had done everything she had asked of him without question or reservation. Even when they’d butted heads over the fight with Cassandra, he’d yielded to her.

      “That’s not all,” she said. “There are other reasons it wouldn’t be…we wouldn’t…”

      “Enlighten me,” he said. He glanced over at her again, and his amusement became her aggravation.

      “You’re grumpy and stern. And you think you know better than everyone around you. And…and…” she searched to find something else to accuse him of. Anything would do. “And you don’t have an impulsive bone in your body,” she concluded.

      Diesel nodded at each of her objections, taking them in without any further response.

      The silence instantly became too much. She was destined to be driven mad by the fact that he offered no assessment in return.

      “I know you’ve never wanted me to be your mate!” she said. “Obviously, I did something at some point to make you think that way.”

      He smirked. “This is good. Go on, Avery. Tell me everything you think is in my head. In my heart.”

      That last word shut her up.

      “It’s true that we have a history. We’ll never be able to get away from that. And yes, it’s true that I’ve had my own reservations about us ever getting together. You are impulsive. At times, you’re the very embodiment of the word. You are also impertinent and often inappropriate. But now I can see that you use those qualities to your advantage. You’ve grown into them and have made them into strengths of your character. Not everyone can do that.”

      She was stunned.

      “But”—she found her words carefully—“but you never once said anything positive to me. While I was training under you, all you could do was find fault. Even when I first arrived at your house, when we were first reunited, you were so offended by me.”

      “Those are two very different accusations,” he said. “May I address them both?”

      His tone was even, gentle, and patient. She could hardly believe the civility between them.

      She nodded, giving him the permission he requested.

      “When you were my trainee, I was too hard on you. I can admit that now. I don’t want to defend my reasons for it, but I do want you to understand why.” He paused, and she wondered if he would pull over, based on the earnest look on his face.

      He continued to drive, though, as he spoke. “Your mother assigned you to my team. That was an enormous amount of pressure, and I was young. I didn’t know how to handle it. The idea that your well-being, that the life of my leader’s daughter was in my hands… I’d like to think it was enough to make any wolf sweat a little. I trained you hard because I wanted to be positive that you could handle yourself. If a time came where you had to stand on your own, I wanted to know that you would succeed. I wanted to know that you could make it out alive. I didn’t have to worry. You’ve made it through far worse than I ever imagined you might encounter, and you taught yourself how to do it. That’s impressive.”

      He seemed to collect his thoughts before he continued.

      “When you showed up at my house, I was working under the assumption that you had been out in the world doing things you shouldn’t have been doing. The last time I saw you, things ended in disaster. And then you were gone, and the only things I heard about you were bad.”

      “That was on purpose,” she murmured.

      He frowned over at her.

      “If people knew what I was doing—the stuff in Flagler, the missions that have supported that—I wouldn’t have been able to keep it up. I can’t work outside of UNITY and be my mother’s daughter at the same time. Not a daughter the race looks up to, at least. The dangerous reputation has been curated. I didn’t know it would fool even you.”

      “I was afraid for my pack, and I acted accordingly. If I had known the truth, I never would have treated you the way I did,” he explained. “Even without knowing the truth, I could have been less petty about it,” he added with an apologetic smile. “You would be surprised, though. It wouldn’t be difficult for the wolf race to look up to you. You’re still their leader’s daughter. I’m among the worst you would have to convince, and you’ve already figured me out.”

      He gave her one last look before he focused back on the road and fell silent.

      Avery ran their conversation back in her head. What had he been asking, really, at the beginning of it?

      “Grumpy and stern? Not impulsive?” Diesel repeated suddenly. “Those are the reasons you wouldn’t want me for a mate?”

      “I know what I like,” she said, attempting a careless shrug. She drew her knees up to her chest and leaned her cheek against them. With her head turned to the open passenger window, she closed her eyes and held her breath, trying to get her emotions under control. She didn’t want to cry this time. She felt more likely to make him pull the car over. He wasn’t the things she accused him of anymore. Or maybe he still was, and she no longer cared. She wished he would take her hand, but she knew better. She closed her eyes and let the rocking of the car lull her to sleep.

      

      Diesel pulled the car into a small parking lot. He knew nothing about the hotels in the area and hadn’t bothered with his phone since he was driving. He glanced over at Avery. She was tucked into what had to be an uncomfortable position and was being held in only by her seatbelt. Every once in a while, he had to reach over and bring her head back into the car. The scents surrounding her swirled with too many options for him to understand—a clear indicator that she was suffering a case of mixed emotions even as she dreamed.

      The parking lot was quiet, and the area seemed safe. He couldn’t scent any members of the R & B, at least. He pulled the car right up to the front door, making his own parking space. He judged, from his view through the plate glass lobby windows, that the desk was right by the door. He would be able to see Avery while he secured a place for them to stay, but he wouldn’t have to wake her until a room was ready.

      He slid out from behind the wheel and headed into the lobby.

      Soft background music played over the burbling of a fountain that was built into the far wall.

      “Good evening sir,” the clerk at the desk said. His voice was hushed in a way that told Diesel the man was used to the night shift at the hotel. “How may I help you?”

      “I’d like a room,” Diesel said. “Two adults. For one night.”

      “Of course,” the man said as he began tapping away at his computer. “We have several available. Would you like an ocean view for the evening?”

      Diesel glanced out at Avery, who was still sound asleep.

      “Sure,” he said. Then a thought occurred to him and he leaned across the counter. “Actually, my wife and I are on our honeymoon. Do you have anything extra special?”

      The man’s face brightened. “Congratulations!” he said. He tapped some more. “I think I have just the thing.”

      

      “Avery, honey,” Diesel whispered. He touched her cheek.

      She shot up like she’d been zapped—which, of course, she had. He rubbed the sting out of his own fingers.

      “Where are we? This isn’t Fairview,” she mumbled as she looked around.

      “No,” he said. “I grabbed a hotel. We can’t go any farther tonight.”

      “Oh.” She sat up and pushed her hair back into place.

      “Think you can stay awake long enough to give me a hand with the gear?” he asked.

      They’d gotten the loading and unloading process down to an art and were both strong enough to do it in one trip. She nodded and unbuckled her seatbelt. He reached for her hand to help her down. To his surprise, she took it and let him assist her. When their skin met, they both sucked in breaths. It could have been from pain or from pleasure or both. Who was to say for sure?

      He helped her load bags and packs onto her back and arms. He slid one of the room keys out of its little paper sleeve and studied the number. The clerk had given him directions on where they were headed. It wasn’t too far. He slid the key back into its place and clenched the sleeve between his teeth as he gathered up the remainder of the gear.

      Avery followed behind him. “This place looks too nice. I hope my mother is reimbursing you for all of this.”

      Diesel frowned and glanced over his shoulder. “Why would you mother reimburse me for anything?” he asked around the keys between his teeth.

      The number he was looking for was supposed to be around the next corner…

      Yep. As the clerk had described. Third floor, and the only room he would find.

      Diesel dropped enough of the gear to retrieve a key and use it. He opened the door and stepped back to wait for Avery to go through it.

      She shook her head and stayed put. “I thought…the clothes and…why would you pay?”

      “Because I don’t think it would be so crazy if it were us.”

      She dropped her gaze.

      “You first,” he said.

      She went past him into the dark room. He held his breath and hoped it would be as good as the man at the desk had promised.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Eight

        

      

    
    
      Avery got a good view of her surroundings even before the lights came on. She stood in the middle of an expansive room and stared around her, still holding all the gear and bags.

      “What did you do?” she whispered.

      The door shut behind her and Diesel offloaded his things in a small vestibule to the left.

      She turned when he began taking bags from her. He didn’t say a word as he hefted the heavy baggage onto his own back and shoulders and carried it all away to join its brethren.

      Avery felt giddy as she looked around her. The room they’d walked into was only the beginning. It was lit by a chandelier of metal palm fronds. Each of the delicate fronds curled down and cupped a globe of light. Beneath the chandelier sat a round table that was bedecked with a gargantuan arrangement of tropical flowers.

      Diesel came to her side, sharing the moment to check out the opulence.

      “What did you do?” she asked again.

      “It’s just a room,” he said with a shrug.

      “It’s not just a room,” she retorted. She giggled and moved forward, into the next room. It was huge and open with a glossy white tile floor and voluminous white curtains along every wall. Directly ahead was a sitting area with pale rattan chairs surrounding a glass-topped table. To the right, a doorway led off into a sumptuous bathroom. Beyond that was the bed, set back in a wide alcove of its own, covered by a plush white duvet and piled high with pillows.

      Avery crossed to the curtains and searched for a place to pull them back.

      “I think…” Diesel spoke from the doorway of the room, where he pressed a button on a complicated-looking panel on the wall.

      The whole long chain of curtains was one unit. When he pressed the button, the curtain eased back with a soft whirring sound to reveal that the wall was nothing but windows. The view was all palm trees, ocean, and moonlight.

      Diesel was still standing in the doorway, arms crossed. His look was every bit as expectant as his wolf’s had been the night before. He was waiting for her approval.

      “This is incredible,” she said.

      His lips twitched with a smile. “It’s just for one night.”

      She turned back to look out at the ocean. Moonlight tipped the waves and made them mysterious shifters in their own right.

      “Avery,” he said, much closer.

      She turned, heart fluttering, and crossed to meet him in the middle.

      “We could try it,” he said. “Fate put us together for a reason. Don’t you want to know why?”

      She was going to say yes—to whatever it was he was asking. But she wasn’t going to make it easy on him.

      “I don’t know, Diesel,” she said, tugging the hem of his shirt to let him know she was teasing.

      His right eyebrow hitched and the mischievous look that flashed over his features made it hard to breathe. “You said I was stern and grumpy. But look how nice I’m being,” he said giving her an extra-large, dazzling smile.

      She laughed out loud. “I didn’t know you had that many teeth,” she said, tugging his shirt again, drawing him in.

      “And I booked the nicest suite at this hotel with no notice and without you having any clue. That’s a little impulsive,” he said.

      “Hmm. A little,” Avery said, closing the distance between them.

      “Only a little?” Diesel asked, backing out her reach. The flicker of mischief passed over his face again, and he gave her a wolfish smile.

      He snagged the bottom of his shirt and whipped it off over his head, revealing all the muscles she hadn’t been able to look at the night before.

      She had seen him without a shirt before. Hadn’t she? Of course—she had met his wolf before the previous evening. Only, she didn’t remember ever feeling the way she did now about his appearance. She could hardly recall her own name, let alone memories from years earlier.

      He didn’t stop with his shirt. He leaned down and untied his boots. It took an eternity for him to remove the things.

      Avery watched him work, and the heat crawled up her spine, across her shoulders, around her neck, and into her cheeks. Her wolf was taking as much pleasure in it as she was and she mentally backed the creature down.

      When he stood upright again, he was working on his belt buckle.

      “You’re impulsive,” she said, admitting defeat.

      He grinned up at her from under lowered brows. “A little,” he parroted as he slid the belt free. He let it slither through his hand, and when the buckle finally clinked on the tile floor, Avery felt her stomach drop. He was going to do it. He was going to strip all the way down in front of her.

      What would happen then?

      Should she be stripping too?

      He popped the button on his jeans with one hand and went for the zipper. The self-assured grin he gave as he unzipped the pants made Avery’s toes curl.

      She swallowed around the sudden dryness in her mouth and kept her eyes glued to his imposing frame.

      His thumbs went to the open flaps of his jeans. They dipped inside the boxers she could see beyond that. At the soft whoosh of the fabric sliding down his legs and hitting the floor, Avery was sure she would pass out. She’d been holding her breath for too long, and her heart was racing.

      There he was. Diesel, in all of his…well, nothing. She only got a split-second peek at the front before he turned and gave her a view of the rear.

      “Dammmmit,” she groaned as she watched him. Wait…where was he going?

      “You coming, Ms. Wells?” he called over his shoulder.

      I could be, she thought.

      She followed like her tongue—which she was certain was lolling out of her mouth and dripping drool on the tile—had been sewn to the divinely sculpted ass cheeks of Diesel Black.

      He didn’t stop at the bedroom door. And then, he didn’t stop at the door to the room itself. He opened the thing and strode out into the open-air walkway. Completely bare-assed.

      Avery followed him out the door, which she closed behind her.

      On he went, along the walkway, down several flights of stairs. Still naked. The twin globes of his rear taunted her as they flexed and stretched with each move he made.

      He swaggered all the way to the pool, and when he reached its edge, he dove in.

      She stood on the stonework pool deck, gazing into the cerulean water as it rippled and distorted Diesel’s body.

      He surfaced on the other side of the pool, out of good eyeshot—even with enhanced vision—and threw a naughty grin at her.

      “Aren’t you coming, Ms. Wells?” he called.

      She did a double-take between the rooms she could see along the other side of the hotel and Diesel.

      “There are people here,” she hissed, wrapping her arms around her body. “And it’s late! You’ll wake them up.”

      “I’m so spontaneous and impulsive, I can hardly be bothered with things like that,” Diesel said, in his best impression of her.

      She scoffed. “That doesn’t sound anything like me.”

      In retrospect, it sounded almost exactly like her. She couldn’t believe she was the one being sensible.

      “Oh, for Fate’s sake,” she muttered. She didn’t give him the show he’d given her, but the clothes dropped all the same. She jumped into the water and swam his way.

      He darted away from her to the other side of the pool. He was a better swimmer than she and maneuvered as if the water weren’t even there.

      He reversed and jetted toward her. She giggled and dodged him.

      He popped out of the water next to her and scrubbed a hand over his face, wiping away the excess water.

      “Are you impressed, yet?” he asked. His eyebrow jumped like it was challenging her to argue with him.

      “Yes, completely,” she said. “You’re impulsive. And spontaneous. And you don’t seem grumpy or stern at all.”

      “Interesting,” he said.

      Then, without warning, he ducked under the water.

      His hand trailed down the side of her leg. She jumped, squealed, and splashed away from him.

      He pursued her, and she made a circus show in her retreat.

      “Ahem.”

      Avery splashed and dove under to swim farther away.

      “AHEM.”

      She came up and found herself looking at a pair of well-polished black dress shoes.

      She gasped and covered her chest.

      Diesel popped up behind her and grunted his own surprise.

      “I’m so sorry. Mr. Black. Mrs. Black. We had a noise complaint. I don’t wish to ruin your honeymoon, but perhaps you could—ah—retire to your room? I would be delighted to offer you these complimentary robes for the return trip,” the man said. He indicated a tall, fluffy white stack on the lounge behind him.

      “Our apologies,” Diesel said. He pulled up tight against Avery and stretched his arms around either side of her shoulders to rest his hands on the edge of the pool. “We got carried away in our amour.”

      “No, sir, please,” the man said, waving his hands. “I apologize for having to make such a request. Allow me to send you some champagne and a dessert platter for your trouble.”

      Diesel turned his cheek against Avery’s. “What do you think, honey? Will a robe and some dessert relieve the pain of having to leave the pool?”

      She elbowed him under the water.

      “That sounds excellent,” he told the man.

      “I locked us out of the room,” Avery whispered, feeling herself flush when she realized her error.

      Diesel cleared his throat and addressed the man. “And if you’d be so kind as to let us into our room, as well,” he said with all the civility in the world. “We seem to have forgotten our room keys.”

      

      Diesel had led a beet-red Avery to the room by the hand. He didn’t think he would have gotten her there any other way. Every time they touched, his skin ached, and he feared it might melt off. He couldn’t seem to stop touching her, though, and she didn’t seem to mind.

      Once they had been let in, Avery collapsed against the closed door and covered her face.

      “I would never have guessed, in the entirety of my existence, that my most mortifying moment would have been caused by you,” she said. Her laugh was muffled by her hands.

      Diesel leaned against the open doorway to the vestibule with his arms crossed, gazing at her in amusement.

      Her wet blond-and-black hair had dropped down in front of her face. He had always been intrigued by it. Her mother’s hair was the same way, but it didn’t hold the fascination for him that Avery’s did.

      “I can’t believe you told them we’re married. And on our honeymoon?! This is the honeymoon suite, Diesel,” she said. She looked up at him in disbelief. “You decided to show me how wrong I was by doing something so outlandish I would never have guessed it. Ever. I stand corrected.”

      He grinned, even though he was sure the look was goofy—which was one of the reasons he preferred to restrain his smile.

      “I’d like a shower,” Avery said, her eyes turning up to him.

      “I’ll wait for the special delivery,” he said. “But please, go ahead. I can get one later.”

      She nodded and trailed toward the bathroom. Diesel didn’t turn to watch her go, but he felt her turn to look back at him.

      “Go on, honey. I’ll still be here when you get out.”

      Off she went.

      

      When Avery emerged from the bathroom, she was bundled to the neck in the robe the desk clerk had given her. A bottle of champagne and a silver platter of chocolate-covered strawberries awaited her.

      Diesel had turned all the lights out, save the lamp nearest the bedroom door. It was on a dimmer switch, and he had lowered it until it was barely on. Avery padded across the room to where he was sitting, facing the bathroom, waiting for her.

      He stood when she approached. He knew it was old fashioned to stand when a lady entered the room, but Avery was more than just a lady. She was a princess. And she was his mate.

      She reached her hands up to the collar of her robe and separated its lapels. Her hands traveled down to where her breasts remained hidden, and she began to move the fabric away.

      Emmeline’s advice came to mind, and Diesel covered Avery’s hands with his own, halting her motions.

      “Not tonight,” he whispered. He kissed her forehead before leaning his own against it. “I’ve only just learned how much I want you. Let’s savor it. We can have forever if that’s what we want. No need to rush. Let’s take our time.”

      She released her robe and clung to the front of his instead. Half of him expected her to throw his robe open in jest. Half of him hoped she might.

      But she spread her hands on the outside of the fabric, against his chest. There she remained, tucked against his heart.

      

      In the early morning hours, while the moon was still overhead, Avery woke to find Diesel standing at the window and staring out at the ocean.

      “Is something wrong?” she asked. She sat up and tugged the light sheets around her waist, even though she was still bundled in the hotel robe. Her first thought was that he had changed his mind. He didn’t want her, and he didn’t know how to say so.

      When he turned, the look on his face swept her worries away.

      “I didn’t want to wake you, but I couldn’t sleep,” he said, crossing back to the bed. He sat on the edge and braced his hands on either side of her. “You mentioned your wolf enjoyed running in the ocean. Mine is desperate to know what that’s like.”

      Avery reached out and stroked the collar of his robe. “You don’t think we’ve already made the desk clerk’s night eventful enough?”

      He looked over his shoulder at the ocean again. Avery felt his longing, and her wolf nudged her forward.

      “We’ll take our room keys this time,” she said, tugging at the sheets to get her legs free.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Nine

        

      

    
    
      “They’re home!” Reegan shouted from the front porch.

      Diesel drew in a breath and gave Avery a look that said, “Here we go.”

      He released her hand, which he had held off and on throughout the drive home. He seemed to be testing the fit, considering which grip and methods worked best.

      Avery waved as Reegan skipped down the steps, now devoid of any signs of snow.

      There had been no snow anywhere in town. The temperature didn’t hint that the winter mess had ever come, let alone gone. Avery wondered how soon the snow had melted after she and Diesel had left.

      The night they had spent together in the hotel was far from anything Avery could have imagined it might be. They had shared the champagne, the strawberries, and the bed. Their wolves had raced and played in the moonlit waves. But they hadn’t even kissed. Not the slightest brush of lips on anything—except the single kiss Diesel had put on her forehead.

      The restraint was both endearing and exasperating.

      After he’d pinned her against the wall in the room at Roxy’s, she’d felt certain Diesel would come at her with unbridled intensity, if at all.

      The ride home had been more of the same. It was at all times both awkward and wonderful to learn her way around Diesel in light of the changes their trip had wrought.

      “You’re sure about the bunkhouse?” he asked, his concern evident as he took her hand to help her out of the car.

      “I’m sure,” she said. “At least for now. I need some time to ease into the idea of pack life.”

      “Lathan’s going to fight it,” Diesel said.

      “Good thing I, for one, don’t answer to him.”

      “Something else to consider,” he murmured, ending the conversation as his sister drew near.

      She squeezed Avery into a hug. Reegan was a hugger, Avery had already learned. Everyone in the house was. Well, Diesel didn’t seem like a hugger—but now even he was starting to hug her. It was something she would have to get used to.

      She clamped her hands into fists to keep nervous energy from pouring out in the form of light.

      A crowd had gathered on the front porch, and people were trickling out to help unload the gear.

      “Correct me if I’m wrong, mate,” Ren said as he grabbed two of the larger duffels, “but this isn’t the motorcar you left in.”

      “Is that your old Jeep?” Lathan called from the front porch. He was standing behind Grace with his arms wrapped around her. His lips had already returned to the side of her neck.

      Grace looked flushed, and Avery scented a faint fragrance in the wind. She wondered if their return had interrupted an intimate moment between the couple.

      “It is,” Diesel called back. “We made a trade on the way—this one is much better for the beach.”

      “I didn’t think you had this thing anymore,” Thorne said. He grunted when he hefted the last of the bags onto his shoulders. “Why did I feel like it had been stolen?”

      “I don’t know,” Diesel responded without blinking an eye. “It’s been in storage.”

      Avery snorted and followed them inside.

      

      “The bunkhouse wasn’t fit for Diesel and Ren. There’s no way we’re putting a guest up out there,” Lathan said.

      Avery was thankful to be back in their house. It seemed to provide fewer options than the open road and Flagler had. She glanced at Diesel and wondered how much he would laugh if she admitted she was happy for something to be less flexible. On the trip, everything had felt airier and more confusing. Her focus returned upon passing over the threshold into their large home.

      “Thanks for your concern, but I’ve made up my mind. I have no intention of putting your family out any further. I want my things to go in the bunkhouse, and that is where I want to stay until I leave this place.”

      Diesel’s eyes shot to her, and he crossed his arms.

      Lathan peered at Avery narrowly. A shockwave of alpha energy blasted the room. Everyone else around them shuddered or cowered.

      Avery smiled at him as if he were a child showing her a crude, elementary magic trick. “That doesn’t work on me,” she advised.

      “Well, it’s doing a number on these two,” Emmeline said. She hooked her thumb in the direction of Riley and Thorne, who were both trembling.

      “Get out if you’re going to shift,” Lathan told them. Riley bolted for the stairs, but Thorne stood his ground.

      “I’m good,” he said.

      He was not good. Avery could see the war he was having with his emotions. She was the only person who didn’t jump or curse when he shifted without warning.

      Shreds of black sweater rained down over Em and Reegan.

      Diesel rushed for the back door, which he threw open. “One of these days I’m putting in a Fate-forsaken dog door,” he grumbled as he returned to Lathan’s side.

      Avery laughed out loud, and his eyes slid up to her face in a way that told her she could expect to pay for that laughter later.

      Her wolf sat up, and it caused Avery to shiver. She mentally willed the creature back down but knew she would need to shift again soon. Being intimate with Diesel—even in a minor way—was already playing havoc with her two natures.

      “As I said, I’ll be staying in the bunkhouse,” Avery told Lathan. “If anyone would like to help me move my things there, the gesture would be appreciated. Otherwise, I will move them myself.”

      With that, she spun and headed out to where the bags had been left in the living room.

      

      “I think I’m beginning to see why you avoided taking her as your mate,” Lathan said with a chuckle.

      Diesel watched Avery go before he responded. “Yeah, she’s nothing but trouble,” he agreed. His tone didn’t match his words, however, and that fact was not lost on his brother.

      Fourt glanced at Lathan. “Should we give Avery a hand, or...”

      “Well, shit. I can’t keep her out of the bunkhouse if that’s what she wants. By all means,” Lathan told everyone in the room, “she asked for help. Go help her.”

      Fourt rushed out, tailed by the others.

      Em and Grace linked arms and whispered between themselves.

      “Why do I fear whatever it is your mate and her friend have planned?” Diesel asked, crossing his arms again.

      Lathan’s smile verged on downright sinful as he stared at his female. “Because whenever Grace gets anything in her mind, she succeeds at making it happen.”

      “Let’s hope it’s not a celebration,” Diesel muttered. “Avery is nervous enough about being back here.”

      Lathan rubbed a hand over his hair and turned to face Diesel as Fourt and Ren passed with a pair of duffels. He lowered his voice, “Is that why she gave me the extra attitude?”

      Diesel nodded once in affirmation.

      “If she’s going to stay here long-term, we need to work together not to butt heads. She’s above me in authority, but I’m still in charge of the pack.”

      Diesel’s wolf shifted with concern, but Diesel knew Lathan was right. Avery was an alpha Legacy and had no trouble putting anyone under her command. He had witnessed it for himself.

      He nodded once again.

      “You’re still her guard, so I expect you to stay in the bunkhouse, too.”

      “I know,” Diesel said.

      After a brief pause, Lathan said, “Ren’s still staying in your cabin.”

      “I know,” Diesel said.

      Lathan stretched up and slid his hands into his pockets as Grace walked into the room.

      A spicy fragrance swirled into the air—the two scents that made it up were familiar to Diesel, and he cocked a brow at Lathan.

      “In case you want privacy,” Lathan said, the dark smile returning to his face as he gazed at his mate. “I know I do.”

      Diesel gave a short chuckle. “Are you trying to ask me what happened between Avery and me, brother?”

      Lathan began to walk backward away from him. “Nope. I don’t have to. I can already tell,” he said. He caught Grace around the waist and took the handful of bags she had been carrying. He extended his arm to Diesel. “Take these to Avery,” he said with a knowing grin.

      Diesel closed his eyes and took a controlled breath before he strode forward and snatched the things.

      “That’s all of it,” Em informed him as she handed him two more bags. A naughty smile played at the corner of her lips, but she didn’t offer any additional remarks. It was proof that the human knew him better than he would have guessed.

      His brothers knew him, too. They knew how little he shared his intimate thoughts. But they were brothers. It was their job to harass him about such things, and if they didn’t, he would have to worry.

      

      Ren held the bunkhouse door open for Diesel. “I hear you saw my sister,” he said.

      “I want to learn more about her,” Fourt told Diesel. “Ren never talks about his family.”

      “Ask Avery,” Diesel said. “She and Roxy seem to be close.”

      Ren frowned. “That’s shit, mate. You can’t start teaming up with her so early.”

      “Teaming up?” Fourt asked. He appeared content to hang out in the doorway. Surely he would want to know what had happened on the trip.

      Ren slung his arm around Fourt’s shoulders, however, and began to walk him away as he explained, “You see, when the mommy wolf and the daddy wolf decide to—ooph.”

      Fourt had given him a good elbow nudge to the ribs. They both snorted with laughter as they hustled up the deck stairs and away.

      Diesel kicked the bunkhouse door closed behind him and stepped along the narrow trail that had been left between their baggage.

      “They even brought the coolers,” Avery said with a laugh as he approached. “They’re empty. I guess they were just following orders.”

      “What did you mean about leaving?” Diesel demanded, his voice echoing in the chilly alleyway between the bunks. He dropped the last of the bags.

      Avery looked up, her brows drawn in question.

      “You said to Lathan that you wanted your things to be in the bunkhouse until you leave this place.”

      Avery abandoned the shopping bag she had been emptying. “I did say that.”

      “Are you going to leave?” he asked.

      He watched her hands as she opened and closed them. The faint red glow of her energy entranced him.

      “That depends on you, doesn’t it?” she asked.

      They looked at each other for a long time, each struggling to find the right words to speak.

      Avery tried hers out first.

      Her reply was quiet and tentative—the gentleness surprised him.

      “I’m not an idiot, Diesel. I know that the way I’ve conducted my life doesn’t mesh with the way your pack lives. Your brother is on the wolf council, for Fate’s sake. While we were gone, it seemed so possible to come back here and stay, blissfully unaware of the facts. But danger follows me wherever I go. How will your family react when they know what I’ve been doing—even if I believe in it. Even if it’s the right way. We’re both more than a century old. Your siblings aren’t much younger than that. They’ve lived under UNITY for long enough to be dependent on it.”

      “We’ll find a way to make it work,” he said. He stepped forward to stroke a length of the black in her hair.

      “You’re touching me too gently,” Avery whispered.

      “I know,” he replied.

      “I liked it better when you didn’t,” she said. Her eyes went to his lips.

      Ignoring the possible meaning of her words, he followed the course her eyes had taken instead.

      Without hesitation, he tangled both hands into her hair and kissed her.

      He kissed her for every time she had annoyed and teased him; for each ounce of haughty attitude she had ever flung his way; for the first time he had seen her in wolf form and for the last time he had seen her face before they went their separate ways. And when he was done kissing her for those things, he kissed her for the fact that she was there, in his arms.

      Avery broke off the kiss, panting as she clung to his shirt.

      “Diesel—” she began.

      “Should I apologize for kissing you?” he asked.

      “No,” she said.

      So he kissed her again, wrapping her up in his arms, pulling her tight against him. His skin burned where he touched her, but the pain dissipated the longer they held contact.

      “Don’t leave,” he murmured against her lips when he slowed to give her air. “I swear to you, we’ll find a way to make it work.”

      “You want me to run a revolution out of your home?” she asked with disbelief. “How can you be the same man who trained me in UNITY?”

      “I’m far from that man,” Diesel said, keeping her close. “I know I wasn’t born the man you wanted, but Fate can help change me into the man you need me to be. You’ll see.”

