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            Summary

          

        

      

    

    
      Reegan Black lives her life with a fear of responsibility and a closely-guarded heart. An omega wolf interested only in keeping her head down and her family safe, she freezes up when Fate's path for her leads straight into the arms of danger.

      Retired UNITY agent Graham Floyd has always been willing to run right into the fire. As a human in the magical realm, he faces each day like it could be his last. With war on the wind, he dives in to save the world he has always fought to protect—a world to which he doesn't belong.

      With Fate mysteriously quiet, the leader of the wolf race demands a dangerous favor from Reegan, the only Healer she trusts. The mission forces Reegan and Graham to work together and sparks fly, but dark secrets lurk in the space between them.

      When a dangerous shadow from the past returns to overthrow UNITY, no one is safe. Will Reegan and Graham face the fire together, or will they both be burned by the flames?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by J. E. Martin

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Black Wolf

        A Black Wolf Series Novel: Book One

      

        

      
        Born Wolf

        A Black Wolf Series Novel: Book Two

      

        

      
        Blood Wolf

        A Black Wolf Series Novel: Book Three

      

        

      
        Broken Wolf

        A Black Wolf Series Novel: Book Four

      

      

      

      
        
        Learn more at jemartinbooks.com

        or

        Join my mailing list

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Jump into the fire with me.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Reegan adjusted the mask that covered most of her face. Every time she touched the elaborate disguise, her fingers carried away specks of glitter which served as tiny, glimmering reminders of her constant fidgeting. There was something about the energy in the room that kept her alert and moving. She breathed in the scents of her fellow partygoers, assuring herself nothing was amiss. It was no surprise everyone was charged up by the excitement of the evening.

      Reegan's restless movements caught the eye of her sister-in-law, Em, who was standing ahead of her in the crowded, cavernous room. Em grinned over her shoulder at Reegan, her blue eyes sparkling behind her own glitter-crusted mask. She held her hand out, beckoning Reegan forward. “Eddie, have you ever met Thorne’s baby sister Reegan?” Em asked their wiry, tattooed host.

      The thin man in the Cyrano mask turned to Reegan, offering a polite nod. Hair rose in one spiked ridge from the middle of his otherwise bald head. He brought his arm over his chest in the formal greeting of a lion shifter to an ally.

      Reegan bowed her head in the appropriate response. “Thank you for hosting us,” she said, though she would rather be almost anywhere else in the universe.

      Eddie beamed with pride as his gaze swept the room. Every guest wore a costume and mask, each more elaborate and costly than the last. Reegan and her family had donned similar trappings for the event, though the reactions of her own household ranged from glee to dismay.

      “If I can’t host my annual Halloween party, what am I living for?” Eddie asked. The laughter in his voice was lighter and more melodic than Reegan expected from a lion. His amber eyes offered them a knowing look from behind his mask. “Despite the recent changes in our climate, I’d say we all deserve a night to relax and enjoy ourselves.”

      “Even more so because of those changes,” Thorne murmured, eyes narrowing as he spoke. He curled his arm over Em's shoulder, and Reegan followed his glare to a nearby dragon-kin whose bizarre, illuminated green eyes were tracing Em’s curves.

      Reegan adjusted her mask again and dropped her gaze to the floor when the dragon-kin looked her way. After an agonizing moment of scrutiny, the dragon-kin moved on, his attention drawn to another female nearby. Reegan drew in a deep breath, thanking Fate for the missed opportunity to make small talk.

      Judging from the array of guests mingling around her, the party was far more than a chance to relax amidst the tension brewing in their world. The ropes that held the Races and Breeds together through UNITY were straining. The discord between the opposing sides of the R & B—as the magical world called them—cinched tighter and tighter every day, certain soon to snap.

      Despite what their host said, Reegan could read between the lines. This night was a chance for select members of the community to network. To solidify unions and alliances in preparation for…well, whatever came next. No one seemed to know for sure what that might be.

      Rumors ran rampant in the R & B world. Part of it was the boredom bred of too many people with too much time on their hands after centuries of life. Knowledge was a currency in their world, and counterfeit intelligence was everywhere. What Reegan knew, as she looked around the party again, was that all the known Dissidents were ominously absent. The Dissidents who, after years of peace within the R & B, were rising up against UNITY’s laws. Those laws had stopped the wars between the Races and Breeds so many years earlier. No one on the UNITY side, Reegan’s family included, was eager to repeat that bloody history.

      So, sure, Reegan would give their host the benefit of believing the reason he gave for holding the masked ball. It was a chance to forget about the strife coursing through the veins of the magical world. But Reegan heard the hint those masks whispered all the same. There was no question the masks safeguarded the identities of those who were busy bolstering their alliances.

      “Why so serious?” Talan wheezed in the creepy voice he’d been perfecting for weeks.

      Reegan jumped and turned to swat his chest. “You’ve got to stop! You've gotten too good at it!” she teased, giving him a quick hug.

      He chuckled as he struggled to find a good way to return the embrace around the wings tied with wide ribbons to Reegan’s back.

      “You look perfect,” Talan said, stepping back to take in her costume. The “r” in “perfect” tripped from his tongue on a purr, betraying his breed. The tall, blond panther wore a mask with a sinister, red-lipped smile. It was about as far from Talan’s true nature as it could get, but he had a deep love for human superhero movies.

      Fourt, Reegan’s younger brother, roughed a hand over his shaggy wig. He may not have lived freely in the world during the time of 80’s hair metal, but he more than looked the part. Their other brothers—Lathan, Diesel, and Thorne—formed the rest of the band. The choice pleased both Diesel and Thorne, who’d hardly had to change clothes to be in costume.

      Fourt straightened his black mask before twining his fingers through Talan’s. The two of them had been dating since the beginning of that January when Fourt had come out to the family. Reegan had suspected it, the way she suspected things from time to time. As was usually the case, though, she hadn’t felt like it was her place to ask. Being the youngest and lowest ranked wolf in their pack—at least until Fourt joined the family—had taught her to keep quiet and be observant.

      "Where's everyone else?" Fourt asked.

      Reegan turned in a circle to look around the room. It had filled up even more since she’d come in with Em and Thorne. She hadn’t seen any of her other siblings since they’d parted ways in the big gravel lot outside the party. “I have no idea,” she said, frowning at the crush of people closing in around them.

      The party venue, an old warehouse, was located in the middle of the R & B side of Fairview. The pack lived on the opposite side of the city, which meant Reegan didn’t often venture to that part of town. Reegan served as the Healer for her pack and, specifically, for her sister-in-law Avery, who, as Magistrate, was the leader of the wolf race. Her Healer duties kept Reegan close to the pack home and within range of the Magistrate’s mansion.

      This trip to the R & B part of town seemed like an exotic adventure to her. The hulking buildings blocked the stars. She could taste the industrial grit in the air. The change of scenery seemed to make her senses soar to even greater heights than they normally did. Then again, maybe that was the strange energy in the air. The frenetic feeling only rippled and grew as the crowd expanded.

      The warehouse rose up in three levels around them. Dampness and mustiness rolled in waves beneath the scents of the food, drinks, and people. The expansive main space was host to a dance floor, interrupted here and there by wooden beams that rose up from the concrete floor to the ceiling. Wooden crossbeams stretched out across the open space overhead. The second level jutted out above, with large rooms overlooking the party space below. Guests leaned against the open wooden balustrades, sipping drinks and watching the dance floor. The third level ran around the entire perimeter of the room. It was so close to the ceiling and only wide enough for one person at a time to walk its metal gridded floors. Reegan pictured its past as a catwalk which factory foremen could use to look down upon their workers.

      Every inch of the space was decorated. Orange and purple lights cast their glow on balloons and streamers. Skulls and monsters formed the basis of candle-lit centerpieces on every table. It somehow looked gaudy and five-star at the same time. As spooky as some of the decorations were, the most unsettling thing about the space was the vast array of dead animals. Each was stuffed and posed as if it could come back to life at any moment.

      “How do you like my collection?” Eddie asked, noting Reegan’s attention to the creatures.

      “Ah—” she began, caught off guard.

      Talan jumped in to her rescue. “Eddie says they keep all of us shifters humble to our beginnings, right?” he turned to get Eddie’s input.

      Fourt mouthed, “I don’t get it,” to Reegan, drawing an uncomfortable giggle from her.

      “Indeed,” Eddie said, his mohawk bobbing when he nodded. “It's an honor for the dead to be displayed here, rather than as trophies in the homes of humans.”

      “What he’s not saying is that he pays rewards for people in his pride to steal them from the homes of those humans,” Thorne offered, rejoining the group.

      He and Em had stepped away to speak to a woman with almost as many tattoos as Thorne had. The woman waved at Fourt and Talan but didn't stop to chat before she disappeared into the crowd.

      Eddie chuckled and shrugged. “I said it was an honor, not honorable.” He lifted a hand to wave at a group of newcomers. “If you’ll excuse me.” He nodded to them once more before he strolled off.

      “Thanks for the help,” Reegan said to Talan.

      He winked at her. “Eddie’s a weird cat, but he runs the pride with kindness. There’s not much in the world I’d trade for the home I have here.” He and Fourt shared private smiles that made Reegan feel very much like a third wheel.

      “There you are!” Riley called out, pushing his way toward them with his mate, Morgan, in tow.

      The funny, buzzy energy Reegan had been feeling eased the moment her twin was back by her side. Relief coursed through her. The night would be fine. She was just out of her depth in the crowd, that was all.

      “I thought you two had gotten lost!” Em said, leaning over on her crazy high heels to hug her cousin.

      “Nope,” Morgan said, squeezing Em back before hooking a thumb in Riley's direction. “This one got distracted by three whole tables of cheese.”

      “And he didn’t bring any for the rest of us?” Thorne asked, rubbing his stomach.

      “No, but I left plenty,” Riley said, scratching his face beneath his mask. “Man, these things are itchy.”

      "At least you're not a bug," Em pointed out.

      "A sexy bug," Thorne said, arm still curled around Em's shoulders. It was casual enough that Reegan wondered if he'd practiced the gesture with Em in her wings.

      "That's what happens when you let toddlers pick out your costumes," Riley said with a shrug.

      “Speaking of which, where's the pirate costume?” Reegan asked. The last she’d seen, her twin had planned on a totally different outfit than the one he was wearing.

      "I don't get it," Talan said, studying the golden yellow princess gown Morgan wore. Next to her, Riley was wrapped in a human-sized felt taco shell.

      "Taco Belle," Fourt said, gesturing at them as he drew the connection between their costumes.

      Morgan giggled. “Yep! Riley and I got stuck with back-up costumes thanks to Asher. He misunderstood the whole ‘Dread Pirate Roberts’ thing and insisted the costume should be worn by someone who actually has dreads. I don’t think he’s ever read the book or seen the movie.”

      “We should fix that,” Reegan said. She looped her arm through Morgan’s. “We can invite him to our next movie night.”

      Morgan squeezed her close, accidentally bumping her mask into Reegan's. She giggled again. “We definitely should. Also, we need to fix the fact that I’m starving!”

      “Right this way, Green Beans. I overheard an herbivore mention a veggie table upstairs,” Riley said, clasping his mate’s hand.

      “Come with us,” Morgan said, tugging Reegan along. “I don’t want to leave you all alone.”

      To Reegan’s surprise, the crowd had swallowed Em, Thorne, Fourt, and Talan. The music had been turned up, and the mass of people around her was swarming for the dance floor. Cutting through them would have been impossible on her own, so she clung to Morgan’s hand as if it were her lifeline.

      Years ago, she wouldn’t have been afraid to cross a room by herself. She would have been the first to join the crowd, ready to find her place in the heart of the party. She didn't feel that bold anymore.
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      The second floor of the warehouse boasted an altogether different atmosphere than the lower level. To start with, there was a quiet room. It was soundproofed by magic so thick Reegan felt it push back at her when she stepped through the doorway. The sound of the music downstairs cut off as if someone had flicked the power switch. Vibrations still shook the floor, which told Reegan the music continued on. Within the room, though, she could hear nothing—not the sounds of those talking around her or her own footsteps on the floor.

      The dark, silent room was proof that the party was more than it seemed at first glance. It was wise of Eddie to put this publicly private space on the second floor, so its presence wasn’t broadcast to the entire party. Reegan knew quiet rooms were still legal. Lathan and Avery had both mentioned their use in UNITY meetings. She couldn’t recall a party she’d attended where there had been one, though. Her own family never hosted a quiet room for the large parties they threw. Reegan glanced around but couldn't spot the fairies in charge of upholding the room’s magic. They had to be nearby, of course, but with everyone masked it was too hard to distinguish those whose features didn’t give them away.

      Riley led the way through an open door, and as soon as they passed over the threshold, all the sounds returned. A long table full of fruits and vegetables spanned the middle of the room. To the left, an enormous picture window looked out over the party below. Another door led out of the chamber on the opposite side. If Reegan’s heightened senses of hearing and smell were to be trusted, that door led to another private room—the kind she had no use for. Lusty moans and pants and the smells of sweat and sex coming from behind that closed door made her cough and blush.

      R & B parties were notorious for behavior many humans would find illicit. R & B customs and laws were different, though. The mix of pheromones and energy from so many different races and breeds gathering in one space often led couples to satisfy their primal urges.

      Riley tugged at his mask and cleared his throat as he followed his mate. Morgan peeked up at him from where she leaned over the table, selecting fresh veggies to add to her plate. “You okay over there?” she asked.

      “He’s fine, it’s just pungent in here,” Reegan said when Riley stumbled over his answer.

      “Oh!” Morgan turned wide eyes to the door behind her. “Ick. Why?” She hurried to pile more veggies and a heap of fruit onto her plate. “I need to find sugar,” she said, hoisting her plate up for Riley’s inspection.

      Reegan loved her sister-in-law but cringed every time they ate together. Morgan was a partial vampire and had inherited the vampiric need for white foods in the form of a massive sugar craving. She heaped mounds of white sugar on everything—including her favorite foods, most of which were vegetables.

      "There's a vamp-friendly table downstairs," Riley said, lifting the plate from Morgan's grasp. "Use the handrails, please. Both of you. No one would have to guess Em is the one behind your shoe choices tonight. They're the scariest thing about this party."

      Morgan laughed and scooped her layered skirt out of the way, revealing her mile-high gold heels. "I have to admit, they go well with the dress."

      "And I have to admit I'll have a heart attack if I see so much as a stumble out of either of you," Riley said with a loving smirk.

      Reegan nibbled her lip as she glanced back out the window at the throng of people. They were so bunched together on the main floor she couldn’t see where one person ended and the next began. “I think I’ll stay up here for a little while,” she said.

      “You sure?” Riley asked, a frown coloring his voice.

      “I’m sure,” she said. The choice was clear, even if she hated to be all alone. The quiet veggie room wouldn't see much use in a crowd of predominantly carnivorous creatures. Just looking at the crush of the crowd below was enough to make her feel like she might never again take a full breath.

      Morgan cocked her head at Reegan. Reegan knew her well enough to know she was reading the situation. “I need to check in with Asher, so he doesn’t go nuts worrying about me. And I have to find the sugar, of course, but we’ll make our way back up here right after that. How does that sound?”

      “Okay,” Reegan said. She hated to keep her family from a good time.

      Riley's gaze lingered on her for a moment more. Reegan could feel the way their twin connection pulsed with his care for her.

      "Seriously. I could use a few minutes of quiet, that's all," Reegan said, reassuring him.

      “Okay,” Riley agreed, turning to escort his mate away.

      Reegan watched them go before she glanced back out at the party. The quiet room next door deadened the sound when they passed over the threshold.

      Everyone on the dance floor seemed to be in high spirits, despite the strange undercurrent Reegan was sure they must all feel. At one time, even only a few years earlier, she would have been right down there in the middle of it. She recalled the days when she'd loved to make her brothers nervous. She could almost reach out and touch that old willingness to dance with anyone. It was too easy to imagine her only cares were sipping cocktails and showing off her pretty costume.

      She touched her fingers to her mask again. Em had outdone herself with making sure they all looked fabulous, but Reegan felt strange in her own skin. She ran her fingers from her mask down her neck to her exposed collarbones. Her hands traveled lower to the slight cleavage that pressed up from the tight bodice of expensive, iridescent violet silk. It was so pretty and luxurious. When she moved, blue and green undertones gleamed in the fabric, making her feel as enchanting as the butterfly she was costumed to be.

      They’d taken picture after picture before they’d left the house. Grace, Em, and Avery were all dressed in their own insect costumes—each as lovely and formfitting as Reegan's own. The bug theme was the result of Avery's daughters pointing to pictures in the bespoke costume catalog the pack had received weeks earlier. Avery had jokingly complained about the enormous eyes on her dragonfly mask. Em thought it would better conceal Avery’s identity. That argument had only lasted until Avery pointed out an Advocacy would have been more effective. Of course, in the end, Rose and Dahlia's delight was more than worth any ridiculous mask or stray glitter.

      A conversation tumbled over the threshold, drawing Reegan from her thoughts. A small group of people, all in fish costumes, brought their shimmering little school in. A tall, muscular man in a human police officer costume followed behind them, casting his eyes over the room. Reegan jerked her hands away from her body and spun back to face the window, focusing her attention on the party. She hoped the intruders into her private space would hurry to grab their food and move along.

      The fish, with their elaborate scale masks and bubble headdresses, did precisely that. The room was almost quiet enough she'd have believed she was alone again—but she could still feel the man behind her. Reegan risked a glance over her shoulder. He was still there, examining a platter of tropical fruit, his carved jaw working as he selected a few pieces with the silver serving tongs. He glanced up and caught her eye. Reegan spun around again, cursing herself for being so stupid.

      It was just…his presence at her back. Something about it made her want to stand taller. There was a heat radiating from him. It pulled at her, shocking her system. She was sure his eyes were moving over her, and she shivered against the feeling. The hairs on the nape of her neck lifted and the colors on the front of her bodice danced and shifted. Her heart was beating so hard, she realized, it was hammering her chest and causing the fabric to jump. Her wolf sat up and took notice, peeking out from the shadows of Reegan's mind.

      Please leave, she silently urged the man, even as she felt him stepping closer. Leave so I don’t have to send you away. Leave so I don’t panic. Leave so I don’t knock that plate of food out of your hands. So I don't push you up against the wall because sweet Fate in the Forest, you’re so close I can smell your cinnamon gum.

      Losing her nerve, Reegan turned to exit the room. She’d misjudged where the cop was standing, though. She spun right into his plate, sending it crashing. It was worse than she'd feared! She watched in horror as caramel dip splattered the front of his costume. Pineapple tidbits soared through the air, raining down on them both like fruity falling stars. But it was the moment she toppled backward on the heels Em insisted went with her costume. That was the thing that sealed her embarrassment right into her soul. The fight against gravity was too much, and her ass headed in the precise direction science intended—right for the floor.

      The cop reacted with impressive speed. His hands clasped her hips, and he hauled her back upright. Reegan swore the warmth from his touch seared her flesh through the thick material of her costume.

      Fate, he had pretty eyes. Dark blue, like the deepest oceans.

      “Holy hell, butterfly,” the cop said. His rough voice made Reegan’s insides go warm and melty like a fresh-baked chocolate chip cookie. “Are you okay?”

      “Me?!” Reegan eased out of his hold to grab a handful of napkins from the table. “You’re the one wearing your dinner because I forgot how to walk.”

      His lips twitched, that plump lower one full of sin.

      She thrust the napkins at him. “I don’t trust myself not to make a bigger mess,” she said, grateful when he took the napkins. She did a quick scan of her own costume, which appeared to have somehow gone unscathed. “Fate, I didn’t even want to come to this stupid party,” she muttered.

      The cop paused his cleanup of the sticky caramel mess on his costume to turn those pretty dark blue eyes up to her again. Reegan couldn't miss the teasing twinkle in them, though they were hidden within a navy mask that spanned down from his uniform hat.

      “Me either,” he confided. "This is the most fun I’ve had all night.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Flirting with a gorgeous woman who looked like she was about half his age was a reach for Graham. Hell, flirting, in general, was a reach anymore, but he couldn’t have asked for a much better segue. Not even considering he was standing there looking like a damned navy blue caramel apple.

      He had his last human physical to thank for the reminder he needed to take in more real food. He wouldn't have been on the hunt for greens, otherwise, but now he counted himself lucky. He’d noticed the cute little brunette as soon as he’d walked into the room. He’d been hanging around, trying to figure out a way to chat her up. He'd almost given up, too, because he felt woefully out of practice—but then, Fate had tossed this messy little opportunity right at him. He wasn't about to let the chance pass him by.

      “I didn’t hurt you barreling into you like that, did I?” he asked, stooping to gather the mess on the floor.

      He had to pry his gaze away from her long legs as she crossed the room in shoes she clearly regretted. She picked up a trashcan from the corner and brought it back over before crouching down to help.

      “I’m the one who crashed into you,” she said, peeking up at him with big, pale green eyes. “I’m so sorry. I’m not myself tonight. These kinds of events throw me.”

      Graham tossed the trash in the can and grabbed his bottled water—thankfully unopened—from the table. He cracked the lid and poured a few drops over his hands to wash them off. “I forgot how these formal parties always go,” he said. “You come into it thinking quiet ballroom and find yourself in the middle of a nightclub orgy. Not that I minded that so much in my younger days.”

      Holy hell. Did I just say that? Kill me now, he thought.

      The woman laughed and carried the trashcan back over to the corner. “You’re not wrong. All the hormones and pheromones and the race to find a mate—it’s like those things get a life of their own at these parties. No disrespect to our host, of course,” she tacked on, in case anyone happened to be listening in. “It’s just not my thing.”

      Graham stood and noticed her wings had gone crooked. “Here,” he said, reaching to adjust them.

      She took a step back and blinked before making a strange, soft throat-clearing sound. “That’s okay. Thank you, though.” Her words came out almost on a whisper, and her shaky fingers fluttered up to touch her glittery purple mask. She turned away to look out the window.

      Graham got the message. She wanted to be alone, and he was ruining that vibe for her.

      He sighed—he hoped only to himself. He didn’t have the swagger he’d had twenty years ago—he knew that. But it was never more evident than when he was around unattached R & B females, which he was confident this woman was. If she wasn’t, her mate was an idiot, leaving her alone to fend for herself when an aging human tried to paw at her.

      She surprised him by peeking back over her shoulder with an adorable smirk. “So, what are you supposed to be? A sexy cop?”

      Maybe he wasn’t out of the game quite yet. He took a tentative step her way. “Interesting,” he teased. “It sounds like you’re saying I’m sexy.”

      Her neck and chest flushed, and she sputtered. “Wh—no! I mean…aren’t all Halloween costumes supposed to be sexy?”

      “Pretty sure that’s only the women, butterfly,” Graham said, risking another step forward.

      She surprised him again, flipping on this little switch of playful attitude that drew a creaky laugh from him. “That doesn’t seem fair, officer.” She quirked that little smirk at him again. “Those of us who like men should have the same chance to see them looking sexy if we want to.”

      He cocked his head and looked her over. “Your costume isn’t sexy, though.” Sure, the silky dress she wore fit her body like a second skin. It was cut to show off a hint of cleavage and those long, long legs. But Graham could tell, from her awkward gait in the shoes alone, she hadn’t picked this for herself. He was willing to bet it had been selected by someone who loved her. Someone who thought she didn’t love herself.

      “It isn’t?” she asked. The word flew from her mouth on wings as light as the butterfly she resembled.

      “No,” he said, shaking his head. He took another step closer and she did the same, as if they were two magnets drawn together. He’d never felt anything like it. “It’s classy. Sweet. That’s more dangerous.”

      They stared at each other for a moment, and Graham watched with pleasure when that sweet, red flush crept over her neck and chest again.

      “I don’t know why we ladies are the only ones in heels and these short, short skirts,” she said. Graham could see she was searching for a way to ease the thick, hot tension between them—but she wasn’t walking away. She was interested but guarded.

      Graham kicked himself for always being stuck in detective mode. She was a woman, not a suspect. “I’ve been known to wear a skirt a time or two,” he said. Then, realizing how it sounded, he added, “A kilt, I mean. My dad was Irish. Not that I have a problem with men who wear skirts.”

      It was all he could do not to facepalm right in front of her. He took a breath and tried again. “Could we go back to that part right before we ran into each other? Start this whole thing over so I can get your name like I wanted to in the first place?”

      “Oh…” She nibbled her lip again. “You know, we should stick to the party rules and keep it casual.”

      Her gaze tangled with his and, though he didn’t recognize anything about her, he wondered if she recognized him. Maybe she’d heard all about him. Not his glory days as a UNITY agent—but the awful day his dreams were ripped away from him. Shredded right along with most of his left leg. UNITY retirement and news of his injury had made him all but invisible to women within the R & B. Few wanted a human mate anyway. A disfigured human mate was out of the question.

      “Right,” he said, throwing up his defenses. He didn’t need to hang out long enough to give her the chance to turn him down any more than she already had. “Guess if I can’t get a name, I’ve got no chance of getting a dance?”

      She blinked like she was surprised, and her sweet, plush lips flapped twice before she found her voice. “No. I’m afraid not.”

      Graham tossed his shoulders back, not about to let her see the hurt. “Have a good night then, little wolf,” he said, turning and crossing the threshold back into the quiet room.

      If he’d hung around long enough, he might have seen the way she rushed to the door, every regret about rejecting him on the tip of her tongue. He might have even heard her call, “Hey, officer,” in a timid plea for his attention.

      Instead, he focused on the real reason he was at the party in the first place. He looked forward to reconnecting with his old UNITY partner, Diesel Black, after too many years of silence. But mostly, he couldn't wait to look Diesel’s mate, Avery, in the eye and ask her if she was serious about giving him a shot at coming out of retirement.

      Since the injury that had forced him to leave UNITY, Graham had worked in the gray areas of the law as a rogue under Avery Wells’s command. Her return to Fairview a few years earlier had been the unfortunate beginning of the end for her mother’s reign as Magistrate for the wolf race. When Thalia Wells was beheaded by the daughter of her late opponent, Nicholas Snelgrove, Avery chose to go legit and take the throne.

      Things had changed in the universe since Avery had taken over as the wolf race’s leader. Not everything had changed for the best. As far as Graham was concerned, none of that was Avery’s fault. Nicholas Snelgrove had left in his wake a still-growing movement of law-breaking, hyper-orthodox nut jobs. Those red cape-wearing asshats called themselves the Dissidents. Graham shook his head at the very thought.

      The Dissidents believed UNITY regulations and the permissive nature of the current leadership were ruining the universe. As if banning slavery, allowing interracial mating, and protecting women and children from abusive assholes would really lead to the damnation of the natural world.

      Over the last summer, the Dissidents had grown bolder. They'd stepped out in public in protest, denouncing the current leadership and harassing those who followed UNITY’s laws.

      Graham loved the work he did for Avery in Flagler, which was an R & B-based community. He ran missions to rescue women and children from dangerous situations. He picked up babies whose powers at birth were too strong for their parents to handle. He helped find homes for them where the care was more suited to hyper-powerful children. It was rewarding to see the shining light in a couple’s eyes when they got to hold their adopted child for the first time. Especially when the couples couldn’t have kids of their own—those were his favorite.

      But he’d been a devoted UNITY agent before he was—as Avery put it—a rogue powerhouse. His heart still reached out for the future he’d been forced to leave behind. For the path he’d hoped to follow and the footsteps he’d wanted to fill. The mother of the wolves still owed him the favor of a lifetime, and he was ready to make it count.

      “Floyd!” a booming voice called out over the crowd. He followed the source of the sound to a big Seer sporting dreads, a black head wrap, and black mask. “Get your ass over here,” Asher Hale called, lifting two bottles of beer in the air.

      Graham waved back and pushed his way through the crowd. If a drink wouldn’t cure the odd lingering pain in his chest from the butterfly's turndown, nothing else would.
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      Reegan backed away from the door, avoiding the spot she and the cop had cleaned up on the floor. That was all she needed: to trip again in any residual slickness from the mess. If only she’d been a fraction less timid, she might have caught his attention before he’d left her there.

      Why did she feel like she’d rejected him in a meaningful way? And why did he seem so familiar? She’d spent the entire time he’d talked to her stealing peeks at his face, trying to place him. She suspected he was a wolf. He gave off that air. It was easy to tell if someone was a shifter, but their precise animal was often harder to pinpoint.

      But he'd known she was a wolf. Maybe that had been a lucky guess. That thought had her mind circling right back to how familiar he’d seemed. She puzzled over it as she returned to the window. There was no denying the interest she’d felt. The way the air between them seemed to want to pull them together.

      She spotted the cop out on the dance floor, making his way through the writhing crowd. He didn’t seem to have any trouble—the people parted to make way. Fascinating—she wasn’t the only one who felt the power of his presence. If she were down there with him, would the partygoers still move out of his path?

      It was funny, but she hadn’t felt like she was missing out on the festivities until he’d asked her to dance. She touched a hand to her chest, feeling the warmth of the pleasure that spread over her skin. There was a part of her that remembered how nice it could feel to be seen that way. Flirted with and admired, even.

      To her surprise, the cop’s path ended at Asher, a close friend of her pack. Asher had gotten off on about seven wrong feet with them all when he’d tried to come between Em and Thorne. The Seer had redeemed himself, though, when Morgan was in danger of coming to a grisly end with the vampire council. He’d stepped up, taking on the role of Morgan’s Brethren within the Crown congregation. It meant he and Morgan were rarely far apart since Asher was charged with watching over her.

      Aveleiyn didn’t run her congregation like most vampires—if she did, Asher would not only have been Morgan’s bodyguard, but also her decision maker. Reegan shuddered at the thought. It was the way almost all vampires lived, but she would never put her own wellbeing so fully in the hands of a man again.

      Asher passed the cop a beer, and they shook hands. They fell into easy conversation, and the cop tossed his head back. Reegan wished she could hear his laugh again. That sound had rumbled through her, coating her veins with comfort.

      Unfortunately, all the sounds of their conversation were obscured by the other noise from the party. Asher seemed to know the cop, but Reegan didn't think they were close friends, based on their body language. Asher had no problem breaking through the personal bubble of those he knew best. He often stood closer than most—more like a wolf. So, maybe the cop wasn’t a wolf. Something about the shifter assessment seemed off. Perhaps another Seer?

      Reegan’s curiosity had always gotten the better of her. Like, right then, she was beginning to regret giving the cop the cold shoulder. What harm would a single dance have done? Then, at least, she could have been on the same floor as most of her family. She could have escaped to their safety if she’d needed to.

      Off to the right, she spotted Grace’s colorful lightning bug costume. Grace’s gold waves were swept into a stylish updo, her head and face covered with a black and gold cap and mask. Her glittery black wings spread down around her, opening at the bottom to reveal of skirt swirling with yellow, orange, and gold. The thing even blinked now and then thanks to a light pack hidden within the sheer fabric.

      Lathan’s arm was obscured behind the wings where it was—no doubt—wrapped tight around Grace’s waist.

      See? Reegan scolded herself. She’d have been no more than ten feet away from a family member, likely in any direction. She’d let the crowd and the energy overwhelm her for no reason.

      She was going to march right down there and ask Asher to introduce her to the mystery cop. She trusted Asher enough to turn her away if the cop wasn't a nice guy. But if he got Asher's approval, she would apologize for turning him down. She did want to dance, and she wanted to dance with him.

      She turned with cautious movements on her heels and headed for the door. But the moment she hit the threshold, she stumbled back.

      Caleb.

      There was no question about it. No mask or costume would ever disguise Caleb. His scent filled her nostrils. It stung her senses with the acidic tang of his aftershave and the cloying fragrance of the clove cigarettes he smoked. Her stomach clenched, and she edged away from him.

      She’d once found everything about him so appealing.

      “Hello, Reegan,” he said. His tenor tone was as welcoming as if they were good friends who had been separated by miles or years. “Why in Fate’s name are you hiding out in here all by yourself?”

      He glided over the short distance that separated them to stand right in front of her, blocking her path. For a human, he had all the moves of a snake.

      “I’m not hiding,” Reegan said, harnessing as much of the warble in her voice as she could.

      He cocked his head and gazed down at her with his deep, dark brown eyes. The years had touched Caleb in a way Reegan had yet to experience. Faint wrinkles crinkled the skin around his eyes and mouth and spanned in lines across his forehead. Every part of his face that wasn't obscured by his red mask held clear signs of the time slipping by. Reegan could picture every one of his facial expressions that paved the way for those linear patterns. She’d been so familiar with them once. Caleb had to be only a year or two shy of forty now, while Reegan still looked like she’d hardly broken her mid-twenties, if that.

      “What are you doing here?” Reegan asked, her throat tightening as she forced hardness into the words. She wouldn’t let him know how much his presence upset her.

      He chuckled and reached over to collect a handful of blueberries from the table, never breaking eye contact with her. Smart man. She wasn’t the most skilled at combat—and she knew better than to sucker punch a human ex-boyfriend at an R & B party—but her growling wolf wasn’t convinced they should avoid such an encounter.

      “I’m still as well-connected as ever,” he said, popping a blueberry into his mouth. He moaned around the berry. “Sweet with a little sour kick. Just the way I like them.”

      Reegan fought the snarl that teased her top lip.

      Caleb’s dark eyes moved down her body, and she crossed her arms over her chest, thanking Fate she didn’t get a single sensual tingle from his perusal. “You know I’ve always loved a good UNITY party,” he said. He winked and tossed another berry into his mouth. “I thought I might run into you. It’s nice to have a chance to peek at my handiwork.”

      Reegan screwed her mouth shut. Handiwork? Was that what he called the hurt he’d caused her? No. He was deliberately messing with her head like he’d done from day one. This time, she wasn’t stupid enough to fall for it.

      Caleb chuckled and shook his head. “You haven’t changed a bit, have you?” His thin lips spread over his too-white teeth, his mouth so wide it opened into a grimace large enough to devour her.

      Reegan’s wolf’s hackles lifted inside her, sending a tremor through her. No way she could shift at the party. It was strictly forbidden to prevent fights between animals who hadn’t met each other.

      “I’ve changed more than you know,” she snapped, done with the conversation. She moved to push her way around him, but he countered and backed her up two more steps. Her back almost touched the window. The thumping vibrations of music against the glass rippled in mini-shockwaves over her skin. “Don’t fucking touch me,” she growled.

      “And what if I do?” Caleb asked, closing in.
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      Asher had seemed like an untouchably suave—if eccentric—artsy kind of guy until Graham had gotten comfortable around him. Now, Graham saw him as more of a 90’s Seattle grunge rocker. All the Seer needed was some flannel to seal the deal. He lifted his glass bottle in a tentative wave to a young ghost in the crowd. She smiled, but the expression was sad. Before Asher could move, she turned away to join a hulking male shifter. The two of them disappeared between people.

      "Someone you know?" Graham asked accepting the beer Asher passed his way.

      Asher rolled his eyes and shook his head, sending his dreads swishing behind him. "Someone I used to know." He grabbed Graham's free hand and hauled him in for a chest bump.

      "I know all about that feeling at these parties," Graham said after a much-needed pull on his beer. It was exactly the way he liked it: cold and dark. Asher knew his taste, which revealed the kind thoughtfulness the Seer hid from the world at first glance. Not that Graham had a crush or anything, but he’d been around the block enough to know a sincere person when he met one. “Haven’t seen you around much."

      Asher grinned and scratched his chin with his thumb. “Yeah, I kinda got a promotion. You didn’t hear?”

      From the beaming smile on the guy’s face, Graham took a guess. “Did you become a dad?”

      Asher’s smile morphed into confused horror. “What? Dude. No! I took on a Patron position with a vampire congregation.”

      “So, as close to a dad as you can get without the kid being a kid or yours,” Graham said with a laugh. “How exactly did you become a vampire babysitter when you’re not even close to being a vamp?” He cast his eyes around the room. They snapped to the window above, where the pretty little butterfly stood, looking out over the party. An urge deep in his belly whispered that he should go ask her for a dance again.

      “Oh man, it’s a long story,” Asher said, “and most of it isn't mine to tell. But are you gonna be in town for a while? Maybe we could catch up sometime, and I could bring my Sora with me.”

      “Sora?” Graham repeated. “Either Aveleiyn Crown finally got the vampire council to change the position names, or you’re working for her.”

      Asher gave a low chuckle. “Those detective instincts never turn off, do they?”

      Graham shrugged but couldn’t ignore the tension tightening his spine. It was the same feeling he got from a hunch on a case. His gaze strayed up to the window again, but the butterfly was nowhere to be seen.

      “Can’t help those gut feelings, you know?” he responded to Asher. His attention was drifting, though. He didn’t always get a gut feeling when something was wrong. Their inconsistency was the worst thing about getting them at all. If they weren’t always going to stab him in the stomach to alert him to danger, why did they ever bother? “Speaking of, I’ve got this feeling about something that happened earlier. Think I should go check it out.”

      Asher’s jovial attitude shifted immediately into alert concern. “Something I should worry about?” he asked, his eyes searching the crowd from behind his black mask. There was no laser light show in his pupils, which meant he wasn’t using his Sight to scan the other guests. More likely, he was searching for the female vampire under his care.

      “No…this feeling is all me. I was chatting up a woman earlier, and I’ve got a feeling I walked away too soon.”

      Asher’s vigilant stance relaxed. “If you need a wingman, let me know. I’d better go check on my Sora, just in case. Let’s catch up soon, man. I want to hear all the Flagler news.”

      They clinked their beer bottles in farewell and Graham turned to push his way through the crowd. He took the stairs up to the second level two at a time, though his left leg pulsed and shrieked with the exertion. Late nights and rainy days were always worse for the mangled appendage.

      The nasty feeling gnawed at him. It crept up into his chest, squeezing his heart. He told himself it was only his desire to ask her for that dance one last time. No chance there was any deeper connection to worry about getting caught up in. He couldn’t handle feelings right now. Not when life had thrown him the biggest curveball it had. Only thing was, the last time he’d had a feeling this foul, he’d nearly lost the leg that hobbled his movements to this day.

      He slowed his approach as he reached the door to the room where he’d last seen the little butterfly. If his gut was playing tricks on him, he didn’t want to burst into the room and scare her. He stepped from the quiet room over the threshold in time to see her backed up in the corner.

      "Don’t fucking touch me,” she said in a tremulous voice to the man who blocked her path.

      The shaky words made Graham wish UNITY parties didn’t come with a rule against packing heat.

      “And what if I do?” the asshole leaning into her asked.

      Ah, shit. Caleb Armstrong. Graham didn’t even have to see the skinny, squirrelly man’s face to know it was him.

      Not a second of thought passed between the moment Graham spotted the wide-eyed distress behind the butterfly’s mask and the moment he squeezed himself between them. He dropped his arm across her thin shoulders, careful not to ruin her wings. “Hey, baby,” he said, squeezing her close. “I’m so sorry I had to leave your side for a second.”

      He didn’t miss the way the woman flinched at his touch, and he held his breath, praying he wasn’t breaking up a lover’s quarrel. That would be about the only thing to make this even more awkward.

      Caleb took a step back, expression turning from stunned to disgusted. The look was hardly concealed by his mask, nor was the fact the human recognized Graham, too. Years had passed since they’d seen each other but, thanks to their R & B connections, they’d had enough run-ins to last a lifetime. How the hell had the butterfly gotten herself mixed up with him? Then again, knowing Caleb, there was a chance it was random. Even greater chance it was nonconsensual. Caleb was a Grade A, first-class rat.

      To Graham’s surprise, the little butterfly leaned tight into his embrace and wrapped her arm around his waist. “I was wondering if you were ever going to come back up here,” she said in a teasing, lilting voice.

      Graham detected a hint of relief in her words, too. He caressed her bare shoulder with his thumb, feeling the way she stiffened—then relaxed—against him. Fate, he had to be careful touching her. He didn't deserve the feelings that coursed through him at that contact. Graham cocked his head at Caleb, daring him, when he said, “And you are?”

      The caped costume Caleb wore didn’t seem to have a distinct theme. The narrow, twisted mask made him look like a demon, which Graham found fitting. Caleb sneered beneath the mask, adding to the demonic appearance, before he spun on his heel and strode from the room. His black and red cape fluttered behind him.

      Graham dropped his arm right away and turned to the butterfly. “Holy hell, are you okay? You're pale as a ghost.” He couldn’t shake the muscle memory of the way she’d flinched at his touch. Ancient insecurities tinged his thoughts, forcing an apology from his lips. "I’m sorry to touch you like that, but you looked like you could use a hand with him."

      Never good enough or worthy enough, Graham thought. Never, ever enough.

      He shoved the insecurities down to look her over, concern creasing his brow behind his mask. He wanted to take the damn thing off, feeling like it was obscuring his ability to check her over. He didn’t touch it, though. Rules were rules. The last thing he needed to do was get himself booted from the party if Caleb was still prowling around, waiting to sink his teeth back into this woman.

      She touched her fingers to her mask. “No, thank you. That was…” she paused, looking up at him. Searching him with those pretty pale green eyes. “Why did you come back?”

      Graham shifted on his feet, his leg aching. “I had a weird feeling." He shrugged when she cocked her head. "I get them sometimes. I chalked it up to wanting to ask you for a dance one more time. Guess it was bigger than that. You okay?"

      She drew that plush lower lip between her teeth and nibbled on it as she blinked up at him. Graham realized she might be in shock. He should try to reunite her with her pack. If he overstepped with the wrong alpha, he’d land himself in a heap of trouble before he’d even gotten his feet back under him in UNITY.

      It wasn’t his job to take care of her, no matter what bizarre feelings and urges were overtaking him.
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      “Why don’t I get you a drink and help you find your pack?” the cop offered.

      “How old are you?” Reegan asked. The question came out of nowhere and seemed to surprise and confuse him as much as it did her.

      “In wolf years or human years?” he asked, bemusement coloring his tone.

      “Oh!” The word slipped out on a funny breath. That answered her question about his race and breed, but only confused her more. How had she missed the fact that he was merely human?

      Well, not merely human. Reegan rubbed the tips of her fore and middle fingers with her thumb as if she were testing the texture of her own fingertips. She hadn’t imagined the scorch of his touch. The fiery, stinging feeling of his skin against hers when he'd run his thumb over her shoulder. She’d never felt anything like it in her life, but she knew exactly what it meant. Not only was the man in front of her human; he was her mate.

      “Who’s your alpha?” the cop asked, peering out the window at the party still raging below.

      His question brought her back to reality. There was still a whole party happening around them, despite the stunned, quiet bubble Reegan found herself in. She couldn't let this man get to Lathan or any of her other siblings if he was going to mention her encounter with Caleb.

      Caleb was her secret. None of them knew about him, and that was how she wanted it to stay. No, she couldn't explain Caleb. And she couldn’t explain the man standing in front of her, filling her nostrils with the scent of his cinnamon gum.

      He hesitated before he put his hands on her shoulders and leaned down to look right in her eyes. “Hey, listen. I think you might be in shock. Did that asshole do something to you?”

      The gentle way his hands cupped the caps of her shoulders sent heated tingles through Reegan’s body. She broke away from him, but the itch to be with him still filled her up. It was Fate’s way of not-so-gently shoving her in the man’s direction, and that was a complication Reegan didn’t want or need. She certainly didn’t know what to do with it.

      “I’m fine,” she said, trying to fortify her words with conviction she didn’t feel. “He crept up on me, that’s all. It’s enough to make any woman need a minute.”

      The cop pulled in a deep breath. A hint of beer mixed with the fragrance of his gum when he blew out. “We should probably still get you to your alpha,” he said.

      “How did you know I’m a wolf?” she asked, gazing up at him.

      “It’s a gift,” he said, cocking a small grin. His relief seemed to grow as he realized she was okay.

      Could he feel it, too? The glowing, pulsing thrum of tension between them? This wasn’t the same tension Reegan felt around Caleb. This was delicious and luxurious. It made her want to curl her toes and arch her back and—

      She covered her chest with her hand as a heated blush spread over her skin. The cop’s grin tilted even more to the side.

      “I tried to stop you,” Reegan said. “Earlier, when you left. I tried to catch you, but you were already in the quiet room before I could. And then I thought, you know, maybe you’d only asked me for a dance to be nice.”

      The cop crossed his arms. It reminded Reegan so much of her oldest brother, Diesel, it got an embarrassed giggle out of her. The cop’s lips twitched with laughter, though the sound didn’t break through. “I don’t go around asking beautiful women to dance unless I want to dance.”

      “No?” Reegan asked, pushing away the jealousy that rose at the thought of him dancing with anyone else, ever.

      “Nope,” he said. He leaned closer and confided, “I’m a terrible dancer, so I have to be committed to the idea before I’m willing to make an ass out of myself.”

      She laughed and held her hand out in an offering. “Any chance you’d still be up for it?”

      “You’ve convinced me,” he said, wrapping his hand around hers.

      Stinging pain rocketed through her fingertips and palm, zinging up her arm. She shouldn’t have reached for him. Not when she knew she would walk away at the end of the night with no intention of seeing him again. She ached to feel his touch, though. She wanted, she realized, to at least know his name. A name she could put with this memory.

      “What’s your—” Reegan began.

      The music suddenly cut out below and three long bellows from a bear horn followed.

      “What the hell?” the cop moved to the window, still holding Reegan’s hand.

      They gazed out at their fellow partygoers below who all seemed equally confused.

      He looked down at Reegan and squeezed her hand. "We should get out there.”

      Reegan wanted to back away. To cower in the quiet safety of their otherwise empty room. But then the door to the pungent, smoky private room opened, and people began to pour out, rearranging clothes and hair as they rushed from the space.

      “Come on, butterfly,” the cop said, tugging her into the fray.

      Reegan’s heart pounded as people crushed in around her. She hated feeling trapped like that, surrounded by strangers. Her arm stretched ahead of her, fingers still tangled with the cop’s, when a man and woman pressed between them, trying to get through. The cop held his ground, reaching back for Reegan and drawing her up close to him. “Stick with me,” he said in her ear. His breath tickled her cheek.

      He looped his arm around her waist beneath her wings and kept her close to him. They rushed to the top of the stairs outside the quiet room.

      “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls. Greetings, shifters and Seers, Protectors and dragon-kin,” a woman’s voice boomed through the room as if they were at the edge of a circus ring. “Have we got a show for you!”

      Reegan craned her neck to spot the source of the woman’s voice but couldn’t see her. She looked up at the cop whose arm was still locked protectively around her.

      He met her gaze, eyes pinched with concern and alarm as he shook his head and murmured, once again, “What the hell?”

      The crowd on the dance floor parted, and confused murmurs rolled over the room like waves. The energy in the air rippled, intensifying until Reegan could almost see it wrapping around the room, weaving between people and bringing tension to every shoulder it touched.

      “What’s going on?” Eddie demanded from his place near the bar. He pushed forward but was pressed back by the people around him.

      A grating shriek sounded, echoing through the strange quiet that befell the room. Metal screeched against metal as the enormous door at the far end of the room slowly rolled up, its chain operated by someone Reegan couldn’t see. The partygoers stepped back en masse, their attention all turning that way. The outside world was revealed in stages as the door opened. First, the cars in the parking lot; finally, the stars in the sky above. Crisp fall air touched the musty, steamy heat of the warehouse.

      A man in a black suit with a red mask and red cape strolled through the open door and swept his black top hat off his head before he bowed deeply. Still bent at the waist, he lifted his head and graced the crowd with a fiendish grin. “Friends, if you will,” he called, snapping up to stand upright, and lifting his hat high in the air.

      Footsteps shuffled above them, and Reegan looked up to see the third-floor catwalk filling with people. Every single one of them wore a red mask and red cape.

      “Oh, Fate,” Reegan whispered, taking a step away from the cop so she could turn in a circle to see. This, she realized, must have been the strange energy she sensed all night. The feeling that something was off.

      Around them, partygoers were donning red capes or reversing their black ones to reveal red linings. Until that moment, it seemed she wasn’t the only one in the crowd questioning if this was all a part of the festivities. R & B parties tended toward the extreme in terms of extravagance, making it plausible that Eddie had coordinated a diverting floor show.

      It was quiet for a moment before chaos tore through the room like a tornado straight from hell. Shouting and screaming rode high over the top hat man’s voice as he called, “Now, now. Quiet down, if you would. We have a demonstration for you.”

      The swell of tension broke over the room, resulting in utter bedlam. A roar cut through the air and the crowd parted again, this time to make way for a bear shifter who’d lost control of his animal. The huge beast rose to its back legs, bellowing once more, its eyes wide and wild.

      Right away, several birds took to the air, raining glitter and shreds of fabric over the crowd. Another roar, this one feline and feral, rang out.

      Reegan spun on her mate, the cop. The nameless man she now felt bound to protect. She thanked Fate he wasn’t wearing a speck of red. “You have to get out of here,” she insisted, shoving at him. “You have to get the hell out of here right now.”

      His eyes bounced around the room then back to her before he grabbed her hand. “I don't want to leave you. Come with me.”

      “I can't. I have to find my family,” she said.

      A shock of heat rippled over Reegan’s skin, urging her to give in to the wild nature of her wolf. This was the reason shifting was against the rules at parties. Every shifter was, at heart, a wild animal trapped in the cage of their human form.

      She hesitated before she cursed under her breath. She should do more. She knew she should. He was her mate, and whether that was a complication she could afford or not, he was her responsibility. The words poured out easier than she expected. “You come with me.”

      He shook his head hard. “I can’t. I—”

      Before he could say anything more, a crush of people knocked them apart.

      “Someone get that bear under control!” a man’s voice rang out.

      Reegan pushed up onto her toes because even in the heels she was too short to see over the stream of people. The cop was trying to shove his way back to her, but he couldn’t make any headway against the current of people rushing to find their friends and family.

      Strangely, in the crushing chaos, the people in red—including the man in the top hat—were still. Watching and waiting, eyes lit, faces smug. They seemed to be enjoying the mayhem around them and looked as if they only waited for a chance to cause even more turmoil.

      The cop caught her eye, and she saw a chance to get back to him, but she froze in the face of it. All she could see was that he should run. The same as she wished she could do.

      “Leave!” she called out, hoping he could hear her over the din. She thanked Fate when he turned and fell in with the throng surging for the far walls. She hoped any other humans in the room were wise enough to run for it, too. They were too vulnerable in the face of one beastly shifter on a frenzied rampage, let alone two.

      At that, a howl sounded; definitely a wolf, but not one Reegan knew. The course of the fleeing masses altered again, and she spotted Diesel through a break in the people rushing around her. She put all her focus on getting to him.

      Reegan shoved through the crowd in Diesel’s direction. She couldn't worry about how many strangers she plowed through or over. She didn't know what they were up against, but if she knew her family at all, there was no question they'd be at the center of whatever came next.
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      An endless stream of curse words flew from Graham’s lips as he fell in with the moving crowd.

      “You have nothing to fear,” the man with the top hat called out over the din, picking up where he’d left off to watch the impact of his show on the partygoers. His words turned twisted and taunting, though they pledged affability. “We’re not here to cause any trouble. We’ve left our weapons behind, per the party rules. We’ve merely come to join the celebration.”

      Most of the people weren’t fleeing the room. Despite the intrusion, the attendees weren't yet ready to give up on the night by assuming the worst. The humans among them pushed for the exits, of course, but not the members of the R & B. Instead, they were only putting space between themselves and the impromptu floor show.

      With few exceptions—those red-faced shifters battling to hold back their animals who were overwrought and affected by the confusion—they weren’t racing out into the night because it wasn’t the R & B way to turn tail and run.

      It wasn’t Graham’s way, either, but he was in a unique position, and he didn’t intend to tempt Fate.

      He was positive Caleb had identified him earlier, and that put him on edge. Graham wasn’t certain Caleb was a Dissident, but Caleb definitely had gray-area connections, the same as Graham did. Graham’s history of working undercover made him an easy target. He’d spent years pretending to live in that muddled gray moral territory so he could play the bad guy Avery sometimes needed him to be.

      Any other time, if one of those red cloak-wearing assholes recognized him and decided to make a move, he would welcome the challenge. It happened often enough on the job. But with the party rules forbidding weapons on the premises, he risked ending up unarmed in a deadly situation.

      A thick hand latched onto Graham’s right arm, and he spun, left fist cocked and ready. Asher was lucky Graham took the split second to recognize him before he let the fist fly.

      Aveleiyn Crown, in all her tiny vampiric glory, was at Asher’s side. “Graham!” she cried.

      Graham cocked his head at her red dress. “Making yourself one hell of a target there, aren’t you, Buttercup?”

      She didn’t get a chance to answer before Asher shoved her in Graham’s direction. Her thin red silk mask went crooked, falling over one of her purple eyes. “Get her the hell out of here, dude,” Asher said. “You’re probably the only person in this room I trust to do it discreetly.”

      Aveleiyn’s mouth flew open, and she spun to address the Seer, face still half-obscured by her mask. “This is all under control,” she cried. “Nothing happens tonight!”

      But Asher was already sinking away into the crowd. “I’ve got to get to Morgan,” he called back before he was swallowed by people.

      “Everyone, please!” a woman’s voice cried out. “Remember our rules! There’s no reason to let this get out of hand!”

      Her entreaty was answered with only more commotion.

      Aveleiyn turned to Graham, fierce energy flashing in her eyes. She ripped the fabric mask from her face. “If he thinks I’m going to run when the rest of my congregation is in here somewhere, he’s insane,” she advised Graham.

      “Your congregation who can disappear at will and reappear safely at home?” Graham pointed out. He lowered his voice so only she could hear. “I’m guessing you aren’t any more eager than I am to hang around and play both sides. Not when either one of us could be easily outed as a UNITY loyalist while we’re off the clock.”

      “Like you want to duck out of this ruckus when you could be diving in?” she asked. Her long white-blond hair was pinned at the sides and hung down her back. A black streak ran the length of a lock behind her left ear.

      Graham threw a quick glance around the room. “I’m smart enough to know when to save my own ass so I can fight another day. Besides,” he added, inclining his head and offering her his arm so they could make some semblance of a relaxed exit through the nearby door, “you’re my mission now, technically. Not that you need the help. But I’d like to stay on good terms with the Seer.”

      Aveleiyn glanced around the room. Graham knew she could handle herself. Still, Asher was wise to send her away. Aveleiyn was a UNITY loyalist to the core, but she’d lived in that same gray territory Graham did—and had for far longer than he’d been alive. He encountered her, on occasion, during the missions he took on for Avery. She and Avery were devoted friends, and like Graham, the tiny vampire was one of the good ones. They’d always given each other the benefit of the doubt, since they had mutual allies on the right side of UNITY.

      “You shouldn’t stick around if someone from the wrong team is going to see you,” Graham urged. Whether she left with him or not, he had to get out of there. “Come on, let’s go before the red-cloaks start the show.”

      Aveleiyn let out a growl—totally unlike the kind wolves or bears made. A vampire growl was the sound of a rabid, feral, ferocious hell-beast. Even the pint-sized vamp in front of Graham made a nasty enough sound for him to take a step back, lest she unleash that wrath in his direction.

      “Come with me,” she commanded. She stormed out the open door, and Graham wished, again, for his sidearm. Who the hell knew what was waiting for them outside?

      As it turned out, a whole lot of nothing was waiting. The lot was devoid of anything other than the expensive vehicles which glittered under the stars.

      The snarling, snapping sounds of a sudden wolf fight carried out from behind them, muffled by the warehouse’s walls.

      Holy hell, it killed him off to leave that building. What about the butterfly? He was insane to go without her. Two days would have made the difference. If the party were two days later, he’d stick around to fight. As it was, he didn’t have any clearance or authority to protect him if he got involved. That would change soon, but as a human in the R & B world, if he pissed off the wrong person without a UNITY badge or a rogue mission file on hand, he’d be snuffed out in every possible way. By the time the R & B got done with humans who stepped in the wrong shit pile, there was nothing left of them or their families to tell the tale.

      “Don’t worry,” Aveleiyn said, coming to a sudden stop. “This is only the beginning. No one gets hurt here tonight. It’s honestly anticlimactic. Do you have a car?”

      Graham jolted back.

      “What?” she asked, rubbing her forehead where her mask had made a faint line across her nearly-translucent skin. “Did you forget I can see the future?”

      “You know, I did forget that,” Graham said. He threw a hesitant glance back at the building. “You sure?”

      Aveleiyn sighed. “Yes, I’m sure. I hate being right. You’re welcome to stay with my congregation this evening. They’ll be grateful to know I didn’t go back home alone, and I’ll get word of all that happens here.” Her voice had gone weak, and her focus seemed to be slipping away from her. “This pounding in my brain…” she murmured, words trailing to nothing. She shook her head and squinted up at him. “Did you say you have a car?”

      “Follow me,” Graham said. He started with caution across the parking lot, but the vampire strode ahead of him. She didn’t turn her ear to listen for oncoming attacks. She didn't whip her head from side to side the way vamps on alert usually did, either. Graham had worked with enough vampires to pick up on the cues. Aveleiyn had already scanned the yard. She'd probably done it the minute they’d walked out that door if not before they’d even left the building.

      Graham helped her into his armored G63. He closed the door behind her with a hearty shove, running his hand across the seam to ensure it sealed. The reinforced body panels had been expensive, but he knew from experience they were more than worth it.

      He followed Aveleiyn’s directions out to the main road that cut through Fairview from one side to the other. They were definitely going in the opposite direction Graham expected. This road led away from the old underground vault tunnels Aveleiyn’s congregation had lived in the last time Graham had been to their abode.

      “Your congregation must have moved up in the world,” Graham said. He gritted his teeth against the urge to turn around. To rush headlong into danger by returning to the party. He hated backing down from a fight.

      “Oh, that’s right,” Aveleiyn said. “You’ve haven’t been to visit since we were living in the bank.”

      “Yeah, you and all those friendly, beady-eyed little arachnids,” Graham said, feigning a shudder.

      “Keep it up, and I’ll put you out on the street for the night, pet,” Aveleiyn said. She frowned over at him. “Why would Asher say you were the only person he trusted to get me out of there discreetly?”

      Graham glanced over at her. “He ever talk about Flagler?”

      Aveleiyn shook her head.

      “Not my place to tell his story for him, then. He and I go back a bit, that’s all,” Graham said.

      “Turn here,” she said, pointing at a road upcoming on the right.

      Graham did as she directed, guiding the car into a dilapidated concrete tunnel. Plants whispered overhead as they brushed the roof of the SUV, but Graham wasn't fooled. He'd spent too much time in vampire-built and curated spaces to believe the tunnel was as run down as it seemed.

      At long last, after a circuitous route, the tunnel opened up into a parking garage. Only a few vehicles dotted the spaces, including Aveleiyn's '67 E-Type, a car Graham had long lusted over. He parked next to it, just to have another look after so many years. He glanced over at Aveleiyn. “I’d tell you what I’m doing back in town, but why do I have the feeling you already know?”

      “Avery might have let it slip,” Aveleiyn said with a vague smile, patting Graham’s shoulder. “Funny little human. Always so ready to save the world.” She rubbed her forehead again before she reached for the door to let herself out.

      Graham hacked out a laugh that made his chest ache. Her assessment wasn’t wrong. Despite his concerns about his own safety, though, his mind was still in the building, wondering what the hell was going on. He hoped the butterfly was okay. And he prayed, begging Fate’s sweet grace that he might see her again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Despite the way people swarmed to the perimeter of the room, it didn't seem like many fled. Reegan hoped the cop was among the few who’d bolted out into the night. She wished that she were among them herself. She would never say so out loud, but she knew it was true in her heart.

      Reegan was an omega wolf to the very core, though she hoped she didn’t offer her family the comic relief omegas were so often known for. For several years, Ren Galloway—an ally to her family and the Protector formerly assigned to Grace and her parents—had filled that role. In his absence, there had been fewer laughs. Perhaps that was a good sign for her, even if it was a bad sign for the universe.

      Reegan fought the urge to cower as she searched for her family. A warm hand grabbed hers—not the cop, Reegan knew right away, because there were no stinging tingles. Asher hooked his arm around her shoulder and guided her to the right, shoving people out of his way like they weighed nothing.

      Reegan had spent the appropriate amount of time being cold to Asher for Em and Thorne’s sakes before she’d let up on him. Asher had become a member of their family first out of obligation when he’d needed safety from his past. His place in the family had changed when he’d stepped up for Morgan. Reegan thought of the Seer as another of her brothers, even if she wasn’t as close to him. Having his arm tucked around her shoulder comforted her. Being separated from her pack for any amount of time, but especially in stressful times, was painful for Reegan. That was another trait of the omega wolf. She relied heavily on the pack to hold her together.

      A striking vampire stepped into their path. Reegan recognized him from Aveleiyn’s congregation, but he didn’t look friendly enough for her to feel any solace.

      “Where’s Aveleiyn?” he demanded, landing a hand on Asher’s chest and stopping their progress altogether.

      “I sent her home with someone I trust,” Asher said. From his clipped tone, Reegan got the idea there was some source of contention between the two men.

      “Someone you trust?” the vampire snarled, his smooth accent growing thicker with his distress.

      “Yes, Javi,” Asher snapped, irritation causing the words to grate. “Round up everyone else and get home to her right away. I wasn’t about to let her stay here, and it isn’t safe for her to dip into the shadows to disappear. Anyone could grab her.”

      “Reegan!” Riley called.

      Relief filled Reegan's chest when she turned in the direction of his shout. The pack was grouped on the right side of the building. They were tucked under the second-story overhang, right at the front of the crowd. Of course. They were always at the center of things, much to Reegan's chagrin. Avery and Lathan both stood at the forefront, wary eyes roaming the room.

      Several shifters Reegan recognized by face only crouched before them and crowded her family in on all sides—fellow wolves. They were allies from other packs who were choosing to stand by their queen’s side, rather than to group up with their own families. Their devotion tugged at Reegan’s heart. If this turned bad, would those loyal wolves be targeted first?

      “If you’ll settle down and give us your attention, ladies and gentlemen. Truly, there’s no cause for the confusion. A moment is all we ask for,” the man with the red mask and black top hat called out. He placed his hat back atop his head and held his hands up to quell the hubbub.

      “What’s going on?” Reegan asked, squeezing into the tight bubble of her family. Thorne and Asher closed the gap in front of her, blocking much of her view with their protective stances. Em and Morgan pressed in at her sides, with Riley and Fourt behind them, taking up the rear.

      “Dissident assholes in yet another ‘demonstration,’” Em muttered, voice low. Em was rarely quiet. Someone must've warned her not to let the wrong person catch her mouthing off.

      Eddie had managed to shove his way to the front of the crowd on the opposite side of the room. He strode a few steps forward. Talan closed in the gap Eddie left behind, along with what Reegan could only assume were several other large cat shifters. Talan was a member of Eddie’s pride. It wasn’t exactly like being in a pack, but it came with its loyalties all the same. Talan's eyes flicked in Fourt’s direction before they settled back on his lion leader.

      Eddie approached the man who’d become their impromptu emcee. “I don’t believe you’re on the guest list,” Eddie said. The relaxed vibe the lion had carried himself with earlier gave way to the regal, imposing presence before them all. Wiry as he was, his booming voice and thrown-back shoulders were enough to make the non-alpha wolves in Reegan’s circle stand straighter.

      The man in the top hat offered a benign smile. “As you can see, many of your guests are among my friends. Consider me a plus-one.” He turned his attention away from Eddie and to the partygoers, who had become a rapt audience the moment Eddie spoke.

      Reegan took as much comfort as she could in the numbers around them. There were plenty of guests who should know enough of the future to send them running if they were in real danger. And while the Dissidents had struck in a handful of targeted physical attacks—including one Reegan and her family had been a part of—they generally seemed to be more bluster than bite.

      “I have the distinct pleasure of welcoming a special guest into your midst this evening,” the man in the top hat told the onlooking assembly when he seemed satisfied he had their attention. “Our main event, if you will, has just arrived. I thank you for your patience. Trust me, ladies and gentlemen, the wait has been worth it!”

      The man stepped aside with a flourish of his cape. The Dissidents who had closed in behind him to block the opening of the enormous metal rolling door parted and moved back. Reegan lifted onto her tiptoes to peer around Asher’s shoulder.

      Two figures strode up the ramp that led into the warehouse. Neither of them wore a mask. The tall, lithe woman with the copper hair appeared to be in her mid-thirties or so and didn’t look familiar to Reegan. She wore a skin-tight, lavishly sequined red dress. The sequins were all shades of the red, orange, and yellow spectrum, lighting the dress up like fire under the party lights.

      The man, on the other hand, was instantly recognizable. Nicholas Snelgrove led the woman in on his arm. He wore a crisp, well-tailored charcoal suit with a silk pocket square that matched the iridescence of his companion's dress.

      His appearance had changed dramatically since the last time Reegan had seen him. Where his suits had previously been cut to hide his pear-shaped form, he no longer needed any such camouflage. He looked like he’d been away at some celebrity health spa, losing weight and feeling great, rather than, well…dead at the hands of both Grace and Avery.

      As the light of the party touched them, gasps rippled over the room in another rolling wave. The crowd began to fall silent, and all eyes landed on Reegan's pack.

      Grace stumbled back into Reegan with a stuttered gasp. She clawed at Diesel’s arm where he’d grabbed her to steady her. “I have to get to Blaze—I—I can’t be here!” she whispered through panicked, staccato breaths. Behind her mask, Grace’s eyes were wild with urgent, crushing need.

      Reegan pushed at her family to move closer to Lathan. “She’s going into a panic attack,” she hissed.

      It was no wonder, either. Grace had been held prisoner by Snelgrove only three years earlier. Sure, she'd come out of it on top, but leftover trauma had a way of lingering when you'd been to Hell and back.

      Reegan grabbed Lathan’s arm, pulling his focus from his hyperventilating mate. “Someone needs to get her out of here.”

      Lathan nodded, not taking a second to question her advice. Avery peered over her shoulder and Reegan felt a gentle wave of comfort touch her—Avery had sent out a light dose of her alpha power to help keep the group in check. Smart, considering all her brothers looked like they were on the very edge of shifting.

      “I’ll take her,” Asher said, assuring Lathan. “I want to get Morgan to safety. I'm not giving these Dissident assholes a chance to look at her like she’s some kind of freak.”

      Lathan hugged Grace to his side, grasping her chin and tipping it up. “I’m not telling you what to do, sweetheart. But right now, I’m begging you to do whatever the hell Asher needs you to without arguing or questioning him. Got your phone?”

      Grace nodded between hiccupped breaths.

      “Call Ren right now,” Lathan told her. “Ask him if he can be on standby in case we need him.”

      No doubt Ren would swoop in to rescue any of them, though the Protector had been officially released from his duties to the family.

      Lathan looked as if Avery’s power hadn’t touched him at all. His whole body convulsed as he yanked Grace forward and kissed her. “Stay with Blaze. I’ll come to you as soon as I can.”

      Grace nodded again and let Asher lead her away. Morgan and Riley followed. Reegan felt her twin's presence slip away, taking the comfort of their connection with it. It all happened too fast, though it felt as if it played out in slow motion.

      Lathan's scowl landed on Reegan. “Get going,” he barked.

      “You know I can't,” Reegan said, gingerly putting her foot down. “You and Avery are my priorities. Don’t make me remind you which order I have to put you in as the Royal Healer. If something happens here, you’ll need me.”

      “You’re not exactly in the best position to stay, either,” Diesel murmured to Avery.

      His mate turned to look over her shoulder again, eyes catching and holding his. The glare Reegan expected wasn’t there. “I’m not in any position to leave, though, am I?” she asked him.

      Diesel's jaw locked tight, the way it did when he was on alert. But he merely crossed his arms and stepped in closer to flank Avery’s back with his big body.

      “Why are you letting her walk away?” a woman demanded, gesturing in Grace’s direction.

      It was as if that first remark triggered a deluge. Red-cloaked people turned, fingers pointed to follow Grace’s path, and voices lifted in hearty objection. Asher rushed to haul her through the exit and out of sight, but Reegan could feel the way her pack stilled, every single one who remained collectively holding their breaths.

      From nearby, an older man in a red cape called, “Mark me, the true Magistrate has a plan for how to punish the crimes against him.”

      “All accused must be granted representation per the law,” Eddie’s voice boomed through the cavernous room. “I won’t allow you to commandeer my party in the name of conducting a trial here.”

      At that, the Dissidents shouted again, decrying the peace Eddie was trying to maintain.

      From somewhere across the room, a loud bang sounded.

      “That was an Advocacy!” someone cried out.

      “For the last time, shifting and powers are forbidden at public events!” another voice roared.

      Avery huffed. “Well, this escalated quickly.”
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      Snelgrove came to a stop, and the woman with him released his arm.

      “That’s Cassandra,” Diesel muttered to Lathan.

      Cassandra Snelgrove—Nicholas Snelgrove’s only real child. "Real" was, apparently, a relative term when it came to the woman before them, if any of the rumors were to be believed.

      As far as Reegan knew, the only people in her family to ever lay eyes on Cassandra were Diesel and Avery. They had faced off with her once in the Flagler R & B territory and another time in Fairview.

      That second run-in had left both Cassandra and Snelgrove dead. Avery had taken them both out in one move—but not before Cassandra beheaded Avery’s mother and left the Magistrate’s seat vulnerable.

      Cassandra took a step back, behind her father, while Snelgrove turned to address the crowd.

      “No one is going to make any moves without authority here,” Eddie shouted.

      Snelgrove bowed his head with a slight smile. “We mean no harm,” he said. Those words somehow called to order what had easily slipped into chaos, and he continued to placate the crowd. “Followers, I pray you, remember your manners.”

      He chuckled as he looked around the room, like he was apologizing for his adorably naughty children. “My followers do have a flair for the dramatic, but I assure you, we come in peace. No one is suggesting any legal intervention. Not tonight, anyway.” He moved his focus from Eddie to the other partygoers around him. “Friends, please stop pointing fingers. This is not the time for discord. It’s the time for celebration!” He took steps forward into the room. His daughter followed.

      “Why is he acting so—” Lathan started.

      “Chill?” Avery finished at the same time Diesel suggested, “Psychotic?” They glanced at each other.

      The pack drew tighter together. Every ounce of restraint in the room felt false. It was as if everyone was waiting for the dams to burst.

      Avery shook her head. “Maybe death finally pushed him over the edge?”

      “I am, of course,” Snelgrove continued, “disappointed I wasn’t on the official guest list for this evening of amusement. But then, how could you have known to invite a man who has been away for so long?”

      A new round of murmurs circled Reegan’s pack like sharks. The eyes of friends and enemies alike turned to them again at the stark reminder of Avery’s deeds. A few new wolves pressed through to join Avery’s side. Did they sense on oncoming attack?

      Snelgrove waved a hand in the air dismissively. “Oh, certainly, there are matters I would like to discuss in the coming days. But for this evening, let us be friends. Eat, drink, and be merry as they say!”

      Thorne issued a quite scoff and grumbled under his breath, “There’s another part of that quote he’s leaving out, isn’t there? Something about dying, I’m pretty sure.”

      Diesel and Lathan both shot him a look as Snelgrove continued speaking and moving through the crowd. “I’m confident we can come to an agreement about what’s best for everyone soon enough.”

      Reegan anticipated the fallout. There should have been voices lifted over the room in support of UNITY and denouncing the scare tactics of the Dissidents. There were, but not the number she expected.

      Reegan couldn’t help but wonder if they were all under the spell of some other alpha’s power. The restraint in the room discomfited her. The party awkwardly bumbled back into its groove. The mood was subdued and different, but the music picked back up after the DJ got a hesitant nod from Eddie.

      The lion approached the pack with measured strides. He glanced over his shoulder as Snelgrove and his daughter fell in with a group of red-caped people. They headed off toward the food tables.

      “What the hell?” Em demanded, the first to break the uneasy quiet that had settled among the pack. “Are we seriously all going to act like that didn’t just happen? He held my best friend in prison. He held Avery in prison. And we’re going to let him eat cake?!”

      Eddie scratched his tattooed fingers at his jaw when he stopped in front of Avery. “Unless they launch a blatant attack, I can’t kick them out. I’ve got too many people to watch over. What if they lure them out to the desert like hyenas and pick them off? I can't risk turning this into a reason for them to get revenge later.”

      Avery put a hand on his arm. “I understand. My own hands are tied, despite the offenses he’s laid at the feet of my family.”

      “You can’t be serious,” Em snarled, looking to Thorne for help.

      Thorne shook his head and tightened his hold on her. “Woman, you know there’s not shit I can do unless one of them”—he made a “V” with his fingers and pointed it at Avery and Lathan—“tells me to.” He glared at Lathan. “Not saying I want to hang out here with my human mate when thinly veiled threats are being tossed around, though.”

      “What’s the game?” Fourt asked, voice strained. Fear pushed him closer into the protective fold of their family, his eyes darting anxiously around the room. It was clear he was warring with the desire to run, while his wolf locked him in place, ready for a fight. “I don’t like this at all. Why aren’t more people standing up to this?”

      Reegan followed his gaze. Red-wearing Dissidents were interspersed throughout the crowd, talking to the other partygoers. Laughing with the other partygoers.

      “Probably for the same reasons we’re not shifting and going out of our minds,” Diesel grumbled. “Everyone needs time to strategize.”

      “Yes,” Avery murmured. “But what, exactly, are we strategizing about?”

      “It’s like church,” Em muttered.

      The pack turned questioning eyes on her since few of them had ever attended a human church service. Reegan had never personally been to one.

      “Oma thought it might be nice for me to try,” Em said with a shrug. Her grandmother, who was a shifter, had raised her and offered her as normal a human life as she could. “There’s usually a minute or two of ‘greeting time’ where you stand up from your pew and talk to the people around you. You know, welcome them and let them know you’re on the same page.”

      “You think that’s what they’re doing?” Reegan asked. That seemed even more sinister than a clear and obvious takeover.

      Em shrugged again. “Feels the same. I don’t like it,” she added, snuggling closer to Thorne.

      “You two don’t have to stay,” Lathan told Thorne.

      Avery held a hand up. “For Fate’s sake, everyone can’t leave. Some of us have to stay here. We need to show we can play nice, but that we’re not backing down.”

      Lathan bristled at their sister-in-law stepping over him, but he knew when to keep his mouth shut. The two of them had been leapfrogging each other for the position of top wolf since Avery had become a part of the pack. It had nothing to do with any personal beef between them. They were both full to the brim with alpha power—an energy that pushed them to need to be in charge. With Avery outranking Lathan in the wolf world, the pack usually had to follow her orders when she stepped in to overrule him. Reegan thanked Fate that didn't happen too often.

      “You,” Avery pointed at Lathan, “should have been free to take your mate home. Em’s the most vulnerable since she’s human. Get her out of here. And Fourt shouldn’t be here, either.”

      Fourt opened his mouth to object, but Avery plowed on. “Don’t make me point out all the reasons it’s a bad idea for you to stick around. Let’s not give them a chance to throw you back in those gray sweats and force you to bow to their spoiled kids.”

      “That only leaves you, Diesel, and Reegan,” Lathan said, reaching to brush a hand over his hair. When his fingers touched his wild wig, he jerked them back.

      Reegan wondered if he felt the same way she did. After the interruption, the costumes and masks carried an almost perverse gaiety.

      “That’s all I need if anything goes down. My guard dog mate and my Healer,” Avery said. “But look at this crowd. The Dissidents won’t pull any other stunts in here tonight. They don’t have the balls.”

      “I’m not so sure,” Thorne grumbled.

      “You picking up on something more than that?” Avery asked.

      Thorne was a Sage, which meant he had senses even more heightened than the average wolf. Those elevated senses served to help him pick up on emotions and moods. He could also read memories if he came physical contact with the person they belonged to.

      Thorne shook his head. “Not immediately. But I get the feeling they’re playing for keeps this time.”

      “I do, too,” Avery said. “That means they’ll be more cautious than ever. They might put on shows like this, but this isn’t where the real business will happen. Still, I can’t afford to leave and miss any clues.”

      It wasn’t unusual in the R & B for people to die and come back to life. Especially for shifters, who could be killed in human form and revived by their wolves—as long as the fatal wound wasn’t accomplished by beheading or total body annihilation. What was strange in the case of both Snelgrove and his daughter was that nothing had remained. No wolves, no bodies, not a single sign. According to Diesel and Avery, Cassandra had been force-fed the Advocacy containing what remained of Snelgrove’s soul. Then, Cassandra herself had simply been swallowed whole by a crack in the earth, thanks to an impressive display of Avery’s power.

      “Fate, I hate this,” Lathan growled. He shook his head and looked down at Reegan. “You gonna be okay?”

      Reegan nodded. What else could she do? What she wanted to do was weep at her brother’s feet and beg him to take her home. She wanted to check on her family there, tend to her plants, put on something comfy, and read until she fell asleep. She wanted it to be a normal night, and not whatever this night had turned into.

      “Hold up,” Em said, reaching for the knife she often kept on her hip. It wasn't there, but her fingers twitched for it anyway. “Is that the bitch who cornered me in my apartment?”

      “Get her the hell out of here,” Avery commanded Thorne. Avery didn’t usually let loose major waves of alpha energy—she didn’t have to. The power that jolted through them all sent Reegan’s stomach into a nasty nosedive. She would have done anything in the world to never feel that kind of order rocket through her bones.

      Without another word, Lathan, Thorne, Em, and Fourt left them. They wandered out as if they were heading for the food tables, though they slipped through the crowd and disappeared.

      “Did he leave because of them?” Talan asked from over Reegan’s shoulder. He’d moved so fast she’d hardly heard him rush to her. “Because the Dissidents are homophobic?” His words whispered of a sadness and shame Reegan wished she could take from him.

      She turned to him. “No, I think it’s about other factors,” she murmured, trying to keep their conversation as private as she could, though they both knew no whispers would be missed in this crowd.

      There was hardly a point for any of them continuing to stand around. Many of those the pack had issues with had likely overheard their entire discussion. That was the thing about staying, though, wasn't it? They were doing exactly what Avery said—playing nice, but showing they weren’t backing down.

      Sometimes Reegan wished they could back down. She didn’t know if she had this kind of fight in her, and that was undoubtedly where the whole mess was going. A fight.

      “What other factors?” Talan asked, craning his head to look in the direction Fourt had gone.

      Reegan didn’t reply. Either Talan didn’t care about the fact Fourt had once been a slave under Snelgrove’s regime, or Fourt had never told him. She wondered if she should feel bad about taking comfort in the idea she wasn't the only one who still had secrets.
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      “Well, that was a shitstorm,” Diesel said. He barged through the front door, eyes watchful on the driveway as he ushered Avery and Reegan in ahead of him.

      He'd torn off his wig and mask when they'd gotten into his truck. He beelined for the storage bench by the stairs, dropping the wig and mask as he fell to his knees. He rummaged in the bin assigned to him. Then he cursed and strode to the desk on the far side of the great hall, totally ignoring everyone gathered in the room. He punched a code into the heavy safe they’d installed after his daughters had been born. The door swung open, granting him access to all manner of holsters and weapons.

      He didn’t seem to take another breath until he had three pistols strapped to his body and a knife on each hip. Then, he strode to the sofa where Chris and Allie, Grace’s parents, were entertaining Rose and Dahlia. He scooped his babies up in his arms and drew a deep breath of relief.

      Reegan’s heart swelled, though she and Avery were in an unspoken race to get the babies as far away from Diesel’s shoulder holster as possible.

      “You man the guns, and I'll man the girls, honey," Avery murmured, easing the toddlers out of his hold.

      "Mommy, down!" Rose cheered.

      Avery stooped to kneel on the giant area rug, letting the twins wiggle away.

      “Can we all agree that was a shocking show of support from the Dissidents?” Em asked—so often the first to address the elephant in any room. She’d already dressed down in the black sweatpants she wore at night. She sat on the floor between Thorne’s bare feet while he leaned over her, gently plucking pins from her hair. The tip of his tongue stuck out from the corner of his mouth as his fingers moved with precision through the curly updo. Em toyed with the hem of his black leather costume pants, the nervous gesture contradicting her calm facade.

      “The other guests seemed way too interested in what all those red-cloaks had to say,” Fourt said. He was slumped in the middle of the sofa between Grace and Thorne. His fingers absently scratched Blaze’s head where the big wolf snuggled, tucked and alert, between him and Grace.

      The great hall smelled of the usual late-night pot of coffee, but no one had a mug. Reegan looked around the room at the family gathered there. To her surprise, Riley, Morgan, and Asher were clustered around the far side of the coffee table, backs to the unlit fireplace. “I thought you all headed back to the mall,” she said. She made her way around the enormous stone slab coffee table to them.

      Rose immediately started to toddle in her direction, with Dahlia quick to follow. Reegan sat on the floor to welcome the twins into her lap.

      “I called them en route to redirect them here. They'll stay tonight. I want a pack meeting first thing in the morning," Lathan explained. He paced behind the sofa where Grace sat. He, too, had changed out of his hair metal costume, no longer wearing the leather, his mask, or his wig. He rubbed a hand over the back of his head. He’d had that nervous tic for as long as Reegan had known him. He was lucky shifters were blessed with good hair, or he’d undoubtedly have a bald patch back there.

      Grace cleared her throat and stood from the sofa. Blaze grumbled and rolled to her side, her head lolling on Fourt’s thigh. The big black wolf’s watchful eyes never stopped roaming the room, though, and her nose twitched with the constant motion of drawing in scents

      Reegan took a moment to do the same. The room was full of worry and fear. There was anger, too—rage, in fact, which she caught from both Diesel and Avery. Even the twins gave off their own wisps of concern. Reegan nibbled her lip. Those sweet babies shouldn’t be feeling things like this. They shouldn’t be picking up on the kind of anxiety that permeated the room. They should be carefree. Playing and laughing and growing in a world without hate.

      “Sweetheart, are you sure about this?” Lathan murmured, moving to capture Grace in his embrace. He curled his right arm around her waist and brought his left hand to her cheek, tilting her face to look down into her eyes.

      Reegan had witnessed plenty of moments between them. For all the times Lathan and Grace were silly and naughty and intimate in that unabashed way wolves tended to be, she had never seen such a private exchange. She hugged her knees to her chest while her brother and his mate communicated unspoken volumes to each other in that look.

      Grace turned her face to kiss Lathan’s wrist before she took his hand and clasped it between her own. She turned to face everyone else. “Thanks for coming back here, everyone,” she said, her words wobbling a bit. She never liked to address the whole pack like she was in charge.

      Reegan worried when it came to Grace. She loved her sister-in-law, but as the alpha’s mate, Grace should have stepped into the role of pack mother by now. She didn’t seem to have any concept of how to do that, though. When would Fate force her to do so? Or did her special connection with Blaze—the secret of the Bound Wolf prophecy—circumvent that role? And if it did, what would happen to Lathan?

      Alpha males were meant to have a pack mother by their sides to keep them strong in their rule over their pack. Lathan was held back in his role. He always had been, and though he’d grown in many ways since his mating with Grace, he was still nowhere near the alpha their father had been.

      “You all know we’ve been acting with caution about the connection between Blaze and me.” Grace paused to look around the room.

      Heads nodded as everyone nonverbally acknowledged they were with her.

      “Snelgrove knows about it. He saw it with his own eyes the night I sent his human form to the Forest.”

      “If that’s where he went,” Avery murmured.

      Grace snorted out a bitter laugh. “Unfortunately, that’s going to be up to you all to figure out.”

      Reegan wasn’t the only one to sit up at those foreboding words.

      “I’ve decided, and Lathan agrees,” she continued, squeezing closer to her mate, “I need to make myself scarce until this all settles down. We’re still not sure how the Bound Wolf prophecy works, beyond what we’ve seen Blaze do. What we do know, at least according to the book Avery’s mother gave us, is that Blaze is supposed to be completely immortal.

      At the very least, she’s hard to hurt and she heals right away. She’s supposed to protect me, but I don’t know how to make sure she can protect me and all of you, too. Because it's so unpredictable—and she's the more powerful between us—it's better for Blaze to be in charge, at least for now. I may not know her limitations, but she does.”

      Blaze whimpered and sat up on the sofa. She scooted closer to the arm, where she tucked her head against Grace’s hip. Grace dropped one of her hands to the enormous wolf’s head.

      “Everyone knows how much I hate to be mingled with Blaze. It feels like the worst violation of her freedom and her spirit.” Grace cast sad eyes at the wolf before dropping Lathan’s hand. She perched her hip on the arm of the sofa to pull Blaze closer. Her words grew thicker, and her throat strained when she swallowed. “I know we’re technically the same, but I have my own life around here, and so does Blaze. She’s bound to me, and she has no choice if I ask her for the connection that makes us one within her body.”

      Blaze grumbled and bumped her head hard against Grace. In the time the wolf had been with their family, they’d all come to read her barks, howls, and gestures. She was comforting Grace. Telling her it was okay.

      Reegan bit her lip again, harder this time, holding back tears. This, too, felt more intimate than something she should be allowed to witness.

      “I don’t want to be apart from all of you,” Grace said. Her voice broke, and tears brimmed her lids. “Especially you.” She sniffled, reaching out for Lathan again.

      He tucked himself around Grace and Blaze, looking wounded.

      “But I’m even more upset about inflicting it on you,” Grace whispered. She turned her head into Blaze’s neck and wept freely. Blaze leaned in tight, lifting her paw and hooking it over Grace's arm, clinging to her human counterpart.

      The big, black wolf closed her eyes and groaned. Blaze hated when anyone cried. Grace so rarely did. It had to be the worst when it was Grace.

      “I’m so sorry,” Grace whispered over and over again to the wolf.

      The room was quiet and heavy. Everyone mourned in that moment. It only got worse when Grace broke away from Blaze to dole out tearful hugs. The twins began to whimper, and Avery gathered them up after saying goodbye to Grace. Riley helped Reegan to her feet and tucked his arm around her shoulders. Sadness radiated through him when Chris and Allie said goodbye to their only child.

      "They've had to say goodbye to her too much for one lifetime," Riley murmured for only Reegan to hear.

      Reegan didn't know how to handle her turn. She didn't want anyone in the pack to be apart. Sure, Grace would basically only be shifting the way any of them could do. But it felt different. It felt like she would be gone.

      Grace squeezed Reegan tight and whispered, “Keep them all safe for me if this doesn’t work out, okay?”

      Reegan shuddered and nodded, using her palm to scrub away the makeup-filled tears that streamed down her face. How had the night come to this?

      Lathan waited in the open space near the stairs. No dry eye in the room could withstand the mournful look on his face when he pulled Grace against him. He kissed her as if he might never see her again. "This has to work," he whispered.

      "It will. For all of us. Fate knew what she was doing when she sent Blaze to me. I trust that Blaze is the answer."

      "No matter where you go, how deep you are in her by the time this is over, I will find you," Lathan said, clutching Grace's face. "I'll bring you back when it's safe. I'll find a way."

      Reegan trembled. Was there some chance Grace wouldn't be able to separate from Blaze? She hated the unknown, and that sounded like one huge unknown!

      At long last, but still too soon, Grace stepped out of Lathan's hold. Blaze sat at her feet, dutiful as ever. Grace whispered one last apology to the wolf before she closed her eyes and pressed her hands to the soft, ruffled fur below the wolf’s ears.

      Before their eyes, the two became one, and Blaze blinked out at them. She whimpered and sulked back over to the sofa to curl up in a ball next to Fourt.
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      After Grace’s shift, the room felt as if it had been filled all the way up to the rafters with lead. No one moved. They were all weighted in place, waiting.

      Lathan released a heavy sigh at long last and scrubbed his hands over his face. “Alright, everyone. Let’s get some rest.”

      Reegan glanced around the room. She didn’t want to go upstairs to her room alone, and it looked like she wasn’t the only one. The pack bond she felt deep in her heart compelled her to scoot closer to her twin brother. Riley put his arm around her shoulder and squeezed.

      “I’ll be honest,” Thorne said, running a hand through his long hair, “I don’t want to be separated from the pack tonight, brother.”

      Diesel grunted his agreement, and Fourt nodded.

      “I’m with Thorne,” Riley offered.

      “Me, too,” Reegan said.

      It was hard to tell where Lathan’s mood would fall, especially with Grace somewhat out of the picture. His shoulders sagged. “Look, I won’t argue with you guys. I’m suggesting we all go to our own separate spaces and enjoy a night of quiet before our pack meeting in the morning. Things are going to look a hell of a lot different in the light of day.”

      “I get that,” Diesel said. “But that show of strength tonight has me on edge. The support for the Dissidents from people we’ve seen as solid UNITY allies is a much bigger deal than we all expected. As the guy who organizes security around here, I’d be a lot more comfortable keeping everyone together tonight.”

      Asher toyed with the leather cuffs on the flowy black shirt he wore. “I’ll throw my hat in that ring, too. Aveleiyn told me these two can stay together tonight as long as I stay with them.” He hooked a thumb at Riley and Morgan before he added with a smirk, “It’s less awkward for me if we all stay together. Otherwise, I’ll have to crash in the cabin with them or smash together those bean bag chairs in Riley’s room. I’m not sleeping at the foot of the bed like a house cat.”

      Riley snorted out a laugh. “Aw, Ash-hole, I was looking forward to a slumber party! I could braid your hair, and we could wear our jammies!”

      “That’s the problem,” Asher said, spearing Riley with a meaningful look. “You don’t wear jammies.”

      “Too much information,” Reegan told the Seer.

      Their teasing helped bring an ounce of levity into the room, breaking up a bit of the tension.

      Fourt sat up, a thoughtful look on his face. “Why don’t we all sleep in here? We can bring down some of the mattresses and extra blankets from upstairs."

      “Fate," Lathan said, letting out a harsh breath. "Yeah, I’m fine with that. Hell, if I’m honest, I need it as much as everyone else.”

      “I’ll establish a guard schedule,” Diesel said, jumping to attention now that a mission had presented itself.

      Allie rose from the sofa. “Chris and I can help you get together everything you need for the twins,” she told Avery.

      “I’ll call Aveleiyn to see if there are any updates,” Morgan offered.

      Everyone jumped in to help in their own ways. With no one injured, Reegan felt useless. “What can I do?” she asked.

      Avery called over her shoulder as she, Chris, and Allie headed for the bunkhouse. “You’re doing plenty by keeping my kids happy. Don’t worry, I’ve got a couple of things I need from you soon enough.”

      Rose snuggled tight against Reegan, and Dahlia reached her hand out for her sister. The twins had become more independent the older they got, but they still liked to be close. They were often connected, holding hands and sitting side by side. Taking one someplace without the other was still all but impossible, even if they didn’t have to be glued together.

      Lathan and Diesel discussed the guard rotation while they moved the great hall furniture back against the walls. Riley, Fourt, Thorne, and Asher hefted mattresses down the stairs. Em followed along, toting stack after stack of blankets and pillows.

      In no time, the great hall had been transformed into one enormous sleepover.

      Avery, Chris, and Allie returned with the travel crib, baby supplies, and a basket full of books and toys for the girls. It was overkill since the twins were already heavy with sleep in Reegan’s lap and usually slept through the night. But Reegan could see it in everyone. She could feel it in herself. The desperate need to make things as normal as possible. To overcompensate for the uneasy weirdness of the night.

      Diesel took the first guard watch, which was no surprise. If Reegan had a reason to bet, she’d put every cent she had on him staying up all night so everyone else could get rest. Asher got a low fire going in the fireplace. It wasn’t quite chilly enough to require it—especially in a room full of hot-blooded wolves. The crackling sound was soothing, though. It carried with it the memories of the cozy times they spent together around the holidays.

      The pack kept strange hours. Usually, they had lights on throughout the house at all hours of the night. It was weird to see the great hall so dark. Reegan curled up under a bundle of blankets, not cold from the temperature, but needing the cover and security. She was in a strong pack with solid alliances. She shouldn’t feel like she was standing at the edge of a cliff, looking over at the empty ground below and waiting for mayhem to fill that space.

      Fourt crawled in next to her, sharing her mattress since they were the only two who didn’t have a partner to sleep with or someone to guard. Reegan was grateful. While she and Fourt hadn’t grown up together, his initiation into their pack solidified him as her brother. She had no question the connection was there, and she believed that was how Fate had intended it all along.

      He reached across the big mattress, spanning the space between them to take her hand. She clung to him.

      “This is just like when we were kids,” Riley said, chuckling. He and Morgan were on the mattress next to Reegan’s, with Asher curled up on the sofa beside them. “Remember all those times we were traveling? When Mom and Dad didn’t bother getting big enough places for all of us to be on our own?”

      “Builds character,” Diesel and Lathan both parroted their father at the same time.

      Laughter pealed through all the siblings of the pack.

      “If you rapscallions don’t quiet down in there, the neighbors will think you never got any home training!” Thorne chipped in. His loving imitation of their mother’s voice drew another round of laughter.

      “And stay away from my curtains!” Reegan and Riley chirped in unison.

      “Wish I’d met your parents,” Fourt said, squeezing Reegan’s hand.

      “Me, too,” Em agreed.

      “They were good people,” Allie said. She curled up with Chris on the mattress closest to the fireplace.

      They were good people. Honorable wolves who traveled the world and helped those in need. Reegan wished they were still around. She couldn’t count the number of times she’d prayed to Fate to send them back. She had struggled since they had retired to the Forest, leaving Lathan to take the helm of the pack.

      Never had she wished for them more than she did at that moment, as quiet settled over the room. She doubted many of them would get any real sleep that night. So she closed her eyes and waited for morning.
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        * * *

      

      Thorne and Asher fell easily into shared kitchen duties. By the time the great hall was put back in order the next morning, a lavish breakfast spread covered the giant kitchen table.

      The front doorbell rang right as the pack sat down for breakfast. Diesel went to answer it. His arms were crossed, but Reegan recognized that stance—he was ready to draw those pistols in a heartbeat if he needed to.

      The familiar light, musical sound of Simone’s voice trailed into the kitchen. Asher kicked out of his seat to grab another plate. The twins twisted in their seats as Avery’s top assistant entered the kitchen.

      "Auntie Thimone!" Rose cheered. She reached a chubby, jam-covered hand out to wave.

      "We eat bithkiths!" Dahlia offered, sending gobs of half-chewed biscuit flying from her mouth.

      "Yes, you do, baby," Simone cooed. When she looked up to address the pack, her sweet, shy smile was pinched with a hint of distress. “I’m so sorry to interrupt breakfast,” she said.

      She dipped her head in thanks when Asher passed her the plate and offered her his chair. “I wanted to give word in person, so I could help if you need me. We’ve prepared the Magistrate’s mansion for the arrival of these two precious princesses.” She waved her fingers at Rose and Dahlia.

      The twins chattered to each other in their clipped baby-speak. They were both wearing more food than they were eating.

      “Thank you, honey,” Avery said, reaching out to clasp a hand over Simone’s forearm and giving her a meaningful look. Then she peeked up at Lathan. “On that note, we’d better get a move on with this pack meeting.”
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      Simone took the twins down to the bunkhouse, so the pack could meet without distractions. Lathan called the meeting to order formally—something he rarely did. It set a serious tone from the start.

      Avery opened by announcing she intended to take a motion to the wolf council. She wanted to call a vote in favor of UNITY declaring a state of distress. She believed the council of wolves would back her and hoped the UNITY council would do the same in turn.

      Lathan declared he wanted someone from the family on the pack land at all times. He seemed less inclined to believe UNITY would stand and wanted to prevent a hostile takeover in case it didn't.

      "Oh, good. That means we don't have to go into hiding. I thought you'd want to send us away for our safety," Allie said. "I came prepared to remind you I once shot with the best on the UNITY qualifying range."

      Chris chuckled. "It's been a few years." His wife's glare corrected him. "Er, but of course, we don't plan to stop our research. It might be more helpful now than ever, so it's important to keep our work safe," he offered as a consolation.

      "I won't argue with that," Lathan said. "But, as your son-in-law, I'm asking you to move operations here for now. We'll have Blaze and at least one other person on the grounds constantly, so both of our properties will be protected."

      "We'll want time to secure everything we can in the lab and to collect what we need to work from here," Allie said.

      "Take Asher's old room. You can set up whatever kind of makeshift lab you need in there," Lathan told her.

      Grace's parents had been allies of the pack for longer than Grace and Lathan had been together, but they’d become a true part of the pack since Grace had set foot back into all their lives. Chris and Allie weren't only important UNITY scientists. They were also unstoppable nerds.

      That was one part of the plan Reegan looked forward to. She loved working with the two brilliant humans. Having them under the pack's roof might offer even more opportunities for her to do so.

      "Can we go get started?" Chris asked.

      "Why don't you go ahead? I'll stay here to catch the rest of the meeting," Allie told him.

      Lathan nodded at Chris. "Take Blaze with you. We'll send someone else with Allie when we're done here."

      Blaze groaned but left her place by Lathan's feet to follow Chris out the back door. The wolf had spent most of the time glued to Fourt or Lathan since Grace had shifted.

      "I'd like to get to the Magistrate's mansion to touch base with the wolves there in person," Avery said. "It's the least I can do for them."

      The Magistrate's wolves had sworn their lives and loyalty to serve the Magistrate position. When Avery had come into power, she'd given them all the option to be free of their duties. None of them had taken her up on it. Instead, they remained in residence at the royal home, even though Avery didn't live there. Simone and her twin brother, Simmons, were among the members of that pack. They were all still trying to find their place under Avery's leadership.

      "I'll come along. We'll bring the girls to lighten the mood," Diesel said.

      "And because you can hardly let them out of your sight, right?" Avery asked.

      Diesel shrugged. "No use denying it. My protective instincts are in overdrive right now. I'm not going to get excited about being apart from you or them anytime soon."

      "You'd better not ever be too excited about it, honey," Avery whispered, snuggling closer to her mate where he stood against the wall.

      Reegan didn't like the idea of Diesel leaving the pack property at all. She understood his desire to be with Avery and their children. She rubbed at the dull ache in her belly. Stress ate at her as she wondered what had become of her own mate in the aftermath of the party. It gave her a sliver of insight into how Diesel would feel if he and Avery were separated. Still, Reegan preferred when Diesel and Lathan worked as a team. Lathan was stronger when others stood behind him.

      "We've got her!" Em cried from the kitchen island. Her laptop was open, showing a video of Em's grandmother, whom they all called Oma.

      "Oh, it's good to put these old eyes on you all!" Oma's melodic voice rang from the speakers. As usual, she was a shining example of vintage perfection, right down to the rockabilly red lipstick she wore.

      Lathan turned his attention to Oma. "Has Em briefed you on last night?"

      "She has," Oma said. "And I really do appreciate all the fuss, but as I told Emmeline, I'm fine right where I am."

      "Oma, please," Em said. She shot Thorne a worried glance.

      "I'd feel better if we've made arrangements for your safety," Lathan offered.

      "I don't like the idea of you staying all alone up in the mountains," Em said.

      "I've spent years by myself in Red Wolf Cove," Oma said. "Do you think I've never had a threat to my life or land in all that time, cupcake?"

      "Em and I weren't mated all that time, though," Thorne objected. "Our connection alone could put you at risk."

      "What if we reach out to Ren to see if he can transport you to us?" Em asked. Despite the tension in the room, her face was as bright as it always got when she spoke to the beloved woman who’d raised her. “You’ll be safe here. As long as you don't go out, you won’t run the risk of anyone you knew in Fairview recognizing you and wondering why you haven’t aged.”

      "Now, don't you try to tempt me with the promise of Ren Galloway!" The older woman—who still looked about twenty-five—touched a hand to her victory rolls. “He's too much fun!”

      Fourt leaned around Thorne to wave at Oma in the camera.

      "Is that Fourt? Sweet Fate in the Forest, you look so much older than the last time I saw you!" Oma cried, leaning closer to the camera to get a better view.

      "We'd all feel better if we knew you were safe, Oma," Fourt said.

      "Well...if you put it that way," Oma said.

      "Seriously? That's what it took? Not your granddaughter's concern?" Em asked, making a pouty face at her grandmother.

      "We'll make the arrangements and get back to you, Oma," Thorne jumped in.

      Reegan joined the pack in waving as Thorne ended the call.

      "While you wait for her to get here, I want you two to secure the downtown office," Lathan said, getting back to business.

      "You think it'll come under attack?" Em asked, worrying the lacy hem of her pajama top. Her old apartment now housed the pack's contracting company office. She never made any question of the fact she still loved the place.

      "The fact it's got our name on it means we have to take precautions," Diesel said. "It'll put forward a strong front that shows we're not letting anyone mess with our people or properties."

      "Better grab your knife. And wear pants for once, woman," Thorne murmured, kissing Em's temple.

      Lathan turned to Riley, Morgan, and Asher who sat clustered around the kitchen table. "What's your plan?"

      Riley and Morgan both looked to Asher.

      "Aveleiyn thinks it best we lay low at the mall for a while," Asher said, leaning his arm across the back of Morgan's chair.

      "And we agree," Morgan said, squeezing Riley's hand. "Since my mere existence is problematic for the vampire world, it's best if I stay out of sight while the storm brews."

      "If it all turns out to be thunder with no lightning, we'll come back out of hiding," Riley added. He roughed a hand through his hair, looking weary when he glanced over to meet Reegan’s eyes. “I don’t want to leave you,” he murmured. “I don’t want to leave any of the pack. I hate this, but—”

      “But Morgan is your mate.” Reegan finished the sentence so he wouldn’t have to. She could see and feel the struggle that was tearing her twin apart. “Riley, if you lost her, there’s a chance we would lose you. It’s important for you to be able to keep her safe.” She hugged her knees up to her chest.

      The thought of being separated from her twin for an indefinite amount of time made her soul ache. Sure, Riley could come and go once it was safe. But why would he want to, when it really came down to it? His mate and her congregation were where he belonged now, though he actively admitted he was ready for the pack to move on from Fairview. When they did, he and Morgan could finally stay together for good.

      The decision to send him off with Aveleiyn’s crew made Reegan’s skin itch. She loved Aveleiyn dearly. The vampire had always been good to her and her family. She also provided Reegan with some of the plant projects she was most passionate about. But it was no secret that while she kept her congregation squeaky clean, Aveleiyn herself rode a thin line between good and evil.

      Riley searched Reegan’s face. She knew he could feel her concern through their connection, so she offered him a reassuring smile.

      "No, I won't tell you not to go with your mate," Lathan said, scratching his fingers over his stubbled jaw. "That being said, even I can admit it's a gamble to flaunt that alliance in such uncertain times."

      Avery cleared her throat—a sign she was likely getting ready to overrule Lathan. "The connections we have in Aveleiyn alone might give us the upper hand we need if the Dissidents try to make a secret attack."

      "I'm not suggesting we deny our alliance with your best pal, Avery. I'm only saying we should operate with an abundance of caution. Maybe members of our pack shouldn't come and go freely from the mall, that's all. Get there and stay there unless I call you back. Let's keep ourselves in worst case scenario mindset until we know better what we're up against," Lathan said.

      Avery nodded, backing down.

      Lathan's attention swung to Fourt. "You've got two options, brother, because there's an added element of danger where you're concerned." He glanced at Avery, an indication they'd already discussed it between themselves.

      "We don't know if Snelgrove and his followers intend to reclaim the slaves who were freed by UNITY. Or, in your case, by me," Avery said.

      "So we're leaving it up to you," Lathan said. "You can stay here. Not to sway you in that direction, but you and Blaze have a strong bond. Your presence here might keep her spirits up. However, if you'd feel safer going to Flagler to put some distance between yourself and Snelgrove's people here, we'll make the arrangements."

      Fourt didn't hesitate. "I don't want to run. I'll stay."

      Lathan nodded and zeroed in on Reegan. "You've probably already guessed you're staying home for now."

      "Agreed," Reegan said. She had no reservations about that. She didn't want to be sent away for any reason. "That gives me guaranteed access to my Healer supplies. I might be able to work some with Chris and Allie, too."

      "It also puts you close to the Magistrate's mansion, in case we need help there," Diesel said.

      "And I still have several things on my list for you to do," Avery reminded Reegan. "Let's chat as soon as the meeting wraps up. Lathan, if you and I could take a few moments before we let everyone go?"

      Lathan nodded, and Avery slipped away from Diesel. She and Lathan fell into quiet conversation.

      Reegan dove into what her brothers called her "mother hen mode". She'd have been offended by the joke if Riley wasn't included in it with her. They both took it upon themselves to make sure the pack home was neat and orderly.

      She and Riley met in the middle of the kitchen without having to say a word.

      “You get the spare duffels from the storage closet. We should have them on hand in case anyone needs to move quickly,” Reegan said.

      “And you see about fresh sheets and blankets for Chris and Allie to use tonight,” Riley told her.

      Lathan interrupted the planning session by calling the meeting to a close.

      "I'd like you to go with Allie back to her home," Avery said, looping an arm through Reegan's.

      Reegan felt torn in two different directions when Riley caught her other arm at the same moment. His expression showed—for the first time—how deep his concern went. Reegan slipped out of Avery’s hold to throw herself at her twin, hugging him tightly. She peeked at Avery over her shoulder, still clinging to her brother. “I don’t want to miss saying goodbye,” she said, voice catching in her throat.

      “Don’t worry,” Lathan said, stepping in. “I won’t let anyone leave before you get back.”

      Reegan nodded and reluctantly let Riley go.

      “I promise I’ll hold him to it,” he whispered before he nodded to Morgan and Asher, who jumped in to help him with the tasks he and Reegan had been discussing.

      “You want me to stand guard for Chris and Allie?” Reegan asked Avery. She tried to come off as strong and tough as she could. She felt like she was crumbling on the inside. How was she supposed to protect anyone when all she wanted was to be protected?

      “Actually, I need you to put that new med bay to use. I’ve got a patient set to arrive there in half an hour,” Avery said.

      Reegan’s heart plummeted. “Has someone already been hurt?” she asked, voice edged with worry.

      Avery patted her arm. “No, honey, nothing's wrong at all. It’s good news, thank Fate. Diesel’s old UNITY partner, Graham Floyd, has asked to be reinstated as a UNITY agent. I need you to conduct his re-entry physical.”
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      Reegan’s blood pounded in her ears. She could hardly focus as Lathan instructed her to shift before she walked Allie across the field that separated their homes.

      Most of her attention was directed inward on her thoughts, as it so often was. The name that had fallen from Avery’s lips…that was all it took for Reegan to understand the familiarity she’d felt with the cop the night before.

      She had never met Diesel’s partner face to face before, but she’d seen pictures of him. Over the years, she’d heard more than enough stories to feel like he’d been a part of their family.

      When she’d pushed him away the night before, she’d done so expecting she would never see him again. She fought to keep from trembling when she nodded her understanding of Lathan’s command to keep watch over Allie.

      Nudity wasn’t a big deal in shifter culture, but something about getting naked in front of Grace’s parents always made her blush. She rushed to undress and shift while Allie waited inside for her. She was pretty certain the human knew how awkward she felt about it. When the warm, comfort of the shift crept over her, some of the anxiety and tension melted away.

      Reegan’s wolf was stronger than she was. Less timid and afraid. She pawed at the back door to let Allie know she was ready before gingerly collecting her folded pile of clothes with her sharp teeth.

      Reegan sniffed the air and cast watchful eyes over the yard. The grassy field that separated the two homesteads had taken on the golden cast of fall. Soon, the blades of grass would brown and dry with winter. The trees were already well into the shedding of their leaves.

      "I don't see anything out of place," Allie said.

      Reegan nodded in agreement. No smells or sounds caused her to go on alert.

      Allie's light chatter filled the air. "I doubt Chris thought to grab new notebooks. He'll fill every bare space on a page. I need more room to think. And we'll need to get the serums from the fridge. I'd better mark them well, so no one cooks with them." Allie had a tendency to go miles a minute, as lost in her own world as Reegan often was.

      Reegan suspected it was one of the reasons Grace still hadn't made complete peace with her parents. It was clear they cared for their daughter, and they strove to make amends. Still, there was a level of selfishness that came with the focus they poured into their work.

      "I'm so excited for you to put the medical bay to use for the first time," Allie said.

      The infirmary had only recently been completed and now sat off to the right at the far end of their underground lab.

      "It's a bit of a disappointment, though," Allie continued, keeping up the one-sided conversation with ease. "I don't suppose it would be appropriate for us to watch you conduct the physical? You know from your studies we humans handle our medical information with so much more privacy than the R & B.

      “Fate knows you have to undergo so many invasive tests to maintain your status as a human member of UNITY. So Graham might not mind. He was so entrenched in the magical world, he might feel the same relaxed way Chris and I do about it. But, goodness, it's been so many years since I last saw him. I don't know a thing about him now—not that I knew him very well before.

      “Chris will be thrilled to have him in our home. He always envied the real agents, even if he's brilliant in the lab."

      The pack kept the path to the Dawes home cleared, so travel between the two houses was easy. In the spring, they had even felled some trees to make a better path right up to the back of the Dawes property. They’d cut the timber down into log steps to give Grace's aging parents easier access up and down the slope. Chris and Allie had both maintained it was unnecessary, but they always used the steps. Chris sometimes even used the handrails Lathan had sanded to a silky finish.

      Allie led Reegan up the hill. Together, they climbed the stairs to the back deck where Allie punched in the code to unlock the reinforced sliding back doors.

      Reegan’s brothers—who ran a contracting business—had upgraded the Dawes home so much it was practically a fortress, though it didn’t have that appearance from the outside. They continued to learn and improve their methods of making R & B homes look normal to the average human eye—all while concealing the fact that they were nearly-impenetrable strongholds of magic.

      “Chris?” Allie called out after she closed the door behind Reegan.

      “Up here!” her husband shouted back from upstairs. His voice came from the direction of Grace’s childhood bedroom, which was still set up as if it were waiting for a teenaged Grace to come home.

      It was a secret safe room and storehouse for their extra lab supplies. No one would think to look twice at the vampire-altered furnishings. With the right button combination, the bed hinged up from the floor to reveal a safe. Reegan knew it was full of folders containing research and scientific breakthroughs the couple had made as part of their work with UNITY.

      “Why don’t you go on down and get things ready?” Allie opened the door to their ordinary-looking laundry room. She waited for Reegan to step onto the platform before she pulled the washer about three inches to the right. The hidden platform of the floor hissed and began to drop. “I’ll let Graham down as soon as he arrives, so use the panel to send the platform back up, if you don’t mind.”

      Reegan’s wolf snorted her understanding.

      As soon as Allie turned and walked away, Reegan dropped her clothes and shifted. She wiggled into her panties and jeans before searching through the folded mass of her oversized sweater for her bra.

      What in Fate’s name? Where had it gone? She shook out the sweater and even pulled out the pockets of her jeans. Oh, Fate. What if she'd dropped it in Chris and Allie's kitchen? Before she could respond to that thought, a crash sounded from inside the lab behind her. In what felt like a single motion, she gasped, squeaked, whirled and froze with her sweater grasped to her chest.

      As the platform continued to take its sweet, Fateforsaken time lowering to the floor, Reegan was hit with the smell of cinnamon gum.

      Standing in the middle of the med bay was a man whose identity Reegan couldn’t ignore. She knew those broad shoulders belonged to Graham. There could be no question he was the cop from the night before, even with his back turned. His smell invaded her senses as his words hit her ears.

      “I’m so sorry!” he called, not turning to look back at her. “I just broke a whole rack of test tubes. Be careful on the floor!”

      Reegan rushed to tug her sweater on, still braless. Was Fate having a laugh at her expense? The sound of the lift and the scents of the lab must have overpowered her wolf senses. She hadn't stood a chance of realizing he was there before she made such a fool of herself.

      First, the embarrassing caramel dip disaster of the night before. And now, she'd flashed him. Oh, Fate. She'd flashed him!

      How was she supposed to hold her head up long enough to conduct the physical? How would she explain herself if she didn’t go through with the exam, though?

      She punched the button on the wall panel to send the lift back up. It glided away from her, and she watched it go, feeling as if her lifeline to safety was slipping out of reach.

      Reegan drew a deep, tremulous breath and shook out her hands. She had to release some of the nervous, mortified energy that coursed through her.

      There he stood, across the lab with his back still to her.

      “I didn’t see anything,” Graham called out without turning around.

      A nervous laugh lifted from Reegan's throat. “How did you know there was something to see if you didn’t see anything?”

      As if her words physically hit him, his back straightened and he wheeled to face her. “Butterfly?” The word was full of shock.

      She must have frozen in place with a clueless look on her face. The next thing she knew, he lifted his hands—fingers rounded into “O”s—and put them up to his face to simulate a mask.

      “Officer?” she replied, playing along as if she’d just placed him. She couldn't admit the truth, which was that she was stunned by how handsome he was. She had to be as red as a beet from the blush that heated her skin.

      “Holy hell!” He let out a deep laugh that was touched with the lightness of relief. “You’re okay! Fate, I worried about you all night.” He stepped forward as if he might hug her and Reegan stiffened.

      Did she want him to hug her? Part of her cried out for it. Her wolf sang with the desire for his touch. But the sensible part of her—the truly Reegan part of her—knew it would invite nothing but trouble. Each time they touched, she’d grow more attached. She reminded herself it was a connection she couldn’t afford.

      That’s when it hit her just how much she would have to touch him as a part of his physical. How the hell was she going to make it through the exam without falling flat on her face in love?
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      Holy hell.

      Graham didn’t know if he was sitting in the middle of his lucky day or his worst nightmare. He had fretted about the little butterfly all night. At least he hadn’t been stupid enough to follow through with asking Aveleiyn if she knew the wolf who'd been dressed as a butterfly. Fate knew he’d been desperate enough to find out. His better sense must have prevailed—for once.

      Without a name, and only her costume and breed to go on, that would have been his only resort to learn the woman’s identity. Asking around about her would have accomplished only one of two things. Either he’d have landed her in some kind of trouble—because when he asked around about someone, it meant bad news—or he’d have raised eyebrows in his own direction about his possible interest. Not a smart move, either way. Especially not when it turned out the woman who’d stolen his dreams was Diesel Black’s baby sister.

      Oh shit. He’d just seen Diesel’s baby sister topless.

      He dug his fingers deep into the pockets of his gray sweatpants, forcing his hands to keep to themselves. His first instinct was to gather her into a hug and check her over. To make sure she was real and safe. Only a handful of things in his life moved him with the same powerful protective urge he felt when he looked at her.

      The rest of what she did to him scared him brainless. Only one other woman had ever made him feel those things. Too bad he’d already made a move like he might hug Reegan before he’d realized what he was doing. The way she’d stiffened up had put him in his place. There was nothing better than a reminder of his humanity to clear his head.

      Still, she relaxed when he took a step back, and she smiled up at him. That same sweet smile she’d shown off from behind her mask the night before. Paired with the rest of her, it made for one breathtaking picture. The girl was gorgeous. A sexy blush moved over her neck and cheeks, and she grinned even wider, though she was clearly nibbling her lip to try to stop it. That big, brilliant smile made the room seem three times as bright as it had before she’d walked in.

      “Yeah, I’m okay,” she said, tucking a long strand of hair behind her ear.

      Her words drew him out of his stupefied daze.

      “I worried about you, too,” she added. She studied him for a moment, big smile still in place. “Guess I shouldn’t have been. Wow. Graham Floyd. The rock star himself, in the flesh. I’m honored to meet you.”

      Graham chuckled and shook his head. “Come on now, girl. Don’t start that ‘rock star’ shit. That was the first thing out of Chris’s mouth, too. A man can only handle so much hero worship.”

      Her smile twisted into an adorable smirk. She gathered her long, shiny hair in her hands, twisting it up into a messy pile on the top of her head, which she secured with a black band from her wrist. That made her look a little more like she had the night before, only without the mask. It also made her look even younger than she already appeared.

      It was easy to see how he’d missed the resemblance with most of her face obscured. All he’d had to go on was that plush little mouth and those pale jade green eyes. Without the mask, though, the likeness was clear. Her features were those of the Black Pack. With her whole face right in front of him, he recognized the younger woman he’d seen pictures of when he and Diesel had been partners.

      Back when Graham had been with UNITY, it was against protocol for human agents to get close to the families of their R & B partners. The rule was put in place to squelch anti-human concerns at the time. It gave UNITY the chance to show there were more benefits to playing nice with at least a few humans than to have no “ins” within the human world at all.

      Graham had chosen the UNITY path over fighting for the R & B on a human force, which had been the alternative option at the time. He hadn’t considered any options that didn’t include the magical world.

      “I thought your eyes were familiar at the party,” Reegan said, still standing just out of reach. “I should have put it together. Thank you again for stepping in the way you did.”

      Protective anger flared in Graham’s veins. “No problem, but I gotta ask. How the hell did you get yourself mixed up with Caleb Armstrong?”

      Her smile flickered as she said, “Oh, is that who he was? I thought he was just another asshole trying to cop a feel on a lone Legacy female.”

      Legacies were born female wolves—much rarer than their human-turned-wolf female counterparts.

      Graham narrowed his eyes at Reegan, a nonverbal call on her bluff. She blinked with pure innocence back at him, but he wasn’t a highly-decorated UNITY retiree for nothing. He could practically see the lie floating in the air between them. The way her cheeks flushed made him think twice about questioning her any further on it, though Caleb had been too cozy with her. Maybe he was her ex. Questioning her like she was a suspect would probably only clue her to Graham’s interest.

      ‘Cause hell yes, he was interested. One hundred percent attracted to the cute, sweet wolf standing in front of him, and he already knew he was going to pursue her. Even if there were one hundred reasons he shouldn’t, her brother’s identity not among the least of them. Even if it sent him straight to Hell, he was going to flirt with her and make her blush more of that sexier-than-sin blush. And, Fate willing, he was going to get her in his bed. Not because he was a dog. He liked to think of himself better than that—most of the time. But being human in a world of magic had a way of reminding you time was always running out.

      Hesitation wasn’t a trait Graham had ever attempted to cultivate. He wasn’t about to start now with the one thing that had made his heavy heart pound in his aging chest.

      Realizing they were just standing there, staring at each other, Graham clapped his hands together. “Alright, then. Where do we start with all this, doc?”

      She laughed a little to herself and pointed to the scale behind Graham. “Consider yourself lucky. You’re the first person to help me put this new medical bay to use.”

      “Human or otherwise?” Graham asked, stepping onto the scale platform.

      “Either,” Reegan said. She grabbed a clipboard from a hook on the wall and pulled a pen from a jar on the counter before moving closer to record the numbers on the scale.

      Graham couldn’t help but look down at her over his shoulder. His fingers itched to touch her. Her cheeks flushed again, deeper, the closer she got. Her sweater bobbed with the movement of her breath. Holy hell, could it be more obvious she was braless under that loose, flimsy top?

      Graham swallowed hard and averted his eyes. He concentrated on not allowing a single ounce of that reaction to permeate the air between them. He’d had years of UNITY training. He knew exactly how to keep his bodily responses under control in the presence of suspects who could use those responses against him. Somehow, not showing fear when facing down a murderous tiger seemed easier than not showing arousal in his current situation.

      “Have a seat,” she said, pointing to the chair by the scale.

      “Sorry about breaking those tubes,” he murmured, stepping off the scale. He couldn't keep his eyes off her, tracking her every movement. “I didn’t exactly get a chance to call out to you before you—I mean—I didn’t expect you to be naked.”

      Reegan blew out a breath, which fluttered the hairs that fell loose around her face. “Not my most embarrassing moment, but not far off,” she said with an awkward laugh.

      “Hey,” he said, dropping his head to meet her gaze on her level. “You don’t have to be embarrassed around me.”

      Her lashes fluttered over her cheeks, dark fans hiding her reaction but doing nothing to erase the flush in her skin. She cleared her throat and looked up at him. When she did, a different woman looked out of those eyes. One who was in charge and in her element.

      Graham’s heart dipped and skipped at the power she exuded. He plopped into the chair she'd pointed to. She wasted no time in strapping a cuff around his arm to take his blood pressure.

      It was as clinical as the last R & B physical he’d had. Like any physical he’d ever had. Except this time, his thoughts kept going in all the wrong directions. He wanted to pin her up against the wall and make her scream his name. Then he wanted to spread her on the exam table and make her come with his tongue. It didn’t help matters at all when she finished taking his vitals and pointed him in the direction of that very table.

      He hopped up onto it and made himself comfortable. He fully intended to enjoy every minute he got to spend in Reegan’s presence.
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      After the initial shock and excitement of reuniting and finding out Graham was okay, awkwardness surged over Reegan.

      Conducting the exam with the knowledge he was her mate felt like taking a secret test drive. She was conflicted about coming clean, though. Admitting flat out that he was her mate came with a whole host of problems. Like having to explain why she was the last wolf in the world he should want Fate to have saddled him with.

      She suspected he had to be a Fatalist, as she was, from the way he kept using Fate’s name. If he believed in Fate, he’d likely want to see where the mate thing took them. Or worse, what if he didn’t want to? What if he believed in Fate, but took one look at Reegan and turned her down? The thought of him not wanting her made her even more fidgety.

      Was there any chance he was onto her? He kept stealing looks at her when she touched him. She must be doing something strange to tip him off to her discomfort. Fate, she didn’t want him to think she was uncomfortable around him. But that was the problem, wasn’t it? She was on the edge of being too comfortable around him. Like she wanted to curl up in his lap and stay there, studying the tattoos on his arms.

      She used gentle fingers to inspect his golden, slightly weathered skin, all the while wondering if she was doing anything foolish. She'd taken a human specialty course as part of her Healer training because she had grown up around humans she cared about. It turned out to be a good call with all the humans and semi-humans who had come into the pack. As part of her training, she’d had to conduct human physicals and even some healings, but it had been a while. And, of course, none of those humans had been her mate.

      She looked at his face, checking his eyes. Pretty eyes. Such a deep, dark blue. She got caught in them for a moment, holding her breath as she peered into them. She was so close, she could see the edges of his contact lenses.

      “Vision issues?” she asked.

      “Nothing the contacts don’t fix,” he said, smirking at her. “It’s not a problem, right?”

      “No." Reegan turned to note the lenses on the chart she'd started for him. "Since contacts are used by many of the races and breeds to hide their powers or identities, they're not a problem. Unless you have issues with keeping them in, of course.”

      He shook his head. “I’ve never lost them in a fight.”

      She chuckled and moved her hands down, palpating his lymph nodes, chest, and abdomen. His ab muscles trembled and clenched at her touch, and she bit back her smile. He didn’t give off any smells, other than his cinnamon gum, that indicated he had an interest in her. But that reaction to her touch made her wolf’s tail thump, whether she wanted it to or not.

      She grabbed her stethoscope from a drawer in the cabinet and seated the ear tips in her ears. She held it to his heart, which beat hard and strong in his chest. The pace of his heart also betrayed his reaction to her. So close to him, she could feel his warm breath caressing her hand when she moved it down to listen to his lungs.

      His hair was dark brown, streaked with hints of deep auburn under the bright exam lights. It was touched with silver at the temples and sideburns.

      “How old are you?” she asked. At least this time, she was asking it in the appropriate setting, rather than the way she’d asked the night before. She shoved down her embarrassment at the memory.

      “Forty-two,” he said.

      His face was so close to hers. His nose was strong, but a little crooked. He had a square jaw and carved cheekbones. Reegan's breath stuttered when she looked at him. He was devastatingly handsome, and he made her knees weak.

      “How old are you?” he asked.

      She smirked at him, repeating his question from the night before. “In wolf years or human years?”

      He chuckled. “Wolf years. I’ve got you pegged in human years.”

      “Oh, you do?”

      “Yeah.”

      She waited for him to enlighten her, stepping back to cock a brow when he didn’t. “Well?”

      “You first,” he said. The challenge written across his face made her feel breathless yet again.

      “Eighty-four,” she told him, challenging him right back. “Twice your age.”

      “Shit, girl. You look half my age instead of twice it.”

      “Twenty-one?” she asked, disbelief and laughter turning her voice shrill. “No way! I get away with at least twenty-four.”

      “Oh yeah?” he teased. “How often do you get carded in a bar?”

      Reegan gasped at the sting in her wrist and realized she’d paused with the bell of the stethoscope still glued to his body. His fingers were curled around her wrist, and the connection set her skin on fire.

      Graham released her quickly and ran his hand over his left thigh. She thought he might apologize for touching her, but he didn’t. Instead, he shot her another one of those challenging smirks.

      Heat flooded her face and raced south. She’d never felt like that. Turned on at a single touch. Sent to new heights with one smile or look. She had always believed in the intensity of the mate connection. At one time, she had even dreamed of the day she would first experience it. The joy she should feel was smothered under a blanket of unease. She cursed herself for allowing that to be the case.

      “I don’t drink often,” she murmured, answering his question in a sideways manner. She took off the stethoscope and set it aside on the counter. “Any health complaints?”

      Graham leaned back, resting his weight on his hands and watching her every move. His black t-shirt stretched tight over his broad chest and the thick bulges of his biceps. Reegan dragged her eyes away.

      “Nothing besides the occasional headache,” Graham said. He glanced out into the lab, eyes roaming over the equipment.

      Reegan swallowed hard, knowing the next question was touchy, but forcing herself to ask it. “And your leg?”

      Graham’s gaze snapped back to her. “Fine.” The answer cracked like a whip.

      Reegan put on her best Healer face, reminding herself it was her job to make certain he was fit for duty. She couldn't afford to dump him into a situation where he’d get hurt. “Then you won’t mind an exercise stress test,” she said.

      His eyebrows popped. “You’re not going to take a look for yourself?” He gestured to his left leg.

      “Do I need to?” she asked. She probably should, but it was clear he was still uncomfortable with it, even after all that time. “How long ago was the injury?” She picked up her clipboard again, ready to record his answer.

      He ground his teeth before he answered, his glare focused on the treadmill across from him. “Nineteen years. Almost to the day.”

      Reegan turned away to scribble the note on his chart.

      Without warning, he hopped up from the table and closed in on her. “Put me on your treadmill. I’ll prove I’m fine. That shit wasn’t my fault, and I’m not going to let it take my dreams away from me again.” His voice was full of gravel, and his eyes were full of fire. The scent of determination stirred through the air. It was the first hint of any reaction he’d let loose into the room.

      Reegan faced him, dropping the clipboard on the counter. “I’m not implying you’re unfit,” she said, “but it’s my job to take care of you.”

      His nostrils flared as he stared down at her, and his hands flexed at his sides. “What does that mean?” he challenged, dipping closer.

      The way he towered and hulked over her should have scared her, but Reegan wasn’t afraid. She held his gaze. “It means get your ass on my treadmill.”

      Laughter exploded from him. His sweet, spiced breath heated her face. “You seem like a timid little thing at first, you know that?”

      “Only at first?” she asked, smirking up at him.

      “Yeah. No question there’s a fierce wolf in there,” he said, tapping her skin just below the collarbone.

      The scorch of his touch made her suck in a breath, but she didn’t pull away. Graham was the first to take a step back. He spun on his heel, stripping his t-shirt off as he made his way to the treadmill. Reegan gulped. The tattoos continued up and over his shoulders, wrapping his back. They weren’t a solid sheet, the way Thorne’s were, but there was a coherence and pattern to the symbols that scarred his skin.

      He turned back to her, a full set of defined abs on display, sculpted right down to the tight “V” that disappeared into his low-slung sweats. “I’ve only done about a million of these tests,” he told her.

      Reegan nibbled her lip as she opened one of the cabinets. She retrieved a box of the sticky electrodes she was going to have to put on his body. Fate really had it out for her, she decided. She stole a peek at Graham behind the fringe of hair that had worked its way out of her bun.

      His muscles rippled as he tossed his shirt on the exam table and rolled his head from side to side like he was mentally preparing to run a marathon. He had a limp, but it was hardly noticeable. Part of her was excited to see how he did on the treadmill. With those muscles, she bet he’d worked tirelessly to build back up after his injury forced him into retirement.

      All she could think as she approached him with the electrodes was how she’d like to give him a workout that didn’t involve the treadmill.
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      Graham patted himself on the back for hardly breaking a sweat, but it was pure luck. That fierce little wolf had literally put him through his paces on the treadmill.

      He rubbed at the sticky patch one of the electrodes had left behind. It kept clinging to his shirt.

      He’d cleaned up the glass from the test tubes he’d broken while Reegan put her medical bay back in order. Chris had explained to him when he’d arrived that they’d recently finished the addition to their lab. Between the underground building skills of their vampire allies and the Black Pack, it had been the work of a few weeks. Even that disruption had been too much, Chris had said. Graham could’ve laughed at that, but he knew the brainy scientists were rock stars in their own field.

      Graham and Reegan rode the lift from the lab back up to the kitchen in silence. In the kitchen, Chris and Allie had filled the counters with stacks of notebooks and boxes of equipment.

      “Oh, good!” Allie said, racing for the lift. “We’ve got so much to pack up from down there.”

      Chris was right on her heels, but took the second to ask, “How did it go?”

      Graham grinned and flashed a thumbs up. “The good doctor here says all systems are go.”

      “Reegan, why don’t you have Graham drive you back home?” Allie offered, waiting for Chris to join her. “We’ll be a while here, still. We’ll be safe with Blaze, and I’m sure Graham wants to see Diesel and Avery.”

      Hearing her name, Blaze sat up from her place in the sunlight that streamed over the kitchen floor. Fate, she was a huge creature.

      “Oh, that’s okay,” Reegan answered. “I’ll shift and run back over.”

      It was clear the two humans had taken on something of a surrogate parent role to at least Reegan. Graham felt like he was picking her up for a date she didn’t want to go on.

      “I’d feel better if you were with someone, wouldn’t you, Chris?” Allie asked.

      “Sounds like a good idea, kiddo,” Chris answered, giving Reegan a pat on the shoulder.

      “Are you sure I shouldn't stick around?” Reegan asked. “I wish Ren were still here. I’d feel better knowing he was watching out for you.”

      Allie chuckled. “Oh, he’s always watching out for us.”

      Reegan’s brows rose. “He is?”

      “He pops in from time to time to see if we need anything. And to raid our freezer. I don’t think we’re ever very far off his radar,” Chris said.

      “Oh…I’m surprised he never stops in to see us.” Reegan frowned as she looked at the two humans. “I hate to leave you in case you need me. Are you sure?”

      Holy hell, had Graham scared her that much? He wasn’t going to push himself on the girl, for Fate’s sake.

      “Allie’s right,” Chris said. He gave Reegan a funny smile, as if he couldn't understand her hesitation, either. “We’ll still be here for a while. But we’ll shut the lab up after we go down, so we’ll be extra safe.”

      Reegan tugged the band from her hair, letting it all spill over her shoulders in a wild tumble. Graham shoved his hands deep into his pockets again, averting his eyes when she glanced his way.

      “Okay,” she said, “if he doesn’t mind.”

      Graham shrugged. "No, he doesn't mind. He'd be happy to."

      Reegan nibbled her lip when she nodded her thanks. Her hesitation extinguished some of the excitement Graham felt. Still, the idea of having her beside him in his ride made Graham’s heart thunder like a storm.

      “We can go tell them the good news in person,” he said. He shifted a couple of stacks of notebooks to grab his keys and wallet from the counter where he’d left them.

      Chris and Allie were already off in their own world, the lift disappearing out of sight into the gap in their laundry room floor. Reegan peeked over at him. He wondered if she thought she was being sneaky when she did that—he also wondered if he was catching her every time she did it.

      She followed him out the side door and up around the house to where he’d parked on the road.

      “That’s why we didn’t know you were here,” she murmured, almost to herself. “Visitors usually park in the driveway.”

      Graham peered over his shoulder. “Sorry I didn’t know the protocol.”

      “Oh, no, I’m not saying that,” she said, cheeks darkening.

      Fate, she was cute. And she was quiet, slipping back into the role of timid, flitting little butterfly.

      Graham drove the short distance to the gravel drive he’d never gotten to take. If his memory wasn’t failing him, the pack had moved into the property the same year Graham had retired from UNITY. He recalled, for certain, where the big old campground was. He also recalled the fact that UNITY prevented him from being welcome there.

      It was the one part of the law that tore him up inside. The one rule he’d always wanted to break because he felt like he had earned an exception to it.

      “Thanks for giving me the all-clear on my physical,” he said when he put the car in park. He glanced over his shoulder at his bag in the back seat. It was presumptuous to assume he might get an invitation to stay there for the night, but he hoped he did. Going back to his place in Fairview was a dismal thought, even if he knew he should check in on little old Mrs. Cunningham.

      Graham had already been living in Fairview by the time Diesel and his family moved there. Getting in good with the former Magistrate, Avery's mother, was part of how Graham had landed the UNITY gig in the first place. It had all worked out that Diesel’s pack had been able to acquire the property from its last R & B occupants. At the time, Diesel and Graham were looking forward to becoming an unstoppable team on the UNITY force.

      “Did you want to come in?” Reegan asked, peeking over at him. Her arms were crossed over her chest, reminding Graham that she wasn’t wearing anything under that sweater. “I’m probably holding them up. Lathan said he’d keep everyone here until I got back so I could say goodbye.”

      “Goodbye? You going someplace?” Graham asked. He made the decision right then that he’d be more than willing to go with her.

      “No. They are.” Her soft smile crumpled, and she reached up to rub her eyes.

      Holy hell. If she cried, he didn’t think he could stop himself from scooping her right up and holding her.

      “Half the pack is going in different directions for safety,” she murmured, throat bobbing around her words. "I know it's not forever, but I still hate it."

      “Must be tough for the baby in the family,” he said, leaning his elbow on the center console.

      She gave him a side-eye that was all attitude. “I’m not a baby.” At least it stopped her from looking like she might cry.

      He chuckled. “No. But you’re the youngest, right?”

      “Fourt’s younger,” she argued. Then she sighed and rolled her eyes. “Yes. I’m the omega. I get it. It’s natural that it's harder for me when the pack gets split up. I just didn’t know how much harder. Guess I forgot what it felt like to be separated from them when I was in training.”

      “And you had a lot to distract you then,” Graham said.

      Reegan nodded before she stopped and shot him another disarming look of suspicion. “I don’t need any help distracting myself,” she advised him.

      He laughed out loud. “Did I say anything about that?” he asked, popping the door and sliding out.

      “I don’t think you had to,” she said, slamming her door behind her and pointing at him over the hood of his car. “I could see you thinking it.”

      “You’re gonna get me in trouble with your brothers if you keep calling me out like that,” he teased. Damn, she was easy to banter with.

      “Only if there’s a reason I should be calling you out,” she said, bumping into him.

      He snagged her hand, only for a second. “There’s definitely a reason,” he told her. Then he let her go and strolled on ahead of her. He all but skipped up the porch stairs because he could feel her stunned silence filling up the distance between them.

      The thrill of flirting with a pretty woman fell flat when the front door flew open. A big-ass beast of a wolf filled the space in human form. “You!” Diesel shouted, pointing his finger at Graham.

      Oh, shit. If anyone in the universe could read right past all the blocks Graham set up around his reactions, it was his former partner. It was hard, even for Graham, to hide his attraction to Reegan. The devotion was already building itself up, each brick in the wall etched with her name. Graham was headed for a whole world of hurt if Diesel could see the truth behind his defenses.

      Diesel launched himself through the doorjamb, and Graham braced himself for impact. All he had to do was survive the beatdown of his Fateforesaken life. If he could just do that, he could earn a chance to pursue Reegan with serious intent.
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      Diesel barreled into Graham. Instead of throwing punches, he threw his arms open and hauled Graham into a huge, brotherly hug.

      “Get your ass in here and meet the rest of my family, partner,” Diesel said. He cuffed Graham around the neck and landed several hearty claps on Graham’s shoulder as he guided him right over the threshold and into the house. “Did my sister give you the all-clear?”

      “Hell yeah,” Graham said, rubbing his arm where the hard pats had landed. “You know I’m more than ready to get that UNITY badge back in my hands, man.”

      “Damn straight,” Diesel said. He turned his booming voice on the enormous room that stretched out and up in front of them. “Everybody!”

      Graham looked around as footsteps and responses came from all directions. The front door opened into a vast living room full of cozy furniture. A mishmash of desks ran along the "L" of the wall behind Graham and to his left. A set of stairs on the right led up to an open, lofted area above. To the rear of the house, a full wall of windows looked out over the landscape beyond.

      “Graham,” Asher said, the first to approach. He pulled him into a handshake and clapped him on the back. When they parted, he turned to a woman with pale, peach-colored hair. She stood off to the side behind the guy who clearly had to be Reegan’s twin. The wolf blinked at him with the same pale green eyes as realization dawned.

      Graham knew all their names. Riley, Reegan’s twin; Hawthorne, who went by Thorne; Lathan, the alpha; and he guessed the one who didn’t look quite like the rest was Fourt, whom Avery had freed from slavery and sent into the pack for safety. But he didn’t know the women who were standing around the room eyeing first him, then Reegan, then back again.

      “Graham, this is my Sora, Morgan,” Asher said, spreading a hand out to present the woman who clung to Riley’s arm. “Red, this is Diesel’s old partner, Graham. I was hoping I’d get a chance to introduce you two in Flagler at some point, but it’s never worked out.”

      Morgan’s mouth spread into a genuine smile. She stepped around her mate to close both her hands around the one Graham offered her. “Thank you so much for all your work down there,” she said in a soft, melodic voice.

      He’d heard enough rumors to know she was an odd case in the vampire world. A human-vampire hybrid the vampire council members were all just a little afraid of. He nodded at her, trusting his own assessment, rather than R & B rumors: she was a good one, too. “Thank you,” he said. “I can't imagine the hours you three have put into cleaning up the mess the Fourth Family of the vamps got themselves into."

      Diesel grabbed him away, turning him to meet the brothers he’d only ever seen in pictures. There was Fourt, whose identity was confirmed by Diesel’s introduction. Then Thorne, whose human mate, Em, tossed a protective arm around Reegan’s shoulder. And Lathan who stood back, watching over them all. He came forward to shake Graham's hand as Diesel made the introduction.

      "You may already have met my mate, Grace," Lathan said, “in wolf form at Chris and Allie's. We call her wolf Blaze."

      Now that was interesting. Graham got around enough to hear all the juicy R & B news. He’d heard some tell a few years earlier that the Bound Wolf prophecy had come true in Grace Dawes—the human child of Chris and Allie; the human mate of Lathan Black; the woman whose wolf was separate from her.

      Graham had his first encounter with the massive, imposing wolf called Blaze when he'd rung the doorbell at Chris and Allie's place. The stories he'd heard must have been contorted gossip since there appeared to be no woman outside of the wolf.

      “And the most important of all,” Diesel said, drawing Graham’s attention away again. “Our girls, Rose and Dahlia.”

      “Holy hell!” Graham barked out. “You two did well!”

      The twins wobbled on their feet as they each clung to one of Avery’s hands. They both had shockingly white curls with unruly black streaks running through them. Their curious eyes and chubby, cherubic smiles were aimed Graham's way with no reservations.

      “This is your Uncle Graham,” Diesel said, crouching down in front of them. Both girls paid close attention to their father, the one on the left reaching out to squeeze her chubby little fingers around his arm as she listened.

      “Remember? We’ve told you all about him?” Avery asked, leaning over to murmur to them. “Why don’t you tell him hi?”

      Graham’s heart squeezed when the twins looked his way again. He’d always loved kids.

      "Hi, Unco Gwam!" they cheered in baby-garbled unison.

      The pack around them laughed and applauded as if it were some kind of show. Clearly, these two little angels were the center of attention in the house, which was no surprise. Kids were almost always seen as a blessing in wolf homes.

      “Hi there, little ladies,” Graham said, thanking Fate he’d come prepared for such an occasion. He hadn’t been certain he’d get the chance, but he’d hoped. He bent down, so he was on their level and leaned in like he was letting them in on serious and urgent matters. “I’ve got something for you two out in my car. I bet your dad would help me get it for you. What do you say? Can you let him come with me for just a minute?”

      They giggled behind their chubby hands and gave him their enthusiastic consent in the form of a unison lisped, “Yeth!”

      Graham straightened up, suppressing a groan when his leg throbbed. So yeah, maybe he’d gone harder on that treadmill than he’d needed to. He hadn’t wanted to give any indication he wasn’t meant to be exactly where he was standing. “How about it, partner? Want to give me a hand in the car?”

      “Actually,” Avery jumped in, “why don’t I do that? I’d like to chat with you about your clearance and your return to UNITY service. That okay with you, honey?” she asked, holding her hands out for Diesel to take over on twin patrol.

      Diesel nodded and dropped a kiss on Avery’s forehead. “Almost ready?” he asked her as they made the seamless exchange of their kids.

      She curled her fingers into his shirt, not letting him go anywhere. “Soon.”

      “It was nice to meet you all,” Graham said, lifting a hand to everyone in the room. “I know you all have shit to do—”

      “Language!” came the mutual admonishment from at least six different mouths.

      “We spell the bad words out,” Diesel said with a chuckle. “Not that it does any good now that they’re trying to parrot everything we say.”

      As if on cue, the one on the right let out a loud, “Thit!” which elicited another round of laughter from the pack.

      Graham gave an amused shake of his head. “Glad it wasn't her first word," he said with a laugh. "I don’t want to hold anyone up. Thanks for the warm reception.”

      He breathed out a weighted breath. No one looked like they wanted to tear him apart. He must have done okay when it came to keeping his emotional signals about Reegan locked down.

      As Avery turned to lead him out the front door, Graham caught Em leaning down to whisper to Reegan, eyes locked on him. Her words made Reegan blush like crazy and swat her arm.

      Oh, hell yeah. Whatever that was, it was about him. And it was good.

      Graham let the door swing shut behind him, careful not to grit his teeth or wince as he took the steps. He couldn’t afford to show any pain. Not when his dreams were right within reach—and his badge was still in Avery’s hands.

      Avery looped her arm around his as if they were taking a leisurely stroll. “I have yet another favor to ask you,” she said, looking over at him.

      “Does it come with the return of my badge?” he teased.

      “Thought that was a foregone conclusion, honey. I can't say, truthfully at least, that I wish you’d never had to give it up before. But you and I have done too much good work together for me to think Fate didn’t have another plan.”

      Graham nodded his agreement. He didn’t harbor any blame against Avery. He wouldn’t have had all the years following his injury if she hadn’t saved his life that night.

      He opened the rear of the car to reveal two enormous stuffed manatees. “Thought I’d bring those babies of yours a little taste of Flagler.

      "Oh, they'll flip!" Avery cried. "They're obsessed with everything about animals right now."

      Graham passed her the toys. "What’s the favor?”

      “I’d like you to stay with the pack for a bit. Maybe a day or two until things are settled with the changes.”

      “You don’t trust your alpha to handle it?”

      Avery sighed and glanced back at the house. She lowered her voice. “I trust Lathan. It’s not that. I’m more concerned about my end of this mess. I’ve got a feeling I'll need you.”

      “And I’ve got a feeling you’re not telling me everything,” Graham said. He was used to the way Avery often spoke in riddles. She had to—she was in direct contact with Fate, which meant she tended to know at least a little about the future.

      Avery smirked at him. They were the same height, but her alpha power made her seem taller and more imposing than Graham had ever felt, even at his full six feet. “I ever tell you that you’ve got a knack for reading between the lines?”

      “Only about a million times,” Graham said.
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      Reegan spent most of the day camped out on the bench by the front door, unwilling to miss a single goodbye with her family. Though the house was bustling with activity, everyone dragged their feet.

      Lathan and Diesel devised a schedule for the departures. Lathan was concerned if everyone left at the same time it would appear as if the pack was fleeing the area. Diesel worried that would provoke action from any enemies who might be watching the property. The members of the pack who remained were on strict instructions to make it obvious they were still around.

      Talan stopped by after lunch—which came and went without anyone eating. He pointed out a few allies Eddie had sent into the skies to watch the roads and forests around the pack property. Eddie didn’t want a wolf to take out any friendly birds who stopped for a rest in animal form.

      Talan offered to keep an eye on Em's old apartment since it was so close to his pride's part of town.

      Em and Thorne were the last to leave, with Talan in tow. They wanted to show him the ins and outs of an apartment that really needed no explanations.

      After their departure, the house echoed the sudden silence in the absence of so many bodies. Communications were quiet. Phone use was supposed to be limited because no one was entirely certain if, or how, they might be monitored.