      “Fate doesn’t have to change you,” Avery told him. She ran her hand down the stubble that covered his jawline, and Diesel pressed his face into her touch. “She’s already changed me.”
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      In the weeks that followed, Avery settled in with the pack. The transition was awkward at first, like a puzzle piece that needed to be turned many ways before it found a fit. She found her place, though, and Diesel couldn’t imagine life without her there.

      The pack, outside of Fourt and Diesel, wasn’t sure what it was Avery did. Diesel wondered at how much Ren knew, from his own sister’s involvement. Fourt said Ren knew nothing about what, exactly, went on in Flagler.

      “He told me he and his family aren’t close,” Fourt said. He was trailing along behind Diesel, helping him unload and check the supplies they needed for a renovation and reinforcement project they were supposed to start the next week. They unhooked the last of the heavy blue tarps that were covering the upraised pallets of supplies.

      “Really?” Diesel asked, his mind absent from the conversation.

      Diesel had been finding it harder to focus on the business he and his brothers ran—not a great thing, since he’d taken a more substantial leadership role in it when Lathan had assumed Snelgrove’s spot on the UNITY council. It was Avery. Her presence kept him keyed up all the time. He was aware, thanks to his wolf’s focus, when she moved from room to room. He could sense her right now in the great hall.

      “He muttered something about how his parents don’t understand, and then he said something else about not being able to be close to anyone, ever. After that, he got weird, and then he went shuffling off talking to himself. He did a disappearing act before I could stop him,” Fourt informed Diesel. He tapped a pencil against the side of a pallet of floor tiles. “This house job is going to be big. These clients are eating up the new techniques you learned about in Flagler,” Fourt added. He made a note on the paper-filled clipboard he was carrying.

      “Hmm,” was all Diesel said.

      He could picture what Avery was doing, and it made him long to go to her side. The familiarity she’d developed with the rest of the members of the pack was reassuring. The habits she had formed made him feel like she was already an irreplaceable part of their home.

      She had taken to sitting and chatting with Grace when she worked on the bookwork in the afternoons. He felt guilty whenever Grace stepped in and offered to do it, but he knew she wanted to contribute to the pack. If her contribution meant he didn’t have to touch the computer, Diesel let her have at it. He would continue to do so, too, until Lathan took offense.

      “Any chance we’re going to ride to the job site on the backs of flying two-headed monkeys while we brandish flaming saws and enchanted hammers?” Fourt asked.

      Diesel gave him a look. “I’m not saying much, but I’m still paying attention.”

      Fourt laughed and made another note on his clipboard. “I was just checking. You seem distracted.”

      Diesel moved to cross his arms but didn’t get that far. He shrugged and let them fall at his sides.

      Fourt glanced around and lowered his voice. He seemed bashful for the first time in many months. It reminded Diesel of when he had first entered their house—the wolf had been overwhelmed by them all.

      “I don’t know what it’s like,” Fourt admitted, “to have a mate. But I knew that having a family was something that could be nice, even though I’d never had one. When the pack welcomed me in, I could hardly believe from minute to minute that something so good could ever last.”

      Diesel’s heart squeezed at the truth behind Fourt’s words. The example was applicable to his own circumstances. He had been wandering around the house and his life waiting for something to blow up with Avery.

      It made him realize how desperate he was for Lathan to understand the truth about what was going on.

      He squeezed Fourt’s shoulder, because he was uncertain of a way to express his gratitude to Fourt for sharing the intimate thought with him.

      “Is there anything left in the truck?” Fourt asked.

      Diesel and Avery had taken a road trip to retrieve the thing. His blood heated when he recalled kissing her in the storage unit. The urgency and anticipation between them were mounting. His wolf even panted at the thought of being close to her again.

      “No, we got the last of it.” Diesel said. He cleared his throat and refocused on the task in front of him, but the desire didn’t go away.

      “I have to talk to Lathan,” Diesel said, unable to contain himself. “Can you finish this up?”

      Fourt beamed with pride. Responsibility suited him. “Definitely!”

      Diesel wasted no time heading for the house.

      Avery’s laugh greeted him from the great hall as he opened the back door. He knew he should head straight to Lathan’s office, because he was certain Lathan was there.

      Instead, his feet carried him in the direction of the sound.

      Avery’s scent filled his nostrils.

      “No, no! Nothing like that,” Avery was saying to Grace. “I don’t like to dance. I don’t know any modern moves, anyway. I ran my dance tutor through her paces when I was younger. All those dances were classical ones. Waltzes and—” She broke off and turned to look over her shoulder when Diesel rounded the corner.

      The collar of his leather jacket grew warm when he saw her. She was curled against the arm of the sofa.

      Her lips curved into the sultry smile that he knew was reserved for him, and him alone.

      Grace glanced up from the computer and grinned as she looked between them.

      Diesel crossed to Avery and sat against the arm of the sofa. He rested his fingers near hers and turned his attention to Grace.

      “Do you know where your mate is?” he asked her.

      Behind him, Avery’s free hand crept up under the back of his shirt and jacket. Her nails raked a feather-light pattern over his bare skin, and his stomach tightened.

      He curled his fingers into hers but didn’t take his eyes off Grace.

      Grace's nostrils flared. “If he’s not in his office, come tell me. I’ll send out the search party.”

      Her remark brought Blaze’s head up from the floor by the desk. Blaze sniffed the air, too, but her nose worked overtime, fueled by worry.

      “Don’t worry,” Grace murmured to the wolf, “I’m only teasing. I’m sure he’s in there.”

      The wolf stood with a whimper and looked around the room. She glanced over at Grace before she whimpered again.

      “She’s going to have to accompany you,” Grace said with an apologetic smile. “I shouldn’t have teased about him.”

      Diesel chuckled and gave Avery’s hand one last squeeze before he rose.

      “What were you saying about dancing?” he asked.

      “Nothing,” Avery said.

      Grace wasn’t to be stopped, though. “I mentioned to Avery that it might be fun if we all go out to celebrate her being…uh”—she paused, hunting for a way to put it that wouldn’t embarrass their guest—“here.”

      Diesel turned to Avery, searching her face for signs of anxiety.

      She gave him a small smile and a roll of her eyes, as if to say, “I’m dealing with it.”

      He returned the look with a mischievous grin. “Out could be good,” Diesel said. “What about a night at the Three Moons? We could get them to decorate our booth. Balloons and streamers and one of those inflatable tube guys with the arms? Or two. Two would be better. One on either side of the booth.”

      He hustled out of the room before Avery could shift and pin him. Blaze jumped up and raced in front of him to lead the way.

      “I’ll remember that,” Avery called after him.

      Diesel shivered at the promise in her words.

      

      Lathan was, as expected, in his office.

      Diesel rapped on the jamb of the open door.

      Lathan looked up from the laptop on the desk.

      “Whew!” He motioned Diesel in. “Thank Fate. I was dying in here.” He patted his leg and Blaze trotted around the desk to put her paws on him.

      Diesel stepped in and shut the door behind him. “Serious business?”

      Lathan pushed the lid of the laptop down several inches before he leaned back and kicked his feet up onto the desktop. He scratched the fur behind Blaze’s ear. “I was reading back over the minutes from the last council meeting. It’s getting bad.”

      Diesel stood behind one of the high-backed chairs in front of the desk. He leaned his elbows across its back. “Still trouble with the fallout from Snelgrove?”

      Lathan scoffed. “Like you wouldn’t believe.”

      “You might be wrong about that,” Diesel said.

      Lathan’s brows popped. “Really.”

      “When I was gone with Avery to Flagler, I learned a lot about what’s been going on in the world,” he began. There was no way to candy-coat what he was going to tell his brother. There was also no way to prevent Lathan from being furious with him for not having spoken up sooner.

      Diesel’s concern over ruining things with Avery had kept him quiet, but he could no longer excuse his silence. If he wanted to take steps toward a real future with his mate, it was time to come clean.

      “This garbage with Snelgrove is a disease, and it’s spreading. It’s in the organs and bones of UNITY. I saw it in action, and from what Avery tells me, every single group within the R & B has seen the same kind of thing. Many people were doing bad shit before UNITY took over, and those people lost their ability to act freely. Snelgrove’s supporters haven’t stopped since he’s been out of commission. We had a run-in with them in Flagler. His daughter, Cassandra, has taken up the helm. She had a crew with her, too. They’re calling themselves the Dissidents.”

      Lathan’s feet fell off the desk and Blaze snorted in protest. “Fate…” He opened the laptop, and his eyes scanned the screen. Then he looked back up at Diesel, but he didn’t provide any insight into what his computer was showing him. “What exactly happened down there?” he asked, worry creasing his forehead.

      Diesel recounted the trip to Flagler, from the very first moment he stepped into the bar to the second they had driven away from it. He left out the parts about his intimacy with Avery—or lack thereof.

      His palms began to sweat when he silently recalled those details. The night he had spent holding her in his arms in that outrageous honeymoon suite was a memory that was burned into the fibers of his heart. The salty water in his wolf’s hair was another.

      “Does Avery’s mother know what she’s been doing?” Lathan asked. Disbelief and confusion etched the words.

      Diesel could understand that. He’d come away from Flagler with a bagful of mixed emotions. He had begun to come to terms, though, with the things he had experienced there.

      He still didn’t agree entirely with Avery’s approach. The UNITY agent in him ached to set her squarely back on the lawful side of the path. But to pretend that her methods weren’t more productive than anything UNITY had been able to accomplish would have been an exercise in ignorance.

      “At least some of it, but Thalia’s the one who should hear the details next,” Diesel said. “Hell, she should have heard it all first, but she and Avery have some major baggage.”

      “And what about you?” Lathan asked. “What’s your UNITY gut-check on this mess?”

      Diesel took a deep breath. He’d been working on a theory he hadn’t even run by Avery yet. “We know Snelgrove wanted to be in charge. He forced his followers to call him Magistrate. What if that’s still the goal? The Dissidents could try to take control of the race. Maybe Snelgrove wasn’t just breeding an elite pack for himself. He could have been breeding the leadership for an army. His daughter seemed crazy, but she wasn’t disorganized. That mixed bag followed her every command.”

      “Tip of the iceberg,” Lathan murmured, his eyes going back to his computer.

      When Lathan looked back up, Diesel could feel the tension crackling in the air.

      “You should have told me this as soon as you returned,” Lathan said. His jaw worked as he collected his thoughts. “What are the chances that someone followed you back here? What are the chances that we could come under attack in our own home? This was reckless, Diesel.” His voice grew louder with each syllable. Blaze grumbled low and long, as if to emphasize his point.

      Diesel nodded, dropping his head in submission.

      “It’s exactly the kind of thing I would have done when Grace finally came back into my life.”

      Diesel stopped with the nodding and looked up.

      “You’re in love with Avery,” Lathan said, his eyes brightening.

      “I—no—it’s…” Diesel shook his head. “It’s not that simple.”

      “Sure it is,” Lathan replied. He broke into the crooked smile he’d had all his life. “You’re fucking in love with her. After all the time you’ve spent trying not to be.”

      Lathan’s grin was so triumphant, Diesel narrowed his eyes.

      “Why are you so happy about it?” he groused.

      “Because my plan is working out perfectly,” Lathan said.

      “What plan?” he demanded.

      Lathan looked up at him like the plan was hanging on neon-colored banners around the room, but Diesel hadn’t bothered to read them yet.

      “It came to me that day when we all spoke right here,” he said. “The Magistrate has always told me I’m responsible for the future of the race. She never specified that I am the future of the race, though.” He lifted a finger to point at Diesel. “I’ve been responsible for you.”

      Diesel continued to stare at him.

      “Oh, Fate, brother.” Lathan laughed and rubbed a hand over his hair. “You spent so many years picking up on things before I did. Now I can see what it feels like to be the one who gets it first. Avery is the future of the race. I’ve assumed she wouldn’t be permitted to take over, because she had gone rogue,” Lathan said. “That was how I reasoned the way the Magistrate made such a big deal about my own role. But Avery didn’t go rogue at all. She could still take the title of Magistrate when her mother retires.”

      Realization began to settle in. “Avery can only take the title if she's mated,” Diesel pointed out. He crossed his arms. “You figured it out. That’s why you forced me to guard her. To stay with her. You wanted me to fall in love with her.”

      “Fate, Diesel. You were already in love with her. You just couldn’t see it.”

      “I wasn’t,” Diesel objected. “I didn’t trust her. I thought she was a danger and a menace.”

      “No man would ever be willing to fight so hard or put up with so much from a woman he doesn’t love,” Lathan said. “Plus, you stared at her ass every time she turned her back to you. You were practically begging those sweatpants to fall off her that day we were in here. I’ve been there, brother.”

      Diesel caught himself on the back of the chair. The room was still at a tilt. Was it true? Had he actually been in love with Avery the whole time? True, he hadn’t been able to hate her. But in love?

      In the back of his mind, his wolf grumbled at him—his wolf, who had loved her from the moment he had imprinted on her. His wolf had always known.

      “I have to—” Diesel stalked out of the room.
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      “Diesel has a nice smile,” Grace remarked. She had turned back to her computer work, but she was grinning.

      “I hadn’t noticed,” Avery said, biting back a smile of her own.

      Grace laughed and shook out her gold-blond hair. “I’ve never seen him so happy. I’m not sure I knew he could smile like that. And he jokes around.” She looked up, but the tapping on the keyboard didn’t cease. “He never used to joke around. What did you do to him?”

      Avery flared her fingers and watched the red light spin up and dance in her palms. She had been shifting once every few days, hoping that the change would give her enough rest to keep her energy up. She hadn’t gone so long without a visit to the Forest in many years. She had a faint, superstitious concern her magic was tied directly to the Forest, and that the longer she went without going there, the more the magic would deplete itself. She took comfort in the fact that the light looked and felt as strong as ever.

      Without warning, Diesel was back. He crossed the room in a hurry and came to an abrupt stop in front of the sofa, but he didn’t speak right away.

      His eyes went to Grace. The front window. The stairs. The kitchen. All before they landed on Avery.

      “I think I’ll go check on Lathan,” Grace offered when the silence had penetrated the room.

      “No,” Diesel said. “That won’t be necessary. Avery, would you—”

      Words seemed to have become an impossibility for him. He stretched his hand out to her.

      Avery looked down at her palms. Red light still glowed from them, but it trembled in chorus with her heart.

      She cleared her throat and put all her focus into pulling the energy back from her hands before she touched him. When she slipped her hand into his, the shock was great enough that she may as well have still been charged up.

      He led her away from Grace and out to the field around back before he spoke. The grass, dry from the cold, crunched under their feet.

      “I need you to tell me how you came to be here,” he said. “Not the version where your wolf just showed up. But what really happened. Everything you can remember.”

      “Why do I feel like you’re slipping back into your UNITY days?” Avery asked. His touch wasn’t rough, but his defenses were up. “I wish you wouldn’t hold my hand if you’re going to be severe with me.”

      He released her as if she had ordered him to.

      Funny, she hadn’t ordered him to stop touching her in so many weeks that she’d forgotten it was once one of her greatest joys in life.

      They walked along the edge of the woods. A winding row of cabins sat, squat and happy, among the trees to the left. The water lapped at the shore of the lake to their right.

      From inside one of the cabins, loud music roared. Ren could be seen dancing around, shirtless and playing air guitar, through the cabin’s windows as the late afternoon gray began to shift to the darkness of night.

      Diesel’s eyes were penetrating her.

      She sighed.

      “I came to Fairview because I needed to see Aveleiyn,” she admitted.

      Diesel’s brow furrowed. “Why did you need to see her? Couldn’t she have come to you?”

      Avery glared at him. “Do you want me to tell the story, or would you like to give it a try?”

      He held his hands up. “Sorry.”

      “I needed to see Aveleiyn because she’s been working on a way to get rid of the Snelgrove Advocacy once and for all. I can’t absorb the magic because he’s in there. I can’t even make it any smaller than it is. And if I try to destroy it, it doesn’t work. It sent me to the Forest twice before I learned that lesson.”

      A rumble rippled up from Diesel’s throat.

      She plowed on. “Aveleiyn said there’s a book. It belonged to the vampire race for many years, but it went missing. She thinks the answer might be in there.”

      “A book with—” Diesel stopped his incredulous question and held a hand up again in a vow of silence.

      “I don’t think the book would have a fix for exactly this scenario, if that’s what you’re wondering,” Avery said. She looked over to see if his curiosity had been satisfied. “But it’s a book about energy itself. Magic, life, light—how all of it works together. She said she remembered something from her childhood. That the book contained information on how to vanquish dark light. She thinks that’s what we need.”

      They passed the last cabin and continued on, following the gentle curve of the wood line.

      “I was on my way to her home—unannounced, which was dumb—to see if she had found anything. Instead of making it to her, I ended up in a foot race with a couple of Cassandra’s bad guys. The Advocacy had weakened me, but I was still cocky enough to think I wouldn’t get myself in too much trouble. I don’t know my way around downtown Fairview—I didn’t live here for very long before I took off. When I was tracking Snelgrove, I stayed on the outskirts, but I could follow the map on my phone well enough to know where I was going. When the chase started, though, I ditched the phone. I was afraid they might have been using it to track me. They were after the Advocacy.”

      Diesel looked like he was about to burst from holding in his questions.

      “What?” she asked, already weary from revealing so much.

      “How did you know they were after the Advocacy? They could have been after you because of someone you helped.”

      “It wasn’t the first time that kind of thing had happened,” she said. “It’s rare that anyone knows my involvement in anything. The few occasions when some badass, grumpy guy came after me about a mate I helped get to safety, it was different. People who think I’ve done something to wrong them have no problem being vocal about it. They don’t sneak around and duck out of sight when you turn to see who’s following you.”

      Diesel rumbled again, and Avery stopped him.

      “Your wolf is singing to mine, honey. If you want to hear the rest, calm him down.”

      He clamped his jaw so tight she could see the muscles and bones working inside his cheek.

      “I didn’t know the best ways to go, so the guys cornered me. I had no exit strategy, and I couldn’t let them take the Advocacy. So I—” She regretted telling him to quiet down. An accidental shift would be just the thing to keep her from having to admit her foolishness.

      “I swallowed it,” she said in a rush, squeezing her eyes shut and waiting for him to yell.

      “You swallowed it?” Diesel repeated. His voice went up an octave.

      A moment of silence was followed by uproarious laughter.

      Avery screwed one of her eyes open and looked at him.

      Diesel was doubled over, holding himself up with one hand on the trunk of a nearby tree.

      “It’s not funny!” she cried.

      “Of all the crazy-ass things I’m sure you have done in your life,” he gasped out between laughs, “that’s got to be the worst.”

      Avery crossed her arms as she watched him take such great pleasure in her suffering.

      “Now it’s clear how you ended up here,” he said when he was able to keep a straight face. “Fate needed me to rescue you and keep you from doing yourself any greater harm. Although, what’s worse than swallowing a raw ball of magic, I have no clue. Damn.”

      “I beg your pardon,” Avery drew herself up to her full height. “I hardly need to be rescued. I’m an expert at rescuing myself. I went to the Forest.”

      “No,” he pointed out, “you stopped here first.”

      Avery’s shoulders sagged. “Yes, fine. I stopped here first.”

      He paused and turned her shoulders to a spot in the trees. “That’s where you ended up,” he said. “But it’s also where you started. No scent trail leading up to that, and none leading away from it, beyond what I followed when I found you here. How did you appear out of thin air?”

      “I tried to go to the Forest, but the Forest booted me the first time,” Avery said.

      Diesel’s head jerked her way. “How does that happen?”

      Avery shrugged. “I figured out how to go there without dying. Fate took offense.”

      Diesel watched her and waited for more.

      “Like I told you before, when I first struck out on my own, I got hurt a lot. I had to go to the Forest a lot. At some point, I figured out how to get there without having to die first.”

      “You used it to your advantage,” Diesel murmured. His eyes were distant.

      “I did,” she admitted. “If I got into something I couldn’t get out of, I’d just poof.” She snapped her fingers in the air.

      “And then you’d show back up whenever and wherever you pleased?”

      “Yeah. Except when I did it that last time, it didn’t work. Instead of going to the Forest, I got dumped out here.”

      “Alive and poisoned by your own magic,” Diesel said.

      “Stop making it about my magic,” she insisted.

      Diesel switched his course. “When I found you, you’d shifted. Were you still in there then?”

      Avery shook her head. “I did end up in the Forest eventually. I saw my father.”

      “And Fate?” Diesel asked.

      She looked up at him in surprise.

      “You mentioned Fate—when you first got here. You said she’d told you that we needed to work together.”

      “You remember that?”

      He drew her to his chest. “Of course I do,” he murmured against her hair.

      “I thought you were too busy being all imposing and Diesel-y to pay any attention to me.”

      He laughed and released her. She didn’t want to let go. He always let go too soon, it seemed.

      “Yes, I saw Fate.” She left it at that. If he knew she had been stripped of the ability to go to the Forest, he would never touch her again. He would never leave her side again. He would risk himself for her, and she couldn’t let him do that, even if he were still equipped with the ability to heal himself.

      “What happened the last night we saw each other?” he asked.

      “Diesel, please,” Avery said.

      “Come on. Tell me. No more lies, no more secrets.”

      Her heart twisted over how much she kept from him. Could she give him the truth about this? She tested the words before she spoke them.

      “Fate told me you were going to be hurt,” she began. “I didn’t understand why She’d shown me until I saw you that night. The imprint was so strong. Once it hit, I couldn’t notice anything but you.”

      She drew in a shaky breath as she remembered the events. “I had seen it all—how it would play out. The group we were chasing had the whole building rigged. The intel we had about the hostages was all wrong. It was a lie, planted to lead us there on purpose. There was a chamber beyond the main hall at the library. They wanted to get us in there and seal it off. The whole room was set up to explode, and we would have been in it.”

      Diesel crossed his arms as he listened.

      “I wasn’t supposed to step in. It’s not right to try to change Fate’s plan. But I couldn’t stand by and watch it happen. So I made the Advocacy, and I waited for the right moment to set the room off before we could get there. I knew it would kill those people. I knew I would have their blood on my hands. I knew it would endanger us, too. But I also knew you would live. And you did.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me? We could have handled it as a team.”

      “Think back to that time. Would you have believed me? All you would have heard was ‘hostages’. All you would have thought about was UNITY protocol.”

      He hung his head. “You’re right,” he said. “They would have taken us all out because I would have run headlong into that room. If I had, you and Graham both would have followed.”

      “I know,” she said. “Fate promised to punish me, but…” She drew in another ragged breath. “As far as I can tell, the punishment hasn’t happened yet. I couldn’t see a reason for you to be punished, too. If you’d known—if you’d tried to change something—the same consequences would have applied to you.”

      “Graham?” Diesel asked.

      He didn’t have to elaborate.

      “When the rubble came down, he was the one I worried about. You were unconscious, but you were alive. I knew you could shift, but he couldn’t. Before you came back around, I did what I could to salvage his leg. Without being a Healer, I had to rely on my magic. It worked—he’s still got the leg, as you’re aware, but it’s not in the best shape. I wanted to take him, to get him real help. I saw my opportunity, though. I was ready to make a break from UNITY—to go out on my own. The imprint complicated that—I had to keep you from chasing me. I knew you would blame me for the way things went down that night, and I used it to my advantage. When you started to come around, I told Graham he needed to take you before I did anything worse. Graham got to be the hero. It felt right.”

      Diesel continued to stare at the ground. “He pulled me out of the wreckage, and we left you there. Your plan worked. I did blame you. And Graham—he’s a legend in the family for hauling me out of that building. Oh, Fate.”

      “After everything, as soon as Graham was well enough, he worked his way through some of his shadier contacts to locate me,” Avery rushed on. “He figured it out—he knew I hadn’t done it to hurt the two of you. He felt indebted to me. He still feels that way, all these years later. He’s hated being out of contact with you. You should know that much. I was the one who asked him not to reach out to you.”

      “I left you there. I didn’t know you’d saved my life. I thought you’d destroyed everything. How can you look at me after I left you there alone?”

      Avery licked her lips as she considered what to say. After Diesel’s talk about lies, she decided to tell the truth. “I wanted it to end that way, but it still hurt—especially after I found out that Graham had seen right through me. You were my mate, and you didn’t see through me. It wasn’t fair of me, but I was furious. I thought taking the Jeep would make me feel better, but I couldn’t get that last look out of my mind. You had so much hatred in your eyes. It was horrible. I practiced dozens of speeches over the years—all the hurtful, hateful, spiteful things I would say to you if I ever got the chance. They disappeared when I was face-to-face with you. You have no idea how infuriating that was.”

      Diesel stood still and quiet. She could almost hear him reasoning out his thoughts, and from the things that flashed across his face, she feared he would walk away from her again.

      He did begin to walk, but when she didn’t follow, he turned back and waited for her. His dark eyes beckoned her to join him.

      

      “I was so lost,” Diesel murmured. He watched the ground as he walked. The gray sky had darkened to the point that he was on the line between day vision and night vision. Shadows and highlights took on strange shapes and morphed as if they were enjoying playing tricks on him.

      “My best friend didn’t speak another word to me after he checked out of the infirmary. I thought he was just taking some time off to heal up until your mother finally told me he had left UNITY.”

      Avery nodded and peeked at him from under her dark lashes.

      “And you. To learn that you were my mate—this wild, untrainable, magical wolf—right before that shit-storm. I warred over all these different feelings. The pleasure of finding a mate was mixed up with the confusion over what had happened. Then there were all the reports—the bad ones that you, yourself, spread. I will admit I felt so ashamed by the connection that I buried the fact that I’d imprinted on you. My family didn’t know, as you’re now aware.”

      He stopped and crossed his arms, regarding Avery.

      She crossed her arms, too, mirroring his body language.

      “I couldn’t touch my own siblings,” he uttered, looking away into the trees. “Every time they came close to me, I had this instinct to shy away. I didn’t understand why before, but it makes sense to me now. My skin ached with a longing I couldn’t satisfy. I was desperate to feel the burn of touching you. And to see you. And smell you. To this day, I won’t let myself eat apple pie. Thorne doesn’t make it anymore because he thinks it offends me—and he doesn’t even know why.”

      Avery’s arms tightened.

      “Yeah, that’s what you smell like to me. Hot, fresh apple pie.”

      She studied the ground.

      “I know what I said in the hotel. And I know how I’ve been since then. But that was my wolf.”

      Avery’s cheeks darkened. “It’s okay,” she said. “We can’t help our instincts. I’ll pack. I’ll go.”

      He stifled a laugh and crossed to her. “Go? Where will you go?”

      “I hadn’t gotten that far. But I can find someplace. Back to Flagler, maybe. Or Aveleiyn might let me stay for a few days. I still need to see her.”

      “The only place I want you to go is back to the bunkhouse. With me,” he said. He draped his arms around her.

      “But—all the things I told you,” Avery said, her brows low over her eyes.

      “Were the truth,” Diesel interrupted. “Exactly what I asked you for. You didn’t let me finish. My wolf knew I wanted you. My wolf knew I needed you. Even with all that, I didn’t know it for myself until a few minutes ago.”

      He took Avery’s hand and pulled her deeper into the trees.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “I’m claiming you,” he said. “What are you doing?”

      There was a long pause while she stared at him, stunned and confused.

      “I’m…claiming…you?” she asked as a smile crept across her face.

      “You are?” he asked, like he’d never considered the idea before. “Well, then I accept.”

      Avery laughed. “You didn’t ask me.”

      “No, you asked me. I’d say that’s appropriate, wouldn’t you, Your Highness?”

      At that, she lunged at him, and he caught her, wrapping her into a hug and holding her body to his.

      He had learned about her that her body was solid. She was more muscles than curves, and she fit against him in every way. Her hair swung behind her when she tilted her chin up. She wanted a kiss. He still hadn’t given her very many.

      They had not touched each other that much, either.

      In fact, he had insisted on sleeping in the bunk opposite hers during many of the nights they’d shared. On those nights, though, they had held hands across the aisle.

      Diesel had been slow and deliberate about each touch, every look, any affection that he sent her way. Em’s advice had been good.

      After so many years, their passion could have exploded and fizzled in the work of an evening.

      Instead, the tension that had developed was so thick it had to be physically displaced when he walked into a room and saw his mate.

      He braced himself for the feelings that would overwhelm him when his lips met hers.

      The kiss was slow and soft. Her lips were supple and smooth against his, and it felt good when her skin scratched across the stubble on his chin. She was deliberate and even, and at first, it was enough. After so long without her, it was more than enough to quench his desire for her.

      But then it was too slow. Too soft. Diesel backed her into a tree, putting a hand behind her to cushion her from the bark. It scratched into his skin, and the scrapes felt good.

      “It’s less, isn’t it?” she whispered against his lips. “The sting from Fate.”

      He lifted his hand and placed it against her cheek. It was like the residual heat left on the kitchen counter after a warm bowl had been moved elsewhere. And then it was nothing. No jolt, no zap. Merely a hint of warmth.

      “I think you’re right,” he answered, letting his thumb caress her cheek.

      “Let me check,” she said.

      Without warning, she slid her hand under his shirt. It was the same way she had done it in the great hall. Her touch was light, but her fingernails worked up his skin. Still, there was no additional pain.