      “Talan is a greater asset than we expected,” Lathan murmured to Fourt where they stood by the wide front window, keeping watch.

      Reegan peeked over at them. They both looked more serious than she’d seen them look in a long time. That said a lot about Lathan, who had a habit of looking like he carried the whole world on his shoulders.

      “Yeah,” Fourt said. His smile didn’t touch his eyes as he turned his worried gaze back out to the yard.

      Footsteps on the stairs above caught everyone’s attention. Reegan’s cheeks blazed at the sight of Graham coming back down to the great hall. She hadn’t forgotten he was still in their home; there was no way she could forget it. His presence sang to her soul. But she had nearly convinced herself, in her time spent sitting alone on that storage bench, that he wasn’t all that attractive. She was wrong.

      “Thanks for sticking around,” Lathan said as Graham crossed to peer out the window with the guys.

      It didn’t escape Reegan’s notice that the human glanced over his shoulder at her first. “No problem,” Graham said with an easy shrug.

      Reegan thought that must be a good sign. At least he hadn't been put off entirely by Lathan's bluster when Avery had announced Graham would be staying with the pack.

      That hint of tension was always there between them, no matter how much Lathan and Avery liked each other. Reegan was honestly surprised they didn’t bicker or come to blows more often than they did. Then again, Avery had one hell of a reason to come out on top every time. Lathan knew he was lucky she didn’t push that on him more often.

      “Do you have everything you need?” Reegan asked, pushing herself from the bench. She might be drowning in misery over the unavoidable absence of her pack mates, but that didn’t mean she had to be a bad hostess.

      “I do,” Graham said, turning to include her in their group by the window. “Thanks for getting all those sheets and blankets. I’ve had worse accommodations, for sure.”

      Lathan frowned at the time on his phone and glanced at Blaze, who was sleeping on the sofa. Even in sleep, the wolf’s brows were drawn, and her muscles were tight as if she were ready to spring into action. “Where the hell are Chris and Allie? I don't like that they sent her back on her own,” he said. "At least they texted to let us know."

      "She can't help that she got bored and rowdy," Fourt said, going over to sit by the big wolf.

      Blaze grumbled in her sleep but rolled over to curl up against him.

      “You want me to go give them a hand?” Graham asked.

      Reegan hadn’t missed the UNITY badge sitting on top of his rucksack in the guest room upstairs. Avery must’ve handed it over to him before she’d left. Reegan got the feeling he was itching for a chance to use it.

      “Actually,” Lathan said, rubbing a resigned hand over the back of his hair, “you mind staying here with Reegan? Fourt and I can go over to help speed Chris and Allie along. Fate knows they've probably gotten sidetracked with an experiment or something. Besides, I’d still like to do a perimeter check, and we need to secure the cabins. That'll give Blaze a chance to run off some energy.”

      Fourt nodded as Lathan doled out the list of things to do. Wolves usually felt better with a mission or a set of tasks they knew they should fulfill. Sitting around and waiting did nothing to keep any of them calm or level-headed.

      “I could help,” Reegan said, realizing Lathan’s plan left her alone in the house with Graham.

      “I’d rather you stay in here where it’s safer than having you out in the open,” Lathan said. “You know where all the weapons are stashed, and you’ve got all of Diesel’s security measures and boobytraps at your disposal.” He hugged Reegan tight. “You’re the only one who can keep the rest of us alive if shit goes down.”

      As if Reegan needed that reminder or stress. But she hugged Lathan right back. Despite her misgivings about his ability to lead at full capacity—especially without Grace properly at his side—she knew Fate had selected her brother as their alpha for a reason. Sometimes, she had to let go of her concerns and believe in the process.

      She offered Graham a smile as Lathan let her go and whistled for Blaze to join him. The wolf’s lids flipped open, and she gave him a Grace-like eye roll before she lumbered off the sofa and trotted to his side.

      “You’ll be okay?” Fourt asked, voice low as he grasped Reegan's elbow.

      She nodded, even though what she wanted to do was cling to him and beg him to stay. She even thought of calling Ren, though her wolf wouldn’t let her. Lathan’s instructions and plans overruled any individual thoughts she entertained. Her omega wolf rolled right over to show her belly to Lathan’s authority.

      “I guess it’s just us, then,” Reegan said after the back door closed behind Lathan, Fourt, and Blaze. She’d trailed them into the kitchen where she set the alarm on the panel. There’d been times when they’d felt so comfortable, they’d hardly remembered to set the thing. Times, even, when they’d left the doors unlocked because safety and security seemed guaranteed.

      To her surprise, Graham had already made himself at home at the big stone coffee table where he was stripping down a pair of pistols to clean. He looked so good there. Like he belonged. The scent of oil and gunpowder residue wafting from the table was comforting and inviting. It was as if Diesel were right back in the room. He grinned up at her and Reegan found it hard to walk without stumbling.

      She eased her way across the room to take up the spot gazing out the front window, but that made her jumpy. So she crossed to the back windows, but that was even worse. Finally, she pulled the storage boxes out of the bench by the stairs and sat on the hard floor with them surrounding her. She intended to organize their contents, but realized upon peering inside Riley must have done so before he left.

      The only other things left for her to do were all upstairs. Her books—which she wanted to escape into for some study time—and her plants—which she needed to tend carefully. There was no telling what the next few days would bring. But the very idea of going upstairs by herself had her crawling out of her skin with nerves. How had their cheerful, lively house turned into a place where nightmares might lurk?

      She sighed and wallowed in her fear and sadness. There was no telling how long it would take Lathan and Fourt to come back. As soon as they did, she could escape from this room. From the man whose cinnamon gum was tempting her to look over her shoulder. She was convinced if she looked, she’d find him watching her because she could feel his eyes tracing her back.

      “You seem like you need something,” Graham said.

      Reegan jumped. Fate, could he hear her thoughts?! “Why would you say that?”

      “Well, that’s the fifth time you’ve sighed and shaken your head since you set the alarm,” Graham said, scrutinizing a spot he was cleaning on his pistol. He set the weapon down and leaned his elbows on his knees. “Am I making you nervous?”

      With shaky hands, Reegan returned the baskets to their spaces in the bench before she moved his way. That, at least, was a question she could answer with some amount of honesty. “This whole situation is making me nervous,” she admitted. She leaned against the sofa, crossing her arms to shield herself.

      “What can I do to help?” he asked, reassembling the pistols with speed and precision. He slipped them into a double shoulder holster like the one Diesel almost always wore. It sat snug against his well-defined body.

      Reegan nibbled her lip before dropping her hands uselessly at her sides. “I’d like to go upstairs,” she murmured, feeling absolutely childish. “I’m too afraid to go alone, though.”

      Graham collected his cleaning kit, zipping it up. “Why didn't you say so?”

      That was it. He didn’t ask what she needed upstairs, or even why she needed it. And he didn’t tease her or shame her for being afraid. He merely passed her the cleaning kit with a wink. “If you’ll carry that, I’ll have both hands free. I’ve got you. Let’s go.”
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      They encountered a total of zero intruders on the way to Reegan's room. By the time she opened her door, she wanted to melt into the hardwood floors out of embarrassment.

      Graham whistled as she flicked on the overhead light. “Holy hell, girl. Where do you sleep?”

      The room itself was the definition of tidy. The bed, though, was another story. Textbooks, notebooks, highlighters, and pens littered it, exactly the way she’d left it before the Halloween party.

      “In my bed,” she murmured, rushing to close the books and stack them into piles. “It’s not usually this messy.”

      Graham stopped with his back turned to the dresser, resting his palms behind him on the surface as he surveyed the space. “I’m not gonna judge. I live out of a bag most of the time. Besides, who’s to say I don’t like the idea that your bed hardly has room for you, let alone anyone else?”

      Reegan glanced over at him in time to catch the twitching smirk pass over his lips. Before she’d left, Em had made several very Emmeline remarks about the sexy human. Now, between being alone with Graham and all those comments from Em, Reegan’s head was full of all kinds of inappropriate thoughts. In fact, Em had whispered so much about how attractive Graham was that Thorne had lured her away to his studio. They'd spent the next hour up there, both reeking of sex and looking as if they’d run a marathon by the time they'd rejoined the family.

      “You keep saying things like that,” Reegan said. She concentrated on collecting all the pens and highlighters from the rumpled surface of her duvet. “Like what you said outside earlier about—”

      “About there being a reason I could get in trouble with your brothers?” Graham asked, pouncing on her train of thought.

      “Yeah, that.” Reegan couldn’t look at him as she crossed to her bathroom. She collected the watering can from beneath the sink and filled it before she turned. Half the water sloshed out onto the floor when she spun right into Graham. He filled the bathroom doorway, all disarming smiles and muscular shoulders.

      “Shit, sorry!” Graham backed out of her way and grabbed a towel from the rack. He squatted down to blot the water from the floor while Reegan refilled the can.

      When he rose, she had to set the can aside. He was so close the heat of his body pulsed against her skin, making her feel dizzy and weak-kneed. “If I’m being too forward, you can tell me,” he said, his soft words brushing the wayward strands of her hair. “I’m direct. It’s my way. You don’t live in a body that’s dying every day without learning to make every second count. Not when you’re surrounded by people who’ll get to live centuries longer than you will.”

      Reegan’s shoulders heaved up and down with the big breath she drew in. “It’s okay,” she said. “You don’t make me afraid.”

      "That's an interesting way to put it," Graham said. He stepped out of her path and resumed his position at the dresser.

      She could feel his eyes following her again as she moved to water the rows of plants by the windows. Quiet fell between them before Graham asked, “The fact that I don’t ‘make you afraid’ scares you in and of itself, doesn’t it?"

      Reegan held the empty watering can out to him, ignoring his question. She couldn’t answer it honestly without telling him the whole truth.

      “Finished?” he asked, taking the can from her.

      She nodded and watched as he returned the can to where she’d gotten it. Not the countertop or the top of the dresser. The precise spot under the sink—proof he’d been paying attention the whole time. Her wolf howled inside her, begging her to open up to him.

      Reegan turned to the bundles of herbs hanging from the drying rack Thorne had installed for her.

      “You’ve got a regular Healer’s medicinal treasure trove in here, huh?” Graham asked, coming closer to look at the vines trailing from several pots in the window to the right.

      “Don't touch those,” Reegan warned before he could lift his fingers to the glossy red stems. “War nettles. They’ll give you a terrible purple rash.”

      Graham backed away from the plants with wide eyes. “And you just keep them hanging around? Are you nuts?”

      Reegan laughed. “They don’t do the same to wolves. I trim them and pulse them down into a paste. It’s good for applying to wounds delivered by other shifters. Like an antivenom for their saliva so our tissues can heal faster in the case of a bad attack.”

      “You take pride in growing them?” he asked.

      Reegan removed several bundles of herbs that were ready from the rack. “I loved growing them when I was younger. When no one’s life depended on it. Now, it’s just another in a long line of responsibilities I don’t really want.” She peeked over at him to see how he'd respond to her confession.

      Graham crossed his arms and tucked his chin as he watched her. His face was soft though. Free of judgment. “I think the real shit-show of responsibility is only getting started around here.”

      Reegan sighed and held her hand out. “These are safe,” she said, offering him the herbs. “Interesting smells, right?”

      He opened his hand, and she dropped the small bundles in his palm. He eyed her warily before bringing them closer to sniff. Then he grinned as he identified the smells. “Like licorice. And...dark chocolate? Oooh, and coconut.” He twisted the herbs between his fingers, eyeing the white ribbons that held them together. Then he peered up at the rack, where all the other herbs hanging had different ribbon colors. “These go together?"

      Reegan nodded as she took them back, her fingers burning when they skimmed his palm. “They came from Aveleiyn. They’re ancient and tough to find. I’m one of the only people who grows them. Hell, I’m one of the only people who knows the formula at all.”

      “Formula for what?” Graham asked. He followed as Reegan took the herbs to her work table in the corner.

      She placed them gently down on the table before she turned back to him. “For keeping a human with a wolf mate from turning into a wolf.”

      Graham frowned, but his eyes lifted to the ceiling as he put pieces together. “Thorne’s mate.”

      Reegan nodded.

      “Why wouldn’t she want to change?” Graham asked.

      It was the most obvious question, wasn’t it? If a human had a wolf mate—had the chance to choose an extremely elongated life full of new powers at the side of the one other creature in the universe meant to love them, why wouldn’t they? As it turned out, it wasn’t an easy question, and it didn’t have a cut and dried answer.

      “Because the Dissidents threatened deadly action against our pack if Em turned. She chose us over herself to keep us safe. Few people would do that.”

      Graham studied her. His deep, unbelievably blue eyes cut through her, down to her soul.

      When she could stand his scrutiny no longer, Reegan asked, “Why couldn’t I tell right away that you were human?”

      Graham’s hand lifted, as if it would brush her cheek, but it hovered in the air beside her face. Fingers flexing, but not touching. “I learned early on how to blend in with the R & B. It was enough knowing I was different. I didn’t want to feel it from every person I encountered every damn day.”

      “But you fooled even me,” she said, keenly aware of the touch he wasn’t delivering. “I’m supposed to be able to see deeper than that. It’s my training. You’ve got me questioning everything I know.”

      Graham dropped his hand and stepped back. “You’re not the only one questioning things.” He pressed his lips together in a hard line. He glanced over at the bundles of herbs on the table before he seared her with his gaze again. “Is that what you want, little wolf? Someone who would choose the safety of your pack over everything else?”

      Reegan turned away, unable to hold the intense eye contact between them. She began to gather her books and pens, surprised when Graham hefted half the collection into his own arms, without even knowing her plans.

      “No,” she said. “I don't want anything. I don't have the right to.”

      "You've got every right with me," Graham told her.

      She froze. Breath stolen, heart racing. Right on the edge of telling him the truth—at least that he was her mate, and maybe about all of it.

      Before she could, the sound of the alarm panel beeping at an entrance, then being disarmed, carried up the stairs. “We’re back,” Lathan called out.

      Graham cleared his throat hard. “You want these things downstairs?” He was already angling for the door—no more willing to be caught in the room alone with her than she was with him.

      “Sure,” Reegan muttered. “Thanks.”

      She followed him out the door and back down the long hall, watching that hint of a limp interrupt his gait. What was wrong with her? Playing with fire like that when she knew she didn’t have any desire to get burned?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      “The cabins are all locked up. Not that it would keep anyone out who's hell-bent on getting in, but they’re not the real prize here.” Lathan pushed his untouched plate away.

      Thorne had insisted on making dinner as soon as he and Em returned, though there were plenty of leftovers in the fridge and freezers.

      Oma eyed Lathan's plate, lips pursed in a silent indication that she wished he'd eaten something. She'd surprised them by returning to the house with Thorne and Em. Ren had, of course, locked on to Em's presence as the place to deposit Oma. Sadly, the Protector hadn't stuck around to come back home with them.

      Reegan agreed with Oma's judgment of Lathan's plate. Wolf shifters had ravenous appetites. They needed their alpha to keep up his strength and energy. Instead of eating, Lathan and Fourt brought everyone else up to speed on their patrol efforts.

      “We’ve got more allies than we expected taking turns watching the property,” Fourt said. “If your wolf needs to run, it's probably best to take one of us with you so we can make sure you don’t attack the wrong people.” He paused and glanced at Lathan. “If that’s okay to suggest.”

      Lathan nodded and steepled his fingers in front of him. “Yeah. Good call. Fate, my brain can’t handle much more management today.”

      “And you think Chris and Allie are okay with only Blaze?” Reegan asked. The guys had deposited the wolf back with Grace's parents before they'd come home. Reegan suspected it was in the hopes Blaze's anxious presence would speed the humans along.

      “Yes,” Lathan grated, exhaustion and frustration filling his tone.

      Reegan cowered on the inside, not wanting to piss him off. But she couldn’t help herself. The darker the night grew, the more restless she felt. The tension of the pack split was welling up in her chest. To make matters worse, Diesel had contacted Lathan to explain he and Avery were staying at the Magistrate's mansion for the night. Avery had decided it would support the wolves in service there to have an alpha onsite for a day or two.

      “Even if things aren't perfect between Grace and her parents, Blaze loves them unconditionally,” Fourt said. His voice was soft, angled in Reegan's direction. “She’ll protect them, without hesitation.”

      “But what’s taking them so long?” Reegan asked. Her own plate didn’t have any food on it, but not because she’d eaten it all. In fact, she hadn’t even bothered. She knew she should. Her wolf was grumbling for it, but every time she looked at the options on the table, her stomach rolled.

      “You know how they are,” Lathan said. “Even in the middle of a crisis, their research comes first. That’s how it’s always been.”

      Reegan leaned her elbows on the table and threaded her fingers through her hair. As much as she loved the humans, she also knew their flaws. They often did let their lab and their work come in the way of the things that should have been priorities in their lives. There was no question they cared for their daughter. They’d also taken the pack in as their own surrogate children. But the second a formula or an old test tube full of green goo came into question, their focus shattered and the only shards they could cling to were the ones that kept the science intact.

      It could have been worse, especially if their loyalties had been misplaced. At least they were allies, unlike half the room at that Halloween party.

      A new wave of anxiety washed over Reegan and Lathan pushed his chair back.

      “I’ve got to have some space to clear my head,” he said. He took his plate to the sink and scraped it off before putting it in the dishwasher.

      Em, who had been uncharacteristically quiet during the whole meal, watched him go. She slid her chair out as he stormed from the room. "I'm gonna go with him," she said, glancing at Thorne. "Grace would want me to be there for him."

      Thorne reached up to squeeze the hand she put on his shoulder. "Let me know if he needs any of the help I can provide," he murmured, holding her there for a moment.

      Reegan wondered what, if anything, he'd transferred to his mate through his Sage power in that touch.

      “You gonna eat?” Fourt asked Reegan.

      She shook her head.

      Graham eyed her over the rim of his water glass but didn’t say a word.

      “It’s not your fault,” Fourt told her, getting up and collecting the plates from the table. “I’m anxious, too. It’s not just you.” He returned moments later with containers to box up dinner.

      Oma rose to help him, and Graham followed. Reegan normally would have taken over, but she felt cemented to her chair. Thorne stayed in his seat, too, a dark cloud looming over him. He hung his head, shoulders pinching up to his ears. His long, wavy hair hid much of his face, but she could see the shadows playing over his features.

      “I know it’s hard on him,” Reegan said, lowering her voice. She cocked her head, listening, but Lathan’s footsteps were already echoing away up to the third floor. Em's followed close behind. “Our father held it together even when it was tough. With Lathan, I’m always worried everything might crumble.”

      “He’s, what…right at a hundred or so?” Graham asked from across the room where he was helping load plates into the dishwasher.

      “Next year,” Reegan told him, glancing over her shoulder. She grabbed a container and popped the lid off before loading it up with lukewarm mashed potatoes.

      “So, he’s young,” Graham offered an easy shrug. “By the time your parents had the first of you, they had to be close to his age. Maybe older, even? Your dad had more time to practice at the whole alpha thing before you ever came along.”

      “Why should he need to practice?” Reegan demanded, shriller than she intended to be. She braced her hands on the tabletop and dropped her head. “I’m sorry, everyone. I don’t mean that.”

      “Even if you do,” Graham said, “you’re scared. Same as him.”

      She glowered back at him, not wanting to hear the sense he spoke.

      "Graham's right, sweetie pie. You've watched your brother's transition into his place. It's bound to seem slower when you're watching it over the years as it happens. And he didn't ask for the position. You can understand a little of how that must feel to him thanks to your Healer role, can't you?" Oma asked. She offered Reegan a gentle smile.

      Fourt cocked his head, attention focused on the front door. “Well, at least we can relax about one thing. Chris and Allie are here, finally.”

      “I’ll give them a hand,” Graham said.

      "I'll come with you," Thorne offered. "They’ll have a ton of stuff to carry in.”

      "Me too," Oma said. "I haven't seen them in ages."

      Fourt was quiet for a moment as he gathered the containers full of dinner leftovers and carried them to the fridge. Finally, he took a long, slow breath and returned to Reegan’s side. “You okay?” he asked.

      “No,” she admitted, sagging in on herself as she left the table. “Not at all. I wasn’t prepared for any of this.”

      “Me either,” Fourt said. He stood there for a moment like he might say more. Instead, he shook his head and strode into the great hall to help the others. Blaze didn’t even yip to greet him.

      It was a firm reminder that none of them were happy with the situation. Reegan told herself she should be more courageous. Everyone was struggling.

      A strange ring sounded from the great hall, and she hurried in to see what it was. She didn’t recognize the tone and wondered if it might be some part of Diesel’s alarm systems.

      Instead, it was a small, old-style flip phone which Graham extracted from one of his pockets.

      “Floyd,” he said sharply into the phone. His casual smile dropped into a hard frown. “Yeah.”

      Reegan sharpened her hearing to try to catch what was happening on the other end of the line but couldn’t hear anything. That meant it was an R & B-altered device. There was a market for burner phones with special electronics that prevented those with heightened senses from eavesdropping or tapping into them in any way.

      “Right,” Graham said. He glanced around the great hall, eyes locking on her.

      Reegan stared back at him, wishing she could catch a hint of whatever made him look so grave.

      “Yeah. I got it. If that’s the mission, that’s the mission.”

      He flicked the phone closed. Almost at the same moment, his other pocket rang with another tone. This time, he peered at the screen of a newer phone. His brows rose in surprise before he turned away, and he headed back into the kitchen while the others helped Chris and Allie upstairs with their bags. Reegan glanced at Blaze who cocked her head to the side before trotting closer to the kitchen door. Reegan followed since she wasn’t the only one being nosy.

      “What’s up?” Graham answered. Again, the other side of the conversation was inaudible to Reegan’s ears. But his tone was clear enough. One of care and concern, even though his words were laced with frustration. “No one can force her to leave. If she’s not getting on the plane, there’s nothing I can do about it.” He paused before he laughed. “Isn’t that the truth? Fate’s sake. Let me know if anything changes.”

      When he came back into the great hall, he was rubbing his stubbled chin. “If you want Fate to laugh, tell Her your plans, right?” he asked.

      “Everything okay?” Reegan asked.

      “Yeah. Avery gave me a change of course with a Flagler mission. Looks like I’m heading out first thing in the morning.”

      “I thought you were staying.” The words rushed from Reegan before she could stop them. They were full of disappointment and concern.

      He smiled down at her. Sadness touched the corners of his lips and eyes. “Yeah. So did I.” He took a step closer so that she had to tilt her head back to keep looking up at him. “Kinda liked that idea, to be honest.”

      “What time?” Reegan asked. “Lathan will want to know. To plan.”

      Graham quirked a brow at her. “Asking for a friend, huh?”

      “Maybe,” she murmured, shifting on her feet.

      “Call it five. So he can plan.” Graham said. He dropped his gaze and stepped around her, heading for the stairs.

      Reegan turned to watch him go, so she caught the moment he stopped and spun back around to close in on her. One hand went to her cheek and the other grasped her hip as he backed her up against the wall outside the wide kitchen door. “This isn’t going to be the last time I see you.”

      Not a question. Reegan shook her head anyway and whispered, “No.”

      “What are you doing to me, butterfly?” He caressed her cheek with his rough thumb, leaning in over her and propping his other forearm on the wall above her head. He enveloped her in his warmth. The scent of his gum brushed her lips, so strong she could almost taste it. But he didn’t do anything more than stroke her cheek and stare at her before he pushed himself away from the wall.

      Then he turned and cut through the living room, his boots slapping against the stairs as he hurried away.
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      Reegan scrubbed her face with her hands. Sleep was elusive, and she’d already done all the tossing and turning she could handle. Now, she was simply staring up at the shadows cast across her ceiling.

      Not long after she’d crept away to her room, she’d heard Lathan head back down to his post by the front window. She’d thought everyone else in the house was finally asleep until she heard a creak on the board outside her door.

      Her heart thundered, and she clutched the sheets to her chest. She sat up and gave the air a tentative sniff.

      It wasn’t Graham. She let out a sigh of relief, though if she were honest, it might have contained a hint of disappointment.

      Fourt rapped his knuckles against the door and whispered her name.

      “Come in,” she whispered back.

      The door cracked, and he slipped through, closing it behind him before he crept across the floor. His pajama pants whispered against the hardwood. Reegan tugged the sheets to the side to let him get in with her. It felt as childish as it had the night before, on the mattresses in the great hall. But it was also exactly what she needed. What she missed without her twin around.

      Fourt clasped his hands over his t-shirted chest and joined her in her study of the ceiling shadows.

      “Can’t sleep,” he muttered into the dark.

      “Me either,” Reegan said.

      Grief and fear filtered through the room. Reegan turned her head to study her brother’s profile. His nose wasn’t quite like hers; his jaw was so much squarer now than it had been when he’d joined their family. His appearance had changed by leaps and bounds more than it had during the first part of his life. Reegan realized he must look as old as she did now. Possibly a year or two older, since male wolves tended to age at a faster rate in appearance. And he would likely look as he did now for most of the next century. Older. Stronger. But probably not much wiser. He’d already come into their pack with more knowledge and understanding than she thought most of them would ever achieve.

      “What if they overrule my freedom?” he finally asked. The words flowed from his mouth with the bitter scent of terror and regret.

      Reegan leaned up on her elbow to face him. “We won’t let them.”

      “What if you don’t have a choice?” he asked, eyes swimming with tears. “You have no idea what being a part of this pack has meant to me. What being loved and being wanted and feeling like I belong has done for my life. What if they don’t give me a choice? What if they take me? Can they do that?”

      Reegan’s heart broke for him. For the shy, immature wolf who had spent the first sixty years of his life being tortured in the slave trade thanks to Snelgrove. It was one thing for Avery, who knew what it was like to lose. It was another thing for Fourt, who’d lost it all before his life had even begun.

      “Don’t say that,” Reegan whispered. “You know we’ll all fight for you. The pack. Chris and Allie. Our allies, too. You think Asher would let anyone lay a hand on one of his favorites? Or Talan?” she added, hoping to bring him some sort of light in the darkness.

      Fourt sniffled anew, though, and rubbed his forearm over his eyes to brush away the tears. “Talan,” he whispered. “I don’t even know what to do about him.”

      Reegan frowned. “What’s wrong? Did he do something?”

      “No,” Fourt said, choking out a frustrated laugh. “You know how they say, 'it’s not you, it’s me'? Well, in this case, it’s not him, it’s me. He’s been so sweet. Always there for me. But…” He pinched his forehead between his fingers, massaging the heavy lines out of it. “It’s impossible to love him when my heart left with Ren.”

      Reegan jerked back in the darkness. “With…Ren?” She thought back over the time the Protector had spent in their household. The friendship between him and Fourt. “Oh. Wow. Wowie wow wow. How did I miss that?”

      Fourt let out a soggy laugh. “Maybe because I did everything in my power to keep it a secret. Even from him. And now, what if I get forced back into slavery and I don’t ever see him again? What if I never get the chance to tell him he’s my mate?”

      Reegan’s shock rocketed her all the way up to sitting. “Shut. Up.”

      “I’m serious,” Fourt said, leaning up on his elbows.

      “How long have you known?” Reegan asked.

      “Since the very first day I came here,” Fourt said, ducking his chin sheepishly. “But, I didn’t know him. I didn’t know any of you. I had to learn I could trust you all, and then I had to figure out how to come out. And I was afraid he wouldn’t want me because I’d never been with anyone else. Or that he wouldn’t believe me because he was part of the best day of my life and, like, maybe he’d chalk it up to hero worship. Plus, he was so out and open—how could I compete with that? With the guys who eye-fucked him every time we went to the Three Moons? You’ve seen him. The way he struts around knowing exactly how sexy and ridiculous he is, even if he’s not arrogant about it. He’s so perfect, it’s impossible. And I’m supposed to tell him some slave with no background and zero to offer is his mate? No Fateforsaken way.”

      “Oh, Fate!” Reegan squealed. All the worries of the recent events were forgotten in that moment. “You’re seriously in love with him!”

      Fourt snatched her pillow and shoved it at her. “Shut up!” he hissed. “What about you? Little Miss can’t keep her tongue in her mouth when Graham Floyd walks into the room?”

      Reegan let out a shocked gasp and thrust the pillow back at him. “What?! No way!”

      Fourt laughed and shook his head. “Not that I’m blaming you. I think all the men in this house are about done with us drooling over Mr. Secret Agent Man.”

      Reegan’s heart swelled with Fourt’s admission. She should tell him. This was the perfect time to come clean! Graham was her mate and, yes, she did indeed have trouble keeping her tongue to herself where he was concerned! Because look at him!

      She almost did open her mouth to sing her truth. But then she remembered she had no right to claim him when she had other things she needed to be focused on.

      Keeping her family safe—and finding her own way out of the terrible mess she was in—were her priorities. She knew where her concentration needed to be. The responsibility was already too great. She couldn’t take him on, too. She couldn't juggle another soul when her hands were full with keeping the nearly-immortal ones around her alive. That was the threat level her world was facing. Even the almost-immortals were perched on the edge of mortality. And a human? A fragile, kind, beautiful human was the last thing she could afford to add to that ledge.

      But even as she convinced herself to stay quiet for safety’s sake, she found an opportunity in the moment.

      “If you think he’s so pretty, how would you like to help me put together a little kit to keep him that way?” she asked Fourt.

      Fourt cocked a brow at her. “Does this mean I’m going to be crushing stinky herbs with that mortar and pestle?”

      “Among other things,” Reegan teased.

      Fourt sighed, but his shoulders lifted in a shrug. “I mean…I don’t have anything else to do tonight.”
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Reegan and Fourt presented Graham with a small box. It was filled with pots of paste and pills they’d spent the night making. He grinned and thanked them both as if they’d given him blocks of pure gold.

      His excitement over the stash made Reegan smile. But it was the way he caressed her fingers with the tips of his under the box when she handed it over that made her heart leap from her chest. It was that secret touch that had her wishing she could chase after him and beg him not to go. Especially when he looked at her like he was hoping she’d beg him to stay.

      It didn’t take her long to realize that a tiny part of her went with him, exactly the way Fourt said his heart had gone with Ren.

      That was the moment she knew she was in trouble. She had to double down on her efforts to fix the one thing that stood between them—and that meant she was going to have to deal with Caleb. Once and for all.
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      Lathan tapped Reegan’s shoulder. The touch caused her to jump, and she felt as if he'd hauled her up from deep underwater when her concentration shattered around her. She'd been pouring over her books. Her index finger was chapped from running over line after line of text in the ancient alphabet, translating as she went. She couldn’t speak it, but she could read it, even if doing so for hours on end gave her headaches.

      She peered up at Lathan to find him holding his finger to his lips. He inclined his head, using no words to ask her to follow him.

      She frowned, closing the book and setting it aside on the stone coffee table before she got up and trailed him to the desk he and Diesel shared. He was already scribbling with a pen on a piece of scrap paper.

      “Don’t talk. Confidential. Allies spotted—” she couldn’t make out the last word—or was it a drawing? It looked like an oyster in a shell, which made no sense.

      He glanced up from under his thick, dark brows to gauge her understanding. Reegan pointed to the scribble and lifted her hands to show her confusion. Lathan mouthed, “Ears”.

      Reegan nodded, dropping her eyes back to the paper when he began to scribble again.

      “Pack a bag. Not sure how long. Can’t say where. For safety.”

      Right away, tears threatened to spill over. Reegan blinked them back as she chewed her lip and searched his eyes.

      He lifted a heavy hand and squeezed her shoulder, mouthing, “We need you.” His brows rose in question. Waiting for her response. For her to agree to whatever the hell he was asking her to agree to.

      Her wolf whimpered, but Reegan nodded. What choice did she have?

      What choice did she want to have? Spineless as she often felt, she loved her pack. She would do anything for her family—even if it terrified her. Even if it was the last thing she did.

      Lathan held a finger in the air before returning the pen to the paper.

      “Pack Healer gear.”

      Reegan nodded once more, and he pointed to the stairs. She ached to ask him what had changed. How close did someone eavesdropping have to be for them to be that worried? She knew how close she had to be to eavesdrop—it was closer than she'd like to think of any enemies getting to their home. There were some who had better hearing than an average wolf. A Sage, for example, like Thorne, could hear from much farther distances.

      Reegan made her way upstairs and tugged her suitcases from the closet. The smaller one was reserved for her clothes. The larger one had false compartments and padding to secure the things she needed for healing. If she had to get on a plane, the suitcase had enough protections to pass any human inspections on checked bags. Anyway, there were R & B members who worked in the airline industry to handle any problems humans picked up on. The number of what-ifs and potential travel options overwhelmed Reegan as she stared at her things. She threw as much as she could in the bags without thinking. Sometimes, doing what she was supposed to do was more comfortable when she didn’t think about it. She let out a bitter chuckle. That was how she’d gotten herself in every lousy situation she’d ever been in, too, of course.

      She closed the bags up and pulled out the file folder of plant care guidelines to leave for Fourt. He always offered to help with the plants if she left the house for long enough for them to need it—which was rare. By the time she was done, her closet was almost empty. The bathroom counter and work table were organized with all the things Fourt would need to care for the plants on his own for a month without her. Reegan prayed to Fate that wouldn't be the case.

      She hefted her suitcases down the stairs, ever-grateful for her heightened wolf strength. She wasn’t as strong as a vampire, or even a bear, by far. But she never had to ask for help with heavy lifting, which was one of the small mercies of the universe.

      Lathan nodded with approval when he took her things. The little spot in Reegan’s heart reserved for love from her alpha warmed and glowed. Whatever she was doing, she was doing it right so far. He carried the bags out and put them in the back of his Tahoe, still without saying a word. The only way Reegan knew she should follow was by the small smile and quick jerk of his head.

      Fourt was waiting on the front porch. Reegan realized she hadn’t said goodbye! Not to Blaze or Chris or Allie, and not to the brother who’d poured his heart out to her the night before. He had managed to lift her spirits in those dark moments of fear and doubt. She turned to rush back into the house, but Fourt grabbed her arm. He shook his head, flashing his phone at her. A message was typed and waiting.

      
        
        Lathan said not to let you say goodbye. I’m sorry :(

      

      

      Reegan’s stomach flipped with a mixture of misery and anger. That was pushing it a little too far. But when she peeked over at Lathan, the subtle head shake reinforced the warning on Fourt’s phone.

      She glanced down at Fourt’s screen before giving him a sour look, pretending he'd shown her a picture instead of a warning. She didn't know how much of a show she was meant to put on. Didn't the suitcases give away that she was going someplace? “I don’t think it’s that cute,” she said. She congratulated herself for both speaking in code and managing to relay her distaste.

      “Yeah, me either,” Fourt muttered, giving her a quick grin.

      She trotted down the stairs as if it were any other day. As if she were hitching a ride to the mall with her older brother which—apart from the luggage—was probably about how it looked.

      Lathan was behind the wheel and waiting by the time she hopped up into the seat of the lifted Tahoe.

      Reegan buckled in while he backed out of his spot and eased down the winding drive. She glanced over at him to see if he would talk, but his jaw was locked. Behind the sunglasses he’d slipped on, his eyes narrowed. He watched the forest that surrounded their property with lethal focus. Reegan was surprised to see a pistol in a holster at his hip. Lathan never carried. Especially not openly. He had the most powerful wolf of them all—well, apart from Avery. And Blaze.

      Concern pummeled Reegan as she realized Lathan didn't have the most powerful wolf of them all. Wasn't he supposed to, as their alpha?! Oh, Fate!

      Lathan’s jaw ticked, and he looked over at her, brows dropping over his dark sunglasses. “You mind dialing it back on all the concern and mistrust I’m picking up from you?”

      Reegan mentally clamped down on her worries. “Sorry,” she muttered.

      Lathan let out a hard breath when they hit the open road, and he turned right, heading into town. “I know it isn’t easy for you to be in the position you’re in. You don’t want the job you’ve got in this pack? I get that. You don’t think I’ve felt the same way about my own job in the pack? Who the hell, out of any of us, would want to end up in Dad’s shadow?”

      Reegan nibbled her lip as she turned to listen to him.

      “Or Mom’s shadow, in your case,” Lathan added. He took a hand from the wheel to rub it over his hair. He seemed to change his mind mid-move and took his sunglasses off instead. “If you can’t trust me to be the best alpha I’m capable of being, I don’t blame you. You’ve got instincts just like the rest of us, and I’d never ask you to ignore them. But please, for my sake and everyone else’s, try your best to give me the benefit of the doubt, unless your instincts are telling you I’m going to get someone hurt. If that’s the case, come to me.”

      “I don’t mean to make you feel like I don’t trust you,” Reegan said, reaching to put a hand on his shoulder. It felt better to be connected. “I’m just scared.”

      Lathan’s mouth tipped up in his signature crooked smile. “I know you weren't exactly feeling my leadership before all these reasons to be scared came into play. I’m a good brother, but maybe I’m not cut out for fully giving myself to this role. That about sum it up?”

      Reegan blushed with the embarrassment of being called out so easily.

      “I see more than you know,” he said, his voice softening. “And, I swear to Fate, I’m trying to fill the big-ass shoes Wyatt Black left behind.”

      Reegan chuckled. “He did have big feet.”

      “Yeah,” Lathan said, reaching up to take her hand from his shoulder. He held it, squeezing it tight with brotherly affection. “For what it’s worth, I think you’re doing a great job filling in the gaps Mom left behind. Better than Riley would have.

      He needed to know what he learned from his Healer training to save his mate. There’s no way for us to see yet what strengths it brought you. But I’m excited to learn—even if I’m scared to lose anyone. You and I are kinda partners in this whole ‘keeping the pack in one piece’ thing. I haven’t addressed that before—not the way I should have. It’s time you and I both started working together on it, in better sync.”

      Reegan squeezed his hand back before he released her fingers and cocked her brow at him. “Was this whole thing just so you could get me out on the road and dress me down for not being a perfect omega wolf?”

      He snorted out a laugh and shook his head. “I wish. We’ve got work to do. Ready to attend your first-ever UNITY council meeting?”
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      Local UNITY council meetings were held in the larger neighboring city of Ash Valley. Reegan had been to the city plenty of times since her family had moved to Fairview. She'd never had a reason, though, to visit the luxury hotel where the meetings were held.

      The Elysian was owned and operated solely by members of the R & B. Most of the highest-priced places in the world were R & B properties. The ultra-elite business model was enough to keep most humans at bay. Any unwitting humans who stumbled across it would see only the opulence and the outrageous cost of entry.

      People filled the ballroom where the impromptu UNITY meeting was held. They roamed the room, rubbing elbows, murmuring in packs, and eyeing each other. Modern crystal chandeliers, more art than function, spanned the ceiling. Hors d'oeuvres passed on silver platters, filling the room with the smell of posh kitchens and discerning palates.

      A presentation stage platform had been set up along the back wall of the room with a row of chairs and a lectern on it.

      Below the stage, chairs sat in tidy rows, split by an aisle down the middle.

      Around the perimeter of the room, chairs flanked the walls. Those were reserved for anyone who wasn’t a member of the UNITY council or one of the smaller groups that held the interests of the R & B, like the wolf council.

      Despite all the indications otherwise, it wasn’t a party. It was a strategy meeting.

      Lathan was speaking to a vampire Reegan didn’t know. The supermodel-tall, slender woman held a white clipboard in the crook of her arm. She scribbled on it with a white pen before turning to look at the chairs around the room. She pointed to one off to the right. Then, she tapped the man beside her on the shoulder.

      He diverted his attention immediately from the ghost woman he was speaking with. His devout regard suggested he was the vampire’s Patron. When he turned away from the ghost, the edges of her corporeal shape flickered before she noticed Reegan’s gaze. Reegan smiled, and the woman smiled back, flaring into full presence again. Some ghosts were capable of holding themselves in the world. Those who couldn't needed the attention of others to stay in the physical plane.

      The male vampire reached into the bag he carried on his arm and pulled out a badge on a clip, which he passed to Lathan.

      Lathan nodded his thanks to them both before he handed the badge over to Reegan. “We can thank Avery later for making you the Royal Healer,” he murmured. He put his arm over Reegan’s shoulder and guided her through the crowd. “Looks like it’s going to be a packed house. They didn’t want to give up a seat until I mentioned your title under our Magistrate.”

      Reegan studied the badge. It was embossed in black with the UNITY seal and proclaimed her to be a “special guest”. She clipped it to her sweater, thinking special guests should be more dressed up than she was. Had she known she’d be coming to a formal meeting, she might have at least worn slacks instead of jeans and Chucks. She now noticed Lathan was wearing nicer pants with his loose button-down, instead of his usual beat-up jeans and eye-rollingly tight tee. Apparently, Grace was a fan of the skintight garment of which Lathan owned far too many.

      He had also locked the pistol from his hip up in the console safe he’d installed in his tricked-out ride years earlier. It was the first time Reegan had ever seen him use the thing, but he'd explained the meetings were no-weapon zones. Reegan understood the sentiment, but it seemed like a worse time than ever to go unarmed.

      “Do you think you’re going to need me here?” Reegan whispered, not bothering to lift her voice over the rumble in the room. She knew he—and at least half a dozen others—would hear her anyway.

      Lathan shrugged, taking her shoulders with him in the gesture. “Avery said she needed you. It was my job to deliver you.”

      That instilled exactly zero confidence in Reegan that nothing terrible would go down. The fact that Avery wanted her around was worse, actually.

      A heavy gavel pounded on the lectern, and Lathan propelled them forward. “Gotta go,” he said, giving her a squeeze before he planted her in front of her chair. There was a number card pinned to the backrest of the chair that corresponded with the number on Reegan’s badge. To her surprise, she saw someone had managed to scribble her name on the card—having crossed out the one before hers.

      Caleb Armstrong.

      Reegan shuddered as she sat down, wondering if the chair would be warm from Caleb’s body. Had he managed to sit there before he’d been given the boot in favor of her? Or had he not made it at all? Her hopes hung on that idea, but she cast her gaze around the room anyway. She breathed out when she’d let her eyes touch on every person she could see without landing on Caleb.

      “Chairperson Sù, I move we begin this emergency council meeting.” A dragon stood in front of one of the seats on the stage, addressing the stocky shifter whose body dwarfed the podium.

      “I move that we stop calling it an ‘emergency’ meeting,” a snide voice called from the rows of chairs in front of the stage. Reegan couldn’t see the speaker, though heads turned to the far side of the room. “I move we refer to this as an ‘out of session’ meeting instead,” the voice continued. “Calling this charade an emergency gives it credence it doesn’t deserve.”

      The room erupted into a rumble of sounds—some agreeing, some disagreeing, most angry. Reegan’s nerves began to get the better of her. In her back pocket, her phone buzzed. She snatched it, aiming to silence it altogether. Her trembling fingers almost fumbled the thing to the floor when she saw Graham’s face attached to the message. She slid her thumb over the screen to open the message and bit down on her surprised laugh.

      
        
        Hey, butterfly. Sorry we humans are so obsessed with selfies, but I hope you like the one I left you. Stole your number and gave you mine. Had a feeling we might need to be in contact. Just heard from Diesel about the emergency meetings. Hang in there.

      

      

      Reegan tapped a button, shutting off the screen and silencing the phone. The last thing she needed was a nosy neighbor in any of the chairs around her peering over her shoulder and getting the wrong idea.

      Her heart skipped as she slid the phone back into her pocket. What had that crazy man been thinking, sneaking her phone and adding a picture of himself to it? A picture she definitely didn’t want to study in depth as soon as she was in private. Several words came to mind—the chief among them including sexy and impossible. The former was winning out over the latter, though. The message had come at the perfect moment, right as she was starting to panic over her current situation. His words made her feel stronger. Safer. Less alone.

      Reegan returned her attention to the stage. The shifter who was leading the meeting—a bear, if his temperament offered a hint—was pounding his gavel again. The thunderous sound echoed through the room.

      “This meeting will have order!” he shouted over the noise of the crowd.

      “Chairperson Sù,” a familiar voice rang out from the double doors into the room. “I beg your permission to address the council.”

      Every head turned to gaze as Snelgrove glided into the ballroom. His daughter and a small entourage of red-wearing Dissidents followed in his wake.

      Chairperson Sù clutched the gavel in his hand. The sound of wood splintering ricocheted through the room. “Mr. Snelgrove, you are here, no doubt, to put on another of your shows. The council has not yet opened the floor to the public. Your request is denied.”

      If the support for Snelgrove at the Halloween party was a surprise, the approval in the room was an all-out shock. Well over half the crowd stood to voice their disagreement with the chairperson’s response. Even three of the people on the council—the ones seated on the stage—joined the fray.

      Chairperson Sù pounded his gavel so hard the mallet head of it broke off and went flying. A man rushed up to give him another so quickly, Reegan realized it must be a regular occurrence.

      A chant built over the room, first only a few voices, then a loud chorus. “Let him speak! Let him speak! Let him speak!”

      The vampire to Reegan’s right stood and joined the rallying cry. So did many others from the chairs nearby.

      Chairperson Sù cast a helpless glance back at the members of the council. Reegan watched as Lathan and Avery squirmed in their chairs, sharing an apprehensive look. Never before had they appeared so closely aligned or so unanimously uncomfortable. Avery looked off to the side, and Reegan trailed her gaze to where Diesel stood. He shifted uneasily on his feet, arms crossed, hands itching for pistols that weren’t there. Reegan locked down her emotions, aware of what they could incite in the others around her.

      The chairperson shook his head and lifted a hand, quieting a crowd that didn’t care what he had to say—a crowd that only fell silent in anticipation of hearing another man speak.

      “Mr. Snelgrove, out of respect accorded to you by your former position on this panel, you may have the floor for five minutes. Use them wisely.”
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      Snelgrove strode to the stairs at the side of the platform. His posse followed, coming to a stop in front of the stage and turning to face the audience. They formed a wall between the crowd and the stage, ever-menacing in their clear message. No one would get through them to harm their leader.

      The ominous quiet in the room once again set Reegan on edge. She understood the rules and decorum with which many of the R & B conducted themselves in public. They were all dangerous, magical beings—UNITY had brought about a level of order that ensured the safety and rights of each of them. But surely this called for a change, didn’t it? For lashing out and carrying Snelgrove away—for hauling his supporters from the room and barring them from the stage.

      Couldn’t anyone else in the room feel the awful, strange power that buzzed from the man who smoothed his suit as he prepared to address them all?

      “Thank you, Chairperson Sù. And thank you all for your support,” Snelgrove said into the microphone on the lectern.

      By all accounts, Reegan assumed Snelgrove to be psychotic. Unhinged and shrill. Every time anyone talked about the night Grace had murdered his human form, they made him sound like a man who had gone wholly off the rails into the depths of insanity.

      The man at the lectern didn’t seem insane or unhinged. He appeared thoughtful and well put together. It was as if the show of support in the room surprised and charmed him, leaving him grateful.

      “As I have only five minutes, I’ll keep this brief and to the point,” Snelgrove said. He placed a hand on either side of the lectern and cleared his throat as he looked out over the crowd. His eyes roamed Reegan’s way. Surely, he couldn’t see her beyond the bright lights that lit the stage, but she felt as if he stared right at her. Right into her. A smile touched his lips, and Reegan shivered in her seat, aware of the watchful eye of the vampire to her right.

      “As you all know, I faced my own mortality several years ago. I lost my life for the things I’d done, which was a humbling experience. In my absence, my seat on this council was reassigned." He turned to address the council, angling to keep his mouth pointed at the microphone. "I believe—and correct me if I’m wrong—that reassignment took place without a public vote.”

      The members of the council who had joined the cheers of support nodded and glared at the others on the stage with them who could offer no argument. Reegan knew it was true. Avery’s mother, Thalia Wells, had handed the seat to Lathan. Lathan had said there was no dissent when he went to the first meeting to be sworn in. He’d been serving on the council ever since, though he rarely talked about it. Most of what he did there was confidential—another reason it surprised Reegan to be included in this meeting.

      “Seeing as I’ve now returned to the Active World in one piece,” Snelgrove said with a chuckle, “it's only fair to question that action. I think it should be put to a vote. Or a challenge, if you prefer that word—though it sounds a bit overdramatic to me. The opposing parties for the vote being, of course, myself and Mr. Black who now holds my position. I move that the public vote take place today. Right now, in fact."

      This, at least, drew a strong reaction from the crowd. Division formed quickly in the room between cheers and cries of opposition. Even from where she sat, Reegan could see Chairperson Sù’s hand tighten, his knuckles going white from his grip around his gavel.

      Diesel looked as if he might grind his teeth to powder, his jaw clenched so tight every bone and muscle in it pressed hard against his skin. He even stepped forward but jerked his head back in Avery’s direction and his shoulders heaved with irritation when he moved back into his place. Reegan hadn’t heard Avery issue a warning over the distance or the noise in the room. No doubt she’d backed Diesel down, though.

      Just like at the party, there were expectations for the way they conducted themselves—though Reegan thought the commitment to those expectations was growing thinner by the second. Tension crackled like lightning in the room. How long would it be before it struck and ignited a fire they couldn’t easily put out?

      “I second the motion!” the vampire on the stage cried, lifting a thin, white hand.

      “Point of order,” shouted a ghost on the other end of the stage.

      Snelgrove lifted his hand to the crowd, quieting his followers. He offered a smile that smacked of overconfidence, turning to Chairperson Sù to do his part with everyone else.

      For the first time, Chairperson Sù looked conflicted about using his gavel—should he pound it to bring the remaining objectors in the room to order at the risk of accepting Snelgrove’s silent challenge to do so? He struck the top of the lectern one sharp time and waited for the room to fall quiet again.

      Chairperson Sù cleared his throat, looking back and forth between Lathan and Snelgrove as he announced, "Point of order well taken." He rubbed a meaty hand over his forehead before continuing. “The rules of the council state no public votes can take place at an emergency meeting. There will be no vote held today. Madam Secretary, let the minutes reflect that a motion for a public vote has passed. It will be held at the earliest in-session meeting of the council.”

      A chorus of boos sounded around the room, and a man shouted, “Why wait? Hold the vote now!”

      But Snelgrove lifted his hand to the crowd. “Please, friends. My request has been granted. I am happy with that response. Let’s play nice, shall we? Rules are rules, after all.”

      The snickering that rang out from the Dissidents on the floor left an uneasy feeling in Reegan’s stomach. It was plain to see that was an inside joke. The Dissidents’ main agenda was doing away with UNITY’s rules.

      “On a more personal level,” Snelgrove continued, “I would also like to address the practices of the Black Pack. The current wolf Magistrate should be called into question, as well."

      Reegan shrank into her chair when another round of raucous arguments erupted. This one was even greater than the previous responses. Her cheeks blazed from the glare of the vampire who sat beside her. The man clearly knew her identity. She wished it wasn’t emblazoned on her chair for all to see.

      Her wolf whimpered inside. Never had she felt as if she didn’t want to belong to her pack. All she wanted was to belong to her pack. To never be apart from them. How quickly her fears had her wanting to turn tail!

      The chairperson shouldered his way fully back in front of the lectern. He pounded it so hard with the gavel Reegan thought the whole podium would smash to bits. “Order! Order!”

      The crowd only quieted when Snelgrove lifted his hand and offered a serene smile.

      “Mr. Snelgrove, you have had your time. Your additional requests fall outside the scope of this council. They should be addressed at the wolf council meeting.”

      “Which will immediately follow this meeting,” Avery said. She stood from her own seat and came forward as she spoke. The swagger in her steps gave Reegan hope. Avery had a history of putting evil in the ground, after all. “You’re welcome to attend. Your”—she paused to cast a sneer over the entourage that had followed Snelgrove in—“crew is welcome to wait outside. Mixed company and all,” she added with a fake smile.

      She turned to stroll away before glancing back over her shoulder. "Oh, and I should clarify. You're welcome to attend as an audience member only. Not as a member of the council, of course, since you no longer hold sway there."

      At the resulting discord in the room, Reegan wished Avery had handled herself with a fraction less bravado.

      “Of course,” Snelgrove said. His voice wasn’t edged with a snarl. He hardly even batted an eye. He didn’t turn red, as Grace had often laughed about him doing when he’d held her hostage. “One other thought, if I may,” he said. He turned back to lean toward the microphone, rather than relinquishing the stage.

      Chairperson Sù gripped the sides of the lectern with white knuckles but allowed Snelgrove to continue. What else could he do? From the sounds of the room, he’d have a riot on his hands if he intervened. With things already so precarious in the world, it was more important to know who stood where.

      That was the first moment Reegan felt like she understood the strategy Avery, Lathan, and Diesel shared amongst themselves. Sometimes observant inactivity was the rational, conscious choice.

      “Many of you may be confused about the mission my followers wish to pursue. Certainly, there are more than enough rumors flying around to befuddle the cleverest among us.”

      Laughter filtered around the room. It was an R & B in-joke that rumors were the way business got done. What else did all those ancient souls have to do in life than talk about each other?

      “Let there be no mistake. I stand behind the people who have supported me, and those whose actions have brought me back from the darkness of death. If they choose to move forward with their plans to take the Races and Breeds public, I feel I have no choice but to support them. If you wish to join us, don’t be shy. We see you. We hear you, and we’ll help you achieve your dreams.”

      The room exploded again. Reactions of shock vied with cheers of support. Snelgrove strolled away from the stage as if he hadn’t just thrown a bomb into the middle of the room. He and his entourage exited while chaos consumed the audience.

      Reegan tuned her ears to the conversations around her.

      “How did he come back? I heard Fate didn’t sanction his return.”

      “Magistrate Wells is still in command of the wolves. He can’t make good on those claims because he’s under her purview.”

      “That could change at the next wolf council meeting, though, couldn’t it? Who have you spoken to? How many are still on her side?”

      The vampire next to Reegan turned to peer down at her. She didn’t like the smile that warped his lips or the way his fangs glistened when he leaned toward her. “The day of the wolves is drawing to an end. If you were wise, you’d advise your brother and your leader to step aside and fall into the rank and file.”

      Reegan’s mouth went dry. She dropped her gaze, refusing to look at the vampire and staring at his hands instead. She forced herself to focus on whether or not he moved to touch her. If he touched her, he could alter her thoughts. Read her mind. Steal her memories. She couldn't allow any of that.

      A heavy hand landed on her shoulder, and she gasped. Diesel hauled her up by the arm and glared right at the vampire. “Threaten my sister again, fang-fuck. I’d love an excuse to see how creatively I can kill you.”

      The vampire scoffed and brushed at a speck of lint on his black suit. “You wolves and your misaligned priorities. You make it almost too easy.”

      “Diesel, come on,” Reegan said, tugging at Diesel’s arm. “They’re ending the meeting.”

      Chairperson Sù was getting nowhere with trying to calm the hubbub back down. The meeting crumbled around them. Well over half the crowd left to follow behind Snelgrove.

      Sure, every one of them identified themselves as being on his side. But what did it matter in terms of strategy?

      That was the part Reegan still didn’t understand. Even if you knew who you were up against, what could you do when there were so many more of them than there were of you?
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      Lathan was quiet in the car. So quiet Reegan squirmed in her seat.

      “That didn’t go well,” she murmured.

      “No.” It was all he said. His jaw ticked.

      “What does that mean?” Reegan asked.

      Lathan was silent.

      “That vampire wasn’t happy with us,” Reegan tried again.

      Lathan scoffed and shook his head. “Why would he be? You’ve heard how Diesel and Avery talked about the vampires they encountered when they were held captive in that church. No question the Snelgroves have told them exactly what they want to hear. They like the power the Snelgroves give them."

      The muscles in his jaw jumped. Reegan studied him. She could almost see the thoughts thrashing through his brain. "You think it's more than that, don't you?"

      Lathan glanced over at her. "I think they see Snelgrove and his daughter as a weak point in UNITY. That’s their way in.” He rubbed a hand over his hair. “And you know what? If I’m honest, I don’t blame them. Vampires have always been the last at everything—living in the light, gaining rights within UNITY. They’ve finally found a hole they can wedge themselves into to get more power."

      He glanced over again. "You know how vamps are with loopholes. If they find one and exploit it, that’s celebrated within their own Race. Why would they feel any different about exploiting a loophole in the universe?”

      “Should we be scared?” Reegan asked. She flinched when Lathan slammed a hand against the steering wheel. “I’m not calling your leadership into judgment,” she said, frowning at him.

      For the first time, she saw his reaction in a different light. Less lost; more frustrated. Like maybe he’d had a plan all along, and now it was blown to smithereens. “I’m asking you honestly. You said you and I need to work together. I’m asking you if the right reaction here is fear.”

      Lathan shook his head and clenched the wheel tighter. “I don’t know. I can’t even pretend I’m a step ahead of this anymore. I thought I was. But that”—he hooked a thumb over his shoulder—“proved I have no idea. And if I’m out of the UNITY council, I’ll have even less of a clue. As long as Avery’s still on it, we’ll maintain an advantage. But how long can that last? And how much will she be able to say? Most of what we discuss in our closed-door sessions is confidential. She can’t risk letting us all in on the truth if it threatens the one advantage we have left. Fate…”

      He scrubbed his hand over his jaw, changing directions in his diatribe. “Did you see how smug he was? Fateforsaken Snelgrove. He’s changed, you know. He's not even the same person he was before. He would have lost it back then. He'd have gone off the handle in a group like that when he wasn’t getting his way immediately. He’s different. It’s more unpredictable."

      Worried fatigue touched the corners of Lathan's eyes and mouth. Deep lines carved his forehead. "Did you see the way he managed to distance himself from the radical arguments his followers make? And yet, he’s still right in the middle of it all, supporting their ideas. Their right to fight for what they want. All I can think is if I weren’t sitting on that stage, would I be buying it? Would I be following him? If we hadn’t been through what happened with Grace and Avery, part of me wonders if I’d be falling in line.”

      He made the last turn off the main road and onto the long private drive that led up to the Magistrate’s mansion. Acres of land separated the colonial-style mansion from the road. A wrought iron fence and privacy hedges surrounded the property.

      Vehicles packed the circular drive. Lathan had to join a line of cars some of the Magistrate's wolves were valeting. Reegan lifted her hand in a solemn wave to Simmons, Simone’s twin brother. He offered her a grim smile as the car rolled past him.

      “Fate,” Lathan said, shaking his head at the crowd gathered outside. The red-cloaked Dissidents weren’t shouting or protesting. They merely stood, shoulder to shoulder. Strength in numbers. There were more of them together than Reegan had ever seen in one place.

      Lathan pulled the car to a stop in front of the wide stairs up to the front door. Another of the Magistrate’s wolves opened Reegan’s door. She looked over, expecting Lathan to pass the keys off to the one on the driver’s side. Instead, he kept his hands locked around the wheel.

      “Are you coming?” she prompted, worried by the look on his face.

      “No,” he said. When he looked over at her, her heart lurched. The faintest shimmer of tears rimmed his lids. “I can’t.” His voice was thick and strained. “Avery told me to drop you here and go home.”

      “Lathan, no.” Reegan pushed the words from her lips, though every bit of her omega personality tried to claw them back. “I can’t go in there without you.”

      “You have to,” he said, grabbing her hand and squeezing. “You do whatever Avery asks of you. Do you hear me?” His words were nothing more than a whisper, so light they hardly carried any air at all. “As your alpha, I’m commanding it.”

      He could have unleashed a wave of the alpha power he possessed into their touch. The force of it would have made Reegan roll right over at the slightest order. Instead, he squeezed her hand again. “Please. For me. For Grace. We need you to step up.”

      Several cars honked at the hold-up. Reegan blinked back tears. “Okay.”

      As she climbed out, the wolf attending her opened the back door. He retrieved her bags without a word.

      “Reegan,” Lathan called out, voice still thick.

      She poked her head around the back door. She felt like she’d been kicked when she caught him wiping his eyes with the butt of his palm.

      “I love you,” Lathan said.

      Her bottom lip trembled. Fear gripped her. “I love you, too,” she whispered. She silently begged him not to say goodbye.

      When he didn’t, it was her only consolation. Her only prayer that she would see him again.

      Oliver, the Magistrate’s wolf who carried her bags, closed the passenger door. Reegan watched Lathan drive away.

      “Miss, if you’re ready,” Oliver said, gesturing to the front door. He was among the youngest of the wolves in the Magistrate’s service. Reegan had only met him a few times, but she felt comfortable with him. It was the same with all the wolves who were still in the mansion. When Avery had faced Cassandra Snelgrove down several years earlier, one of the Magistrate's wolves was found out as a spy. After that, Diesel had thoroughly vetted the remaining ones.

      She followed Oliver through corridors full of plush red carpets and original hardwood. He led her toward Avery’s private office on the second floor. People milled about in the hallways, waiting for the wolf council meeting to begin. Not all of them were wolves, which surprised Reegan. She assumed non-wolves would be denied entry after Avery’s order that Snelgrove’s mixed group of followers wouldn't be allowed inside.

      Some stopped talking to watch her pass. Others ignored her completely. She still felt underdressed and out of place. Plus, she was crying. What little makeup she wore was likely all over her face, little black spiderwebs running from her eyes.

      Avery’s office was empty when Oliver showed Reegan in. He placed her bags next to the tufted sofa. “Would you like some tea, miss?” he asked.

      Reegan mustered a soggy smile. “No. Thank you, though.”

      Oliver nodded and turned to go. But then he turned back, went to the sideboard and retrieved a box of tissues. He pulled one out and placed the box on the coffee table before he took Reegan’s hand and put the tissue in her palm. He squeezed her fingers and offered her that shy, devoted smile all the Magistrate’s wolves seemed to be so good at. “Have faith,” he whispered.

      Then, he dipped his head again and left her alone in the room.

      The door opened almost as soon as it shut behind him. Avery and Diesel bustled into the room.

      Avery crossed right to Reegan and hauled her into a hug. “How are you holding up?” she asked, squeezing Reegan tight. “Diesel told me about the mouthy vamp.”

      Reegan sniffled and squeezed back. “Let’s just say it hasn’t been my favorite day.”

      Avery laughed and held Reegan out at arm’s length. “Mine either. All the drama isn’t nearly as much fun as it used to be. When did I get so old and crotchety?”

      “You’re not old,” Diesel said, draping an arm over her shoulders and dropping a kiss to her forehead.

      Avery rolled her eyes at Reegan. “Did you notice how he didn’t say I’m not crotchety?”

      Reegan sniffed out a tearful laugh.

      “I know we’re asking so much of you today,” Avery said, grabbing the tissue box and offering another to Reegan. “It’s not over yet. I’ve got to ask you to stick with me.”

      Reegan swallowed around the lump in her throat. “I’m here,” she said.

      She wished she were anywhere else.
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      The library of the Magistrate's mansion housed the wolf council meetings.

      The room was one of Reegan's favorites in the house. Two stories of books rose from floor to ceiling. Longer than it was wide, the space comfortably accommodated the long council table in the middle. The wall across from the door boasted panels of stained glass depicting an image of the Forest—the place wolves went when they retired or died. Rolling ladders granted access to the high shelves, and a second-story catwalk rimmed the perimeter.

      A spiral staircase on either side of the entry door led up to the catwalk. Wolf paw prints and crescent moons hid in the intricate wrought iron railings of the stairs and balcony.

      Reegan followed Diesel and Avery through the first-floor doors. As Avery went ahead to the table, Diesel led Reegan up the stairs. She took a place to his right, among the audience already gathered on the catwalk. It was reminiscent of the Dissidents marching in to oversee the Halloween floor show. She folded her arms around herself, sinking as deep as she could into her baggy sweater.

      "The wolves sit in order of influence around the table," Diesel explained. "Avery, as the leader, sits at the head." He pointed to the end of the table closest to the stained glass windows. He moved his finger to the left, pointing at the throne-like chair on the opposite end. "That one remains empty. It's a symbol of the fact that Fate plays an equal role in the leadership of the race."

      "What about the rest?" Reegan asked as wolves filled the remaining chairs around the table.

      "They're seated from the outside of the table in," Diesel said. "The wolves in the middle hold the least power. They're surrounded by their older, wiser peers so they can learn and grow."

      A second row of chairs was lined up, each behind a seat at the table. Another wave of wolves entered, many with folders or briefcases.

      "Who are they?" Reegan asked.

      "Assistants, mostly," Diesel said. He tilted his chin to indicate Simone, who took up the seat behind Avery. "The others are translators for those who need them."

      The wolf council was made up of leaders from all over the world. Each of those leaders headed regional and local wolf communities. The few in this room were the global representatives.

      Across the room, on the opposite catwalk, Snelgrove rested his hands on the railing. He was, as Avery had ordered, in the audience without his followers. Reegan shuddered to think what would happen if the angry mob outside charged the building or attacked in some even more heinous way. She supposed the fact that Snelgrove was a wolf should give her some comfort. Surely, they wouldn’t destroy the building and everyone in it if he were among them.

      His daughter stood next to him, eyes trained on the meeting below. Though their coloring was similar, Reegan realized they didn't look very much alike. She wondered if there were any truth to the wide variety of rumors about Cassandra.

      As if the woman could hear her thoughts, Cassandra's eyes shot up to meet Reegan's. There was something strange about her gaze. It was distant and unfocused.

      Commotion below drew Reegan's attention. It looked like the wolf council meeting might go about as well as its UNITY predecessor had. At least she’d had the shock to prepare herself.

      "I move we hold a vote for the Magistrate's position!" an older wolf in the middle of the table shouted.

      He didn't seem to have learned much, based on the reactions of those around him. Rather than supporting his motion, several voiced offense at the mere suggestion.

      "Point of order," called a wolf down the table. "The meeting hasn't even been opened yet, Montague. Hold your tongue."

      "Fate selects the Magistrate, you fool!" a female wolf chimed in.

      The position had never been opposed in an election. Not even in the lawless times before UNITY had brought the R & B together.

      Avery opened the meeting by greeting the wolves. Translators relayed everything she said to their leaders. No sooner had Avery stopped talking than the man in the middle made another attempt.

      "I move we hold a vote for the Magistrate's position!"

      It appeared there was more uncertainty in the international wolf population than they’d anticipated. The council members—even those who'd brushed him off before—shifted in their seats.

      Avery held her hands out to them. "Any seconds?" When no one responded, she snorted out a laugh. "Fine. I'll bite. I second the motion."

      The room exploded with sound from every angle. Diesel stiffened beside Reegan. She touched his arm, and he shook his head. "She knows what she's doing," he said between gritted teeth.

      Avery continued over the din. "Discussion may commence. Mr. Montague, you have the floor."

      The wolf in question stood from his chair and cleared his throat. "Well..."

      Now that all eyes in the room were on him, he didn't seem so self-assured. He stumbled over every other word, but still delivered a message. "Mr. Snelgrove's return does raise some questions, doesn't it? I mean, is there a chance it could be a sign from Fate Herself? We should at least question the fact that the acting Magistrate is the only one on this council who purports to be able to speak to Fate. Would she willingly admit it if Fate told her to step aside? That someone else had been chosen to take the helm?"

      The low buzzing of translators murmuring to their leaders filled the space of every breath he took. Grunts and grumbles from those who understood his tongue joined the cacophony.

      He continued to speak, voice trembling as he lifted it to talk over the room. "How do we know Fate didn't want Mr. Snelgrove in charge? How do we know some other, more powerful force wasn't at work to bring Mr. Snelgrove back from the dead?"

      "There is no power above Fate!" one wolf cried

      "Point of privilege!" Another wolf shouted. "I can't make sense of what anyone is saying with all this racket!"

      "Point of order! Mr. Montague has lost his Fateforsaken mind!"

      All the shouted words crashed into each other. Reegan was overcome by the urge to cover her ears against the angry noise pummeling them. The only good the yelling did was to put Mr. Montague in his place. He slunk back into his chair while wolves around him yelled until their faces were purple, their vitriol directed at him.

      A suave, dark-haired wolf threw back his seat and slammed his hands on the table. He pointed menacingly at Mr. Montague while rattling off a rapid-fire rant to his translator. She shook her head in confusion and asked him something. He threw his hands up, repeating the same word twice more. Then, he thrust his finger in Mr. Montague's direction again.

      The young female with him finally turned to the group and, in her gorgeous, rich accent, said, “He is saying ‘plant’. I’m sorry, I do not know what he means.”

      Avery sighed as several other wolves joined in on the angry gestures when their own translators repeated the information to them. She glanced around the group. “For anyone who doesn't know the term, Mr. Bahadur is accusing Mr. Montague of being placed here as an informer. Or a spy," she added with a shrug. “We’re not here to speculate on whether Mr. Montague is, in fact, a plant. What it comes down to is whether or not you all still have the confidence in me to continue in this position. Accusations were thrown out by Mr. Snelgrove at the UNITY meeting. It needs to be explicit, between all of us, if you still trust me in this role.”

      Another woman two seats down from Avery raised her hand before the chatter could swell again.

      Avery nodded in acknowledgment. "Ms. Weber."

      She spoke for herself, rather than through her translator. “I’ve heard rumblings of these accusations before. We all have. And we all know Mr. Snelgrove’s history, including the accusations charged against him. Slavery. Kidnapping. Genetic abuse. I, myself, have had encounters with him that left me wondering about his sanity. In my opinion, he has never made any real effort to conceal his distaste for UNITY or for the rules this very council has put in place to protect its people. I say the accusations against the Magistrate and her pack alpha have no bearing on the decisions here, as long as they have been within the rights of the law. He illegally held both you, Magistrate, and the mate of your alpha. That, alone, allows the actions you took against him.”

      “I hate to ask”—another wolf from the opposite end of the table chimed in—“but where is the proof of that?” He held a hand up quickly. “I’m not calling it into question. I’m asking if we have the proof on hand, so we can present a case if one is brought against you, Magistrate.”

      A low growl issued from Reegan’s left. She peeked over at Diesel next to her. He was leaned over the railing, elbows resting on it and hands clasped, casual as could be. But the cords in his arms and neck twitched and rippled with tension.

      Reegan elbowed him, catching his attention. She lifted a finger to her lips, alerting him he was making noise. He drew in a breath so deep his nostrils flared, and his leather jacket strained. He nodded and pressed his lips together, forming a hard line.

      The rest of the meeting continued similarly. Every voice of support was met with questions. Simone sat behind Avery, clicking away at a computer to record everything that was said. She grew more and more ashen as questions continued to fly.

      The room dissolved into argument again before Ms. Weber's voice rang out above the rest. "I object to the consideration of Mr. Montague's question. I move that we continue on as we have been, tabling all discussion on the matter until our next in-session meeting."

      Several voices called, "Second!" at the same time.

      "The movement to table demands a two-thirds vote," Avery said.

      A chorus of "aye" and "nay" rose up, but the "ayes" were the clear victors.

      "I don't think I need to call for a division of the house on that," Avery said. She turned her steely gaze on Mr. Montague. "I believe you and your master have your answer. I move that we adjourn."

      "Second," several voices answered.

      "So moved," Avery said. "I look forward to seeing you all at our in-session meeting."

      Reegan's stomach twisted in knots as she watched Snelgrove and Cassandra stride from the room. She couldn't help but notice Snelgrove looked as if he'd gotten exactly what he'd wanted. How could that be, though? The meeting had come to no real conclusions, as far as Reegan could tell. Certainly not any that would lean in Snelgrove's favor.

      If Fate truly ruled them, why was this happening? Why would She even allow it?

      Diesel shoved away from the railing and stormed from the room. Reegan turned to follow him, apologizing as she squeezed past the same people he pushed aside. She wondered if someone should point out to him that the Magistrate's mate might want to put on a better public face. Then, she realized anyone who tried to tell him something like that would likely get pitched right over that railing.

      She pushed through the door that led into the second-floor hallway outside the library. Diesel was nowhere to be seen. Reegan set off for Avery’s office, again, unsure of where else to go. She had yet to figure out why Avery wanted her at any of this to begin with. Luckily, no one had gotten hurt, but it left her on edge—what was she waiting for?

      She was so absorbed in her thoughts, she didn’t pick up on any of the warning signs. When the hand reached out and grabbed her arm, stopping her in her tracks, all sounds of protest lodged in her throat. She was tugged into an alcove.

      “I take from the way you’re all tucking tail and running, that didn’t go well,” Caleb said. He pressed her into the wall with his sinewy body.

      Startled, Reegan froze. He shouldn’t have been there—not as a human, and not the way he kept popping up everywhere Reegan went.