      “Goosebumps,” she said. She looked at him with needy eyes. “You like that.”

      He swallowed. Those goosebumps were the last warning before he lost control.
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      Avery hooked her fingers into Diesel’s waistband when he tried to back away. She could feel him growing hard against her. It had happened so many times before, and every time, he had extracted himself from the situation. This time, she didn’t plan to let him get away.

      He gasped, but it wasn’t from pain.

      “Undress me,” she said.

      He closed his eyes as a low moan echoed up from his throat.

      “I need to run with my mate,” she said, drawing his attention back to her. “A mate who paid good money for this nice jacket. It would be a shame to see it go to waste.”

      His hands tightened around her hips, and she could feel him warring with himself over what to do.

      “Do as I say, wolf,” she said, in her most commanding voice.

      He locked himself to her as he tugged her leather jacket off. His hands ran up the sides of her body, dragging her thin sweater with them. When the shirt was gone, he pulled her in and hugged her tight. His breath panted in short bursts that ruffled her hair, and his length twitched against her.

      His hands were rough against her skin. He let them trail over her back, around her hips, and down her legs when he knelt before her and untied her boots. He wrapped an arm around her to give her balance when he pulled the boots and socks off.

      “Don’t smell my feet,” Avery giggled, self-conscious about how close he was to her toes.

      He chuckled against her thigh as he made his way back up.

      The button on her jeans went next. Then the zipper. He moved his hands around, tucking his fingers into the waistband to find the best way to take the pants down.

      And then she was left with nothing but her underwear. Underwear she had thought would scandalize him—underwear he’d carried to the counter himself and purchased with only the mildest blush.

      “That’s good enough,” she said with a laugh. She stepped out of reach.

      He turned to watch, and she stripped the underwear off, too. The bra, then the panties. And when his body gave a long, visible tremor, and he looked like he would lose his mind, she called her wolf forward and took off at a dead clip across the open field.

      An untamed howl tore through the air, and her wolf looked back. Diesel had skipped undressing in favor of bursting through his own clothes. She was lighter, but he was longer. She had gained an advantage by shifting without warning, but he made up the distance in a flash, thanks to his long, muscular legs.

      His wolf cut in front of her and pounced the ground with his front paws, ready to play. She snorted like she was too good for it, and he charged her, tumbling her into the grass. They rolled and yipped with glee before she managed to squeeze out from under him and take off again. She ran in a zigzag, then doubled back, trying to throw him. He was too stealthy and fast, though. He knew the terrain better, too. At one point, what she thought was a dark pile of dirt or a shrub was Diesel, crouched flat and waiting. They played together as the stars began to blossom through the darkness overhead.

      When Avery’s wolf grew weary, she sat in the grass. She wagged her tail, watching as Diesel pranced around her, trying to get her to run again. When she didn’t, he flopped over onto his back and began scooting around. His tongue lolled out of his mouth, and he scratched his back in the dirt. He was so vigorous in his efforts that he made a half circle around her. When his dirt bath was complete, he came forward, dipping his head to bump it against her neck. He sat next to her, leaning against her. She leaned against him, too. There was trust between them. Trust, understanding, and love.

      The air grew cool, and Avery longed for even more closeness. She stood and nudged her head against him. He jumped to his feet, waiting for her to lead.

      

      Outside the bunkhouse, Avery shifted and danced on chilly toes as she opened the door. Diesel’s wolf shot inside past her and gave a disgruntled bark. Diesel, in human form, had yet to come to terms with the concept of her going naked in front of his family. His wolf was also displeased by it.

      “No one saw,” she assured him.

      She wasn’t sure whether or not anyone had—but it didn’t matter as much to her until she considered what he’d said about lies. “At least I don’t think,” she added to make her former statement more palatable. She flipped one of the light switches by the door. It brought up the small sconces that hung along the aisle on narrow dividers between each bunk. The low, warm lighting was more pleasant than the bright, practical overhead lights.

      Diesel’s wolf sat in the center of the aisle, blocking the way and looking at her with fascination.

      “Your wolf can’t stare at me like that when I’m naked,” she informed him. “It’s weird.”

      She watched as his outline rippled and morphed until he was all human again. He was crouched on the floor, still blocking the aisle.

      “It’s still me looking at you,” he pointed out. His pale hair almost glowed in the warm light, and the stubble of his beard cast a faint shadow along his jaw. When he rose, the way he stood with his arms crossed, naked and proud, made the muscles in her back pull tight.

      “Yeah, but you’re all covered in hair.” She stepped closer, and though he smiled, he didn’t move. “Thanks for that, by the way.”

      “For what?” he asked.

      “All the wolf hair you’ve been putting in my clothes. I finally figured out how it’s been getting there.”

      “No clue what you mean,” he said, feigning innocence.

      “Liar,” she said. “I saw you scooting around in the dirt, shedding everywhere. I’m willing to bet anything that your wolf likes to root around in my stuff.”

      Diesel chuckled and uncrossed his arms. His movements were calculated. His left hand went to the railing along the bunk nearest his head. His right hand reached out, and his index finger beckoned her to close the distance between them.

      When she was close enough to touch him, she did so with bold confidence. She stroked one finger along the rigid side of him. He jerked, and the firm muscles across his lower abdomen trembled.

      She kissed his prickly cheek, down his neck, and along his collarbone. “Tie me up,” she whispered against his skin.

      The response from his body was the answer she’d been searching for. Diesel liked to be a little dirty. Maybe even a little rough.

      She’d never been with anybody in that way. For all her escapades in bed—and there had been plenty, at least at one time—she’d never done anything out of the ordinary. She considered it as she ran her hands across his skin. Given how she conducted the rest of her life, her sex life seemed embarrassingly tame.

      “I know you have rope,” she said. “I’ll find it if you don’t.”

      Though her head was nestled against him, she knew his eyes were closed. She didn’t have to look up to know he was feeling his way around her by touch alone. His fingers landed on many sensitive points before they found a resting place. He clasped his hand over the hand she had rested against his chest. His heartbeat was so strong she could feel it in every part of her body when she curled in against him.

      “I don’t—” his voice cracked, and he cleared his throat twice.

      He was quiet for so long a time that she pulled her head back to look at him.

      “You’ve done it that way before, haven’t you?” she asked. She tried to keep every ounce of jealousy out of her voice and her scent, but it was hard. She knew some trickled through.

      “Yeah,” he answered.

      She swallowed down another bitter wave of jealousy.

      “The rope from the hotel,” he said. His tone was urgent, and his whole body stiffened, but he kept Avery's hand pressed to his chest as he spoke. “I told you the truth. It wasn’t sex rope. I don’t have any rope for that now.”

      The fragrance of embarrassment tinged the air. It was a whiff, so brief Avery wouldn’t have caught it if there were any other scents to confuse her.

      “Can’t we use anything?” she asked, squeezing his fingers.

      He gave an awkward chuckle and leaned his forehead against hers. “I didn’t stop when I imprinted on you,” he said.

      A chill tickled her spine.

      “I’m not the kind of man to apologize for that. I could have stopped being with women after I learned you were my mate. I didn’t think I would ever be with you, though. I didn’t think I wanted to be with you.”

      Avery listened, holding him as he leaned against her. The confession he was making had darkened his soul. She could feel his urgent need to get the secret out, so she stood still and steady for him.

      “My instincts drove me to long for the pain of touching you. I didn’t want to face that fact, and I couldn’t touch you anyway, so I was desperate for the nearest alternative.” He stepped back. “The rope was never for anyone else.”

      With that, she understood the reason he liked to be scratched and touched in a rough way. She recalled the heat that had rolled off him when he’d ordered her to tie him up and undress him in Flagler.

      “Oh,” she said. “The rope is for you.”

      “I felt raw, and I felt like I wanted to be made raw, all at the same time. The rope ended up being my way of containing it all.”

      “Always with the restraint,” Avery murmured. She closed the distance between them again. “Do you want me to tie you up?”

      If Diesel tried to contain the quake that shook his body, he failed. But when he spoke, his words didn’t match the desire indicated by his physical response.

      “I’m not going to ask you to do that,” he said.

      “Good thing I’m asking you, then,” she said, pulling his hands to her hips. “Do you want me to tie you up?”

      When he kept his eyes lowered, like he didn’t deserve her, she rocked herself against him.

      “We don’t have to do anything if you don’t want to,” she said. She resumed kissing him, starting back at his collarbone. “But if there’s something you like to do, you shouldn’t feel bad about it.”

      “You sound like a bad advice book,” he said into her hair.

      “Then you should answer me,” she said, rocking against him again. “Or do something else to shut me up.”

      He put his hand to her neck and drew her lips to his. At first, it seemed like every other kiss they had shared—exciting and new, but likely to end before it went anywhere. Then his tongue slid against hers.

      Diesel growled into her mouth, and he sealed his lips against hers with a fervor Avery had never before felt. It was as if he intended to lock himself to her forever.

      He turned, wrapping his arm around her back to take her with him, as he made a journey into the bunks at the back of the building. They had been alternating between the narrow beds there since they had been back from Flagler.

      Either he found the one he was looking for, or he could go no further because he stopped and tugged her down into one of the bunks.

      “Tell me now if you want to stop,” he pleaded.

      “Tell me now if you want me to tie you up,” she responded, giving him a wicked smile.

      “I’m not going to ask you to do that,” he repeated.

      “Then tell me where the rope is,” she commanded in a gentle voice.

      He let out a low, sensual groan and she felt his arousal twitch against her leg.

      “Up there,” he said as he nodded to the top bunk across from them.

      She made a show of slinking out of the bunk. When she peered over her shoulder, Diesel’s pupils were so large they were swallowing up his dark brown irises.

      She opened the drawer beneath the bed and felt around inside it. The rope she brought back out was regular rope, sharp and scratchy. It was nothing like the rope he had asked her to use in Flagler.

      “Won’t this cut you up?” she asked him, holding it out with uncertainty.

      “There’s not much to tie it to here so I won’t strain against it like I usually would,” he said. Then, second-guessing his choice of words, he added, “I haven’t done this in a long time. I’m out of practice.”

      “Well, I’ve never done it at all,” she said, “so you’ll have to show me how.”
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      Diesel could hardly focus on Avery as she stood in front of him, holding the short coil of rope in her hand. The light from the fixture behind her was lighting her hair up like fire, casting a halo around her.

      The only people who knew his penchant for being restrained during sex were the women he’d been with through the years. There had been a small handful who he had trusted with the secret, and those women had enjoyed themselves enough to come back for more. That cadre had served his needs, but that was all.

      Avery made him want more.

      She crawled back into the bunk and straddled his hips. The contact against his sensitive flesh was enough to make him shake. But it was the way she listened to his commands and the tranquil pleasure on her face as she followed his instructions that left him at a complete loss for rational thought.

      Because there was nothing in the bunk to tie his hands to, she bound them together. It would be up to him to keep them locked over his head. His ankles remained untied. She leaned forward over him. Her breasts brushed his chest and her hair swept across his face. “What next?” she whispered into his ear.

      “You decide,” he told her.

      The curiosity that sparked in her eyes when she came back up drove his wolf insane.

      When they made love for the first time, he would not give life to the wolf spirit within her. If his mate had been human, that life would have been his gift to her. Longing passed through his heart. He had nothing to give her. She was far superior to him in rank. She had her magic, a strong spirit, and a powerful wolf.

      The only thing he could offer was his love. He felt the ropes around his wrists. How much love he was giving her when he wouldn’t even touch her or hold her?

      “Wait,” he choked out, as she started to kiss her way down his body. “I can’t touch you like this.”

      “Isn’t that the point?” she asked, sitting back on her heels.

      “I don’t know if I want our first time together to be like this.”

      Avery cocked her head. “I didn’t say our first time would be like this, honey.”

      He lifted his bound hands from over his head to show them off. “This looks pretty certain.”

      Avery pushed his hands back down. “It does. But that doesn’t mean our first time will be that way.”

      She snaked her hand down his chest and stomach until she caught him in her smooth grip.

      “I’m learning how this works,” she said, watching his reactions to her touch. “This is a trial run.”

      She continued to stroke him. The steady rhythm she kept was complemented by the touches and kisses she landed elsewhere.

      His hands writhed within the rope. He wanted to touch her, too. He brought his hands down. She pushed them back overhead, then she looked up at him. “Is it still comfortable?”

      He nodded. With her question answered, her concerned gaze turned heated again, and she leaned over him for another long, slow, kiss. Her hands maintained their sensual contact with his skin, and he moaned against her lips.

      A fever built in the base of his spine. His legs tightened. His back arched off the bed. He closed his eyes and gave himself over to her.

      “Avery,” he murmured into the air. “Avery,” he groaned, his throat raw and tight. “Avery!” he shouted as she continued to tease him. And then he could call out no more. Lost to time, lost to his own location, he tumbled through a starry blackness. Her long legs were clasped along the outsides of his own, and he could feel her weight still settled on his thighs. The rope was forgotten. His mate was the only thing keeping him tethered to the earth.

      He was vaguely aware of her asking, “Are you okay?” as his thoughts slipped away and he faded into sleep.

      

      When Diesel was spent, Avery sat back and stared at her hands. He appeared to be fine. He was breathing in even, deep breaths. But she was certain she had felt her magic course into her hands. She hadn’t meant to release it.

      She looked him over again. He didn’t have any apparent injuries.

      She flared her hands open. The red light that rose in tangled tendrils looked as normal as it usually did.

      She touched her own skin with one of them. The light went out before she could make contact.

      “Diesel,” she whispered, concern mounting. “I’m serious. Are you okay?”

      His eyelids fluttered, and he peered up at her through his dark lashes.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispered.

      “Sorry? Sorry for what?” she asked, panic and urgency spilling into her voice.

      He shook his head and made an effort to move his hands down again. “I’m sorry to be so inattentive,” he said, reprimanding himself.

      “Inattentive?” Avery felt her facial features twist in a look of pure confusion. “You’re alright, then?”

      He chuckled, though the sound was thick with the laziness of relaxation. “Best orgasm of my life. I’d say I’m more than alright.”

      She studied him, waiting for a sign that he would be sick from the magic. She wasn’t sure what, exactly, she was afraid of. She had a sense that he might spontaneously combust or dissolve into a puddle of goo on the bed.

      When he didn’t, she crawled back into the far corner of the bunk. “Oh no,” she said to herself.

      Diesel’s eyes popped open all the way at the meek sound of her voice. “What’s wrong?” he demanded, ready to take action.

      “My magic,” she said, staring at her hands again. She lifted her eyes to him. “I accidentally zapped you…and I think it made it, um…better for you.”

      His eyebrows crept up as he looked from her face to her hands and back again. He began to shake, and Avery bit her lip as she waited for him to reprimand her.

      The shaking grew more intense. Then a sound tore through Diesel’s lips. The laugh was so loud it echoed through the bunkhouse. It even rattled the door and the glass sconces.

      “Oh, for Fate’s sake,” she muttered, drawing her legs up against her chest and crossing her arms around them.

      “Untie me?” he asked when he had found his voice again.

      She glared at him from the corner of her eye. “No,” she said with a pout.

      “If you don’t, I’ll shift and break the rope,” he pointed out.

      She hesitated before she made a move. She was rougher than she needed to be with the rope.

      When his hands were free, Diesel hooked an arm around her and flipped their positions.

      She began to protest, but he delivered a kiss that was so deep and reverent that she forgot to grumble.

      “I’m okay,” he said when he pulled back from the kiss. “If you gave me a dose of magic, I don’t feel like it did anything wrong. I feel more like you did everything right,” he added with a gentle laugh.

      He was strong and solid against her. Propped up on his left elbow, his chest heavy across her, he stroked her cheek with his free hand. “Did the magic ruin the mood? Should I back off? I can’t read you,” he said.

      Avery swallowed and looked off at a bunk down the way. “You’ve always had an issue with my magic. It’s not fair that it crept out at such a—a critical moment.”

      He chuckled again and lowered his head to plant a kiss on her shoulder. “It felt good to me.”

      “I don’t want you to feel like you owe me anything,” she said.

      He drew back to look at her. “Is that what you think? I’m masking some kind of injury or pain so I can give you a turn?”

      She couldn’t meet his eyes.

      He touched her cheek and brought her head back to face him. “If I were hurt, I would tell you. I feel good. Better than good. Amazing. And I’m ready to go again. But the only thing I’m interested in is making sure you’re comfortable and happy.”

      “You’re sure I didn’t hurt you?” she asked, looking him over once more.

      “Not a bit,” he said.

      “It was good?”

      “It was killer.”

      “Yeah?” she grinned and covered her face with one hand.

      “Hell yeah,” he said.

      He curled closer.

      She dug her nails into his ass to encourage him to cover her with his weight. He obliged her right away.

      “You might have to remind me how this works,” he said.

      “I think you can figure it out,” Avery whispered.

      With one arm tucked behind Avery’s head, Diesel kissed her with fervent passion. His free hand roamed every reachable inch of her body. Avery grew slick and hot as he tickled and traced her skin. Sometimes, his fingers curled in against her, massaging her muscles and finding tender pressure points. He devoured each gasp she made and seemed to grow greedier with every sound.

      His hands knew what to do, even if their role had been diminished in his sexual encounters. Avery jerked and writhed against each new sensation until she thought she might fall apart at the joints. She grabbed his hand to still it when the sensations grew almost too intense to bear.

      “That’s it,” he whispered, eyes hungry. “Show me how to touch you.”

      His misunderstanding of her action turned out to be the thing that undid her. She guided his hand lower, across her belly and down, until his knuckles were pressed against her at the perfect spot.

      He bent back over her, delivering scorching kisses as his fingers circled and slid across her delicate skin. The need that had been building in her rose higher until her brain buzzed and she ached for release.

      She cut the kiss off, holding him to her. “Take me, please. I need you,” she whispered. She gazed up into his eyes and saw his desire assail him.

      “Fate, yes,” he moaned. He drew back and positioned himself so that his shaft slid between her heated folds. He stole the slickness there and used it to make his entry an easy one. Still, as ready as she was, he stretched and pulled her muscles when he plunged in all the way to hilt.

      His moves weren’t tentative. The strokes were sure and deep, and they grew faster until the movement of their bodies rocked the walls of the bunk around them. Avery clung to him, hooking her legs around him and digging her nails into his back. He nipped at her earlobe and her neck and shoulder. Each soft sting took Avery closer to the edge.

      Diesel clasped her hands in his own and moved them over her head. The motion made her quake—he was giving her what she had asked for after she had given him his own way. The give and take made her dizzy with pleasure.

      This time, she felt the magic tingle up from her bones and muscles.

      “My hands,” she said. “Let them go. I can’t keep the magic locked down.”

      “Give it to me,” Diesel commanded her. “I want all of you.”

      Red light filled the bunk around them. It was so bright Avery had to shut her eyes. At the same time, her body bared down, pulling at the tightness in her core until she finally let go. Diesel’s breath was hot against her neck as he rode out his own wave of ecstasy.

      “Fate,” he whispered. Over and over again, the word caressed her ear as he stroked her open palms with his thumbs.

      He shuddered against her, and she stiffened.

      “I’m alright,” he said. “My muscles don’t want to let go. Am I crushing you?”

      She gripped his fingertips when he tried to move his hands. Words were beyond her. She felt a tear at the corner of her eye, and she blinked it away. She would not cry in bed.

      Diesel, scenting the emotions, drew his head back. His eyes were serious. “What is it?”

      Avery swallowed before she attempted speech. “That has never happened before. I didn’t even know it could.”

      “Did it hurt you?” he asked. His worried tone matched the lines that drew up across his forehead.

      “No,” she said. “Not at all. It’s a little shocking, that’s all. After all these years, you’d think I would have heard that was a possibility.”

      “You’re not that old,” Diesel said with a grin. “I’m sure there’s still plenty to learn.”

      “I’m already learning,” she said, giving him a naughty look.

      He rolled to his side and drew her in against his chest. He clasped her hand in his and kissed her knuckles. “Oh yeah?”

      “I learned that I liked it when you put my hands over my head,” Avery told him.

      “Hmm.” After a moment of thought, he said, “I learned that I like using my hands on you.”

      Avery’s back arched, and Diesel lifted a brow.

      “I could try it again if you want. I’m not sure I got it right the first time.”

      “We could spend the rest of the night practicing,” Avery suggested.

      “I love the way you think,” he said, tracing his hand down her side.

      

      In the early hours of the morning, Diesel lay awake, staring out into the aisle between the bunks.

      Avery was glued to him, with her head burrowed into his neck. The apple pie smell of her skin and hair made him dizzy every time he breathed in.

      Panic was beginning to set in.

      He was practical enough to understand that, as his mate, Avery was destined to have meaning in his life. He had never been assaulted with romantic feelings for anyone, though. He would never have believed that Avery could make love come alive for him.

      And yet there he was, holding her close and despising the moment he would have to release her. His wolf groaned and grumbled at the very thought.

      He needed to do something for her. Something that would show her what she meant to him because he didn’t have the words to express his feelings. If she didn’t know exactly how he felt, she might wonder whether or not he loved her. She might question whether or not she should stay. She might leave him alone, unable to experience the rush of emotions that was coursing through him.

      Avery was tough and strong. She seemed more like the kind of woman to whom you should present a weapon. A box of chocolates wasn’t likely to cut it.

      There were few things at which he felt skilled. He had not been worthy of the alpha role in his family. He had been a decent UNITY agent until he had walked away from it. He was a grumpy brother and distant friend. Could he be a deserving mate?

      As if to answer him, Avery stirred in her slumber. She reached a sleepy hand up and drew his face down to hers. The kiss she gave was hardly conscious, and there was no lusty need behind it.

      “Mmm,” she mumbled. The hand on his cheek slid down and tucked under her chin. She was happy, relaxed, and completely at ease.

      He could do this. He could be her loyal guard. She could sleep well because he would be there to protect her. If he had nothing else to give her, he could give her that.

      He pulled the blanket up around her shoulder and tightened his arm across her back.

      The pull and flex of his biceps sparked an idea, and he let his eyes roam the empty bunkhouse once more.

      He could give her more than his protection, he realized. He could give her a fortress.

      The happy thought settled into his brain, and he kept his vigil as she slept. His eyes patrolled the darkness, and his mind set to work on a plan.
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      Diesel dropped a legal pad on Thorne’s desk.

      “What the hell is this?” Thorne asked as he picked the thing up and began to leaf through it. Red permanent marker was scratched and scrawled across every page.

      “Plans. For the bunkhouse. Can you draw them up?”

      Thorne’s eyebrows lifted. Then they dropped and a deep “v” formed between them as he scrutinized the sketches and notes.

      “Yeah,” he said. “Okay. And this…oh, that’s brilliant. Great use of space. If we moved this…” He glanced back up at Diesel. “Does Lathan know about this?”

      Diesel crossed his arms. “I was hoping I could have something solid before I go to him. Can you do it?”

      The front door flew open and banged against the wall behind it. Emmeline danced through the door. A woman followed behind her.

      “Are you dead-set on green?” she asked the redhead.

      “Woman, could you try a little harder to destroy our house every time you make an appearance?” Thorne called around the side of his monitors.

      Em spun around. “Shit!” she hollered. “I didn’t even see you two skulking over there in the corner.”

      She hooked her arm around the redhead’s arm and dragged her along.

      “Guys, this is my cousin Morgan. Morgan, this is Hawthorne and Diesel.”

      Morgan was almost as tall as Em, but the resemblance between them ended there. Besides the headful of dark red hair, she had pale gray eyes—much lighter than Avery’s—and her cheeks and nose were covered with a faint smattering of freckles.

      “Hi,” she said, her eyes downcast.

      Diesel was used to looks like that from human females. There were a rare few who could face a member of the R & B head-on. Em, of course, was one of those rarities. The wolf blood of her ancestors that pumped through her veins helped.

      “Morgan’s got a date,” Em said, squeezing the woman’s arm. “We’ve come to raid my closet here since nothing at my place was right.”

      “Hey, Thorne! Em’s back,” Riley announced from the top of the stairs. He looked down into the great hall from the third stair. “Oh—uh, there you are,” he said when he spotted them all by the computer. His eyes searched the group, and in his inattention, he almost missed the next step down. His recovery was narrow.

      Thorne went from red-eared to snickering into his coffee mug at the ridiculous display.

      Riley, never one to be fazed, made his way down to level ground. An impish smile slid across his lips in the presence of the new woman.

      Diesel cocked a brow at Em. “You’d better rescue her while you can,” he murmured. He turned back to Thorne. “You can do it, then?”

      Thorne glanced back down at the legal pad. “Right, yeah. I’ll get you set up.”

      “What’s up? I’m Riley,” Diesel heard Riley say. He was already on his way back to the bunkhouse. He’d been away from his mate for too long.

      

      “In light of all the recent developments, I’m instituting a mandatory training policy,” Lathan announced.

      Diesel took Avery’s empty glass and refilled it with orange juice before she could ask. He’d been doing things like that for days. She couldn’t think of the last time she’d had to ask anyone for anything in the house—Diesel anticipated all her desires and fulfilled them immediately.

      “Thanks,” she whispered when he handed it back to her.

      He dipped his head but kept his attention on his pack leader.

      “Grace, we’ll need to ramp your training up. Fourt, and Em, I’m looking at you, too,” Lathan continued. “Anyone else who wants to join in is welcome. We could all use a session or two to brush up, even those of us who have been wolves forever.”

      “Training?” Em said around a mouthful of muffin. “Like fighting and stuff?”

      Lathan nodded, and Fourt sat up in his seat.

      “What about weapons?” Ren asked. “Weapons training would be good for everyone in human form. If one of you gets into a situation where you can’t shift, you need to know how to handle something secondary for defense.”

      “Agreed,” Diesel said.

      Avery snorted and elbowed him. She knew all too well that his shoulder holster was concealed under his jacket. He had a pistol strapped to at least one of his ankles, too, if he was following his usual routine.

      “I’m not carrying a gun,” Em said, looking troubled.

      “A knife, then,” Thorne said.

      “I don’t want to carry a knife, either.”

      “You’ll train, or you’ll have a personal guard detail for the rest of your life,” Lathan told her. His expression was worried, rather than commanding, and his protective concern for his mate’s best friend was clear.

      Her mouth slid into a pout, and her eyebrow crept toward her hairline.

      Grace cleared her throat. “What about Blaze?” she asked.

      Lathan’s face softened even more at the sound of her voice. He tugged the end of one of her wavy locks. “We still don’t know everything she’s capable of. Your wolf is tough, but she’s newer than the rest of us. It’s been hard to find a Trainer we can trust with the Bound Wolf secret. We need someone who can test her abilities. We’ll keep looking. It will be good for both of you to train together, even if it means you’re only training to protect the pack.”

      She smiled up at him and his alpha demeanor melted.

      Avery glanced at Diesel. She couldn’t imagine him acting that way around others. But his arm was slung across the back of her chair. And he did the orange juice thing. And when he leaned back in a chair, as he was doing now, he opened his body up in her direction. In fact, the position he was in at the moment was the perfect position for her to crawl right up onto him and…

      Diesel gave her a cocksure grin and twitched his nose.

      Crap.

      The uncomfortable shifting around at the table told her she was pumping some serious lust into the air.

      “I’d like to train,” she said.

      At least it had the effect of turning everyone’s attention away from her smell.

      “I would. It’s been a long time since I’ve had to be a physical fighter. If I got into a situation where I needed to go hand-to-hand instead of using my magic, I’d be rusty and slow.”

      “Great idea,” Diesel said. “One problem. Who’s going to be willing to train you?”

      “I’ll command the Trainer to fight me,” she said with a wave of her hand.

      That drew a laugh from around the table.

      “I’ll spar with you,” Fourt said. He put up two unpracticed fists to show his willingness. Ren reached over and rearranged his fingers into more appropriate positions.

      “I’m more and more with you on this one, mate,” Ren said to Lathan. “The training thing is a great idea.”

      

      Avery looked helplessly at the piles of clothes in the bunkhouse.

      “This place is nice and all,” she said, “but it could use a closet.”

      In the beginning, she had tried to hang clothes from the bunk railings. She and Diesel were too active for that, though. She never knew what bunk they would fall into next. They seemed to be trying for a medal in having christened them all.

      Diesel watched her from their most recently conquered mattress. His arms were behind his head and his lids low. She could feel the path his eyes were blazing over her skin—it was doing nothing to encourage her to get dressed.

      “She knows what you look like,” he said. “If you want, I can go get one of those ball gowns from upstairs.”

      “And do what, burn it for warmth?” Avery quipped.

      His hair was as rumpled as it ever got. When she leaned into the bunk to kiss him, she ran her hands through it to keep it that way.

      “I said I was going to ask for her blessing on our union,” he said. “I never said you had to come along.”

      Avery crawled in next to him, and he tucked his arm around her. As determined and independent as she was, she could still admit that being in his arms felt like coming home. “If I don’t pay her a visit, she’s likely to deny that blessing, and then where would we be?”

      “Illegitimately mated, if I know you,” he said with a laugh. The sound vibrated his chest and felt like a purr against her body.

      “You know me well, then,” she conceded.

      “Were you serious about training?” he asked. He stroked her hair back and turned her chin so he could see her face.

      “I’d like to,” Avery said.

      “I’m glad,” he murmured. “Anything to keep you safe.”

      “I’m safe, Diesel.”

      “And I intend to keep you that way.” He punctuated the vow with a kiss that turned intense and heady.

      “You’re distracting me.”

      “You like it,” he said.

      “I love it.” She locked eyes with him, mentally sending him the message she hadn’t yet said.

      “Hey.” She pointed down the aisle. “Have we used that one?”

      Diesel leaned across her to peer out at the bunk. “I don’t think so,” he said.

      They shared a grin before they bolted out of the bunk and raced each other to the next one.
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      “You look fine,” Diesel scolded. He grasped Avery’s hand and pulled it away from the collar of her black blouse.

      “Don’t touch my hands, they’re sweaty,” she said, sliding her fingers out of his grasp. She was right—they felt damp.

      “Well don’t touch your shirt, then.” He kept his hand up and prevented her fingers from going any farther when they began to creep back toward her collar. “We have to get out of the car at some point.”

      Avery leaned forward and peered up at the mansion.

      “Have you come here very often?” he asked, realizing that she may not have set foot within its doors in years.

      “My wolf usually turned up here when I went to heal,” Avery said, lowering her head and avoiding his eyes.

      Diesel reached over to thread her hair back so he could see her face. “I don’t blame her. I bet she got mud all over the furniture for you,” he said.

      Avery cracked a small smile. “Nah. She likes the pampering. The baths and the food and the sleeping.”

      “Ah,” Diesel took mental notes of everything she said. He could give her all those things.

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “What are you plotting?”

      “No idea what you mean,” he said.

      “I don’t believe you.” She appraised him, but he didn’t flinch under her scrutiny. “I’ll tie you up and tickle it out of you,” she threatened.

      He leaned across the center console and kissed the corner of her mouth. “I’ll tie you up so you can’t,” he whispered before he withdrew.

      She groaned and edged toward the door. “Don’t make me command you to behave.”

      “That’s one thing you’ll never have to do,” he said as he popped the driver’s side door. He rushed around the front of the car to make a grab for Avery’s door, but she swung it open before he could.

      “Thanks,” she said anyway, like he’d been the one to do it. Then she pressed a hand to her stomach. “Ugh. I’ll be glad when this is over,” she said. “It’s making me queasy.”

      The door to the mansion opened before they could reach the stairs. It was customary for a wolf to greet them there, but it wasn’t a wolf standing in the entryway.

      “Aveleiyn!” Avery cried.

      Diesel crossed his arms and chuckled as he watched his mate tear up the driveway.

      The tiny vampire danced down the steps, moving with equal excitement. When they met in the middle, Avery bent over nearly double to wrap the vamp in a hug.

      They began talking immediately, and over each other, in their rush to communicate.

      “I didn’t know you would be here!” Avery said.

      “I didn’t think you’d be quite so happy to see me!” Aveleiyn cried.

      “Happy? Of course I’m happy! Did you find the book?”

      “The last time we were together in person you called me a bitch.”

      “Oh, Fate. I know. I hated that!”

      “I didn’t find the book.”

      “That’s okay.”

      “I didn’t hate it! But the word has such a different meaning for your breed—I worried you might hate me somehow!”

      “Hate you? Never!”

      “I missed you, pet. I’m glad you’re safe.”

      “I love your hair!”

      “I love your jacket!”

      Simmons, the highest wolf in the Magistrate’s employ, could be seen through the open front door. His face was marked with distress over the fact that the two women were standing and chattering in the chilly air. No doubt he wanted to usher them in and force them to relax in front of a fire while they took tea under a sea of warm blankets.

      Diesel moved forward and ushered his mate and her friend into the house by way of walking past them. He knew there was no way Avery would let him speak to her mother alone.

      Simmons bowed deeply. “Master,” he said, giving the formal greeting.

      Diesel gave a swift bow in return. The prim genuflection had never been his style.

      Simmons escorted them all through the mansion. Everything looked as it usually did. The carpets, the display cases of gifts. Diesel had been to the house often enough to have memorized the items in many of those cabinets. He was caught off guard if something had been shifted or swapped out.

      Joseph was polishing the broad, dark wood banister at the top of the stairs. He bowed and greeted them.

      The door to the Magistrate’s office swung open, and Thalia Wells stood inside, as regal and poised as ever.

      “Ah, I see they’ve found each other,” she said to Diesel when her eyes landed on her daughter and Aveleiyn.

      “I didn’t know they were so friendly,” he said.

      The Magistrate hauled him into a strong hug. She held him close a moment longer than she normally did, and he could feel the motherly affection pouring out of her.

      He and Thalia had always gotten along. She’d treated him well and encouraged him in his UNITY work. But she’d had a particular interest in him since he and Avery had imprinted on each other. Diesel knew that she had long ago shelved the hope of seeing a mating ceremony between him and her daughter. That hope had been brought back out, though. Now it gleamed brighter than any of the treasures in her display cases.

      “Mother,” Avery said. She stepped from Aveleiyn’s side to fold herself into her mother’s arms.

      “I don’t usually get this pleasure,” Thalia said when she released her daughter. The playful, wicked smile that curved up her lips made Diesel snort. “It’s been so long since I’ve seen you in human form, I almost didn’t recognize you. Your wolf must be rather confused by the change of events.”

      Avery swallowed hard. Diesel guessed she was choking down every bitter morsel of that guilt trip.

      Aveleiyn tittered to herself.

      Thalia offered her no greeting. It was proof, beyond Aveleiyn’s having preceded them there, that she and the Magistrate had already been talking.

      The door was still open behind them when the Magistrate gestured Simone into the room. The female wheeled in a silver tea cart which was covered in delicious-looking treats.

      Diesel eyed the cart as it passed him, plotting his mission as soon as a plate was passed his way.

      Avery smiled at him as her mother continued to fawn over her.

      “I should go,” Aveleiyn said. She was hanging back by the door.

      “Oh, no!” Avery ducked around her mother to reach for her friend.

      “My apologies, pet,” Aveleiyn offered a benign smile, but her voice had grown strained and distant. “It appears I may be needed elsewhere.”

      Diesel was used to the odd way vampires came and went. They didn’t require a phone call to alert them that a member of their congregation might be in need of assistance. They could catch the same sorts of vibes from the people around them, if they spent enough time in one place.

      She glanced around the room, but her attention was not focused on the three wolves standing before her. If she had been a cat, Diesel was sure her ears would have been turned away from them. Her affect remained detached as she bowed to the Magistrate and hugged Avery one more time. She rose on her tiptoes and gave Diesel a peck on the cheek, too, before she passed back through the door. She even put a hand on Joseph as she moved past him and disappeared down the stairs.

      Avery and her mother fell into conversation while Diesel loaded the tiny plate that had been handed to him. The food at the Magistrate’s mansion was especially pleasing. Because tea was such a beloved tradition to Thalia Wells, no detail or expense was spared in its perfection. He wouldn’t have been surprised to learn that she had someone in her service who hand-placed every minuscule grain of powdered sugar on the cakes and cookies. He inspected a tiny sandwich and wondered what became of all the missing bread crusts.

      His chest tightened with pride as Avery delivered a report to her mother of all that had happened in Flagler. Her mother, in return, told her of all the local happenings and of the movement within the global consulate. Wolves weren’t the only ones who were struggling to find reason. According to Thalia, Aveleiyn’s reports of the vampire world were disturbing, as well.

      As Diesel watched Avery and listened to her speak, he saw how much she had changed over the years. No longer did she seem to be the headstrong, brash young wolf he had known. She knew more about the world and the way it worked than he did. Her political savvy and the information she had gathered from her non-UNITY dealings were valuable commodities. Diesel wasn’t the only one who was impressed. Thalia seemed amazed by exactly what her daughter had been up to, even if she had been keeping tabs as best she could.

      “We knew, of course, that Snelgrove had children, but we haven’t been able to locate them. The other purebred wolves from his various programs seem to have disappeared.” The Magistrate glanced at Diesel. “The young wolf staying within your own household has been one of the most valuable sources of information, and even he knows so very little.”

      “Everything is insulated,” Avery agreed. “Information is hard to come by. No one trusts anyone with known UNITY connections.”

      Thalia closed her eyes and massaged her forehead. “We cannot abandon UNITY. The Races and Breeds will lose every inch we’ve gained.”

      “I’m not suggesting you abandon it,” Avery said, leaning forward from the sofa. She hadn’t touched the plate Diesel had put together for her. “I am suggesting that we approach it in a different way. It could work. Aveleiyn is powerful within the vampire race. She could speak to the vampires who matter and encourage them to join us in new ways of combating the forces we’re up against.”

      “But what would we do with so many who have taken up with these Dissidents?” Thalia shook her head, lost. “How could we have let it go so far? And how much farther do they want to take it? I fear we’re already in over our heads and will continue to lose control.”

      Diesel was impressed at how confident Avery seemed.

      New leadership, he thought.

      That was how things would change. Avery could take the position. She could change the laws. People would follow her. The plan in his mind had been hovering over the right spot, twisting and turning to find how it fit into the rest of the world.

      As he stared at his mate, an idea unfolded in front of him.

      “Avery could do it,” he said, interrupting them.

      Both women stopped and turned to him. They wore different, but equal, masks of hesitation.

      “Avery could continue as she has been. Working outside of UNITY. She could make the contacts she needs to figure out how to turn it all around. Then when she’s ready, she could take over.”

      “That’s rude,” Avery scolded under her breath. “You do know my mother is sitting right there, don’t you?”

      “He’s right,” Thalia said. Her voice was strong, but her words were measured. “You could continue on as a rogue. Disguising yourself and working outside the law to gain the information we need. Given enough time, you could become more than prepared to fill this role. It’s not out of the realm of reason.”

      “I intend to keep doing what I’ve been doing regardless of who had the idea,” Avery said. “I have no intention of taking over, though. That’s not necessary. The people love you, and they look up to you. All I would need to do is feed you the intel to let you, and the rest of the R & B leaders, stay a step ahead of the Dissidents.”

      Diesel could smell her fear.

      Thalia fell quiet and steepled her fingers in front of her as she looked somewhere beyond them.

      Avery turned a hard look Diesel’s way.

      He tried to silently communicate with her, but she shook her head and glared at the wall across the room.

      “These discussions aren’t our purpose today, are they?” Thalia asked. She dropped her hands onto the arms of her gold tufted chair. “I believe there was a happier reason for your visit.”

      Avery’s eyes went to her lap.

      Diesel cleared his throat. He felt less than certain that the woman at his side wanted him to ask for anything, let alone the blessing on a match between them.

      When he didn’t speak, she bit her lip and closed her fingers over her palms. She was containing her light.

      “I would like your blessing on my mating with your daughter,” Diesel heard himself say.

      Avery’s cheeks flushed with the palest tint.

      Thalia’s face melted into a relaxed smile and she leaned forward, her attention on Diesel.

      “This is, of course, a blessing I am pleased to bestow. It has been my long-held hope that the two of you would find your way to each other one day. I will draw up the certificate and let you sign it whenever you would like.”

      She sent a mischievous smile in her daughter’s direction.

      “We could do it right now.”

      At that, Avery sputtered and sat up. Her eyes went wide with confusion and panic, and Diesel tried to choke down on his laugh.

      “I don’t want to speak for Avery,” Diesel said when he’d controlled his voice. “I think I would like a little more time to figure out how all of this will work.”

      Thalia’s smile twitched, threatening to turn into a laugh of its own. “I thought that might be the case.”

      

      Avery’s feet were itching to carry her far away from her mother’s gilded office. Her wolf was pacing, ready to burst through her skin and run off into the night. Diesel was teasing her—she knew that. He was more prepared to settle down than she was. He had been patient and kind, but she felt undomesticated when she compared herself to him. Strange how he had never wanted her—and now he wanted all of her. She wanted to be with him. Of that she was certain. But as to when it would happen? She didn’t feel ready to stop or even slow down her efforts in Flagler or elsewhere.

      As they stood in the open doorway, Avery continued to inch herself toward the hall. Every time she moved in that direction, Diesel took a subtle step back into the office. It was enough to rattle her nerves.

      He’d been so open with her mother. He’d made it clear that he believed she, herself, could take over the position of Magistrate. Avery had done everything in her power to distance herself from the role, because she didn’t believe in the things UNITY was doing.

      How had it never occurred to her that, as Magistrate, she would hold sway over how those things were done?

      Of course, the leaders of the other Races and Breeds all held equal influence. But Diesel was right. Things were changing. New generations were coming into power. UNITY had been a static entity, because the leaders had believed that things were working well.

      When faced with the facts, how could the other leaders disagree that the rules and regulations needed modification? What changes could she make in the world if she were truly in a position of power?

      She thought about Aveleiyn. When she had first met the vampire, they’d believed they were working in opposition. Their paths had crossed many times before they had realized that they might both be turning up in the same places at the same time for a bigger reason. Now that vampire was one of her closest contacts and dearest friends. She wasn’t in the lineup to become a leader for the vampire race—but who was to say that things couldn’t change?

      At long last, Diesel crossed over the threshold of the office into the hall. He received one last embrace from her mother. Avery stepped forward into a hug of her own.

      “He is more than worthy,” her mother whispered into her ear. “Stay safe.”

      She felt her mother’s eyes on her as she and Diesel made their way along the hall to the stairs.

      Avery stayed quiet as they shuffled through the exquisite, immaculate rooms. She passed sofas where her wolf had lounged. Avery, in human form, felt little connection to the spaces around her. The fact that she had never developed close relationships with the wolves in her mother’s service was something she had not considered when she was younger. Now, as she passed them, their deep bows made her sad. She recognized most of their faces. She knew their names, but didn’t know whether they had families of their own. What mates were working together there? Were their children also with them, now that they were of age? No young children had been in the household, as far as she remembered.

      How would even those wolves respect her? She had done much for the outside world—but she was so far separated from the wolves under that one roof. She could not lead them. She didn’t deserve to. They represented a small sample of the wolves under her mother’s care and leadership.

      The grand ideas that had begun to blossom in her mother’s office had wilted and died by the time Diesel reached to open the passenger door she was already opening.

      She climbed up into his truck, and everything about her felt numb.

      Diesel stood, holding the door open and studying her.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      She felt weary when she looked down at him. “You see too much good in me,” she said.

      He opened his mouth to argue, but she leaned her head back against the seat and closed her eyes. “I’d like to go home,” she murmured.

      Her mind was made up the moment the truck door shut beside her. She would pack up what little she needed when they got back to the bunkhouse, and she would leave during the night. She had work to do, and it didn’t line up with the world she’d been living in. To think she could settle down and lead a normal life had been foolish. Being around Diesel had confused her and made her believe in a future that was nothing more than a dream.

      Diesel’s smell invaded her nostrils when he climbed up into the truck next to her. He hesitated for only a moment before he revved the engine into life. He didn’t reach for her, and he didn’t speak. He turned on the stereo.

      Avery didn’t argue with him over the music. It was perfect, she thought. An excellent bookend to the last time she had left his side. Only this time, she knew she would miss him. Because now she loved him. Her heart ached, and her wolf paced circles inside her mind. She funneled all her energy into her hands. Letting the red light fade in and out was an easy way to keep her emotions clamped down. She prayed to Fate that Diesel wasn’t picking up on her plan. Her mother was right. Diesel was more than worthy. Avery was the one who didn’t deserve him.

      Half of her wished he would guess what she was plotting, and that he would stop her. The other half was already out the door and on the road, reluctantly leaving him behind.

      An explosion rocked the truck.

      Avery had only a second to open her eyes and take in the world around her before Diesel cursed and jerked the wheel. His maneuver didn’t help. The horizon listed to the left before it flipped completely. End over end they went. The sky and ground changed positions three times before everything came to a stop. The windshield remained intact, but Avery could see large rocks and sticks trying to punch their way through it. The world was upside down.

      Airbags deployed, smoke filled the air, and Diesel’s arm fell across her.

      He didn’t move.

      Avery was stunned as she tried to get her own bearings.

      “We’ll take ‘em both. Use those restraints so they can’t shift.” The orders came from a relaxed, confident male voice.

      “Damn, what’s this truck made out of?” another voice spoke up.

      “You’re right,” said the first voice. “It should be in worse shape. Bet it’s got all the latest UNITY tech. The doors might be rigged somehow. Be careful when you open ‘em.”

      Something damp trickled through Avery’s hair. She tilted her head back to look at the ceiling of the truck, which was now positioned below her.

      A fine, steady, drizzle of blood moved with her. It abandoned the small pool it had started in favor of beginning anew under its altered position.

      “Diesel,” she croaked. She patted around for him, as her vision went blurry. “Diesel?”

      Her eyes closed themselves, and the noises outside the car faded away.
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      The first terrible thing about waking up in captivity was the moment before the situation became clear.

      Diesel was in bed, he was sure, with Avery nearby—everything seemed to be in order.

      Then the cool touch of stone seeped through his clothes and into his skin. The unfamiliar smells of dust and decay floated into his nostrils. The sound of scraping metal assaulted his ears when he tried to rub his eyes. And then there was the pain. All of his muscles screamed and hauled him into consciousness.

      He jerked upright, an action his muscles protested. Above him, the ceiling rose into a peaked arch. Wood beams spanned the white sky and met in the middle. There were lights, caged by intricately-made glass and brass fixtures hung at equal distances along the beams. At first, he thought the lights within the fixtures were candles. But as his eyes became more focused, he realized the lights were dim. His gaze moved lower and encountered stained glass windows. The windows did not seem to depict particular symbols, but as Diesel took in the rest of his surroundings, it became clear that he was in a church.

      A row of marble columns rose on either side, and marble steps led up to the chancel. Rows of rotting wooden pews stood, opposite the chancel, in dusty, graffiti-covered disarray.

      He was chained to one of the marble columns and seated on the floor. To his left, one of the stained glass windows was broken. Vines had grown through it. Roots had pressed through the crumbled floor, and there was a smooth carpet of moss creeping outwards away from the wall. From his position, he could not see much more.

      He could, however, see Avery.

      She was chained to the next column down, just far enough to be out of reach. Her legs were pulled up against her chest, and her head was hanging low, at an awkward angle. Her white-blond hair was streaked with its usual black, but also with the stomach-turning red-brown of dried blood.

      “The male is awake,” a voice called from behind him to the right. A creaky, crumbling wooden door opened all the way, revealing a vampire. He was short for a vamp, but his pale hair and pale skin were inarguable indicators of his race. His highlighter-green eyes seemed to glow in the dim light. As Diesel watched, the vampire dissolved from view, only to reappear in front of him.

      The vamp’s appearance made Diesel’s heart pound. He knew the vampire could sense the reaction, but he was determined to keep himself locked down. He called on all of his UNITY training to calm his nerves and his body’s response to the realization that he was a prisoner. He recalled something about the truck, but the moment the memory came, it was gone again.

      “Wouldn’t try to shift, if I were you,” the vampire advised. His leer revealed his fangs, which had elongated enough to interfere with his speech. “Those chains don’t break or morph to accommodate animals.” As if his tone hadn’t given a good enough indication of his distaste, the vampire wrinkled his nose like Diesel smelled foul. “Of course, I’ve never watched a wolf strangle to death within the confines of a metal collar. Maybe you should shift and make it my lucky day.”

      Footsteps echoed to the right.

      “Now, now, Vartolomej, that’s a terrible way to wake our visitors.”

      Diesel twisted his neck against the thick manacle around it. He couldn’t turn his head all the way, but he didn’t need to.

      Cassandra Snelgrove strode into view, and she reached out to stroke the vampire’s shoulder. “Leave us,” she said. “I’ll let you taunt them when I’m done.”

      The vampire bowed to her before he disappeared.

      Cassandra’s dress made a revolting contrast against the gray color of the debris around her. The gown was the color of shimmering, verdant life. Each green bead and sequin sucked up the low light. It made the space seem darker around her, creating the illusion that she was the room’s only source of illumination.

      She crossed until she was in front of Diesel. She examined the pew nearest her, and produced a sigh so heavy it shifted the top layer of dust from the graying wood.

      “Look at the squalor we live in,” she said. She turned her attention to the empty sanctuary around her when she spoke. Diesel wondered if there were people there he couldn’t see. “Look what we have been reduced to. My father worked to give us a good life. My father worked to see us take the future for our own. And what do we have now?”

      She paused as if she were waiting for an answer.

      None came.

      No shuffling of feet or clearing of throats. No noise at all.

      “I cannot sit here,” she called out, motioning to the pew.

      Again, no one responded. The eerie echo of her voice continued longer than it should have.

      The room was empty.

      Cassandra was speaking to him. Or to herself. But not to anyone else, regardless of whom she thought she was addressing.

      Across the way, at the next column, Avery’s head bobbed.

      Diesel tried to send her a thought to stay still. If she didn’t call any attention to herself, she might be spared whatever the red-headed lunatic had planned.

      But Avery’s head bobbed again. This time, it moved up enough to fall back. Her hair went back with it, revealing the heavy metal cuff around Avery’s neck. Her eyes flew open, and she jerked before they fluttered shut again. Thick, dried blood crusted her face. It was thinner at the gash that ran along the left side of her forehead and grew into a thick band at her hairline.

      Cassandra turned. Her slow movements caused the light to shift positions on her dress, but none of the luminescence was released back into the room.

      “Wake up, sweetie pie,” Cassandra said, delivering a quick kick to Avery’s booted foot.

      Avery’s eyelids flapped again, fighting to stay open—or closed. Diesel pushed forward against his own restraints. His neck wasn’t the only thing that was shackled. His arms, chest, and waist were all held back by the chains that encased them. His feet were cuffed, too, and the chains there were linked to the ones around his upper body.

      He could feel the chains and cuffs working against him when he moved. They seemed to tighten in when he pressed out, but he couldn’t be certain if that effect was real or imagined. Panic was starting to rise in his throat.

      “Wake UP!” Cassandra screeched. Her voice filled the room. It glanced off every hard surface, multiplying rather than dissipating into the air.

      Avery’s eyes opened at last and remained that way. They were wide and panicked as she took in everything around her. She was seeing, but she wasn’t registering, as far as Diesel could tell. Though her eyes fell on him several times, they didn’t acknowledge his presence.

      “That’s better,” Cassandra said.

      Nothing was better. Avery went into a full panic. She fought against the restraints that bound her. Screams and howls escaped her mouth between rasping gasps of air.

      Diesel’s wolf banged against his skin. The chains were, without a doubt, bewitched in some way. The vampire may have exaggerated their strength or magic, but Diesel had no way of knowing. He couldn’t risk his wolf, but the creature was desperate to come forward anyway. He sent out a roar of his own. The muscles in his throat strained so hard against the cuff around his neck that he felt strangled. The yell he’d released ended in a searing, heaving breath.

      “Oh, don’t be so dramatic,” Cassandra said with a casual glance over her shoulder as if she could sense his thoughts. “Vartolomej was toying with you, I’m sure. These chains are very new to us, and we haven’t yet discovered all their benefits. I bet you can’t even shift within them. Then again, maybe you can. Feel free to try, but I warn you, there’s a good chance they could turn your wolf rabid. I can’t say for sure. We could test that theory on your female, here.”

      She turned back to appraise Avery.

      Diesel continued to strain against the metal around him as the woman lowered to a stiff crouch in front of his mate. The gown would be a disadvantage in a fight. She was either a tactical moron or assured of the idea that the chains were inescapable.

      “We tried to be so nice when we played in the sand,” Cassandra said. She spoke in a small, girlish voice as if she were addressing a puppy who had been naughty. “You took something that doesn’t belong to you. Tsk, tsk, tsk. You should have returned it. Why would you make me go to such nasty lengths to get back what is mine?”

      She reached out and grasped the cuff around Avery’s neck. There was enough room for her to slide her fingers underneath it, and when she did, Avery’s face began to change shades. She gasped for breath and Diesel’s wolf surged forward again.

      “Give me my father!” Cassandra snarled. She leaned Avery back, putting the whole force of her weight behind the fingers she was using to close off Avery’s airway.

      “Take the fucking thing,” Diesel yelled, desperate.

      Without letting go, Cassandra turned her glare on him.

      “I can’t do that, can I?” she asked him, as if it were the most obvious thing. “How can I know it won’t destroy me the moment I touch it?”

      “It’s in the pouch,” he cried.

      Avery’s eyes flew to him, desperate both for air and for him to keep his mouth shut.

      He knew it didn’t guarantee their safety, but he needed something—anything—to buy them time.

      It had, at least for the moment, the intended effect.

      Cassandra released Avery and spun on him. “Of course it’s in the pouch,” she said. Her sneer was so broad it stretched her lips across her face. “I can see that it’s in the pouch. But magic!” She said the word with the same intonation she might have said, “Duh.”

      “The pouch is magic, yes,” Diesel hurried on. “But its value is that it prevents the Advocacy from harming anyone who touches it.”

      Cassandra glared down her nose at him.

      “You can touch the pouch,” he said as if she hadn’t understood. “I can show you.”

      A laugh bubbled up from her throat. “You can touch the pouch,” she repeated, mocking him in another little snivel of a voice. “I won’t be releasing you to allow you to show me something I learned long ago. Good try, though”—she waved a finger in the air at him. “That was almost sneaky.”

      “Then someone else,” Diesel offered. “You could have one of your people try to take the Advocacy. Someone disposable.”

      She was upon him before he could blink. He hardly had time to register her weight against his chest.

      “I have no one disposable,” she growled. Her breath fell hot across his face. “And yet your bitch keeps disposing of them! You self-righteous, authoritarian UNITY fucks might have people among you who you can do without. But I need every single one of my family and followers. Life is valuable to me.”

      She shoved herself away from him.

      “You will discharge any protections you have against that Advocacy, and you will release my father to me,” Cassandra ordered.

      But when she turned back to Avery, Avery’s face was pale. She was sweating and trembling.

      The woman crouched in front of her again. “What’s the matter with you?” she demanded.

      Avery shook her head. When her hair moved out of the way, Diesel was alarmed by the waxy appearance of her features. She was more injured than she had first seemed. Something was wrong, and it was getting worse.

      “I need”—Avery swallowed, and a tremor shook through her body—“I cannot—”

      Her eyes rolled back into her head, and she fell still.

      “Vartolomej!” Cassandra called.

      The vampire appeared by her side.

      “What’s wrong with her?” Cassandra demanded.

      Vartolomej dropped to his knees and studied Avery.

      Seeing the vampire’s pale hands on Avery made Diesel’s skin crawl. He was desperate to make the male stop touching his mate, but the urgency came from a place that had nothing to do with jealousy and possession.

      Avery’s skin was gray and translucent compared to the vampire’s. The warm, peachy cast she usually had was gone.

      “Magistrate, she is very ill. The head wound must be worse than we thought.”

      Cassandra clenched her fists and let out a frustrated growl. “Bones and Cutter,” she snarled. Then she tilted her head as if someone had begun to whisper in her ear. “No, I know that, of course. They were successful in their attack. I cannot be upset with them for doing too good a job. Of course, yes.” Her attention returned to the vampire. “If she can use her power, we’ll jeopardize everything. We cannot risk allowing her to shift and heal.”

      “Magistrate,” the vampire said again, as he kept his fingers encircled around Avery’s wrist, “That option appears to be inviable anyway. I am getting word that she cannot heal.”
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      Avery felt the vampire touch her and heard his words, but she was incapable of shaking him off. Her head throbbed, her body was cold, and it seemed all she could do to continue drawing air into her own lungs.

      “Cannot heal?” Snelgrove’s daughter demanded clarification.

      “She keeps repeating the concept,” he said, giving Avery’s wrist a firmer squeeze.

      This time, his assault was more intense, but it was also sloppier. Avery could feel him prodding around inside her mind, reading her thoughts. She focused her energy in the direction of her wolf, who was pacing and anxious. She relied on her wolf to protect her and block the vampire out of her brain.

      He released her with a shudder and made a noise of disgust. “She’s put her mongrel in the way,” he said. “My apologies, Magistrate,” he corrected when Cassandra let loose a snarl. “Her wolf is ill-trained and smells vile, unlike your own majestic, resplendent form.”

      “Tell me what you heard,” she commanded him.

      “She thought it several times in a loop. Just the words ‘can’t heal’.” His voice seemed less confident now.

      The only sound in the room was the impatient tapping of a foot—presumably Cassandra’s. “That doesn’t mean anything,” she murmured. “That could be a misdirection.”

      Avery took the moment of the woman’s preoccupation to pry her lids open again. Her vision was unfocused, but she could smell Diesel and could vaguely make out his shape. His body appeared to be straining forward. Metal rubbed and clattered against metal and stone every time he moved. He was restrained as she was, then.

      With the vampire’s hand away from her, Avery let her mind fly. It was true. She couldn’t heal. Diesel didn’t know that.

      Well, now he did.

      But now, he couldn’t help her, either.

      She could feel her own heart beating the way her wolf’s was. Fluttering, racing, sometimes less powerful than it should be.

      She reached her mind out to the far edges of her bones and muscles. She couldn’t test her magic while Cassandra and the vampire were standing there, but she wanted to know if it was still accessible.

      When her mind reached out to it, the magic reached back. There was a gap between the two of them, a canyon preventing them from touching. She didn’t know whether she could bridge it or not. She wasn’t about to waste what might be her only shot when the odds were so bad.

      “Do we believe her? What happens if she dies now?” Cassandra was still murmuring. Now she was pacing, too. First far away, then back. Her footsteps and words echoed in the space.