      Cruel amusement twitched at the corner of Caleb’s mouth. “You know, I love it when you look surprised,” he said, easing back from her, but not taking his hand off her arm.

      “What are you doing here?” Reegan hissed.

      “I’m a guest, of sorts,” Caleb replied, his mocking smile twitching again. “I’m more interested in why you’re here. It all went smoothly enough. Why did they feel they needed a Healer on hand?”

      What had she ever seen in him? Better question: how had she never noticed the darkness that shadowed his features? She thanked Fate his touch didn’t inspire in her the same feelings Graham’s did. Despite what she told herself most of the time, things truly could have been so much worse.

      The thought of Graham—of the toughness he delivered with that sexy smile—filled her with a courage she didn’t usually feel. “Your guess is as good as mine,” Reegan said, jerking hard out of his hold. She was still a wolf, after all. She was far stronger than Caleb. Physically, at least.

      “I love it when you keep me on my toes,” he called out.

      He let her go, but they both knew he had a hold on her even when he wasn’t touching her.
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      Diesel met Reegan in the hall outside Avery's office. He jerked his head to the side, motioning Reegan to follow him. She did so, stepping off down the hall from where a small group of the Magistrate's wolves stood. The rest of the wolves Reegan had passed had been tasked with clearing the mansion of all other guests.

      "I was just coming to find you," Diesel said. He had more than a foot on Reegan, and he had a tendency to lean down when they spoke, enclosing her in brotherly warmth. “Oliver said he saw you get cornered by Caleb Armstrong.” He frowned, looking her over. “Are you okay?”

      Reegan tucked a lock of hair behind her ear. She clamped down on the fear and anxiety responses she had, both from having encountered Caleb and from her brother asking about it. “I’m fine. He asked why a Healer was here, and I told him his guess was as good as mine.”

      Diesel scratched at his dark stubble with one hand before he nodded. “I’ve put word in to Graham to watch out for you. I can’t give you an order like Lathan can, but I’m asking you for this. If you’re not with one of us, please stick close to Graham.”

      “Is he back?” Reegan asked, warring with confusion and excitement over Diesel’s request.

      Rose let loose a wild screech and tore out of Avery's office. She raced as fast as she could on chubby, toddling legs to throw herself at Reegan. "Auntie Weegan!" The untamable laughter that rolled from her was music to Reegan's ears.

      Reegan thanked Fate the twins could find joy even when confusion surrounded them; she wished she could take a hint from them on how to do so. Dahlia was quick to follow, and Reegan scooped them both up. It was more of a chore than it had been a month earlier, even with her wolf strength. Shifter children were heavier with muscle than their human counterparts.

      Diesel strolled back into Avery's office. Reegan followed, the twins chattering nonstop at her and each other.

      Avery finished speaking with Simone and motioned Reegan over. The Magistrate role looked good on Avery—it always had. But there in the middle of her mother’s old office, Avery looked, to Reegan at least, more like a queen than she ever had before. Perhaps it was the regal surrounding of the mansion bestowed upon her by her title. Whatever it was, Avery gave off more of an air of her mother than she probably knew.

      She tickled the cheeks of her girls, who were still tangled up in Reegan’s arms. Her fingers brushed through their soft curls. Silver-blond like Diesel's. Streaked with black like Avery’s own blond hair was.

      “Come here, wild ones,” Avery cooed, opening her arms.

      The babies both reached for her. Their little arms curled around her and each other, hugging tight as Avery lifted them into her embrace.

      Reegan took a step back when Diesel joined his family. The affection he showed his mate and children always made Reegan’s heart squeeze. Never had Diesel reminded her so much of their father than in the first moment he’d held his daughters.

      Though Lathan favored Wyatt’s looks more than any of her brothers, Diesel—strange to say, but yes! Diesel!—was the most like their father when it came to paternal love. But, perhaps that was unfair. He was the only one in the family who had children. Maybe Reegan only saw it by default because of that.

      Diesel dropped his forehead to Avery’s, holding her close. He wrapped himself protectively around the girls. They giggled and snuggled between their parents, but the scent in the air changed. Things Reegan had been picking up on way too much recently in her pack permeated the air. Sadness, grief, fear. The girls grew solemn.

      “Remember what Mommy told you?” Avery whispered. “Do everything Daddy and your aunts and uncles ask you to. Look out for each other. And eat all the candy you want. Okay?”

      Rose and Dahlia both reached up to touch her cheeks. Avery closed her eyes, kissing their little fingers and sharing whispers with them.

      Reegan shut down her senses, trying to give them a moment she felt needed to be private.

      Simone stepped forward, at long last, to take the girls. “Who wants brownies?”

      "Me! Me! Me!" the girls cheered.

      Avery set them down, and they took Simone's hands, bouncing along at her sides as she led them from the room. Avery let out a long shaky breath, eyes locked with Diesel’s before she turned her attention to Reegan.

      “I’m sorry to keep you in the dark until the very last minute,” she said. She crossed the room, reassuming her Magistrate persona. “I’ve been worried someone might try to get to you and gain whatever information they thought they could. It was better for you not to know, even if I’m sure that was much harder.”

      “Not to know what?” Reegan asked, frowning at the impersonal, business-like way her sister-in-law was talking. She sat on the sofa when Avery gestured for her to do so.

      “For several months now, I’ve been out of contact with Fate,” Avery said. “She and I have had our disagreements in the past, but this time it’s different.” She settled herself in the gold tufted chair that had once been her mother’s throne.

      Reegan realized it was strange for Avery to call any sort of meeting in this office. When she was at the mansion, she usually conducted her meetings in a different room the wolfs in her service had prepared for her. It was more her style with its sleek, modern furniture; less shabby chic than the office around them.

      “When the disturbance occurred the other night at the Halloween party, I attempted to go to the Forest to convene with Fate.”

      “Oh. My gosh. I didn’t know you were doing that again,” Reegan said.

      Avery had, once upon a time, come and gone to the Forest—the wolf version of the afterlife—as she’d pleased. But Fate had taken that power away to force Diesel and Avery together. The last Reegan had heard, Avery had cut back on the visits to the Forest unless she was desperate for mentorship from her deceased mother.

      “I hadn’t been,” Avery said, leaning back in the chair and sliding low. She kicked her booted feet up onto the coffee table and crossed her hands over her stomach. She looked far less regal in that position. “But after that public display, I thought it might be a good idea to talk to Fate head-on.”

      “What happened?” Reegan asked, sitting forward on the sofa.

      “Nothing,” Avery said, her shoulders bobbing up to her ears in a shrug. “I couldn’t get to the Forest. The methods I’d used before all seem to be obstructed, but I have no idea how. All I know is it isn't like the time Fate blocked me out. This is different.” She shook her head. That sort of puzzle would have invigorated her before. Now, she looked weary for the first time. “I’ve tried everything I can think of. Both to get myself there and to call Fate forward. Nothing is working. Something is wrong.”

      “What do you think it is?” Reegan asked, looking between Avery and Diesel, who stood with his arms crossed to the side of Avery’s chair. Her ever-present bodyguard and personal knight in shining armor.

      Avery waved a hand in the air. “Plenty of theories, but I probably shouldn’t discuss them. You know, without ‘evidence’,” she said, using her fingers to air quote the word.

      “Is that how—”

      Avery held a hand up to stop Reegan before she could ask the question. She glanced up at Diesel. “Do you mind calling her in?”

      Diesel nodded and strode across the room to open the door to the office. He held out a hand, offering entrance to the room to whoever stood beyond the door.

      A hunched, elderly woman hobbled in. She was thin as a sheet with weathered brown skin. Her wild black hair was flecked with gray. It was pinned all over her head, making her curls stand up like a bobbing black crown. She smiled a bright red-lipped smile. She swayed when she walked, pitching far to one side, then the other, like a ship on high seas. “Magistrate, it is an honor,” she said in a warbling, musical voice.

      Avery rose and took the woman’s hands in hers. “Oshia, thank so for coming. This is my mate’s sister, Reegan.”

      Reegan stood and greeted the woman—who she realized was human. Judging by the number of star and moon pendants the woman wore, she was also a witch.

      “Hello, dear,” Oshia said, reaching out to pat Reegan's hand between hers. Continuing to hold Reegan's hand, she turned back to Avery. “I’ve had the time I needed to prepare the protection spells. Wards are in place at all the entry and exit points, and your wolves assure me the home has been cleared of all untrusted presences."

      Avery nodded, listening and ticking off on her fingers the list the witch relayed to her.

      "All that remains is the privacy spell for this room. I’ve already sealed the windows. I’ll have to cast the final spell right outside that door.” Oshia pointed a gnarled finger back the way she’d come. “But then the process will be complete. No prying ears will reach inside this room, regardless of what methods they've used to do so."

      Avery's smirk told of her approval.

      "I’ll give you a knock when I’m done, shall I? That ‘shave and a haircut’ bit we humans love so much,” Oshia added with another toothy red smile.

      “Thank you, Oshia,” Avery said, bowing her head as if the woman had more power in the universe than she did.

      “My dear, my dear. The tribute you ask is still too small for the favor you did me in rescuing my daughter.” She leaned closer with a naughty smile. “Sometime, I’ll show you the pictures of the newt I turned her ex-husband into. Nasty little yellow thing, just like the yellow-bellied bastard he was. He ended up being a tasty snack for my bird.” She cackled and winked at Reegan, though Reegan couldn’t tell if she was joking or not.

      The tiny, frail witch woman reached up to pat Diesel on the cheek as she passed back through the door. Diesel shook his head with a laugh and closed the door behind her.

      Reegan looked at Avery. Anxious concern boiled in her gut. Extra protections on a room Reegan knew was already protected from prying ears and eyes? Calling in a human witch to aid the process? This—whatever it was—must be why Avery needed her.

      Reegan's stomach churned with fear.

      “What the hell are you about to ask me to do?”
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      Reegan’s heart pounded. Avery had refused to speak since Oshia left the room. Whatever this was, it couldn’t be good. Nothing good ever came out of a room so heavily protected from all forms of intrusion. They waited, listening to the noises Oshia made outside the door. Finally, the knocks came, signaling her ritual was complete.

      Knock knock knock knock knock. Knock knock.

      Reegan shot to attention.

      Avery sat up in her chair and picked up the conversation as if it had never ended. “When it came down to it, we always had to believe Snelgrove would be back. Morgan confirmed as much for Aveleiyn earlier this year. We both asked her to stay quiet about it while we tried to get a step ahead. That was how I realized Fate wasn’t responding in the first place. When I tried to reach out to Her for help and guidance, She wasn’t anywhere to be found.”

      “So She’s…what? Gone?” Reegan asked.

      “That’s what I need to find out,” Avery said. “Which is why I have to get to the Forest by whatever means necessary. And, I’m sorry to say it, honey, but you’re my last option.”

      Reegan waited for her to say more. When she didn’t continue, though, a bone-chilling cold swept through Reegan’s body. “What are you asking me to do?” The words were slow, tense and waiting.

      “I need you to drain me so I have to go to the Forest,” Avery said.

      It was like she’d mentioned Reegan needed to go to the store for a loaf of bread. As if it were a request she’d make any day, not an appeal for Reegan to intentionally end her life.

      “Absolutely not,” Reegan said, jumping up from the sofa. Her hands trembled as she looked from her brother to Avery to Diesel again. “No. No. That’s insane. It’s not safe.”

      “Look,” Avery said, maintaining that cool, matter-of-fact tone. “We all know Healers can do bad things if they want to. Our pack knows it better than most because of what Riley did.”

      Reegan’s own twin had drained a man’s life to get revenge for the death of the woman he loved. The move had prompted Fate to give Riley’s healing power a shelf-life. It had almost cost him his second chance at love.

      “Riley isn’t exactly the shining example you want to go with here,” Reegan said, giving Avery a hard look. “It’s too risky. You said it yourself—the Forest is blocked somehow. What if you can’t get there? Where will your soul go instead?” She turned to Diesel and threw her hands out at him, stunned by his stoic silence. “You can’t be okay with this. It’s dangerous. You could lose her!"

      Diesel sighed and scratched the stubble on his jaw. It was longer than usual, indicating he'd foregone shaving or trimming it at all. How much did the stress of Avery’s decision have to do with that?

      “You know what I’m going to say,” he told her. “This is my mate we’re talking about.” He crouched next to Avery’s chair and leaned his elbow on the arm of it, gazing at Avery as he spoke. “My mate has made up her mind. Avery believes this is the right choice. She has to try—for the sake of the universe and the sake of the people she cares about. I don't like it. In fact, I hate it, but I’ll never, ever stand in her way again.”

      Reegan let out a disbelieving scoff. How could he say that? How could either one of them even entertain the thought? “What about the girls? They need you!” she tried.

      “We’ve talked to them about it,” Avery said.

      Diesel was right. Resignation was clear in her tone.

      “They understand as much of it as they can—likely more than we even give them credit for. And they know there’s a chance they could shift while I’m gone. That’s the only part I don’t love. I might actually miss their first changes."

      Reegan covered her mouth to stifle her gasp. “Oh, Fate,” she whispered.

      She hadn’t even considered that. With the Magistrate out of the picture, another might be called forward. Would that happen if Fate wasn’t around to demand it? If that request were made of one of the girls, she would go through her first change. Little wolves didn’t usually go through the first shift until they were five or six, sometimes older.

      “I won’t let them out of my sight,” Diesel vowed to his mate. “You know I won’t.”

      “How do you know this will work?” Reegan asked. She threw her hands up again. “Why am I even entertaining the thought?! Do you know what that will mean to me? To use my power to steal your…your life. Avery, it’s your life. You can’t ask me to do this. Not to you. Not to my brother. And the girls…you can't.”

      “I don’t have a choice,” Avery told her. She moved to sit next to Reegan. “You have to understand me. I don’t want to do it. I’m scared shitless. But without being able to talk to Fate, I’ve got no guiding light in how to handle any of this.

      "You saw the pandemonium of both those meetings. That’s why I wanted you to witness them. You must see something is very wrong. Reconnecting with Fate—or at the very least figuring out why she isn’t responding—is the key to finding out what we should do next.”

      "What do you mean?" Reegan asked.

      "By the end of the night, the mob outside will have control of this building. Tomorrow, they'll begin the process of infiltrating and disbanding the councils. Not just the wolves. Not just the vampires or the bears or the ghosts. UNITY itself."

      "You don't know that," Reegan whispered.

      "Yes, I do. I may not be having visions, but Aveleiyn's been having more than enough for both of us."

      "So you knew the Dissidents would show up at the party?"

      Avery shook her head. "Aveleiyn's foresight isn't always as clear or linear as mine. But between the information she provides and our own people risking their lives on the inside, we know this much. The war is here."

      Reegan's lungs refused to draw breath. She sat, stunned and silent.

      "That's why I need your help. Without Fate, I'm blind. I refuse to lead the people who remain loyal to UNITY and our race into a trap. Not when I can choose to take the fall for them," Avery said.

      Diesel crossed his arms where he leaned against the wall. "If Avery weren’t so convinced, I would never ask you to help her with this. You know I wouldn’t," he said quietly.

      That solemn plea whittled away at Reegan's resolve. She slumped back into the sofa and clutched her head in her hands while her mind spun.

      She hated the idea of draining Avery. It went against everything she’d vowed as a Healer. She didn’t want to harm anyone, and she didn’t want to face whatever consequences the action might come with.

      Before the Halloween party, she’d been on the cusp of what she thought was a major breakthrough in her research. The hours spent poring over her ever-growing collection of textbooks were finally paying off. After the events of the last few days, her research was all but forgotten. She’d never needed answers more than she needed them in that moment. Clearly, her own needs would have to wait.

      Reegan had come to despise the unknown. Her flexibility and selflessness had begun to seep away the day she’d taken Riley’s spot in Healer training. Then, Caleb had stolen from her whatever remained of those traits. All she was left with was a deep need to protect herself in every possible scenario.

      This was an act in which she’d have to let go of that entirely. She’d have to put herself on the chopping block. And, Fate knew, she didn’t want to.

      On the other hand, this might mean she wouldn't have to face Caleb again for a while. He kept showing up everywhere she went, invading her life like a virus she couldn’t shake. She could use a reprieve.

      “What do you say?” Avery asked, interrupting her thoughts.

      The woman wouldn’t take no for an answer.

      “What choice do I have?” Reegan asked, dragging her hands from her face.

      Avery chuckled. “Well, when you put it that way…” she let the sentence fall off with a shrug. She took Reegan's hand, gentle and motherly in a way Avery had never been with her. When Reegan looked up at her, so much of Thalia Wells shone through.

      "Don't make me use my alpha power to convince you," Avery said, offering a weak, teasing smile. "Be strong and bold, wolf. Your people need you."

      Reegan swallowed hard. Her hand trembled, and she clung to Avery for support. How could she do this? How could she hurt someone she loved when she'd vowed to do no harm? Her only answer was the truth: Avery wouldn't ask her if there was any other way.

      "Fate, I can't believe I'm agreeing to this," Reegan moaned, rubbing a hand over her tense forehead.

      At the first hint of agreement, Diesel stepped right into soldier mode as if he were doling out mission objectives. “Once you do it, you’ll be taken away to safety. I don’t have to tell you how bad your actions will look. People will cry conspiracy at best. Murder at worst."

      "Jail?" Reegan squeaked.

      "Not if we can help it. I've already drafted and signed a statement against that recourse," Avery said, throwing a thumb over her shoulder toward the desk. "Though I'd be lying if I say I expect the new administration to honor it. They've got it out for the pack. They'll use anything they can to chip away at us."

      “Avery and I have talked about it," Diesel said. “It’s better to get you out of town until she comes back. Once she returns, they'll have no cause to hold you."

      “You mean the way the Dissidents have no cause to hold Grace or Avery responsible for Snelgrove and Cassandra’s deaths?” Reegan asked, giving him a look. “Tell me again how that’s working out for all of us.”

      "You have to trust me on this one. I believe it’s all going to work out the way it should," Avery said. “No harm, no foul.”

      Reegan got the feeling it wouldn't be quite that simple.
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      Avery settled into the gold sofa. She wiggled her feet and grinned up at Diesel as if she weren’t about to face death head-on. “Take my boots so my wolf won’t destroy them in the shift?” She’d already cast off her black leather jacket, though she still wore her dark jeans and thin sweater.

      Diesel unlaced the boots and tugged them off. Avery tucked her feet behind the pillow at the end of the sofa. The whole pack knew she was weird about people seeing—and smelling—her toes.

      “Are you ready?” Reegan asked, kneeling on the floor at Avery’s side.

      Avery clasped her hand around Reegan’s own. “Honey, if this works, you’ll be a hero. You know that, right?”

      Reegan shook her head. “I don’t want to be a hero. I just want everyone to be back together again.”

      Avery squeezed her hand hard, urging her to meet her gaze. “I see you, Reegan. Tough little wolf. Heroes rarely want to be heroes, but they hardly ever get a choice.” She sighed and let Reegan’s hand go. “I’m ready.”

      “Then let’s get this over with,” Reegan said.

      She summoned her power to her palms. The magic tingled within them, ready to work. She felt the light, happy way it danced under the surface of her skin—so excited to bring about healing and peace.

      She closed her eyes and apologized to the power she was about to abuse. Then she put her hands over Avery’s heart and did the one thing she’d sworn she would never do. She used the power to pull Avery’s light into herself.

      At first, her magic hesitated. Confused and frightened, it backed away. But then, the tiniest thread of Avery’s light reached out, and Reegan’s magic grabbed onto it. Her power understood what she wanted, and it pulled. An uncomfortable pressure tugged at Reegan’s chest and gut. The gold-white light within her blinked and flickered. It turned darker with every second she took life, rather than giving it.

      She blocked out Avery’s moans and the scent of fear and anguish that filtered from Diesel as he watched.

      Reegan pulled and pulled until there was nothing left. Then she fell back onto her ass with a harsh cry, clutching her chest where the space burned with the life she’d taken. She halfway expected that very act to call Fate forward. Instead, all it called up was horror. She gasped out great, heaving sobs, eyes seeing nothing but her hands as the power faded back into her body.

      “She’s gone,” Diesel said. The words came out on a rough whisper where he stood by the sofa. He removed his hand from Avery’s neck, where he’d checked her pulse. “She’s gone.”

      They both watched Avery’s body writhe and morph into her black wolf. The wolf blinked at both of them before her tail thumped on the sofa. She jumped up to nose the embroidered throw pillows into a nest.

      “I’m so sorry,” Reegan whispered to the wolf.

      But Avery’s wolf seemed pleased with herself. She rolled onto her side in the nest of pillows, tongue lolling from her mouth and eyes going to Diesel. He chuckled. “That means she wants me to bring her a snack.”

      The wolf gave a delighted yip at the word and wiggled even deeper into the pile of pillows.

      “Well, I’m glad she’s having a good time,” Reegan said, her voice dull and flat.

      “Don’t be so morose, love,” a voice came from over her shoulder.

      “Shit!” Reegan and Diesel both jumped and shouted in unison.

      “Always so surprised to see me,” Ren said with a laugh. He roughed a hand over his short blond hair. “And you, mate, you should have expected me this time. You called me in, after all.”

      Reegan threw herself at the Protector. His lightning-fast reactions allowed him to catch her in an easy hug.

      “Well, that’s more like it now, innit,” he teased in the awful part-British, part-Australian all-fake accent he refused to give up. “Bloody hell, it’s good to see you, girl.” He pushed her back to arm’s length, so he could look her over. “Got your things packed?”

      “You’re taking me away?” Reegan asked.

      This whole mess was traumatic, to be sure. The fact that Ren had come to her rescue eased the blow a bit. Not only was he a dear friend. He was also touted as one of the most highly-skilled Protectors in the world—even if he did let that reputation go to his head at times.

      “That’s the plan, love,” he said with a wink. He peered at the two suitcases by the office door. “It’ll be a bumpy ride with those in tow. Think you can handle it?”

      Reegan had only traveled the Protector way a handful of times before and only over short distances. She’d had to do it once as part of her Healer training since it was one of the fastest ways to travel. She knew the journey could be rough, especially the longer it was. But the idea of escape with Ren was one of the best gifts she could have gotten given the circumstances. If she couldn’t be with her whole pack, being with him was a close second.

      She nodded and went to get her bags.

      “It's better if you let me tote them, love,” he said, jumping ahead of her. “You hang on to me, I’ll hang on to the bags, and hopefully we’ll both get there in one piece. Say goodbye to your brother now, lass. We don’t have much time.”

      Reegan was surprised to find Diesel on her heels. He pulled her into a hug that made her feel like a little kid. Paternal warmth rolled out of him and right into her. “The fact that her wolf is here means it worked, right? She’s in the Forest?”

      “As far as we can know, yes.” Reegan sighed and leaned her head back to look up at him. "You'll all be out of here before the mob takes over, won't you?"

      "The girls and I will. Most of the Magistrate's wolves have offered to follow other orders. Their idea, not mine or Avery's," he said before Reegan could wind up an argument against that. He squeezed her again. “Thank you for being brave.”

      “Go get your babies,” Reegan told him, letting out a soggy laugh as he released her.

      “Oh, don’t worry,” he replied, grinning back over at the shaggy black wolf on the sofa. “Give it about thirty seconds before they realize who’s come to visit. They’ll be in here, snuggling up in her fur and feeding her all the wrong things before you know it. She loves it.”

      At that, Avery’s wolf sat up and let out three excited barks.

      “What’d I tell you?” Diesel asked with a chuckle. Then, he dropped the grin and turned to Ren. “Keep her safe. I’ve already reached out to Graham to watch her once you get there.”

      The guys shook hands and said their goodbyes. Then an intense pulling sensation settled into Reegan's belly. It signaled Ren had started the journey.

      They plunged into the unfathomable nothing-place between time and space. Protector travel was disorienting with its colors and stars that were somehow both solid and able to pass through the body at the same time.

      In what could have been seconds or hours, Reegan stumbled to a stop in the middle of a tropical paradise. Palm trees swayed overhead, and sticky heat caused her skin to prickle with sweat. Music filtered through the air around her. She was still clinging to Ren’s shirt, dizzy from the journey, when a deep voice touched her ears.

      “Holy hell, looks like the angel brought us good tidings of great joy after all.”

      “Graham!” Reegan’s relief at seeing him again overwhelmed her good sense. She launched herself at him, hugging him tightly.

      He held her, too, if only for a moment. The reassuring feeling of being pressed against him—both of them safe—was almost enough to make her cry with joy.

      “So, you two have met, then,” Ren said. He wiggled his brows at Reegan behind Graham’s back, making big eyes at the embrace.

      Reegan extracted herself quickly and cleared her throat. Graham looked as surprised as she was about her reaction. He shuffled his feet and grinned down at his boots.

      Reegan returned her attention to Ren, who was watching them both too closely. “I’ve missed you!” she told Ren. “And then I heard you’ve been dropping in to visit Chris and Allie—but never us? I’m offended, you know.”

      He grinned. “What can I say, love? I didn’t expect to come down here and be put straight to work. Roxy’s been keeping me busy.” He peered around Reegan’s shoulder before he raised his voice. “You’d think my sister would be happy I want to reconnect, but instead, she’s working my arse off.”

      The blond woman who approached them bore an almost alarmingly close resemblance to Ren. Reegan heard all too often that she looked just like her brothers, though, so she kept the thought to herself.

      “Roxy,” Ren said, putting a hand on his sister’s shoulder, “Reegan Black. I know I don’t have to explain the connection. Reegan, my older sister, Roxy.”

      The tall blond wore a tight tank top with a vintage-style bar logo on it. She grinned, showcasing deep smile lines, when she reached out to shake Reegan's hand. “Welcome to our little slice of heaven, darlin’,” she said, a touch of drawl in her words. “Happy to have any member of the Black Pack in our midst.”

      She pointed across the courtyard. “Got a room all ready for you. Diesel asked if I could put you as close to this one as I could,” she added, tipping her head toward Graham. “So you're set up with adjoining rooms if that’s okay. Only thing closer is sharing a room, but Graham’s got his space all laid out. Old men don’t like to be moved.”

      Graham chuckled and shook his head. “Which one of us has been around for nearly four centuries?”

      Reegan smiled politely at their banter, but inside she was on fire. How in the world was she supposed to get any sleep when she knew Graham was in the next room? She'd spend every waking moment fighting off fantasies of breaking down the door and riding him like a mechanical bull.

      She was no longer convinced Fate was missing as Avery suspected. Who else in the universe had the twisted sense of humor required to throw such a cruel and tempting obstacle in her path?
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      Reegan took in as much of her surroundings as she could. She had yet to visit the R & B territory of Flagler or Roxy's, though Riley had been prompting her to since his first trip.

      The music, it turned out, was coming from speakers around the pool in the vast courtyard around them. A fountain bubbled nearby, rainbows filtering through its rolling water. The hotel closed in the perimeter of the lawn on three sides; the fourth side of the space butted up to the bar.

      It was as luxurious and serene as any high-dollar hotel Reegan had ever been in. The more she looked, though, she spotted images of real life dotting the view. Children's drawings were taped up in many of the windows. Toys littered the grass. Squealing little ones filled the pool, their mothers looking on with smiles hidden by the shadows of their sun hats.

      Ren carried Reegan’s suitcases to the second-floor room while Graham and Roxy went back into the bar area. They promised to bring water and food to her. As much as she would have liked to do it herself, she was relieved to let them go. After pouncing on Graham, she needed a few minutes away from him to recollect her resolve.

      Ren, however, had no intentions of letting her off the hook.

      “You were proper excited to see that one, then, weren’t you?” he asked, glancing over his shoulder at the courtyard below as he opened the door to Reegan’s room.

      “I don’t know what you mean,” Reegan said.

      “I’ll give that fake innocence a good pfft for Em in her absence,” Ren said with a loud laugh. “You fancy him?”

      “Fate, Ren. Be louder,” Reegan said, hauling him into the room and slamming the door behind him.

      He put her suitcases on one of the double beds before he plopped down next to them, sending them bouncing. “You do, then. Not that I blame you. He’s lush, isn’t he?”

      “Lush?” Reegan asked, lifting a brow.

      “It’s a new word I’ve learned. Do you like it? Not sure I’m using it correctly, of course, but I think it means ‘attractive’.”

      Reegan blushed and tucked her hair behind her ears. “Yeah, then,” she muttered, grateful for someone she could partially confide in. “He’s a little lush.”

      “A lot, if we’re honest,” Ren said. He scooted back to sit cross-legged and patted the bed next to him.

      She sat beside him, and he turned to look at her.

      “You okay, love? That was a tough job they heaped on your shoulders.”

      Reegan sighed and played with the hairband around her wrist. “I’m as good as I can be, considering everything that’s happened. I haven’t come unhinged yet, but I’m about two seconds from it. And my wolf has gone into hiding because she’s depressed about being separated from the pack.”

      “So, all in all, actually not good,” Ren pointed out.

      “I can’t focus on that, though, can I?” Reegan asked.

      “True,” Ren said with a smile. “How is everyone?”

      “It’s a mess, Ren. I wish I could tell you something different, but I can’t. The pack is on edge. Grace and Avery are both MIA from their human forms. Chris and Allie have turned Asher's old room into a new lab, but who even knows what they’re working on in a time like this? Snelgrove is taking over little by little, and no one knows how to stop him without inciting crushing backlash from his followers. Poor Fourt is freaking out, wondering when he’s going to be stolen away from the family and put back into slavery. It’s a nightmare.”

      Ren had fallen deathly quiet and still as he listened to her go on and on. His fists were clenched in his lap, knuckles white.

      “I’m sorry,” Reegan said. “It must be hard for you to hear that after all the time you spent looking out for Grace’s parents and the pack. Is it tough to leave your charges behind?”

      Ren sighed and leaned over, resting his elbows on his knees and his chin in his hands. “It’s been different with your family, and with Chris and Allie. I’ve never felt about any other charges the way I felt about all of you. You became my family while I was with you.”

      “We miss you,” Reegan said, touching his shoulder.

      "Who's at the house, then? Everyone but you? And human Grace and Avery?"

      "Riley, Morgan, and Asher are with Aveleiyn. Everyone else is at home, though."

      "Good. For everyone. I miss you all, too," Ren said. Then, in typical Ren fashion, he brightened back up. “But don’t you go feeling too bad for me, love. I’ve had loads to do right here. Did you know we’re in a proper Protector crisis?”

      “What?” Reegan quirked a quizzical brow at him.

      “Yes, lass!” Ren said. “Lucky I came when I did. Roxy has needed the help. And, jokes aside, it has been lovely to reconnect with a sister I thought didn’t care about me. Two sisters, as it were, actually, since last night.”

      “Two—”

      A knock came at the door, and Ren bounced up to open it. Roxy and Graham stepped in from the heat to deliver two pitchers of water and a tray of fresh fruit and cheese.

      They set up on the small table in front of the window, and Graham poured an icy cup of water for Reegan. She chugged it down. Her empty stomach growled in response.

      “Avery explained the plan,” Roxy said, loading a plate which she passed to Reegan. “But do you mind filling us in on the details? I’d like to know what we’re up against.”

      Reegan flicked her eyes to Ren and Graham. She knew Avery and Roxy worked closely in Flagler, but she’d never visited before. She didn’t know if there was any sort of protocol she should be aware of.

      “You can tell her,” Graham said, nodding to reassure her. “She needs to know if there’s a reason to boost security around the perimeter of the town more than we already have.”

      Reegan set her plate and cup aside on the table between the two small beds. “It’s simple,” she said, hating to relive even a moment of it. “I’m a Healer. Avery asked me to use my power the wrong way. To drain her so she could get to the Forest because Fate has been out of reach. She didn’t know why, and she thought going to the Forest would help her figure it out.”

      “Did Diesel warn you about the implications, love?” Ren asked. Funny how different his fake accent was from his sister’s. Protectors had a habit of morphing themselves to match up with whomever they were guarding. That included potentially altering their personalities, appearances, voices, living arrangements—everything, really. In Ren’s case, he’d been using that ridiculous fractured accent for as long as he’d stayed in Fairview. Apparently, it had stuck.

      “Best case, conspiracy. Worst case, murder. I think that about covers it," Reegan said. "But how could I say no? Did she tell you about the timeframe Aveleiyn saw for the Dissident takeover?"

      Roxy and Ren nodded.

      Graham crossed his arms, and Reegan realized why the gesture was so familiar. It was the same way Diesel did it. He leaned back against the wall by the door, watching her without saying a word.

      "Then you know as much as I do," Reegan said.

      “So, no real new developments,” Roxy said with a heavy sigh.

      “Why? Is everything okay?” Reegan asked, frowning at them all.

      Ren and Roxy glanced at each other before Roxy nodded and Ren spoke up. “We’ve been under almost constant attack here. Roxy normally holds up a protective barrier around the town on her own. It had gotten to the point where she was having trouble keeping it together by herself. As soon as I got here, I started to help her. Last night, one of my other sisters, Rhodes, arrived to assist.”

      “Wait—Rhodes? As in Rhodes from Win’s safe house? Morgan’s friend?” Reegan asked.

      “The very same,” Roxy answered.

      “I didn’t know she was your sister, too,” Reegan said.

      Ren chuckled. “Funny story. We met back up at the battle royale with the Dissidents outside Morgan’s mother’s trailer. Hadn’t seen each other or spoken in nigh eighty years. Turns out, she doesn’t hate me, either. My parents are still in the dark ages, though.”

      Ren had been living for years under the assumption his family had disowned him entirely because he was gay. Homosexuality was seen as an abomination in the Protector community. Reegan was glad to hear at least two of his family members didn’t fall into that line of thought.

      “Why have you been under attack here?” Reegan asked. “And isn’t it dangerous to have so many Protectors focused on one place when the whole universe is in turmoil?”

      Roxy popped a piece of pineapple into her mouth and chewed before she answered. “I’m sure you’re aware the Dissidents don’t like mixed groups unless they can exploit them. In that, we give them more than enough reason to despise us. A unified and united group of all different Races and Breeds goes against what they see in their grand plans for the future."

      “This place confounds them,” Graham said. “The way we all work together here and keep each other safe makes no sense to them. Unfortunately, the good we’ve done has given them plenty of followers, too.”

      “How so?” Reegan asked.

      Graham stayed against the wall but glanced at Ren and Roxy. “Why don’t I bring Reegan up to speed on how all our good deeds are coming back to bite us in the ass? That way you two can focus on the barrier.”

      Ren’s eyebrow lifted like he might call Graham’s bluff.

      Roxy looked relieved, though. “That would be great. Thanks.”

      Ren followed his sister out of the room, but not before he wiggled his brows again at Reegan. She rolled her eyes at him, wishing she could shout at him to be less obvious.

      “I’ll talk, you eat,” Graham said, crossing the room to sit on the bed where Reegan’s suitcases still languished.

      Fate, she didn’t know how she was going to keep from crawling right into his lap. Especially not when he leaned back on his hands and presented her the most glorious picture of masculine sexuality.

      She picked up her plate, praying to Fate she wouldn’t dump it on him or choke on a piece of cheese.
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      Graham’s body had been fired up since the moment Reegan had thrown herself into his arms. Fate, how he’d wanted to cling to her. To keep her bundled up and safe, right there in that embrace.

      He’d felt her squirm, though, and he’d released her. Already, he was thinking of the next reason they might have to touch. A reason Ren wouldn’t question, because yeah, he’d seen the way the Protector was looking at him. The contradictory way he encouraged Reegan with his lecherous grins and threatened Graham with his protective glares at the same time. Out of all the people in Reegan’s life, who’d have guessed that guy might be the worst one to handle?

      Graham waited until Reegan began to eat before he spoke. He worried that if he gave her too much to think about, she’d skip the meal. If the ferocious snarls coming from her stomach were any indication, it had been too long since she'd last eaten. He could only imagine the pressure and pain she must feel from all her pack had asked of her.

      “I’m guessing you’ve heard what we do here,” he started.

      Reegan blotted her mouth with a cocktail napkin. “You help people get away from their abusive mates and foster children who aren’t wanted by their families, right?”

      Graham inclined his head. “That about covers it. A few other cases here and there, but that’s the vast majority. Almost every time we do some of that good, we leave angry people behind. Those mates who think it’s their right to beat up on the people we save. Parents who want to sell their kids on the black market for a payday, instead of offering them up for adoption." He touched a hand to the collar of his t-shirt, tracing the ribbed neckline absently as he spoke. "But the Dissidents have gotten wise to that. They’ve been recruiting from the ranks of those disgruntled folks we’ve left behind. Not to mention, all the kids we have here? Yeah, it’s like a treasure trove to those red-cloaked bastards. They think they can take these kids and mold them into faithful little Dissident ilk.”

      “Apple doesn’t fall far from the Snelgrove tree,” Reegan muttered. "Assholes."

      Graham laughed out loud. She had a mouth on her, and he loved when she used it. His body twitched and pulsed at that thought, blood rushing to all the wrong places. He shifted his position on the bed, leaning over to prop his elbows on his knees. “You’re right,” he said. “What is it with bad guys demanding loyalty?”

      Reegan chuckled. Graham watched as she studied her plate, choosing her next bite. “The Dissidents don’t get that they’re bad,” she said. “They haven’t figured out that only the bad guys have to demand loyalty.” She chewed for a moment before she peeked up at him again. “Where did you go? The night of the Halloween party?”

      “Asher caught up with me. Passed Aveleiyn off to me and asked me to watch out for her.”

      Reegan snorted a soft laugh.

      “What’s so funny?” Graham asked. He was pretty sure he knew the source of her amusement, but he liked that laugh. He wanted to hear more of it, and he wanted to hear more from her.

      “Aveleiyn can take care of herself,” Reegan said. She blushed that sweet, sweet blush and peeked up at him again. “No offense. I’m sure you’re helpful, too.”

      Graham hooted with laughter, leaning back to clutch his chest as if she’d wounded him. “I’m ‘helpful’? Oh, Fate, baby. Do you think you could be just a little more patronizing? You haven't quite gotten there yet.”

      She rushed to set her plate aside. Her blush grew, sweeping over her neck. “I didn’t mean it that way!” she said, laughing at herself. Bashful and sweet.

      Fate, Graham was in trouble. He’d already known it, but that was the precise second in time when he realized there was no going back. He liked the hell out of the woman in front of him.

      “I’m not a baby, by the way,” Reegan said. Her dark lashes fanned her cheeks before she peeked up at him. "That's the third time you've called me one."

      Was he mistaken, or was she flirting with him?

      “No,” he said, choosing to play it safe. “You’re not. It’s only a term of endearment. My apologies if it came out the wrong way.”

      Okay, so not completely safe.

      Reegan's cheeks flushed deeper, and she nibbled her lip.

      Graham bypassed the awkward moment by rushing on. “Aveleiyn and I have a lot in common, actually. Our paths have crossed regularly, without either of us meaning for them to. She dabbles in the same gray spaces I do. We both live on the good side but play on the bad side to get the information and advantages we need." He reached over to steal a strawberry from Reegan's plate. "Granted, it sounds like Aveleiyn’s got herself in way deeper than I’ve ever been. But, then, she’s got the vampire advantages of powers and almost-eternal life working in her favor.”

      “I know a lot of what she does takes place behind the scenes,” Reegan said. “But I don’t really know how far that goes.”

      “I’d doubt anyone does,” Graham said. “She cares about that congregation of hers. I’m sure preserving their safety includes keeping them at least a little in the dark.”

      Reegan blinked up at him. “It sounds like you’re speaking from experience,” she said.

      Graham grinned. “You catch on quick, you know that?”

      She smirked at him. “Now who’s being patronizing?” She wiped her hands on her napkin again. “What about the other morning, then? When you left so early, did that have to do with your work here?"

      Graham tilted his head to study her. The questions. The little Healer kit she’d made him. The flirting. The big hug. It all fell together to strengthen a conclusion he’d come to—but one he didn’t think he had any right to believe. “Yeah,” he said, reaching up to touch the small gauge in his left ear. He’d gotten both ears done the year after his leg injury. For a while, pain had helped him remember he was alive. The holes in his lobes and most of his tattoos came from that time.

      “Roxy’s been having difficulty keeping the barrier strong like Ren said. They needed more help. Win Reinhardt had her own tiny army between all the women at her safe home. They weren’t housing anyone, so they agreed to lend a hand. Rhodes and their Advocate, Nora, came together, while I transported the rest of them. Your twin’s mate is the one who suggested the connection, actually. ”

      Reegan smiled at the mention of Morgan. “I’m glad you’re safe,” she said. Her voice was soft—so soft he wondered if she’d meant to say it out loud. She blushed again, turning almost the color of the red plum on her plate.

      “I am, too,” Graham said.

      When she looked up to meet his eyes, he held her gaze. All he could think about was the way her body felt pressed against his. How very much he wanted to feel it again. He wished he could give in to that feeling and chase it down whichever path it wanted to lead.

      Unfortunately, his mind was still half on a mission, and he couldn’t relax until the mission was complete. That had always been the way, though, hadn’t it? He rubbed his neck, massaging the ache there. Another headache was claiming his concentration when all he wanted to do was focus on the woman in front of him.

      “Does your head hurt?” she asked, standing up and taking the steps to kill the space between them.

      There she stood, between his knees. Right where he wanted her, even if he couldn’t have her there. She reached her graceful, nimble fingers out to touch his head. Graham shot up, grasping her arms. If he didn't stop her, it might end badly for both of them.

      “I’d better give you the tour,” he said, putting space between them. Space Diesel and Avery would undoubtedly want him to put there. Hell, the girl’s whole family was liable to hunt him down wolf pack-style if they got a whiff of the thoughts he was having.

      He cleared his throat hard and fought the desire to go back over to her. He liked the way he towered over her. How tiny she felt when she was that close. “They’ve got some work lined up for you here, too.”

      Reegan nibbled her lip and tucked her hair behind her ear. He’d hurt her. Or scared her. Or embarrassed her? Not for the first time, Graham wished he could pick up on the emotional scents of those around him the way they could pick up on his.

      Constantly keeping his signals locked down around her was a losing battle. He was about two seconds shy of giving it all up and giving in.
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      As it turned out, what Reegan thought was a secure vacation in the presence of three Protectors wasn’t a vacation at all. Yes, she’d been sent to Flagler for her own safety after the way she’d helped Avery. But, as was the way with the R & B—even among the best of friends—a favor granted was a favor earned.

      The only fully-trained Healer they had in the town had died in an attack three weeks earlier.

      “That doesn’t bode well for me,” Reegan told Graham when he’d explained it.

      It didn’t bode well for the residents of Flagler, either. They’d been healing naturally in the time since their Healer passed. To make matters worse, their former Healer had been human, considerably reducing the chances that she’d come back. They’d hoped she’d be granted safe return in ghost form, so she could at least help a little. Reegan supposed Fate’s potential absence might have something to do with the fact they’d gone Healer-less. Surely if Fate were capable, She’d have granted them aid, wouldn't She? Unless Fate needed Reegan to be there more...

      There were often hidden gimmicks when it came to Fate; it didn't serve Reegan well to speculate.

      There was one other Healer in the town, but she had only been born with the gift and wasn’t anywhere near old enough to be sent away for training yet. Barely-teenaged bird shifter, Magnolia Cain, was a perfect reminder to Reegan of how unusual it was for two Healers to be born into one family.

      "Everyone calls me Maggie," the girl said with a shy smile. She tucked back a chunk of her thick, fluffy, mousy brown hair. “I’m one hundred percent clueless, but I’m here to learn.”

      Reegan had a weakness for that kind of open willingness. "Well, I've never taught anyone else how to heal, so we're both coming in unprepared."

      Maggie giggled, cheeks bunching up to crinkle the skin around her bright, amber eyes.

      They sat down together in Reegan's hotel room to make a list of everyone Maggie knew had been injured in the town. She grew pale as Reegan explained those who'd healed on their own might need their bones broken and reset. Still, she clutched her pen and scribbled the list with grim determination.

      Reegan had hardly gotten any sleep the night before. The energy coming from the room next door wasn’t the only cause of her insomnia. It had been—if she were honest—the most significant contributor, though. She’d tossed and turned in bed, hyperaware of every time Graham moved.

      He’d gotten up in the night and paced at the foot of his bed. She’d heard his footsteps shuffling over the carpet. First one way, then the other. Closer and farther away, over and over again. Then the bed had creaked with the weight of his body collapsing back into it. She’d almost knocked on their adjoining door, which she’d verified was locked. He had a TV, which she didn’t.

      She wondered if the pure creature comfort of the two of them being in the room together would have helped them both sleep. Closeness to others—to those she trusted and cared for—always helped her calm down, at least a little.

      In the end, she’d lost her nerve and merely waited until she could count the comforting deep breaths of the sleep he’d finally succumbed to. Not that she’d listened in or anything—especially not sitting cross-legged on the dresser where she could easily press her ear to the adjoining door.

      “Pretty sure this is it,” Maggie said, turning the paper so Reegan could see it. She’d listed in tidy print the names of each patient along with the illnesses, injuries, or conditions they suffered.

      “And you said you’ve got access to Healer medicine and equipment?” Reegan asked, glancing over the list.

      “I’ve got the key to the clinic,” Maggie said, pointing to the small, pink cross-body bag she’d worn in. “I haven’t been able to go in there yet.” The very tip of her nose turned pink, and she sniffled. “Sorry,” she muttered, rubbing the back of her hand under her nose.

      The girl had been learning to wrap wounds for healing under the former Healer. Clearly, even in the short time she’d been under his tutelage, she’d grown attached. It often happened with Healers and their Trainers. Their job was so delicate and required so much pure devotion. There was a camaraderie that seemed inherent within the community—those who did the job in the right way, at least.

      Reegan smiled, trying to offer as much strength and support as she could, though she was at the limits of her comfort zone. A good cry was in order, but she didn’t have the time or energy left to work one up. “Compassion and empathy are important for a Healer. You might be hurting, but you’re already on the right path if you feel that way.”

      Maggie offered her a weak, wet smile and wiped her face again. “Okay,” she whispered, nodding like she was taking the words to heart.

      “I’ve brought my own supplies." Reegan paused to point at the larger suitcase she had yet to unpack. "I'm hoping between my case there and the equipment in your clinic, we’ll have everything we need.”

      “I hope so,” Maggie said, smoothing down her bushy hair. “All the attacks have limited our contact with the outside world. Even Teddy was having trouble keeping supplies in stock.”

      A shadow fell over the hotel room door, which Reegan had left open for the warm, salty breeze. She would have preferred to sit outside under the sun but didn't want the young Healer feeling too scrutinized. Reegan remembered what it was like to be brand-new to her powers and how little she’d wanted them to be on display.

      "Thought I'd bring this by," Graham said. The way he braced his hand on the outer doorjamb made his chest muscles seem impossibly defined in his black t-shirt.

      When Reegan looked back, he held out the small box of supplies she and Fourt had made him. "In case you need to add it to the clinic inventory. I appreciate your making it for me, but others might need it more."

      Reegan's breath had slipped away, leaving her shaky as she reached out to take it. "Thank you. That's very thoughtful."

      Graham grinned. "You two about ready to go?”

      “Yes, thank you,” Reegan said, lifting a brow to ask him to give them a minute.

      He nodded and backed out, as she’d hoped he would.

      “What do you think?” Reegan asked, leaning across the table to curl her hand over Maggie’s arm. “Can you show me around your clinic?”

      Maggie drew in a shaky breath and nodded. “Okay. Yeah. I can handle it.”

      Reegan recognized that false bravado. How many times had she used the same technique to psych herself up? To prove she was ready for anything when she was anything but?

      Reegan collected her suitcase before grabbing Maggie’s list from the table.

      “Holy wow," Maggie said, pointing out the door. "He’s super cute,”

      Reegan chuckled. “Who, Graham?”

      Maggie blushed and nodded.

      “He’s a little old for you, I think, girlie,” Reegan teased, looping an arm over the young girl’s shoulders.

      “He’s not too old for you, though,” Maggie said. Pure innocence and sweetness.

      Reegan cocked a brow. “Did he tell you to say that?”

      Maggie blinked in confusion. “No. Why would he?”

      Reegan snorted out another laugh. “Call it a hunch.”

      To their mutual surprise, Graham was right outside the door. His cheeks were red, and he stopped rocking with laughter a split second too late. He'd heard every word.

      Maggie gave Reegan an oops look and ducked her head, unwilling to look at Graham. Reegan felt like doing the same thing, but instead held her chin high when she closed the hotel door behind them.

      “She’s got a point, you know,” Graham murmured. He followed Reegan who followed Maggie, who seemed comfortable leading the way down the stairs and across the courtyard. The girl might be shy, but she was well self-possessed, a trait Reegan envied for herself.

      Reegan peeked over her shoulder at him and offered him a teasing grin. “Last I heard from you, you thought I looked underage,” she said.

      His brow hitched with devilish delight and he leaned in closer. “Hey, you’re the one robbing the cradle. I see the way you look at me with those eyes.”

      Reegan snorted a laugh. “What eyes?”

      “The ones that were peeling my shirt off when I leaned in the doorway,” he said.

      Reegan’s cheeks flamed, and he grinned triumphantly. “I don’t miss much,” he whispered, so close to her ear his breath tickled her hair and caused goosebumps to pebble her skin.

      “Really?” Reegan asked, heart flipping in her chest at the repartee between them. Graham had the kind of wit that called to her. He was too easy to be around. That only made it harder to ignore the fact that her sullen wolf was finally wagging her tail again deep inside her. “Because I’m pretty sure you’re missing the fact that this is an inappropriate conversation to have around a child,” she whispered back.

      She was teasing, of course. Maggie was either truly ignorant of the flirtatious exchange happening several feet behind her or willfully ignoring it for all their sakes.

      Graham chuckled and brushed Reegan’s shoulder with his arm as he hastened his pace. “You’re right. I should go get the car running. You’ll need the AC to cool off after this little chat,” he said. The sun caught the copper undertones in his hair when he turned back to face her.

      “Ooooh, that’s reaching, Floyd,” Reegan called as he gave her a cheeky grin and jogged away.
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      The rest of the week raced right by Reegan almost without her notice. She treated the injured members of the Flagler community while fumbling through learning how to train Maggie. She wouldn't have had time to eat or sleep if it weren't for Graham. He showed up at meal times and at the end of each day to encourage her to do both.

      Reegan found herself falling into the comfortable lull she’d always heard her family talk about when it came to Flagler. Avery, Morgan, Riley, and Asher all agreed the community worked with astounding efficiency. Now, she could see firsthand why they felt that way. Each individual had their duties. Children went to school and trained while the adults ran all the utilities. They carried out missions to support the town, from supply runs to rescuing people who needed sanctuary.

      Life there had a rhythm and Reegan connected with that rhythm. In doing so, she also started to connect with Graham—against her better judgment. It was impossible not to.

      Still, her heart ached, and her wolf yearned to be back amongst her pack mates.

      On the third day of her Flagler stay, Graham brought her a burner phone with Lathan on the other end. Reegan's delight at hearing her brother's voice was squelched by the strain in his tone.

      "We're safe to talk freely. We've added soundproofing," Lathan said into the phone. "I don't know why we never thought to do it before."

      "Because it's our home. Plus, we didn't know this kind of thing would be on the horizon," Reegan said. "What's happening there? Have the Dissidents taken over?"

      Lathan sighed into the phone. "Yeah. Most of Aveleiyn's predictions have started to take shape."

      "So that's it? Snelgrove just gets to be the Magistrate?"

      "Well, not exactly. His people took over the Magistrate's mansion and put him on the throne, but none of the councils are recognizing him. UNITY is still standing." Lathan's dark chuckle filtered through the phone. "I'm trying to hold out hope. It's probably only a matter of time before all the pushback causes him to lose it. He'll go back to his old, chaotic ways. Then everyone will remember he's a psychopath, and things will correct themselves."

      Reegan wasn't so convinced. Her stomach dropped. "What about the Magistrate's wolves? And Avery? And—and me?"

      "The wolves stuck around the mansion. They'd vowed to do so for Avery. I wouldn't have made the same call to let them stay, but I admire their bravery. They have a free pass to glean as much info from the situation as they can. And, luckily, Snelgrove is enough of a narcissist to believe they'll fall in line simply because they're pledged to the role.

      "Avery's still out of the picture, but her wolf is making the most of it. I forgot how lazy she is in wolf form. She's a bad example for Blaze," Lathan said with another chuckle. He hesitated before continuing. "As for you, some agents came by to investigate Avery's 'death'. They say they're on our side and Diesel believes them, so I'm trusting his gut. The investigation, as it were, is only a formality because Avery tied up all the loose ends. It's still their job to clear you as a suspect, but that shouldn't be a problem. All they'll need to do is corroborate the statement Avery left behind and ensure she wasn't coerced into the action."

      "Then shouldn't I come home and speak to them? Or have them come here to clear me? It's not like it will take them long to figure out I might be in Flagler."

      "They already know you're in Flagler," Lathan said. "Avery left strict instructions to keep you there and out of the investigation. So that's the directive we're going to follow until Avery clears your return."

      "Now you're taking orders from her without questioning them?" Reegan asked. Bitterness seeped into her tone, but she couldn't help it. She wanted to go home. "How will you keep them from coming here anyway? Won't they think I'm running?"

      "Thank Fate for Diesel and Avery's connections," Lathan told her. "The investigators have orders to hold off. Avery left word you weren't to be disturbed while you're training Flagler's new Healer. Enough of the UNITY council has come to see Flagler as a wild success. They voted to follow Avery's request."

      "So all that stood between me and a murder charge was Avery's hope that the UNITY council would honor her wishes?" Reegan asked. Her voice crept up until it was little more than a shrill squeak.

      "All that stood between you and a murder investigation. We'd never let them charge you. Like I said, thank Fate for their connections." Lathan sighed again. "Shit, Diesel's back. I'd better go see if he's got anything new to report."

      The whole conversation left Reegan on the precipice of a frustrated meltdown. Pressure was mounting. The situation back home left her on edge. Her disconnection from her pack was wearing down every one of her senses. She felt like she was going to lose her mind.

      And then, the situation got worse.

      The next call came at the end of the week from Riley, who was still with Aveleiyn's congregation. He explained Diesel and Lathan were both too occupied to offer updates. In truth, Reegan suspected it was because he was the only one who could talk her out of racing back to the pack.

      When Roxy held the bar phone out to her and told her it was her twin, Reegan all but launched herself over the bar to get to it.

      “Riley!” she cried into the vintage receiver. “Should you be calling me here?”

      “Stone said the line’s secure for now,” Riley said, his voice as warm as a sweater she wanted to curl up in.

      “Stone?” Reegan asked of the unfamiliar name.

      “Ohhh, you haven’t met Stone yet?” Riley asked. “You’ll love him. Snarky, smartass kid, but he’s a tech wizard.”

      Graham strolled in to lean against the bar. He always wanted to know if there was news from Fairview.

      “I wish I could see you,” Reegan said. “You feel so far away.”

      Riley laughed his soft, kind laugh—the one that meant he understood, not the one that meant he was teasing. “You do, too. I’ve been sending you good vibes through our twin connection, though. You’re closed off most of the time. Are you okay?”

      “I’m hanging in there,” Reegan murmured into the receiver. She didn’t dare tell him she was keeping her walls up on purpose. That she was having difficulty building them higher and thicker to keep him out, but there was too much she wasn’t ready to share. She peeked over at Graham who slid onto one of the stools.

      Roxy sent a red ale his way, and he lifted a finger, nodding toward Reegan. Roxy added a second glass in front of him. She poured a third—a stout—from the tap when Ren came in to sit on the stool next to Graham.

      “Listen, don’t freak out,” Riley said.

      “That’s the ultimate way to freak someone out,” Reegan advised him.

      “I know, but how else am I supposed to prepare you? There have been a couple of attacks.” Riley rushed on before she could get a word in. “Nothing on the pack, but some of the higher-ups in UNITY. The Dissidents have resorted to showing their power by forcing the hand of those who don’t comply. Snelgrove swears he’s not behind it. That the ones doing this shit are ‘radical’, but he’s not doing anything to shut it down, that’s for sure.”

      “What’s being done in response?” Reegan asked, tangling the phone cord around her fingers in distress. How was she supposed to relay this to the people around her? She was all too aware of the eyes following her as she paced in the space the short phone cord allowed.

      “Well, all the leaders who hadn’t already evacuated to safe territories are being forced to,” Riley said. “Avery’s all good since she’s already with the pack. But…” the breath he took was one Reegan recognized. He was preparing her for bad news.

      “Just say it, Riley,” she demanded.

      “It has complicated this stupid investigation. Snelgrove’s decided to insist the investigation go on, even though Avery’s wolf is here and fine. And these idiots are doing it. It didn't have any traction before the attacks, but now the UNITY council is folding. The Dissidents are pretending they care about Avery. Crying for justice after what happened to her."

      "But I thought the investigators already knew what happened. Lathan said they were following the orders Avery laid out," Reegan said.

      "They were. The Dissidents have killed the truth, Reegan. Agents are dropping from UNITY left and right. We're not sure how, but Snelgrove's people are getting the rest of the agents on their side. They're pushing the investigation through. Making it look as if there was never any information to go on.

      "Simmons got in contact to let us know they’re asking around about who all was in the mansion that day. With Snelgrove in residence, the Magistrate's wolves can't do anything to prevent the investigation. Not without bringing negative attention their way. It's only a matter of time until it becomes one hundred percent obvious what happened there. The story that comes out isn't going to slant in our favor."

      “I didn’t want any part of this,” Reegan moaned, hanging her head in misery.

      “I know,” Riley said. “Fate, doing this over the phone is bullshit. Lathan won't let me risk coming down there by myself, even with a Protector. And it's not safe for Morgan to travel. Not with the R & B as riled up as it is.”

      “I know,” Reegan said. “It’s okay. I’m okay. Keep going. I want to know everything."

      Riley let out a low groan. "Figures you could tell there was more. Your name came up from someone who was at the meeting. Someone who said they didn’t know why you would have been there. The Dissidents are harping on the idea that the mansion is neutral territory—"

      An audible breath rushed from Reegan's lungs. "Which means whoever hurt Avery did so on neutral territory. I did so on neutral territory. Riley..."

      "I know," Riley said, voice sagging with the weight of the truth. "They created the state of distress, and now they're using it to their advantage."

      During times of distress, the sanctioned homes of public officials became neutral, safe spaces—and it became a high crime to injure a leader on the premises. Not to mention the kind of offense murder carried under such circumstances.

      “Who told them I was there? Another spy on the inside like Joseph?” Reegan asked.

      “No, Diesel’s already checked back through his files to re-clear every single wolf who was in the house that day. He did the same with the witch who helped with the wards. A spy on the outside is more likely.”

      “Someone in the Forest?” Reegan asked, trying to put the pieces together.

      Graham sat forward, listening in on her side of the conversation, which Reegan didn’t try to hide. She could use all the help she could get.

      “Your guess is probably better than mine,” Riley said. “You know me, my whole brain is video game mush.”

      “That’s not true,” Morgan’s voice said in the background. “Reegan, hi! We love you, and we're here for you. Are you okay?” her voice came closer in the phone, likely right at Riley’s ear.

      “What’s up, little wolf?” Asher called out.

      “Is that Reegan?” Fourt’s voice trailed over the line, too.

      Reegan laughed and sniffled back tears. Even just hearing so many members of her pack was a comfort beyond anything she’d hoped to find, considering the awful nature of the call.

      “Is that Fourt?” she called back, hoping she was loud enough for him to hear. “What’s he doing there?” she asked Riley, lowering her voice back for only him.

      “Lathan decided it was safer to move him here to Aveleiyn’s for more protection when we got word of the first of the attacks. Talan and a couple others from the downtown pride are hanging out around the house to give Lathan backup.”

      “I wish I could come home,” Reegan whispered into the phone. She glanced to the bar where Roxy leaned right by Graham and Ren. They were all waiting for her to relay the latest news.

      “I know,” Riley said. “I wish you could, too. This thing with all of us being split up isn’t working. At all. My wolf is going nuts.”

      “Mine, too. I don’t think the people here are happy being stuck outside of the loop either,” she said, including the others in the conversation.

      They flashed her looks that told her they agreed.

      “I’d better go before I throw us all into the middle of a pity party.” It was clear from the way he hesitated Riley didn’t want to hang up.

      But Reegan knew he was right. The situation was what it was. There was little they could do to change it until they were ordered otherwise. Even as she thought it, though, she felt foolish, scared, and selfish. Yes, she wanted to be with her pack. But maybe, even more, she wanted to be safe—and free of all the responsibility that had been heaped on her shoulders.
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      Reegan paced another circle around her room. She paused each time she got to the window, looking out into the quiet night as if something might have changed. She clung to the silly hope that the next time she peered outside, she would see her pack gathered around the pool, laughing and enjoying themselves.

      She would wake up to discover this whole ordeal had been a nightmare and that things were fine. The only trouble was, you couldn't wake from a nightmare if you couldn't sleep in the first place.

      The call with Riley that afternoon left her unsettled. The following relay of the events to the people of Flagler made her even more restless.

      Her wolf vacillated between sulking in despair and thrashing about inside her. The poor creature was desperate to get free. To fight. Her wolf wanted to throw them both right into the middle of the fray. She longed to take out anyone who dared threaten the pack or those she cared about.

      Reegan resumed pacing the weaving trail around the room. She moved around the perimeter of each bed before cutting toward the back, by the bathroom. She continued around, past the small built-in closet, and up along the wall that joined Graham’s room. She paused again, this time by the door that separated them. The TV was on. It hadn’t been before.

      He was awake.

      Her heart thrummed in her chest when she drew in a shaky breath and lifted a trembling hand. It felt so heavy it was almost numb, and it tingled as she held it in midair, making up her mind.

      She knocked. Lightly. So lightly, she wasn’t sure he’d hear. That was for the best, she thought, as she stepped back away from the door and began to pace again.

      The sound of the latch turning on his side sent her rushing back to turn the one on hers. She swung the door open to find Graham standing at his own open door.

      His short hair was rumpled. He was shirtless, and a pair of jeans hung low on his hips with the button unbuttoned.

      Reegan’s tongue glued itself to the roof of her mouth. She blinked at him, unable to speak. A fiery blush crept across her skin when his eyes roamed over her. Her wolf sat to full attention, proud and preening in the face of her mate's admiration.

      Normally, Reegan preferred to be fully covered in jeans and a baggy shirt or sweater. In preparation for bed, though, she’d swapped her jeans for a pair of pajama shorts. She tugged her oversized sweater down to cover as much of her body as it would.

      Graham’s gaze snapped back up to hers. “I can’t sleep either,” he said, rescuing her from her wordless state. “I was thinking of going for a walk down by the water. Come with me.”

      Reegan cleared her throat and finally found her voice. “Okay,” she said. “I just need to change.”

      Graham’s lips curved up into a smile that was more understanding than tease. It wasn’t the first time Reegan got the impression he always read more into a situation than he let on. “You can go like that if you’re comfortable. I’m not going to pounce on you. You’re the big bad wolf here, remember? I should be the one clutching my sweater.”

      Reegan faltered in the doorway, still torn between changing into jeans. She was comfortable in her own skin, but she didn’t love being exposed. Even so, jeans on the beach led to a miserable state. Wearing wet jeans was the worst, in Reegan’s opinion.

      She peeked through the open doors between their rooms as Graham tugged on a t-shirt.

      “I can feel you watching me, butterfly,” he said, voice muffled by the fabric.

      Reegan spun away in embarrassment, but he was already right there in the doorway again. He caught her arm, and a gasp surged from between her lips.

      “Come on. Walk with me,” he urged, drawing her through the doorway into his room.

      Her heart hammered in her chest. The overwhelmingly male scent of his space assaulted her nostrils. The room was thick with the fragrances of his body wash and cinnamon gum. The bed was a mess of sheets as if he’d tossed and turned before he’d given up and cast them aside.

      He still held her hand as he led her from the room and out into the sticky night, both of them barefoot. The blue-white moon touched Graham’s hair and face as he closed his door behind them. He released her hand when they went down the stairs. They crossed together. Reegan was surprised to find the absence of the sting from his touch was now far worse than the sting itself. Every part of her hummed in his presence.

      She couldn’t understand how her brothers had done it. How in the universe had Thorne managed to hold off on his feelings for Em for so long? How had Diesel shut out Avery when he knew she was the only thing that would settle his soul? And Fourt. Poor Fourt who’d found his mate on the best day of his life and was still too afraid to voice that truth.

      “You spend a lot of time in that beautiful head of yours,” Graham murmured. He held open the swinging doors which led from the courtyard into the bar.

      There were always patrons in the bar, even when the open sign was off, and the bar was, presumably, closed. The music played lower than it did during peak times. The few patrons who glanced up from glasses of beer or cups of coffee nodded at them as they passed by.

      These weren't people who hung around the bar because they had nowhere better to be. They stayed there on a guard rotation, keeping a watch on the main road that ran through the town. Nothing and no one passed that bar without being spotted, noted, and approved by the people who sat slumped over the tables and kicked back on the stools.

      “I have a lot on my mind,” Reegan answered.

      “You’re so ready to get back to your pack, aren’t you?” Graham asked as they shuffled down the ramp that led to the parking lot.

      “So ready,” Reegan agreed, turning to him as she walked. “You don’t like being out of the loop either, do you?”

      He tucked his hands into his pockets as he shook his head. “Not one little bit. I want to be there to fight right by my partner,” he said. “But, at least I get the consolation of being here with you.”

      Reegan’s heart hammered her chest. Her wolf pleaded with her to be set free. To walk with her mate in the moonlight.

      Butterflies fluttered in her stomach until Graham added, “And that feels good because Diesel asked me to. So even if I’m not fighting next to him, I’m still helping in the cause.”

      Despite any attraction she imagined he had to her, she had to remember he was on a mission. It was his job to keep her safe. She needed to maintain the distance between them. It was easier to do so when she remembered his attention was the result of his badge. If she thought about it any other way—that he might want her as much as she wanted him—all her resolve would crumble.

      Reegan fell quiet again. She followed Graham across the street and they took the boardwalk over the dunes. The sun-bleached wooden boards creaked beneath their feet as they made their way down to the beach below. Moonlight kissed the waves and caressed the sand.

      Under the stars, so close to her mate, she couldn't stay out of her head. The thoughts of him she pushed away during the day bombarded her.

      In all the time she’d spent with Graham, Reegan was savvy enough to know they’d been flirting. Graham had an easy nature with everyone, though. She’d seen him morph his personality time and time again to meet each new person he talked to on their level. Was what she felt between them only her?

      She was beyond thinking it was only her wolf or the Fated connection between them. The more time she spent with Graham, the more she liked him. The more she wanted to push past her barriers and her inhibitions. To connect with him, regardless of any fears and responsibilities that told her she should run screaming instead.

      But what if she flirted with him and he catered to that? Maybe he flirted back because that was the way he saw to connect with her. His reasons for connecting with her might not be the same reasons she wanted to connect with him.

      “Already back in the clouds, butterfly,” he murmured. His arm brushed hers when they came to the bottom of the stairs. He fell in line beside her, walking to her right while the ocean lapped at her left.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m…overwhelmed.” She reached up to tap a finger to her temple. “The last time I was apart from my pack for this long, I was in training. And that’s different, you know? You have friends and teachers and colleagues—it’s like a pack you make for yourself.” Her throat tightened, and her words came out choked at the end. She blinked hard against the tears pooling in her eyes. She hadn’t realized she was that close to breaking down.

      “I don’t know what to do without them,” she said, letting it out. “I don’t even know who I am without them. I’m scared all the time. And here, where it's safe, I'm still stuck with responsibilities I didn’t expect. I don’t want to do any of it. I want to roll back time to the last happy moments with my pack and just live those forever.”

      “We all want to turn back time now and then,” Graham said, looking down at her.

      “You know what I mean,” she whispered. “Don’t make light of it.”

      Graham blew out a breath. “I’m not. I swear I’m not. But I’d be lying if I said I understood that fear. I’ve got too much of a tendency to run head-on into burning buildings.”

      “Not me,” Reegan said. “I’m on the other side of the street, if not farther. I'm calling in the fire on my phone from a safe distance.”

      Graham snorted out a soft laugh. “I may not share the sentiment, but I understand where you’re coming from. Your rank in the pack affects that. You like to be led, rather than leading.”

      Reegan nodded. “It’s exhausting taking the lead. I want to know someone else is watching out for me.”

      “Ren’s here for you,” Graham said, looking down at her again. After a few more steps, he added more quietly, “I’m here for you, too.”

      “I know, but that’s different,” Reegan said.

      “It doesn’t have to be.” He stopped short in the sand and Reegan circled back to face him. He gazed out at the ocean before he let his eyes slide back to hers. A hesitant breath stood between them. “Why haven’t you told me?"

      "Told you what?" Reegan asked. She looked up at him. He was beautiful, with the salt air plastering his shirt to his chest. He looked, for a moment, like a hero who’d stepped out of the pages of time to rescue her. But then, hurt and confusion passed across his face before his features smoothed into a protective mask.

      He crossed his arms over his chest and shook his head, letting out a snort of frustration. "That I’m your mate.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Moonlight highlighted every bit of surprise that touched Reegan’s features.

      “Wh—what did you say?” she asked, tilting her head back to look up at him.

      “I’m your mate, aren’t I?” Graham asked. His heart was racing, and his breath came short, but he had to know the truth. He wasn’t honoring his own values if he didn’t find the courage to ask.

      “Why would you say that?” Reegan asked, reaching up to hold back the strands of her hair that whipped in the ocean breeze.

      “Could be how jumpy you are around me. Or the ‘holy hell’ look you got in your eyes the first time we touched. Or the similar look every other time we’ve touched. That's a few examples. You can take your pick,” he said, lifting his brows in a challenge.

      He knew he was right. He had to be. He might not be on the receiving end of any stings like wolves talked about when they touched their Fated mates, but he could feel the buzz of energy between them.

      Reegan opened her mouth, then closed it again. She shook her head, lost for words. She was already back up in that head of hers, working through exactly what she wanted to say. How she wanted to let him down.

      That had to be it, right? The reason she hadn't owned up to it? She was going to let him down.

      “Look,” Graham said, drawing on every genuine thing he knew and felt about himself. “I like you. I know you’ve probably picked up on that, and I’m usually pretty good at taking a hint when a lady wants me to keep my distance. But you—you’re this baffling, perfect woman who fell, almost literally, right at my feet in the very last minute I was expecting it.”

      He took a step back, out of the humming space around her because it was the only way he could draw in a full breath. “One minute you’re flirting with me. The next you’re aloof. And I get it. You’re probably warring with your wolf—her wanting me and you wanting…well, hell, I don’t know. Not me. And I get that, too..."

      He clutched a hand to his aching chest. His heart pummeled his palm from within. "What Legacy would be happy to learn her mate is human? A halfway used up human, at that. But that’s the thing here, Reegan, I am human. I know my days are numbered and that makes me want to be real about this. I'd be doing myself a disservice if I didn’t admit the truth. You’re this beautiful, amazing, witty-as-hell little spirit. This bright wolf that lights up every damn room you walk into.”

      He shook his head and ran a hand through his already-rumpled hair. “I hate every second I spend away from you. It scares the hell out of me to feel this way and to know you're going to turn me down. Especially when all I want to do is beg you to let me be your pack for now. I want to gather you up and keep you close. I want to bring all this shit to an end for you, so you can go back home to your family and have it exactly the way you want it.”

      "You might want to turn back time, but I don't. I don’t ever want to go back to before this—before us. I want every second I can get to get to know you and to prove to you that even though I’m just a man, I’m worthy of belonging to you.”

      “But you’ve never even kissed me,” Reegan said.

      A shocked laugh jetted from Graham’s mouth. “That’s…that’s your response?”

      “I mean...I guess. I don't know,” Reegan said. She let out a sweet, frustrated little groan and collected the stray strands of her hair again. “You are my mate, Graham. But I never meant for you to know that, and not”—she headed him off when he took a step to the side—"not because of you."

      He wasn't interested in whatever excuse she used to lighten the blow. He preferred it when people came right out with the facts. It saved everyone trouble in the long run.

      Reegan grabbed his hand. If she wanted his attention, she had it. He couldn't focus on anything else when they touched. "I swear it's not because of you. It's because of me.”