      Avery couldn’t see Diesel well, but she could feel his gaze on her. She could smell the concern in the air, too. He was keeping himself locked down tight, but he couldn’t prevent everything he was feeling, especially as connected as they had become. Every now and then, a bit seeped out—nothing more than a hint, but enough for her to smell it.

      “My family will look for us,” Diesel spoke up. “When we don’t make it home. They’ll come looking for my truck. They can track it.”

      That interrupted Cassandra’s solo plotting. “Good. Let them find it. It isn’t here, and it won’t lead them to you. If your pack does find it, however, my people will keep them busy.”

      “You can’t do that,” Diesel objected. “The punishment is too great. If none of your people are disposable, you won’t want to see them imprisoned for the rest of their lives. Or tortured for taking the life of another?”

      Her footsteps hurried back across the floor. “Your UNITY brand of justice makes you feel untouchable, wolf,” she snarled. “You forget that you forced that on us. We did not ask you to save the world. The world was fine. And now your rules, your laws, your attempts to bring everyone together have condemned you. You took away our freedoms. What did you think would happen? How did you convince yourselves that we would not fight?”

      “Fight for what?” Diesel asked. “The right to steal? To hurt others? To breed slaves and purify the race? To act with so little restraint while you play Fate? You call yourselves Dissidents, but all you’re looking for is an excuse to do whatever you want, with no repercussions. Anarchy—that’s what it was before. Chaos is what it will become. If you think you’ll be in power for any length of time before someone with a greater ambition dethrones you, you’re out of your mind.”

      The scream Cassandra let out was deafening. It bounced off every wall and column and piece of glass. Avery wanted to cover her ears with the hands she could not free.

      “We are Dissidents. Don’t patronize me by attempting to explain away our cause. You imposed your will upon us, and we heartily protest it,” Cassandra said, scathingly. “You have seen my people and me at work. I am a wolf leading members of every race and every breed. I have them all at my command. Anyone who attempts to oust me will be easily dealt with. I will reign over you, and you will bow to me. You will serve me or you, and everyone you love, will die!”

      “You’re a false leader. Your followers are as misguided and power-hungry as you are,” Diesel challenged. “Your own ancient father couldn’t keep this ramshackle group together. What the hell makes you think you’ll make it any farther than he did? This time, though, it may be one of your own who tears out your throat.”

      Avery had to be proud. He was taking a page out of her book.

      A great crashing sound came from the far side of the sanctuary. The splintering of wood was followed by a tidal wave of fragrant dust and a rabid roar from Cassandra.

      “Vartolomej, I need you,” she shouted.

      “Of course, Magistrate,” the vampire said, somewhere to Avery’s left.

      Footsteps thundered away, and though Avery did not hear the vampire go, she could see his vague form dissolve.

      Diesel didn’t waste a moment. “What’s your status?” he asked.

      “Can’t see,” Avery muttered through parched lips.

      “At all?”

      “Not well.”

      “Is the vampire on to something?” he asked, his voice more serious.

      Avery couldn’t admit it in words. She gave a single, subtle nod.

      She expected Diesel to yell and freak out. She had been so dishonest and withheld so much, even after he had requested her honesty. Why hadn’t she been more open with him?

      “I don’t know what they did to the car,” he said. His voice was strained, and a new smell filled the air.

      “You can’t do that,” she said. She breathed when she could. “You can’t show any sign of despair. And we can’t talk much. Her father always had everything rigged and wired. I have no doubt they’re listening.”

      Diesel fell quiet, and the emotions were cleared from the air.

      “You know that thing I used to pick on you for?” he asked, keeping his voice much lower than he had before. “The thing you thought I didn’t think you should do.”

      “Yeah,” she said.

      “I don’t feel that way anymore,” he said, his tone hopeful.

      “That’s sweet of you,” she said. She went silent, reaching out in her mind again. Her magic was so close, but she couldn’t quite draw it up. “I might try it one day,” she said. “Right now, these chains are holding me back, I think.”

      Diesel cursed. He was so quiet she couldn’t be certain he’d actually said anything at all.

      “Your head looks bad,” he said.

      “It feels worse,” she told him. “I want to close my eyes. I want to sleep.”

      “Please don’t,” he whispered. He breathed deep, and when the breath ended in a shudder, Avery gritted her teeth.

      “Don’t panic. My wolf is forcing me to stay with it over here. But if this is it, Diesel, this is it,” she said. “Fate never guarantees us anything.”

      Fate. Damn, she could use a visit right about now. The light from the Forest was out, though.

      “That’s not true,” Diesel murmured. His words were thick, and his tone was gruff. “I’ve already seen how things play out. It’s you and me and a whole heap of little wolves running around our feet. It doesn’t end here. It can’t.”

      Avery swallowed the lump in her throat.

      She’d been planning to leave him. Had he been dreaming of a family and a future while she’d been plotting her exit?

      Now she wished she’d been paying attention when they’d been driving back to the house.

      She would have seen what went wrong. She could have prevented it. It was her own fault Diesel was there. She could sacrifice herself. She’d always been willing to do that. But she couldn’t sacrifice him.

      “It’s not going to end here,” she said.

      “That’s it,” he encouraged.

      “No. It’s not going to end here for you.”

      There was a moment of quiet before the sound of him fighting his restraints kicked off again. “Whatever you’re thinking, Avery, don’t do it. We both get out of this. Both of us.”

      “We’ll see,” Avery said.

      Footsteps preceded Cassandra’s return.

      “Cut the strap,” she commanded.

      Avery tried to move, to tangle her hand into the strap of the pouch which was still strung around her body. With her hands bound, though, she couldn’t reach the thing. She watched the hazy shapes around her as she felt a tug and heard the slash of a knife through leather. Then the thin strap whipped around and away from her body.

      “Give me that!” Cassandra snapped.

      Avery thought she meant the pouch.

      Diesel roared, and Avery felt the cold, cruel press of a knife against her neck.

      “If you die, will I lose my father?” she asked.

      Avery swallowed, trying to process her racing thoughts. “No,” she said. “But if you kill me, you’ll never know how to free him.”

      The blade dug deeper into her skin, and she smelled the scent of blood. “You don’t know, either, do you?” Cassandra asked. “Isn’t that why you’ve been searching for the Stăpânire Se Aprinde?”

      Her question sparked a fire in Avery’s mind. Cassandra didn’t have things in the right order, which meant Avery might still have a hand to play. For the first time since she had come around, the pain and weakness she felt gave way to hope.

      “No,” she answered with a light laugh. “I’ve been trying to find it so I could figure out how to destroy the Advocacy. And now, I’ve got the knowledge. You’d be wise to remove the knife from my neck. The Advocacy means nothing to you if you can’t free Daddy Dearest. And it means nothing to me in your possession. No reason to keep it going if I can’t have my fun.”

      The knife clattered away, but Cassandra’s hand returned. Her fingers dug in around the metal collar again. She leaned in with all her weight until her lips sealed against Avery’s ear.

      “Tell me how to free him,” she hissed.

      “Can’t tell you if I’m dead,” Avery responded, choking with a little extra flair.

      Cassandra’s hand remained, crushing into her neck. Avery didn’t have to pretend she was fighting for air. She couldn’t breathe, but she supposed it looked authentic, so she rode the wave.

      Before she blacked out, Cassandra released her. Stars exploded in front of her eyes, and her vision flickered several times before it came back into focus. It was better than before, she told herself with desperate hope.

      Her neck felt numb, but the pressure against her was gone.

      “What shall we do, Magistrate?” Vartolomej’s voice was quiet.

      “I want to deliver this to Peter myself. He will compare it with her sample, and we shall see if our efforts come to anything.”

      “And the prisoners?”

      “Keep them chained. Send Eloise in to check the female. She may do only what is required to keep the bitch alive. Nothing more.”

      “Of course,” Vartolomej said.

      With that, they both retreated again, in their respective ways.

      “Can they do anything with the Advocacy?” Diesel asked.

      Avery searched for a way to answer him—something that wouldn’t give away too much truth.

      She had been unable to imbue the Advocacy with any protections. Snelgrove’s power inside it was too strong, or his energy was too vile. She had never attempted to free him, but she’d felt like he was standing on the other side of a fragile membrane—something he could break through, if given half a chance. In truth, she did not know whether Cassandra and her people could free him.

      She offered Diesel a clueless, helpless shrug.

      “They must have been tracking us,” Diesel muttered. “Hell, what if they’ve been trailing us since Flagler? They knew we were there, so they also knew we would have to leave at some point.”

      “No,” Avery objected. Her vision was continuing to make a slow return. As it did, the throbbing in her head doubled. She shivered, too. If she had been in shock before, the reaction was beginning to wear thin. She was aware of every muscle that ached. The abrasions and cuts on her skin burned. “They couldn’t have tracked us from there. My magic, remember?”

      Diesel scoffed. “Yeah, I remember.”

      “What does that mean?” she asked, doing her best to be offended. The pain made it difficult, but his words made it easier.

      “You shouldn’t have shown off like that,” he hissed. “It was the wrong call. It pissed them off.”

      “Welcome back,” she said. “I wondered when you would show up.”

      “Avery, I’m serious,” he said.

      “So am I,” she retorted. “Do you remember what happened, right before the truck flipped? How about a few minutes ago, when you were talking about all those little wolves running around our feet? Because I do, but I’m sure I’ll forget if you keep talking shit.”

      “I can think you’re reckless even if I love you.”

      The room fell quiet between them—the only noise was the echo of his words, bouncing around the chamber. It was the first time he had said them, but Avery heard them a thousand times in the span of a moment.

      “Don’t say that,” Avery whispered, letting her voice go dead and dark.

      “I’ll say whatever I want until you command me otherwise,” Diesel said. “And I’ll still love you, even if you do command me not to. Just because you don’t want to hear it doesn’t mean it’s any less true.”

      “You’re not listening to me. You think your rules and regulations would have bested my magic, but all the lawfulness in the world wouldn’t have saved us from this. Cassandra’s got a personal vendetta with me,” she said. “That’s my fault. I started it when I made the Advocacy. You shouldn’t be here. Let me solve the problem on my own.”

      “Not going to happen,” he said.

      “You can’t make that call.”

      “Last time I checked, I’m chained up here, too. I didn’t have to be in that truck. I didn’t have to go to your mother’s house to ask for her blessing to be with you. I didn’t have to go to Flagler or get that room or jump in that pool. I didn’t have to pick your wolf up out of the snow or hide her away until you showed up, either. But I did it all because when it comes down to it, there wasn’t any other choice I could make. It’s got nothing to do with your orders, and it’s got nothing to do with magic. It’s got nothing to do with being your mate, either. Believe me, I’d love to write off my crazy-ass obsession with you as nothing but hormones and instincts I can’t fight. But I can’t do that. It’s not that simple. I love you. It didn’t happen all at once, and I can’t pretend it happened right away. I’ve fought against myself, and I’ve lost. So here I am, chained to this stupid column and tearing up my brain for a way to get us both out of here. I believe in you. I’ve seen what you can do, and I know what you’re going to do for our race. So stop fighting on your own and fucking work with me!”

      “For Fate’s sake,” Avery groaned. She was using up valuable energy arguing when she could have been looking for a way out. “All I’m asking is for you to hate me so I can save your life, you idiot. Why can’t you stop being the hero for once and let me do this? Hate me so I can let you go!”

      “But that’s the problem, remember?” he whispered. “I don’t hate you. I’ve never been able to.”

      Avery sucked in her breath. He’d said it before, the night they’d faced off in the doorway of the guest room. Realization hit her. He’d admitted it with those words the very night she’d banished him to the hall. Before he’d seen Flagler and before the pool and the bunkhouse and the orange juice and the everything.

      “My wolf has always loved you. Even if I could despise everything about you, he would never give up. So you’re stuck with me,” Diesel said.

      Her own wolf whimpered in her mind. She wanted to shift. She wanted to run again with him in the grass and to mess up the sheets in the bunkhouse. As if to dig the knife in deeper, an itch at her neck reminded her of the hairs in all her clothes from Diesel’s wolf.

      She searched for a way to turn him against her. Her mind raced back through every argument they’d ever had, searching for something she could say to spark his anger.

      “You can’t protect us,” she finally said. “You consider my magic to be a problem. But what about you? Your reliance on the rules and regulations. And all the guns? Where are your guns, Diesel? What did your rules do for the world? They led to us being here right now. You can say it’s my magic that pissed them off, if that makes you feel better. But UNITY is the real reason Cassandra exists, to begin with.”

      “That’s not true,” Diesel responded. “You know as well as I do that Nicholas Snelgrove was upset by the mixing of human blood into the race long before the R & B got together. It had nothing to do with UNITY. He would have done it anyway.”

      “But UNITY did nothing to stop him. Nothing to prevent this.”

      “Stop fighting me,” Diesel ground out.

      “You can’t still believe that UNITY is the way,” Avery responded, mocking him. But it wasn’t enough.

      She needed to dig into the part of him that had been built up. The part of him that he held close and closed off.

      He had been born an alpha, after all, but Fate hadn’t allowed him to stay that way.

      Avery had never felt it to be a shortcoming. In fact, she had come to know for certain that Diesel was the best man she had ever encountered.

      Fate had chosen well for her. The thought made her ache all the more. She could save him, if only he would let her go.

      She braced herself to use everything good about him to tear him down. She would disassemble him, piece by piece, until he hated her enough to turn his back on her once and for all.

      “I changed my mind. I was going to leave you,” she told him. “When you took me back to the house, I was going to pack my things and sneak away.”

      She let the echo of the words hang in the cavernous room.
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      Diesel scrutinized Avery. The knowledge that she was unable to heal had him on edge. When it came to a wolf’s mortality, it was pretty clear. Either you had your head, or you didn’t. The only other way for a wolf to truly perish was in an explosion where the body was so obliterated that there was no hope of reassembly. People didn’t like to discuss either option, but the lost-head method was less messy, and therefore the most frequently mentioned.

      Avery’s inability to heal made her, more or less, human.

      He wanted to know how she had become unable to heal, but he worried about voicing the question. He assumed she was right about the fact that Cassandra and her people were listening in. So, instead, he kept his eyes, ears, and nose directed at Avery with full attention.

      “How’s your breathing?” he asked.

      “It’s fine,” she responded.

      A few minutes passed before he could no longer contain himself.

      “And your vision?”

      “No better than the last time you asked,” she said.

      Her flippant replies made him angry. Far angrier than the words she was flinging his way, though he heard those, too.

      “It’s good that you’re not an agent anymore,” Avery said. “This situation would get you the boot. It saves my mother the trouble of having to force you out. Fate would have done it, though. She squeezed you out of the alpha role when she saw you didn’t have what it takes.”

      Diesel bristled. She was riling him up on purpose. She’d even admitted as much. Still, she was more than capable of using her words to hit him where it hurt the worst.

      Maybe it was her magic. Could she have done so much that it had drained her of her ability to heal? He tried to think if she had done any recently. There were the sparks in bed…

      “You wouldn’t have lasted much longer anyway. No partner or team to save your ass. When we do get out of here, everyone will know it was me who saved you.”

      She was trying to get him to shut down on her. She’d done it to herself, then, hadn’t she? He’d always thought she’d been too reliant on her magic. This was proof.

      He cursed himself for being unfair. There was no evidence that Avery had brought it on herself. But then something Cassandra said wormed its way into his brain.

      “What did she mean about comparing the Snelgrove Advocacy with a sample? She said ‘her sample’. Sample of what? Magic?” He called on his UNITY training to zero in on her responses.

      There it was. A resentful hesitation that presented itself as a minuscule hitch in her breath. She would deny knowledge of what he was talking about. If she did, he would know he was on the right track.

      “I don’t know, Diesel,” she said. She twisted around within her restraints, like they had chosen that moment to lock themselves down on her even more.

      “What happened? There’s something you’re not telling me.”

      Footsteps came from somewhere else in the sanctuary. From his vantage point, Diesel couldn’t see high enough over the pews to get a visual on the doors beyond them.

      The short, stout woman who waddled down the aisle didn’t become visible until she was two pews away. She was wearing a white, utilitarian dress, but she didn’t look like a bride on her wedding day. She looked like she’d stepped out of an infirmary in the 1940’s.

      Under one arm, she carried a large plastic jug that was full of sloshing red liquid. A military-style metal box was tucked under her other arm. She placed both on the pew nearest Avery.

      Without speaking a word, the woman stooped next to Avery and began to examine her.

      Avery tried to pull away but could go nowhere.

      Diesel assumed this was Eloise, the woman Cassandra had referred to. A name like Eloise evoked a different image for him. He’d been expecting a little girl with bouncy, blond hair. The gruff demeanor and grumbling of the female across from him didn’t match up.

      With a meaty hand, the woman grabbed Avery’s chin and thrust it up. She used the fingers of her other hand to pry one of Avery’s eyes open.

      “Having trouble seeing, aren’t you?” she asked in a thick foreign accent.

      “You would know as much, if you’ve been listening in,” Avery accused.

      The woman gave a dark chuckle. “I would know as much from looking at you with my own eyes. Which are working better than yours. Don’t be rude.”

      She stood and turned, appraising Diesel from far away.

      “Nothing wrong with you other than your attitude,” she assessed from her visual scan of him. “I don’t deal in attitude adjustments.”

      While it was usually rather obvious if an individual was a member of the R & B, their particular race or breed often wasn’t as clear. With the woman’s shrewd eyes on him, however, Diesel could determine what she was. The light that danced in her pupils when she studied him was the giveaway in this case. It was the reason many Seers now wore special contact lenses or glasses.

      “You’re a Seer,” he stated. He wasn’t sure Avery could make out the visual cue, and he wanted her to know.

      “Yes, yes,” Eloise said, dismissing whatever she saw in him. “You’re fine. This one, though? Not as much.”

      She turned back to Avery.

      “I am told to fix only what is immediately life-threatening for you. You can make that easy for me, or I can draw your wolf and heal you anyway,” she said. There was no compassion or interest in her words.

      “A Seer and a Healer?” Avery asked.

      The woman didn’t answer. She gave a clinical once-over to the visible injuries on Avery’s face. She probed her fingers through Avery’s hair. Diesel got the sense that there were far worse things at play than the gash across her forehead.

      When she got no argument from Avery, Eloise rubbed her hands together. White-gold light seeped from between them, and when she pulled her hands apart, both palms glowed with energy.

      She placed her hands around the crown of Avery’s head.

      Avery hissed, and Diesel watched as her body sucked up the light.

      After what seemed like a long time, Eloise frowned, backed away, and rubbed her hands together again. When she seemed satisfied, she made another attempt.

      She repeated the action three more times before she cursed and looked around in confusion. She directed a shrug to the far right corner of the room.

      Diesel followed the woman’s gaze and thought he could see a dark shadow where a camera might have been hidden.

      “What happened to you?” the woman demanded.

      Avery’s eyes shifted up to Eloise’s face, but they appeared unfocused. She didn’t speak a word.

      “You’re cursed,” the woman spat, backing away. She almost tumbled backward over the pew where she’d placed her things. She snatched the items before she hurried out of sight.

      When the footsteps had faded out completely, Avery’s shoulders slumped down over the chains across her chest. The cuff around her neck pulled tight, and she lifted her head back for some slack.

      “What did you do?” Diesel asked. “Why wouldn’t you let her heal you?”

      “What are you talking about?” Avery groaned. She seemed exhausted, and when she spoke, he noticed how dry her lips were.

      “You’re too proud to let your magic go, even now. Even when it’s killing you. I can’t believe you’re that stubborn.”

      Avery’s eyes flashed up to meet his, and for a moment, he was sure she could see him with perfect clarity. “None of this has anything to do with my magic. If you hadn’t been so hell-bent on making me conform to your ideals of what our relationship and the world as a whole should look like, we wouldn’t be stuck in this Fate-forsaken mess.”

      Then, without warning, she began to cry.

      Diesel sat, shell-shocked. He had never seen her cry like that. If he were honest with himself, he’d say he didn’t know for certain that she was capable of it. She seemed too tough, or at least too proud.

      “I didn’t think Fate had punished me. But maybe She’s been punishing me in every way,” Avery said, the anger in her voice belying the tears she wept. “Since the moment I stepped back into Fairview, I’ve been at Her mercy. And now this. I’m going to lose everything I worked so hard for because of one stupid mistake. Cassandra can’t be stronger than I am. These chains can’t be my undoing!”

      Diesel’s blood ran cold at her words. “Why did you want to be trained?” he asked.

      Avery shook her head.

      “It was because you can’t heal. You knew, didn’t you? How did you know? What happened?”

      She shook her head again.

      “What did you do?” Diesel ground out, desperate for her to respond to him.

      It is her fault, he thought. If he lost her, it would be because of something she had done. Perhaps, in her selfishness, she had felt she was only doing it to herself. Didn’t she know how much he loved her? Couldn’t she see that it would kill him to watch her fade away?

      “Answer me!” he hissed, hating the venom in his tone.

      “It was my fault!” she cried, forgetting to keep her voice down. “That’s what you want to hear. That’s what you need, isn’t it? You need to be able to blame me like you always have. Stupid, impertinent, incapable, impulsive Avery. Only able to get herself out of trouble by using magic. Well, are you happy now? My magic is what got me into trouble this time. You win, Diesel! I fucked up. Go back home to your pack and be proud of the fact that you were right all along. Your mate is reckless and unworthy. Congratulations on your martyrdom.”

      “Happy?! Of course I’m not fucking happy! I’m losing you. I’m watching you die. That doesn’t make me a martyr. It makes me one seriously, seriously pissed-off wolf who is less than an inch from shifting and freaking out all over the Fate-forsaken place. Now I’m done fighting with you. If you can’t tell me something that will help us here, then don’t say anything at all.”

      Avery snapped her mouth shut, but her tears continued.

      Diesel’s heart clenched within his chest as he listened to her sniffles. How cruel it seemed that she couldn’t wipe her face. Crueler still that he couldn’t do it for her.

      Regardless of the words that flew back and forth between them, Diesel couldn’t turn his back on her. She was right about him. At one time, a fight like this would have been all the excuse he needed to applaud himself for having rejected the thought of being her mate. If you showed your ass to the universe long enough, the universe would find a way to screw you.

      Avery had somehow always known exactly what he’d thought of her and exactly what he’d thought of himself. How could it be that the one woman who could tear him down to nothing was the only woman who could also make him feel like more of a man than he’d ever been?

      It was proof that Fate had a sick sense of humor.

      “The sample they’ve got,” Avery said, “is something they took from me in Flagler, I think.”

      Diesel leaned his head back against the column behind him as he gazed at her from under his lowered lids.

      “When Cassandra tried to throw that stolen magic at you, and I intercepted it, I threw something back at her. She caught it, and sealed it inside a fancy black box.”

      “You didn’t think it would have been worth mentioning at the time?” Diesel asked. He reserved any judgment from his voice. Avery’s admission wasn’t proud or defensive.

      She sounded like she had given up.

      “No, I didn’t think about that or anything else. I rarely do—especially in the height of battle. That’s what got me here, remember? And it’s the reason I can’t be trusted with the”—she glanced around the room—“the things we’ve talked about before.”

      “Bullshit,” he said. He left it at that.

      “Look at us,” she responded, shaking her head. “It’s fine for me to be here. I’d figure a way out sooner or later. But it’s no good for you to be here. And I couldn’t risk anyone else being in this position either. Face it, I’m a lone wolf. It works best that way.”

      A blast sounded from somewhere far off within the building. Cassandra’s furious screeching followed, but the words were too distant and muffled to be understood.

      Avery chuckled, and the sound echoed around the room. “I hope they touched that Advocacy from Flagler,” she said. “The only purpose I gave it was that it would burst into flames on contact with a human body. It’s been out of my hands for long enough that it would be pretty weak now. Still, it might have cost someone an arm.”

      

      Avery stared at Diesel’s stubble-covered jaw. The muscles there clenched and unclenched when he thought. So far, she’d counted more than three thousand repetitions of the movement. He’d been thinking for a long time.

      It had been long enough, that Avery was beginning to think that Snelgrove’s Advocacy wasn’t cooperating. She had plenty of personal theories about how the release might work, but there were none she had tested. And as far as destroying the thing? Well, that remained as much an unsolved mystery as ever.

      “What if you tried shifting?” Diesel asked. “They need you alive. If you can shift inside these chains, and your wolf gets into trouble, they’d have to cut you loose—at least long enough to restrain you in a different way. That could buy an opportunity to take some of them out. We could gain the upper hand.” His eyes flickered up to the right. They kept going back to the same spot, and Avery guessed he’d determined there was a camera there.

      “I’ve considered it,” Avery replied. The problem was that she didn’t know how much energy she had left. She was feeling pretty damned depleted. If she shifted, she couldn’t work any magic—and, worse, she might not be able to shift back. Either way, without being able to heal, she didn’t know how long she would last. “I think I’m at a better advantage the way I am.”

      Diesel’s jaw clenched some more.

      She couldn’t believe the awful things she’d said to him. Worse still, she couldn’t tell exactly how he’d taken them. He was still determined to get free, but she didn’t know if that was solely for his benefit in the end. Either way, she was no longer capable of continuing her tirades against him. The last things she had said to him had dismantled her heart. She was left clinging to the jagged pieces.

      Regardless of what she’d told Diesel, or of anything she’d tried to tell herself, her feelings for him were more powerful than ever. Inside her mind, her wolf was growing determined. The anger and focus the creature was channeling funneled into Avery’s body. She couldn’t heal, but she could stay strong. Her wolf was doing everything she could to ensure that happened.

      The disconnected feeling Avery had gotten when she had tried to reach out to her magic repaired itself. The tingling in the tips of her fingers and toes told her that the connection was being mended.

      Ahead and to the right, a door creaked open. Avery didn’t have a clear view of the door itself, because Diesel’s column was in the way. But she recognized the two men who crossed the chancel and stalked down the stairs.

      “Well, well, well,” Cutter said. He stopped between the two columns, his eyes landing on Avery, then Diesel. “I reckon you thought you’d never see us again, didn’t you?” A toothpick dangled from his lips when his mouth drew into a twisted grin. “We sure didn’t think we’d see you, did we?”

      He elbowed his buddy. Bones didn’t look as certain of the situation. He tugged the ends of his hair, and the laugh he gave was forced.

      Avery glanced at Diesel before she spoke. “You know, I didn’t think I’d see you again,” she said. “I figured whoever had sent you after me would be so upset at your epic failure that you’d be permanent residents of the Forest by now.”

      Cutter scoffed and cracked his knuckles. “Cassandra’s better than that. She gave us a second chance, and look how good we did. We got her two for the price of one, and she’s gonna reward us like we deserve.” His lips twisted into another cruel smile and he drew the toothpick from between them. His eyes lingered too long on Avery.

      Diesel began to growl. The sound was low, long, and more ferocious than Avery had heard from any creature in her life.

      Bones shrank back.

      Cutter, however, was unfazed. “Oh, look at you,” he taunted Diesel. “Your wolf can talk a big game all he wants. Everyone in this room knows a wolf ain’t no match for a bear, and brother, I’m the biggest, baddest bear there is.” As if to prove it, he hooked his shirt and pulled it off. Two large bear paw print tattoos spanned across his narrow, sinewy frame. Below them, across his taut abs, his skin bore deep, jagged scars. He had fought a bear in human form. It was something bears had to do if they wanted to gain independence from the den they’d been born into. The fact that he was still standing meant he was a beast, indeed.

      His smug satisfaction at the show he was putting on made Avery want to knock him down a peg or two.

      “So you took down a bear with your fists. Or, judging from your name, maybe you had a knife.”

      He turned to her with amused menace written across his face.

      “And yet, for some reason, I got away from you. Twice.”

      “Looks like you can’t do math, bitch. You only got away from us once, and that was only ‘cause we were supposed to bring you in alive.”

      Avery tipped her head like he’d said something adorable, but inaccurate. “No, honey. I can count. I meant twice. See, you’re not counting the part where I get away from you again. Very soon, in fact. And then, I’m going to kill you so you can never hunt down anyone else.”

      Cutter launched himself forward, but Bones—in a marvelous show of strength—managed to hold him back.

      “You know we’re not supposed to hurt her,” he murmured to Cutter when the bear turned a contemptuous look his way. “If you want the other thing, do it already. Fuck. I don’t like being in here on a normal day, let alone with them.”

      Avery wondered what the smaller man’s animal was. Sheep, perhaps?

      Cutter shook Bones off his arm and cracked his knuckles again. “Right, right. Our reward. Can’t see why you don’t want a piece,” he said. His eyes landed on Avery again, and he licked his lips. “If you ain’t gonna take a turn, you watch that one,” he said nodding in Diesel’s direction without looking that way. He flicked his toothpick to the floor.

      Diesel’s nostrils flared, and he let loose another growl. This one broke the surface and echoed around the sanctuary.

      “See,” Cutter said, moving in, predator on prey, “Cassandra said we could have some fun with you. And, normally, as a pureblooded bear, I wouldn’t wanna touch a wolf.”

      He continued his advance.

      Avery shuddered, forcing her wolf to back down.

      “But see, you’re a Legacy. We bears have Legacies, too, you know. Best lay in the universe, as the rumor goes. I can verify it, when it comes to my own breed. But I ain’t never taken a wolf. I wonder if you’ll be as good.” He crouched low next to her and reached a hand out to touch her hair.

      Avery’s stomach turned. His hands shouldn’t be allowed to go where Diesel’s had been.

      His breath skated across her skin. “Since Cassandra’s not gonna need you once she gets her daddy back, she said we can do whatever…we…want.” He trailed his finger down her cheek and neck with the pace of his words. Then, without warning, he hooked his hand around the metal collar. He slung his leg over Avery so that he was straddling her, pinning her even more to the column and floor than she already was.

      For all the times Avery had seen Diesel fight, she had never seen his eyes go black. Around Cutter’s shoulder, she saw Diesel’s pupils do more than swallow the dark color of his irises. The black continued out. It spread until there was no white left in his eyes at all. He looked like an alien. He looked like a monster.

      The roar that followed shook the walls and the foundation of the church. Stone crumbled and clattered to the floor. The light fixtures swung overhead, sending the room into a strobing, blurry tilt.

      The sound and rumble continued to grow as Diesel’s black wolf exploded forward, still encased by the network of restraints.

      Bones cowered for only a moment before he raced off through one of the doors.

      Cutter leaped up and began to back away, but his eyes weren’t on Diesel. They were glued to something he was seeing at the opposite end of the sanctuary. They continued to widen until they were bulging.

      Avery took a breath before she strained against the collar and its connected chains. She turned as much of her body as she could.

      Perched atop the broad railing of the balcony behind them, like a proud, regal ghost, was an enormous, pure white wolf.

      The Magistrate had entered the building.
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      The white wolf’s piercing howl rattled the stained glass windows until they blew apart. Shards of colorful glass sprayed down onto the pews and people below, plinking on the marble like a crystalline rain.

      Avery’s power surged back into her with a force that hit like a train. Her back arched and jerked against the column and her hands flared with red light.

      She had been too frightened of the consequences of using her magic at the wrong moment. Now she was terrified of what would happen if she didn’t try.

      Her hands shook as she worked to form a powerful Advocacy. The energy that came forward was cold. The color was silver, but it was edged with black. It wasn’t meant for melting metal. It was made to destroy stone.

      When it was ready, she used what little room she had to send the thing up and over her head, into the column.

      Marble shattered, and chunks sprayed out when the explosion let loose. The roof above creaked as its own unsupported weight began to give in to gravity’s undeniable pull. The force of the blast obliterated the chains and restraints and sent Avery sprawling forward.

      Diesel’s wolf twisted, eyes rolling, in the thick metal cuff. She raced to his aid, forming another Advocacy as she moved. This one was meant to melt through the metal, and she had no time to waste.

      “Shh, honey, please,” Avery murmured to him while she worked. She couldn’t put a hand on him since she needed both to do the job. She continued to speak to him as she made easy work of the metal.

      Another howl from above preceded a blur of white and a thunderous landing. Her mother’s wolf crouched in the middle of the open marble walkway before the altar, snapping and snarling at Cutter, who was frozen with fear.

      Avery saw her chance and took it—the biggest, baddest bear didn’t stand a chance.

      Bits of Cutter scattered everywhere. The Advocacy she’d sent his way was the magical equivalent of a pipe bomb—at least for the target. The magic absorbed upon contact, and once it made its way inside, well…boom.

      Thalia’s wolf jerked her head Avery’s way.

      “Sorry,” Avery said, “but he was mine.”

      Diesel’s wolf, finally freed, raced to where her mother stood, his back to her so they could cover each other.

      “They won’t come back here,” Avery said to herself. The sanctuary was too easy. She and Diesel had been given too much time to study the layout, even from their disadvantageous positions on the floor.

      No, if Cassandra and her people hadn’t already fled, they would be protecting the other spaces around them. Labs, holding areas—Fate only knew what else.

      The wolves looked at her at the same time, waiting for her command.

      “We’ve got to split up,” Avery told them. “There are too many ways for them to escape. They have the upper hand. I know it’s foolhardy because they have the advantage, but if we want a chance to get any of them, we need to spread our resources.”

      The wolves both snorted, but neither shifted to argue.

      “You each take the first turns you come to—one left, one right. I’ll take the next. If you hit a dead end or think you’ve done enough, meet back here. I’ll bring the whole building down if I have to.” She threw a glance at the column she’d already destroyed. “That is if it doesn’t come down on its own.”

      Each of the wolves gave her one last look before they did as she’d said. She followed behind them. Diesel split off to the left and disappeared into the darkness. Her mother took the first right. Avery watched her pass down a hall with narrow windows on either side before she faded into the inky abyss.

      Avery stayed straight on. No other doors opened off immediately. The hall grew darker. Ahead to the right, the wall was split open as if a giant had smashed through it once with an ax. The hole in the wall went from floor to ceiling and was triangular in shape. The narrow crack at the top was just wide enough that she could see stars through it. The broad base was overgrown with moss that had begun to crawl inside.

      The smell of damp, earthy decay penetrated everything. The floor, which had once been carpeted, grew as soggy as if she were walking across the inside of a beast’s belly.

      Something skittered across her path, and Avery narrowed her eyes to focus on the shape. It was small and squeaked when it passed through a smaller hole on the other side of the hall.

      She kept her energy torqued down so no light would escape from her hands. Doing so was hard—she felt powerful, but she was beginning to understand that her health was still depleted. Adrenaline could do wondrous things.

      She knew she might not have many more chances to call her magic up. She didn’t want to waste it.

      “That means no shifting,” she whispered mentally to her wolf.

      Her feet continued across the spongy carpet. The long hall she’d been walking took her through an open doorway into a small space. Another door would lead straight ahead. There were also doors to the right. She judged that, based on what she’d seen through the hole in the wall, they lead to the outside world. They were barred from the inside with a thick wooden beam.

      To the left, a stone staircase rose up at least two stories. Tucked beneath it, there was a door. Perhaps a storage closet under the stairs. Avery held her breath as she turned the knob. There was no residual light in the chamber, and with her vision impaired, she had no choice but to stick her nose into the space and sniff.

      Dust.

      Animal droppings.

      She listened but heard nothing.

      Her instincts told her the space was small.

      She closed the door and wished for something to barricade it, but nothing was available.

      She was left with two choices. She could take the stairs up, or she could continue in the direction she’d been going. She pressed against the wall and crossed back to where she had been. All she could see was a lightless infinity stretched out ahead.

      Her heart thudded in her chest. She had heard no sounds from the directions her mother and Diesel had gone, but the stone walls and carpet absorbed every vibration.

      How had her mother known where to find her?

      The stairs seemed to be calling to her.

      She began the journey upward. The first flight ended in a broad landing, which turned to the right. She followed the second set of stairs up to another landing. It was a space devoid of all but another door to the right. This door was closed.

      Avery leaned against the door and listened. She could hear nothing through the thick wood.

      Every inch of the building around her soaked up sound and light and life. She had never been in a structure that felt like a zombie, but this one did. It ate up everything around it so that it could continue to survive, even while it marched ever forward into putrefaction.

      She pressed her body against the door, leaning in with slow, steady pressure until it opened.

      Moonlight filtered through overhead. A small section of the roof had fallen away, and the blessed light that poured in gave her comfort for only a moment. Four more doors opened into darkness on the right. The roof remained intact there, and as with the rest of the building, the light that did seep in was consumed by the death around it.

      A rush of air breezed from the first room into the second, and Avery caught a flash of white.

      A vampire—though she couldn’t be certain it was the one from the sanctuary.

      She rushed in after it and collided almost immediately with something in the middle of the room. She tumbled over a flat surface and landed on the floor. Her arm banged into a thin metal bar. She felt it with her fingers—a table leg. She had tried to battle a folding table.

      “Well done, you,” she muttered as she sat up.

      A spark lit in her mind: folding tables could make excellent weapons.

      She yanked the leg, sending the table toppling over in the opposite direction. Then she heaved in a breath and summoned the strength to wrench the metal apart. She wanted to drag the tabletop along for a shield but found it too long and unwieldy to manage with one hand.

      The air behind her to the right danced with the movement of a breeze. She spun, striking out with the table leg and connected with something—or someone.

      “Ooph.” Her opponent made an almost silent retreat.

      When Avery brought the table leg back up, she could see that one of its jagged metal edges was glimmering with a faint sheen. It was the white phosphorescence of vampire blood.

      “Gotcha,” she murmured. She sent the table leg out again at the next brush she felt. This time she missed and got a kick to the side.

      She stumbled back and lost her footing when she collided with another table.

      A streak of pale, glimmering white passed across her path. She took another hit from an invisible force, which sent her backward over the table and into the wall behind it. Avery crumpled on the floor but caught movement out of the corner of her eye. She was quick enough to roll away and pull the table over her. The vamp cracked the table in half with its next assault.

      Avery zeroed in on the rubble, watching the vague shape extract itself from the table bits. She tracked it for a second before she lashed out again.

      This time, the hit was more than successful. It had full-on stopping power.

      She heard and felt the squish of the metal driving through the vampire’s chest. More of the dull white glow appeared. A pool of it seemed to form in midair before it trailed down the vamp’s body. When the vamp fell, the white splotch spread until it formed the outline of a body on the floor.

      When the vampire didn’t move, Avery realized she must have pierced its heart. It was one of the dangers of the modern treatments vampires took to be able to go out in the light of day. Any metal through the heart could take one down. It wasn’t a guarantee since not all vamps took part.

      “Lucky day,” Avery whispered with a dark chuckle.

      She wrinkled her nose as she twisted the table leg in the middle, breaking the metal so that her weapon was smaller. Then she pulled the end of her short spear through the vampire’s blood several times. The blood had the consistency of thick cake frosting. She was able to build it up into a small bud on the end of the spear, like the world’s most disgusting cotton swab.

      In the light, she could see that the vampire was not the one who had been keeping Cassandra’s side.

      Using her dim makeshift flashlight, she moved around the room. It was empty, except for another folding table and a shelf of tattered books. She examined their worn spines quickly, but none of them appeared to be of importance.

      As she crossed back over the threshold, a savage fight erupted from somewhere nearby.

      She intended to continue her search through the next rooms until she heard a scream. Cassandra’s scream.

      “Jackpot,” she murmured.

      She pressed her back to the wall, bloody spear at the ready, as she rushed in the direction of the sound.

      The hallway took an L-turn to the left. Rooms were visible to both sides, their doors hanging off the hinges or missing altogether. Beyond the doorways, though, another set of stairs led back down.

      A second shriek floated up.

      Whoever was fighting was below.

      “This wasn’t the mission, Wells,” Avery told herself. She knew it was what Diesel would say.

      But the Advocacy was more important. And keeping Snelgrove, Sr. inside it was the most important of all.

      Avery took off toward the screams.

      As her foot hit the top stair, a blow to the back of her head sent her reeling. Her spear flew from her hand and clattered away, out of reach. She landed on her back. Another chunk of roof was missing overhead. Avery wasn’t sure whether the stars she was seeing came from that or from her splitting headache.

      “That was my mate you skewered,” the vampire hissed when he landed on top of her.

      “Leave it to a vamp to be melodramatic,” she grunted out. She shoved against his weight, but it was like she’d tried to push a tank over with toothpicks. Her arms buckled before she could gain any ground.

      “Shouldn’t you be rescuing your queen?” Avery croaked at him as he leaned into her. His knife—the one Cassandra had pressed into Avery’s own neck before—glinted in the broken moonlight overhead.

      “If you think she is anything but a stepping stone for our race, you are as blind as she is,” Vartolomej whispered.

      “Too chickenshit to say it louder?” Avery called out, taunting him. It would have been more powerful if it hadn’t ended with a hacking cough.

      “I’m happy to play my part until I’m ready to move into the spotlight,” the vampire advised her.

      He drew the knife up and aimed it at her heart. Over his shoulder, Avery saw the black flash of a familiar creature.

      “You can’t kill me that way,” Avery said.

      The vampire choked out a scornful laugh. “I can kill you however I see fit. You can’t heal.”

      “No,” she told him. “You can’t kill me that way because he’s going to get you first.”

      The vampire had but a moment to glance over his shoulder. The motion of his head made it easier for the wolf to do the job. Diesel latched on to the open side of the vamp’s neck and gave a twist so hard that the pop of the vampire’s spine echoed in the room.

      He tossed the vampire aside and began the unpleasant process of spitting up the blood he’d taken in. Vampire blood wasn’t poisonous to wolves, but it tasted about as good as stinkbug soup.

      “Did you clear your path?” Avery asked Diesel’s wolf as she crawled over and retrieved her spear.

      He snorted and grumbled at her before he turned his nose and ears in the direction from which the screams had come.

      “Yeah, I heard them, too. I didn’t clear my path, but I want the prize.” She looked down at Vartolomej only long enough to send the spear into his heart. “Double tap,” she muttered to Diesel.

      His wolf looked back down the hallway behind them. He wanted to take on the challenge of sweeping the rest of the space for bad guys.

      “Can you handle it?” she asked him.

      He dipped his head to her. For a moment, Diesel’s eyes were less wolf and more man. He was asking her the same thing.

      “I have to finish this, Diesel. You may not understand, but it’s what I’ve got to do.”

      He bumped his head into her hand, the touch so fleeting that Avery would later have to ask him if it had happened.

      Then he shot back in the direction from which Avery had come. Going to clean up her mess. To fight her battle.

      She stood as poised as she could, but exhaustion was starting to set in, and pain was taking hold. How was she even still on her feet? At the thought, her knees buckled, and she swayed. She pressed a hand against the wall.

      “No,” she told the floor in front of her. “If it’s the last thing I do, I’m seeing this through to the end.”

      She followed the sounds of the battle. Something major was happening. At the landing, a narrow passage gave way to another door. This one swung open at the lightest touch. When she pushed her way through, she was surprised to find herself back where she had begun.

      The sanctuary was littered with bodies. Several of the lights overhead were swaying back and forth, dangling from frayed wires. Blood was sprayed and splattered across the columns and walls. Mostly red. Some white. It pooled around the shards of stained glass, like crystal shells in a sanguine tide.

      In the middle of the melee, Cassandra was like a crazed fiend. Her hair was tangled into a crown of rats’ nests around her head, and the beaded gown was torn into shreds that hung from her body. Her shoulders were heaving, and her left hand dangled at her side.

      The bodies—Avery looked at the bodies again. She recognized them. Many of them. Not Cassandra’s people. Not all wolves.

      A bloodied UNITY badge was discarded like a piece of litter near Cassandra’s left foot.

      The woman had no idea Avery was there.

      She was murmuring to herself like she’d lost her mind.

      “I did what we had to do. I always will. I will make you proud. I will find a way.”

      Avery took a silent step. And another. She reached deep down into her body to draw up her magic, priming herself for the sneak attack of her life.

      “I shouldn’t have let them in. I thought I needed help,” Cassandra continued to babble. “The bitch and her mate didn’t help me. They don’t know anything. What do I do? What do I do? More followers, yes? Yes. I need more for you. More and more.”

      Another step pulled Avery around far enough that she could see Cassandra’s full profile.

      She wasn’t talking to herself. She was talking to the Advocacy in her hand.

      “I’m worthy, Father. I will free you,” she said. Her voice was small. Pleading. As if she were trying to convince the ball of light with every word she said.

      Avery lifted her hands together. It was a clear, perfect shot.

      Her mother’s white wolf skidded through the door behind her.

      Cassandra’s focus on the Advocacy was broken in an instant. She whirled around to face Avery and Thalia. Her eyes were bulging, and a long, bloodied cut ran across the right side of her face.

      She let out a savage war cry and slung the Advocacy away. It bounced down the marble stairs and skipped across the floor under the pews.

      Avery’s magic slipped out of her grasp as Cassandra flew forward.

      Thalia’s wolf intercepted her.

      Avery gasped in horror as her mother’s wolf worked with furious determination against the clawing fingers of the woman in the torn green gown.

      The fight was too fast, the moves out of focus.

      Avery watched for an opportunity to join in, but every time she saw an opening, the wolf and the woman moved away. First across the chancel, then down the stairs, around a column, back up again.

      It was terrifying to see Cassandra fight so well in human form. A chill raced through Avery at the thought of the damage the woman could do if she shifted.

      Avery braced herself against the wall, as her breath became harder to catch. She revved up the magic in her bones again.

      Too late. Green beads pinged across the floor and walls in every direction when the dress blew apart. Shreds flew so high they hooked onto the jagged lights above.

      The two wolves went jaw to jaw. Their fur-covered bodies made muffled thuds when they crashed together. Cassandra’s red-brown wolf was injured—a sign of damage that had previously been inflicted. The fur across her left shoulder was already slick with fresh blood.

      Diesel’s wolf raced in through the door at the far side. He took in the scene before he bunched down into his muscles, ready to spring into action.

      Thalia’s wolf snapped and snarled out a warning in his direction without turning away from the fight.

      “No!” Avery cried out to Diesel’s wolf. “She’s saying it’s hers to handle!”

      Diesel’s wolf stayed at the ready, but he turned confused eyes to her.

      Avery knew exactly what her mother was trying to communicate because she felt the same way.

      The bodies that were strewn across the floor were her responsibility. True, many of them would heal and survive. But for tonight, these people were destined for infirmaries, rather than their homes.

      The two wolves had worked their way to the far side of the sanctuary. Avery crept along the side wall, keeping her eyes on the conflict. It had moved into the narthex. Stairs led up to the balcony overhead, and doors opened up to the outside. The stairs to the balcony were too crumbled to use. From the blood and destruction that marred them, Avery drew that it was a recent development.

      “Avery!” Diesel shouted.

      Startled to hear him speak rather than bark, Avery spun around. He had shifted to catch her attention—she hadn’t heard his wolf over the cries and howls between her mother and Cassandra. He was rushing in her direction, eyes set on the white-swathed Seer moving down the aisle between the pews. She had the open jug of deadly red drawing serum in her hand. She reared back, ready to send the entirety of the contents Avery’s way.

      Without thinking, Avery threw her hands out in front of her.

      All of the energy. Every single last bit of magic she had been saving to take out Cassandra flew at the Seer, instead.

      The woman looked stunned, which had been Avery’s purpose. The Advocacy was meant to paralyze. The container slid from Eloise’s grasp and landed on the floor. It splashed up onto her white dress and stained it. The concoction burned holes into the fabric where it landed. Her skin began to bubble and peel. It shriveled back on itself, and the meat beneath it sizzled. The woman’s body rocked once. Twice. Then it toppled sideways between two of the pews. Another slosh of drawing serum flew up into the air when the body landed. Avery leaped up onto the pew as the serum spread across the floor.

      She turned back to find that the fight had moved again. Diesel shifted back and stood, waiting for a chance to help.

      Her mother had the advantage. Her white wolf was bloodied, but from her moves, Avery thought most of the blood belonged to Cassandra’s wolf. The red-brown creature was backing up, losing ground.

      Avery stumbled back down into the central aisle, passing what remained of the Seer. She peered under the pews as she moved, looking for the Advocacy. Her head spun with the rush of adrenaline from her last blast of magic, and it made her unsteady on her feet.

      There!

      The Advocacy was under the pew ahead. The angry glint and glow of the red orb caught her eye, and she doubled back, side-shuffling along the pew toward it. She stooped over and closed her fingers around the thing, letting out a triumphant cry when she rose with it in her hand.

      Funny how all it takes is a single heartbeat for the world to change.

      One breath. The blink of an eye. The rustling of the wind in leaves or the sweep of a cloud across the moon. All of those things took a longer time than the scene that unfolded before her.

      She would remember the sensation of the glass twisting under her boots when she turned at the terrible shriek the wolf made.

      Diesel’s wolf raced back toward her. His paws hardly touched the glass-covered ground or the pews he flew over, but his effort to block her failed.

      Avery watched the red-brown wolf get purchase on her mother’s neck.

      Glass twisting under her boots.

      Diesel’s wolf crushing her legs with his weight.

      Cassandra’s wolf, panting, drenched in blood.

      Her mother’s wolf falling. Falling. Down.

      The white marble stairs. Stained with blood.

      No head.

      The white wolf had no head.
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      Diesel’s wolf pressed against Avery’s legs. He blocked the end of the pew and let her scream quake through his muscles.

      He had seen the turn—the single maneuver that had allowed Cassandra to get the upper hand.

      The white marble stairs had been slick with blood. Thalia’s wolf had lost her footing, and Diesel saw the light flash in Cassandra’s eyes.

      Avery screamed again.

      The feral sound rocketed through the space. What remained of the walls and columns trembled.

      Cassandra’s wolf shifted. Cassandra, the human, stood naked and stunned at the top of the marble stairs. She was a victor on the altar.

      Diesel shifted and grabbed Avery’s arms.

      His wolf couldn’t talk, and she needed to hear him.

      “Avery,” he whispered, shaking her. “You have to do it. You have to bring the whole place down.”

      Her eyes were unfocused.

      The Advocacy was clutched in her right fist.

      “Whatever it does,” he said, shaking her again, “you need to use it now!”

      She looked at the bloody scene, and it was all Diesel could do not to haul her against him. He wanted to deliver her from the horror.

      “It doesn’t do anything,” she said, her voice distant. “It’s just a poison. It kills us all.”

      She began to tremble. Diesel couldn’t believe she could be so strong. He could never live with himself for forcing her to act in her current state of mind. He wouldn’t forgive himself if he let her fall apart at that moment, either.

      Avery Wells had always been a warrior. Now, she was a queen.

      “You’re right,” he said. He grasped her chin with his finger and thumb, pulling her face-to-face with him. “It’s a poison. Remember?”

      He put his hand over hers and closed her fingers around the Advocacy.

      It must have done something—burned her or stung her. Whatever the Advocacy did, it woke her up. Her eyes met his, and they blazed with fire.

      “It’s time to get rid of it, don’t you think?” he asked.

      He moved out into the aisle to give her passage.

      Avery wasted no time, and Cassandra never saw it coming. Her desperate eyes were searching the area, and she was bent at the waist.

      “Looking for this?” Avery asked.

      She tore through the air, leaping over the three narrow stairs. Cassandra’s arms went up to shield her from the attack, but Avery caught her by the throat and bore her down to the ground.

      Without a single hesitation, she stuffed the Advocacy into Cassandra’s mouth and clamped her right hand over the woman’s lips and nose.

      Cassandra struggled against Avery’s hold, and Diesel moved forward to help if he was needed.

      He wasn’t.

      From his place below, he could see Cassandra’s eyes go wide. Her hand fought to her throat.

      Avery jumped back off of her.

      Cassandra’s mouth fell open, and she gasped and choked.

      “That’s right,” Avery said. “You wanted him? You’ve got him. And now we’ll watch while he destroys you from the inside out. I’m betting it won’t take as long for you as it almost took for me.”

      Cassandra’s hands were still at her throat. Her form rippled as though she might shift, but when her face went pale, and her breaths turned to wheezes, Diesel got the impression a shift wasn’t in the woman’s future.

      Red light pulsed from Avery’s palms. It grew brighter and denser until the strands that twisted from her skin were ropes of lightning. The power engulfed her until her whole body glowed with the light of her magic. The red light spread and illuminated everything it touched, bathing the entire sanctuary in its brilliance.

      Diesel covered his eyes and fell back when the floor began to shake.

      A crack formed across the stairs and Avery fell back, too.

      The fissure widened, threatening to swallow Cassandra whole. Debris from the roof showered down into the floor’s dark maw.

      One single strip of beaded green fabric fell from the sky as the lights flickered. It landed in a pool of blood at the bottom of the steps.

      Diesel turned away from the sight of the wolf’s head that lay nearby.

      In a final flash, the light went out, and the room fell silent and still.

      When Diesel turned back to look, nothing remained of Cassandra.

      Avery fell back toward the altar.

      He rushed to her side and checked her pulse. It was weak, but it was there.

      There was no time to waste. He couldn’t recall seeing a phone anywhere. He had no idea where they were, but he was sure they couldn’t be very far away from the Magistrate’s mansion.

      He knew Riley and Reegan would kill him for moving Avery, but he didn’t think he had a choice. He scooped her into his arms and hauled her away. The doors to the narthex were unbarred.

      He didn’t put her down when he kicked the doors open. Cool air rushed across his naked skin, and the doors fell free. Avery drew a stuttering breath. It gave his legs the strength and motivation they needed to carry him away from that place.

      

      In years to come, Diesel would think of everything about that day and night that he might have changed. One of the worst revelations was how close they had been to the Magistrate’s mansion—the dilapidated church was less than ten miles away.

      Cars had been available. Many were parked close to the church, and UNITY vehicles were scattered across fields and roads nearby.

      He was the only man to make it out of that church on his feet. When he had stood in the broken doorway and looked out at the cars, he had been overwhelmed with rage, fear, and grief. It had turned him primal, and he had left the vehicles unused.

      The distance he went that night, unseen in dark fields and camouflaged among trees, as he carried his race’s new—and unwitting—queen was nothing to him. The injuries he sustained during the journey healed into faint scars because he didn’t shift right away.

      When he began to recognize the terrain, he had to blink away angry tears. He bit down on his anguish and let it fuel his last steps to the front door of the mansion.

      With no free hands to lift the ornate door knocker, he banged his bare and blistered foot against the wood instead.

      When the door finally creaked open, the wolves in the Magistrate’s service were barricaded inside. Those who weren’t in wolf form were armed with knives, swords, and all manner of artillery. They cowered until they saw his face. And when they realized he and Avery were the only ones to return, they wept and fell to their knees.

      At some point in the night, Diesel’s family arrived. With his head hung over the bed Avery had been placed in, Diesel hardly knew they were there.

      Ren took over the UNITY side of things. Lathan called the council. Grace and Emmeline gathered the wolves in the Magistrate’s service and did what they could to make them more comfortable in their grief. Reegan and Riley tended to Avery, while Fourt sat by Diesel’s side. His hand never left Diesel’s shoulder; it was the only thing that kept Diesel grounded. Thorne made food, but no one ate. He packaged it up and loaded the mansion’s many freezers and refrigerators. None of the wolves would go hungry if they ever regained their appetites.

      Everything happened in a blur. Then nothing happened at all. Nothing Diesel noted, at least, until Avery’s color returned. He held her hand and stroked her hair and waited for her breathing to improve. He prayed to Fate that her eyes would open.

      When they finally did, the fire in them was gone.

      

      Avery stared at the window across the room. The four-poster bed she was in was familiar to her. The room around it was, as well. The fabric canopy draped around the bed could be closed to cocoon her. She should have felt safe and warm.

      Instead, she felt lost.

      When she had first come around, the room had been buzzing with people going in and out. Now, it was quiet.

      The only person left was Diesel. He was the only one who hadn’t spoken since she’d been awake.

      “I can’t do this,” she said. Her voice cracked from lack of use, and she cleared her throat.

      Diesel’s eyes were tracing the damask pattern that swirled in flourishes across the duvet.

      “It’s too much, isn’t it?” he asked. “We were never meant to be.”

      She bit her lip to hold the tears in.

      “It’s not that,” she said around the lump in her throat. “I can’t live up to my mother’s memory if I’m struggling to find my way. I have to do it on my own. For myself. Please tell me you understand.”

      Diesel pushed his chair back away from the bed. He stood and looked down at her, but he didn’t speak. His pained face held his love and devotion, but he didn’t voice the feelings. He was so loving and devoted, he would walk away at her command.

      It was unfair of her, but when anger and pain welled up within her, the emotions bubbled over without warning. “Don’t tell me you understand, then,” she spat. “Leave me at once. You’re nothing but a reminder of the terrible things that have happened.”

      Diesel looked away and crossed his arms over his chest. “You’ll have no trouble living up to your mother’s memory,” he said. “You’re what the people need. My pack will be the first to pledge allegiance to you. And you’ll have no trouble when it comes to winning over the wolves under this roof.”

      He was suffering, too.

      Avery wanted to apologize and reach for his hand. She clenched her teeth and focused her gaze once more on the view outside the window. If she didn’t take the opportunity to release him, Diesel would never leave her side. She couldn’t bear the thought of that kind of loyalty and commitment. She would fail him, and she couldn’t endure that pain. Not after she had failed her family.

      Going her own way should have felt wonderful. It was, after all, what she’d always wanted.

      Instead, it made her feel like she had swallowed a handful of Advocacies and chased them with hot sauce.

      “Do they know what happened? How they found us? How… How she found us?” Avery asked suddenly, desperately.

      Diesel was already at the foot of the bed.

      Yes, she wanted him to go. She needed him to leave. But for all the times she had taunted him and teased him, she still expected that he would be there. Or at least somewhere in the universe, waiting to cross her path again.

      It had never occurred to her just how willingly he followed every one of her commands.

      “Someone from UNITY will give you the briefing,” he said, his words thick and tight. “I have to go.”
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      It took a week before Avery could set foot in her mother’s office. In that week, she was visited by members of every Race and Breed. She met them in the small parlor at the very front of the house, much to the distress of the wolves in her mother’s service. She permitted them to pull furniture and décor from other rooms in the house as they pleased. Their manner of mourning was different from hers. She wished to be alone; they wished to dote endlessly. She couldn’t stand the pain on their faces, so she allowed them to do what they needed to.

      Joseph was no longer among them. He, as it turned out, had recently been paid a hefty reward to serve as a Dissident spy. If it had not been for Aveleiyn’s presence in the mansion that fateful day, Diesel and Avery may not have fared so well.