      “Oh,” Graham let his head tip back with a wounded laugh. “That’s the oldest line in the human book. Come on. If you’re going to give me an excuse, make it better than that.” He moved to tug away.

      Reegan grabbed his arm with both of her hands. This time, she did nothing to mask the hiss that ripped through her teeth at the contact. “I’m serious, Graham. I’m a mess compared to you. You don’t know me—you don’t know anything about me. All those good things you think about me are only half the story. I don’t have anything to offer you. Don’t you see that? I’m scared out of my mind all of the time. And you’re—you’re—rushing into burning buildings!”

      She threw a hand out to the side in defeat before she spun away and threaded her fingers into her hair again. “You think I’m disappointed that my mate is human? Fate, that’s so far from the truth! Do you know how many hero stories I’ve listened to about you in my lifetime? You’re a legend in our household. How am I ever supposed to live up to the idea of being the Graham Floyd’s mate?”

      She wheeled back around, right into his space, her warm, soft hands grabbing his cheeks, urging him to face her. “It’s not some excuse to let you down easily. I don’t want to let you down at all. I’ve been going crazy staying quiet about this whole thing! You have no idea how many times I’ve come close to telling you the truth. I thought you would be the one who was disappointed, you jerk.”

      Graham couldn’t help the new shocked laugh that rippled up from his throat. “Jerk? How am I a jerk in this scenario?”

      “I don’t know! You and your…your…” she sputtered at him, “your hair. And your abs and your stupid cinnamon gum always turning me on and confusing me.”

      She shook her head and put her hands on her hips, pulling her reactions back in—only to lose control again a moment later. “Let’s be clear, it’s the very last thing I was expecting, too. I already had more than enough going on in my world before you stormed in and stole my wolf’s heart and my sanity. Arrrrrgh!” Reegan threw her hands out again as she let out the growl of pure frustration.

      It was Graham’s turn to be stunned into not knowing what to say. Finally, he went with, “I don’t chew cinnamon gum.”

      “Are you serious?” Reegan peered up at him through narrowed eyes. “Then why do I always smell—ohhhhh. Shit.”

      It was apparent the answer dawned on her as she covered her face.

      “I guess we both know what my scent is to you, then,” Graham teased, hoping to break the tension.

      It was an odd sort of tension. Hot, heavy, and full of sensuality, but with a tang of confusion and hurt, too. They’d both been falling deeper under the other’s spell, while each believing they’d never be deserving of the prize—the treasure—put before them.

      Graham crossed his arms. He wasn’t any kind of treasure, but Reegan seemed to disagree. In fact, she took a few steps closer, dropping her hands as she leaned in to study him. A cheeky grin spread over her face. It sent his heart kicking up another notch.

      “Maybe if you'd kissed me, I would've figured out you don’t chew cinnamon gum.”

      “You’re making a lot out of this whole kissing thing,” Graham said. He reached out to capture a wisp of silky hair as it blew in front of her face.

      “Isn’t a kiss usually how it starts?” she asked.

      “Sometimes,” Graham said, leaning in over her.

      “So you can see my confusion.” Her hands flitted to his waist, settling on the band of his jeans.

      “I’d say it started well before we might have kissed, though, wouldn’t you? I felt the sparks at that party. It was the first time I’d felt something like that—really felt it—in a long, damn time," Graham said, so close he could feel her breath on his lips.

      Yeah, he was teasing her. He hadn’t been lying when he said he wanted to prove he was worthy. He intended to know she wanted him before he let go of his heart. “It’s been frustrating as hell not to kiss you. Believe me, I want to. Every time I’m this close to you, it's almost impossible to resist.”

      “Then why don’t you?” she asked, eyes flitting down to his mouth.

      “Because,” he said, leaning in to brush his lips against her ear, “I’m pretty sure you’re going to be the last person I kiss. I have to make sure I do it right.”

      Reegan trembled against him, clutching her fingers into his waistband. “Where do we go from here?” she asked, turning her cheek against his to whisper the words in his ear.

      Torture. Heat. He deserved the tease for teasing her.

      “You like me?” he asked, closing his hand over the small of her back.

      She nodded against his cheek.

      “Then let me be here with you for as long as we’ve got. Let me be your pack.”
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      Much to Reegan's surprise, sleep was easy to come by for the first time. She hadn't imagined herself relaxing, as ramped up as she was when Graham walked her back up to the hotel. When he said goodnight to her in the doorway between their rooms, though, peace rolled over her.

      That was the first night they left their adjoining door ajar—not fully open, but no longer closed.

      The next morning, the sound of Graham’s shower turning off woke her and she stretched in her bed. The door to his bathroom opened, and a few moments later, he poked his dripping head and shoulder into her room.

      “Good, you’re awake. Thought I was going to have to wake you up and I wasn’t sure how to do it without getting called a jerk,” he teased.

      Reegan’s mouth went dry at the sight of him.

      Graham smirked. “Don’t get too excited, butterfly, I’ve got a towel on.”

      “Graham,” she groaned, pulling a pillow over her head.

      “You’re so easy to mess with!” he said, laughing from where he still stood, glistening and perfect in the doorway. “Get moving. I’ve got a surprise for you.”

      Reegan sat up and rubbed her eyes. “Am I going to like it?”

      Graham looked up at the ceiling, either finding the answer or seeking patience and strength. Reegan couldn’t be sure which.

      “It’s probably about fifty-fifty,” he finally answered. “But I’m doing the best I can.” With that, he ducked back into his room, calling out “Fifteen minutes,” as he padded away.

      Reegan rushed to grab a shower and get ready. By the time she tugged her hair into a damp bun on top of her head, Graham was leaning in the doorway between their rooms again.

      He led her down to one of the rooms on the first floor. It had been repurposed from a hotel room into a computer lab. Roxy truly had everything planned out for the people she took into the hotel safe home and orphanage. Most of them came with little to nothing in their possession. Clothes, toys, toiletries, cell phones, and computers were all available to them.

      Reegan had only been in the room once when Graham had been organizing a new stash of burner phones. This time, the enormous television monitor on the wall was on, and a teenager was sitting on top of one of the desks. He had one leg tucked under the other. The one that hung down swung back and forth absently as he tapped away on a laptop.

      “Hey, Graham,” the boy said, offering a grin full of straight white teeth. He and Graham shared a secret handshake before the kid peered around Graham at Reegan. “Reegan, right?” he asked, setting the computer aside and hopping up to shake her hand, too—though, thankfully in the regular way. “I’m Stone.”

      “Stone’s our resident Tracker-in-Training and tech guru,” Graham said. He grinned a wicked grin at the kid. “He’s also been grounded for the past week, or I’d have introduced you two sooner.”

      “Grounded?” Reegan asked as if it were a shocking concept. “What did you do?”

      “Might’ve snuck out one night and streamed a movie on the side of the barrier for a bunch of my friends,” he said with a smart-alecky grin. “Can neither confirm nor deny, though, because I’m technically not ungrounded. Graham got me out on a favor.” He turned and tapped a few more keys.

      The image on the wall-mounted television changed, and the word "Calling" appeared on the screen.

      The next thing Reegan knew, she was looking right at Diesel in the living room of the bunkhouse. She gasped and rushed for the TV. “Holy Fate! I can see you!” she cried.

      Diesel smiled—a little—back. “I can’t see you, though,” he said.

      Stone laughed and tapped Reegan on the shoulder. He pointed to the camera on the laptop. “Sit here,” he said, pulling a chair out for her.

      On the screen was a smaller version of Diesel—she liked the large-as-life one on the wall better, though. It was almost like sitting in the room with him. “Hi,” she said, reaching out to touch the screen anyway.

      “Hey,” Diesel said, narrowing his eyes as she fell still in front of the camera. “You eating? You look like hell.”

      “I’m fine, Diesel. What’s going on there?”

      Diesel glanced away—she guessed, from the angle he must be on a phone.

      “Is this secure?” she whispered to Stone.

      He flashed her a thumbs up.

      “Avery’s still out,” Diesel said, turning his attention back to the camera. “And you’re under investigation.”

      "Riley told me yesterday," Reegan said.

      He sighed and scrubbed a hand over his beard. It was far thicker than it had been when she’d seen him last. “Don’t worry about it, though. I’ve got it under control. The main thing we need from you is for you to stay put. Graham’s sticking with you, right?”

      Graham leaned an arm over the back of Reegan’s chair and crouched in close to her. “Always right here, man,” he said before he moved back out of the frame.

      “Good,” Diesel said. He glanced away from the camera once more and rolled his eyes. “Oh, for Fate’s sake, here we go again,” he muttered. “Here. Can you see this?”

      The camera spun in a dizzy blur before it landed on the scene. Reegan knew, based on the fluffy area rug in the image, he’d turned the camera to focus on the floor in his living room. Dahlia and Rose were both sitting on the rug.

      Dahlia hiccupped, and Reegan gasped. The toddler hiccupped again. Each time she hiccupped, she changed from human to wolf and back again. And each time she did it, she and Rose erupted into harder and harder fits of giggles.

      The camera spun once more, and Diesel reappeared, giving a bemused shake of his head. “They’re both doing it. Nonstop hiccups and shifts for the last eight hours. They haven’t stayed in wolf form long enough for me to teach them anything, and Avery’s wolf is only encouraging it.” He chuckled. “Not exactly how I expected to spend my day. Can’t believe Avery’s missing this in person.”

      Reegan sniffled. “Me either,” she said, trying to hold back the tears. She wanted to be right there in the room, giggling with the girls. “They’re not crying at all,” she said, in awe as she listened to another round of delighted laughter.

      “No,” Diesel said. The camera bobbed when he shrugged. “No tears at all. Only this ridiculous laughter!” He directed the last words over the top of the camera and his daughters cackled and howled even harder.

      “That’s amazing,” Reegan said, shaking her head.

      “Sorry there’s not more to report,” Diesel said. “As soon as there are any developments, I’ll be in touch again. This video thing has been nice. It’s good to see your face.”

      “Yours, too,” Reegan told him.

      Diesel waved goodbye into the camera, and the picture went dark.

      Reegan wiped her eyes and slid back the chair. “Thank you,” she told Stone as he took the laptop from her.

      “Don’t thank me,” he said with a grin. He flipped the hair that fell over his eyes out of the way as he pointed to Graham. “Thank him. He’s the one who asked me to get the secure video thing going.”

      Graham crossed his arms where he’d gone to lean against the wall. He offered only a smile when Reegan thanked him.

      “Since you’re already into favors,” Stone said, sliding the laptop into a sleeve, “you wanna give me a lift back home? Maybe explain to my folks you really needed me to sneak out this morning?” He slipped the laptop between at least four others like it in a backpack on the chair beside him.

      Graham dropped his head and arms. “You didn’t tell them you were coming over here?”

      “I like to keep things lively for them.”

      Graham laughed. “Dude, has anyone ever told you that you’re a troublemaker?”

      “Practically my middle name, man,” Stone said. He engaged in another secret handshake with Graham to celebrate his delinquency.

      “I’ve got a crate of supplies to take out to George,” Graham said. “Let me grab it, and I’ll give you a ride.”

      “Cool,” Stone said, zipping up the backpack. “I’ve got a few more cables I want to grab since I’m here. I’ll meet you out front?”

      “You coming?” Graham asked Reegan.

      But she’d found herself with an opportunity that was too good to pass up. “Actually,” she said, “I’ve got a training session planned with Maggie in a little while. I’d better stay here.”

      Graham nodded. “Let me know if you go anywhere other than the beach? You’ve still got that phone I gave you?”

      Reegan patted her pocket. “Right here.”

      Graham looked like he wanted to say more. Maybe even do more. His fingers flexed at his side before he opened the door and let himself out of the room. He winked at Reegan, letting the door swing closed behind him.

      Stone was rummaging in the storage closet in the corner of the room. He bobbed his head and occasionally dropped a hint or two of lyrics to a song Reegan didn’t know.

      “Can I ask you a quick question?” she asked.

      He looked over his shoulder at Reegan. “Sure, what’s up?”

      She drew in a rallying breath. “Do you know anything about the black market?”

      He immediately abandoned the box he was pawing through to turn and smirk at her. “Yeah, why? You need something?” The way he assessed her made Reegan shift on her feet. “You don’t look like you buy a lot of illegal stuff, that’s all I’m saying,” he said with a shrug. His hair flopped over his eye again, and he shook it back.

      Fate, in another ten or fifteen years, the kid would steal hearts with all that swagger. He'd probably break them, too.

      “I’m more interested in knowing what kinds of things are out there. Medical supplies? Chemicals? That sort of stuff?”

      Stone scratched his chest through his slate blue t-shirt. “Yeah. Pretty much anything you can think of. Kids, too. Animals, even.” He glanced at the door. It was the first hint of discomfort he’d betrayed.

      “Animals?” Reegan repeated. “What about stolen spirits?”

      Stone frowned, glancing at the door again. “I’m not sure I follow,” he said.

      “Like, the part of the spirit a wolf shifter gives to her mate—the part that can turn him into a wolf. If that had been stolen somehow, is there a chance it would be up for sale on the black market?”

      “Ummm...” Stone closed the storage closet and slung his backpack up onto his shoulder. He angled for the door. “Yeah. I mean, I'm sure that kind of thing is probably out there. Everything else is.” He cast a troubled frown over his shoulder as he opened the door and let himself out. "See ya."
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      Reegan found soothing comfort in relying on Graham as if he were her pack, and he stepped up to the challenge.

      They ate most of their meals together. Graham ferried her back and forth between Maggie’s clinic and the hotel as often as he could. He said goodnight to her through the open doors of their adjoined rooms.

      In many ways, being at the hotel was a lot like being at the pack home. People came and went at all hours, and something was always happening. She was never alone.

      Reegan found comfort in being with Maggie, too. She also made some time to visit with Ren, but his mind was often distant. He had to concentrate on helping his sisters keep the border secure.

      Reegan wasn’t used to him in that mindset. He’d never held a barrier around Chris and Allie’s place or the pack home, as far as she knew. It had never come down to that. Whenever she saw him, he looked like he needed about thirty-six hours of sleep and nearly as many aspirin. Most of their conversations ended with him trailing off before he realized he was losing focus and needed to get back to work.

      Reegan discovered, as the days ticked by, that she was forming her own substitute pack. She hoped for a chance to speak to Stone again but heard from Maggie that he was “extra grounded”—whatever that meant. When she'd tried to learn more, Maggie had gotten dreamy. She went off on a tangent about the fact that Stone hadn’t cut his hair in at least three months. She continued on, explaining she hoped he never cut it because his long hair made him look like a rock star. Clearly, Reegan’s protégé was smitten.

      As Maggie chattered about Stone, Reegan organized the textbooks on the clinic shelves. There were a few volumes she hadn’t read, so she took them with her when she and Maggie went their separate ways for a late lunch.

      Reegan tapped out a message to Graham as she walked back to the hotel. It was a hike in the heat, but even that was starting to grow on Reegan. The sticky, sun-drenched days were another part of the town's rhythm. How much she'd gotten used to this place in just over two weeks!

      
        
        While you're out on your run, is there any chance you could pick up a few notebooks and pens?

      

      

      His response took longer than usual. Her heart thudded as she waited to hear from him. He was out on a mission—was he okay? His reply reassured her:

      
        
        No problem. Missing you.

      

      

      She grinned to herself, feeling as smitten as Maggie sounded over Stone. The pace of her life in Flagler didn't make her forget her pack back home, but she understood more each day why her family loved helping there. She was already thinking of ways to continue working with her new friends once she returned to Fairview.

      When she finally made it back to her hotel room, she dumped the books on the spare bed. She wound her hair up into a knot on top of her head to give her damp neck some relief.

      A knock sounded at her door, and she rushed to answer it, hopeful Graham had already returned.

      "Stone," she said, opening the door to find the young man standing back against the balcony railing.

      He glanced one way, then the other, before he tilted his chin toward her room. "Okay if I come in?"

      "Of course," Reegan said, opening the door wide to allow him entry.

      He paced across the room, roughing a hand through his long hair before he spoke up. "I've been—um—looking into that thing you asked about. The mate spirit thing."

      Reegan's heart lurched. "Right. Of course. Did you learn anything?"

      Stone scratched his neck and rocked on his feet. "Yeah. It's...stuff I really didn't want to know. I kinda hate that I looked, but I wanted to be helpful."

      Reegan's shoulder sagged under the weight she could see the young man bore. "I'm so sorry, Stone. It was selfish of me to ask you at all. I never thought you'd pursue the matter after we spoke about it that day."

      He snorted out a soft laugh. "Yeah, well...I'm nosy. So I did." He tugged at the neck of his thin t-shirt. "I mean, I already went to the trouble, so I figured I'd tell you what I learned. If you want to know."

      Reegan nodded.

      "Mate spirits are for sale all over the black market. I mean—when I say all over, it's not like some epidemic. It's just...there shouldn't be any, so any number seems like a lot. I'm getting offtrack." He shook his anxious hands out. "The listings are aimed at humans who know about the R & B and want to change themselves. It's a scam, of course—you'd need some kind of serious magic to seal it into a human. Especially considering the spirit shouldn't want to transfer to the wrong person."

      He shrugged, confusion written all over his face. "It looked like the first few popped up three or four years ago. The number has been growing since then."

      Reegan pressed a hand to the dresser to keep herself upright. The timeline was too close to be coincidental. This was the first solid lead she'd had in all that time.

      "Anyway, I don't want to talk or think about it anymore," Stone said. He angled his gaze over at her. "I'm sorry I can't be more help, but my Tracker instincts are too strong. I'll be rushing out to hunt down every black market seller if I go any deeper."

      Reegan let out a harsh breath. "Stone, I'm so, so sorry. I didn't think about the ramifications when I asked you."

      He cocked a sad grin. "That's okay. At least I get now why my Trainer is always telling me to stay away from the internet." He brushed his hair out of his face again. "You're not gonna tell my folks, right? I can't take being grounded much longer."

      "No," Reegan said. She hated herself, but there was too much of an opportunity in his words. "Of course not. Let's not tell anyone. It's too much for right now. It'll be our secret."

      Stone's shoulders lifted up to his ears again in another shrug as he headed for the door. "Cool. I'd better get back. I snuck out again."

      Reegan couldn't help but laugh as she closed the door behind him. He reminded her so much of Riley, it almost hurt.

      She collapsed back on her bed, covering her face as she thought back over everything he'd said.

      She wasn't sure how long she'd been stuck in her head when the door to Graham's room opened and closed. Her heart leaped, and she skipped—yes, skipped!—across the room. She wanted to grab lunch before her session with Maggie that afternoon, but she couldn’t wait to see Graham again. She and her wolf both stayed on edge whenever he had to go off by himself.

      He must’ve been moving at warp speed, though. By the time she got to the open adjoining doors, the bathroom door had slammed, and the shower turned on.

      Reegan frowned and leaned through the doorway. Graham didn’t usually rush in without at least checking to see if she was in her room. He always poked his head in to say hi.

      Her ears pricked with a sound that filtered out below the spray of the shower. It was definitely Graham. He groaned low and cursed.

      Reegan froze in the doorway. Was he hurt? If he were badly wounded, someone would have come to get her for help, right?

      He groaned again, deeper, and she shot across the room to tap on the bathroom door. “Graham? Are you okay?” she called out.

      “Yeah, baby, I’m fine,” he called back.

      Baby. There he went with calling her “baby” again. Part of her wanted to hate it—the part of her that hated how weak she felt when she compared herself with him. The rest of her—especially her wolf—thrilled at the endearment. It made her feel the same perfect, sweet, melty way she felt when he called her “butterfly”.

      “Are you sure?” she called when he groaned again.

      “Holy hell, girl. Why don’t you let me come get you when I’m done in here?” he called back with a strained laugh. “I’m fine, okay?”

      Nothing had prepared Reegan for “fine” more than a family full of brothers. “Fine” was the universe male term for, “Hell no, I’m not fine, but I’ll never admit it because I’m not weak.”

      As the woman who was swiftly coming to care for him in ways she’d never believed were possible, she could leave it at fine—for now. But as the Healer in charge of making sure he was safe and healthy, she couldn’t ignore the fact that he was in pain.

      She sat on the edge of his neatly-made bed. He kept his space tidy. It reminded Reegan of Diesel’s old room—everything in its place. She and Riley had never had to clean up after Diesel.

      She waited. And waited. He must've been running the water down to cold, he was in there for so long. Finally, the shower shut off with a squeak. The sound of a towel sliding from the rack followed. She pictured Graham drying himself off. She didn’t mean to, but she could hear every sound.

      Her cheeks were red by the time the bathroom door opened. Graham stepped out with a towel wrapped snugly around his waist. His golden chest flushed pink from steam, which piped out of the bathroom behind him. The towel hardly covered him, stopping short of his knees. Reegan couldn't help but notice all of that, but it was the heavy limp that stole her focus.

      He froze when he saw her on his bed. Then he stumbled back a few steps, pulling the desk chair between them. “I said I’d come get you,” he said, brows dropping low, voice turning hard.

      He was upset—with her? Why?

      She jumped up to go to him.

      He stepped back again. Since they’d admitted their mutual interest on the beach, he hadn’t rebuffed any contact from her.

      “You’re in pain,” she said reaching a hand out. “I can help.”

      “I’m not in pain,” he snapped, backing farther away. His face turned red. “I need to get dressed. I’ll catch up with you later,” he said in a flat tone. Totally disconnected from her. From everything. With that, he spun and stumbled back into the bathroom, slamming the door behind him.

      Reegan stood there, staring in utter confusion at the bathroom door until a knock at her own hotel room door unstuck her from her place.

      She sighed and shuffled back into her own room, closing Graham’s adjoining door behind her. She left hers open, but if he needed space, she'd give him space. Broody brothers had also prepared her for that.

      “Hiya!” Maggie chirped when Reegan opened the door. “It’s such a pretty afternoon. Do you want to do our lesson down at the beach?”

      “Oh, Maggie. I’m sorry! I got totally sidetracked! I haven't even grabbed lunch.”

      Next door, Graham’s door flew open, and he blew out of it, heading for the stairs. He let the door slam behind him, still pulling a t-shirt down over his dripping back. He didn’t look over his shoulder at either of them. He wasn’t limping, either, Reegan noticed—at least not like he had when he’d thought he was alone.

      “Yikes,” Maggie muttered, brows rising to disappear behind her thick bangs. “Did it have anything to do with that?” she asked, hooking a thumb in Graham’s direction. For thirteen, she was more observant than Reegan had initially given her credit for.

      Reegan sighed again. “Yeah,” she said, stepping back inside to grab her phone. She left her flip-flops behind. She’d gotten used to wandering Roxy’s place and the beach barefoot. Her wolf loved that and had grown so accustomed to it she grumbled when Reegan bothered with shoes.

      "Let me stop in at the bar to pick up one of those wrapped sandwiches from the fridge," she said.
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        * * *

      

      Reegan and Maggie made their way down to the sandy shore. They chatted while Reegan ate, then they got down to business.

      Unfortunately, it didn’t take long for Reegan to realize the lesson was useless with her focus so totally shot. It was even worse, though, that her pupil was the one to call her out on it.

      “It's okay,” Maggie said, grinning shyly over at her where they sat in the sand. “It's a lot like me trying to do homework when Stone’s in the room: impossible because all I can think about is him.”

      The miniature Healer had just drawn a full handful of her own Healing light up from her bones for the first time.

      “I’m so sorry,” Reegan said, shaking her head. There was no clearing the confused daze she was in, though. “We should both be celebrating that! I don’t mean to be distracted.”

      Maggie watched the light dissipate. When a Healer didn’t have anyone to use their light on, any magic they drew was absorbed back into the body with a trickle of calming relief. Maggie giggled as her light seeped back into her skin. Reegan knew exactly what she was feeling—the funny, soft little tickle of her magic settling back into the deep reaches of her body and soul.

      “It’s okay,” she said, though she began to collect her things. “I don’t blame you. I know I sound boy-crazy all the time, but I swear I’m not. I think Mr. Floyd is cute because he likes you. And I think Stone is cute because I like him. I don’t notice most of the other guys around here, though.” She giggled again and shrugged as she settled her small bag across her thin frame. “Well, mostly.”

      Reegan followed her back up to the boardwalk. The sun dipped low, painting the sky with gold and pink. Gulls cawed and dipped overhead, catching the air and gliding back up.

      “He does like you, though. Has he admitted it?” Maggie asked. Innocence. Purity. Light. The girl would be an excellent Healer—as long as no one tarnished her.

      “Maybe,” Reegan teased, bumping into her.

      Maggie giggled again. “I’m glad. Because I know you like him, too.”

      Reegan laughed. “You’re wise, you know?”

      “Oh, I know,” Maggie said. “It’s my fatal flaw.”

      Reegan snorted out another laugh at the dramatic gesture Maggie did when she said it. “What in the universe are you talking about?”

      “Being smart. Boys don’t like smart girls.” Maggie shrugged and brushed her thick bangs out of her eyes again.

      “Boys might not,” Reegan said, leaning in to whisper conspiratorially, “but men do. And, either way, if the one you like doesn't learn that lesson, he's not worthy. Got it?”

      Maggie giggled again. "Got it," she said, giving Reegan a solemn nod.

      Reegan winked as she and Maggie parted ways on the main road. The first few times they’d done so, she worried about Maggie walking home on her own. Now she knew the town well enough to know the girl would be safe walking anywhere within the barrier.

      Reegan made her way back across the road to Roxy’s as Graham’s car rolled to a stop in the driveway. She glanced at him, and he gazed back at her but made no move to stop her or to call out to her.

      “Okay, still angry,” Reegan muttered to herself as she turned her back on him and made her way into the bar.
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      Reegan was halfway across the courtyard by the time Graham got to her. Roxy had tried to grab his attention, but he’d blown right by. This couldn’t wait. He’d been an asshole to Reegan. One hundred percent. An apology and an explanation were the least she deserved.

      “Reegan,” he called out, “please wait.”

      She stopped and turned back to face him, a frown etching the corners of her mouth.

      He heaved a heavy sigh and gave in to the full force of the limp that wanted to exist. He usually managed to control it when he moved, masking it so no one could immediately see the disadvantage he was at, but sometimes it was impossible.

      He’d spent the day with a crew helping a woman they'd recently rescued move into her new apartment. Turned out, the apartment was on the second floor. It wasn't too bad until a million boxes, and a whole truckload of furniture showed up, thanks to all the donations that had come in.

      Feeling like a feeble, hobbled old man, Graham tottered Reegan’s way. He gritted his teeth and gripped the brown paper bag, so he wouldn’t drop it in the grass and ruin his apology.

      “I’m sorry." The words left his mouth on a rush of pained breath when he reached her. He held the bag out. “Peace offering?”

      Reegan looked down at the bag in surprise, then broke into a huge grin. “Burgers?” she asked, voice full of hope and excitement. Her nostrils flared as she sniffed the air. “And fries? Now that's a sincere apology!”

      “I'm sincerely sorry,” he said.

      She took the bag from him, and he immediately took full advantage of his free hands. He cupped her cheeks and pressed his lips to hers.

      She gasped, and her lips parted against his. One of her hands pressed against his pounding heart while the other, at his hip, gripped the brown takeout bag.

      The kiss deepened, their breath intermingling as their tongues darted out to dance. Each hitch of Reegan's breath had his body hardening against hers.

      It took all his strength to pull back. He gazed down at her, aware he was trembling under her touch. “That wasn't exactly the first kiss I had planned, but it couldn’t wait,” he whispered. He glanced down at his leg, then back to her.

      She stared right back up at him. She kept her eyes locked to his as she traced her hand down his chest, over his abs and down to the outside of his left thigh. Every muscle she touched tightened and strained, reaching to follow the path her hand took.

      He chuckled and dropped a kiss to the tip of her nose before he stepped back. Fate, it felt good to kiss her. He didn't want to stop. “You’re getting pretty bold there, little wolf. Might not want to touch me like that in public unless you want to give everyone a show.”

      She took his hand instead, twining her fingers between his and looking up to offer him a wry smile. “So, the many, many times you’ve told me your leg is fine, that hasn’t been entirely true, has it?”

      “Hurts like hell,” Graham admitted, limping along next to her. “Not always, but sometimes. When I’ve had to do a lot of grueling physical movement, like I did today, it starts to ache and lock up on me. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you straight away. I thought…if you saw the truth, you wouldn't give me my badge back even though I was confident I could do the job. That was before I knew you, though. I’m pretty sure I know you well enough now to know that wouldn’t have been the case.”

      “Of course not. Everyone has disadvantages. They’re not all necessarily as obvious as an injury, but they’re still there,” she said. She still clung to his hand, and the burger bag, as they went up the stairs together. “I put you through your paces in that physical. Not to stroke your ego, but you did better than I’d have expected most humans to do, even those much younger than you are. If you believe you can do the job, I trust you. Even if you are foolhardy and headstrong.”

      He snickered. “Yeah, that about sums me up.” At the top of the stairs, he pulled her to a stop. “In my room—I should never have reacted that way. I didn’t want you to see my leg,” he admitted.

      He tucked a strand of hair behind her ear before settling his hand on her thin shoulder. “After my injury, I worked my body hard to compensate. Lifting. Running and jumping. Every exercise and stress I could put myself through to get my leg back to the point where it felt equal to the rest of me again. And I’ve been doing it ever since.”

      Reegan curled her fingers into his belt loop, keeping him close as he spoke to her. He could have stayed right there forever, tucked in that dark stairwell with her. The walls between them were crumbling, brick by brick.

      “Honestly, at this point, I don’t care if you see me limp. But this…thing”—he gestured hatefully down at the limb that betrayed him more than he liked to admit—“isn’t me. It’s like some foreign object that got stitched to my body, and I’ve been forced to live with it all these years. I don’t want you to see it and think differently of me.”

      Reegan cocked her head and gave him a shove. It sometimes slipped his mind that she was so much stronger than he was, diminutive as she appeared. “For your information, I didn’t even see your leg. I saw you limp, yes. But in all the rest of the gawking I did, I didn’t see one damn thing wrong with you. And I’m not saying that to make you feel better. I’m saying you threw a chair in my way and all I saw was your big, wet pecs.”

      She laughed as she leaned into him, molding her body to his. Heat curled at the base of Graham’s spine when her belly tucked tight against his throbbing cock. She sucked in a breath at the contact. Rather than backing away, though, she leaned in. She pressed her whole body against his, gliding up every inch when she lifted on her tiptoes to kiss him again.

      Graham held her there, gripping the small of her back to tuck her against him. Close, tight, and warm. He relished in the petal-soft stroke of her lips over his. The teasing taste of her sweet tongue when it swept out. The hot press of it against his own. Tucked in the dark stairway, Graham lost his breath and his heart to her.

      She clung to him, her heart meeting his own and her beats marrying with his. He stroked back her hair. “My ex…she ditched me because of the leg,” he murmured, telling it like it was.

      He wanted to believe Reegan wouldn’t do the same, but she hadn’t seen the mangled, useless flesh yet. When she did, would she turn away in disgust? He was starting to let himself hope she wouldn’t. It was a dangerous path, but he loved the taste of danger.

      A dark frown ghosted over Reegan’s face. “I’m sorry. That’s awful,” she said. “And stupid. No offense to her or anything, because I don’t know the woman, but she’s missing out.”

      He laughed out loud. “Think I might have to keep you around just for saying so," he told her. He hooked his arm around her waist and dipped her back when he kissed her again. “This mouth,” he murmured, kissing the corners of her lips. “Sassy. Witty. Bright. Slays me every damn time.”

      The kiss deepened and so did Graham’s hold on her. Reegan was right there with him, too, clinging to their dinner and him at the same time. Graham let out a throaty groan when a tiny growl rippled up from her throat. Fate, he wanted to be the one to claim her, but all he could do was beg her to claim him. He moved his lips to nip at her earlobe, and she arched against him before he spun her to pin her against the wall. There was nothing innocent about the way he rolled his hips into hers. He pressed his hard length against her body, sucking in shallow breaths at every touch, and devouring the greedy sounds she made in return.

      “Never stop touching me,” he whispered against her lips. “For as long as I’m living, please, never stop this.”

      “Never,” she swore, hands clinging to him, lips trailing down his neck to nip his sensitive skin.

      Then they were both stumbling and tumbling down the rest of the darkened alcove to the door of his hotel room. He fumbled it open, taking her with him and kicking the door closed behind him. He took her right to the wall beside it, pinning her there. He ripped the bag from her hand to toss it onto the table behind him without looking. He clutched her cheeks again, rough fingers over velvet-smooth skin, using his thumbs to tip her head back—to get better purchase of her lips—to—

      “Ahem.”

      They both broke apart with a gasp, spinning into the room. Graham hadn’t realized the lights and the TV were both on. All he’d known was Reegan and the feel of her body so wholly connected with his.

      “Uh…hey, Dad.”
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      There was no question about the relationship. Reegan would have gotten it without the fact that the boy—no, the young man—on the bed had called Graham "Dad." He was a carbon copy of Graham, only twenty years younger.

      He was sprawled on the spare bed with his shoes off. His long legs stretched out in front of him, and a bag of microwave popcorn was balanced on his chest. “Hey, pretty shifter lady,” he added, tilting a casual two-fingered wave in Reegan’s direction. Then he tipped his chin toward the door. “Should I get out of here?”

      Graham cast a quick, wary glance at Reegan before he backed away from her. His face morphed from heated lust to love and excitement. “No, kid. Get your ass over here and give your old man a hug,” he said, opening his arms to his son.

      Reegan was surprised to learn Graham had a son, only because no one had mentioned him before. True, she hadn’t asked if he had a child—or children. Were there more than this single youthful mirror image of her mate?

      She smoothed her fingers through her hair, trying to recover her appearance. She wasn't bothered about being caught kissing Graham the way she had been. Her wolf was too pleased that there was forward momentum between them. It was embarrassing, but she wanted Graham. Affection was a part of that, without a doubt.

      Graham's forehead was etched with lines of fear and pleading when he looked down at her from over the guy’s shoulder. She wanted to tell him it didn't bother her. Nothing about him bothered her—except maybe the fact that he had a knack for avoiding the full story.

      His whole face said it all: he was waiting for her to flee. To take note of his son and use it as an excuse to run. She had no intention of doing that, though.

      So when he released the young man, she held her hand out. “I’m Reegan,” she said, smiling up at the kid—if she could think of him as such.

      “Will,” he said, grinning right back at her and giving her hand a firm shake.

      Fate, he even had Graham’s smile. Reegan and Graham turned to each other at the same time—to talk about it? To share an awkward laugh? She didn’t get a chance to find out because the door flew open without the pretense of a knock.

      “Stone!” Will said, swaggering around Reegan to share a secret handshake with the teenager. Seeing Will next to Stone gave Reegan a better impression of age, and she bet Will was around twenty.

      “Sorry to barge in,” Stone said in a rush. “Diesel’s waiting for you on the phone,” he added, motioning for Reegan to follow him.

      Every time there was a call from Fairview, it resulted in a flurry of activity around the hotel. Many of the rogue workers stopped by to find out the news. This time was no different. Several were already milling around outside the tech room when Reegan hurried to sit in front of the computer screen.

      Diesel was right there on the big TV monitor, large as life and looking relieved.

      “Hey!” Reegan cried. It only passed through her mind for a moment that she might look as if she’d been thoroughly kissed. Not a chance Diesel could tell through the tiny computer camera who had been doing the kissing, at least.

      “Hey!” He broke into the first real smile Reegan had seen on his face since before she’d left Fairview. “Avery’s back.”

      Stone, Graham, and Reegan all let out sighs of relief.

      “That’s great,” Reegan said, leaning into the computer. “Did she learn anything?”

      “Would you let me get in there, so I can speak for myself?” Avery’s voice carried from somewhere off-camera on Diesel’s end.

      He chuckled and shook his head. “Hang on one second,” he muttered at the phone.

      The picture moved fast enough to make Reegan go cross-eyed. Avery appeared on the screen, piled in a heap of pillows. She was pale but otherwise looked no worse for the wear. “Well, check you all out! That’s the first time I’ve seen you so tan, Reegan.”

      Reegan self-consciously tugged at her hair, but her heart swelled with joy. The whole of the wolf race felt it, if only a little, when the leader of their race was out of commission.

      The big grin on Avery’s face settled into a more serious expression. “Here’s what I know,” she said, shifting up higher on the pillows. “Something is definitely wrong.”

      The door to the tech room opened, and Roxy, Rhodes, and Ren piled in, followed by the rest of Win’s crew. Reegan smiled over her shoulder at them before returning her focus to the screen.

      “Fate isn’t only out of touch,” Avery continued, her tone deepening as she conveyed the serious message. “She’s missing.”

      A rumble of confusion waved over the room.

      “How can that be?” Reegan asked. Graham stooped into the frame next to her, his arm over the back of her chair. His free hand rested on her knee, firm and warm, heating Reegan’s blood at the least appropriate moment. She didn’t want to lose the contact, though. She closed her hand over the top of his, gritting her teeth against the pain it brought her.

      Avery shook her head. “I don’t have the slightest clue,” she said. “But I scoured the place. I talked to everyone I could find, too—my parents, your parents. No one saw anything, but they were aware of a change in the Forest. It doesn’t feel the same. Empty and cold, instead of full and warm.” Avery shrugged. “If you’ve never been there, I guess it’s hard to understand that part. What’s important, though, is the fact that Fate is gone. And we don’t know if that’s by her own doing or by someone else’s.”

      The room around Reegan went still. A few whispered conversations flowed over about the possibilities.

      “You saw my parents?” Reegan asked.

      Avery smirked. “I did. They had a lot to say. Mostly about missing out on all the changes in the pack. And a little about wanting more grandkids, even if they’re not in the Active World to enjoy them.”

      Diesel’s laughter filtered in from off-camera and the image shook with it.

      Someone tapped Reegan’s shoulder, and she glanced up. Ren stood beside her, his face more serious than she’d ever seen it before. “Mind if I sit down, lass?” he asked.

      “Ren’s here,” Reegan said into the camera before she vacated her seat to let the Protector take it.

      “Hi, love,” Ren said to Avery. He turned to motion over his shoulder, beckoning his sisters closer. “The three of us might have an idea about what’s going on. And, trust me, it’s a mighty big might because we’ve never seen anything exactly like this before. We'd already discussed it as a possibility, but with what you've just said, it sounds like we might be on the right path. Unfortunately." He let out a sharp breath and shook his head with regret.

      “Kalea,” Rhodes said, reaching a hand out of her fairy friend.

      The petite fairy caught her lip between her teeth before she edged up to stand next to Rhodes. The blond Protector dwarfed the fairy when she looped her arm over Kalea's shoulders.

      “About a century ago, our baby sister fell from the Protector realm,” Ren said. “Probably the only greater disappointment to my parents than me,” he added with a rueful head shake.

      Roxy and Rhodes both closed in around him, offering their love and support.

      “Rosalyn was never quite...right,” Roxy said, dipping into view of the computer’s camera. “Mischievous, but to a fault. Never in a good or fun way. Mean. Cruel, even. Right from birth. She turned her back on the Protector life and took the fall from the realm."

      Roxy drew a heavy breath, glancing at her siblings before she continued. "When Rosalyn fell, one of the Dominion Protectors among our people went missing. Everyone assumed he’d fallen, too, until he returned to our world.”

      “He was a mess,” Ren added. “Fragile and pale. Near death when he escaped.”

      “He told us he’d been held in an in-between place,” Rhodes said. She squeezed Kalea closer. “After meeting Kalea, I came to the conclusion it must’ve been the place she calls ‘the slip’. Our people call it ‘the rift’. I guess humans would probably say it’s something similar to Purgatory. Whatever name you want to give it, it's all the same concept.”

      “If there’s anywhere in the universe strong enough to hold Fate, that might be it,” Ren said. “And, again, that’s one giant leap in logic. But…I mean Fate put us all together for a reason, right? We keep seeming to find out we’re the missing pieces in each other’s puzzles. Thought it was worth a mention, at the very least.”

      “Thank you all. That’s helpful,” Avery said. She looked lost and weary.

      “You should rest,” Diesel’s voice came from off-camera again.

      “Booooooo,” Avery groaned, though her lids drooped.

      Diesel appeared on the screen again after another whirl of the camera. “Reegan, you should be clear to come home soon. Let me confirm with Avery and Lathan on their thoughts. But now that Avery is back in the flesh, the investigation will have to be called off.”

      Reegan ducked back into the frame to nod and thank him. She was so ready to be home even if Flagler held more pieces of her heart than she’d expected.

      The whole tech room filled up with chatter when the call ended. Reegan’s focus scattered all over the place, her energy too low to block any of the noise out.

      “It’s about the longest shot there is,” Ren said, “but I’m glad we mentioned it. If it helps them point the search for Fate in the right direction at all, it's worth it.”

      “You’re following Fate now?” Rhodes asked him, though she sounded curious, rather than accusatory.

      He shrugged. “I’m still a Protector, but I’ll argue that She has a place in the universe, even if it isn’t within the Protector realm.”

      “And Mom cried the whole ride to the airport. She and Eric wouldn’t take their tickets, though,” Will was saying to Graham.

      Reegan couldn’t help her curiosity about Will’s mom. Was that the ex who left Graham because of his leg? Had they been married?

      “Like I said before, man, no one can force her. It’s a long shot to really think anyone would go after her anyway. You’re always the one I’m most worried about.”

      “I’m fine, Dad, seriously.”

      Reegan turned to offer Graham a wry smile. “‘Fine’ runs in the family, huh?”

      Roxy stepped up onto a chair to be seen as she called out over the crowd. “Listen up, everyone. Many within our community believe in Fate, so let’s be careful with how we handle this, okay? Be respectful and sensitive to those who feel the pain and pressure of the news that She’s missing. Double down on work to help out anyone who falls behind in light of this. And increase your awareness if you’re on any of the teams who leave the barrier. No stupid mistakes, okay? The three of us”—she motioned between herself, Ren, and Rhodes—“are working full-time to keep the barrier intact. You know that. But if there are any extra volunteers to patrol the perimeter, I’d appreciate it. I know everyone is stretched thin right now. Anyone willing to help come see me in the bar. Otherwise, it’s getting late. Go home and get some rest.”

      Graham slung an arm over his son’s shoulders. “Go get some food from the bar, okay? Popcorn doesn’t count as dinner tonight.”

      Reegan pretended not to hear when Will laughed and said, “Seriously, Dad. You can just tell me you want some alone time with Reegan. I get it.”

      Graham chuckled and hugged his son around the neck. “Alright, kid. I want some alone time with Reegan.”

      Will and Stone exchanged their secret handshakes again before Will ambled out of the room.

      Graham ran a hand over his hair. He peeked down at Reegan bashfully. “Those burgers are going to be cold as shit. Still up for dinner, though?”

      She laced her fingers between his. “I happen to like cold burgers.”

      “Just when I thought you couldn’t get any nearer to my heart,” Graham teased. He drew her close and put his arm around her.

      Ren caught her eye and gave her a naughty grin as she crossed the courtyard. She made a face at him, and he let loose a wicked chuckle. She hoped he understood the mental message she sent him. It was something close to, “If you tell my brothers about this before I get the chance, I’ll flay you.”
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      Reegan's heart pounded as she and Graham went back to his hotel room. Every place they passed now held memories of his touch. He’d lit every inch of her body with fire when he’d held her so close. Her eyes carried themselves straight to his crotch. She’d never been one to dive into bed with just anyone. She selected men carefully, and she’d had—she assumed—far fewer sexual encounters than most of her brothers. Especially Riley and Lathan. That she was pretty sure about.

      But, even in the uneasy climate of not knowing what was happening in the universe, she wanted to undress Graham with her damn teeth. It didn't matter that they had no idea where the next twists and turns would come from. Her body yearned for his in a way she’d never known. Longing filled her belly with constant heat and an aching desire that throbbed all the way down to her core.

      The ache continued as Graham let them both into his room. He retrieved the greasy paper bag from where he’d left it on the table and set out the spread of burgers and fries. Reegan stood close, enjoying the way he drew in shaky breaths when they brushed against each other.

      “These are from a buddy of mine. He runs a little snackette in the middle of nowhere out here. They’re the most amazing burgers you can get in the state.” He pulled a chair out for Reegan and waited until she’d sat down to drop into the seat across from her.

      “Have you ever been to the Stardust diner?”

      Graham slapped a palm on the table in excitement. “Yes! Best burgers!”

      “Right?!” Reegan agreed, pulling back the red checked paper around her burger. “My brothers think I’m crazy, but that place is my favorite.”

      Graham scooted his chair back out and went to the mini fridge to retrieve two bottles of water. He handed one to Reegan before he sat back down and dipped a hand into his fry box.

      They both took a few quiet bites before Graham cleared his throat and wiped his hands on a napkin. “So...I have a kid.”

      “He looks just like you,” Reegan said.

      “You’re not as freaked out by it as you should be,” Graham told her.

      “The only thing I don’t like is that you neglected to mention it. You have a habit of doing that, you know.”

      Graham toyed with the edge of his burger paper. “Yeah. I know. Comes with the UNITY agent background. I don’t divulge anything I worry might be used against me, I guess.”

      “I would’ve used Will against you?” Reegan asked, tilting her head to study her mate.

      “An adult son who looks like he’s more suited to your age than I am could be a good reason to run away,” Graham said.

      Reegan tucked her feet into her chair, pulling her knees up to her chest and abandoning her food. “Is his mom the one who left you? Because of your leg?”

      Graham nodded.

      “You still care about her?” Reegan asked. Her heart clenched. She wasn’t the jealous type, but the connection between Graham and his ex had years of history.

      “Not like that,” Graham said. He sighed and leaned his elbows on the table. “Trish and I met at this bar back in ’98. I spotted her right away. She got booted because she was a few months too young to drink, and I followed her out. I thought she was cute and I wanted to get her number. But, I ended up saving her ass when this group of guys trailed her into the parking lot.”

      He picked at his fries for a moment. “I’ve always had this knack for spotting people who need help. Same feeling I got about you at the Halloween party. I’ve never been any good at saving myself, but when it comes to sensing danger for other folks? Yeah. I’ve got a gift.”

      He snorted out a laugh and shook his head. “After that, Trish and I got together, but she saw me as this, like, perfect hero. When I got hurt, that vision was ruined for her. She said she couldn’t feel the same way about me, no matter how hard she tried.”

      “Wow,” Reegan said, hugging her knees. “That’s…”

      “Cold,” Graham said with a chuckle. “She told me about Will that night. The same night she told me we were finished. She didn’t want to give him up, so we agreed to try to work something out—to stay in contact. She let me give him my last name. It was tricky at first. Took a while before I cooled off enough to be friends with her. But that’s what we are now. Friends. Mostly for Will’s sake, but we’ve been there for each other.”

      He eyed Reegan, driving home the point. “Not like that, though. Her folks both died. Then, mine did, too. We had all the human stuff in common, and we built our trust around that. She knows I work in a classified paranormal sector, but she doesn’t know the extent of the R & B." He pushed his fries away. "I bought her and her husband tickets to come out here with Will. I think I knew she wouldn’t take me up on it but, with everything going on, I had to try."

      “So how old is Will…” Reegan looked toward the ceiling, doing the math.

      “Eighteen,” Graham answered, “this past June.”

      “He’s got your gifts, doesn’t he?” Reegan asked. “He knew I was a shifter right away.”

      “He’s got way more smarts than I do,” Graham said, pride filling his smile. “I never planned to tell him about the R & B. But when he started talking, one of the first things he did was point out the supernatural folks around me. I knew I was in trouble right then.”
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        * * *

      

      Graham balled up the empty burger wrappers and tucked the trash into the brown paper bag. Coming clean to Reegan about his injury and Will and Trish all felt better than he’d expected. He wished he felt confident enough to bare his whole soul to Reegan in one night. He had more than his fair share of wounds.

      She got up from her seat, easing her way between the table and his chair. He abandoned every thought but the ones that involved being with her when she took his hands. She pulled Graham up, leading him through to her room.

      Reegan closed the door behind them and sat him down on her bed. He recorded her every move on the surface of his soul. His breath shortened to pants when she straddled his lap and curled her arms over his shoulders. He grasped her hips, holding her tight against him, increasing that hold when she moaned deep in her throat. She captured his cheeks between her palms, sweeping her lips over his with agonizing leisure.

      “I have to go back to Fairview,” she whispered between kisses. “You’ve given me all this time, filling in for my pack. But when I’m clear to go home, I’m going. They need me, and I need them.”

      “I’m going with you,” he said. He captured her hand, holding it against his cheek. Her long hair curtained their faces, closing out the room around them.

      “No,” she said, “you should stay here with Will.”

      Graham chuckled, reaching to stroke his thumb over her cheek. “You don’t know that kid yet, but you’ll learn he takes care of himself.”

      “Foolhardy and headstrong?” Reegan teased. “Sounds familiar…”

      Graham grinned. “His mom always says she doesn’t know what part of her he got. No doubt he’s mine.”

      He drew her face back to his, devouring her lips before putting space between them again. “I’ll take the supply drops as my next mission from Roxy. We can replenish all the stops along our route. That way I’m still doing something to help around here, but I’ll be helping you, too. Plus…” he leaned back onto his elbows, taking Reegan with him. “I should be a gentleman and come clean to your brothers about all this.” He gestured casually with his fingers between the two of them.

      “You might want to leave that one to me,” Reegan teased, leaning over him and putting her hand against his heart.

      Graham shifted to put his hand over hers, pressing hers against his chest and feeling the thrum of his heart pushing back against them both. “I know it’s Fate,” he whispered, looking down at their twined fingers. “But this is unreal, isn’t it? This connection?”

      Reegan leaned up to kiss him again. “Did you want this? To be someone’s mate?”

      Graham gazed up at her, memorizing every inch of her face. “My father once told me a man can have all the thoughts in the world about what he wants and likes. But until what he needs crosses his path, he won't have any idea who he really is or where he's going."

      "Was he right?" Reegan asked.

      "More than you'll ever know, baby," Graham said, hands splaying over her thighs. Fate, her legs were wrapped so tight around him he could feel the heat pulsing from her.

      Next door, the door opened and closed. The TV came on, blaring as Will flipped through the channels.

      “You should go,” Reegan whispered, leaning back. “Be with your son.”

      “He’ll be safe here. Safer than he would be on the road with only the two of us,” Graham said. “You’ll see. He’s in his element around here. Told me during his last visit he wants to move here in January. He’s in college right now, but he hates it. This is what he wants to do. How can I argue with him when I went the same damn route? Fate, I can’t wait for you to really get to know him.”

      Reegan smiled. “You’re not going to get all weird about your pretty little trophy mate being so young she looks like your son’s sister?”

      Graham laughed out loud and shifted, so he was on top of her. “Don’t go giving me a complex, little wolf. I already feel enough like a dirty old man when I’m around you.”

      She shoved—lightly—at his chest. “Nothing old about you,” she scolded. “Stop saying that.”

      “I’m noticing you didn’t say I’m not dirty,” he whispered, leaning over her to brush the words against her ear in a gentle whisper.

      “That’s because you are dirty,” she teased, arching up into him.

      “Holy hell, girl. You want me to go back in there to my kid when you’re talking like that? Fate, I’m glad I had the talk with him years ago, or this night would be ten times more awkward.” He pushed back, climbing to his feet and adjusting his jeans to conceal his obvious arousal.

      Reegan nibbled her lip. His fingers itched to reach out and touch. To learn every curve of her body. Clearly, she was having the same thoughts, because she moved toward him again.

      “Baby,” he groaned, catching her hand in midair when she reached for him. He hesitated like that, their hands frozen between them before he tugged her up and kissed her knuckles. “Let me get accustomed to the loss of my heart before you make me lose my mind, too.”

      He released her and went for the door, pausing only once to look back at her before he slipped into the room with Will and closed the doors behind him.
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        * * *

      

      Reegan curled up in her sheets, chuckling to herself as she listened to the guys carrying on next door. Though the doors were closed, she didn’t feel shut out. In fact, she was pretty sure Graham knew she could hear them and kept it up so long for her benefit.

      She wanted to get to know Will. She hoped he liked her because she was falling for Graham and Will was definitely a part of that package. Which meant…if Graham were willing to be her mate, Will would be partially hers. Kind of. She didn’t know what a full-grown adult human male would think of having a wolf shifter stepmom. But she loved the idea of having him in her life. Her wolf already sang with sweet joy inside her at the thought of taking a new person into the fold.

      A mom. Kind of. And maybe even a mom—really—one day.

      Except…her mate was human. And she had no way to change that. She'd lost the spirit that should have gone to him and, without it, she had nothing to offer him—least of all, the chance at a longer life.

      Their time would slip away from them with every second that passed, and it was all her fault.

      She had to get that spirit back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      “I can’t believe you’re leaving,” Maggie said with a sniffle. “I’m not ready.”

      She’d come up to the hotel to collect the books Reegan had borrowed from the clinic. “What if I don’t like the new Healer as much as I like you?”

      “Well, I’ll probably be flattered, selfishly," Reegan said with a chuckle. "But three weeks is more than long enough to have been away from my family. So you'll have to give Desirée a chance. She’s lovely.”

      “That’s what everyone is saying. She won't be you, though,” Maggie said, blowing her bangs out of her eyes. “Even if she did help with transporting all those humans here.”

      “About that…” Reegan lifted a brow at Maggie. “Why, exactly, didn’t you bother to mention Will?”

      Maggie shrugged. “That wasn’t my job. I figured Mr. Floyd would have told you.”

      Reegan rolled her eyes. “Yeah, me too.”

      “Uh oh. Are you mad at him?”

      “No…I get it. He doesn’t know everything about me, either. That kind of thing takes time in a new relationship.”

      “Oooooh,” Maggie squealed. “So it’s a thing? Like, officially?”

      Reegan snorted out another laugh. “Tell me again you’re not boy crazy.”

      Maggie blushed. “Whatever. I’m so not.”

      Reegan hugged her. “You have to stay in touch with me. Let me know how things are going.”

      “Are you gonna come back?” Maggie asked.

      “I’d like to. I love it here, but it all depends on what happens with my pack.” Reegan closed up the suitcase of leftover supplies that hadn’t been needed in the clinic. “We’re due to move in the next few years. Between my brother and me, maybe we could sway our alpha in this direction.”

      “That would be super cool,” Maggie said.

      Reegan walked with her down to the courtyard where a huge crowd of kids was gathered around the pool. They continued out through the bar to the driveway.

      Reegan had been saying farewell to people as they came and went all day. She hated goodbyes. She’d dreaded saying goodbye to her family. Now she was experiencing the same thing when she finally had the chance to get back to them. She watched until Maggie disappeared around the curve in the road. She hugged herself, wondering when she’d changed from only missing her pack to missing this place in equal measure.

      Graham’s car pulled into the lot behind her. She skipped over to greet him, jumping into his arms when he slid out the door. He caught her and kissed her, and the freedom was blissful. Even if it was only a dream, and only lasted a little while. They’d have to face reality all too soon. She clung to him and held him tight, sealing him to her soul.
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        * * *

      

      Graham’s car was loaded down with supplies except for the space in the back for his bag and Reegan’s suitcases. He wished one of the heavier-duty armored trucks had been available instead. No way he was going without an armored vehicle of some sort. He’d dropped a chunk of cash on his own reinforced SUV. At the time, he’d done it to protect his own neck and Will’s. Now, he was even more thankful he’d had the forethought. Reegan was as precious a cargo as Will in Graham’s mind.

      “You were right,” Reegan said as they crossed the courtyard. “He’s good here. He fits.”

      Will had all the kids from the hotel grouped at the pool and was keeping them occupied with games. He loved to help Roxy out with the orphanage side of things, which meant the world to Graham. His son was one of the most compassionate people he’d ever met, and the older Will got, the better he became. Graham gave Trish credit for that since she and Eric had done most of the raising. Will had always been good about picking up on where help was needed. When the adults around the town were busy, he kept the kids occupied so they wouldn’t take any stress on themselves.

      Graham had never been more aware of the fact that his kid was all grown-up than he was the day Will announced he’d decided this was his future. Will had already talked to Roxy about the arrangements. When Roxy had come to Graham to ask his thoughts, Graham had told her the only thing he could say: Will was old enough to make his own choices, and Graham was thrilled he was making the right ones.

      Graham tugged Reegan closer, putting them hip to hip as they hit the stairs. Though he hated his limp, he liked the way it felt to be so close to Reegan, limp and all. He didn’t have any plans to go limping around all over the world, showing his unsteady gait to everyone. But it was gratifying to relax and let it be what it was around her.

      “All I need to do is pack my own bag back up,” Graham told her, dropping a kiss to the top of her head. It was so easy to be around her. He hated the timing; it was all so bittersweet.

      They’d found each other. This should be the time when they’d revel in new relationship bliss. Instead, death and destruction were the vibes all around them. The return to Fairview would be positive in that they’d reconnect with her pack. But who the hell knew exactly what they were going into? What would happen next?

      Graham wanted Reegan with him as much as possible. She must’ve been feeling the same because she tagged along right there by him every second she could. They still went their own ways. She'd wrapped up her work with Maggie while he'd gotten all the stuff together for the relief stations. But every other time they could be together? They were glued at the hip, exactly like they were then.

      He let Reegan into his hotel room, loving the way his space had become hers, too. He wanted the same thing everywhere. His heart nudged at his chest, and his dick nudged at his jeans. He'd had a restless night. It felt impossible to sleep when she was right next door. To relax, he’d fantasized about taking her back to his place in Fairview. Depending on how their trip went, he might have to make those fantasies come true.

      He wondered if she’d thought ahead to them getting together. Had she imagined what it would feel like to join their bodies the way their souls were already connecting? Fate, he couldn’t think about that, or he’d never walk straight again, and it had nothing to do with his limp.

      “Can I help with anything?” Reegan asked.

      “You can sit right there and let me look at you while I get this stuff packed up,” Graham said. He pointed to the files on the dresser and desk. He never left very much out, always ready to get on the move again as soon as Avery or Roxy gave him a new mission.

      Reegan plopped down on the edge of Will’s bed. The pile of clothes he’d left behind when he’d changed for the pool tipped over.

      "Oopsie," Reegan murmured, grabbing it to right it.

      Graham chuckled to himself. She had that adorable awkward streak that touched his heart. It made her a little more human, and he appreciated how it put a balance between them. He liked anything that gave him a chance to believe he deserved to be around her.

      “What’s this?” she asked, dangling a gold chain between her fingers. She looked from the medallion on the chain to Graham and back again.

      Graham crossed to her and let the sturdy chain sift through his fingers. “What’s it look like?” he asked, sitting on the bed across from her. It was yet another thing he’d let slip by without telling her. Where was the line between things she needed to understand so she would better know him and things he didn’t need to share? Probably not anywhere near this bit of history; he trusted her enough to have let her in, even if he didn’t go around touting his lineage to anyone else.

      “A tag from the Kindred program,” she said. She coiled the chain and returned the necklace to the pile of Will’s things. Then she looked up at Graham, studying him. “It’s yours?”

      Of course, she’d guess right away. That bright mind of hers never, ever stopped spinning. Hell, he was halfway surprised she hadn’t figured it out just by looking at him. At how little he belonged in her world, but how devoted he was to it anyway.

      “Yeah,” Graham said, leaning his elbows on his knees and clasping his hands between them. “It’s mine.”

      “I’m not trying to pry,” Reegan whispered, leaning forward to touch his hands. “I’m sorry.”

      Graham caught her fingertips between his and held them, waiting for her to look at him. “Don’t be sorry,” he said, squeezing her fingers. “I’m one of the success stories.”

      The Kindred program was a short-lived program from the 1970s and ’80s. The R & B had decided to take some of the burden off the human population of the earth by adopting human children. For most of the children who entered, it had been a disaster. The program was quickly overrun with traffickers, and human kids ended up suffering as a result. Too many members of the R & B saw humans as inferior, and the kids got turned into cheap labor—or much, much worse.

      It was one of the dirty little secrets of the R & B world. One of the things UNITY had really, truly gotten wrong. By the time it was shut down, they deemed the program to be a total failure.

      For Graham, it was life-changing.

      Reegan moved to sit by him, crossing her legs on the bed and facing him. “Will you tell me about it?”

      Graham leaned back on a hand, opening his body to hers. “I was put up for adoption when I was six. I don’t remember much about my biological parents, except that they weren't happy or kind. And they didn’t care about my baby sister or me. Hell, I can hardly remember a thing about her. Except…” he grinned as he remembered. “She had hair the color of pennies, and she always asked me to braid it. I was so bad at braiding, but she loved when I did it because no one else would."

      Graham dropped his gaze to his lap where Reegan's hand rested on his leg. "When they gave us up, my parents didn’t even cry. They explained it to us like it was a business deal. They didn’t want the burden of kids, so off we went.”

      He sighed and shook his head. “I should have told you. But it’s not the kind of thing I think to share with people. No one around here knows it. Diesel and Avery knew. Avery’s mom, too, but not many others beyond them. People tend to judge me over it, or they pity me, which is worse. I loved my parents. My real ones, I mean—the ones I call my real ones, not my real-real ones. Holy hell, I’m complicating this.”

      Reegan smiled and squeezed his knee, and the world straightened out again. She wasn’t looking at him as if he were broken or worthless or undeserving. Her face shone with care and interest. She didn’t care that his parents had given him up. She only wanted to know more. Shit…she might truly care. It was more than he deserved.

      Unable to contain himself, Graham lunged forward. He grabbed her face between his hands, dragging her to him. He lavished her with kisses until her lips were red and swollen and her chin was roughed up from the stubble of his beard.

      He hauled her legs around his waist, holding her there to straddle him while he cradled her and stretched back to prop up against the pillows. “My mom, Lydia, was a witch,” he said, tucking Reegan's hair back over her shoulder. “And my dad was a bear shifter. Will’s named after him. William Floyd. We didn’t have to move around much because my mom aged at a normal rate. And my dad was already so much older. The last time, we moved to right outside Fairview, so that’s where I grew up."

      Graham let out a satisfied sigh when Reegan snuggled against him. She pressed her ear against his chest, listening to his story while he stroked her hair. "My parents saw my natural talents for picking up on R & B traits early on. My dad was a soldier—and he held the prestige of being one of the earliest UNITY agents. As soon as I decided I wanted to follow in his tracks, they encouraged me.”

      Reegan turned to look up at him, leaning her chin on her hand where she covered his heart with her palm.

      “My mom imbued my Kindred medallion with protective powers to keep me safe when I was a kid," Graham continued. "I passed it on to Will when he was born. I was crazy about making sure Trish kept it as close to him as it was safe to be. Then when he was old enough to wear it, I made him wear the thing everywhere. He knows it annoys the hell out of me that he ever takes it off, but he loves it. He’s afraid he’ll lose it—like in the ocean or the pool. He thinks he won’t be able to get it back. The kid believes he’s invincible, and I know where he gets that idea, so what can I say?”

      "Your tattoos come from your parents, don't they?" Reegan asked. Graham watched as she leaned back to trail her fingers over the ink.

      "Of course you'd see the patterns as soon as you knew what to look for," he said with a chuckle, muscles bunching at the thrill of her touch.

      "I can't read bear," she said, tilting her head. "Moon runes, either, for that matter. But I knew the symbols were familiar."

      "They tell the story, split between the languages my parents knew, of how we came to be a family." Graham gently guided her hand over the tattoo trail in order, skin tingling beneath the fabric of his shirt.

      “They’re gone now?” Reegan whispered. “You said you and Trish both lost your parents.”

      Graham stroked a hand over her back. “Yeah. Mom passed away about ten years ago. My dad retired to the Forest when she died.”

      He continued to move her hand. "Will's story starts here. The dates he entered my life. Significant moments with him. And yours—I'll want to add you, somewhere around in here," he said, clasping her hand to his left ribcage.

      Reegan moved to kiss the spot before she curled back up around him. "What about your sister?" she whispered, cupping his cheek.

      Graham heaved a heavy sigh and shook his head. “No clue. I’ve tried to find her over the years, but I’ve been shut out at every level—both human and R & B. I hope she’s still out there somewhere, and I pray to Fate for her happiness. I’d love to find her one day, but even my parents’ connections to the Kindred program couldn’t help. I’m not positive she actually ended up in it. We might have gotten sent two separate ways the day our biological parents left us behind.”

      He stroked his hand lower, flirting with the curves of Reegan’s body before he brushed back up to safer territory. “That’s one of the reasons it’s important to me that we tell your brothers about this thing between us. I know how I’d feel, as a brother, to know some asshole is chasing after my sister.”

      “Some asshole, huh?” Reegan teased, tickling her fingers over his ribs and down.

      He caught her hand and pulled it back up to safety. “We should hit the road,” he said, kissing her fingertips before he pulled her up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Reegan apologized in advance to Graham for how quiet she knew she would be on the drive back to Fairview. She spent mile upon mile mourning the departure from Flagler before she was overcome with excitement about reuniting with her pack. Mostly, though, she thought about everything Graham had told her.

      Graham’s explanation of his past helped her understand his commitment to UNITY. He was like Fourt, really. He wanted to feel like he belonged, and not in some minor way. He wanted to be connected. Woven into the threads so no one could ever again cut him from the fabric that made up the world he knew.

      How could he not feel that way? He’d been rejected by his own family, but Reegan didn’t pity him for it. Fate had known exactly what she was doing when she’d put Graham on a new path. Reegan longed more than she ever had before to seal him permanently into her life. Her heart pounded when she thought of what that meant.

      She wanted to claim him, but she didn’t know if he would want that. He might prefer to be the one doing the claiming. And what if he didn’t want any claiming to happen at all? Perhaps he wanted to keep living out his human life in bachelorhood. Her hands trembled when she thought of losing him. So many things could befall a human. She didn’t have any clue how Thorne handled the pressure when it came to Em.

      Then again, if she compared Em and Graham—even as much as she loved Em—she had to admit Graham seemed the one far more likely to survive. He was well-equipped with the skills of a UNITY agent. She had to keep reminding herself he wasn’t a wolf already, he acted so much like one.

      That was another thought. He might not want to be a wolf. He didn’t walk around acting like he’d been waiting for the right R & B female to snatch him up and make him hers.

      Fate, what if he didn’t want that at all? Could she stand to watch him grow old and die? True, he seemed invincible, but he wasn’t. The way he ran right into fires scared her. He might have room to tease her about playing it too safe, but what about the risks he took? Devoting his life to protecting powers that were stronger than he was made no sense, except in the context of his needing to feel like he belonged. Did he need that so much that he willingly risked his life every single day to prove his worth?

      He’d said as much to her, hadn’t he? That he planned to spend all his time proving he deserved her, even though he was only a man.

      How could she tell him he deserved her?

      Worse—how could she come completely clean with him? If she did reveal the truth, at least he would see that she was the one between them who wasn’t deserving. She’d let the one precious gift she had to give him go in a moment of reckless stupidity.

      Graham stopped the car here and there along their return route. Every time, he asked Reegan to hold one of his pistols and watch his back. She thanked Fate for the fact Diesel or Lathan had forced her to go to the range with them to practice shooting. She was comfortable with a gun, even if she didn’t like the danger they carried.

      The load in the car got lighter and lighter, as they left supplies at each relief station. The stations were marked only with an orange spray-painted circle. To any unwitting passerby, they might as well be utility markings, but each one was a camouflaged box of water jugs and well-packed nonperishable food.

      After seeing the state of the first one, Reegan had added a small pouch of medical supplies. She couldn’t afford to leave behind any of her formulas, but she had packed plenty of extra gauze and rolls of medical tape. It wasn’t much, but it felt good to contribute.

      “You’re a natural,” Graham teased when they’d gotten back into the car.

      “This is like what my parents did when I was growing up,” she told him. “Our family moved all the time when we were younger. That was back when a lot of the R & B had spread out from the towns and cities to get farther away from the human population. My dad and brothers took building supplies out to communities in need. They helped the less fortunate make shelters. My mom and Riley and I would heal the ones who were sick and injured. It didn’t feel like any pressure at the time, but now that I really think back on it, I guess it was. I felt like my Healer training was such a burden. We did a lot of good, though.”
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        * * *

      

      By the time they rolled back into Fairview, it was the middle of the night. Reegan had been asleep for a few hours but woke when Graham touched her arm. The sting was better than any alarm clock she’d ever used. He winked at her when she beamed over at him after she’d noticed where they were.

      “You remembered!” she cried, rushing to scramble out of the car. Her favorite diner rose up in front of them, and a wall of burger scent hit her.

      The neon signs in the windows cast a warm glow on Graham’s face. “Didn’t think I’d take you home hungry, did you? Not when the best burgers are on the way.”

      Reegan grabbed Graham’s hand and hauled him along with her. She hadn’t been there in ages, because her brothers didn’t like the place. A burger date with Graham was more than she could have expected, and her heart welled as she led him to her usual blue vinyl booth.

      After they’d ordered their burgers, fries, and shakes, Reegan reached for Graham’s hand again over the table. When he drew back, she frowned.

      He glanced around the restaurant, which was quiet so late at night. “They’re going to think you’re holding hands with your dad or something,” he told her.

      “They’re going to see that I’m holding hands with my boyfriend,” she retorted, holding her open palm out to him. “You might as well get used to it,” she added, challenging him.

      Then, she had a better idea. She glanced over her shoulder at the jukebox and fished in her purse for a couple of quarters. “Come on,” she said, sliding from the booth and holding her hand out to him.

      He eyed her waiting hand. “What are you up to, butterfly?”

      “We never got to dance at the Halloween party. Dance with me now.”

      He chuckled and shook his head. “Then they’ll think you’re dancing with your dad in the middle of the diner. Not much better.”

      “I seriously could not give a shit,” Reegan told him, grabbing his hand and tugging him from the booth.

      He followed her. Through the connection in their hands, she could feel the so, so subtle bob of his gait. Graham believed it was obvious, but as far as she could tell, what he saw was the result of psychosomatic confusion. Even when he let it go and really limped, it was next to nothing. She doubted most humans could see it at all.

      Her hand tingled as if she were holding an overenthusiastic jellyfish. She’d come to enjoy that feeling. Yeah, it hurt like hell sometimes, but most of the time, it was reassuring. It reminded her that he was hers. Fate had proclaimed it, and nothing could take that away.

      She curled herself into his arms after she chose a couple of slow songs. Graham was stiff and tense at first but relaxed as they moved together. They danced well past the moment their food arrived at the table. Cold burgers were worth it. The beat of his heart in his chest sang to her in harmony with the music. She rested her head there, listening as they swayed.

      His length grew hard against her belly. It pressed at her hip when his hold on her grew tighter. His heartbeat kicked up, and his breaths grew shorter. Her mate desired her. Her wolf sang out to him. When the songs came to an end, they were both breathless and staring at each other with eyes that wanted to devour.

      Reegan forced her food down, not able to finish it all. She normally would have lapped the crumbs from her plate.

      Graham’s plate went similarly neglected.

      The tension built between them, tugging them first closer to the edges of their seats in the booth. Then toward the door and farther out, to the car.

      “Come home with me,” Graham said, pinning her against the passenger door. He rolled his hips into her, and she arched to meet the movement. “I want you in my place. In my bed. Fate, baby, I need you there.”

      “Yes,” Reegan whispered, curling her fingers into his shirt. “Yes.”
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      Crisp fall breezes rushed through the open-air walkway between apartments as Graham unlocked his door. Reegan clung to his free hand. She couldn’t let him go. Touching him was the only thing keeping her grounded. Somehow, it was also the one thing that threatened rock her right off her feet for good.

      He turned and hooked her around the waist, spinning her and lifting her right into the dark apartment. Reegan barely gave him a moment to lock the door behind them before she slipped her hands into the open flaps of his leather jacket. She shoved it back, pushing it over his shoulders to slide it down his arms.

      Graham shucked the thing onto the floor and tangled his hands into her hair. He tugged her head back, sealing his mouth over hers and sweeping his tongue over her lower lip. Her back hit the door, and she took him with her, arching up into him, molding her body to fit his. She trailed her hands over his arms, up and across his shoulders. She scored his neck with her nails before she made her way back down again.

      “Reegan,” Graham breathed her name against her lips when she tugged his shirt up to scrape her nails over his abs. He let her peel the shirt from his body, dipping his head for her to pull it off.

      Between her heightened sight and the streams of moonlight from the window to her right, Reegan could see him in perfect detail. Every rippling muscle of his chest. The cords of muscle twitching in his arms. The faint silver touching his sideburns and temples.

      He looked at her as if she were prey. His eyes were dark, feral and wanting. He stepped back, keeping her hand locked in his, pulling her forward into his apartment. It was a spacious place, one of the two on the top floor of an older building on the far R & B side of Fairview. She didn't recognize the location as one her brothers had worked on, but it had clearly been renovated recently.

      It was dark and modern and masculine. Floating stairs led up and away behind Graham. To the right was an eating area that opened to a large kitchen. To the left was a living area lined with bookshelves and a plush set of leather furniture.

      Reegan took in her surroundings through eyes clouded with desire and senses heightened by lust. Her feet moved automatically, following Graham. She was ready to take him on the first flat surface she could find.

      She opened her mouth to tell him so when something caused her to freeze. A set of gleaming aqua eyes blinked at her from the darkness. She yelped and jumped back.

      Graham went straight for the pistols in his holster, palming one and aiming in the direction of the eyes. Instead of firing, though, he let out a booming bark of laughter. He returned the pistol to its holster and flicked a switch to turn on the pendant light that hung over his sink.

      “Come on out, Mrs. Cunningham,” he called.

      A strange little chirrup sound trilled from deep within one of the shelves. The aqua eyes flashed again, blinking out at Reegan. A sorrel-colored cat with amusingly large ears slunk out of a fluffy bed tucked on the shelf. It bounded across the floor to stare up at Reegan and chirped again before looking over at Graham to let out a long, curious, “Mrrrrrrowwww”.

      Graham crouched in front of the cat. “It wasn’t very nice of you to scare my guest, you grumpy old girl,” he said to the cat. He held his fingers out and she trotted toward him. She bumped her forehead into his hand, purring loud enough to make the floor rumble under Reegan’s feet. Graham scooped the cat up, and she wiggled from his hold to drape herself around his shoulders like a four-legged stole.

      “Reegan, this is Mrs. Cunningham,” he said, turning so the cat was facing Reegan. “Mrs. Cunningham was my mother’s familiar.” When he turned back so he could face Reegan, the cat rearranged herself to continue gazing at her, too.

      “Hi, Mrs. Cunningham,” Reegan cooed. Despite being a wolf, she’d always adored cats. When she was very young, she’d desperately wanted one. She could never, for the life of her, understand why her parents thought it was a bad idea. “Aren’t you beautiful?” she sang, lifting her fingers for the cat to sniff.

      Mrs. Cunningham peered at her between long, lazy blinks. Finally, the cat tipped her head forward and nudged her hand into Reegan’s palm. Her purrs rumbled the air between them as she allowed Reegan to scratch behind her ears and under her chin.

      “Who takes care of her when you aren’t here?” Reegan asked, realizing the cat must get lonely—and how did she eat? Who managed her litter box? Were feline familiars different from regular cats? She knew they lived much, much longer, but that was the extent of her knowledge.

      “My mother’s best friend cares for her when I’m not around,” Graham said. He stooped down, and Mrs. Cunningham jumped to the floor. Graham retrieved a can of wet cat food from a cabinet and spooned its contents into a bowl on the counter.

      Mrs. Cunningham chirped again as she peered curiously up at Reegan.

      "Stop staring, Mrs. C. It's rude," Graham told her.

      She twitched her huge ears at him before she turned with a swish of her tail. The cat hopped onto the table and leaped over to the kitchen counter.

      “Oshia knows me too well,” Graham said, washing the spoon off in the sink. “She always manages to bring Mrs. C back over here to greet me when I arrive.”

      “Oshia?” Reegan asked, realizing she’d met the woman at the Magistrate’s mansion.

      Graham pointed in the direction of the door. “She lives in the apartment across the walk. I bought them both. Oshia’s a sweet, crazy old bat, but Mrs. Cunningham doesn’t travel well. The one time I took her to Flagler, she freaked out and threw up everywhere. Then, she pouted and hid for weeks after that, only to emerge in a sulking rage. I don’t have it in me to force another trip like that on her, so I leave her with Oshia when I'm in Flagler. The two of them have plenty to talk about—if you believe Oshia, at least. Mrs. C never talks to me. I’m not sure she talks to Oshia, either, but Oshia certainly seems to think she does.”

      “You leave her behind?” Reegan asked, heart squeezing when she looked at the beautiful creature. “That’s not fair. She must get lonely. Even with Oshia to look after her. You should bring her back to the house. She could live there. She’d never be lonely.”

      Graham gave her a bemused smile. “To the house? Where you live? With your wolf pack?” He chuckled. “Mrs. C is tough, but I don’t know if she’s quite that tough.”

      The cat sat up and blinked at him before offering an indignant, “Mrrrrrrow.” Then she turned her back to him and strolled across the counter to snuggle up to Reegan.

      “She does talk,” Reegan said, throwing a smirk his way. “You just have to know how to listen.”

      Graham laughed and crossed the room. He gave the cat a scratch behind the ears before he hooked his arm around Reegan’s waist again. He turned a pointed brow to the cat and said, “I know you can understand me, whether I can understand you or not. So, listen to this: my girl and I are going to my room for some alone time. You’re not invited.”

      The cat offered another, “Mrrrowww,” and let out a little sniff as if she had no interest in joining them in the bedroom anyway.

      Graham shook his head with a laugh and hooked a knuckle under Reegan’s chin to tilt her head back. “What do you think? Did she ruin the mood too much?”

      Reegan traced the cut of his strong jaw and smiled up at him. “I could find the mood again. If I have enough encouragement.”

      Graham’s lips twitched with amusement at her challenge. Her strong, handsome mate grinned at her as he let his defenses down. She usually caught only a tiny whiff—here or there—of his reactions and emotions. Nothing more than an occasional slip of lust or arousal. Now, she was able to take it all in. Her eyes rolled back as she breathed in. "Graham," she drew his name out on a long moan.

      “I don’t want to hold any walls up anymore,” he whispered. He nuzzled his nose beneath her ear as she breathed in the scents that poured free. “I want you to know what I’m thinking and feeling.”

      He clasped the hand she held over his heart and eased it down, over his bare washboard abs and lower. Down to the belted waist of his jeans, where he released his hold. After the many times he’d stopped her hands from roaming, he let her glide her fingers over the pressing edge of his erection. The heated, throbbing shaft nudged at his jeans when she stroked him through the fabric.

      "Come on, baby," he whispered, tugging her forward and flicking the switch to plunge the apartment back into darkness. He led her up the stairs to a space that was full of the scent of his masculinity and cinnamon gum. “Jump into the fire with me."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      No woman had ever shared the bed in Graham’s Fairview apartment.

      He’d bought the place after he and Trish had split, and it had been solely for him and his mother’s familiar. Will had been there once or twice, but Graham spent almost all his time in Flagler. It had been too tough to be so close to Diesel without talking to him. If he were totally honest, Graham would admit he’d bought the place for the unique cat who was likely sulking downstairs.

      Plus, it had been convenient to set his mother’s best friend up there, too. Oshia regularly refreshed the protections around the apartments and doted on Mrs. Cunningham. That, alone, was worth the price he'd paid.

      Graham pulled Reegan deeper into his home. They moved up the stairs and into the lofted bedroom that took up most of the second floor. Moonlight filtered through the windows that ran along the far wall, bathing his bed in silver and blue. He’d slept there the night before the Halloween party, but that was the last time he’d been in those high-count sheets.

      The work he’d done in his youth for UNITY had set him up for life, and the missions he’d run in Flagler for Avery had provided for his son—and probably any kids Will had, too. Graham had never done it for the money, but the small fortune certainly didn’t hurt.

      He’d never been happier to offer the best to the woman who owned his heart. Seeing her in his space made every mission and every cent worth it.

      He turned them so the backs of Reegan’s knees hit the mattress and he supported her, guiding her down. She clung to him, pulling him with her. She was warm and soft beneath him, though he knew she could easily injure him with her superior strength. He couldn’t help but treat her as delicate, fragile. She was perfect.

      Her hands moved over his bare chest, circling under his arms to trace every inch of his back. His muscles bunched with the effort of holding out for her. He kissed every bit of skin he could reach—face, neck, fingers, wrists. The delicate edge of collarbone that exposed itself when her sweater slipped off her shoulder.

      She always covered her body. The most skin he’d ever seen was when she put on her sleep shorts and even then, he’d only seen her long, smooth legs twice. Her belly trembled when he slipped one hand beneath her sweater to tease her skin. Paying careful attention to her cues, he eased that hand up.

      Silky skin jumped at every touch. Reegan paused her hands on his arms. He stopped his movements to look down at her. Was it too much? Too fast?

      “Are you okay?” he whispered, inching back.

      She clung to his arms with wide, innocent eyes gazing up at him. “I trust you,” she whispered, squeezing his muscles. “You won’t hurt me.”

      His chest clenched at the words. At the thought that she even needed to say such a thing. He pulled his physical attentions way back, gathering her into his arms and rolling them to the side. He wanted to hold her without hovering over her. “I’d never want to hurt you. Did someone else hurt you?” he whispered, threading a hand through her hair.

      She trailed her fingers up and over his jaw. “Not like this,” she said. She glanced down at her sweater, touching the loose neckline with trembling fingers. “The last man I was with like this preyed on my trust. He hurt me in a different way. After that, I…I lost so much confidence in myself. I didn’t feel like I could trust my own judgment. I started covering up to protect myself. I didn’t want anyone to see my emotional scars. I still don’t. But with you—with you, even when I’m still scared I don’t feel so afraid.”

      Graham caught her hand and brought it to his lips, kissing her fingertips. “Do you want to back off with this? We can go on over to your place. Or if you want to sleep here and go back in the morning, I can crash on the sofa downstairs. Just because we started something here doesn’t mean we have to finish it.”

      A little growl rolled up from her belly, and she flipped him, surprising him yet again with her strength and agility. She pinned him and straddled his waist, the globes of her ass teasing his cock as she leaned over him. “No, I don’t want to stop,” she told him, words biting with lustful determination. “Not at all. If you threaten it, my wolf will go ballistic. Do you have any idea what it’s taking to keep her locked down as it is? She’s ready to claim you, and she likes to get her way.”

      Graham chuckled and ran his hands over her jean-clad thighs to cup her ass and rock her down against him. “And what about you, butterfly? What do you want?”

      She tossed her head back, hair dipping down to touch the sheets when he rolled his hips up into her. She let out a long, low moan that made Graham ache with want.

      She clutched his chest and leaned forward again, to focus on him, though her face was clouded with desire. “I want you. All of you. This,” she said, rocking back against him, teasing him with her lush body. “And this,” she gestured around to his place with another roll of her hips. “And you, in my home. In my bed. In my life.”

      She leaned over him, clinging to him and kissing him with lips that blazed like fire and silk. “How is it possible I want you the way I do? I thought Fate was in charge of those feelings. If she’s missing, how can I still feel them?”

      Graham clasped the nape of her neck, bringing her closer and holding her still. “Fate chose us for each other,” Graham said. “But this heat? The chemistry? That’s all us. Fate can’t tell me what to do when it comes to you. If She told me to walk away, I couldn’t.”

      His chest clenched again, the very thought of leaving Reegan behind almost enough to undo him. Fate, he was in deep. So deep it hurt. The kind of commitment that only came from a Fated mating, as far as he was concerned.

      He clasped her hands against his chest. “Tell me what you want me to do. Do you want me to ask your brothers right away for their blessing on my claim? Get Avery’s approval? Baby, I’ll sign the paper tomorrow if you put a mating certificate in front of me.”

      “Always right in the fire,” Reegan teased.

      “Come on, baby, burn with me,” Graham teased back.

      Reegan reached for the hem of her sweater and tugged it over her head. His memory of the glimpse he’d gotten the day she’d been topless on the lift down into the lab had done the reality little justice. Even at that, he’d had to force himself not to fantasize about it again and again, unwilling to take what she hadn’t offered.

      Now she was on display for him. Her face and hands were deeply tanned from the days spent in the Flagler sun. That golden hue lightened into creamy paleness up her arms and over her torso. Graham pushed up to sit, keeping her wrapped around his waist. He explored every inch she exposed with his hands, lips, teeth, and tongue.

      Her warm flesh pressed against his and she hissed. “I’ll miss that feeling when our claim is complete,” she whispered, arching into him to take more.

      He wrapped her hair around his fist, tugging lightly to pull her head to the side so he could kiss and nibble her neck. He vowed right then to spend every second he had worshipping her the way she deserved to be worshiped.

      More than that, she deserved to be loved. To be connected and to belong. The same way he wanted to. He’d always wanted that chance—and now he had it because he belonged to her. Fate had given him the opportunity and Reegan was giving him the option.

      He reached between them to work his belt and jeans loose. Reegan clasped her hands over his. “Are you sure?”

      “My leg is only a wall between us, and I’m done with walls, baby. I want your hands on every part of me.”

      With one hand, she pushed him back into the pillows. Then she worked her way down across his jeans, spreading her fingers and rolling her hands over the length of his shaft. He hissed and rocked with every touch, so ready to be set free.

      When she worked his jeans and boxers down his hips, his erection sprang up, thick, proud, and already weeping for her.

      The smile that passed over her face told Graham he was the luckiest damn man in the universe. He held his breath, begging that luck would pour over onto him when she finally saw his scars. He knew she could see them perfectly in the dim, silver-blue moonlight. She eased his boots and socks off, tugging the jeans and boxers free before she let her eyes coast upward again.

      His cock bobbed when her gaze landed there first, and she licked her lips. She drew that sweet, plump lower one in to nibble on it while her hands worked up his left leg from the foot. She paused when she got to the first wasted bit. At his misshapen calf muscle, the skin dipped in because there was no longer any flesh to support it.

      Her vixenish fingers traced over the planes and curves of his knee and up to his thigh. That was the worst—where the rubble had landed and almost severed the leg completely. It was only thanks to Avery’s quick thinking that he still had the leg at all, and Graham knew it.

      Reegan cocked her head and frowned. Traced over his leg again. Graham resisted the urge to push her away or cover himself up. It was worse than she'd anticipated, wasn't it? That's what her reaction meant.

      Finally, she eased away from the limb and curled herself into his arms. Her hip brushed his cock, and he jerked.

      “Graham,” she whispered, capturing his cheek and turning his face to hers. “I’m not trying to downplay your feelings. I swear to you, I’m not. But your leg is normal. You have three small scars—even these Healer fingers had a hard time detecting them. I thought—I mean, from your description...”

      She hesitated before nuzzling her nose against his cheek. “My sweet, strong mate. Is there any chance the scars you hide are emotional like mine? Because I don’t see anything wrong. Honestly. Anyone who looked at you and didn't know would never be able to tell."

      By some wild, crazy chance, he’d gotten lucky enough to be chosen as her mate. And by some even wilder, crazier chance, she wanted him. She thought he was worthy. He prayed to Fate he could prove it was true before it was too late.
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      Instead of saying anything more, Graham flipped them again. He caressed his way down Reegan’s body to slip off her Chucks and socks before peeling her skinny jeans away. He locked eyes with her at each new movement he made, checking in to make sure she was comfortable.

      Graham's rough fingertips coursed over her bra before his lips joined the chorus. He teased her nipple through the lace cups of her bralette. The fabric soaked through, heightening the sensations. Every brush of the lace against her sensitive flesh caused her to cry out and writhe more. She threaded her fingers into Graham’s short hair, keeping him close, not wanting him to take that sensual touch away.

      He trailed one hand down her torso to cling to her hip, drawing her tight against him. Her body throbbed against his thick erection. She grew slick and restless and needy with each new assault. Her hips took on a life of their own, rocking against him for more.

      He freed her breasts from their lace prison, lavishing them with attention. Reegan was overwhelmed with sensation. The smooth silk of his tongue thrashing over her nipples. The gentle scrape of his teeth against the tight bud of flesh. The abrasion of his late-day beard over her chest and belly when he moved.

      He curled his left hand down behind her hip, squeezing her ass before hooking her leg behind the knee and draping it over his shoulder. He nuzzled his nose against the damp fabric covering her pussy. Even the brush of his nose against her was enough to make her cry out.

      He pressed his fingers against the growing damp spot in the thin fabric of her panties. Every touch was a direct, sensual assault to her senses. The smells of their arousal filled the air, and the taste of lust touched her tongue. Moonlight cast magic over Graham's skin. All she could hear was the frantic, needy beating of their hearts.

      She dug her fingers into the soft bedsheets, curling them into fists when Graham pressed his tongue flat against her folds. The maneuver fully saturated the already flimsy-thin material. He pulled the scrap away with a combination of fingers and teeth. Reegan had never been so consumed with need—or consumed by another person. Not even the R & B men she’d been with were this unfettered and feral.

      Graham came at her with a need that matched her own. His prowess unlocked within her desires and fantasies she’d never before known.

      When he slid his tongue between her folds and tasted her, they both moaned. The sounds only heightened their mutual passion. Graham gripped her hips and buried his face between her thighs. He kneaded her skin with his strong fingers while Reegan grasped his hair and pulled him tighter against her. Never had she felt so turned on. So overwhelmed and grounded. She would never stop needing him and the way he made her feel.

      She rolled against him, arching and crying out as the peak of her orgasm built deep in her belly. When she came, he groaned and lapped greedily at her until he’d cleaned her thoroughly, draining her of all sense.

      When his lips found hers, the taste of her own lust on his sweet, cinnamon tongue unraveled her again. She growled with primal need and flipped them once more, enjoying the give and take between them.

      She’d never felt such a desire to take control—to run into the fire—but there, in his arms and his bed, she was bold.

      She took him firmly in hand, rolling the pad of her thumb over the tip of his dick. She stole the bead of moisture that clung there, waiting for her.

      Graham watched her through hooded eyes when she sucked that nectar from her thumb. He bucked and shouted when she plunged her mouth down over him. His velvety skin cloaked his thick, hard shaft. His erection pulsed with such heat it warmed her tongue when she flattened it over the underside of his dick.

      She cupped and stroked him, pumping every inch she couldn’t fit in her mouth with her hand.

      “Baby,” Graham groaned, catching her cheek and tilting her face to look up at him. He watched with lust-filled wonder, their eyes as connected as their bodies were. She would never, ever give him a reason to believe she didn’t yearn for every part of him. “Reegan, baby,” he whispered.

      He reached for her, and she tumbled into his arms, straddling his naked hips with her thighs. Everything hot about him reached out to her, scorching her flesh. Branding him right into her soul, just the way she wanted—where she could keep him. She would find a way to keep him, no matter what.

      He rolled over onto her. His lips delivered such bruising kisses, Reegan was sure everyone would know from the very look of her that she’d spent hours in his bed, at his sweet, all-consuming mercy.

      No matter how much he kissed her, she wanted more. His hand traveled down again as he held her to his chest. His fingers circled around the outsides of her lips and up to massage deep around her clit. Reegan cried out, bucking into his hand.

      Graham groaned and increased the pressure before sliding a finger down to dip into her body. He pumped it in time with his kisses. His mouth and hand worked in such perfect unison, all Reegan could imagine was the way he would move inside her.

      “Graham,” she gasped against his lips. “Please!”

      He chuckled the kind of dark, heated laugh that told her he knew exactly what he was doing to her. She reached for him, stroking him and begging him to fill her. When he finally rolled his weight over her body and nudged the head of his heavy cock against her entrance, Reegan was panting with need.

      He cupped her cheek, gazing down at her when he slipped deep within her, to the hilt in one stroke. They both cried out and clung to each other, joining in a rhythm that gained speed and intensity with every move.

      Sweat beaded Reegan’s brow as she met Graham thrust for thrust. She dug her blunt nails into his back, wrapping her legs around his waist to lock him to her.

      “Holy hell,” Graham groaned, gripping her hip to hold her even closer.

      Reegan felt the gleaming edges of another orgasm seeping in. It brightened the corners of her vision and rocketed her to new heights.

      Graham’s muscles tightened until he was so coiled she was sure he would spring apart. And he did. When she tripped and fell over the edge, she took him with her, shattering into a million pieces, each one rimmed with love and light and brilliance.

      If she’d had the mate spirit to give him, she’d have willingly relinquished it to him right then and there. Part of her—the still frightened, uncertain part—hoped Graham wanted it. That the intent required on his part was there.

      The rest of her begged him not to want it yet. She didn’t want to disappoint him if he had any expectations around that. She needed to ask him. It would have been the responsible thing to do. After years in the UNITY universe, he knew how things worked. But did he want to change? She still didn’t know.

      She clung to him, shoving her fears and concerns away for the millionth time to relish in the feel of him tangled around her instead. That was the most important thing to her right then—that they were together. Happy. Satisfied.

      She fell into a sweet, relaxed doze in his arms, safe and protected.
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        * * *

      

      When dawn touched the windows, Graham woke her with his kisses and his gentle touch. He carried her to the bathroom and ran the shower, checking the temperature before he took her under the spray.

      He worshiped her again there, crouching on the smooth tile to deliver sweet torment with his tongue until she was senseless. Then, at her urging he gave in, allowing her to return the favor. The water went cool before they finally washed each other off for good. Neither one of them seemed to want to leave the blissful bubble they’d formed.

      By the time they were back in Graham’s car and headed to the pack home, Reegan had convinced Graham to bring Mrs. Cunningham along.

      “You’re going to regret this once we get on the road,” Graham told her as he toted the cat carrier. “She yowls as soon as the car starts.”

      But the cat couldn’t have been quieter the whole way. She peered out of her carrier with her strange, illuminated aqua eyes. The definition of curiosity was written in the way she twitched her ears.

      Reegan leaned between the seats to coo and rub Mrs. C's chin through the holes in the carrier door. When she did it, she could have sworn the cat smiled—but cats didn’t smile. Right?
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      Graham peered up at the pack home with apprehension. When he’d left before, he’d been a mere guest. A traveler passing through. He’d had a hint of confidence that Reegan might be interested in him, but no real confirmation—only a human’s optimistic hope.

      Reegan cooed at Mrs. Cunningham as she lifted the cat’s heavy plastic carrier from the back seat.

      The front door flew open. Lathan bounded down the stairs, skidding to a stop in the gravel. He blinked wide eyes at Reegan. “Is that a cat?!” He glanced over at Graham with his brows drawn as if they were both crazy while he rubbed a hand over the back of his hair. “You let her get a cat?”

      Graham snorted out a laugh and clapped Lathan on the shoulder. “I didn’t let her do anything, man. She did it all on her own.”

      Lathan frowned as he eyed the hand on his shoulder. Then, he flicked a gaze between Graham and Reegan. The frown deepened and took on an edge of confusion.

      “She’s not just any cat,” Reegan advised her brother. She left her suitcases behind in favor of carrying Mrs. Cunningham’s crate like it was a fragile treasure. “She’s Graham’s mother’s familiar. She’s special. So, be nice—she can understand you. Now, where is everyone? I want to make introductions.”

      “Down by the lake. It was getting too cramped with everyone closed up inside, if you can believe it. I’ll round them up. Riley and all should be back soon, too. I couldn’t keep him away when he heard you were due home.”

      Reegan beamed with joy as she headed for the house, still toting the cat’s carrier like a delicate prize.

      “Blaze is inside,” Lathan called out, turning in his spot to watch her go. Graham didn’t miss the way the alpha’s nostrils flared. A flicker of realization passed over Lathan’s face before he glared over at Graham.

      Before Lathan could launch off at him, Graham offered a wry smile. “You got an office around here, Alpha? I’d like to schedule a chat.”

      Lathan’s brow ticked, but Graham knew two reactions were happening within the wolf. The big brother in him was ready to tear apart any man who didn’t meet his standards for his baby sister. That side was warring with the alpha who had to decide whether or not to support the Fate-chosen mate of his female omega wolf.

      Legacy or not, in the wolf world, that support wasn’t guaranteed. If Lathan had any kind of issue with Graham, he could turn them both out.

      Graham didn’t get the sense the wolf before him was the kind of guy who would do. Then again, he’d seen enough bad in his time working in Flagler, he could never be certain about a person. It had made him a little more cynical, probably. But what could he say?

      To his surprise, Lathan grinned and shoved his hands deep into his pockets. “Can I help you get anything out of the car?”

      “You’re not going to give me shit?” Graham asked. He didn’t believe for one second any of Reegan’s brothers would let him off so easily.

      Lathan offered a dark chuckle. “If I were you, I’d be more worried about Diesel. I may be the alpha around here, but I guarantee he’ll have more to say on this particular topic than I do.”

      Before Graham could respond, Lathan’s head swung toward the house, and he let out a sigh. “I’d better be in there when the cat meets Blaze,” he muttered, angling for the door.

      “Go on,” Graham said. “I’ve got this stuff.”

      The alpha bolted, taking the stairs three at a time on powerful legs. Legs like Graham would never have again. He let out a self-deprecating laugh as he slung his bag over his shoulder and grabbed Reegan’s suitcases.

      By the time he made it inside, Reegan was cradling Mrs. Cunningham in her arms like a baby. She knelt on the floor in front of a very confused-looking black wolf. The wolf, Blaze—Grace’s wolf—grumbled with uncertainty and peered up at Lathan before looking back at the cat.

      Mrs. C studied the wolf between long, lazy blinks, her tail twitching, and her purr motor in full effect. She reached a paw out toward the big black wolf. That cat always had been fearless. She’d been his mom’s familiar, but Graham often thought her favorite person in their household was actually his dad. When his dad fell asleep watching TV, snoring like the bear he was, Mrs. C would always curl up on his chest, kneading her sorrel paws into his thick beard. She always made him feel connected to his family. If he had to bet, he’d put money on her outliving damn near everyone he knew.

      Graham moved to carry their things away, and Reegan caught his eye as he hit the stairs. She wanted him in her room. She’d said as much, but he wasn’t comfortable moving right in—not until the truth was out about their relationship. The changes that had occurred while they’d been together in Flagler were fast. Graham had been around the universe long enough to know that was usually how it went. Fate loved to get Her way.

      Hw wonder, again, how the hell Fate could have gone missing. She controlled a whole part of the universe!

      Graham gave Reegan a subtle shake of his head, hoping she could read his signals. He knew it was protocol to talk to the alpha of a pack before making any move on a Legacy in his care. That was the unfortunate thing about having a best friend who was a non-alpha wolf. The first person Graham wanted to tell was the second person—at best—he should tell.

      He saw the disappointment in Reegan’s eyes, but he offered her a grin. Family was so important to wolves. She’d already admitted it would mean more to her to have her whole family hear the announcement. He hoped that could be sooner rather than later.

      Time wasn’t exactly on their side.
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        * * *

      

      Reegan stared at the enormous stack of textbooks she’d left behind before she’d gone to Flagler. For all she’d learned and studied, she had a feeling it came down to the message she was about to send. In this case, where her books and knowledge might fail her, courage was her only other option.

      She paced as she tapped the message out on her phone. She’d made a vow not to use the number ever again. Unfortunately, it seemed a meet-up with Caleb was the one thing she couldn’t do without. Not if she was going to bring the business with him to an end at last.

      She sent the message and tossed her phone aside before picking it up again to send a message to Graham.

      
        
        I wish you could stay with me.

      

      

      She understood why he’d taken off for the guest room. All it took was a look between them for her to get the idea. It was much like her connection with Riley—the twin vibes she could pick up on and decipher. She didn’t know if her ability to understand them was linked to their relationship or to her own skill. She’d always been able to read at least a little between the lines. Thoughts of Riley had her lifting her phone again to send him a message, too.

      
        
        Hey - quick chat when you get home?

      

      

      Graham responded first:

      
        
        Wish I could stay with you, too.

      

      

      She smiled at Graham’s response, which was quickly followed by:

      
        
        As soon as the whole family knows, that’s where I’ll be. Don’t want to leave your side, butterfly.

      

      

      Reegan gave in to the silly desire to fall back on her bed and relish in the bliss. When she’d met Graham, she’d been so determined to avoid the very connection she now longed for. She trusted Fate had put them together. And maybe even the situation they all found themselves in now was meant to be. Perhaps they had needed that to bring them together in the strong, fast way they’d found each other.

      Her heart squeezed when she thought of Graham’s smile, his laugh, and his touch. She understood now how Riley had been willing to go Romantic for the love he’d lost.

      No matter how deeply she believed in Fate—no matter how much she wanted to follow the path Fate paved just for her, nothing would stand in her way or keep her from Graham. Emboldened by the connection between them, she sent back:

      
        
        I want more of last night. More of your lips on my skin and your body against mine.

      

      

      She covered her red face and giggled as she awaited his response. She was rewarded again right away.

      
        
        You planning to tempt me until I can officially call you mine? Because turnabout is fair play, little wolf.

      

      

      She fired back:

      
        
        Is that a warning?

      

      

      She heard the rumble of his laughter through the distance between them.

      
        
        It’s a promise. Can’t wait to be buried in your sweet body again.

      

      

      She gasped and tossed her phone to the side, smelling her own arousal in the air. Half of her wanted to sing her feelings from the rooftop. The other half knew there was a way things were done—and Graham was kind to acknowledge them. He understood her world. He wanted to do it right, and she got the feeling it would add to his sense of belonging if she encouraged him.

      Another message came in, this one from Riley:

      
        
        Yep. Almost there.

      

      

      Good. She wanted to tell him before anyone else heard her news about Graham. She also needed to ask him for his help, and she had to do it in a way that guaranteed he would agree.

      Her phone chimed, and she grabbed it, thrilled for another message from her brother or her sexy, dirty mate. Instead, her heart dropped when she saw the words.

      
        
        I’ll need to consider what it’s worth to me.

      

      

      Reegan clenched her fist around the phone and gritted her teeth. Not even Caleb could stand in her way for long. She just had to decide what, exactly, she was willing to do to solve the problem.

      Her wolf sat up within her, ears directed toward the world outside the warmth and safety of her room. Gravel was crunching in the distance. The front door opened, and Blaze barked with delight, muted though it was.

      Reegan’s heart swelled. Her twin was home.
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      Reegan rushed down the stairs and into the arms of her pack. Everyone was hugging and welcoming each other back into the fold.

      Reegan grabbed Riley right away, for fear she'd give away her feelings for Graham before she could tell him. "Let me help you with these," she said, grabbing the bags Morgan and Asher packed when they came back to stay at the house.

      She headed up the stairs before Riley could argue, though she heard him say, "Give me a few," to Morgan over his shoulder as he followed.

      "What's so urgent?" he asked when they reached his room.

      Reegan set the bags on the bed, and Riley automatically began to unpack and situate his mate's things.

      Reegan rocked on her heels, scrunching her nose. "I have news," she said.

      He glanced out from the closet where he'd gone to collect hangers for Morgan's clothes. "Okay..." he said, drawing the word out.

      "I found my mate!" The words tore from her lips on an excited giggle. "It's Graham!"

      Riley's brows shot up, and his eyes went wide. "Your mate is Graham Floyd? The one we've always called the rock star? Fate." He scratched his chest through his hoodie. "That's gotta be intimidating as hell, huh?"

      "Riley!" Reegan protested.

      "I mean, he's been a legend in our family..."

      "I know!"

      "And if you screw it up, Diesel's gonna kill you. Oh. Shit. If Graham screws it up, Diesel's gonna kill him."

      "I know!"

      He was only teasing, but Riley's jabs made her anxious. Reegan wanted his approval, and she knew she had it when he tossed the hangers on the bed and scooped her into a bear hug.

      "You know I'll have my eye on him," he told her when he pulled away. "He'd better love you like a mate should."

      "Ew, do you really want to go there?" Reegan asked, scrunching her nose again.

      Riley wrinkled his own and held a hand up. "No. Stop!"

      Reegan drew in a heavy breath. "There's another thing."

      Riley eyed her, noting her tone shift, as he began hanging Morgan's clothes.

      "I might need your help with something. It's sort of related to Graham and sort of not."

      "Why the vagueness?" he asked, cocking his head.

      "Because I'm working on something, and I don't quite know what to make of it yet," she said. She had to hedge her request carefully. "If I ask for help, will you help me?"

      Riley continued what he was doing without offering a response. Reegan could feel him poking at the connection between them, though, and she fortified her mental walls.

      "You're blocking me," he said.

      "I am. It isn't the kind of thing I can be open about. You know a little something about that, don't you?"

      Her pointed look struck the right chord. Riley let out a soft snort. "Wow. That's a low blow, but I guess I deserve it."

      "I haven't asked you for anything of the magnitude you asked from me when I had to take your place in training," Reegan said. If ever there was a time to call on that part of their past, this was it.

      "You're asking me now?" Riley crossed his arms as he leaned in the closet doorway.

      "I am. If I need you, just help me. I'll tell you more when—if—I can."

      "Will it get Morgan hurt?" Riley asked, dropping his chin to stare her down.

      "Morgan won't even be involved," Reegan replied.

      He pressed his lips into a thin line before he nodded. "Alright, then. But you didn't have to throw the Healer thing at me. I'd have done it because we're supposed to look out for each other. Twins till the end, right?"

      Reegan smiled at the phrase they hadn't used in years. They'd always spoken it as a vow when they'd been plotting childhood trouble. "Yep. Twins till the end.
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        * * *

      

      The separation, short as it had been, was too long. As the pack gathered in the kitchen, it was clear that sentiment didn’t belong to Reegan alone.

      Asher and Thorne worked as a seamless team to put out quick snacks for the table. They didn’t fire up the stove or oven, but Asher chopped fruit and vegetables while Thorne prepared a tray of deli meat and cheeses. Morgan trailed behind them, pouring crackers and chips and trail mix into bowls. They were dipping into their pantry reserves, but a full family meal was already planned for that night.

      Lathan cleared his throat to call the rowdy room to order. “It’s so good to have everyone back under one roof,” he said, looking around the room at all of them. "Plus a few," he added with a grin. The touch of the alpha’s eyes quieted them and carried a wave of warmth over the table.

      Despite Reegan's occasional concerns about Lathan's acceptance of his role in their pack, there was no question he had the power that came with his title. Her whole body felt as if she were being enveloped in a comforting hug when he smiled at her, and she knew the others felt the same.

      Blaze sat at his feet, dutiful and loyal. When Reegan looked at the wolf just right, she could see Grace peering out at them. She smiled at the wolf, whose tail thumped the floor.

      “I felt this separation between us every bit as much as you all did,” Lathan said, “and I have to admit, I despised it. I know I said it was safer to be spread apart. I still think that to a degree. But as strong as you are on your own, we’re stronger together. I feel that down to my very soul.”

      Murmurs of agreement and nodding of heads followed.

      Diesel cleared his throat. “I’ll admit my own guilt in helping you develop that theory that we’d be better separated,” he said. He crossed his arms and leaned back in his chair. “We might be a larger target if we’re all in one place, but my focus was shot the entire time we were apart. I don’t think I can do that again.”

      “Me either,” Riley said. He hooked his arm over the back of Morgan’s chair. “Don’t get me wrong. Protecting my mate is always going to be at the top of my mind. But I learned from experience in that big brawl we had outside Morgan’s mom’s place back in the winter. I do a better job protecting her when I’ve got you all watching my back. And I know I can watch your backs better when I’m assured of her safety.”

      Thorne and Em voiced their agreement. Oma sat next to Em, red-manicured hands folded on the tabletop. She winked at Reegan when Reegan looked in her direction.

      Chris and Allie each held one of the twins, occupying them with wooden models of molecules. The girls seemed more interested in consuming the toys than playing with them, but Grace’s parents were undeterred in their whispered tutelage.

      Avery sat up in her seat. “As you all know, the girls have both gone through their first shifts now. We’ll need to watch out for that if any attacks happen close to home.”

      Lathan nodded, noting it.

      “The congregation is basically in hiding,” Asher said. “Aveleiyn is maintaining an especially low profile since she’s got a lot at stake. I think she’s reconsidering the amount of involvement she wants to have in the undercover arena moving forward." He shrugged and glanced around at the former and current UNITY agents in the room. “You guys can guess how long that concept will last.” He turned to Morgan. “Why don’t you fill them in on your stuff?”

      Morgan shuddered. “Unfortunately, I’ve been getting hit with all sorts of Daegan memories,” she said, tucking her arms around her knees where she’d drawn them up in her seat. “Most are annoying, awful, and unhelpful. If I get anything useful, I’ll let you know.”

      Chuckles of understanding passed from the more adventurous in their midst.

      “Things down at the apartment have been quiet,” Thorne reported.

      “Talan calls with daily updates," Em said, “but no Dissidents have been lurking.”

      Thorne tucked his arm around Em, pulling her so close she was all but sitting in his lap.

      Reegan’s heart flipped, and she stole a glance at Graham whose lips twitched with a smile.

      Diesel frowned, and his nostrils flared as he looked around the room.

      “Anyone else have anything they’d like to address before I wrap this meeting up?” Lathan asked.

      Something nudged Reegan under the table, and she peeked up to see Graham lifting a brow at her. She nibbled her lip and gave him a subtle nod. Then she cleared her throat. “Um…yeah. Yes. I do.”

      Lathan smirked and rubbed a hand over the back of his hair. “Alright. The floor is yours.”

      Reegan’s hands trembled. She didn’t like to have all the attention on her. Even as a child, she’d loved the affection but not the scrutiny. She preferred being out of the spotlight. “So…I’ve imprinted on someone.”

      Murmurs filtered through the room.

      She waved a hand in Graham’s direction. “It’s him.”

      Graham let out a chuckle at the awkward reveal.

      Em pumped a fist in the air. “Yes! I knew it! Pay up!” She held her hand out to her mate.

      The reaction effectively cut the tension in the room before Graham cleared his throat and leaned his elbows on the table.

      “I know I’m new around here. Haven’t exactly earned my right to make announcements at a pack meeting,” Graham said. “But here I am, and Diesel and Avery can tell you I’m one determined man. I’d like it if I could have your blessing to claim Reegan—or to let her claim me. As a human, I feel like I should ask, even if she’s the one doing the claiming.”

      Reegan glanced nervously around the table. She was pleased to see the announcement was met with smiles and encouragement.

      Graham’s gaze had settled on Diesel—the one he was most concerned about. Reegan’s concerns centered on Lathan who did, ultimately, have the right to turn Graham away. Avery could do the same, but the grin on her face said she had no intention of doing any such thing.

      Diesel’s chest rumbled with laughter. “Well, hell. If we’d ignored the rules and introduced you to the pack, you two would have had to suffer like Avery and I did.”

      Graham’s look of surprise sent chuckles around the room.

      “What?” Diesel asked, shrugging with his arms still crossed. “Think I’m going to kick your ass? You’re saving me the trouble, man. Better you than some asshole. I know we can all trust you. That’s what’s important to me.”

      Diesel's eyes eased over the rest of them before he smiled across at Reegan. “No one is more loyal than this guy. And no one is more willing to stick his neck out for the people he cares about. I don’t know why you’re all looking at me like I’m the one who has to give the seal of approval. But if that’s the case, Graham’s got it from me. One hundred percent.”

      Fourt grinned at Reegan from under the shag of his short, choppy hair. He flashed her a thumbs up and a wink. Reegan wanted to grab him and shake him and tell him he needed to go to Ren right away. The joy she felt as the pack congratulated her and Graham was enough to convince her Fourt needed that love in his life.

      Em grabbed her arm and started to babble about the mating ceremony, which hadn’t even been discussed yet. Reegan felt Graham’s booted foot slide against hers. He lifted his brows in question again when she looked up at him. She scooted her chair back, easing out from the cluster around her and going to him.

      He pushed back in his own chair and opened his arms to her, drawing her in to curl up on his lap.

      With no barriers in her family to stand in the way, Reegan relished in the connection and embraced him.

      “So,” he whispered against her ear. “Think you might wanna get hitched?”

      She laughed and tucked her arms around his neck, holding him tight. “Yeah. I think that sounds like fun.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      The pack meeting morphed into a lavish dinner. The universe teetered on the edge of the unknown, and yet they had so much to celebrate. After the meal, an impromptu party commenced in the great hall. As the night grew long, they settled into quiet chatter with coffee and cocoa around the fire.

      Morgan sat next to Reegan on the floor, tucked between Riley’s knees where he sat on the sofa behind her. She dreamily swirled a peppermint stick in her cocoa. “I’m excited for you,” she whispered, smiling over at Reegan.

      Reegan sat nestled between the feet of her own mate. Her mate. Graham and Riley were carrying on an animated conversation behind her. Graham played video games with Will, as it turned out, and knew enough to keep up with Riley’s excitement over them.

      “I still can’t believe it,” Reegan told Morgan, snuggling against Graham’s leg. He didn’t shift it away from her. She stroked her hand over the flesh through his jeans—the limb he thought was so gruesome and grotesque. She truly saw nothing wrong with it, and it hurt her heart that he went around believing he was so broken.

      Conversations dwindled. Words were only spoken here and there as the pack grew reflective. They’d missed each other. This was how they reconnected.

      And then, they began to filter away. Thorne and Em went first, leaving behind their usual wave of scents fueled with sexual desire and longing for each other. Graham chuckled when the pack scrunched their noses and complained. Thorne and Em were so used to the ribbing they laughed it off as they disappeared.

      Riley and Morgan followed shortly after that, with Asher trailing behind them. Asher complained about having to sleep at the foot of Riley’s bed just so Morgan and Riley could stay together. Riley complained right back about Aveleiyn’s rules on the matter.

      Reegan craved time to relish in the quiet connection with Graham. Being close to him amid her pack was such a comfort. But she knew, now, there was even more comfort to be found in the moments alone with him.

      The stings of Fate encouraging her to claim Graham as her own subsided sometime that night. She wasn’t sure if she noticed it when it happened, or if she’d gotten so used to them that the awareness came over her slowly.

      She took his hand, pain-free, ignoring the teasing catcalls from the pack when she led him up the stairs. How often had she acted in the same playful way toward her pack mates? She’d always thought she’d hate that if her time ever came. Instead, it made her laugh with glee—even if it also made her blush.

      Graham hooked his arm around her waist and walked hip to hip with her, down the long hallways and back to her bedroom. She’d cleared the books from her bed, fully intending to find them a permanent place out of the way soon.

      If her theory were right, as she hoped would soon be confirmed, she wouldn’t need them as often. Perhaps she could move them to Chris and Allie’s lab to consult only when she had a use for them. She was ready to be done with the issue at hand. And as soon as she’d resolved it, she could come clean with the pack.

      She imagined the pride she would feel when she admitted what had happened—and how she’d solved the problem on her own. Her. The omega wolf. The one who was always afraid!

      As soon as she and Graham slipped into her room, the sexual tension burst like a dam between them. Clothes flew everywhere before skin brushed over skin. Graham pinned her to the door, devouring her lips and offering his moans in return. He lifted her, setting her ass down on her dresser and dropping to his knees between her thighs.

      When she arched and flew apart, he grasped the small of her back and molded himself against her, hard length twitching at her thigh. She took control, pushing him back and stroking his flesh in her warm hands. He writhed and arched on his feet. His body swayed with the strokes she delivered until he caught her hands and turned her. He planted her hands on the dresser and bent her over from behind.

      His thick shaft filled her in one long thrust. He covered her back with his chest and clutched her to him. One arm banded over her belly, the other hand pressed flat into the dresser to support them. He rocked his hips and bucked with increasing speed and strength.

      They gasped each other’s names. They whispered sweet tastes of words with meanings that drove into their hearts. Words that begged to be spoken in full but fell only in broken syllables of need and longing.

      The heady scent of love filled the air and mingled with the lust between them. It was fast. So fast. And yet, so necessary.

      Graham lavished kisses over Reegan’s back and shoulders before he gathered her up. He took her to the bed and covered her with his solid weight. The very presence of him there, weighing her down into the mattress and grounding her to the earth was more than she could have dared to hope for.

      She clung to him, reaching for every part of him and curling herself against every inch as they moved together.

      She swore the world spun out from under them. She knew nothing more than the crushed, twisted sheets beneath her back. The sweet, cinnamon scent that filled her lungs.

      “Baby,” Graham whispered, throat strained around the word as his thighs went rigid.

      “Graham,” she whispered back, urging him to let go with her.

      They held onto each other through one last thrust, and then long after. Arms clutching. Legs tangling. Breaths meeting and matching. Hearts beating as one.

      Graham brushed her hair back from her face, cupping her jaw and tilting her lips up to his. “You perfect, sweet, unexpected surprise,” he murmured, nuzzling the soft spot under her ear. “If I’d died without knowing this existed, I’d have died a sad, sad man.”

      Reegan clung to him tighter. “You can’t ever leave me,” she whispered. “Promise.”

      He chuckled and held her closer.

      But he didn’t promise.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Even when it was on silent, Reegan’s phone woke her with alerts. It made a high-pitched sound when the screen lit with a notification. To a light-sleeping wolf, it was as effective as a perfectly-keyed dog whistle.

      She eased herself from Graham’s tight, hot hold. He was pressed naked to her back, heavy erection weighted against the cleft of her ass. Ready for so much more, just like she was. They’d already woken each other twice in the night, reaching out to feel that connection again. Both needing the reassurance it was still there.

      She wondered how long that would last. Forever, if her brothers were any example. She didn’t mind the butterfly feelings—but she hoped Graham could understand he did belong. He was hers, and he was worthy.

      As soon as she had the spirit back to give to him, she was going to offer it up. She would turn him into a wolf—if he wanted it. She hoped he did. She didn’t feel the desperate need to have him as a wolf. She didn’t even feel the driving need Lathan had always talked about to share the wolf spirit. Maybe it would be different once hers was intact again.

      Really, all she wanted was to freeze Graham right where he was. To keep him safe and healthy so they could be together for centuries to come.

      She held her phone down at the side of the mattress when she rolled over to collect it. She didn’t want the light to rouse Graham from his deep sleep. He seemed so peaceful. Perfectly resting.

      
        
        We can meet. Gable’s Bridge. COME ALONE. If there’s anyone else, no deal. I won’t be held responsible for what happens to them, either.

      

      

      Reegan clutched her thundering heart, willing it to quiet as she peeked over at Graham. His deep breaths filled the air. She tuned her ears in to the rest of the house; it was still.

      Her teeth clamped down on her bottom lip. She didn’t want to go alone. Riley could still go with her—how would Caleb know any better? He didn’t have her heightened senses.

      Ah. But just because he’d told Reegan to come alone didn’t mean he would. He’d always been a snake. He might have a wolf or two with him. Someone who could alert him to anyone she took along. That someone might be able to hurt her or Riley, too. No, she decided, fortifying her determination; she couldn’t risk it. If it didn’t work out, the only person who should suffer was the one who’d been foolish enough to lose the spirit in the first place.

      She slipped from the bed and padded to the closet. Wolves knew how to be quiet when they were on a mission. She eased into her sneakers and jeans in the dark, tugging a heavy sweater over her head.

      She knew there could be trouble with whoever was guarding the front door. Luckily, she had a trick for that—an old one she hadn’t used in ages. Not since the last time she and Riley had snuck out, just for fun.

      With slow and quiet determination, she plucked her keys from the hook inside the closet door. She tucked them into the tight front pocket of her skinny jeans. Then, she tiptoed into the bathroom and shut the door behind her.

      She tapped into the home security app on her phone and checked the settings. The primary system was set, but she could disable the alarm for her window with the touch of a single fingerprint. Unless whoever was on guard downstairs was watching the complicated control panel, she would have a few minutes to make her escape. She disabled the alarm on her window and slid it open.

      Chilly air blasted her as she stuck her head out the window and looked down. Their home had all sorts of odd angles to it, thanks to years of renovation. They weren’t the first magical beings to inhabit it, and they wouldn’t be the last.

      The roof peaked, dipped, and flattened in various degrees. The amalgam of shapes offered the perfect path for an agile wolf to shimmy down from the higher floors. Still, Reegan hadn’t made the exit in years. She hoped she still remembered the way down.

      She gritted her teeth as she squeezed out the window and found the foothold below. She pulled the window back down as far as she dared, needing it to re-enter as soon as she was done with Caleb.

      Then she scrambled down the roof and into the night. Whoever was watching from out front would be onto her the moment she got in the car if they weren’t already. Either way, it would take a few minutes for them to scramble, and she planned to be long gone by then.

      A twinge of guilt squeezed her gut. Morgan had done almost this exact thing to Riley, and it had left him devastated. But what choice did she have? She owed it to herself, her pack, and her mate to retrieve the spirit and put herself whole again. If she lost Graham, she believed she would fall apart. It would impact her ability to keep the pack safe. The conversation around the table at the pack meeting had been too right. It was the last bit of convincing Reegan needed to know she was doing the right thing, even if her fear made it feel wrong.

      She kept low and moved as quietly as possible as she eased around the house to her car. She thanked Fate she always parked on the side closest to the yard because she used her vehicle least of anyone. It was a cinch to slip in and make her getaway.

      In the rearview mirror, she spotted the lights as they came on all over the house.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Graham was already dressed and yanking his boots on when the alarm was raised.

      Reegan had woken him when she’d slipped from his arms. He’d heard the scrape of the window and the sounds of her sneakers scrambling over the roof. He would have been laughing at her awkward exit, too, if he hadn’t slipped immediately into detective mode. Why in the universe would his sweet, shy little mate need to go sneaking out into the night?

      Fourt was at the foot of the stairs, looking up expectantly, but clearly Graham wasn’t who he expected. “I think someone just stole Reegan’s car,” he offered.

      “Reegan took it,” Graham told him.

      “Why would she—”

      Graham locked all his emotions down. His training had taught him how he could easily manipulate the facts to meet his needs. He’d worked alone for so long in the gray territory—rushing into the fire all by himself, as Reegan liked to say. He was already forming a lie on his lips when Riley’s voice carried from upstairs.

      “Fatedammit!” Riley shouted, storming down the stairs. “That was Reegan, wasn’t it?”

      “How’d you know that?” Lathan demanded, on his brother’s heels.

      “She asked me to be on standby to help her with something earlier. I had the feeling she’d handle it on her own.”

      “And you didn’t think to mention it to your alpha?” Lathan demanded.

      Footsteps continued to come from everywhere, both upstairs and down.

      All the while, Graham was hauling on his leather jacket and locating his keys. He didn’t stick around for the verbal argument that lifted between Riley and Lathan. Instead, he slipped out the door. There was no time to waste.

      For Reegan to keep something so secret from her family—and from him—that she had to climb out her own window to sneak into the night? Whatever that was, he wanted to wedge himself right in the middle of it, for better or worse. Either it was too good to be left out of, or it was too bad for her to be stuck with alone.

      Diesel hit the front porch, but Graham offered an I got this wave. He was already in his car, anxious to speed away.

      Graham’s phone rang, lighting up the display in his car with Diesel’s burner number. “Yeah,” he answered, punching the button on the steering wheel with his thumb as his foot punched the gas.

      “Slow the car down unless you want my wolf to eat your Fateforsaken tires.” Diesel’s voice rumbled over the speakers. “You’re not doing this alone.” His old partner was already at the passenger door, throwing it open and diving in.

      “Wait!” Avery shouted from the driveway. She leaped into the back seat. “You didn’t think you were going on a mission without me, did you?” she demanded, slinging the door closed.

      “What about the girls?” Diesel demanded.

      “What about your pack?” Graham shouted.

      “I’m already on it,” Avery said, phone pressed to her ear. “Drive, before Lathan takes all our fun away!”

      “Only my mate could think this is fun,” Diesel grumbled. He smacked Graham’s arm with the back of his hand. “Floor it, Senior Agent Floyd. We haven’t got all Fateforsaken night!”

      “Lock down the house,” Avery shouted into her phone over the roar of the engine and the clatter of spitting gravel. “We’re going after Reegan. No, Lathan. We’ve got this! An alpha needs to stay there.”

      Lathan’s indecipherable shouts poured from the phone.

      “Don’t make me remind you my kids outrank you now!” Avery shouted back. She tossed the phone aside with a growl and leaned up between the seats. “See? All the fun. Gone. Pull up the tracker.”

      “Yes, dear,” Diesel said with a snort. A map lit up Diesel’s phone, and Diesel glared over at him. “What were you going to do? Go on your instincts and hope you could find her? We’ve got tracking units on all the cars. Turn right at the next light.”

      “What do we know?” Avery asked.

      Graham felt her hard, questioning stare drilling into the side of his head.

      He mentally scrolled back through everything he knew about his mate. A keen sense of dread settled in his belly. That gut-punch feeling told him he absolutely knew one man who could have beckoned Reegan from her bed in the middle of the night.

      Fate, he hoped he was wrong.

      “At the Halloween party, I found Caleb Armstrong trying to get way too friendly with your sister,” he admitted. “I jumped in. I didn’t realize who she was then; just spotted trouble.”

      “You’ve got that knack,” Avery said.

      “Reegan said it was nothing at the time. And it seemed plausible enough that I caught him fishing, rather than neck-deep in the pond, you know?”

      “You’re not wrong when it comes to Armstrong,” Diesel said.

      Fate, this took Graham back two decades. Right back to every mission he and Diesel had run together.

      “There’s her car,” Avery said, pointing between them.

      Graham rolled back, trailing her at a distance. He enjoyed pursuing cars because it was like a game. Sometimes you won, and sometimes you lost, but playing was always a thrill.

      “She had to know someone would come after her. Why would she risk whatever the hell she’s risking?” Graham mused aloud. Why had he thought he should do this alone? Oh...right...he had both the most and the least to lose.

      “One of the Magistrate’s wolves spotted Armstrong talking to Reegan at the mansion. I even asked her about it, but she had a story to cover it. She wouldn’t have been involved with him romantically, though. I mean, we would have known about that, I think,” Diesel said.

      “Unless she thought you guys wouldn’t approve,” Avery pointed out. “You’ve joked enough about what you’d do to any guy who sniffed after her.”

      “Yeah, and maybe we should have done more,” Diesel said, throwing a look Graham’s way.

      “Is this gonna get weird?” Graham asked. “I’d hate to think this dynamic of you and me with your sister between us would ruin our beautiful friendship.”

      “Screw the dynamic,” Diesel grunted out a laugh. This banter was the way they’d always dealt with tense situations.

      “No one was supposed to be able to leave without an alpha’s permission,” Avery said, still turning puzzle pieces. “Out of anyone, Reegan should have had the worst time even trying it.”

      “Which means she believes whatever she’ll get out of running is greater than the consequences,” Graham said. “Motivation can be a hell of a drug.”

      “So can love,” Avery pointed out. “Any chance we’re seeing this all wrong? What if it’s about you? Something she wants or needs to do for you?” She poked Graham’s shoulder with a single finger.

      His thoughts hooked on the words she’d said. Love? Did Reegan love him? He’d teased her about getting mated—of course, he wanted that. But he’d been coming at it from a Fate-based mindset. Fate said so, and he intended to comply. He felt lust, without a doubt. Love...

      His heart clenched. The emotion was there, strong and aching to be unleashed. He couldn’t afford love, though, could he? It wouldn’t be fair to either one of them.

      Oh, Fate. What if the motivation to sneak away was regret, instead? Maybe she’d woken in the night and realized she didn’t want to be with him. Reegan was so sweet—what if she was too sweet to break it off with an honest conversation? Fate knew honesty hadn’t exactly been his personal strong suit lately.

      What if she ran forever? If she didn’t want him, he should let her go instead of chasing her.

      No. No. He was worthy. She believed it, and he had to try to accept it for himself.

      “Slow down,” Diesel muttered, focus trained on the tracking app. “She’s turning off up here.”

      Graham killed the lights and eased his car off the side of the road. He stopped back away from where Reegan had pulled over. Another car waited, headlights pointed at her, on the opposite end of a covered bridge.

      Graham had a choice to make. Reegan hadn’t trusted him with this secret. He couldn’t protect her without knowing the truth—but whatever this was, she had chosen to keep him out of it. Now, he’d brought her family into it, too.

      He was already risking the trust they’d established between them. Chances were if any of them jumped out of the car and went running to the rescue, they’d get her—or themselves—hurt. Maybe even killed. That would be on him, since he’d made the call to chase after her.

      Graham groaned in frustration and turned to Avery. “There’s a parabolic collection mic in that bag,” he said, pointing to the duffel behind the seats.

      Avery rooted for the equipment before passing it his way. Diesel plugged the cables in while Graham fired the gear up and aimed it at the two figures approaching each other in the headlight-washed bridge. Diesel’s fingers stayed at the volume dial for the stereo, ready to adjust so they didn’t tip anyone off to their presence. The second they opened a car door or cracked a window, there was a greater chance Reegan would sniff them out. She might already have an idea they were there.

      “I’m glad to see you came alone.” A man’s voice filtered through the speakers, thin and distant.

      Diesel’s head shot up, and he cursed under his breath. “You’re right. That’s Armstrong.”

      Precisely the man Graham had been worried about. Why hadn’t he pushed more when he’d found out there was a connection between the human and Reegan? What the hell did Caleb have over her?

      “I couldn’t risk it any other way, could I? Not with someone like you. I’m more surprised to see you’re alone,” Reegan said. “Be honest. How many people are hiding in the woods, backing you up?”

      Caleb hacked out a harsh laugh, ignoring her question. “To what do I owe this pleasure?” The sickly slick tone of his voice made Graham grit his teeth with fury.

      “You know what I want,” Reegan said.

      Caleb chuckled, and Graham could barely make out the way he crossed his arms in the headlights. “Yeah, I do. But why don’t you tell me anyway?”

      Reegan crossed her arms too, but it wasn’t casual the way Caleb did it. It was protective. “I want my mate’s spirit back,” she said. Her voice was strong, but the words wobbled.

      So did the equipment in Graham’s hand.

      “Tell me I misheard that,” Avery whispered.

      Graham’s stomach flipped over. No chance Reegan had already given it away to…no. There was no way she could have given it up to someone who wasn’t her mate. She was too loyal. Too careful. And he was her mate. It was meant for him…wasn’t it?

      “Oh, that,” Caleb said.

      “Asshole’s toying with her,” Diesel said. “He’s too convinced he’s got her over a barrel.”

      It was all Graham could do to stay in the car.

      “I know you didn’t use it for yourself,” Reegan said. “You stole it, and you sold it, didn’t you?”

      That produced an interesting reaction from Caleb. His confident posture broke for a split-second. Graham wondered if Reegan picked up on it. It was the sign of a guilty man. Graham had seen it so many times before.

      “Ooh, he didn’t like that,” Avery said, echoing Graham’s thoughts. “He has to be the one who called Reegan out for being at the mansion that day she drained me. I’ve got a nasty feeling...”

      “Why would you say that?” Caleb asked Reegan, slipping back into his suave demeanor.

      “Because I learned there was a huge uptick in the sale of spirits on the black market. Unsurprisingly, it was right around the time you assaulted me and stole mine,” Reegan said, voice trembling.

      Graham’s fist clenched around the handle of the microphone.

      Low growls and curses rumbled from Diesel and Avery. Graham trusted them both to keep their collective cool but made emergency plans to get them out of the car in case they shifted.

      Assaulted.

      That word had too many implications, and none of them were good. Whatever the hell Caleb had done to Reegan scared her enough that being in his presence was terrorizing for her. Not to mention the mate spirit. How the hell could he have stolen it?

      Graham found himself praying it was a chemical attack and not a physical one. He already knew he would be ending Caleb’s life based on the information he’d heard so far alone. It wouldn’t be the first life he’d taken, but it would be the first he’d take in defense of the woman he loved. And he prayed it wouldn’t be his last. Now, though, he wasn’t so sure.

      Caleb rubbed a hand over his chin. “Someone’s been doing her research.”

      Reegan let out an angry little huff of a laugh. “You know, the funny thing is none of my research gave me that info. It was a random encounter that taught me what I needed to know. Random—like how you tried to pretend our first meeting was. You had it all planned out, didn’t you? How many other mate spirits did you take just for money? You’re sick.”

      Caleb chuckled again. “You’ve got it all wrong. True, our meeting was orchestrated. But your spark was the one I wanted. I did my research, too.”

      “Where is it?” Reegan demanded. “What’s the price?”

      Caleb shook his head. “I already put it on the market. It’s lost to you.”

      “Get it back,” Reegan said. “Any price; I need it.”

      “It didn’t seem to mean all that much to you before,” Caleb said.

      “Of course it did,” Reegan said, voice going wobbly again. “I never would have given it willingly. You stole it, and you hurt me. I’ll never forgive you.”

      “And after that convincing argument, I hardly feel persuaded to return it, now do I?” Caleb responded.

      “I’ll pay anything for it. You know I have the money,” Reegan pleaded.

      Caleb shrugged. “So what if you do? I’m not interested in selling it back to you. Something like that can put me not only at the center of a bidding war but on the radar of some highly important people. It’s more valuable to me than money, you see, and it’s of no use in your hands.”

      Caleb shook his head. “Don’t look so shocked and offended. This is the way the new world works. If you didn’t have the good sense to protect what was yours, you didn’t deserve it in the first place. Now move along. I have other business to conduct.”

      “Why would you even meet me if you knew you weren’t going to help?” Reegan cried.

      “Because all of this,” Caleb motioned in a circle toward her, “increases my value. The more you want a thing back, the more valuable it is to anyone who wants to take it away.”

      “I’m telling you I have to get it back,” Reegan begged, stepping closer to him.

      Graham’s chest went tight. “If he touches her, I’ll lose it. I’ll be out of this car and on the rampage.”

      “Me, too,” Diesel snarled.

      “And I’m telling you no,” Caleb said. “Take another step in my direction and see what happens to you.”

      Graham’s hand landed on the door handle. His fingers itched to draw his pistol. But Reegan shook her head and, sobbing, turned for her car.

      “Drive that way,” Caleb said, hooking a thumb over his shoulder. “Then take a long route home. If your pack tracks me down, you won’t be the only one paying the price.”

      “No! What is she doing?” Avery demanded as Reegan drove in the direction Caleb had indicated.

      “She’s too trusting,” Graham whispered.

      “Too trusting to see she’s probably headed straight into a trap,” Diesel said.

      “No,” Graham said. “We’re going to make sure that won’t happen.”
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      “I say we take him,” Diesel said, checking the weapons in his holsters.

      “I go in first.” Graham watched as Caleb headed back toward his car. “I want the lead.”

      Diesel nodded. “Avery and I will come around from the sides. We only shift if we have to. Otherwise, weapons and powers only.”

      “Agreed,” Avery said.

      “On my count,” Graham said, holding his fingers up for the countdown. He gave the signal, racking one of his pistols as he popped the car door and rushed the bridge with his old team.

      He pointed and aimed, commanding, “Drop it!” when Caleb drew his own weapon.

      Caleb’s eyes went wide when they rushed into the headlights where Reegan had stood only moments before. He lowered the pistol to the bridge and lifted his hands. Smart move. Caleb knew Graham could beat him at anything physical. He’d proven it time and time again in training, though that had been years ago. With the two wolves at his back, Graham could take down any threat.

      Graham moved forward, sights still trained on Caleb as Diesel retrieved Caleb’s pistol. He’d have bet the human was armed with more than that, but if Caleb’s pale, wide-eyed look held any clues, it told Graham he wasn’t foolish enough to try anything.

      Still, it was no surprise when the words that came from Caleb’s mouth were full of snark, as if he were still in control of the situation.

      “Interesting,” Caleb said, words directed at Graham. “Reegan was here; now you’re here. But she didn’t know you were here, did she?” He waved his hands. “Can I lower these yet?”

      Graham inclined his chin, indicating the affirmative, though he didn’t answer. Instead, he demanded, “Who else is out here with you?”

      “Why would I answer that?” Caleb asked with a derisive smirk.

      “I’m not picking up on anyone,” Diesel said. “Tell me you weren’t stupid enough to issue empty threats to my baby sister.”

      “More like I was betting on the scared little wolf doing exactly as she was told,” Caleb spat back.

      “Oh, Fate.” Avery said, admonishing him with a laugh. “You’re too cocky for your own good, honey.”

      “How did you know she was here? No. Don’t tell me. Let me see if I can guess.” Caleb turned his attention back to Graham, not yet ready to relinquish his overweening attitude. “You two were at the Halloween party—presumably, by the show you put on, together. But she didn’t seem so self-assured or desperate there as she did tonight. What changed?” A dark, intrigued smile ghosted the human’s lips.

      “How did you take her mate spirit?” Graham asked, stepping closer.

      “Don’t you know?” Caleb asked, cocking his head. He chuckled. “She really does lose her senses a little when you get her up close and personal, doesn’t she?”

      The lecherous leer he offered was enough for Graham to pistol-whip him. It was a gentle lashing compared to what Graham wanted to do. Far gentler, still, than what the seething wolves behind Graham would do if they shifted.

      “How did you take it?” Graham repeated while Caleb howled and clutched his head.

      A knot formed where the butt of the gun had struck. The knot was the same angry color Graham knew his gut must be. Fury coursed through his veins.

      “The how isn’t important,” Caleb said, taunting though he was clearly in pain. “It’s the why you should all want to know.”

      “Not what I asked,” Graham snarled, lifting the pistol again.

      Caleb cowered and shuffled back. “Okay, shit, okay! I drugged her. Got her all loose and willing. Then I gave her these pills I got.”

      “Then what?” Graham demanded.

      “I put the spirit on the market.”

      “How much?” Graham asked.

      Caleb shook his head and snorted out a laugh. “Like it matters.”

      “It does if I want to buy it,” Graham told him. “How much?”

      Caleb blinked up at him, touching a hand to the knot on his temple and wincing. “Wouldn’t that send a message to your little wolf girlfriend? You want her to know you put a price on her worth to you?”

      “How much?!” Graham snarled, advancing another step. He had plenty of cash. He could comfortably negotiate without even thinking of touching Will’s inheritance.

      Unfortunately, Caleb wasn’t playing ball. “It’s not for sale to you,” he sneered.

      Graham jammed the muzzle of his pistol against Caleb’s chest. “Who sold you the pills?” he growled.

      “Graham,” Avery warned. “You’re in dangerous territory, honey.”

      Caleb sniveled and twisted, but Graham held fast.

      Caleb finally gave. “Some Dissident chick. But I didn’t know she was one of them at the time. I met her in a bar, and she seemed into me. She said she knew a way I could make some quick cash. UNITY kept cutting off my sources of income with new rules. She told me I could probably get a million for each mate spirit I could steal.”

      “How many did you take?” Graham demanded.

      Caleb whimpered and shook his head, unwilling to answer the question. Graham collared him and slammed him against the side of the bridge, sidearm at the ready. “How fucking many?”

      “You got this?” Diesel asked over Graham’s shoulder.

      Graham gave as much of a nod as he could, though all he saw was murder.

      Snot bubbled from Caleb’s nose. “Just the one, man! I didn’t need any others after that!”

      “What do you mean?” Graham asked.

      “I knew what I had,” Caleb said. He blinked back tears, but Graham felt no pity for him. “A Legacy wolf and a Healer wrapped up in one—not to mention a member of the Black pack. I held onto it and waited. Figured I could make bank off it somehow, even if I never put it on the market.”

      “How? By blackmailing Reegan?” Graham demanded, tightening his grip.

      “No! I don’t know! I hadn’t gotten that far when I saw my chance. The Dissidents started getting big. I’d been watching the black market, and it got hot, so I knew someone out there wanted something good. When I put it up, the bidding war went nuts. I made three hundred mil in one night. More fucking money than I could ever spend.”

      “You admit you profited off my mate’s pain?” Graham snarled. “Who bought it?”

      Caleb shook his head so hard his whole body twisted under Graham’s hold. “No way. There isn’t a damn thing you could do to get me to tell you. And there isn’t any amount you could pay me to try to get it back now. The thing is gone, man. Gone.”

      Graham kept Caleb locked to the wall with his forearm as he thrust the muzzle under Caleb’s chin.

      “Kill me if you want to,” Caleb wheezed, eyes so wide the whites were visible all the way around them. “If I tell you, I’m a dead man anyway.”

      Hateful understanding passed through Graham. There was only one reason the Dissidents would be looking for a mate spirit. They needed to make a wolf.

      “Snelgrove,” Graham spat into Caleb’s face. “So what’s the deal, then? You got yourself on their radar, didn’t you? Just like you told Reegan.” He shook his head, reasoning it out. “I’m willing to bet you weren’t the only one stealing for them. The Dissidents flooded the market with mate spirits to both find what they needed and make some easy cash.”

      Avery stepped forward, adding her own thoughts. “The sudden deluge of spirits would have whipped up a frenzy, so they could more than afford to play into the bidding war for an extra-special one: the mate spirit of a Legacy female Healer—and no one would have guessed who’d bought it with so many up for sale at once. Snelgrove was dead, meaning it wasn’t logical for anyone to point a finger at him.”

      “But then who got the spirit?” Diesel asked. “Snelgrove or Cassandra?”

      “Cassandra wouldn’t have needed it, would she?” Avery asked.

      Graham held tight to Caleb whose sniffles turned into moans as he twisted with each word. Years of interrogations told Graham they were on the right path.

      “Cassandra had her wolf and human forms intact when she died,” Avery continued, taking another step forward. “Snelgrove was the one who was incomplete. Guys…this is bad. Worse than we expected.”

      Heaving, choking sobs tore from Caleb’s throat. “I didn’t tell you. I didn’t say any of that!” he howled, slumping into the wall. “You don’t fucking know the half of it, Floyd! I’m a dead man now. I’m a dead man. Kill me. Put me out of my misery. Please!”

      Graham saw red when he stared Caleb down. All he could picture was the asshole putting his hands all over Reegan. What the hell did ‘loose and willing’ mean? Graham clenched his teeth against the thought. If he let that play out in his head, he’d strangle Caleb with his bare hands.

      As it was, he didn’t know if Caleb might be useful in the future. There was definitely information the human knew but wasn’t sharing. Graham couldn’t risk ending his miserable life if there was a chance he held an answer only he could give.

      “No. We’re gonna let you walk away alive,” Graham growled, shoving Caleb into the bridge wall again. The force was enough to make the old timber walls tremble under their weight. “But only because you might be useful, you Fateforsaken sellout rat. If I ever so much as see you in the same room as Reegan again, I’ll hunt you down, trap you, and take you apart piece by piece, starting with your shriveled dick. Do you hear me, asshole?”

      Caleb blew out another series of snot bubbles as he nodded his red, tear-covered face. Graham shoved him in the direction of his car and kept his pistol trained on Caleb the entire time. Diesel stepped in next to him, sights trained on the same target. Avery stood behind them, watching their backs.

      “Go that way,” Graham commanded, pointing in the opposite direction of the route Reegan had taken. “Don’t fucking test me.”

      They waited until Caleb’s taillights disappeared into the distance. Diesel and Graham both lowered their weapons and Graham slumped against the wall of the bridge.

      “We’ve gotta get to her,” he said. “I’ve got the sickest feeling about this. We’ve got to find her. Now.”

      “I’ll call the family,” Avery said.

      Graham nodded. It didn’t matter now, did it? He was already guilty of betraying Reegan’s trust no matter which way he responded. He’d only been trying to keep her safe. Loyalty meant so much to her. So much to him. What would this mean for their future?

      “Lathan’s not going to be happy,” Diesel added, glancing into the darkness around them. “It would have been just our luck to land ourselves in the middle of a Dissident horde.”

      “I don’t care,” Graham said, shoving away from the bridge wall and heading for the car. “All I want to do is put things right for her. Even if it costs me my life. That’s how damn deep I am in this for her.”

      Diesel clapped a hand on Graham’s shoulder as they followed him back through the trees. “No man could hope to hear anything better than that from his sister’s mate.”

      They trudged back to the car, high on alert and weapons at the ready.

      “I’ll try calling her,” Graham muttered as he fastened his seatbelt.

      “I’ll pull her back up,” Diesel said, tapping on his phone.

      Graham dialed Reegan, but her number went to voicemail. Fate, she was probably scared out of her mind. He hated to make it worse, but he needed her to know what she was up against. He was desperate to find her and get her back home to safety. She’d been right all along. She wasn’t one for rushing into the fire, but she’d done it tonight. It was fine for him, but her safety was more important.