      Avery swallowed against the thought.

      “Well” was a relative term.

      Aveleiyn had been the one to tip Thalia off. The vampire had sensed something amiss with Joseph. The simple touch she had placed on his shoulder as she made her exit had given her a glimpse of his dark connections.

      From what the UNITY agents told Avery, Joseph had been a good choice on Cassandra’s part. He had not broken easily under torture. It was further evidence, in Avery’s mind, that the Dissidents were stronger than they seemed on the surface.

      The rescue party had been dispatched as soon as her mother thought they had what they needed. Joseph’s jail sentence had begun around the same time.

      It would be up to Avery whether or not the wolf was allowed to live. For now, he was rotting in a dank cell under heavy supervision and thirty feet of Earth.

      “Would you like tea?” Simone asked. She was standing in the hallway behind Avery. Avery had her hand on the door but hadn’t yet brought herself to push it open.

      “Yes, please,” Avery answered.

      She was grateful that the wolves were not addressing her by a title. Any name they could have used would have wrenched her heart.

      When the wolf’s steps had whispered away down the hall, Avery finally found her nerve and stepped into the room.

      The curtains were drawn over the broad windows. The gold tufted seats looked gray in the dim light.

      An ornate round dimmer switch on the wall to the left brought up the chandelier over the large strategy table in the middle of the room. Avery crossed to the desk. Her mother’s scent wrapped around her and drew her in.

      At first glance, the papers on the desk seemed like bits of legislation her mother may have been working on before she’d left the mansion for the last time. Avery grazed her fingers across the papers. The pile shifted, and she saw her name. Not once or twice, but many times.

      She slumped into the dark leather desk chair and pulled the chain on the gold lamp to her right.

      The paperwork was official. Each piece in the stack was drafted by hand and bore the Magistrate’s official seal at the bottom. Avery traced a single fingertip over the etched, curling signature her mother had made.

      The tea cart rolled across the wooden floor, and Avery leaped from the chair.

      Simone jumped but recomposed herself. She swiped her finger under her eye surreptitiously as she turned without a word.

      “Simone,” Avery called.

      When the wolf turned back to her, she had calmed her face into a placid mask.

      “Did my mother say anything to you about these papers?” she motioned to the stack on the desk.

      The female looked alarmed. “No, I don’t believe so. Is there something I can assist you with? Would you like me to remove them?”

      “No, no,” Avery said as she motioned the wolf forward. “I know you were often with my mother when she worked. Can you make sense of any of the official documents she dealt with?”

      Simone’s face brightened a bit. “I don’t know very much, but yes, I can understand them. She would sometimes have me read them to her if she was otherwise occupied. If I ventured to request it, she would explain to me anything I did not grasp.”

      “What do you make of these?” Avery asked.

      Her heart pounded. She felt certain she understood them, but she wanted a second opinion.

      Simone cleared her throat and smoothed her hands down the skirt of her starched gray dress. She took the handful of sheets and stood before the desk to inspect them.

      “You can’t have good light there,” Avery said. She went around the desk and hesitated. The wolf would never sit in a chair her mother had occupied, but perhaps she would sit on the gold sofa.

      Avery crossed to the windows and threw the heavy curtains back, flooding the sitting room with light.

      She had grown so accustomed to the gray skies of late that the natural brightness took her aback for a moment.

      “Here, please. Would you sit with me and explain them?”

      She led the reluctant wolf by the elbow and sat her down on the gold tufted sofa.

      Simone gave her a shy smile.

      Thalia Wells had never been a cruel leader. She had, however, kept her distance from the people. Even Avery had felt that, at times. The chasm between Thalia’s role as a mother and her role as a leader had been great, indeed. Rather than keeping a pack, she had kept a company. Avery intended to change that. She would never be able to govern that way. Her place was in the fray, shoulder-to-shoulder with the wolves she was leading.

      “Oh, my,” Simone said. She put her free hand to her chest and sniffled as she read the papers. “She gives the official proclamation that announces you as the Magistrate-elect. She also turns over the household and the wolves within it to your care. All of the lands and properties belonging to your family are yours as well. It is everything you would put in order” Simone said, “if you knew you were not to be long for the Active World.”

      “She sets out her estate, then?” Avery asked.

      “Yes,” Simone answered. She turned wide, shimmering eyes to Avery. “Surely she would have known there was some danger, but these are written as if she knew she would not come back.”

      Avery nodded. It was what she’d thought, and the verification from Simone was what she’d needed.

      Her mother had known what was to come. Fate had shown her.

      Her hands twitched at the thought, and Avery’s mind sparked with an idea.

      “This one is sealed,” Simone interrupted Avery’s thoughts. “It has your name only, and it’s in your mother’s hand. I don’t think I should open it.”

      Avery looked over, brow furrowed. She hadn’t noticed a sealed envelope in the mix. Simone passed it to her before she rose and crossed back to the tea cart.

      “Have a plate, please,” Avery said as she slid her finger under the envelope’s flap. “And whatever is left should be shared among the rest of the pack.”

      “The pack?” Simone asked, the question ringing with disbelief.

      “Yes, please,” Avery responded. “I would like to speak with everyone over dinner. An informal dinner. With seats at the table for every wolf under our roof. We have so much to discuss.”

      Simone’s body weaved over the tea cart, and Avery worried that she might need to catch the wolf. Simone steadied herself, though, and nodded. “Of course,” she said. “May I fix you a plate?”

      Avery caught her first glimpse of the crisp paper she was pulling from the envelope, and her heart lurched.

      “No, thank you,” she said. “I think I’ve lost my appetite.”

      When Simone’s look grew troubled again, Avery waved the fear away. “I’m fine. Excuse me.”

      She hurried from the room with the document clutched in her hand.

      

      Back in her room, Avery spread the paper out on the desk by the window. She smoothed the rumpled edge she’d been grasping and read the thing again. There wasn’t much to it. It was the certificate that would be filed in her mother’s—no, in her—office. It had to be done before Avery could take on the true title of Magistrate, and she wasn’t the only one who needed to sign it.

      Diesel’s full, real name was printed beside hers. A line stretched across the tops of the letters. All they had to do was sign, side by side, on that long, thin black line. If they did so, they would be officially mated.

      Avery’s heart felt trampled as she looked at the document.

      The last time she had visited her mother, she and Diesel had been seeking her blessing.

      Here that blessing was, plain as day.

      So much had changed.

      Avery took a step away from the desk and closed her eyes. She clenched her fists several times and reached down to the farthest corners of her consciousness. She had to speak with her mother. The only way to do it was through the Forest. She had to get there. Fate be damned, she had to try.

      The magic that rose up came from her very soul. She felt the warmth of it as it swirled and eddied through her veins. Her entire body made way for the storm that pressed forth. The power of it rattled her teeth, and when it reached her hands, it was a wonder the skin of her palms didn’t blow clean off.

      As though a large vacuum nozzle had been placed over her head, Avery rocketed into the white-gold tide of light that carried her up and away from the world.

      She fully expected to be dumped out somewhere. Perhaps, she mused, she would be vomited into Diesel’s back yard again.

      But when the light began to dim, she felt the familiar tug back to reality. Well, reality such as it existed in the Forest.

      She found herself in the same glen from which she had departed on her last journey. The stream bubbled around the rocks.

      “You see, Arthur? I’ve won your bet,” her mother said. She was sitting on the opposite bank of the stream, gleaming in a gold gown with her bare feet dangling in the clear, dazzling water. Next to her, Avery’s father sat with a book in one hand.

      “Capital, my dear. Well done, indeed,” he responded with distracted amusement. He drew a pencil from behind his ear and stuck it in the spine of the book to mark his place.
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      Diesel drew the saw blade down through the wood. The buzz of the metal teeth chomping their way through the board quieted his mind, if only for a moment. Lucky for him, he had plenty more to do. He stacked the newest cut in the appropriate pile before turning back to the saw for another round.

      Movement to the right caught his eye, and he stood back from the saw.

      “Whoa,” Grace said. She rubbed her hands up and down her arms as she looked around her. “You’ve made so much progress.”

      It was pack-speak for, “You’ve completely lost your shit, huh?”

      Diesel glanced around the space. He was sure he had made progress—or, at least, everyone kept saying so. But it didn’t seem like enough. Every time he finished a project, there was another to do. He was glad for the distractions, but the pack was well past the point of mild concern, and he knew it.

      As if she’d noticed that he was picking up on the nervous tic, Grace dropped her hands and stepped farther into the room.

      “Thorne mentioned you’d added to the plan again,” she said as she wandered around in a circle. “What is this room going to be?”

      Diesel swallowed hard and brushed the sawdust from his dirty jeans.

      “Not sure yet, but I felt like I needed it to make the space more even,” he replied when his throat was prepared to cooperate.

      In the last month, he had transformed the bunkhouse by working every day and night. Sleep had been abandoned—when he slept, he woke believing Avery would be in his arms. Shifters could deal with a whole lot less sleep than the average human, but his insomnia was bordering on dangerous. He knew that, too.

      Still, he couldn’t stop himself.

      The original plan Thorne had drawn up had more than doubled in size. Diesel kept waiting for Lathan to come in and put a stop to it. But every time anyone visited, their reaction was the same. Concerned, but not discouraging. He didn’t know how to judge it. Maybe they were more optimistic than he was. Maybe Lathan had ordered them all to let Diesel do whatever the hell he wanted in his efforts to get over the loss of his one and only mate.

      At the thought of Avery, his neck tightened and he broke out in an anxious sweat. He needed to finish his cut list.

      Mustering the most civility he could find, he asked, “Is there something I can do for you?”

      Grace sighed and crossed to him.

      “Have you tried to reach her?”

      Leave it to Grace to come right out with it.

      Diesel crammed his wolf back into the depths of his mind to prevent himself from shifting.

      “No. She needs space,” he answered. It was the same answer he’d been giving everyone. Every. Single. Fate-forsaken time they asked.

      The truth was, he didn’t know whether or not he was right. Sure. Maybe Avery just needed space.

      Or maybe she needed him.

      Or maybe she didn’t need anyone.

      He warred with himself every day on that one. Sometimes, he even went and stood by the driver’s side door of his new truck. He hadn’t been in the thing yet. Thorne had driven it home.

      Diesel had only seen Avery once since the morning he had left the Magistrate’s mansion for the last time.

      There had been a memorial service for Thalia, put on by the council and the other R & B leaders. The number of people who had attended had been a testament to the years of service Thalia had put in. The handful of red-cloaked Dissidents who stood in a silent circle of protest outside the door spoke volumes, too.

      Avery had been there, dressed in one of her mother’s black wool dresses. She had been surrounded by the wolves in her mother’s service, and they had kept her insulated from everyone. A circle of other members from every race and breed had stood guard around them in a show of solidarity.

      Active UNITY agents had joined them, in human form. The few people they had allowed through those rings of protection got only moments with Avery before they were thanked and sent away.

      Diesel hadn’t made an attempt. Their eyes had met once, as he was headed out the door. They shared a nod, but that was the extent of their contact.

      “I didn’t come to bother you about it,” Grace said. She put her hand on his arm. The touch was hesitant, like she was sure he intended to pull away. If it had been anyone else, he would have, but not when it came to Grace. The female had a special place in his heart. He put his free hand over hers and gave it a squeeze.

      “I’m hanging in there,” he said in a low voice.

      She smiled up at him. There was no pity in her face, and Diesel loved her all the more for it. “Of course you are,” she said. “But I’m here anyway.”

      A sneeze sounded from the doorway. They both turned to see Blaze sitting outside the unfinished room. Her black nose was coated with sawdust. She sniffled and sneezed again.

      “That’s what you get for being nosy,” Grace chided the wolf.

      At least Grace had stopped apologizing. True, if the pack had been alerted sooner, they would have joined the rescue. Yes, Grace had Blaze, and the wolf was capable of providing protection to anyone in her immediate vicinity. But, in the end, it wasn’t meant to be. Fate had gotten what She wanted. Diesel didn’t have to understand why, and he didn’t have to like it.

      “Fourt got an envelope from one of the Magistrate’s couriers. I thought you might want to be there when he opens it,” Grace said.

      Diesel’s heart immediately broke into a sprint.

      He didn’t expect to see anyone important, but he dusted himself off again anyway as he trailed Grace back through the open network of rooms. They got progressively more finished as they made their way to the main door. A new feature he’d added connected the bunkhouse to the main house with an enclosed staircase and walkway. It was all accessed via a new door at the end of the kitchen. That had been the only thing he’d had to argue for. It had taken days for Thorne to put together a design that blended into the structure of the house.

      Voices filtered into the kitchen from the great hall, and Diesel found that everyone had gathered there.

      Another sneeze from Blaze brought every eye around to him.

      That was the only time he still felt uncomfortable around his whole family. When a collective stare happened, it usually held an apprehensive air, like everyone was simultaneously asking, “Any news?”

      A large envelope was taking up space on the coffee table. Fourt was sitting in front of it, waiting patiently. Several others in the room looked ready to open the thing themselves—Lathan included.

      “Are we doing this or not?” Lathan asked. He held his arms open for Grace, and when she melted against him, Diesel averted his eyes. He couldn’t take seeing the affection between those two, even if he was happy they had each other. He could understand the joy of having his mate by his side now.

      Fourt examined the wax seal on the back of the envelope with curiosity. A thin knife appeared over his right shoulder.

      “Blade in, woman. How many times do I have to tell you that?”

      “Your kitchen knives don’t fold up, you know. How on Earth do you still have fingers if you think all knives are supposed to be ‘blade in’?” Em asked Thorne as Fourt took the knife she was offering.

      The younger wolf’s hand trembled when he slid the blade along the edge of the envelope.

      When he was done, he folded the knife closed and returned it to its owner.

      “See? Fourt gets it,” Thorne pointed out.

      Em snorted and rolled her eyes. It reminded Diesel of Avery. He swallowed down the emotions that danced from his chest to his throat.

      “Well?” Ren asked. He was leaning across the back of the sofa, looking over Fourt’s left shoulder.

      The page that slid from the envelope was sturdy enough that it didn’t bend. Each corner was bedecked with a green and gold laurel.

      Diesel recognized the Magistrate’s official seal at the bottom, but the signature was different from the one he’d seen on so many documents to come out of that office.

      The letters were small, tidy, and much simpler than Thalia’s fancy script.

      “Holy shit,” Fourt said under his breath. His eyes scanned the paper three more times before he held it out, waiting for anyone else to read it.

      Reegan took it and read it over.

      “Oh!” she cried. She put her hand to her mouth and passed it to Riley.

      The paper went around the room. By the time it was back in Fourt’s hands, everyone was stunned.

      “I’m free,” Fourt said. The words sounded foreign. He tried them again. “I’m. Free.”

      Then he shouted the words to the ceiling of the great hall.

      Diesel crossed his arms over his chest. The pride made him ache. He would forever owe Avery his deepest gratitude, whether he could claim her or not.

      The certificate, now cast aside on the stone table, proclaimed Fourt’s freedom. It dissolved any rights of ownership Snelgrove and his known, or unknown, descendants might have to Fourt’s life. The young wolf was free to do what he pleased. He could stay with their pack, or he could go into the world to find his own, but he had the choice. It was something Diesel and his family had been trying to accomplish since Fourt had come into their lives.

      Diesel wondered how many strings Avery had pulled to make it happen.

      Then again, she was signing things as the Magistrate now. That meant she was the one holding all the strings. He laughed to himself, thankful that the crowd around him was too excited to notice his reaction.

      That woman had always been trouble. The old guard of the R & B had no clue who they were dealing with.

      “We should have a party!” Em cried.

      Grace joined the cause. “You’re right! Fourt’s never been to the Three Moons with us. He’s had to stay here.”

      “No!” Fourt held his hands up. “No! I don’t want to do anything that big. People might ask what I’m celebrating…”

      “That’s true, mate,” Ren chimed in. “But there’s no reason we can’t celebrate right here. And then we’ll all go out next time like it’s not a thing at all.”

      The compromise seemed to satisfy everyone. When the group had fallen into easy, excited chatter about party themes, Diesel withdrew and returned to the bunkhouse.

      He sat on the steps that led down into the newest space and gazed around at the empty room.

      From above, he heard the new door open and tracked the footsteps as they approached. The cadence of Fourt’s feet was recognizable even before his scent crossed Diesel’s nose.

      “You should be celebrating,” Diesel told him.

      “They’re not letting me,” Fourt said with a laugh. “I’ve been told to wait. They’re putting together a big party. My only request was no costumes. Other than that, it’s what the pack wants.”

      “The pack, huh?” Diesel looked up from under his brows. They felt heavy, like they had every intention of descending into a permanent frown.

      “I knew what I wanted a long time ago. Lathan just asked, and I accepted.”

      “I’m proud of you,” Diesel said. “You’re already my brother, but I’m glad it’s official.”

      “I’m proud of Avery,” Fourt said. He crouched next to Diesel and peered in past his shoulder.

      “Me, too,” Diesel admitted.

      “I’d like to invite her to the party, but I won’t do it if you don’t want me to,” Fourt said.

      Again with the heartache.

      Diesel nodded. “Of course. She should get an invitation. Only…” he cleared his throat before he could continue. “If she doesn’t come, it’s not you.”

      Fourt put his hand on Diesel’s shoulder. “It’s not you, either,” he said. He gave a firm squeeze before he let go and went back to join the others.

      Diesel put his head in his hands and waited for the pain to pass.

      He waited a long time.
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      “I don’t understand,” Avery said, looking around her. “Could I do that the whole time? Was Fate messing with me?”

      Her father chuckled as he rose from his seat on the ground. “I’ll let you ladies catch up. Forest rabbit stew for supper, if anyone is interested.”

      He kissed his mate’s hand. Avery took the small hop over the stream to fold herself into her father’s arms. He pulled her down to his height and planted a kiss on her head before he turned away and strolled down the well-trod path. His whistle could still be heard long after he was out of sight.

      “To answer your question,” Thalia said, “no. I’m quite sure you couldn’t always do that. It seems you tried it at the right moment, only to discover you were capable again.”

      “I found your papers,” Avery said, the words coming out in a rush. “You knew.”

      Thalia sighed and leaned back, planting her palms on the grassy ground behind her. There she sat, in her airy gold Grecian gown, with the sun spilling onto her hair. Avery was quite convinced she was looking at a goddess.

      “I made a calculated move,” Thalia said. She studied Avery for a moment before she continued. “I had seen what would happen. And I knew the consequences that would play out on both sides. If I allowed Fate’s plan to follow the course I had seen, you would have been lost.”

      She fell quiet and her gaze settled on the trees across from them, though she wasn’t seeing their trunks or leaves. Avery sat in the grass next to her mother and waited for her to say more.

      “The universe is changing, my dear. It is evolving, and we who have been in charge of it know so little about how to adapt and move with the world around us. I never believed I would feel that way, and yet, here I am.” She lifted her hands to her surroundings. “This opposition that has eaten away at our laws and systems is larger and more developed than many are willing to admit. You, however—along with a few others—are aware. Somehow, you see past it to the truth, and you’re not afraid to make bold moves to steer our people out of harm’s way.”

      She smiled at Avery. “Do you know I thought you were lawless? I believed, at one time, that no power in the world could tame you. I’m sure that must make you proud.”

      “You’re right. At one time, it might have,” Avery admitted. “But you did exactly what you’ve always warned against. You fought against your Fate.”

      “I fought against your Fate,” Thalia responded. “And I made the necessary sacrifice to prevent you from having to feel the consequences.”

      Realization rained over Avery. “You let it happen,” she whispered. “You let her kill you.”

      “Because I knew you would succeed me,” Thalia said.

      Tears slipped through Avery’s lashes. They darkened like ink splotches across her black pants.

      “How can I ever live up to your memory?” Avery sobbed.

      Thalia’s soft, comforting laugh swept over her as her mother pulled her against her side. “Oh, dearest child. My little wolf. I didn’t leave the world to have you live up to my memory. I left it because you are the bold, impulsive leader I could never be. Our people need someone who will fight by their sides. They will rally around you because you are one of them. Leave room to make them remember you, rather than me.”

      “But I’m too impulsive. Too reckless. I’ll screw it up. I’ll ruin everything you did!”

      “And perhaps you should,” her mother said. “I led in the only ways I knew how. It may have been acceptable at the time, but it’s not what the people need now.”

      Avery swiped her hands at her face, clearing away the tears as she sniffled. “No one will ever believe that you’ve advised me to be more reckless,” she said with a laugh.

      “They don’t need to believe that,” Thalia said. “They simply need to follow you. If nothing else, you will surprise them enough at first that they’ll be curious to see what you’ll do next. They’ll be in love with you before you know it.”

      Avery’s sobs renewed with greater furor and Thalia’s arm tightened around her. Avery could feel her mother’s confusion.

      “I’ve done it all so wrong,” she wailed.

      Thalia chuckled. “None of us ever know what we are doing. We aim for the best and hope.”

      “No!” Avery cried out again. “I can’t take the role. I can’t be the Magistrate!”

      “Oh, for Fate’s sake. Whatever do you mean? Of course you can!”

      “Noooooo,” Avery moaned.

      “For the love of the Forest and all that is in it, tell me the meaning of this outburst,” her mother demanded. The familiar curtness in her tone shaped Avery up.

      “I have to be mated,” Avery explained. “I’m not, though. He hasn’t signed the paper.”

      Thalia threw her head back with a laugh. As the laughter died down, she gave Avery a look. “Have you?”

      “No,” Avery answered in a small voice.

      “Well, then. There you have it.”

      “I have nothing. Diesel has hardly spoken to me since I woke up. Even if he does speak to me again, I’m sure he’s not going to sign the certificate. Too much has changed.”

      “That wolf was chained to a column for you. He watched you suffer, and when he could take it no more, he tried to free you at the risk of his own life. He killed everyone in your path, and he protected you in your darkest moment. I have no doubt he stayed by your side every second until you sent him away.”

      “How do you know I sent him away?” Avery asked, sniffling again.

      “The Forest is a mysterious place,” her mother answered with a mischievous grin. “Besides, you’re not the only stubborn female in our family. Do you think your father had it easy when he chased after me?”

      “Chased?” Avery asked. A smile crept to the corners of her lips at the thought of her shy, bookish dad pursuing her proud, headstrong mother.

      “Oh, Fate, yes. He chased me until I could run no more. I all but ordered him away.”

      “Oh…” Avery dropped her eyes. “I’ve got you there. I did order him away. I finished it off by telling him he reminded me of how terrible everything is now.” Tears spilled down her cheeks once more.

      Thalia squeezed her again in the one-armed hug. “Then perhaps you should be a bit easier on him. If you opened the doors to your heart now, I’m certain you would still find him there waiting. He might even have flowers in hand.”

      “Diesel with flowers? That would be the day,” Avery said.

      “Your mate will surprise you. They always do,” her mother said. “And until he signs the paper, nothing is stopping you from telling everyone that you’re claimed. He never officially withdrew the word.”

      “He didn’t have a chance,” Avery pointed out.

      “Precisely,” Thalia said. “The Black pack will surely be your strongest allies, regardless of what happens between you and Diesel. Reegan Black is an excellent Healer,” her mother continued. “She is also a neutral party within her family. She loves them, but something about her is held apart. Speak to Reegan. She will give you an idea of what Diesel feels, but she can be discreet enough to keep your query to herself. Remember, Healers are bound by secrecy to their patients.”

      Avery nodded. She would take the time to single Reegan out if it warranted her mother’s mention.

      “I fought against Fate once,” Avery said. The words seemed almost foolish in light of her mother’s sacrifice.

      Thalia touched a hand to her well-groomed hair, but she didn’t respond.

      “You know about it, of course. The last UNITY mission I took part in, when Graham Floyd was hurt. Fate had given me a vision that Diesel would be mortally wounded. I imprinted on him en route to the scene. I broke the rules.”

      Her mother smiled. “You stepped in the way and protected him from death.”

      “Fate isn’t done punishing me for it. Not yet,” Avery whispered.

      “Are you so sure?” Thalia asked.

      Avery looked up. “No. But look at your sacrifice—at the consequences. I have never been punished that way.”

      Her mother’s shoulders rocked with laughter again. “Punishment may not be the best term. Why don’t we replace it with the word ‘lesson’? If we intervene where we aren’t supposed to, Fate produces consequences that will teach us the most. What if Fate has taken your punishment out in trade? Teaching you that relying on others can make you a wiser, more powerful leader. It’s possible She put you in a position to fall in love with the wolf She chose for you, after the years you spent avoiding him because She knew it would make you stronger. She does seem to find ways to get what She wants, doesn’t She?”

      Avery leaned her head against her mother’s shoulder as she considered that. The comfort between them was something that hadn’t existed for many years. They passed the time that way, gazing into the stream as their spirits reconnected.

      “Maybe you’re right. It did feel like a sacrifice, at least in the beginning, to have to work with Diesel,” Avery said finally, breaking the silence of their meditations with a chuckle. “What does the future look like? What would you have it become?”

      Thalia kissed her head before she stood and stretched. The soft fabric around her rippled in a short train at her feet. “I am fortunate that I don’t have a say in that,” she replied. “I have nothing to do now but drive my quiet mate to his wit’s end with my chatter. When Fate permits it, I shall look back on the Active World to see what you’re up to. But, otherwise, I think I will enjoy the respite. The world is a beautiful place, but I was not meant to linger there forever.”

      “It’s up to me, then,” Avery said. When she thought the words, they felt heavy. But when they spilled from her lips, they were light. Hope and optimism danced in their syllables.

      The future was up to her.

      

      “It’s so good to see you!” Reegan said when she stepped through the front door.

      Simmons fluttered behind Avery, reaching for Reegan’s coat. His distress at not having been the one to answer the door was apparent, so Avery allowed him to take the sleek black jacket from her guest. She wrapped Reegan in a hug. The gesture must have stunned Reegan, because she froze for a moment before she returned the embrace with a soft laugh.

      “When I received the invitation for Fourt’s party, I could hardly contain my excitement,” Avery confided. She led Reegan through to the small parlor. Simone had recently ordered the furniture to be changed out. The wolves had surprised Avery with a room that was much more to her own liking. She had asked them about the items, but they had not been willing to reveal the source. She worried that they were using their own money to transform the place into what they thought she wanted it to be, but there was no arguing with them on the matter.

      “I’m flattered that you asked me to visit,” Reegan said, taking a seat in one of the low black leather armchairs. “But, I’ll admit I wondered why we didn’t just talk on the phone. I get it now, though, seeing you in person.”

      The confidence with which she spoke caught Avery off guard. Avery leaned forward in her own chair. “Is it that obvious? I know I miss him, but I didn’t realize anyone else could tell by looking at me.”

      Reegan cocked her head and smiled. Her brown hair spilled over her shoulder at the movement. Then her cheeks reddened, her smile faded, and she sputtered. “Oh! Oh… I didn’t…I… Maybe I’m wrong.”

      Her eyes flicked down then back up.

      Then down again.

      “What’s wrong? There’s something you’re picking up on here, but I’m totally lost,” Avery said, perplexed beyond remedy.

      Reegan pressed her lips together before she brought her eyes back up. She leaned farther out of her chair and dropped her voice to a whisper. “You didn’t want me to check you?”

      “Check me?” Avery repeated.

      “Yes. You know…check you,” Reegan insisted, dropping her gaze again.

      “Still not getting it, honey,” Avery said, wrangling in an exasperated sigh.

      Reegan scratched her chin thoughtfully. Her brows knitted together, high on her forehead. When she finally spoke, it was all Avery could do not to fall off the edge of her seat.

      “The baby.”
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      The lights in the house had been dimmed in favor of the large colorful bulbs that were strung everywhere. Diesel made another pass around the zigzag of tables that were filled with food but found he still couldn’t eat.

      Avery was supposed to be there.

      Not that he had asked around. He hadn’t—but that was only because he hadn’t needed to. She had contacted Lathan to commission Reegan as her royal Healer. The pack was honored, of course, but Lathan was still trying to figure out how it would work if Avery and the pack needed Reegan at the same time.

      The underlying question was ever-present: if Avery was a member of the pack, wouldn’t that solve the problem?

      Ultimately, Lathan wouldn’t have a choice. If Avery wanted to command it to be so, she could. Beyond that, Lathan still felt indebted to her for the way she had aided Grace’s escape and rescue—not to mention what she had done for Fourt. He would likely always carry that deep-seated feeling of loyalty, and would, therefore, give the woman whatever she wanted.

      Diesel moved away from the food again, for fear that he might throw up on Thorne’s crudités—or whatever the hell they were. He’d heard so many fancy party words passed around the house in the last three weeks that he couldn’t be certain what any of the things on the tables were.

      Every day had been filled with talk of the celebration for Fourt. In turn, every day there had been chatter about whether or not the Magistrate-elect would make an appearance.

      Diesel swallowed back another wave of panic and straightened his shoulders.

      He wanted to saw through something. He was desperate for a hammer. Anything that might take his mind off his nervousness.

      When he turned to head for the front porch to get some air, he came nose-to-nose with Avery.

      In his anxiousness, he hadn’t caught the fragrance that had preceded her.

      “Hello,” she said. Her cheeks were flushed, and she seemed as breathless as he felt.

      “Hello,” he replied, wanting to cover his face with his trembling hands at the lame response.