      Graham slammed his head back against the headrest and cursed. He dialed Reegan again, gripping the wheel as he rushed to think of what to say. In the end, honesty won out for the moment.

      “Baby, listen to me. You need to get home to safety. Please. I know what you went out after and there’s no way for you to get it back. That’s okay. You hear me? It’s okay that it’s gone, but it’s gone for good. Snelgrove is involved somehow, and that means you’ve got to leave it alone. Don’t put a target on yourself, okay? I need you safe. Please, please, butterfly. Be safe.”

      He cursed again as he tossed his phone aside and revved his engine to life.

      In the backseat, Avery was taking a scolding from Lathan. She dished her retorts with usual Avery flare. “No, I can’t tell you what the hell is going on because we don’t know yet. Well, I’m sorry, but if you ask stupid questions, you get stupid answers. Don’t you think I’d have led with the plan if we knew what we were doing? All I can say is we’re smelling Snelgrove all over it.”
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      Reegan listened to Graham’s message again and again. When she'd been at the bridge with Caleb, she thought she’d picked up on the now-familiar sound of Graham's car.

      She'd told herself she imagined it when she caught the faintest whiff of his scent. In fact, she had convinced herself it was all in her head until she'd picked up on Diesel and Avery's scents mixed in.

      How could she have been so stupid to believe she could do this on her own? How could she have been too stupid to remember there were trackers on each of their cars? Worse still was the biggest question of all. What, exactly, had they learned from following her?

      She'd planned to come clean with Graham—with everyone—but not until she'd solved the problem looming over her head. She hated to think they'd heard the truth in any way that hadn't come directly from her.

      Still, it didn’t change her options. She needed to fix the situation on her own. She felt convicted by the idea that she should be able to stand on her own, even as much as it terrified her.

      Her family had each found a way to step up. Even Grace, Em, and Morgan, with their human backgrounds, had shown their abilities in the R & B world.

      Reegan was the only one who had never truly proven she could do anything on her own. She needed to do this for herself, but even more, she needed to do it for Graham.

      He was so strong, so brave—and he was so mortal. How could Reegan be so timid and afraid when she had centuries ahead of her? If she’d had a clear expiration date from the beginning, would she be more likely to be bold the way her mate was?

      This act of reclaiming the mate spirit on her own would prove to Graham what he meant to her. When she delivered it back safely to him, he would see how worthy he was.

      Reegan gripped the steering wheel as she made another meandering turn. She’d ended up in the R & B side of town, uncertain why she’d even done as Caleb had commanded. Fear. Always fear. She was so tired of allowing her limitations to rule her life.

      She made another turn and found herself driving the winding road next to the warehouse where the Halloween party had taken place. Visions of meeting Graham and flirting with him made her clench the wheel harder.

      An idea took hold as she let his message play again.

      “Snelgrove is involved somehow,” Graham said.

      Pieces started to fall into place. Caleb’s presence at the party. His reappearance at the Magistrate’s mansion. Snelgrove was exactly the kind of opportunity Caleb was looking for. She’d learned all too well that he was willing to use any means to get himself ahead.

      She’d been so blind when she’d met Caleb, but Healer training had a way of doing that to its Trainees.

      Reegan had learned the way Healing worked in the real world long before she'd entered the program. She’d spent years learning to heal alongside her mother, and she’d seen how her mother suffered under the weight of her work. How much pain had Lulah Black taken into her own body to help rid others of their discomfort? How many tears had she shed when Fate had already made up Her mind and allowed death to take a soul?

      Reegan's mother had always given the family her very best. Reegan had seen those moments, though. Even more often than Riley had. The moments when her mother broke down under the pressure.

      Reegan had been cynical when she’d entered the Healer training program, too aware of the realities of the life she was destined for. The program was designed, though, to wipe those thoughts away.

      From the moment she’d stepped onto the campus of the school, she’d been treated like royalty. Like a celebrity. The best of the best. Givers of life. It had gone to her head, and she’d grown overconfident.

      So, in her final semester, when an attractive human with UNITY connections had given her all his attention, she’d felt like it was the least she deserved. She’d enjoyed the way Caleb doted on her, and she’d bought into the idea that his attentions were only the beginning.

      She’d trusted too much and had lost sight of herself and what she believed in. She’d even fooled herself into believing Caleb might be more to her. She knew he wasn’t her mate because none of the signals were there. She’d forced herself to think, perhaps, Fate was taking Her time. Easing her into the idea because, even at her best, Reegan had always been careful about men. It came with the territory of being a Legacy wolf.

      Then, they’d had their finals banquet. Reegan had been so excited to finish up with training and get back home to her family. She’d had too much to drink, and she’d been less vigilant than she usually was.

      She’d left the banquet with Caleb. He’d shown up as a surprise, taking the plus-one she hadn’t used. She hadn’t been ready to ask him to the dinner, knowing there was a chance word would get back to her brothers.

      Fate, why hadn’t she told them? Why hadn’t she told Grace or Em? True, she hadn’t known them quite so well back then, but she’d trusted them enough. She could have told the truth.

      Caleb had booked a hotel. It was beautiful, and he’d had flowers and food brought in, and Reegan felt so special. She let loose a bitter laugh when she thought back to that night.

      She’d ignored the instincts that told her not to go into that room with him. She’d shoved away the thoughts that prodded at her. If she was comfortable with him, why was she being so secretive?

      She could hardly recall what happened after the door had closed behind them. She had only blips of images. The drinks and food. The confusion when things stopped between them before they'd gotten physical. She remembered wondering if she wasn't good enough. The very thought sickened her now that she knew the truth.

      Her gut clenched as she remembered what it felt like. To be so fuzzy and dizzy and overwhelmingly tired.

      After that, things went from bad to worse, memory-wise. She’d woken up with awful nausea and a spotty recollection of the night. It hadn’t been until her head cleared enough for her to check in with her wolf that she realized exactly what was wrong.

      At the time, Reegan had believed it was random—well, targeted, but not a part of anything more sinister. Now, though, Graham’s words echoed back at her.

      How might Snelgrove be involved? Was it possible the Dissidents had already been at work—even then? That could have been the case, if they’d been helping Snelgrove all along. If the earliest Dissidents were the ones who’d run his research facilities and maintained his slave trade. And, unfortunately, as for Snelgrove himself, too many ideas came to mind right away for her to ignore. If he’d lost his fortune when he died, he could be taking advantage of the black market sales to make fast cash.

      She had no idea the kind of money a mate spirit would garner, but if there were enough in supply, it wouldn’t matter. And no doubt they were valuable—anything worth putting on the black market had to carry a shocking price. Most of the R & B had more than enough money to spend in the open. If they were making illegal purchases, the sums must be vast.

      She needed to find out how to have her spirit pulled from the market. Caleb might have a personal vendetta against her, but maybe she could handle it a different way.

      She could try going to the source—to Snelgrove himself—to offer the funds for the return of the spirit. If he needed money, surely the sum she had in savings would entice him, at least a little. And if he didn’t need money, maybe he would provide enough information for her to track the spirit down herself.

      She understood she might be making a deal with the devil himself. It didn't matter. Not if it saved Graham's life. His future was all she could see.

      She made her way to the main road that ran through Fairview. From there, she headed in the direction of the Magistrate’s mansion.

      Reegan's brain worked overtime to formulate a plan. She was no good at strategy. If only she could ask for help. Diesel would know what to do. Avery might be even better to ask.

      Reegan slapped the steering wheel and let out a shout.

      That was it! Avery!

      Her family ties might put her at a potential disadvantage when it came to negotiating with Snelgrove. But, Reegan had been the Royal Healer under Avery’s reign.

      If she presented herself in that light, she might get her foot in the door. She could explain that she thought, perhaps, her services would be required or demanded by the new leadership. This was one place her omega wolf status might actually come in handy!

      No one would believe an omega wolf could plan this kind of thing, let alone pull it off. Even Reegan wasn't sure she could do it. She hoped that would only make her all the more convincing. All she had to do was play the role of terrified, bumbling omega wolf reporting for duty.

      This was one fire she was going to have to run right into. She could only pray she made it out on the other side.
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      The property surrounding the Magistrate’s mansion looked eerily different than it had before. Reegan assured herself it was her imagination. The only real change was the number of visible guards lining the long drive. She was sure for each one she could see, there were several she couldn’t. The landscape moved with too many shadows in the night.

      She eased her car to a stop when two red-cloaked guards stepped into the driveway, blocking her path. One walked around the side of the car and motioned for her to roll the window down. Her heart pounded, and her hands shook as she moved to do so.

      Fate, don’t fail me now, she thought, hoping wherever Fate was, She could still hear prayers.

      “State your business,” the guard said, leaning over to peer in at Reegan. His eyes flashed with awareness, and he glanced around the interior of the car. His hand went to his hip, though he didn’t reach inside his cloak for the weapon Reegan was sure he had concealed there.

      “I’m Reegan Black,” Reegan said, voice wobbling over the words. “I am—or, I was—the Royal Healer.”

      “And?” the man kept his hand at his hip, eyes narrowing at her.

      Reegan blew out a shaky breath. “Look…I'm sure you can tell I don’t like this. At all. But I assume I’m beholden to the position, even under the rule of the new Magistrate. I’m not going to wait around for someone to haul me out of my own home. So here I am. Ask him if he wants to see me. Or don’t. It’s your head, not mine.”

      She felt as if she had channeled Avery as she spoke—maybe a little of Graham, even. The words and bravado that had come from her didn’t belong to her, at all. She was grateful for them when the man pressed his lips into a thin line and said, “Wait here.”

      Like there was anywhere else she could go.

      She watched as the man went to speak to his fellow guard.

      Her phone rang again, but she reached over and silenced it right away, turning it off completely. She couldn’t allow the distraction when she was potentially so close to finding out the truth—especially if she was on the right path. She might still have a chance at making this all right without having to involve her pack at all.

      Her heart thundered when the man and his partner nodded at each other, and they parted, waving her forward.

      She eased onto the gas, rolling up the drive to the front stairs. Another series of guards waited there. As soon as she opened the car door, they were upon her. She had to fight her wolf back and cram her down to avoid shifting when the guards grabbed her.

      It was a small mercy they had a female guard pat her down. The woman reminded her of a hungry goat, nudging at every nook, cranny, and pocket, searching out something to claim against her. She had no weapons, though she didn’t know if that was lucky or unlucky, all things considered. The woman caught her arm and jerked her forward.

      Reegan stumbled on the stairs and was surprised when someone grasped her elbow and helped her. None of the guards seemed that interested in her well-being, but when she looked up, she saw a familiar face.

      His brows fell over his eyes, the only silent warning he gave her to prevent her from crying out for joy. It was Simmons, the head male wolf shifter in the Magistrate’s service. She knew Simmons was there willingly. He wasn't there to harm her, though, and the look he gave her begged her to understand that.

      She didn't thank him for the assistance. She didn’t know how many eyes were watching him, waiting for him to slip up and show loyalty where he shouldn’t. She wondered if he wished he hadn’t stayed.

      Avery had given the Magistrate’s wolves all the option to leave when she'd taken over. She'd felt they deserved the choice. She didn't want them to fear for their lives like the slaves she’d helped free before her rise to power.

      If they were reclaimed under Snelgrove’s rule and forced to work under his employ though they’d been freed…what did that mean for Fourt? Reegan had promised him there was no chance he could be taken away. Now, though, she wasn’t as certain as she had been before. Surely Lathan wouldn’t allow it to happen—but what lengths would he have to go to in order to stop it?

      She was led into the mansion, flanked by two Dissident guards in front and two behind. Simmons scurried away as soon as they passed over the threshold. The rest of the wolves Reegan recognized hardly made eye contact with her.

      Gone were the days of smiles and warm greetings. Instead, the wolves blended in with the furniture. They were so still and quiet she almost could have walked right past them without knowing they were there.

      Reegan expected to be shown to the Magistrate's office. Instead, she was marched right to the library—the very same room where the wolf council meeting had been held.

      Inside, seated at the head of the table where Avery had sat the last time Reegan was in the room, was Snelgrove. His daughter, Cassandra, sat to his left. It was the closest Reegan thought she had been to either of them.

      Reegan immediately decided her former assessment of Cassandra stood. The woman favored Snelgrove very little. She had similar red hair, but everything else about her was different. She watched Reegan with eyes that were as glassy and unfocused as they had been during the council meeting.

      Up close, Reegan sensed an enormous amount of sadness in her. Reegan's Healer training sometimes offered her insight into those around her. She was definitely picking up on vibes from Cassandra, though she wasn’t able to decipher them without getting closer, or maybe touching her.

      The same went for Snelgrove. Something was clearly wrong with him, beyond the obvious.

      He scooted his chair back when she entered the room and stood, buttoning his suit jacket. He adjusted his arms, so his cuffs lined up in tidy order. The suit played up his much-altered frame. Reegan could never see him as handsome. He did come off as more powerful than he ever had before, though, even despite the nagging something Reegan could see lurking right under the surface.

      “Ms. Black,” he said, welcoming her as if she were a long-lost friend, rather than the pack mate of his enemies. “I’m so pleased to see you,” he continued. “In fact, I was going to call upon you, so I’m excited you’ve seen the benefits of coming to speak with me first. Very sensible of you.”

      He held his hand out to the chair at his right and waited for Reegan to step forward. He stood behind his own seat until she sat, eyes tracking her every movement.

      Reegan perched on the edge of the chair. She could hardly believe she was actually there. In fact, she'd been so sure she wouldn't make it that far, she wasn't entirely sure what she was supposed to do next.

      Why were they all still up and awake? Why had they accepted her as a visitor? It was the middle of the night. Was there too much to do in relation to the continued upheaval of the universe?

      “We have much to discuss,” Snelgrove said, his lips twitching with a dry, curious smile. He resumed his seat, leaning back into it and lacing his fingers in front of him.

      Reegan cleared her throat and forced the words from her mouth. “I’m missing something very important to me, and I think you might be in the best position to help me get it back,” she said.

      Snelgrove chuckled and lifted a brow at her. “A favor? Already? I’m surprised your brothers wouldn’t have advised you against asking a favor of someone like me.”

      Reegan clenched her fists in her lap and shrugged.

      Snelgrove cocked his head. “Ah. They don’t know. Interesting.” He studied her. His eyes roamed her features far too long for Reegan’s liking. “Well, you've piqued my curiosity. What is it you think you’ve lost?”

      “My mate spirit,” Reegan admitted. “I’ve heard you might have something to do with it.”

      Snelgrove leaned his head against his hand. His smile turned condescending. “That’s quite the accusation you’re laying at my feet, young wolf. Do you have any evidence?”

      Reegan swallowed hard. She didn’t have anything that qualified as proof in the R & B universe. She had nothing but the word of her mate, and who even knew how he’d come to that conclusion? She only knew she trusted him and he’d seemed serious and certain in his message.

      "Not yet," she said, "but I'm pretty sure the evidence is somewhere in this house, and I intend to find it."

      She’d already stepped into the flames. She might as well burn.
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      "Is she insane?" Diesel asked for the third time. "What the hell is she thinking, going there?"

      Without the tracking app, they'd still have known, thanks to a call from Simmons.

      "I can't believe he risked his life to contact us," Avery whispered. "I'm grateful, of course. His sister needs him, though. Simone would never be the same if something happened to him. They're so close."

      Before they'd known for sure that Reegan was at the Magistrate's mansion, Graham had gotten one of his feelings. Even as they headed that direction, he prayed to Fate that he was wrong. As soon as he neared the Magistrate’s mansion, though, the feeling intensified.

      It wasn’t supposed to be possible for a human mate to sense their wolf partner before going through a change, was it? None of the hybrid wolves he knew had felt that sort of thing pre-change. He could feel Reegan in there. The hairs lifted on the nape of his neck and his awareness heightened. If Diesel and Avery had tried to force him not to stop at that palatial house, he’d have crawled right out of his skin.

      He guided the car on by, blending into the slow flow of late-night traffic that eased in and out of the property.

      "Why is it so active in the middle of the night?" Diesel asked.

      Sure, many of the R & B needed far less sleep and kept strange hours. There was usually still a lull in their activity, though. It was based, if nothing else, on the fact that the human-run businesses and restaurants they went out to ran regular human hours.

      No, this was the sign of an active revolution. Probably how it had looked when UNITY took over, if Graham were willing to be that pragmatic.

      "Let's park down that way,” Avery said, pointing between Diesel and Graham again.

      Graham eased the car into a street-side parallel spot while Diesel turned in his seat.

      "Do I have any chance of making the argument that we're not going in there?" Diesel asked his mate.

      Graham took stock of his gear while he let them talk it out. It didn't turn into much of a discussion, though.

      "Nope," Avery said. "This wasn't on Aveleiyn's road map of events. I'm not missing out on a front-row seat to whatever comes next."

      "Anyone want more firepower than they're carrying?" Graham asked.

      "I'm strapped," Diesel said.

      Avery waved her hands. "Me, too."

      "Alright, how do we do this?" Graham asked.

      Avery took charge since she had the best knowledge of the grounds and mansion layout. "I say we take the sidewalk down to the east side of the property. We can go over the fence, and it'll give us the most cover to take out whatever guards they've got stationed there.

      "The windows are low there. That's probably our best bet if we want to avoid getting swarmed." She offered them both a devilish grin. "On the other hand, if you want to roll in with guns blazing, I'm game for that, too."

      "No," Diesel said, with added emphasis for his wild mate. "The first plan was better. We'll have more than enough swarming once we're inside."

      Avery shrugged and spun up a lick of red light in her palm. "Spoil sport," she muttered.

      They left the car and took advantage of the dark to walk down the sidewalk as if it were a stroll home after a long night at the bar.

      When they were a few blocks down from the mansion, they jogged across the street and cut back up around the side of the property. The fence sat up against the sidewalk, but the home was set far back off the road. They couldn't make out the guard posts from where they were.

      Graham drew on his memory as they moved since they didn't communicate, outside of a few hand signals. He hoped not much about the exterior perimeter had changed since the last time he’d been there. From outside the wrought iron fence, and through the cover of the privacy hedges, he counted the guards he could hear and see. He began to pick up on the cadence of their steps.

      There were so many sounds people made when they didn’t think they were being listened to. He tightened down every defense he’d learned from UNITY as he moved with his team. They slipped through the cover of darkness as a silent, deadly unit, preventing anyone from detecting them.

      They paused in the heavy shadows of an overhanging tree. Graham and Diesel made motions to indicate the paths they pictured the guards taking, where they paced inside the wall.

      There was a moment when the guards were farthest away from each other. That was their chance, and they took the very next one that came up.

      Graham hauled himself over the wrought iron fence and slipped into the narrow space between it and the privacy hedge. Diesel and Avery dropped next to him. They all crouched low.

      From there, they could see the legs of the guards coming back in toward each other before they crossed paths. They went in their separate directions again, out away from each other.

      Diesel motioned to Graham and Avery, and they all shot across the yard, staying low. They moved in the shadows of the great house, spreading apart to remain hidden. They fell against the exterior wall as the guards turned and made their ways back to meet in the middle.

      Those two guards were easy. They clearly didn’t have the precision military training of UNITY agents.

      Avery waved for the men to follow her. They crept along the outside of the house. Graham held his breath and tuned into every signal around him. He oriented himself to the rooms from the outside when he spotted the low windows of the parlor.

      Avery ducked to move to the far side of the lit window, and Diesel crouched below it. He pulled his heavy knife from its sheath on his belt, angling it for the beading around the window.

      Graham grabbed his hand, though, halting him. He pointed through the window, and Avery peeked around the edge.

      Inside was one of the wolves from the Magistrate's service. Avery's reaction told Graham this wolf was loyal to her. As he watched, another wolf hurried into the room. This one looked just like the first but in male form. He looked this way and that before shutting the door behind him and engaging in a heated whispered conversation with her.

      The female's eyes flew wide, and Graham caught the word that fell from her lips, even though he couldn't hear it. “Reegan?”

      "Simone and Simmons," Avery mouthed. She lifted her brows at them, and Diesel nodded. Avery nodded back and tapped on the window.

      Both wolves looked over, defensive and frightened. Avery tapped once more from where she crouched in the darkness. For added measure, Graham slipped his UNITY badge up into view.

      The female wolf gestured wildly at the male, and he went to guard the door, while the female rushed to the window and peered out. The three of them poked their heads into the sliver of light that fell from the room.

      She looked over her shoulder before she snapped the heavy locks on the window and lifted it.

      "Sorry to drop in like this," Avery whispered as she hefted herself through the window.

      Diesel and Graham were quick to follow.

      “Graham Floyd? The human?” the wolf whispered.

      “In the flesh,” Graham whispered back, never happier to have been recognized for who he truly was.

      "Simone," Avery murmured, pointing to their helper. "And Simmons," she added, pointing to the male at the door.

      “How is it I can’t smell you?” Simone frowned and peered up at Graham.

      “Years of UNITY training,” he answered. “Reegan's still here?"

      Simone clutched her chest again. “Yes! In a private meeting with Snelgrove,” she whispered. “Do you think she’s okay? My brother said it appeared she arrived on her own, but we’ve been terrified that the family was compromised!”

      Graham closed the window behind them as Avery ushered Simone out of such easy view. Diesel dropped the curtains behind them.

      “The only one in trouble right now is Reegan," Avery said.

      "Which means I’m about to rain a whole world of hurt down on anyone who stands in my way. Are all the wolves in the service UNITY loyal?” Graham asked.

      Simone nodded vigorously. “Oh, yes. Even if we weren’t, we’re loyal to Avery. None of us want to bow before Snelgrove, but we thought…perhaps we would be of more service to our true Magistrate if we remained as eyes and ears here."

      She hesitated before she continued, shaking her head in the direction of the interior of the house. “He's too proud of himself to care that we might not be loyal. He believes whoever is ‘worthy’ will see the ‘true path’. Who can understand anything he says? It’s all madness.”

      “I need to get to Reegan,” Graham whispered, urgency overwhelming him.

      “She’s in the library with Snelgrove,” Simmons spoke up. "I can escort you there. The guards shouldn't question me if I appear to be delivering an intruder for punishment. But"—his brow creased with worry as he looked at them—"they wouldn't believe I would bring all three of you by myself."

      Graham eyed the wolf. His instincts told him the man was telling the truth and could be trusted. He bit back his fear, just like he’d learned to do in his UNITY training. “I’m putting a hell of a lot of trust in you, my man,” he murmured. “No offense, but if you screw me over, you need to understand. You’re standing between my mate and me, and I won’t hesitate to solve that problem. Got me?”

      The wolf’s lips twitched into a proud smile. “I’d be disappointed if any mate of Reegan Black’s didn’t do exactly that.”

      There’d never been a better answer. "I'll go," Graham said.

      Avery stopped him. "We'll find our own way in."

      "Be careful," Graham said. "The universe will need you when Snelgrove goes down."

      "We've got your back," Diesel said. He turned to Avery. "Start planning, honey. You know what to do."

      “Your weapons, if you please,” Simmons said, holding out his hands. “They’ll never allow me to escort an armed man.”

      Graham drew in a heavy breath. He’d be as unequipped as he would have been at the Halloween party if something had gone down there. Didn’t matter. He had the training he needed to make trouble with his hands, even if he broke every damn bone while he was at it. He nodded and passed the pistols off to Simmons, who slid them into the deep pockets of his tweed jacket. Then, he let Simmons latch a firm claw into his arm. Together, they trailed down the long halls, and though guards eyed him, no one stopped them. The male wolf moved with serious purpose, hauling Graham along. It had to look damned convincing—it even felt damned convincing.

      Simmons pulled Graham to a stop at the end of a hallway. “The library is the next room on the left,” he whispered. “Now, I’m afraid I must ask you for a favor.”

      Ahh, here it came. The catch.

      Instead of turning on him, the wolf said, “I need you to knock me out, so it doesn’t appear I was complicit in this.”

      Graham opened his mouth to argue, but a door down to the right opened, and all he could do was act. He clocked the guy with a precise—and hopefully not too painful—hit. Wolves were tough as shit to knock out, but it was one of the things Graham had trained to do.

      He barreled for the library door just as the red-cloaked woman who’d come from the room down the hall sounded the alarm.
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      Snelgrove stared Reegan down, waiting for her to present him with the evidence she didn’t have.

      His smile twitched. “I’m intrigued by your gumption, young wolf. I’m even more impressed that you’ve managed it outside of the approval of your alpha. I do so love a wild spirit,” he said, lifting his head from his hand where he’d propped it.

      “Since I’m so fascinated by you, why don’t I share a tidbit of truth with you?” He leaned forward in his chair as if he were going to tell Reegan a secret.

      She stayed perched on the edge of her seat, ready to run, but also unable to look away. Snelgrove was an alpha; there had never been any question about that much. His commanding presence kept Reegan in his sway.

      “When my darling Cassandra and I were removed from this plane by the Wells girl,” he said, referring to Avery as if she were a meddlesome child, “we found ourselves in a most unusual place, didn’t we?”

      It was the first time he’d addressed his daughter. Cassandra's eyes widened when she realized his attention was directed her way. She managed to both cower and look pleased at the same time when she nodded. She hardly appeared to have heard or understood the question, though. What was wrong with her? She seemed like little more than an empty shell of a person.

      “As it turned out,” Snelgrove continued, “my return wasn’t to be sanctioned by Fate. But my followers—my blessed, faithful followers—worked until they’d discovered a way."

      He clasped his hands on top of the table, admiring his own fingers. "I always assumed I could come to some foul end at the hands of one of your people. I had my affairs in order, with plans for every possible contingency. It was my money that bought your spirit."

      "You admit it?" Reegan asked, taken aback by his honesty.

      Snelgrove spread his hands out. "Why wouldn't I? I'm innocent in the matter. I played no role in the purchase. How could I have? I was dead at the time, remember? My followers even used it on me against my will."

      "As if you wouldn't have wanted them to if you'd known it would bring you back," Reegan said.

      Snelgrove inclined his head but didn't agree. "Regardless of my feelings on the matter, they did bring me back. And the very fact that their little experiment was possible has proven to them my true power. They see me as a leader, yes. But they also see me as a father figure. And as something of a prophet.

      “To be sure, I’m not telling you all this to sway you to my side or to boast." He straightened his tie. "I only want you to have a clear understanding of what lengths my chosen are willing to go to for me. Only by understanding that can you be made to understand what they’re capable of, and you do need to understand that. If we're to move forward from this, of course.”

      Reegan sat frozen, rapt by his words.

      He leaned back in his seat again, settling his elbows on the arms of the chair. “You see, my dear young wolf, it required a very particular process to bring me back. When Cassandra and I fell into that place, we were both only there in part. Cassandra had her human body and her wolf. Sadly, though, her mind—which was...ill-adjusted before—suffered in the fall. And all that existed of me in that space was my wolf spirit in Advocacy form. My body had to be retrieved from the Forest."

      "I couldn’t put myself back together without aid." Snelgrove shook his head as if he still mourned the sad affair. "My followers determined that if I were to return to my whole form, I would need to be healed in a very powerful way.” He smiled over at Reegan. “It had never been done before, and perhaps their little experiment was only as successful as it could be. But when they sealed your mate spirit to me, my body and wolf spirit mended themselves.”

      Cold rushed through Reegan’s veins. “No,” she whispered.

      Snelgrove continued to smile. “In a human, the gift would have been wasted. But, don’t you see? In a magical being, it received greater potential than it ever had before. And now, I have a small portion of your abilities. I can recover more quickly. I can even heal minor injuries in those around me. My disciples who would be hurt by UNITY followers have a savior in me now.”

      “I never wanted that,” Reegan said, shaky fingers going to her hair.

      What had she done? It was so much worse than simply losing the spirit to neglect or stupidity. Caleb had led her to believe it was still recoverable, too. Instead, it had gone into the creation of a monster.

      “I do have a slight…complaint, if you will, to lodge about the whole situation. If I’m being truly picky,” Snelgrove said, lifting a hand as if asking for permission to continue, though he didn’t wait. “Currently, the spirit is being held in place by a tremendous amount of magic. That, as you might imagine, is unsustainable. It would be rather fascinating to see what arrangement you and I could come to about that.”

      There was a knock at the door of the library, and Snelgrove’s smile twitched higher. He nodded at Cassandra, who stood and strode to the door. She was dressed differently than the last time Reegan had seen her, decked out in a tight-fitting athletic outfit with a tactical belt.

      Cassandra peered through the open door before backing up to hold it open for someone to enter.

      Reegan didn’t want to look. With Snelgrove so close and the revelations that were coming to light, she was desperate to know more. She needed to find a way to bargain with Snelgrove if she had any chance of getting her mate spirit back.

      But the presence that stepped through the door was too magnetic, the way it always had been—for better or worse.

      Caleb sauntered over the threshold. He had clearly been the victim of a vicious beating. Reegan’s heart rate spiked when she smelled Graham’s scent all over him. Graham was there. She’d felt him so close but had held out blind hope that he hadn’t followed her.

      “Ah, Armstrong. You’re late,” Snelgrove said.

      “My apologies, sir,” Caleb said, dipping his head in a bow. “I got held up along the way.”

      “I understand you know Ms. Black,” Snelgrove offered. He extended a hand in Reegan’s direction as if he were ensuring the proper introductions had been made.

      “I do indeed,” Caleb responded, flashing Reegan a know-it-all grin.

      “You see, Ms. Black,” Snelgrove said, turning back to her. “My connections span the UNITY universe. I’m willing to offer you a deal for what I’m asking you to do, but this is the only time the offer will stand. If you don’t accept today, you’ll be at the mercy of my followers. While I can speak for how I’ll treat you, I can’t guarantee their behavior toward you. I can’t be in all places at all times, unfortunately.”

      “I don’t understand what you want or what you’re saying,” Reegan replied.

      “It’s simple, my dear,” Snelgrove said, with a smile. It looked genuine, but the weight of it was smothering. “I need you to provide your side of the intent to seal your mate spirit to me. Without your consent to the exchange, it won’t take hold. The magic I’m forced to keep surrounding me at all times is exhausting. I simply can’t be effective in the ways I need to be while also focusing on that.”

      “Why would I do that?” Reegan asked, shock and confusion turning her tone shrill. Why would he ever think she might be willing to do such a thing for him?

      “Because a part of you is within me,” Snelgrove said, offering a faux-humble shrug. “You can feel the draw the same as I can, can’t you? There is, no doubt, a connection between us. It compels me to want to protect you. In fact”—he frowned over at Caleb—“I think I already owe you a favor for what you’ve gone through in the course of bringing me back.”

      “I didn’t bring you back!” Reegan cried, jumping up from the chair and slamming her palms on the table. “I didn’t have any say in the matter at all!”

      “Precisely,” Snelgrove told her, smiling as if they were finally on the same page. His gaze skimmed over Caleb before he glanced over his shoulder at Cassandra.

      His daughter had moved from her chair into the shadows. She was wandering the dark length of shelves under the spiral stairs which led to the second level of the room. She peered at the books there, giggling to herself as if someone were telling her private jokes.

      Snelgrove snapped his fingers, harnessing Cassandra’s attention immediately.

      At that moment, a blaring alarm went off, causing everyone in the room to jump. All three wolves clutched their ears.

      The doors of the library flew open, and Graham burst into the room.

      His eyes were quick to assess the situation. Reegan recognized the anger that stormed over his face when he spotted Caleb standing so close to her. Then his gaze landed on Reegan, and it softened. Sacrificial and devoted. Fate, what had she done to deserve a man who would run straight into the fire after her?

      Maybe she should feel angry or upset that he’d tracked her down. Instead, when she met his gaze, she felt like they were right where they were supposed to be. Fighting side by side.

      His attention flickered, though, when his eyes skated away to take in Snelgrove and Cassandra. He took a stumbling step back, confusion etching his features. “Cassie?” he whispered, the word little more than a slip of breath.

      His face went ashen. “Oh, Fate. Cassie?” he repeated, taking that stumbled step forward again, this time in Cassandra’s direction.

      Cassandra blinked at him as if she weren’t sure he was talking to her.

      Snelgrove stepped in. “What is your business here, Floyd?” he demanded.

      Graham looked totally taken aback. All the bluster he’d entered the room with left his presence like a deflating balloon. He swung his eyes at Reegan.

      Snelgrove’s lips twitched down into a frown as he looked between Reegan and Graham. “Ahh. How interesting.” He stroked his closely-trimmed circle beard. “How interesting indeed.”
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      A whole troop of Dissident guards filled the doorway, ready to jump into action.

      Snelgrove lifted his hand. “My followers, how grateful I am for your swift response. However, I have everything under control here. Please, leave us.”

      The Dissidents were quick to make their choice. They filtered from the room, closing the doors behind them. Graham knew he should make his move. He should be finding a way to force Snelgrove to restore Reegan’s mate spirit.

      Instead, he was locked in place, unable to believe his eyes. Even in his disbelief, it was all too easy to erase the years away from the face of the woman standing by the stairs. She looked younger than she should have, considering the way age had touched his own features, but her blue eyes and copper hair were the same.

      How many times had he braided that hair into pigtails? There was no question in his mind, impossible as it seemed.

      “I—that’s—I think…” he scrubbed his jaw and shifted on his feet. He was ungrounded and unable to recall the danger that had carried him into the room to begin with.

      “That’s my sister,” he whispered, pointing at Cassandra.

      Cassandra shook her head and spoke up. “I have no siblings,” she said. “I am my father’s only real child.”

      There was an uncomfortable pause as Snelgrove studied them both intently. “How interesting,” Snelgrove repeated, looked at Graham far too attentively all of a sudden.

      Graham felt Reegan before he was aware she was right next to him, hand on his arm. “I don’t think that can be your sister,” she whispered, turning her eyes up to him. Soft, sweet face. She got it—she understood he’d been searching, but she couldn’t see the same truth he saw.

      “She very well could be,” Snelgrove remarked.

      Reegan went stiff next to Graham.

      Snelgrove glanced around the room, hesitating for the first time before he shrugged as if he couldn’t care less. “Fate dispossessed me of the ability to father children of my own.”

      “But…the breeding program you had running…” Reegan’s words trailed off, mind clearly working in overdrive.

      “Are you posing a question or merely trying to disarm me with rumors?” Snelgrove asked, peering too keenly at Graham’s mate.

      Reegan snapped her mouth shut and shook her head. Graham moved closer to her, hoping to give her strength and comfort through the contact.

      “It’s true that I organized some…initiatives…to find the perfect offspring.” Snelgrove explained. “I was born to carry on the grand name of my family, and I made it my mission to do so. Many families stepped forward to help me, in one way or another. Still, there was no pure and perfect option worthy of my lineage.”

      “So you made one,” Reegan whispered.

      Graham shuddered with anger.

      Avery had always referred to Cassandra as Snelgrove’s test-tube wolf. Graham had never known the truth behind that, though. He’d guessed it was more of an artificial insemination type of thing. Born out of the elite—and illegal—breeding program Snelgrove had going on for so long under the table.

      “Cassandra was already pure and perfect. I only enhanced her,” Snelgrove corrected. “She was a powerful child. I could see her abilities right away, wasted in her human form. She could detect members of the Races and Breeds with ease and could often tell me how powerful they were, alerting me to exactly what sort of threats I was up against. I wonder—” he turned his shrewd eyes on Graham—“can you do the same?”

      Reegan took a step in front of Graham. “Then you’re a hypocrite,” she said, hands fisting at her sides. “You talk about wanting a pure race. Uncontaminated by humans. Your own daughter is human. Or was, until you turned her into a science experiment! At most, she’s still only a hybrid—or do you think your blood is so strong it made her more?”

      Graham touched her shoulder but didn’t back her down. She was so strong and confident in that moment, he would never choose to hold her back.

      “You have a fire I rather enjoy, Ms. Black. However, we’ve shared too many secrets for one night.” Snelgrove’s smiled twitched again. “Now, where were we? Ahhh, yes. Kill him,” he ordered Cassandra.

      Graham’s muscles reacted on instinct, dropping into a defensive stance. He hauled Reegan back, out of the way of danger.

      Instead of launching herself at him, Cassandra dove toward Caleb. In a flash, she drew a knife from her tactical belt and slashed clean across Caleb’s neck.

      "No!" Reegan cried.

      Behind Graham, the air hummed as she flared her power to her hands. She rushed forward, pushing around Graham and falling to her knees by Caleb. Her hands slipped in his blood.

      Cassandra turned murderous eyes on her, but Snelgrove held out an arm to stop any attack.

      "He is not to be saved," Snelgrove commanded Reegan.

      "Why would you do that?!" Reegan shouted. "He's an asshole, but he's not yours to punish!"

      Graham went to her side, reaching for her, but backed away when Cassandra brandished her blade. Without his pistols, all he had was his training. Could he risk either of their lives to end this now?

      "Let me heal him!" Reegan demanded. When she turned and saw Cassandra's weapon so close to Graham, though, she held her hands away.

      Snelgrove offered her a wry smile. "As I already explained, I feel compelled to protect you. Armstrong harmed you against your will. I have held him under my thumb for you, allowing him to believe he was rising to something of a lieutenant under my leadership. Letting him work toward gaining power of his own. Humans are so weak when you dangle a little supernatural ability over them. Now, you've had my show of good faith. He harmed you, and I've killed him for it."

      His eyes returned to his daughter, and he snapped again.

      As if she'd been called from a trance, Cassandra blinked and moved to Snelgrove’s side. She wiped the blade of her knife off with deliberate strokes on the leg of her pants.

      “Now that I’ve come to power, I can openly admit the truth about my creation,” Snelgrove said. He spoke over the dying rasps of the human who had fallen at his feet. He didn’t even bother to step back from the spurts of blood hitting his pants and shoes.

      Instead, his attention went to his daughter. He held an arm open and gathered her proudly to his side. “Look how well she follows instructions. How loyal she is. From her first day in my household, fresh from the Kindred Program, my team worked with her. Grooming her and preparing her to receive my mate spirit. I paid top experts very well to come onboard, developing methods to ensure the transfer would work. I even tried to tempt those two dreadful human scientists you all seem so fond of to assist, but they never could be swayed—and, of course, I couldn’t take them by force at that time. It would have been far too risky, shedding light on me in a moment when I needed to remain in the darkness. At long last, and after many attempts, my people developed a way to free the mate spirit from my body and transplant it into hers. Even you, Fatalist, must see it was meant to be. And, once the spirit transformed Cassandra for the first time, I took care of anyone who questioned that she was mine until they learned to stop asking.” He paused to offer a sigh. “That was, perhaps, too rash. My followers could have used that same team to assist with my return.”

      He pressed a kiss to Cassandra’s temple. She blinked, surprised and pleased, before her face fell flat again. “Our connection is so pure and perfect. It made her the child I could never have. There would never have been a human woman deserving of the treasure of my mate spirit. Yet, it was so well-placed in the hands of one tiny child. My precious, uncompromisingly fierce daughter.”

      “That’s horrific,” Reegan whispered.

      “Is it?” Snelgrove asked. He beamed at Cassandra before he released her “I feel it was more ingenious than anything. No one had ever before attempted such a thing. It was almost a perfect success.”

      “Almost?” Graham growled. Protective rage flowed through him. His sister...his poor, sweet sister...

      As Caleb rasped out a final, wet breath, Snelgrove ignored the question and kept on his own path. “Do you see what I offer you, Ms. Black? Revenge for the misdeeds perpetrated against you.”

      “I would never want that,” Reegan said. “You’re doing it for yourself—to protect your secret.”

      “No. I’m doing it so you know the depth of the power I wield. I'm tired of dancing around what I want without result. Let's get down to action. Starting with you,” Snelgrove said. He turned a wicked, twisted grin toward Graham. “She doesn’t know, does she?”

      Graham’s throat went dry. No. No way he knew…

      But the cold fire twinkling in Snelgrove’s grimace said he did know.

      “Snelgrove—” Graham said in warning.

      The manipulative old wolf placed his attention back on Reegan. He lifted her from the floor by her elbows with gentle reverence.

      Graham's stomach pitched as he watched, paralyzed.

      “My dear,” Snelgrove said, speaking as if to a favorite child.

      Cassandra bristled but took the moment to peer up at Graham with keen interest in her otherwise flat expression.

      “As I’m sure you will have guessed, we keep detailed dossiers about our UNITY enemies,” Snelgrove told Reegan. He guided her back to the table—away from Graham.

      Reegan’s eyes were focused on the blood on her hands, confusion and astonishment written all over her features. Graham recognized she was in shock. He wanted to go to her and comfort her. To erase all the evidence of the horrors of this night and carry her away from all this. Why had she run into this burning building?

      Why hadn’t he ever told her the true extent of the fire?

      No. Not like this—it shouldn’t happen like this.

      “I have files on you and every member of your family. I have the same information about everyone who has been involved in the support of UNITY. About anyone else who might stand in my way. Including your friend, here.” Snelgrove cast his hand out in Graham’s direction. “Or, perhaps I’d be more accurate in calling him your mate?” he asked, tilting his head as he looked at them. “I’m fascinated to learn that he hasn’t been entirely truthful with you.”

      Reegan glared up at Snelgrove, but when he looked back at Graham, her gaze followed. Her eyes begged Graham to stop this madness, whatever it was. Graham had never felt so helpless. How could he stop the spread of these flames?

      The answer was simple—he couldn’t. There was no reason for him to try. He should have been honest long before now.

      “Did you know, my dear, that Senior Agent Floyd received a terminal diagnosis only a month ago?” Snelgrove asked. “I understand precious little about human medical conditions, as the nasty creatures hold no interest for me. However, I gather Floyd suffers an extremely aggressive condition."

      He examined his manicured hands before he flipped his gaze up to Graham again. "Correct me if I'm wrong, of course. What was it? Three months—maximum—without treatment?"

      Snelgrove rested his elbow on the arm of Reegan's chair. So close—too close. "Now I wonder, my dear, if you think he agreed to seek treatment. Because I bet he didn’t. In fact, if what I’ve read in his file is at all accurate, I’d say he called Avery Wells the moment he was diagnosed and demanded to rejoin UNITY, so he could martyr himself in a blaze of glory."

      He leaned back from Reegan's chair, putting it all out there for her. "But, of course, don’t take my word for any of that. Why would you? I’m nothing more than a liar and a cheat to you. Isn’t that right? I'm sure your mate will have told you the truth if he’s as honorable as a man should be to deserve the love of a Legacy.”

      Reegan looked at Graham expectantly. He could see she was waiting for him to dispute Snelgrove’s claims. To perhaps unleash mayhem on the room and rescue her from the flames.

      He couldn’t do it. He couldn’t argue with a word Snelgrove had said, because the man had him pegged right down to the letter. He’d made the phone call to Avery the moment he’d stepped out of the doctor’s office the day he received the news. The word that explained the headaches. The occasional dizziness. The infrequent, but extreme weakness in his left leg. Cancer.

      Nothing in Reegan’s human exam would have picked up on the tumors deep inside. He knew that going into the UNITY physical. Unless the Healer who examined him had decided to use inhuman Healer magic on him, there would have been no signs.

      “Graham?” Reegan whispered. “Tell me he’s lying. Tell me none of that is true!”

      Graham swallowed hard and shook his head. “I’m so sorry, baby. I can’t.”
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      Reegan's expression morphed from shock and confusion to agony and betrayal.

      Graham wanted to rush to her and tell her it was all a lie like she was begging him to do. How could he, though, when he’d wanted to do precisely what Snelgrove said? He’d made the deliberate choice to put what remained of his life on the line. He thought it might be his last and only chance to truly deserve the magic of the world around him. The world he hadn’t been born into and had yet to earn. The same way he’d never deserved Reegan—and wasn’t this proof?

      She would never understand the torment he’d experienced. The twisted combination of joy and pain in the love he’d discovered during the last breaths of his life. He'd had one brief, shining moment of hope in the possibility of her changing him. Now, even that pinpoint of light had been extinguished.

      Facts were facts. Reegan would live for many more centuries. Graham would be nothing but a single word in the pages of her story. And sure, he might be her mate—but what good did that do when he couldn’t stay with her?

      “I could have saved you,” she whispered, tears shimmering in the rims of her beautiful green eyes. They shone with sorrow and loss—with all the reasons he hadn’t been able to bring himself to tell her.

      “I don’t want you to look at me that way,” he said. Gone were any thoughts of Snelgrove and Cassandra watching their private exchange. To Graham, the only people in the room were Reegan and him. “Don’t look at me like I’ve got one foot in the grave.”

      “Don’t you?” Reegan demanded, tears spilling over. She jumped from her chair to clutch his chest. “How could you keep this from me?”

      He cocked his head and fought back the hurt he, himself, felt over the fact that she hadn’t come clean about her mate spirit. “We both haven’t been saying a lot of things we should have been saying,” he whispered.

      He clasped her cheeks between his hands. “But that stops right now. For as long as I’ve got left, I’m going to be completely honest with you, butterfly. I love the hell out of you, and I don’t want to let you go. Having had this”—he brushed his thumbs under the hollows of her eyes, sweeping the tears away—“for even a second has made me a completely different man.”

      “You can’t do this to me,” Reegan whispered, clutching his wrists so tight she’d probably leave bruises. “You can’t. Don’t tell me you love me and then leave me behind.”

      “Believe me, baby, I don’t want to leave you at all,” Graham said. His chest ached with the strain of his heart. His throat burned from the tears that clawed at him.

      For so long, he’d thought he’d used up all the love he had on his adoptive parents and Will. A tiny portion of his heart had always belonged to the sister he’d lost—the one he may have very well just found. Now he knew he’d only been loving at a fraction of the capacity he had. Reegan had swooped into his life and given him a jolt that had opened his heart to a whole new level.

      Reegan pulled her face from his grasp and turned to Snelgrove. “If I do what you've asked, you’ll owe me a favor.”

      Graham tensed up, reaching for her again, but she stepped out of easy distance.

      “Naturally,” Snelgrove said, stroking his beard. “What do you have in mind?”

      “Graham’s life for helping you. Can you make that happen?”

      Snelgrove nodded, hand still grooming his beard. “My resources are limitless.”

      “What are you agreeing to?” Graham asked, holding out a hand to stop the bargaining taking place before him.

      It was Snelgrove who responded. “Ms. Black’s mate spirit has been very much at my disposal these many months now. I’ve only asked she seal it within me to relieve my pain.”

      “Reegan,” Graham started, warning sharpening his tone.

      She gave a fierce shake of her head. “No. You don’t get to tell me what to do. Not about this—not about saving you.”

      “I never said I wanted to be saved,” Graham said, pleading with her.

      “You never thought, in the entire time we were together, about the option of using my mate spirit to save your life? About all the time we’d have together if I did?”

      “Of course I thought about it!” Graham cried. “What else would you want me to say? I’d give anything to get that time with you. But if I’m looking at this situation from the standpoint of my beliefs, I’ve gotta believe Fate has spoken. It’s not meant to be.”

      “Fate isn’t here!” Reegan told him.

      “She does have a point,” Snelgrove muttered.

      “Shut the hell up,” Graham snarled. He didn’t realize he’d reached for the pistols he no longer wore until the knife Cassandra had used on Caleb was lodged at his throat. He froze when the razor-sharp blade rasped against the stubble that peppered his neck.

      “Now, now, my dear,” Snelgrove said, lifting a hand to wave Cassandra back. “Mr. Floyd is our friend…for the moment. This entire situation poses quite an interesting set of possibilities, doesn’t it? Perhaps I should take some time to review everything I’ve learned in my private chambers. After all, I’m due for another round of serum.”

      Cassandra stepped back, knife still held at the same level.

      “I’ll leave you two to the room for a while if you like,” Snelgrove said. He lifted a brow. “I wouldn’t specifically call you prisoners, but I wouldn’t say you're free to leave the premises, either. I’ll send someone in to deal with this mess.” He said the last apologetically as if Cassandra had spilled a sticky snack instead of the lifeblood of another being.

      With that, he strolled from the room. Cassandra followed along behind him. She paused at the door to peer back at Graham with curiosity one last time before she shut it behind them.

      Graham doubted they were truly alone. Eyes and ears were everywhere in the R & B world, but what he had to say wouldn’t change, regardless of who might be listening in. “Reegan, baby, don’t do this. You can’t trust him. You have to know that.”

      “What choice do I have?” she asked, casting a disturbed glance down at Caleb’s body. She stepped around the other side of the table to pace in front of the stained glass windows at the far end of the room. “I could try to heal you.”

      She lifted her hands, already pulling the warm light of her powers into her palms. Graham clasped her wrists and held them gently. “No. I don’t want you to do that.”

      “Why not?” she whimpered, fresh tears springing up. “You could have asked me to do it when I examined you. It might be too far gone now.”

      “I’m okay with that,” Graham told her.

      “Well, I’m not!” Reegan shouted.

      “I don’t know what to say, butterfly,” Graham said. He clasped her wrists in one hand, so he could smooth a stray lock of hair behind her ear. “But I know I don’t want to get old and feeble and fade out while you live on. Sweet, bright little wolf. Don’t let me be the shadow that covers your big spirit.”

      “I’m going through with it,” she told him, determination spitting fire in her eyes. “If I do this thing for him, he’ll owe me the tribute of all tributes. I’ll get him to find you another spirit—a mate spirit of your own.”

      “You're not seeing this clearly," Graham whispered, cupping her cheek. "I'm so touched that I mean that much to you, but you wouldn't really want that. For some random spirit to change me? Some gift stolen from another person who was taken advantage of like you were?” Graham asked. “That’s all wrong, Reegan. Fate put us together for a reason. Maybe She’s allowing us to be pulled apart for the same cause.”

      “I don’t accept that!” Reegan cried. “How can you be so calm over this? Do you know how angry I would be with you if I didn’t think I should be counting down the seconds I have left with you? You…you’re a jerk! An asshole! How dare you leave me behind without a fight! After all the times you’ve rushed into the Fateforsaken fire, this is the time you’re giving up?!”

      “I’m not giving up,” Graham said, pulling her closer and holding her tight. Her heart fluttered and pounded against his chest—she was a frightened, fighting caged bird in his arms. “I’m finally possessed of a way to belong. To make it count. You gave me the connection I’ve always dreamed of in the universe. Now, I can find some crazy-ass way to go out with a bang that will hopefully help put an end to all this bullshit. My life will be complete.”

      “Stop trying to earn your place in the universe!” She shouted. Tears streamed down her cheeks. "It should be complete with me!"

      “Hey, hey,” Graham soothed. She crumpled against him, clinging to him. “Please. I don’t want to fight with you. I want to fight by your side for every moment I’ve got left.”

      “And I want to fight to give you every moment,” Reegan said, words muffled by his shirt where she pressed her face against his chest. She shuddered in his arms. "Fate, my wolf wants to come out. She's desperate to protect you."

      "I haven't even met her," Graham said, the realization striking him with far more weight than he expected.

      Reegan tensed in his arms. "You're right. You haven't. That seals it, then. I'm moving forward, and you can’t convince me otherwise."

      Graham opened his mouth to argue, but she clutched his shoulders and lifted to her tiptoes, sealing her lips over his in a binding kiss. When she pulled back, they both panted from the heat of their passion.

      "I’m an omega, remember?" she whispered, fierce power rolling from her. "I'm stubborn to a fault. Only my alpha can tell me not to—and I don’t see him anywhere around here. Do you?”
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      Reegan’s palms itched with unused energy. She wanted to jam them to Graham’s chest and force the power into him. It went against her training and beliefs to do so—it was cruel to use the power on anyone who wasn't accepting of it. Even if the power was meant to do good.

      He'd expressed, more than once, his unwillingness to accept it. Especially after what had happened to her with her mate spirit, she couldn’t bring herself to force the light on him.

      Making matters worse was the fact that, no matter how much she hated it, she understood where he was coming from. Graham had spent so much of his life feeling unworthy. Believing he had no place in the world he’d been born into and feeling out of place in the world he’d been adopted into. It wasn’t right to force him to live in a way he wouldn’t be happy. She didn’t care if he got old and feeble, but he did. His pride wasn’t too much—what she was asking of him was, though.

      “Snelgrove isn’t going to give me my mate spirit back,” Reegan said, “and there’s no way the two of us can go up against him to steal it back. I don’t even know how to do that, even if we could.”

      “Maybe that’s my suicide mission, then,” Graham offered.

      Reegan made a face. “If I’m going to respect your stupid wishes, you can’t try my patience like that.”

      “Yeah, I thought it was too soon for jokes,” Graham said. He leaned against the bookshelves by the window, crossing his arms in that way that reminded Reegan so much of Diesel. “Whatever deal he’s offering you is going to come with major strings. Besides, if we’re not willing to accept a new mate spirit what other options are there?”

      “Vampire?” Reegan whispered.

      Graham chuckled. “Never been my first choice.”

      The tightness in Reegan’s chest cinched again, and she sniffled. “I’m sorry I was so careless,” she said. “I didn’t ever set out to allow this to happen. Caleb—”

      She glanced to where his body still lay in its pool of blood. Her wolf cowered at the sight. “I trusted him, and I shouldn’t have, but I never wanted to see him hurt like that, even after what he did to me. He deserved to be tried in the UNITY system at least. He might’ve gotten that chance if I’d spoken up about what happened. I’ve been so focused on fixing it all on my own. His death is on me. It’s all on me, and now I’m going to lose you, and it’s all my fault.”

      “There were never any guarantees,” Graham said, pushing off from the bookshelf. He eyed her hands warily. “I’m serious about not wanting you to heal me. You know that, right?”

      Reegan nodded her head hard against the words. “I know, and I disagree with it, but I understand. I won’t do it without your permission.”

      He curled his arms around her shoulders, drawing her against his chest. The warmth of his embrace was enough to break through every dam she’d put in place against the tears. She wept hard into his shirt while he held her. Dampness touched her neck, and she smelled the bittersweet rain scent of his tears.

      “Why would Fate bring us together only to tear us apart?” Reegan asked. “It doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Happily ever after only happens in fairy tales, baby,” Graham whispered. He sniffed back his tears, though they’d already wet her sweater.

      “That’s not true, though. My brothers have found happy endings. Don’t I deserve one, too?”

      “Of course you do,” Graham said, pulling back to smooth her hair behind her ears. “So you’d better find some other nice guy to love once I’m gone.”

      “No,” Reegan used the heel of her palm to sweep her tears away. “That’s not a conversation I can have with you right now.”

      “Then, just believe in the fact that it will all work out the way it’s supposed to,” Graham told her.

      Reegan fell silent. There was nothing she could say that would make her feel any better. And nothing that had passed between them had changed her mind. She didn’t trust Snelgrove at all, but she didn’t see that she had any other choice in the matter.

      She would keep her promise not to heal Graham herself. She hadn’t made any vows about not using whatever Snelgrove had at his disposal to do the job, though. And yes, that was crazy. But at that moment, she didn’t care if she landed herself on Snelgrove’s payroll, as long as it meant Graham got the chance to live.

      All she could hope is that Graham would one day forgive her for that one last lie of omission. She didn’t plan to leave that mansion until Snelgrove had fulfilled the favor he was going to owe her for the terrible choice she’d already made.

      The door to the library opened, and two Dissident guards entered. Their boots slapped the floor in unison as they marched forward. One carried a tarp, while the other carried a bucket and a pack of sponges. The sloshing contents of the bucket stung Reegan’s nostrils—ammonia.

      Without speaking, the two worked like robots to spread out the tarp, lift Caleb’s body onto it, and roll it up around him. They left the bucket and sponges behind as they toted their heavy load out the door.

      Simone scurried into the room, eyes wide and face ashen when she saw the spot on the floor. Still, she went right to work without another glance their way. The metallic tang of blood mixed with the sharpness of the ammonia hit Reegan’s nostrils like daggers. Her stomach lurched for her throat, and she gagged back the vomit that rode with it.

      Her fault. It was her fault. What would happen to Caleb? Under UNITY, regardless of his misdeeds, he’d have received a proper funeral and burial. Reegan’s hands shook when she realized that’s precisely what would happen if Graham died.

      She’d only attended one or two human UNITY funerals over the years. They reminded her of the human military funerals she’d seen on television a few times. As his mate, she would be presented with his badge. The badge she’d helped him earn back.

      Caleb had betrayed UNITY. He’d become a Dissident, which meant he wouldn’t be afforded a UNITY ceremony if the truth came out. Regardless of whether or not Reegan thought he deserved what had happened to him, she would have to tell the truth about what had happened in that room. That meant testifying as a witness against Cassandra.

      Could she truly be Graham’s sister? Reegan had to admit, seeing the two of them so close together, Cassandra did have a similar facial profile. And their eyes were as alike as Reegan’s were to Riley’s.

      When Simone had finished, she glanced over at them. The look that passed between her and Graham caught Reegan's attention. Simone dipped her head and scurried away, leaving behind only the scent of chemicals and wet wood. At least they could be certain every trace of blood was gone. Wolves could pick up on that smell above all others.

      "What was that look about?" Reegan whispered, so low under her breath even her own ears barely heard the words.

      Graham glanced down. "Contingency plans," he mouthed.

      He reached for her, taking her back into his arms again. Reegan found it was easier not to speak to Graham at all as they waited there, unsure of what they were waiting for.

      All she wanted was to cling to him. To hold him and be held. That was exactly what he offered her as he kept her snuggled against his chest, his chin tucked over the top of her head. Protective and warm. Comforting and so very much alive. She counted the beats of his heart and kept her fingers to herself, though they burned with the desire to probe his body. To find the disease and reach out to it with her light. She didn’t have to heal him. She’d promised. Still, she longed to know exactly what he was up against.

      “Stop, baby,” Graham whispered, stroking her hair. He cupped her jaw and tilted her head up, so she had to look him in the eye. “I can practically hear you thinking out all the ways you’re going to fix this. The same type of shit my doctor talked about. Palliative care, right? You're mentally buying up all the human medical texts you can find, so you know how to treat me in my final days. I don’t want that. I want to eat burgers and drink whiskey and maybe even smoke a pack or two for old times’ sake."

      He lavished her lips with sweet, deliberate kisses. "I want to forget all about sleep, so I can make love to you every second of every night. I want to stay buried in your body until we're so entwined you'll never forget how I feel inside you. And I want to put at least a dozen Dissident assholes in the ground before I end up there myself."

      He clasped her chin between his forefinger and thumb. "I don’t want to be a patient, and I don’t want to be catered to. Let me be a man until I can’t be anything.”

      All Reegan could do was nod. Any words she spoke would be a lie or a plea, neither of which would save them.
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      The doors opened again, and Snelgrove swept in, Cassandra right on his heels. They’d both changed, so neither one wore Caleb’s blood any longer.

      “Why are we being held here?” Reegan asked.

      “Well, we seem to have a small problem,” Snelgrove said. He dipped his chin in apology for whatever he was about to say. “It seems my guards and followers are rather upset. They're concerned that nothing has been done to bring about justice for your actions against the former Magistrate.”

      “She was cleared in the investigation,” Graham said. He stepped forward to put himself at Reegan’s shoulder.

      Tension radiated from him into Reegan. She could almost read his desire to stand between them as if it were written on the wall in front of her. She loved him even more for not doing so. Her focus was already split too thin with the feat of holding her wolf back.

      “She was cleared by UNITY, but not by the new regime,” Snelgrove said with a casual shrug. “They want to see you brought before the new council, my dear. While UNITY cleared you, their call for action is still appropriate under both UNITY and the new law.”

      “Don’t pretend you’re playing nice,” Graham growled.

      “I’m not pretending,” Snelgrove said, voice laced with offense. “I’m telling you up front what they’ve planned. They will apprehend Ms. Black for conspiracy the moment she leaves this building. I doubt you want that to happen, and I don’t want it to come to that, either. Call me selfish, but it wouldn’t benefit any of us in this room, and I do have a reputation to uphold with my faithful followers, don’t I?”

      “Then you’re extorting her?” Graham asked.

      Reegan snorted out a bitter laugh. “That’s exactly what he’s doing. The more favors he does me, the greater the price.”

      She stepped forward again, putting herself in front of Graham. “By my count, I’m in your debt for two favors—Graham's life and your warning about this ridiculous complaint from your followers. Let’s get this over with before I rack up a higher tab."

      Snelgrove nodded his agreement.

      "Can we concur you’re in my debt for the fact my mate spirit is the one that was stolen? That would cancel out one of the debts, and if I help you seal the mate spirit to your soul, that would get rid of the other?”

      Snelgrove stroked his beard again and glanced over at Cassandra. She looked back at him, face all but expressionless. Reegan didn’t miss the way the woman’s eyes flitted in Graham’s direction when Snelgrove looked away again.

      Snelgrove nodded at Reegan. “I agree that’s an acceptable resolution to our troubles.”

      “And I’ll be free of debt to you after that?” Reegan asked.

      “You will,” Snelgrove said.

      “Then sit down,” Reegan told him.

      Cassandra took a step forward at the command directed her father’s way, going for the dagger now strapped at her hip.

      Snelgrove lifted his hand to stop her. “I understand what she’s asking,” he told his daughter. “She must reach out to me with her magic to see where the spirit has taken hold and where it needs to be better sealed. It’s like our minds are connected, isn’t it, young wolf?”

      Snelgrove smiled at her as he unbuttoned his suit jacket. He pulled out the throne-like chair at the head of the table—the place where Fate was meant to sit.

      He sat, opening his posture as if he had full trust in Reegan to do what she had to do. Of course, he did. He had her disadvantages lined up in neat little rows to hold over her, didn’t he? She doubted anyone could see her and Graham in the same room and not feel the impact of her love for him.

      She blinked and looked over at Graham. She loved him.

      His frown deepened as he looked back at her. “Reegan, please,” he uttered a final plea to prevent her from doing what she was hell-bent on doing.

      “I have to,” she told him. It was the only way.

      “Think about what you’re creating if you do this. A literal monster. Baby, please consider what you’re doing.”

      “I am thinking about it, Graham. This might be my only chance to save you. I can handle anything else if you’re by my side.”

      She pulled the light from deep within her to her hands. The glow brought the conversation to an abrupt end.

      Snelgrove held his hands out to her. He did understand too much, far more than he should have without having gone through Healer training. She wouldn't know for sure how much of her power he’d secured in the transfer of her mate spirit until she touched him.

      Somehow, she wasn’t as frightened as she knew she should be. He was, by most considerations in their universe, as powerful as Avery even if that power was stolen. Then again, Avery didn’t often intimidate Reegan, but that was because they were essentially sisters.

      Reegan stepped forward and reached her hands out as the realization shook her. She wasn’t scared because she was strong. She’d lost that confidence when she’d lost her mate spirit, but there she stood. Right in front of the very thing she’d thought had taken her confidence with it.

      She was making the choice to stand against it instead. She chose to give it away because she wasn’t afraid to lose it. She’d found who she was and what she wanted without it. She was almost glad to see it go, though she understood the consequences were totally unpredictable. She and Graham would fight together against whatever came out of this awful situation. They would be able to because she would save him.

      Snelgrove’s hands weren't slippery or scaly as she’d strangely thought they might be. They were warm and steady. The hands of a father. She closed her eyes and reached out, envisioning the pathways in his body. She traced them from his fingertips inward to where her mate spirit wavered. She found it there, throttling itself against his interior, pushing to get back to her.

      It was a bittersweet thing to touch it, to know it had lived within her for so long and wouldn’t find its true place in Graham. It would be so easy to take it right back into herself—how had she not known it would be that easy to steal it back?

      She’d thought it would require chemical intervention. That's how Avery had taken Snelgrove’s whole wolf so long ago.

      The temptation grew stronger as she touched the teasing tendrils of light there. She would just take it and leave Snelgrove to fend for himself. It belonged to Graham anyway. It was hers to take back.

      “Reegan!” Graham’s shout cut through her fog, and she blinked.

      The press of steel at her jugular caused her to catch her breath.

      “I felt you in there,” Snelgrove scolded.

      With Cassandra’s blade against Reegan’s throat, he had no reason to scream or physically reprimand Reegan. He didn’t bother with such an extreme reaction. It was more like he’d caught her with her hand in the cookie jar.

      “I’ll give you one more chance to act appropriately,” he told Reegan. He flicked his fingers in the air to wave Cassandra off. "If you try to fool me, our agreement will not stand."

      Cassandra stepped back, and Graham stared at her, so close to him. Reegan watched him studying the woman’s features for a moment and wondered what he was seeing. Did he see the features of his parents? Did he remember their faces well enough to find similarities there? Or was he spotting things that didn’t line up with reality?

      Reegan drew a shaky breath. She wasn’t ready to touch Snelgrove again for fear her power wouldn’t cooperate with her. She risked her own neck or Graham’s or both if she screwed up again. The temptation of pulling that power back into herself was too great. She needed to stall for time.

      “Wait,” she said, drawing her hands back and running with the first idea that came to her head. “Once I’ve sealed my mate spirit inside you, the power you have now will likely grow.”

      Snelgrove smirked up at her. “Yes, I’m rather expecting that, my dear. Don’t let it give you cold feet now.”

      “No—but, how will you explain all that power? From what I’ve heard, there haven’t been any changes to the laws regarding mate spirits. What you’ve done is technically still illegal. Will your followers and supporters blindly go along with that? Is that how deeply they believe?”

      Snelgrove chuckled and relaxed again. He eased back in his chair as if he were both surprised and charmed she’d asked. “As I mentioned before, the very fact that my followers were able to bring me back makes me a prophet in their eyes. I’m confident I’ll be able to dispel any concerns. If anything, it gives me even more leverage in my new role as Magistrate. What better way to prove this seat is exactly where I belong than the extra boost of power to go with it? And the first time I heal someone who is gravely injured by an opposing member of UNITY…well, I think we can all see how that will play to my public.”

      Hatred poured through Reegan’s veins. He was a liar and a thief, misleading good people in the wrong direction. Innocent people who would be hurt or killed for a cause they didn’t fully understand.

      Was saving her own mate being too selfish? Or was the very fact that she’d learned Graham was her mate and that she had this opportunity a sign? If she did this for Snelgrove, she would save Graham’s life, and he might very well go on to be instrumental in ending this war before it even began. She had no doubt that’s exactly what he would fight to do, and the only way to have that chance was to move forward.
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      The belief that saving Graham's life would help protect their universe renewed Reegan's resolve. She charged up her power again and nodded at Snelgrove. “I’m ready.”

      “Do it right this time,” he warned.

      She took his hands and followed the same paths she’d used before. As soon as she felt the touch of her mate spirit, she apologized to it. It shrank back in disbelief, and she could feel the sense of shock and betrayal it radiated out at her.

      She shoved away at all temptation. In her mind, she saw herself locking the spirit down to everything it touched. She imagined the internal anatomy of Snelgrove’s form. Already the magic he’d been using to hold her mate spirit inside had begun to touch his organs with necrosis. She healed the black, scorched places as she went, giving permission to her mate spirit to take hold inside him.

      At first, the power balked and twitched, but then it began to settle. It stopped writhing, and seams of white-gold lit the edges. It sealed to his very essence as if his soul and her mate spirit were being welded together.

      Reegan finished what she was doing. She hauled herself back from the mental space she had to be in to do her work, feeling drained and light-headed. She swayed on her feet, and Graham caught her, holding her upright.

      “Are you okay?” he whispered, clutching her to him and brushing his hand through her hair.

      She gave little more than a feeble nod. All she wanted to do was go home and curl up in her bed. She longed to burrow under the covers with Graham tangled all around her keeping her warm and safe.

      Unfortunately, it wasn’t to be.

      Chaos and commotion erupted outside the double doors. Guards tumbled into the room.

      “We’re under attack!” one shouted.

      “Her pack knows she’s here,” another accused, pointing at Reegan.

      Snelgrove’s brows twitched. “Not very wise of you to use yourself as bait for a trap, my dear.”

      “I didn’t!” she cried. She swung her gaze toward Graham. Was that what he'd meant by contingency plans?

      “Apprehend them!” Snelgrove ordered of his guards who rushed forward to grab her and Graham.

      Without a thought, Reegan’s wolf burst forth, teeth gnashing. Her jaws dripped with a thirst for blood and vengeance. She let loose a howl that echoed around the library, launching herself at the nearest Dissident. In a feral flourish, she tore and ripped at his flesh with a lethal mouth that knew no fill of blood.

      To the left, Graham lifted his fists at a guard, backing up and circling as the man advanced on him with a sword.

      Before Reegan knew it, Diesel was at Graham’s side, fighting with him. With the first guard taken to the ground thanks to their fists alone, he passed a pistol Graham’s way. They took each other’s backs, each aiming and firing in opposite directions.

      In a blink, Riley’s wolf was at Reegan’s side, backing her up as another guard lunged their way, shifting to a lion in mid-air.

      Pandemonium ensued with animals everywhere as more of the pack poured into the room. Even Reegan’s wolf knew this was bad. They were now unquestionably guilty of a direct attack on the neutral ground of the Magistrate’s mansion. They were in serious trouble, which only meant one thing: there was no reason not to fight like hell. It couldn’t get any worse for them than it already was.

      Reegan wasn’t a fighter. She was a Healer. It didn’t matter how little she’d fought before or how unskilled she felt at it. Nothing could stop her from wiping out everyone who stood between her and her mate.

      The taste of blood clung to her tongue as she latched onto yet another human, this one in mid-shift to becoming a cheetah. She held tight, shaking her head with fierce determination. Her teeth crushed the throat of the beast who, in such a state of shock, was unable to complete the shift or shift back. His top half was all deadly-fast cat, but his lower half was still a set of kicking, writhing human legs. She clamped down harder until the legs no longer writhed. She slung him from her jaws.

      Hunks of his flesh still clung to her canines as she charged the next man. She leaped at him to dislodge the pistol he had trained on Lathan.

      In her rush, Reegan spotted Cassandra backed into one of the bookcases, still in human form. Her eyes were wide, and her hands stretched out in protective surrender. The dagger she’d been wielding with such deadly precision was on the floor. It spun several feet away as if it had just been knocked from her hand.

      Avery’s magnificent black wolf hunched low over her front paws, snarling and sending up the warning that attack was imminent. Avery must have been furious if she’d resorted straight to her wolf, rather than the powers she so loved to show off.

      Beside Reegan, Graham managed to execute a headlock throw on the Dissident he was fighting. She saw the moment his eyes landed on the confrontation between Avery and Cassandra.

      Reegan's wolf lunged for him, pinning him back when he shouted and rushed forward. “Avery! No!” he cried. “Reegan, let me go! She’s my sister!”

      Before Reegan could respond, though, Avery did exactly what she’d been so clearly planning to do. She launched a ferocious attack. Cassandra’s screams filled the air before Snelgrove’s voice rose above all the mayhem. His anguished cries brought the combat to a screeching halt.

      “No!” he screamed. The word wailed out of his voice like the cry of a wounded heart. “Get her!”

      There was no saving Cassandra. She fell, limp and wasted, to the floor, blood pouring and pooling so fast it spread to touch the nearby furniture.

      The tide of the battle turned as every guard directed their attention to Avery. The pack was forced to react to protect their true leader, rushing to her aid.

      Reegan was torn—Graham was the most vulnerable being in the entire room. Her wolf didn't want to leave his side. Her alpha commanded her to do so to save the woman who, essentially, amounted to their queen.

      Reegan howled at the pain of the refusal of her alpha’s call. It was nothing compared to the noises that came from her in the next instant.

      Snelgrove himself caught Graham around the neck. His strong wolf arms caged tight around her mate’s body, so Graham couldn’t move to fight back.

      “You have cost me my only child,” Snelgrove snarled at Reegan, spearing Cassandra’s dagger toward Reegan's face.

      She couldn’t help the shift that came over her, nor did she notice her nakedness in the middle of the carnage. All she could see was the gleaming edge of that blade so very close to her human mate’s breakable body.

      “Your debt is no longer cleared,” Snelgrove told her. Tears filled his eyes. He tightened his arm around Graham, and Graham changed to an awful color as his breath was locked away.

      “Let’s allow your mate to choose his fate, shall we?" Snelgrove shrieked. "As Cassandra’s brother, you can choose to take her place within my employ. This will spare the life of your beloved. Do you understand me?” he snarled against Graham’s cheek, squeezing Graham even tighter.

      Graham’s eyes bulged, and his face went dark purple as he strained in Snelgrove’s hold.

      “What’s the choice?” Reegan screamed.