      Still, it was a start.

      “I didn’t see you come in,” he added.

      “No, I just got here,” she said. “Well, technically, I must have arrived about an hour ago. I meant to be on time, but I couldn’t get to the door. People kept stopping me to talk.”

      Her smile was an encouragement.

      “Thank you for what you did for Fourt,” Diesel said, glancing over at his new brother, who was chatting with Lathan.

      Avery shrugged, and a self-satisfied grin slid across her lips. “I didn’t have a choice, did I? I personally witnessed what happened to him. What kind of Magistrate would I be, if I allowed our UNITY rules to be broken so egregiously?”

      Diesel barked out a proud laugh. “I knew you’d find a way to shake things up,” he said. “Damn. You’re good.”

      Her eyes were smiling, but her lip was caught between her teeth as she shot a glance around the bustling room.

      “I was about to take a break,” Diesel offered. “It gets stuffy in here with so many bodies.”

      “Ah,” Avery said. Her face fell, and she scanned the room again. Ren was fussing over the stereo, and when he stepped away, the music that kicked on thumped the walls around them.

      “Are you coming?” Diesel asked.

      Avery looked back up at him with a broad grin. “I could be.”

      He almost took her hand. It felt so natural. He recovered and let his fingers go at his side, grateful for the simple joy of walking next to her again. He did open the door for her, though, and she let him.

      They made their way out to the porch. The winds were still crisp, but the chill was welcome after the heat of the great hall.

      “I forgot how noisy it was around here,” Avery said. “I know it’s the party and all, but your pack always has something going on. It’s so quiet at the mansion.”

      Diesel nodded and stole a glance at her.

      She had dressed down—the clothes she wore were some he’d purchased. His heart skipped, but he didn’t dare let hope take hold of him.

      “I don’t think my mother ever encouraged the wolves in her service to get rowdy,” Avery added with a chuckle. “I hope they enjoy themselves here. It’s the first party most of them have attended—where they didn’t have to carry serving trays, at least.”

      “I heard what you did for them,” he said.

      No Magistrate had ever gone without a service of wolves. While it was an honor to be a member of that service, it wasn’t the same as life in a pack.

      “I couldn’t see continuing the formal service. I know they enjoy being of aid to the position, but it seemed too close to slavery to me. I don’t think it was ever meant to make them feel inferior, but they acted inferior all the same. They’re starting to open up to me. Did you know,” Avery asked, turning a delighted look his way, “that Simone and Simmons are twins? I had no idea. They don’t look or act a thing alike!”

      Diesel laughed. “Couldn’t you have guessed from their names?”

      “I never considered it, to be honest. I get it now, though,” Avery said. She shook her head. “You’re right. Those names are so close; I can’t believe I missed the fact for so long.”

      “Not all twins share the same first letter,” Diesel said. “Don’t tell Reegan or Riley, but I think that particular naming convention is uninspired.”

      “Hear, hear,” Avery said. She lifted an imaginary glass to him.

      “Would you like something to drink?” he asked, remembering his manners.

      “I’m good, but thanks.”

      They fell into silence as they stood side by side. The shoulders of their leather jackets were almost close enough to touch.

      “I didn’t—”

      “We’ve done—”

      They shared an awkward laugh before Avery waved her hand, encouraging him to go first.

      Diesel hesitated as he looked down at her. The fact that she was still standing there—so close, especially—seemed promising. She didn’t have to single him out of the crowd, and she wasn’t required to spend time with him away from everyone else.

      “People think we’re together,” he said, impulsively.

      The corners of Avery’s mouth twitched. “They do. It was the only way I could take the helm.” She gazed at him. “Plus, I didn’t want to close a door that might never reopen.”

      Was she teasing him? He was commanding his emotions to stay in check, but she was making it tough to keep them under control.

      “You wouldn’t have been able to close it all the way,” he said, taking a chance. “I would have stuck my foot in there, just to annoy you.”

      She turned to face him and gave him the smile he remembered. The kind of smile that was meant only for him.

      “Then it doesn’t bother you that I’ve been telling people you’re my mate.”

      Diesel lifted an eyebrow. “It doesn’t bother me, but it isn’t comforting either. I know how stubborn you are. I have no doubt you could keep pretending forever.”

      “I don’t want to pretend, though,” she said. She reached out and tugged the open edges of his jacket, pulling him closer.

      “I thought you needed to make your own way. I thought you needed time to figure things out,” he said. He didn’t hold his body back from her, but the last bit of his restraint chained his heart in place.

      Her eyes searched his before she spoke. “Well, it turns out that when I took stock of what I wanted from the world, all I could see was you.”

      Diesel allowed hope to creep in. He slipped his hands under her hair, clasping them around her nape. He dipped forward, leaning his forehead against hers.

      “I don’t know what the future looks like,” she whispered, “but I know one thing for certain: I don’t see myself moving forward without the man I love by my side.”

      Those words obliterated every measure of distance between them, in body, mind, and heart.

      Avery curled her fingers into his jacket and nuzzled her nose down the side of his. Her lips caressed his, gentle and soft as a whisper. Diesel circled his arms around her and molded himself to her as he added his own fire to their kiss.

      “You can’t be serious!” Fourt yelled from inside.

      They broke apart and shared a look before they hurried to the door, together.

      “What’s wrong?” Diesel asked the first person he came to.

      Fourt rushed toward him, holding out a small gift box. The gifts were being opened.

      “You can’t be serious!” Fourt cried again. His face was a perfect mixture of shock and excitement as he plucked the keys from the box. “Your cabin? You’re giving me your cabin?!”

      Diesel crossed his arms, but he couldn’t contain his grin at his new brother’s joy. “You can’t be a member of the pack without one,” Diesel said, shrugging his shoulders.

      “But—but it’s the coolest!” Fourt said, still looking stunned.

      “Yeah, mate. Here’s the thing, though,” Ren chimed in, addressing Diesel. “You couldn’t have consulted me? Where am I supposed to go?”

      Fourt looked perplexed for a moment. But then he threw his shoulders back and stood tall. “You can stay there for now. It’s my place, and I say so.”

      “Hell yeah,” Riley said, giving Fourt a high five.

      “Thank you,” Fourt said to Diesel. His eyes conveyed an earnest look of gratitude that his words couldn’t express.

      Diesel clapped him on the shoulder, responding in what had become their mutual way of imparting brotherly affection.

      As the crowd went back to the party, Avery tucked herself against Diesel’s side. He slipped his arm around her shoulder and kissed the top of her head. They stayed that way throughout the evening as partygoers stopped them, now and then, to greet the Magistrate-elect.

      “What about you?” Avery asked when they had found privacy at last in the corner at the bottom of the stairs. “You don’t want a cabin?”

      He gave her a smug grin. “What would I do with a cabin? I’ve got a whole damn bunkhouse.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Forty-Five

        

      

    
    
      “What the”—Avery stood at the open door to the bunkhouse, staring in at the sight before her—“What…what the…”

      It was obvious, from the first glance out the glass back door, that significant changes had taken place. The bunkhouse, which had once sat off to the right on its own, had almost tripled in size.

      Avery made her way down the stairs and was amazed by the space that opened up in front of her. She was standing in a foyer or mudroom. A series of cubbies had been mounted above a bench on the long wall to the right. A row of hooks hung below, waiting for jackets and scarves.

      Ahead, the door to the bunk room stood open, but it had a chrome keypad next to it, and the wall had been reinforced to absolute impermeability.

      The first leg of the original bunkhouse still stood, for the most part, but it had been completely updated. The number of bunks had been reduced, and the space around the lower bunks had extra room at the foot of each bed. It appeared there was enough room for a small desk or chair or bookshelf.

      The area that had previously formed the second leg of the “L” had been repurposed. Instead of a single, small bathroom at the end of the bunks, the walls had been blown out to create two separate bathrooms. They were huge, and each had its own row of showers, sinks, and toilets.

      The pale walls all around seemed more cheerful, and the lights in the ceiling were big and bright, rather than the clinical fluorescent ones that had lit the space before.

      What had once been the outside wall now opened up into a spacious room with sofas and a TV. The room was bordered by a half-wall ahead which opened up into a smaller space that was lined with bookcases and a pair of plush armchairs.

      To the far side of the big room, beyond the sofas, the maze continued.

      Avery made her way through the new and unfamiliar rooms. She could see, immediately, what Diesel had done.

      It was a place for them. Not a cabin, but a home. And not just a home, but a fortress.

      “I made some contacts while we were in Flagler. We thought we were current on home safety. I had no clue what kinds of developments had been made. I got my hands on all the newest materials,” Diesel explained. “Good thing, too. Our contracting business has been blowing up since everything happened with”—he broke off and gave her an apologetic look when he realized where his sentence was headed.

      “I’d heard you guys were busy reinforcing houses and businesses for the R & B,” Avery said. “I’m glad you all are there to help people start to feel safe again.”

      “We tried not to charge them, in light of everything. But you know the R & B. If it wasn’t cash, it would be tributes. I don’t think Lathan could handle the idea of having to display all those gifts. He decided we could take a little money, instead.”

      Avery smiled. She could understand that feeling.

      They continued down a broad hall. Another bathroom was off to the left. A pair of bedrooms were to the right. The end of the hall opened into a large master bedroom with a vaulted ceiling. It remained unfurnished, except for a small desk placed at an angle in the corner.

      “I haven’t finished the decorating,” he said. “I thought you might want a say in the final touches—if I ever got the nerve to show you what I’d been up to.”

      He opened a door next to the master bath. “Per your request,” he said with a nod toward the dark space.

      Avery walked in, and a motion sensor lit the room for her. “A closet!” she cried. She laughed as she spun around to look at the enormous walk-in. It reminded her of Grace and Lathan’s, but it was far less fussy.

      “I’ve started a new project, too,” he said.

      She felt his hand on the small of her back as he walked with her back through to the larger, living room area and into the small room with the bookshelves. Inside one of the middle shelves, he slid open a hidden panel to reveal another chrome keypad. He punched a combination in and stepped back.

      The shelf slid away from them and then hummed as it moved to the left and disappeared.

      Beyond it, there was another open room. This one wasn’t yet finished. The walls were framed but hadn’t been covered. They were at least sixteen inches thick with reinforcement.

      A set of steps led down into the space.

      “I thought you might want an office onsite,” Diesel said. “We could set it up with every protection available. We’ll give it an outside entrance with multiple points of security. We could even extend the driveway this far back and cover part of it to make this area more private for your guests.”

      “I can’t believe Lathan let you do all this,” Avery said as she marveled at the work.

      He had accomplished so much on his own in so short an amount of time. She was impressed, but she wasn’t surprised by his success. Diesel Black was a man of action. It made her proud.

      “An office is a great idea,” she said. “I can have meetings here and brag to everyone about how skilled my mate is.”

      He laughed, but he seemed embarrassed.

      She crossed to him and curled herself against him again. She didn’t need a man to support her. She’d never needed anyone to do that.

      That was why being with Diesel made sense.

      She loved about Diesel that he didn’t try to force her to rely on him. He more often anticipated that she would rely on herself.

      Was he capable of grand gestures that showed his affection? Of course. The home around her was proof.

      But he hadn’t done all this work because he thought she needed it or because she couldn’t get by without him. He’d done so much because he hoped she would want it. That she would want him.

      It was a choice, as it always had been.

      She wanted him to make this choice with her.

      “You understand,” she said, “that I’m bringing something very different to the R & B. Not everyone will be onboard right away. Being my mate won’t be easy.”

      “It never was. But I didn’t ask for easy.”

      “You didn’t ask for me, either.”

      “My worst mistake yet,” he said.

      He braced her against him with one arm around her waist. His free hand cupped her jaw, and the kiss he delivered was dizzying. When he broke away, it was only to change his position.

      He caught both of her wrists in one hand and held them, gently, behind her back. Then he tilted her head back and kissed along the edge of her jaw and down her neck.

      The light restraint made Avery ache for him. He wasn’t turning her away, despite everything they had been through. Despite everything she’d said.

      “Diesel,” she choked out, swallowing down the tide of lust that was rising under her skin.

      He released her immediately, and concern filled his eyes. “Is it the restraint? It’s too much after the shackles and chains,” he said, trying to pull away.

      “No, no,” she said, gripping his shoulders to keep him in place. “Is that a problem for you?”

      “I don’t know yet,” he said. “I haven’t tried it.”

      She hung her head and gazed at the place where their chests met, pressed together with a matching rise and fall of breath. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “The things I said to you at that church—they were—”

      “They were what I needed to hear at that time,” he said, his tone firm. “I would never have held out for so long against my wolf if you hadn’t put me off that way. You saved my life.”

      “But”—she searched his eyes—“did they change things between us?”

      He wrapped his arm around her again and threaded his hand into her hair. “They didn’t change the way I feel for you,” he answered. “I tried hating you before, remember? It didn’t work out for me.” He leaned forward to kiss her forehead and breathed in.

      “You smell different,” he whispered.

      Avery’s heart skipped. Could he tell? “Is it bad?” she asked.

      He chuckled and sniffed again. “No. You usually smell like apple pie to me. But now you smell like the whole dessert—you know, the pie and ice cream and everything.”

      Avery couldn’t help it. She burst into laughter.

      He gave her a bemused grin.

      She’d been trying to decide how to tell him. When to tell him. Whether to tell him at all.

      She had decided to leave it up to Fate.

      She wasn’t willing to ask Diesel to sign the mating certificate before she came clean, but she had been afraid to tell him right away. What if it had been her secrets that forced him to be with her?

      “I could never have lived with wondering,” she said. “You chose to be my mate because of me. Not because of anything else.”

      “You did make it a little impossible for me to get rid of you,” he teased. Then he grew more serious and stroked his thumb across her cheek. “Of course it’s because of you.”

      “I know that now,” she responded.

      And it was true. The bunkhouse had given her the answer she needed.

      “The two rooms in the hallway,” Avery said, turning and going back up the office steps in that direction. “What are they for?”

      Diesel followed behind her. He cleared his throat and punched the code that brought the bookcase back into its place before he spoke.

      “I thought,” he said with some hesitation, “if we ever had kids, we would want to keep them close to us until they were old enough to move into the main bunkroom.”

      “I see,” Avery said, not looking at him over her shoulder.

      She led the way back to the room closest to the en suite and reached in to turn the light on.

      She could smell the anxiety rolling off Diesel as she walked every inch of the space. It was still unfurnished, so she made a show of investigating the bare walls. She looked down at the hardwood floor and up at the smooth ceiling. Her wolf determined the place was pure perfection.

      “Is anything wrong with it?” he asked. The words came out in a rush.

      “I’m trying to figure out how soon we could get it furnished,” she said. “And whether or not it has enough space to hold two at once.”

      “Two what?” he asked, his forehead wrinkling.

      A slow smile spread across her face as she waited for him to catch on. She saw it, too. The moment he comprehended what she was saying.

      “T—two babies?” he asked. His eyes grew as big around as the tires on his truck.

      “At once,” Avery said, like it was nothing.

      But it was something. It was huge—or at the very least, she would be within a few months.

      “How?” Diesel sputtered. “When?”

      Avery giggled when he rushed forward and scooped her into his arms. “I think the how would be pretty obvious, honey. And the when—well…let’s just say I hope you replaced all those mattresses.”

      Diesel laughed as he held her. The sound sank into her muscles and bones. It massaged away every ounce of worry she’d had about whether or not he still cared.

      “Oh, Fate!” he said as he clung to her. “Whatever we need. As much of it as we need. We’ll make it happen. We have so much to do. How far along are you? Is everything okay?” The questions spilled out, but they didn’t require answers. Avery let him prattle, amused by the speed with which he was capable of talking. She’d rarely heard Diesel say so many words at once, especially without taking a breath.

      “Reegan!” he said suddenly.

      Avery smiled. “To be honest, I called her because I wanted to ask her about you. I didn’t know about the pregnancy. When she showed up, though, she picked up on it right away. I had to have her as my Healer when she showed off like that. She’s been handling everything so well, but I know the secret has been killing her. Especially when she figured out there was more than one in here.” She patted her stomach.

      “The pack—” he looked in the general direction of the main house. “We can’t tell them tonight. It’s Fourt’s night. How the hell am I supposed to keep this quiet?”

      “No, it’s good this way. We have time to celebrate it together before the rest of the world has their share,” she said.

      Diesel grabbed her hand and led her back into the bedroom.

      “There’s no bed, you know,” she said as they crossed the floor.

      “No,” he said, “there’s something more important. At least right now.”

      He opened the drawer of the desk in the corner and pulled out a white envelope. “This was waiting for me when I first came back home,” he explained. He handed it to her.

      The envelope had been opened before, but the document inside was still tightly fit. Avery wiggled it out and smiled when she saw what it was.

      “She left one for me, too,” Avery said.

      It was a mating certificate—identical to the one sitting on her desk at the Magistrate’s mansion.

      “She knew, didn’t she?” Diesel asked. “This was her last act?”

      Avery nodded. “I saw her,” she said.

      When his eyes popped, she explained. “The Forest thing is working again. I can get there to heal. I got there without needing to heal, though. She and I spoke.”

      The relief that washed over Diesel’s features swept across Avery, too. Her healing process had been sped up by her ability to speak with her mother. It was furthered along by the gentle stroke of Diesel’s fingers down her arm. She would miss her mother, but she did not need to live in grief. There was much to look forward to, and she wouldn’t be alone.

      “My mother knew this was how it would be,” Avery said. “She knew how much you would mean to me, and how good it would be to have you by my side.”

      “We should sign it,” Diesel said. Then he seemed to think better of it. “Unless you want to wait. We could do the formal ceremony. I’m not saying we should skip that.”

      Avery laughed. “You’re not? Well, I am. Give me a pen!”

      “You don’t want a big thing? A white dress and fancy hair and appetizers on silver trays while you have to spend a whole night dancing and talking to all the other leaders in the R & B? I’m sure we could arrange some live jazz music,” he said, giving her a wicked look.

      “Alistair Hamlen Black, if you don’t give me a pen right now, I’ll whip up an Advocacy that will let me sign it,” she threatened.

      He felt around in the drawer before his fingers ran across something that clicked and clattered away. It felt like an eternity before he produced the slim black pen.

      They signed the certificate in the quiet of the home they would share. No one witnessed it, but no one had to. Avery herself would be the one to file it. She wondered what the rules were about framing it—it had been so long in the making that it seemed like a treasured piece of art.

      They left the signed document on the desktop and returned to the party as if nothing in the universe had changed.
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        Six months later

      

      Emmeline stood between the fridge and the island, flipping a knife around and around in her hand. “See?” she said. “I’m getting good.”

      No sooner had the words fallen from her mouth than the knife fell from her hand. Without looking, Thorne swiped it out of the air and tossed it into the sink. “Good can be measured by not gouging another hole in our floor,” he remarked as he pulled a pan of brownies out of the oven. The pan joined a pie plate that was cooling on the counter to the left.

      Diesel and Lathan were standing shoulder to shoulder at the island, poring over the latest figures on the printout Grace had generated for them. Lathan’s chuckle was quiet as he looked between Thorne and Em.

      “Guys, what have I said about business in the kitchen?” Grace asked, squeezing herself between Diesel and Lathan.

      Lathan breathed deep and drew his mate against him. “You’re right, sweetheart. Things are looking so good, though.”

      “Then we won’t have to move, right?” Grace asked.

      Lathan sighed. “We won’t have to move for a while,” he corrected. “We’ll still have to move eventually. We can’t outstay our ages here.”

      Blaze offered a grumble on Grace’s behalf.

      “Not sure how you thought you’d stay here forever looking like you’re twenty-whatandsuch, love,” Ren pointed out as he crossed into the kitchen from the great hall.

      Grace and Em shared a look.

      They had both been on edge about the moving thing since it had come up several months earlier.

      “It’s not soon,” Diesel offered. “We’ve still got plenty of years here. Would I have built all that out back if we didn’t?”

      Reegan snorted. She was sitting crossed-legged on the countertop to Diesel’s left, twirling a piece of her hair around her finger. “Don’t try to fool us. You would have built it to live there for a day if you thought Avery would like it.”

      “Yeah,” he said, proud and cocky. “She does like it, too.”

      “I wish you’d brag a little more,” Riley said. He was hovering over the table and rubbing his stomach like he was concerned his next meal would never come. Grace’s dad Chris was with him, watching Thorne work with equal urgency.

      Reegan reached down over the bar for a biscuit, but Thorne snapped a kitchen towel in her direction to shoo her away.

      “If you want that mate of yours to make it up here while dinner’s still hot, you’d better give her a head start now,” Thorne told Diesel as he turned back to the stove.

      “Are you calling her fat?” Em quipped on Avery’s behalf. When Thorne wasn’t looking, Em snagged another knife and started twirling it between her fingers.

      “Two babies could do that to anyone,” Allie remarked. “I remember trying to get up the stairs in the last month or two when I was carrying Grace. It took forever. Chris was always sure I was going to bobble down them, like a ping pong ball.”

      “It’s too weird to hear stories about me from before I was around,” Grace said, sending a smirk her mom’s way.

      Diesel turned to go, dodging a black wolf as it tumbled through the newly-installed dog door. Avery had given it to Diesel as a gag gift right after they’d mated. It had taken them forever to figure out how to make it work with the new reinforced back door. Wolves couldn’t work keypads, though, so they’d done what they could. It had turned out to be less of a gag than anyone expected. Diesel had stopped running to open the door every time a wolf shifted. The timing was perfect because unexpected shifts seemed to be happening more and more often. Pregnancy could do that to a pack.

      

      The bookshelf was standing open, and Diesel stopped to lean against the doorway at the top of the stairs. Avery was sitting at her mother’s desk. The lamp made her hair glint as she moved, reading one document, then looking at a book to her side for reference.

      “Simone, can you help me with this paragraph?” she asked, turning to the wolf at the other desk to her right.

      “Of course,” Simone said, spinning in her chair and crossing to take a look.

      “Anyone hungry?” Diesel asked.

      They both looked up in surprise.

      “Oh my,” Simone said, peering at the pendulum clock on the wall. “I lost track of time. They’ll have started making dinner without me.”

      “Are you sure you won’t eat here?” Avery asked.

      Plenty had changed with the wolves from her mother’s service. They no longer wore scratchy-looking wool uniforms, and they went out to the Three Moons for a mandatory fun night at least three times a month by Avery’s command.

      Simone had become a daily fixture in the home office, but she still preferred to return to the Magistrate’s mansion each night. Avery had told Diesel it was all about tradition. After fifty years of doing the same thing, regardless of their newfound freedom, the wolves there were finding it hard to change.

      Simone smiled as she pulled on a light rain jacket and tugged its hood over her hair. “Thank you, but I know my brother will miss me.”

      Avery rose and hugged the wolf as Diesel descended the stairs.

      They followed Simone through the series of security doors, and Diesel stepped out into the rain to walk her to her car. When she had made it safely out of sight, he turned back to the open door.

      Avery’s proud, regal, and very pregnant outline was haloed by the faint light behind her. It was all he could do to keep himself from running to her. He gave up the fight and jogged back under the awning to gather her into his arms.

      “You’re not going to be able to fit these suckers around me for much longer,” she said, squeezing one of his biceps.

      “That sounds like a challenge,” he said with a playful growl.

      They made their way back to her office, where she straightened the things on her desk. She glanced at him over the enormous bunch of flowers that had taken up permanent residence there.

      “Simone thinks you’re sappy for bringing me all these flowers,” she told him.

      “What do you think?” Diesel asked.

      “I think you surprise me all the time,” she answered.

      Not a day had gone by when the flowers hadn’t been kept fresh. He didn’t know the names of the things, but they looked good together, and they smelled nice. Plus, Avery never failed to blush when he delivered them. It was one of the only things his mate ever blushed about. He would delight in bringing her flowers for the rest of their lives if they always drew that response from her.

      When she was satisfied with the state of her desk, she turned off the gold lamp and rejoined him. It was slow-going on the stairs, and he kept his hands out to steady her, just in case.

      “I’m not going to fall over,” she advised him.

      “If you do, I don’t want you to knock me unconscious.”

      She laughed out loud, and the sound made Diesel’s heart skip.

      He felt the tug of something unsaid between them as he used the code to return the bookcase to its secured state.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      Avery gave him a look of longing, and he chuckled. “Let’s go,” he said.

      They went down the hall to the room they’d prepared. It had already become overrun with toys and décor, thanks to the rest of the pack. The women couldn’t be held to blame, either. Riley and Fourt were the biggest culprits of all. And then there was the huge stuffed wolf that took up the corner. That one had been all Lathan. “This way, they’ll have a constant reminder of who they are and who looks out for them,” Lathan had said with a proud, wolfish grin.

      Avery eased into the double glider they’d gotten. She giggled when the dark wood groaned under her weight. “Oh, for Fate’s sake. That’s not even fair,” she said. “You’d think I was giving birth to a whole pack, not just a pair.”

      Diesel leaned against the doorjamb, arms crossed. His wolf danced right under the surface of his skin whenever he was around Avery, but especially when they came into this room. Avery found his wolf sleeping there, right in front of the huge crib, more nights than not. He had no recollection of it, but he didn’t mind. He had found a trust in his wolf. After years of blocking things from the beast’s view, he felt like they owed each other some freedom. As long as his wolf stayed out of Avery’s underwear drawer, they were all good. Apparently, wolf hair was itchy.

      On the tall white bookshelf across the room, the most treasured gifts from the pack awaited the babies’ arrival. Some of them were practical, some were fun, but they had all been given with heart. Diesel had never felt prouder or more loved than the sunny afternoon when they’d had that ridiculous baby shower. He almost groaned recalling how he’d felt when they’d made him play a game while he was dressed in a toilet paper diaper.

      “Don’t worry,” Avery said. “I got pictures.”

      “I wasn’t thinking about that,” Diesel grumbled as he crossed to the bookshelf.

      “Yes, you were,” she teased. “Your emotional memory of the diaper game has a smell different than anything else you put out.”

      “Your emotional memory of the diaper game will be changing real soon, honey,” he said with a snicker.

      She laughed out loud as she patted her stomach.

      In the middle of everything on the shelves, one book sat up in a stand of its own. Riley had fashioned the stand out of some copper wire he’d curled by hand.

      The Bound Wolf storybook had brought tears to Avery’s eyes. Diesel hadn’t understood, but Grace and Lathan had offered an explanation. Thalia had presented the book to Lathan so he could read the original legend. She’d thought it would give him insight into the situation with Grace and Blaze.

      The book had been Avery’s favorite story as a child.

      “It only seemed right,” Grace had said when Avery had opened the package. Grace had also given them her old stuffed rabbit, as a good luck charm. “Just keep him away from Lathan’s wolf,” she’d warned.

      “Oh!” Avery said. Her eyes narrowed as she looked across the room. Diesel turned and dropped into a defensive position at the same time.

      There was a box on top of the changing table. It was wrapped in marbled, iridescent white paper and was so close to the color of the changing table that he’d completely missed it when he’d walked in.

      He made a slow approach, keeping his guard up. There was a card stuck to the top. He slipped the small, finely engraved card from its envelope and saw the name.

      “That explains it,” he said, handing the card to Avery.

      She read it, then looked up expectantly.

      He trusted the gift-giver, but still felt an uneasy edge at handing anything untested over to his mate.

      “Diesel, it’s not going to be rigged with anything,” Avery chided. “Vampires give weird gifts sometimes, but it won’t be anything bad. It might be alive, but it won’t be bad.”

      “Not helping,” Diesel informed her.

      “Hand it over, honey,” she commanded.

      He did.

      She slipped a finger under the edge of the wrapping paper and pulled it free from around a white box.

      When she opened the lid, her eyes bulged. Then they grew teary. Diesel rushed forward and dropped to his knees on the floor in front of her.

      She turned the box so he could see inside. Wrapped in heavy tissue that was emblazoned with alternating gold and red crowns, there was a book with a thick, ancient leather cover.

      He looked to Avery for confirmation.

      “The Stăpânire Se Aprinde. This must be it,” she said, her words little more than a whisper.

      “Do we need it now?” Diesel asked, his brow furrowed.

      “Who can say?” Avery responded. “It’s a tribute. The book belongs to the vampire race. It’s been lost to them for years. The fact that it’s been found, and that Aveleiyn has given it to us… This kind of gesture is unheard of. It’s a symbol,” she said. “It’s a mark of trust and allegiance to us.”

      “To you,” Diesel said.

      Avery looked at him with shock written across her face.

      “The future is up to you,” Diesel reminded her.

      She looked down at the book again. He watched her fingers trace the deep red and gold symbols across the cover.

      “Do we need to send a rescue party?” Riley’s voice called from far away. He sounded pained.

      Diesel and Avery shared a laugh.

      “We shouldn’t keep the pack waiting. Riley especially—you’d think he’s starving to death up there,” she said, closing the lid back over the box. She placed it in the seat of the glider before she let Diesel help her up.

      “I love you, you know,” he said, giving her one last private kiss.

      “Yeah, yeah. I love you, too,” she said. She savored the feel of Diesel’s lips on hers, keeping her fingers curled into his belt loops to hold him close until she was ready for the kiss to end.

      It lasted long enough for Riley to call for them again.

      “Are you coming, Ms. Black?” Diesel asked.

      “Of course I am,” she said with a laugh. “These babies smell brownies.”
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