      “That is the choice,” Snelgrove screamed back. In that moment, she saw the crazed maniac Avery and Grace had described so many times before. “A life for a life.”

      “That’s not what we agreed on!” Reegan cried out. “There must be something else you’ll accept.”

      “You asked for his life. You didn’t specify what you wanted to be done with it,” Snelgrove said. “Make your choice, human.”

      Graham shook his head and breaths shredded from his throat in strained wheezes. “I—”

      Snelgrove drove the knife up under Graham’s sternum and into his heart. “Your decision has been noted,” he growled, shoving Graham off his blade.

      Graham’s body slumped to the floor.

      “No!” Reegan screamed, rushing forward to grab him. She dropped to her knees and gathered Graham's body to hers.

      Reegan became utterly unaware of anything else happening around her as Graham blinked up at her. His eyes raced without focusing. His breaths stuttered as his hot blood soaked her hands and pooled around them.

      “Baby,” he wheezed, tracing shaking fingers over her cheek. “I’m so sorry I—”

      “No, Graham, please,” she begged, holding him closer. “You can’t leave me. You can’t go.”

      “I’m so sorry I didn’t get the chance,” he tried again, words coming harder and harder, “to tell you—”

      “It’s okay,” she sobbed, rocking him. “It’s okay. I don’t care what you didn’t tell me.”

      “No, butterfly. Listen. Let me say it one last time,” he said with a weak laugh, body trembling under her touch. “I love you.”

      “You can’t go!” she pleaded, even as she felt his muscles weaken. “Let me heal you. Please. Say I can.”

      Graham shook his head. “No. Don’t want that. Only wanted…you.”

      His body convulsed in her arms, and his breath rattled and gurgled in a terrible way.

      “Just you,” he told her. His eyes rolled back, and he fell limp.

      “No!” she cried. She sobbed the word over and over again as she held him and rocked him.

      Someone hauled her back by the shoulders, pulling her up and draping warm fabric around her. She blinked down at the gold-colored blanket that wrapped her. Blood streaked the material.
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      Reegan couldn't stop shivering. Her body shook so much, her teeth chattered.

      The room was full of people—half in red, the other half not. She hadn't seen any of these faces before she’d lost focus on what was happening around her. Her whole family was crowded back behind thick rows of people. Chairperson Sù spoke from somewhere in the room, but Reegan couldn't concentrate long enough to tell where.

      “When you took power, you agreed we would try to work together,” Chairperson Sù said, voice full of passion and anger. “This is not working together.”

      “They attacked us!” the cry came from somewhere on the red side.

      “As I understand it, UNITY-loyal hostages were being held on site. That is not what we discussed, Magistrate Snelgrove. You may have a following, but that does not give you complete autonomy. There are still more of us than there are of you.”

      “That won’t last,” another voice jeered from across the room.

      “Perhaps not,” Chairperson Sù said, “but for tonight, it stands. You won’t be holding these people prisoner, and you won’t be acting against them in retribution.”

      Angry shouts erupted from the opposite side of the room. Something hard banged into the floor. Through a part in the crowd, Reegan saw Chairperson Sù had a heavy staff. He pounded the floor with its end, reclaiming their attention again. “Enough!” he roared. “The tally for tonight is even on both sides. Only two deaths have occurred. While I understand the loss to Magistrate Snelgrove, the truth is one of those deaths was human. That is a serious offense.”

      “Two,” Reegan croaked weakly to whoever was closest to her.

      “What did you say?” Riley whispered, grasping her elbow. Ahh. He was the one right next to her.

      Fourt flanked her on the other side, helping Riley support Reegan's weight—but why? Couldn't she stand on her own?

      A towel was draped around Fourt's waist. As she peered around at her family, she saw most of them were wrapped in whatever mishmash of fabric had been closest on-hand. Diesel wore the drapes from the parlor. A funny, buzzing sound filled her ears as the world came back into focus.

      “Two," she whispered to Riley, stuttering out the words. "They—he—Cassandra. He ordered Cassandra to kill Caleb Armstrong.”

      “Who’s that?” Riley asked with a frown.

      Diesel, who had been listening in, pushed through the crowd to murmur in Avery’s ear. Reegan thought it was like watching a game of telephone as the message was passed up the chain.

      “You say your group’s efforts and interests lie in the desire to take the Races and Breeds public. If this is true, surely you can see it is not in your favor to have a highly-witnessed human death on your own hands. Furthermore—”

      Chairperson Sù paused when the person next to him caught his attention. He leaned down to listen to the words spoken in his ear before he let out a snarl. “Two human deaths? This is not to be tolerated.”

      Another round of insults chorused from the Dissidents. “Scum!” “Land-stealers!” “Worthless!” Each word rang out above the rest and also fell within the others, creating a cacophonous jumble that hammered Reegan’s head.

      “You and your followers are not to be found on the property of the Black pack.” Chairperson Sù commanded.

      “A restraining order?” Em muttered from behind Reegan. “That’s it? Where the hell did they learn about those? Human court? Ineffective, worthless words that mean absolutely shit when it comes to protecting the people they’re meant to protect.”

      “Woman, quiet down before someone magics your mouth shut,” Thorne hissed. “I’m serious. We can fight about it later, but this is dangerous ground you’re quaking.”

      The frustrated sound that left Em’s mouth would have normally made Reegan laugh out loud.

      Laughter. That was something she was convinced at that moment would never, ever happen again.

      “You and your followers are not to have contact with the Black pack.”

      “And if they have something of mine? If they owe me?” Snelgrove demanded.

      “Until the laws rest in your favor, I don’t want to hear another word from you,” Chairperson Sù said. “You cannot maintain any argument for killing humans. Your grievances with the Black pack end. Now.”

      The angry Dissident mob kicked up again only to be quieted by their own leader. Snelgrove lifted his hands in the air—bloody hands, covered with Graham’s life.

      When he spoke, every single ear in the room listened. “Friends, followers, supporters of our New Universe. We will accept these terms for tonight because we know the tides are turning. And we will follow these rules put in place—for now—because we must save as many as we can. While we have not yet convinced those among the Black pack that our way is the right way, we cannot turn our backs on them. There is still time for them to see the light.”

      He turned to face the pack. The rows of people protecting them sealed in tighter around them, pushing them back. “Understand, friends, we are willing to make an offer to anyone who comes to see that our way is best. There is so much potential in you all. We would welcome you into our fold.”

      “This asshole is all about trying to make himself some loyal servants, isn’t he?” Lathan muttered.

      “You’ve all proven yourselves to be useful in some way or another,” Snelgrove said.

      Though Reegan didn’t think she was tall enough to be seen over the crowd, there was no question Snelgrove locked eyes with her. He was speaking directly to her, reminding her of what she’d given him—of the fact that she’d made him that much tougher to beat.

      Why couldn’t everyone see how evil he was? That whole crowd of Dissidents couldn’t be told any differently. They all believed he was right. It was exactly as Snelgrove had said. They thought he was a prophet. He could do no wrong, and they believed, without a doubt and without any chance of convincing them otherwise, that he had their best interest at heart. That the things he told them were pure truth. While Graham, despicable human that the Dissidents thought he was, was a far better man than Snelgrove would ever have a chance to be. And there he lay in blood that was already drying on the floor.

      Wails rose up from somewhere in the room. They echoed off the books and the rich, carved wood. They filled Reegan’s ears and her nose filled with the scent of tears and blood.

      “We’ve got to get her the hell out of here,” Fourt said, his voice hard in her left ear.

      “They can’t just leave!” someone shouted. “Not again!”

      “That is exactly what they will do. I am quite serious about this, Magistrate Snelgrove. Any further attacks on the Black pack or property will be automatically linked back to you for investigation. You will remain under scrutiny until you’ve proven you can behave more responsibly in your new role.

      “And what of the Magistrate? How will you protect him from them?” someone else mocked.

      The staff slammed against the ground again. “If you feel your new movement is so strong, why don’t you figure it out?” Chairperson Sù snarled in frustration.

      “Fateforesaken clusterfuck,” Diesel growled from somewhere behind Reegan.

      Her feet were no longer touching the ground. Her head was floating. She realized, probably after more time than it should have taken her, that she wasn’t walking. She was being carried. Her head ached from the wails that followed them down the hall. Who was making that dreadful noise?

      They passed Simone and Simmons who cowered in a doorway together. They looked like they’d both just seen a ghost, faces ash-white and eyes wide with fear.

      Reegan was only aware of the strangest snippets of things: Avery cursing; Lathan’s soothing hand touching her own forehead and filling her with alpha love; Fourt’s soft voice so close to her; the twin connection she and Riley had beating warm and hard against her arm where it was pinned. Oh…to his chest. Riley was carrying her. Wasn't that kind of him?

      “Fate, do you think she’ll ever stop?” he murmured.

      “I’ll call Chris and Allie as soon as we get to the car. They can sedate her if they have to. Come on, everyone. Keep moving," Diesel growled.

      Reegan let her head fall back when the door opened. Above, the moon and stars kissed the sky with light. Her head lolled, and Riley shifted her in his arms, but she was a deadweight. She watched the bobbing, upside down image of the mansion getting smaller as they inched away.

      “Fate, it’s too much like the night I lost Grace,” Lathan said. His teeth were chattering.

      “You’re in shock,” Riley said. “Probably a post-traumatic thing from remembering what you went through.”

      “Only with you, there was a chance your mate would come back,” Em’s voice was soft, but not soft enough.

      “For Fate’s sake, woman,” Thorne whispered.

      “I’m not being insensitive,” Em retorted. “I’m saying we need to keep it in mind. You guys have always talked about how hard Lathan took it. And remember how I bailed because I couldn’t handle losing Grace? Now think about how much harder it’s going to be on her.”

      Reegan didn’t want them to think about how hard it would be on her. She couldn’t bear the thought herself—and if they thought it, there was a greater chance it would be real.

      Because it couldn’t be, right? Graham wasn’t gone. This was all a terrible nightmare, and she would wake up at any moment to curl in tight against him in bed. He’d wake and slip his arms around her and kiss the tears away.

      He would.

      Wouldn’t he?
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      Reegan’s wolf rested her head on top of the roll of fabric in the back of the van. The double doors of the back were flung open, and Diesel was in a stand-off with her.

      She didn't know who the van belonged to. Some other UNITY loyalist who had shown up in the night, she supposed. The discussion had probably taken place, but she hadn't been a part of it.

      “Come on, honey. I don’t want to have to move you, but this is where human agents…go…when this kind of thing happens. This is what we have to do. I told you it wouldn’t be easy.” His voice was grit and gravel, his eyes red.

      Reegan’s wolf growled anyway, not even lifting her head to bear her fangs.

      “I know,” he whispered, rubbing his forehead.

      He put his hands up in surrender and sat on the step at the back of the van. “I understand I can’t feel nearly what you’re feeling because he wasn’t my mate. But he was my best damn friend, and I missed almost two decades with him. We wanted him to be Rose and Dahl’s godfather. Fate.”

      Diesel clutched his chest, and for the first time in maybe ever, Reegan’s wolf watched tears run down his cheeks.

      She was torn. Her wolf instinct told her to protect the lifeless body of her mate; her human instinct told her to share in her brother’s grief. There was something cleansing about knowing there were others in the world who ached for the lost life.

      Reegan shifted. She grabbed the robe Riley had forced on Diesel before they’d left the family behind at the house. Lathan and Avery were playing catch up and covering the pack’s ass in a night that seemed like it would never end.

      A sob tore from Reegan’s throat when she stepped over Graham’s body. Diesel looked up in surprise and grabbed her hand, helping her from the van. Her big brother wrapped her up in his arms and held her there. They wept together.

      “What the hell happened in that room?” Diesel murmured, cheek pressed to the top of her head. “If we’re ever going to make this right, I’ve got to know.”

      Reegan pushed away. “There isn’t any way to make it right, Alistair.” She couldn’t think of the last time she’d used his real name. Avery used it on occasion to rile him up, but Reegan needed him to understand she was serious. “I can’t talk about it yet. Maybe not ever. I’m sorry, but I can’t. This is all my fault.”

      He pulled her close again, tucking his chin over her head like a protective papa bird. “Shh, now. It’s okay. We’ll find a way to make it okay,” he said over and over again.

      When her sobs began to hiccup out to nothing, Diesel let out a pained snort. “He’s the one who gave me my nickname you know.”

      The heavy metal door behind them opened, and a man in a dark suit stepped out. He folded his hands solemnly in front of him. “Senior Agent Black,” he said with a grave nod.

      “Mr. Smith,” Diesel said, nodding back.

      “Would you like us to give you a moment or are you ready for us to take Senior Agent Floyd?”

      Diesel raised his brows at Reegan.

      A whole new wave of guilt and pain broke over her. “Fate! His son—Will. Oh, no. I didn’t even think—I shouldn’t be the one to—”

      “Avery’s already been in touch with him,” Diesel said. “He’s asked you to handle the arrangements until he can get here. He was on a supply run. Ren’s going to bring him.”

      “Then…I guess…” she looked up at Diesel. She needed help—how was she supposed to do this alone? "This is it," she whispered, touching a hand to the edge of the fabric that concealed Graham's body.

      She’d read once about how humans were handled when they died in the regular world.

      "We're ready," Diesel said, nodding to the man he’d called Mr. Smith.

      Another man, who looked eerily like Mr. Smith, came forward with a gurney. He, too, wore a name badge that simply read, "Mr. Smith".

      A third—again strangely identical to the first two, name badge and all—stepped close to Reegan. He also clasped his hands in front of him when he came to a stop. “All agents are required to draw up their funerary and disposition wishes before accepting the badge. We have Senior Agent Floyd’s file if you’d like to review it.”

      Reegan shook her head. “No. I trust whatever Graham set forth for himself.”

      “There is also the matter of his estate. That paperwork is separate and usually reviewed by the UNITY council. However”—he cleared his throat and turned fully toward Reegan—“in this particular case, the paperwork seems to have been misplaced.”

      He reached a hand into his suit jacket and pulled out a long, narrow envelope which he passed to Reegan. “It’s a shame, too,” he said, giving her a meaningful look. “I’m sure the new leadership would do an appropriate job interpreting Senior Agent Floyd’s wishes. Unfortunately, they won’t get the opportunity in this case.”

      Reegan tucked the envelope inside Riley’s thick forest green robe. “Thank you,” she said as she watched them wheel Graham’s body away.

      It wouldn’t be the last time she saw it. There would be a funeral.

      A funeral.

      Not what she had prepared for when she'd last been in Graham's arms. Not what she’d prepared for even when she’d realized her mate was human.

      “He was sick.” The words fell from her lips, and she dropped her lids when a new rise of tears filled her eyes. “He was sick, and he didn’t tell me. He wanted to live out his days doing crazy UNITY missions. Running into fires and saving lives.”

      Diesel slammed the back doors of the van. “Sick, huh?”

      “Dying,” Reegan said, turning her swollen eyes up to him. “If it hadn’t happened now…it would have happened.”

      “You could have saved him,” Diesel said, frowning, “but let me guess. He didn’t want that.”

      The truth was too complicated to explain under the weight of her grief. Reegan shrugged. “You knew him even better than I did,” she murmured.

      One of the Misters Smith returned to the propped-open back door. He folded his hands and nodded at them both once more before kicking the doorstop out of the way. He let the heavy metal door fall closed behind him.

      “Now what?” Reegan whispered.

      Diesel either didn’t hear her or didn’t know how to answer. He walked back to the driver’s side and climbed in with motions as elegant as a zombie's.
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        * * *

      

      Reegan stumbled up the stairs, moving on feet that weren’t connected to her brain. Lathan had advised everyone to take the rest of the day and night to recover. He wanted to have a pack meeting as soon as possible.

      Reegan could read between the lines. She needed to brace herself because they were going to be throwing questions her way as soon as they thought she could handle it.

      She stepped into her room and staggered across the space to collapse into the bed.

      Tears started anew when her face landed against the sheets, and all she could breathe was Graham’s scent. He was everywhere around her. Cinnamon gum and body wash and cologne. Silent tears turned to sobs which grew until she couldn’t breathe. Between gasps, she released gut-wrenching howls that were as much wolf as they were human.

      The bed dipped, and Riley’s familiar touch covered her. He curled around her where they fit together like they once had in their mother’s womb. Her twin didn’t say a word or move once he settled there. He clung to her and let her cling back, soaking his shirt with her tears.

      At some point, the light changed. Night became day became night. Asher brought food that went uneaten. Allie brought a syringe, but Reegan refused the sedative relief. Thorne offered to take some of the pain or to deliver comfort through his Sage powers, but she turned him down, too. Each pang of grief and agony felt too important—as if she could cling to Graham more with the ache of his absence.

      It wasn’t until the orange blossom scent of Will filled the room that she lifted her head. When she saw his stricken, heartbroken face, the tears started all over again.

      Will sat on the bed, resting his back against the headboard behind where Reegan curled on her side, still sobbing into Riley’s shirt. If her twin had left her, for even a moment, Reegan wasn’t aware of it. The bed shook with Will’s sobs, and she reached back to take his hand.

      They stayed like that until Avery entered the room and sat at the foot of the bed. Calm washed over the space, unlike anything Reegan had ever felt. It warmed her body and touched each of her cramped muscles. Though it didn’t fill the empty space Graham’s death had left in her heart, it did give her the will to sit up.

      “I hope it’s okay I didn’t do that earlier,” Avery said, taking a deep breath. The alpha power she’d let out was strong enough Reegan wondered if it had taxed Avery’s energy. “I understand what it’s like to need to feel the extent of your grief.”

      Will rubbed his bloodshot eyes and cleared his throat. Riley stood and stretched. Reegan waited to see what Avery had to say. She hadn’t yet decided if she was done crying. This message might start the process all over again, and she already felt the weight of not being able to handle it.

      “Chairperson Sù has offered full funeral rites. They have the list of Graham’s arrangements and would like to proceed with the standard three-day timeframe. The vigil, the memorial, and the committal— if that’s okay with you two.”

      “The funeral?” Will repeated, putting it all together before Reegan’s brain could piece out the meaning.

      Avery nodded, reaching out to cup a hand over his shoulder. “Yeah, honey. The funeral. It’s time to put Graham to rest.”
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      By the time Reegan made it down to the kitchen, the house was full of food. The great hall was lined with the tables they usually only got out for parties. Anything that wasn't perishable was laid out in a vast spread.

      “The extra fridges and freezers are at capacity,” Asher said to Thorne from where they both stood on opposite sides of the wide kitchen entryway. “People always bring food when things like this happen, but nobody eats it. Why do they always bring food?”

      “Comfort,” Em said as she stepped up behind Thorne to link her arms around him. When she spotted Reegan shuffling through the great hall, she dropped her arms.

      “You can snuggle up with him,” Reegan told her in a voice that was flat and as lackluster as her freshly-washed hair. It hung damp and limp around her face as if even it knew there was no reason to bother anymore. “It’s not going to offend me or break my heart any more than it already is.”

      Em sighed and shared a glance with Thorne. “Lathan better watch his ass if he asks any hard questions,” she muttered to her mate.

      Reegan moved past them and went straight to her chair at the table. Will was leaning against the back door looking out the window with eyes that were as lost as Reegan felt.

      The rest of the family filtered in.

      “Hey, love,” Ren said. He placed a kiss on the top of her head before resting his hand over her shoulder.

      Reegan hadn’t realized he was there. Oh…of course. Diesel had said Ren was going to bring Will. Perhaps he had decided to stick around for the…

      She couldn’t even think the word.

      Lathan entered the room, and all eyes went to him. Blaze padded along by his side but stopped at Reegan’s seat. She sat and dropped her heavy black head into Reegan’s lap. The eyes that peered up at Reegan were half Grace and half Blaze.

      Reegan couldn’t bring herself to scratch Blaze’s head knowing Grace was in there somewhere. She kept her hands to herself, allowing the wolf to provide whatever comfort she wanted. It actually did feel a little nice.

      Lathan let out a heavy sigh as he came to a stop behind his chair. “Look,” he said as the family and their friends came to order. “My brain tells me we need to have a pack meeting to work out everything that’s gone down this week. To make plans for what we should expect moving forward. But my gut is telling me to shut the hell up about policy and procedure for once and let this all play out on its own. And my heart”—he paused and glanced at Reegan—“is telling me hashing it out won’t help anything.

      "So I’ll tell you only what I know. Chairperson Sù has called and asked us to back off Snelgrove and the Dissidents. They’re supposed to maintain their distance from us in return." He held a hand up before anyone could interrupt. "No, I don’t think this is anywhere near the end of it all. But for now—for Graham—we’re going to do what we’re told. We owe at least that much, too, to the wolves who are trapped in service at the Magistrate’s mansion. Fate knows where we'd be if Simmons and Simone hadn’t helped out. They might be the only reason Diesel got a chance to let us know Reegan and Graham were there, to begin with. I can't even think what it might have been like if we'd been too late to help with any of it."

      Tears pricked Reegan’s eyes.

      “Chairperson Sù has offered full funeral rites for Graham," Avery said, joining in. "I’ve asked that the funeral itself and those wishing to attend be protected and I’ve been told that will happen. Even so, I think we’ve seen how little control UNITY has over the universe right now. This unholy train wreck hasn’t reached its end. So I want everyone who is any good with a weapon armed when we go. We might have to check the weapons at the door, but we’re not going in blind. Ren, what about you?”

      There was a hesitation. Reegan felt the way Ren’s fingers stiffened where they rested on her shoulder.

      “It’s okay,” she whispered, turning to look up at him. She grasped his fingers. “I know they need all the help they can get in Flagler. He’d be happier to know you were there putting your neck on the line.”

      Ren nodded and opened his arms to her. Reegan stood from her chair, feeling as if it took a thousand years to get upright. The weight of her grief was so heavy.

      “You all know I’m here for you,” Ren said, talking to the others over the top of Reegan’s head. “My sisters need me now, though. Flagler is where I’m supposed to be.”

      Ren squeezed her hard and whispered, “If you need anything, you call out for me. I’ll be here in a flash, love. I promise.”

      Then, the Protector went to Will and wrapped the boy up in a hug, too. Reegan heard Ren whisper, “I’ll be back to get you whenever you’re ready. Let me know.”

      They all watched him blip out, so fast it was like he’d never been there at all. Just like Graham. There and then gone.

      Reegan’s heart squeezed so hard she gasped and toppled her chair when she turned. “Are we done here?” she asked Lathan, pushing the words out on pained wheezes of breath.

      Lathan nodded.

      Reegan knew better than to think they were done with the topic for good. Eventually, she was going to have to talk about exactly what happened in that room. How she and Graham had both ended up there in the first place. She wasn't even sure of the details, at least from his side of the story.

      It didn’t matter, though—none of it mattered. She stumbled from the kitchen and headed up the stairs, pausing outside the guest room where Graham had slept. His scent lingered in the doorway. It was worse in her room where it permeated the sheets. Where his clothes still sat, folded and rolled neatly in his bag.

      She fumbled along the path to her room, bouncing off the walls in her carelessness. She opened the door and looked in, hit with the wall of scent and memories Graham had left behind.

      A wretched, shredding sob tore up her throat, and she clutched the doorjamb. She couldn’t stand it. The thought of moving on without him was too much. Too big.

      One day, she would have to strip those bedsheets. She would have to wash away their last night together. And it was all her fault. Why hadn’t she come clean with him? What would have gone differently if she’d only told him the truth?

      She crossed the room and began tearing books from shelves. Stupid, worthless books! They had done nothing to improve her knowledge of her condition. In the end, it had come down to lies and a fight for power she didn’t care about and couldn’t win.

      She yanked clothes from the closet and shoved the things from the top of her dresser. She screamed and rampaged until she had filled every blank spot on the hardwood floor with the things that decorated her room.

      Then, she buried her face in Graham’s pillow and screamed and screamed. She let his scent fill her lungs every time she gasped for air. Her head pounded, and her chest ached, but no matter how much destruction she wrought on the room around her, nothing changed. She still felt empty and achy in a way she wouldn’t ever be able to fix.

      She didn’t know how long it took for her to wear herself out. Minutes? Hours? When she collapsed into the bed and bundled herself in the sheets, she cried herself to sleep.

      When she woke, her eyes were swollen shut from her tears. Her throat was scratchy and sore from her screams.

      Will, the baby-faced replica of her mate, was asleep on the floor of her room with a mound of pillows and blankets someone must’ve put together for him. His fingers were tangled around the Kindred medallion he wore. Even in sleep, his features were drawn and distressed.

      Reegan didn’t know if Graham’s human son would want anything to do with her moving forward. She’d already begun to love him as her own, her wolf instincts building the bond a wolf felt for her child. Will hadn’t come from her, but Graham’s love for him made him important to her. If there was any chance to maintain a relationship with him, to look after him in Graham’s absence, she was more than willing to do so.

      She stretched and eased out of bed, landing on feet that felt as if they’d forgotten how to walk. She leaned over and pulled the blankets up tighter around Will. He let out a shaky sigh and burrowed down into the warmth she wrapped around him.

      Her heart broke. He was so young. He had so much to learn and live for. She hoped he wouldn’t lose his way just because he’d lost his father.

      A realization hit her like a bolt of lightning, and she rubbed her hands over her swollen eyes. Life moved on without the ones you’d lost. You either had to move with it or come to a standstill.
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      Graham’s funeral was the first funeral Reegan had attended since the death of Thalia Wells. Being a military funeral, it went much the same as Thalia’s had gone. A circle of Graham’s fellow UNITY agents surrounded Reegan and Will, protecting them and standing in solidarity. Another circle, even larger, stretched out beyond that. It was made up of their allies within the R & B.

      The Dissidents were, thankfully, not in attendance. No one wore red to the funeral. None of the familiar faces of those who’d switched sides appeared among the crowd. It almost seemed like normal. Like the world had seemed so long ago—before Grace had come back into their lives and their troubles with Snelgrove had commenced.

      Snelgrove, in particular, was absent, which was a blessing straight from Fate herself.

      Fate, who was still missing. Fate, who could have intervened if she weren’t gone. Reegan smoothed her hair and closed her eyes against the wave of awful thoughts that threatened to pull her under. There was nothing she could do. If she intended to survive, she had to face whatever came at her. She had her pack, but Fate was no longer on their side, and she didn’t think it could be made any clearer than by Graham’s death. Her human mate had been as devoted to Fate as she was, and look where it had gotten him.

      She spent the entire three days of the formal funeral rites stuck in her head. Chairperson Sù presided over the service itself. He gave the expected speech, meant to make everyone feel better, while Reegan was lost in her own world. Disconnected from the people around her and from the world, in general. The speech meant nothing. It didn’t bring Graham back. It didn’t stop what had happened. It didn’t take the blame away, much less the pain.

      But Reegan’s attention was pulled back to the present when Chairperson Sù opened the floor to the public.

      The number of people who stepped forward to speak was overwhelming. Graham had touched so many lives. Though he’d been retired from UNITY for nearly two decades, people remembered him, and they were eager to share their memories. The kind words carried on for hours as people who had traveled from Flagler arrived to pay their respects. That didn’t bring Graham back, either, but it did a little to pull Reegan out of her emotional dregs.

      Will introduced Reegan to everyone from Flagler she hadn’t yet met. He made a point of explaining Reegan was his father’s mate. He looked so much older than he had the day she’d met him. He even fit into one of Fourt’s old suits, making him appear much more grown-up than she’d realized before.

      Reegan had his mother’s number on a slip of paper in her bedroom, which was still a wrecked nightmare. Will had asked her to call Trish and make contact personally. He’d told his mom who Reegan was when he’d called to explain about Graham’s death. Trish and Eric weren’t at the funeral, because they didn’t have the clearance to attend. Reegan’s heart went out to Trish—she’d sounded truly devastated in her tearful responses over the phone to her son.

      Will wanted Reegan to take over guardianship of him while he was in the R & B world. He was no longer a minor in the human one. Without a parent in the magical universe, though, he had to have a guardian until he turned twenty-one. It was more of a title than anything. He would be able to live and work on his own in Flagler. Reegan would only be held responsible for him if he did something wrong. She didn't foresee that happening. He was too eager to follow in his father's footsteps.

      When the speakers finally dropped off and the last opportunity to say a few words was met with silence, Reegan was presented with Graham’s UNITY badge. She passed it to Will. It made more sense for it to go to him than it did to her.

      He opened his mouth to speak up but glanced around and accepted it instead. He nodded and mouthed, “Thank you.”

      She slipped her arm around his waist, and they walked out together.
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        * * *

      

      By the time they returned to the house, Asher was pulling out plates. The food they’d complained of in the days before came in handy. Everyone ate at least a little something, even Reegan. She didn’t want any food, and she didn’t taste it, either, but she knew she needed it.

      How long would it be before Snelgrove and his followers came for her family?

      Reegan stripped out of her black dress and heels and donned the thickest, biggest pajama pants and sweatshirt she could find. She was standing in the middle of her room, trying to decide what to do next. She should go back downstairs with the family. She didn't want to, though. She wanted to curl up in bed and sleep forever.

      Before she could make up her mind, a knock came at her door.

      "Come in," she called.

      Will stepped in. He’d changed back into his regular clothes after Fourt’s suit, but he didn’t look any younger or less haggard.

      “Hey,” he said, voice raw and thick. He slipped his hand in his pocket and pulled out Graham's UNITY badge. “You should keep this,” he said, handing it to Reegan.

      She tried to pull back. “No, Will. It’s yours.”

      “I don’t need it,” Will said, pressing it harder into her hand. “I’ll earn one of my own someday. Besides, I’ve got this.” He hooked his thumb around the chain of his Kindred medallion. “Although I kinda wish I’d made him take it back from me. It might’ve stopped all this. I dunno. Maybe not.”

      Reegan closed her fingers around the badge. “Thank you,” she murmured, taking it and placing it on the table next to what she'd planned to be Graham’s side of the bed.

      She pulled the drawer open and retrieved the envelope Mr. Smith had handed to her the night she and Diesel had dropped off Graham’s body.

      “This is for you,” she said, passing it off to Will. “I haven’t looked at it, but it’s supposed to detail what your dad wanted to happen if this day came.”

      Will took the envelope from her. “Thanks,” he muttered, turning it over in his hands.

      “I’m sure he discussed it with you, but he wanted to make certain you were well provided for. If whatever he’s got set up for you doesn’t cover it, you let us know, and we’ll make sure your needs are met, okay?”

      Will nodded, swallowing hard. “Thanks for making that call to my mom, too. She doesn't love the idea of me staying in Flagler. She really likes you, though. I think the fact that you'll be my guardian is what finally sold it."

      “No problem,” Reegan said. "I'd love to meet her in person sometime. She was sweet on the phone."

      Will nibbled on his lip for a moment. "I guess I’m independently wealthy or something now. I mean, if everything my dad ever hinted at is in this thing.” He waved the envelope. "I don't want to change anything up in Flagler, though. I'm planning to take over Dad's room and start training for missions right away. I don't want them to feel the loss the way..." He paused to clear his throat. "The way we do."

      He glanced at the cat who was curled up in the window, snuggled amongst the plants. “Would you mind keeping Mrs. C? I’ll probably have to travel a lot for Roxy, and I’d hate to have her going nuts. She really does loathe traveling, but she likes you. And she loves Blaze.”

      “Of course I’ll keep her. And you know you can visit any time, right?”

      “Yeah. I know.” He offered a small smile. "Oshia might want to come visit her sometimes. To talk. I hope that's okay."

      "Of course," Reegan said. "Maybe she can teach me how to listen better to what Mrs. Cunningham says."

      Will sighed and leaned back against the dresser. The way he propped his hands on the surface reminded Reegan so much of Graham. It seemed like he was having a terrible time leaving. Reegan understood. She would have a hard time letting him go.

      "Will you come to visit me in Flagler? Once things settle down?" he asked. His words were hesitant. Shy.

      Reegan's heart squeezed. "Of course I will. You let me know when you're ready for that, okay? I’ll be there without any question.”

      “That sounds good,” Will said. He offered another thin smile, accompanied by a shrug, and tapped his temple. “Guess I should give Ren a yell, huh?”

      “Did you say goodbye to everyone else?”

      “Yeah,” Will said. He scratched his chin. “It felt right to say goodbye to you up here. It’s where I feel him the most, you know? His smell and everything. He’s still so alive in your room. I hope the hotel room is like that.”

      He gave her a lopsided grin, more like himself than he’d been since he’d made it to the house. “Is it okay if I call you Ma sometimes? My mom is ‘Mom’, but I was kinda getting used to the idea of having another mom. I liked the thought of calling you something different.”

      Reegan laughed. It wasn’t much. Just a soft, startled little sound, as if laughter had forgotten how it worked and it spooked itself when it jetted from her mouth. “Yeah. It might take some getting used to, but you can call me Ma.”

      “Cool.” Will threw his arms around her and hugged tight. “I’ll give you a shout as soon as I’m back safe, Ma.”

      “You’d better,” Reegan said, squeezing him back.

      When she released him, Will backed up into the hall. Almost faster than Reegan could track it, Ren was there and gone again, taking Will with him.

      She sighed, sagging against the door. Most of the pack was downstairs. The sounds of their footsteps and quiet chatter filtered up to her. Occasional soft laughter came from someone or another trying to bring levity to the somber mood.

      That was how life began to move on.
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      Reegan piled her hair on top of her head and secured it with a band from her wrist. She made a vague inspection of her appearance in the mirror. She felt like she looked so much older now than she had three weeks earlier when she’d watched them lay her mate to rest.

      Her baggy sweater scratched her skin, but she hardly noticed as she headed downstairs.

      Blaze was snoozing on the floor in the hall outside Lathan’s office. Reegan lifted her hand to knock, but Avery opened the door before she could.

      “Come on in,” Avery said with a smirk. “We’re making it a party.”

      Reegan’s heart thudded. She’d expected to catch Lathan on his own. She knew it was high time she talk to him to reveal the truth of the night Graham had died.

      Instead, Lathan's office was well-occupied. Lathan sat behind his desk while Diesel leaned against the spare desk to the side. Asher was sitting with his legs outstretched and crossed at the ankle in one of the other chairs.

      Avery closed the door behind Reegan and crossed to lean on the desk next to Diesel. That left the second chair in front of Lathan's desk open for Reegan.

      “Is something going on?” Reegan asked, looking around at the four of them.

      Lathan rubbed a hand over the back of his head, brow furrowed as he spoke. “Since we’re not supposed to be planning anything out in the open, we might be holding a strategic meeting in private. You ready to talk?”

      “Why’s he here?” Reegan asked, gesturing to Asher.

      Asher smirked. “Thanks for the vote of confidence, twin number two.”

      Reegan shrugged. “It’s an honest question.”

      “It’s my job to inject myself into pack matters since my Sora is mated to Riley. Not that Lathan loves me being here, but I'm pretty sure if I stick around long enough, I'll grow on him.”

      “Moss is everywhere, but it hasn’t grown on me yet,” Lathan muttered.

      Avery and Diesel snickered.

      “It’s good that you’re here,” Reegan said, reaching over to pat Asher’s arm. “You take wonderful care of Riley’s mate. I won’t fault you for that.”

      “See? Someone around here likes me,” Asher said, turning his smirk on Lathan.

      “Maybe don't go that far,” Reegan teased.

      “Did you come here to insult me or to talk to your brother?” Asher asked.

      Yeouch. He had a way of bringing it all back into context.

      Reegan turned to face Lathan. “I came to talk to Lathan.”

      “You want everyone else out?” Lathan asked, glancing around the room.

      “No,” Reegan said with a sigh. “If this is the strategic planning committee, they’re going to need to hear it, too.”

      They quieted down, giving her their full attention.

      Reegan took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. All eyes were on her. No turning back now. “I’d like to talk about what happened the night Graham died.”

      Lathan nodded and motioned for her to continue.

      “But it goes back a little before that. Back to my last semester in Healer training, when I met and let myself fall prey to Caleb Armstrong.”

      Lathan sat up in his seat, and a low growl sounded from where Diesel stood. Avery crossed her arms so tight she was identical to her mate in stance.

      “Wait—what now?” Asher asked, leaning forward in his seat.

      Reegan plowed ahead. “Caleb Armstrong stole my mate spirit from me. I’m guessing sort of the same way you took Snelgrove’s real wolf that time, but in a milder form.” She glanced at Avery. “From that time on, he strung me along. He popped up from time to time, telling me he still had it and that he would one day return it to me if I would give in to him. It wasn’t as important to me as it should have been, but I didn’t have a mate on the horizon. I thought I had time to get it back. Then, Graham came along.”

      “And you needed to save his life, so you needed it back?” Diesel asked.

      “I didn’t know he was terminally ill until that night in the Magistrate’s library." Reegan cringed at using the term. She hoped they understood she meant it generally, and not as an acceptance of Snelgrove’s self-imposed role. “Snelgrove revealed it.”

      “So back up to before that,” Lathan said, leaning over his desk.

      Reegan nodded. “Once Graham came into the picture, I knew I needed that spirit back. I wanted to give it to him to keep him with me. I know it’s highly unusual for Legacy wolves to take on human mates. Frowned upon, even, but I didn’t think you guys would care. And it didn’t matter to me. Fate had spoken, and I didn’t have any desire to question Her.”

      “I gotta point out,” Asher said, holding a hand up, “if Fate’s out of the picture for now—which we’re assuming she is—how did she still put you two together?”

      “You Romantics don’t pay attention in school?” Lathan asked, tossing a wry look Asher’s way.

      “I might have tuned out the stuff that didn’t apply to me,” Asher said with a smirk.

      “Mates are destined long before they meet,” Reegan said. “Who knows how long ago? When our souls were formed in the universe? Before they even found their ways into our bodies? Graham was meant to be mine from the moment the very first spark of his existence came into being. That’s all I can tell you.”

      “Anyway,” Lathan said, waving a hand for her to continue.

      “Right. Anyway, I’d been doing research about how to take the mate spirit back from Caleb. That’s what all the books and studying have been about since I completed my training.”

      Realization flickered in Lathan’s eyes. “Fatedammit. This family and secrets. Who the hell made you all so skittish of the truth?”

      “I think it’s more that our parents taught us to be independent in matters that didn’t require the alpha’s attention,” Diesel said. He shrugged his shoulders, arms still crossed. “Dad was never shy about telling us to solve our own small problems, so he could focus on the big stuff. And Mom was always good about boosting our confidence when we made our own decisions.”

      “Honestly, I didn’t want to have to admit what happened with Caleb. I figured my four big brothers would go on a manhunt. It would have brought a lot of unnecessary attention our way.”

      “Fair enough,” Avery said. “Not that the way it went down didn’t bring unnecessary attention to us. But I'd say we were kind of already in a spotlight of what the fuck.”

      “When I went to Flagler," Reegan said, "I heard some chatter about mate spirits being for sale on the black market. So I asked around. When I came back home, I contacted Caleb. I wanted answers, and I was willing to bet he’d put my spirit on the market.”

      Reegan paused to push back some hair that had slipped from her loose bun. The effort felt futile, so she stopped and stared down at her hands instead. Healing hands that couldn’t save Graham’s life. “As it turned out, he’d done just that. But he kept me thinking it was still out there for sale. He didn’t tell me it had gone to Snelgrove. I went to Snelgrove, thinking I could finagle him into helping me get it back from the market or whoever bought it."

      “Why in the universe would you do that?!” Lathan cried.

      "To be honest, I don't know," Reegan said. "I was desperate. My thinking was all over the place. I would have gone to any lengths to get the spirit back for Graham."

      Reegan hung her head as she recalled the events that unfolded in the library. Curses and even gasps filtered from those around her as she spoke, revealing the truths about Snelgrove, Cassandra, and Graham.

      When she finally finished, and tears rolled back in, everyone fell quiet, absorbing the information Reegan had given them.

      “So, thanks to me,” Reegan said after the long, heavy silence got to be too much, “Snelgrove is stronger than ever before. He can heal himself and his followers if they get hurt. The whole lot of them will be all but invincible now. I don’t know how the hell we’re supposed to go up against that the next time we have to. And I don’t doubt we’ll have to. He seemed devastated over Cassandra's death.”

      “None of us are under the impression we’ve seen the last of Snelgrove and his wicked ways,” Asher muttered.

      "Or Cassandra, for that matter," Avery said. "I took her out, but I didn't end her for good. It was too risky. I’d almost guarantee it won’t be the last we’ve heard of her.“

      “So where do we go from here?” Diesel asked.

      Lathan shook his head. “I know no one is going to want to hear it, but I think we’re treading on thin ice with UNITY as it is. They’re about this close to crumbling as it stands. We don’t want to give them more grief than is necessary.”

      “I don’t love the thought of waiting for Snelgrove to make a move, Lathan,” Avery said, her voice rising in warning.

      “None of us do. He’s too unpredictable. There’s no way to tell where he’ll strike next.” Lathan turned back to Reegan. “Thanks for coming out with all that. I know it was hard to talk about, especially so soon after losing your mate. Will you be okay?”

      Reegan chuckled at that question and stood from her chair. “Honestly, I’m not making any promises.”
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      Reegan stepped back from the last box and tossed the roll of packing tape on the bed. She stared at the now-empty bookcase and took a deep breath. She'd expected to feel some regret but was filled with relief instead. Changing things in the room didn't take pieces of Graham away.

      She glanced at the boxes that awaited her plant supplies. She should clear out the cabinet under the bathroom sink, but she didn't have the heart to do it right away.

      She could handle only one thing at a time. One day at a time. One breath at a time. That was all she could get through without breaking down, so that’s what she did.

      In the last two weeks, Graham’s absence had gone from a crushing weight to a suffocating one. She hated the idea of that change—of already starting to forget the details of how it felt to be tangled up in him.

      Every time she replayed the events in her head, she changed her mind. Was it worse to have lost him the way she did? Or would it have been worse to have him? To hold him for only a little while longer, never knowing when Fate would take him away?

      On that day, she thought it was better to have lost him as she had, though shouldering the blame for it was another issue.

      She swept the tears from her eyes, trying to cling to the fleeting sense of relief.

      The books were done; that part was over, and she'd survived it. She planned to ask Fourt for his help delivering them to one of the storage units the pack had secured. She was the only one who had done any packing so far. Not even Riley in his excitement to get, lovingly, out from under Aveleiyn’s thumb, had boxed anything up.

      A move wasn’t immediate, but it was on the horizon. The packing she'd done wasn’t about the move, anyway.

      Who knew how long they would remain in Fairview? If the Dissidents went forward with their plans to reveal the R & B to the human race, they might not have to leave at all—0r they might not get the chance. There were reasons the human population of the world was kept largely in the dark. They’d proven before that anything unusual terrified them. Anything different caused them to act irrationally to protect themselves and those they loved.

      Even Graham had been guilty of that.

      Downstairs, the doorbell rang, and Blaze went nuts. Reegan considered closing her door to shut out the sound. She’d been so tuned in to her own thoughts, she hadn’t picked up on any approach to the house. Not that she had a reason to go rushing to the door anyway. No one did anymore. Visitors only seemed to bring news that was bad or worse.

      Footsteps—Diesel’s judging from the strong, determined sound of the strides—clomped across the floor. Reegan went back to shifting the boxes. She moved them closer to the wall, so she wouldn’t stumble over them in her new, permanently unfocused state.

      She didn’t need the books anymore. Those longtime companions she’d counted on to keep her safe were no longer her dearest friends. She was learning to rely on herself and trust in her own instincts. Those internal lessons were harder than anything she’d ever been taught in school. Their impact was longer-lasting, too.

      “Will,” Diesel’s voice came, faint and surprised. “What are you doing here, son?”

      Reegan’s heart lurched.

      “I needed to see my—um—Reegan. I know I shouldn’t have come on my own, but—well—it’s too hard to explain. I just need to see her. And Asher—is he around?”

      She hadn’t seen or heard from Will since Graham’s funeral. They’d promised to reach out to each other when they’d both recovered a little. Reegan had been waiting for him to make the first approach. He’d known Graham so much longer, obviously. It hadn’t felt like her place to be the one to initiate the contact.

      Wouldn’t Graham laugh if he heard how out of place she felt in the world he’d been so convinced she belonged to?

      Blaze barked excitedly, yips going higher and higher in pitch. Her toenails clattered all over the wood floor with Mrs. Cunningham's strange chirrups joining the chorus. She and Blaze had become constant companions.

      Reegan crept from her room and headed for the top of the stairs. Mrs. Cunningham's thunderous purr reached her ears. She peeked over the banister, watching as Blaze continued to dance excitedly around the great hall. Her response drew a crowd.

      "That's the most enthusiastic I've seen her in weeks," Lathan said as he sauntered in after his mate's wolf. He held a hand out to draw Will into a hug. "It's good to see you, son."

      Reegan's heart filled with joy. Her family cared for Graham's son as if he were one of their own—which, if she had any say in the matter—he was. She headed down the stairs as the pack gathered in the great hall to check out the source of the commotion.

      “Hey, Ma!” Will called. Relief and lightness touched his features, and Reegan’s heart lifted once more at seeing him so happy.

      She rushed to hug him. “What in the universe were you thinking making the trip on your own?” she cried, clutching him tightly. She pushed him back to look him over, making sure he was in one piece. Out the window, she could see his father's boxy black SUV behind her car in the driveway. “Are you okay?”

      Will stepped back, ducking his head to hide his blush. “Yeah, I’m good. You’ve got this whole stepmom thing nailed, you know.”

      Reegan laughed for what felt like the first time in ages. She hadn’t known how connected she would feel to Graham’s flesh and blood. Seeing Will again in person made her hopes soar. Graham was gone, but this enormous piece of him remained right there with her. She had no doubts Will was going to make his father proud.

      Diesel shut the door behind them, bringing Reegan back to the present.

      "What brought you up?" Thorne asked, taking Will's coat and hanging it on the rack by the stairs.

      Will offered a smirk so like Graham's. “Funny thing,” he said, glancing to his left and then back at Reegan. He wore an expression like he couldn’t believe what he was about to say. “Apparently, I see dead people.”

      Before anyone could respond, Will looked to his left again and rolled his eyes. “I’m not making a joke about the movie, dude. I don’t know how the hell else you want me to explain it. This is my first try.”

      Reegan stared at the blank space Will was talking to.

      “Seriously, look. Look at them,” Will said, again talking to the nothing to his left as he gestured out toward the room. “They’re looking at me like I’m crazy.”

      “Wait—” Diesel stepped forward from the door and looked at the blank space, too. “Will, what are you saying?”

      Will turned and tipped his head to the space next to him. “My dad’s here. He said I needed to bring him here, so Asher can see him.” He frowned over at the space and shrugged. “Right, sorry. So Asher can See him.”

      Reegan’s heart hammered her ribs as she stared at the space next to Will.

      Em voiced the wild thought rocketing through Reegan's brain. "Hold the fucking phone. Are you saying Graham is a ghost?"

      “Er, yeah,” Will said, tucking his hands into his pockets and offering another shrug. "Pretty much."

      "Check that out. Mrs. C and Blaze must see him too," Fourt said, pointing to the cat and wolf.

      As if on cue, Mrs. Cunningham stood and stalked forward, rubbing her body on something no one else in the room could see. Blaze's tail thumped when she looked over her shoulder at them. As if Grace was inside, telling them all it was true.

      “This means you’re a Necromancer,” Avery said, brows lifted at Graham’s son. “How long have you known?”

      “I don’t even know what that is,” Will said. He roughed a hand over his dark brown hair. “All I can tell you is this morning, I was getting the last load of my stuff set up in Dad’s usual room down in Flagler. The door opened, and he strolled in. It took me a while to figure out no one else could see him. I spent the first hour arguing with him because I thought he’d pulled some kind of crazy UNITY stunt to fake his death.”

      He glanced to his left again. "Yeah, and you made it even more confusing by keeping me from telling anyone there." Will looked back at the family. "He's kinda all over the place when he talks, but he's been on my ass to get him here as fast as I could. I still don't quite understand why we couldn't get Ren's help with the ride."

      "Because ghosts get lost easily," Allie said, studying the empty space like a museum exhibit. "If he went into the space and time portals with Ren, he'd never make it back out."

      “Graham's here?" Reegan whispered, taking a step forward and lifting her hand as if she could touch him. "He's a ghost?"

      Behind her, the family was racing to action. “We need to get Asher right away,” Lathan said, phone already out. “If we don’t get Graham Seen, he’ll be gone for good.”

      “What’s that mean?” Will asked, eyes going wide. “I thought you said we had time,” he told the space beside him. “What do you mean you might have left out a few of the details? Holy hell, Dad. I would have floored it even more if I’d known there was that much of a time crunch.” Then Will snorted and gave a bemused shake of his head.

      “Let me guess,” Reegan said, cocking her head and smiling at the space, about where she thought Graham’s face might be. “He said that’s exactly why he didn’t tell you?”

      A frustrated laugh rolled out of Will. “Yeah, you’re definitely his mate.”

      “Asher’s on his way right now. He says to make sure all the windows and doors are closed and locked." Lathan doled out orders as Asher spoke them over the phone. "We need candles—white ones—and jars. Amethyst? Anyone have anything amethyst?"

      Em, Thorne, Oma, Chris, and Allie all rushed in different directions, each calling out that they would handle this or that.

      Lathan frowned and clutched the phone. "Don't you have a kit or something for this? You've never done it before? Who else should I call? It's Graham we're talking about here. Tell Riley to haul ass. Fatedammit, we could really use Ren back around here for faster transport.”

      Reegan half expected the Protector to show up at the very mention of his name. She peeked over at Fourt, who shrugged and gave her a sad smile like he’d been hoping for the same thing.

      Reegan had never been a part of bringing a ghost back to the physical plane. She hardly knew anything about it, other than the few tidbits of information from Healer training. They'd been told in school it was such a rare possibility, they only needed to know more if they planned to specialize in ghost care.

      No, she might not know what they were about to do, but she knew Graham well enough to know he’d want to be consulted. She tilted her head at Will. “Come with me—both of you. We need to have a quick chat.”
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      Graham didn't know how it had happened, exactly.

      One minute, he'd been wandering a dark, noiseless void. He was lost in a maze of mirrors and nightmares, convinced he’d found hell. Then, he’d stumbled into a room and come face to face with the stuff of dreams.

      In that room, he discovered what looked like a rivulet of light. He'd followed it, curious about the twisting, rippling threads of water. As he'd walked, it had grown into a more substantial stream until it opened up into a flood and he was sucked into it.

      The next thing he knew, he was standing in the middle of Roxy's bar, thinking he’d been brought back to life. It wasn’t until he’d spoken to Roxy that he realized he’d instead been brought back from the dead.

      He'd gone right up to Roxy to see if she knew what had happened but hadn't been able to get her attention. In fact, no one in the bar paid any mind. He'd tried grabbing them. Shaking them. Almost everyone was totally clueless about his presence. One or two shivered when he moved by, looking around with furrowed brows, but not seeing him. Not hearing him, even when he shouted right next to their ears.

      He'd given up and gone wandering until he found himself back at the door of his old room. It was the surprise of his undead life when he'd opened the door, and Will had turned right around to stare at him.

      He'd gotten a decent laugh, too, when Will screamed and went running for the bathroom. He was saving that part of the story up for the day Will met his own mate. It would be the perfect test of that person’s loyalty—and Will’s patience.

      Graham was desperate to reach out and touch Reegan, but he’d already learned it wasn’t possible with anyone who couldn't see him. He could manipulate physical space and objects. He could touch Will. He'd even felt Mrs. C's welcoming leg rubs. But Reegan was still out of his reach.

      She led them away from the great hall, through the kitchen, and into the laundry room. The room was like a luxury laundromat with its enormous washers and rows of dryers. Two sets of footsteps echoed over the poured concrete floor, though three entered the room.

      Reegan crossed her arms and leaned her hip against one of the washing machines. “Where is he right now?” she asked Will.

      Will looked Graham’s way, where Graham stood close to Reegan’s right shoulder. He faced her, hungry gaze devouring the features he’d missed so much.

      She turned to him, looking up but not quite finding his face.

      “Right here, baby,” he murmured, fingers itching again to touch her. Fate, it reminded him of that first morning in the med bay. The way he'd longed to brush her wild wisps of stray hair back.

      “Do you want this?” she asked. “To be brought back and to be a ghost? You know what that entails?”

      Graham smiled over at Will. They’d spent the hours on the road hashing out these exact same questions.

      Being brought back as a ghost wasn’t a matter of perfection. If he were ignored or forgotten by the people around him, parts of him would begin to slip away, back to wherever he’d come from. One day—hopefully long into the future, if there was no one left to remember him—he would finally fade out completely.

      He didn’t have that fear when it came to Reegan and her pack. With the love of his life, his best friends, and his son in the world to remember him, he expected he’d hang around for a good long time.

      Even better than being able to see them, if Asher pulled him fully back into the world, he’d be able to touch them. His fingers tingled again. To feel Reegan’s soft hair and smooth flesh against his skin was his greatest desire. It had been since the moment he’d met her, before he even knew her name.

      Accepting his fate gave him the chance to be with her for longer than he’d ever believed was possible as a human. It also more than solved the issue of Reegan’s missing mate spirit. Plus, he could only imagine the look on Nicholas Snelgrove’s face when he stepped back into a room with that devious asshole for the first time.

      “What’s he saying?” Reegan asked Will, her voice nothing more than a whisper.

      “He’s not saying anything,” Will said. “He’s just staring at you in a way that totally makes me wish I weren’t in the room right now.”

      Reegan blushed and let out a laugh. That sweet, cherubic laugh—the one that sometimes turned into a naughty snicker. “Sounds about right," she said, looking in Graham's direction again.

      “Tell her I want this," Graham said. "I want Asher to help me stay tied to the world, so I can be with her.”

      Will relayed the message, and Reegan thanked him before turning back to look at Graham. Her gaze still a bit off from where he actually stood. He stepped to the side, lining himself up better. The feeling of her eyes connecting with his, even if she couldn’t know it, was so right. “Fate saved you, didn’t She?” she asked him. “She found a way to make it work out.”

      He couldn’t wait to explain how true that was.

      “Asher can’t get here soon enough,” she added. Her whole face lit up in that smile that brightened the room and everyone around her.

      Even Will, who’d been looking pretty damned shocked out of his mind since Graham had walked back into his life, grinned with relief.

      “Hey,” Graham said, stepping closer to his son. “Ask her if she’ll marry me.”

      Will snorted and shook his head. “No way, man. You’re going to have to ask that one yourself. Good try, though.”

      “What’d he say?” Reegan asked, eyes searching the spot Will had been looking at.

      She missed Graham completely, but he didn’t mind. It was interesting to view her like that, when she couldn’t tell he was watching her. She looked stronger and wiser, and maybe even a little older than she had when he’d been taken from her. She’d found her feet, Graham thought. She didn’t need him—but she wanted him.

      “No way I’m repeating it,” Will said, addressing them both. “This day has been weird enough without proposing to my own stepmom.”

      Reegan’s eyes widened in delight. She clapped her hands to her mouth and gave a gleeful little bounce on her toes. "Really?" she squealed.

      "See what you did?" Will asked, glaring playfully over at Graham.

      "What? It's not every day a man gets to test drive his own proposal," he said. Fate, he couldn’t wait to ask her for real, in person.

      From far off in the house, in the direction of the great hall, Blaze’s excited barks could be heard. Reegan raced for the door, back to her cheerful, youthful perkiness. In fact, it had even more light than it had before. Graham couldn’t wait to curl up with her and talk it all out.

      He followed her and Will out the door, though he didn’t need to use it himself. Will had already told him it was “too weird” when he walked through walls.

      They met up with the family in the kitchen.

      Asher’s long, strong strides stopped the second he spotted Graham. His eyes were lit with the sparks of his Seer abilities. “Well, shit. I gotta be honest. I didn’t believe it when you called,” he said, looking back at Lathan. Then he looked straight at Graham, further convincing Graham he could, indeed, See him. “I’m glad you’re back, dude, but let’s be clear about this. Ghosts are a bad sign.”

      “How so?” Graham asked. He wasn't willing to second-guess his decision to recapture his corporeal form. It didn't matter what the Seer said—no one was keeping him from Reegan.

      “Not you in particular,” Asher said, fiddling with the leather cuff on his arm. “But ghosts, in general, are a clear tell. They only happen when Fate isn’t around to judge her believers.”

      “Does that mean Ren and his sisters were right?” Avery asked. “They said Fate could be trapped somewhere.”

      “Snelgrove seemed reasonably convinced he’d managed to get Fate out of the way, too,” Reegan said.

      “Could be,” Asher said. He moved to the table to examine all the items set out there.

      “You know a ghost—Terryn, right? Do you think you could contact her?” Em asked him.

      Asher heaved a heavy sigh. “It depends how loyal she is to Ephraim. I haven’t heard from any of my former tribe. He may have told them not to speak to me. He ordered me not to reach out." He began to put white candles in jars, placing them around the table.

      “Then give me her number, and I’ll call her,” Em said, in her usual brusque fashion. “We need answers, here.”

      “Wait, so what are we saying? Anyone who died while Fate has been out of the picture is going to come back as a ghost? Does that mean Caleb is still around?” Reegan squeaked.

      “Tell her I don’t think so,” Graham said, looking at Asher and Will, not caring which one reassured his mate first, as long as one of them did. “Caleb was never much of a Fatalist, as far as I knew. And the way he turned his back on UNITY, I’d doubt he won any favors.”

      Asher jumped in first, mixing Graham’s words and his own to craft an explanation. “It’s unlikely. Fate might be out of the picture, but She still has pull. That’s a good sign. She'll fight against bringing back anyone who isn’t worthy, and we can all agree Caleb wasn’t worthy.”

      “So what do we do next?” Reegan asked. Graham stepped in front of her again when her eyes searched the room for him.

      “Séance, basically,” Asher said. He tipped his head toward the kitchen table as he placed the other items in the middle of his candle border. “My parents used to grift people by extorting their dead loved ones so, as luck would have it, I know exactly what to do. Let's get started."
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      Reegan and her family took their seats around the table. Asher turned out the lights, leaving the room bathed only in the glow of the moon and stars. Clouds moved swiftly through the night sky, taking the light with them when they gathered.

      "I watched enough scary movies when I was a teenager to know all the ways this can go wrong," Em muttered.

      "I always warned you about those," Oma teased.

      "All I'm saying is if any of the girls' toys creep up on me in the night, I'm not responsible for my reactions." Despite her jokes, Em joined hands with the rest of them.

      Rose and Dahlia squealed and babbled from within the baby wraps their parents wore. The girls hadn't been secured that way in months, but Asher had determined it was the best plan to keep them safe. Even their heads were covered—but they seemed to think it was all a game.

      Blaze sat between Diesel and Lathan, focus glued to the toddlers. She might as well have been a part-time nanny with the way she watched out for them.

      Mrs. Cunningham curled up in Reegan's lap. Her gleaming aqua eyes watched the empty space where Graham stood, and her tail whipped with excitement.

      "Will, you sit directly across from me," Asher said. He glanced at the space where he'd told Graham to stand. "We'll need to find him a Trainer soon to test his power. It could be a fluke—just a one-time connection since you guys are so close. The only way to know for sure is to get him tested."

      Reegan had never met a Necromancer, but she knew they had to be very careful. Any accidental contact with the undead world could lead them deep into trouble. Some spirits were exceptionally crafty.

      For the rest of her days, Reegan would attempt to understand what, exactly, happened in the room that night. Neither Asher nor Will was comfortable talking about what they went through to bring Graham back.

      "Once I finish lighting the candles, no one can break the circle," Asher said, striking a long match. He touched it to a bowl of oil on the table. It oil lit and burned, the smell of spice filling the air.

      He arranged a series of black and white threads in a circle around the bowl. Then he held up the amethyst pendant from Allie. It dangled from its chain, sparkling in the light of the flames. "How attached are you to it?" he asked.

      "Couldn't care less, as long as it brings back Reegan's happiness," Allie said.

      Asher nodded and dropped the pendant into the bowl. It disappeared beneath the fire.

      He struck another long match and moved around the table, lighting each white candle.

      They all held hands and watched, rapt, as he finished setting up the space.

      "When I tell you to close your eyes, you can't open them again until I say it's safe. No matter what you hear, no matter what you feel. If you do, we could lose Graham, and Will or I could get hurt. We're counting on you."

      Solemn nods came from all around the table. Fourt and Oma clung to each other's hands so tightly their knuckles were white in the candlelight. Riley's grip on Reegan's own hand was like a vice.

      "Close your eyes," Asher instructed.

      The room grew still and quiet.

      "Spirits of the universe, we call upon you," Asher began. "We have one of yours among us tonight. Graham Floyd, who has been granted the gift of return to his family, asks your blessing. Spirits, we beg of thee, grant your blessing. Lend him your energy so he may accept the gift Fate has offered him."

      "What's happening?" Will whispered into the quiet when Asher paused.

      With her eyes closed, Reegan couldn't see the terror on Will’s face that she heard in his voice. She had to put the utmost trust in her pack that they wouldn’t break the circle in any way, either.

      Wind whipped. The heat of the candles they placed on the table flickered in and out before it flared high enough to touch her skin.

      Will whimpered. "What was that?"

      "Stick with me," Asher commanded—of Will? Of everyone? There was no way to be sure. "Spirits, we beg of thee, grant your protection. There is darkness trying to use your pathways. Please, spirits. Fate has deemed Graham worthy of return. Lend him your energy so he may accept Her gift."

      Asher’s words became choked with fear, but still, they continued, dropping to a droning murmur. Otherworldly howling filled the room, and Reegan gasped when glass shattered.

      Rose and Dahlia cackled with delighted laughter. At least someone was enjoying the horror show of unseeable sensations.

      The thunderstorm that had been gathering in the sky all day unleashed. Rain pelted them through the broken back windows of the kitchen.

      Still, everyone held tight. They clung to each other for her. To bring back the one thing in the universe they all knew meant more to her than anything else. Even Lathan, the brother she’d so often feared wouldn’t be able to stand up for all of them the way they needed was right there. His alpha power hovered in the air along with Avery’s. Reegan felt the way they used their abilities, silently ordering everyone to be strong. To hold on. To do this. For her.

      After what seemed like nightmare upon nightmare, it all came to a stop. The howling storm subsided, taking the rain with it. The heat of the flames extinguished.

      The entire room was held in a single breath.

      “Holy hell,” Graham’s voice came from over Reegan’s shoulder. “I’m gonna owe you guys big for the damages.”

      Mrs. Cunningham jumped from Reegan’s lap with a sweet trill.

      “Asher!” Reegan whispered, words trembling as they tripped from her throat, “can I open my eyes yet?”

      Asher laughed, a sharp, funny laugh full of relief and adrenaline. “Yeah, girl. You’re safe. Everyone’s good to break the circle.”

      Reegan blinked her rain-dampened hair out of her eyes and peered over her shoulder. Graham grinned down at her, full of life and just the same as he always had been, but even more so. He looked like he was brimming with health, so full of vitality it almost hurt to stare right at him. “Graham,” she whispered.

      “Butterfly,” he said, smirking that dirty, sexy smirk of his.

      She launched herself from her seat, but before she could fly into his arms, he dropped to one knee.

      “Marry me," he said, grasping her hands. "Please, baby. I'm so desperate to be yours forever, not even death could keep me away from you."

      “Yes,” Reegan cried, grabbing him and hauling him up onto his feet. She didn’t bother to hold back her full physical strength. His newfound corporeal form didn’t wince under her strength. “Yes, yes!”

      He threw his arms around her. One hand tangled in her hair and he dragged her up to him, to meet his lips. He crushed them with his kiss. Nothing Reegan had ever experienced in her life was as divine as that first reunited kiss.

      “No one asked me,” Riley grumbled from somewhere behind her.

      “Yeah, me either,” Lathan added.

      Reegan and Graham parted to find her brothers lined up, each one of them with arms crossed to mirror Diesel. Asher was right there with them.

      “Looks like I’ve got a job to do.” Graham laughed against her temple, arm still hooked around her waist. He cupped her jaw with his strong, rough fingers. “I’m going to be around a long damn time, baby. I don’t want to kick this all off on the wrong foot with them. Better do it the right way.”

      Reegan beamed up at him. Tears flowed free, representing all the happiness she felt. There was so much joy, it burst right through her and spilled out into the room.

      Mrs. Cunningham chirped and trilled again before letting out a long, judgmental meow. Graham chuckled and scooped her up with his free hand. "I'm glad to see you didn't get any less crotchety in my absence," he told her. She purred as she rubbed her wet head all over his chin.

      He put her back down to go to his son. Reegan's chest squeezed at the breakdown between them. They clung to each other, hugging and laughing and crying all at the same time. Graham thanked Will again and again for his help. "We'll get you that Trainer soon, kid. Gotta keep you safe."

      Will wiped his eyes and nodded, coughing out a laugh. "Yeah. That sounds good. Maybe we can find someone in Flagler."

      Graham released his son to pull Reegan back into his arms for one more hug. "Can't stop touching you," he whispered, brushing kisses over her lips. "I'll never get enough of this."

      "Yeah, yeah. Enough of that already," Riley teased from across the room. “Let’s get some towels and do some serious talking.”

      Graham laughed and slipped away from Reegan, clinging to her fingers until the very last moment.

      “First of all,” Lathan said, hooking Graham around the shoulders. He hauled him off toward his office, with all the rest of her brothers in tow. “We need to discuss payment and labor for repairing our back windows.”

      “I’m putting a call in to our glass guy right now,” Diesel’s voice trailed behind them as they shuffled Graham away.

      "I'm already thinking of what kind of tribute I want to ask for," Asher added in when they stopped by the laundry room for towels.

      "Wasn't too bad for your first—er—whatever that was called, Ash-hole," Riley said.

      "Why, thank you, Poodle," Asher replied before Lathan's office door slammed shut behind them.

      Reegan squealed and hugged herself tightly as she turned to everyone remaining in the kitchen.

      “Let’s dry off,” Em said, clapping her hands. “We need to talk mating ceremony!”
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      By the time Em and Oma were done with her, Reegan’s head was so spun up she could hardly get her bearings. If she'd thought Em's obsession with fancy parties was something, she'd been all wrong. Oma was a whirlwind party-planner. It was clear to see where Em got it.

      Cold air continued to filter into the house from the broken kitchen windows. Will helped Avery clean up the mess while Reegan kept the twins out of the glass shards.

      "They'll be out in an hour to fix all that," Diesel said as the guys strolled back into the room. He scooped up the twins, checking them over again to make sure they were alright.

      All it took was one look from Graham to send Reegan flying right back into his embrace. He didn't look too worse for the wear. Not that she'd been expecting her brothers to rough him up or anything. Actually, she guessed Lathan was taking the chance to get Graham's side of the story from the night in the Magistrate's library.

      "Everything okay?" Reegan asked, plastering herself to Graham.

      He chuckled and tucked his arms around her. "Yeah, butterfly. It's the best it can be."

      Reegan remembered the night Grace had come back from the Forest, with Blaze on her heels. This night wasn’t anything like it. Yes, the family gathered, but the celebration was muted. There was no question that the universe sat at a precarious point. None of them knew what the next day would bring. It was all the more reason to cherish the fact that Fate had still come through for them. That Graham was really there, holding her close.

      “You’re not limping,” she said, noting the missing bob in his step as they made their way for the stairs.

      He dropped his arm over her shoulders and tugged her closer. “Nope. No pain in my leg or hip now. Don’t get too excited, though. I bet I still look like I got into a cage match with a construction zone.”

      Reegan rolled her eyes at him. “Okay,” she said, drawing the word out to make sure he knew she didn’t buy it for one second. She peeked up at him. “Is it too weird to be back after—wherever you went?”

      “No, baby,” Graham said, stopping to pull her into his arms. “I’m exactly where I’m meant to be. That’s all that matters.”

      With that, he stooped and dipped his shoulder into her stomach, lifting her up and carrying her off to her room.

      She gasped and giggled as she bounced on his shoulder. “Caveman!” she cried when he set her down inside her bedroom.

      “You have no idea,” he growled, backing her into the door and pinning her there with his hard body. “I might still look like I’m twice your age, but I feel like I’m at least half mine.” He cocked his head and lifted a brow. “Wait—do I still look like I did?”

      “Yes,” Reegan whispered, heart in her throat and mind soaring straight down to her trembling thighs. “Better than ever.”

      “Stronger than ever, too,” Graham said. He hooked her around the waist with one arm and lifted her, wedging himself between her legs.

      She wrapped them around his waist, locking them together. "You are!" she agreed, giggles turning to moans when his lips brushed across her jaw to her ear.

      “It’s going to take some getting used to, but at least you don’t have to be gentle with me the way you did before,” Graham said between kisses.

      “I’ll still be gentle with you,” Reegan teased.

      “That’s one promise I hope you don’t keep, butterfly,” he murmured. He closed the distance between their lips and stole her breath with his fire and words. He parted and held her there, warmth heating her where his full length lodged hard against her core. “No more secrets between us?”

      “None,” she said, shaking her head. “Well, except maybe what Em and Oma have in mind for our mating ceremony. But not even I know what they're going to get up to.”

      Every wall that had ever existed between them was gone, knocked down by trials of fire and gifts from Fate.
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      “I feel like your own personal life-size doll,” Reegan said, cocking a brow at Em. She had yet to see her own reflection, but she assumed from the excitement on Em’s face it was about as Em as Em could get.

      “You don’t look like a doll,” Avery said from her place on the sofa in Reegan’s cabin. “You look like your brothers are going to kill Em for getting her paws on you.”

      "I don't have paws," Em retorted. "Not yet, at least."

      Over the last month, Em had declared the cabin to be mating ceremony central while it was under renovation.

      The guys had added a spare bedroom on for Will to use when he came to visit, in case the guest rooms in the house were full. The whole place was furnished with things from Graham’s apartment. The crowning glory, though, was the elaborate custom cat tree Fourt had designed for Mrs. Cunningham. He was already plotting a similar one for the main house, though Lathan kept telling him to hold off in case a move happened sooner than they expected.

      Perilous was the only way to describe the UNITY universe. Snelgrove remained in power, and the pack remained on edge. Visitors came and went daily from Avery’s office on the pack property, skirting dangerously around Chairperson Su’s instructions to back off. They brought news of the outside world and took back with them Avery’s guidance.

      Avery looked exhausted most of the time, and the twins had never been glued to her more than they were now. Sometimes it was a blessing, but other times it was a curse. It had been the latter the night before. They'd both shifted and gone tearing through the house, chewing on the strands of lights Riley and Asher had spent hours putting out. The only thing worse had been the way Blaze joined in. Or maybe the shade of red Em’s face had turned when she'd seen the wreckage.

      The night Graham returned was the only time they'd talked about what had happened to him, but it was all the time they needed. Graham explained the place he went was dark and somewhere he would never want to revisit again. There, he’d encountered Fate Herself. He said when She appeared to him, She covered him with the most glorious white-gold warmth. Fate apologized to him and asked him if he wanted to go home. He asked Her if that meant he would return to Reegan, and Fate told him it would. She’d explained if She did that for him, She might call on him for a favor in the future. Graham said any favor was worth being reunited with Reegan.

      With her. After all that could have kept them apart. After a lifetime of searching for the place he belonged, he believed that place was by her side. Reegan didn’t know how she’d gotten so lucky, but she didn't question it. She couldn’t have been happier that Graham had finally found his place to belong in the universe, even if it wasn’t quite what any of them would have expected.

      “Okay, you can look,” Em said at long last.

      As Em turned the chair, Reegan fiddled with the cuff of Graham’s big button-down shirt, which Em insisted she wear so she wouldn't ruin her hair.

      Instead of seeing her reflection in the mirror, though, she gasped and jumped from the chair. “Grace!”

      They met in a hug in the middle. “Fate! It’s so good to see you!” Reegan cried. Blaze sat in the doorway watching and wagging her tail. “Are you back for good?”

      Grace smiled but shook her head. “Only long enough to see you two sign the paper,” Grace said. “And only as long as a certain someone stays close,” she added with a smirk. She rolled her eyes toward the doorway and Ren poked his head in.

      “What’s that, love?” he asked.

      “Ren!” Reegan cried, rushing to hug him next.

      “If anyone ruins her makeup, I’m done with you all,” Em muttered.

      “Is this where we insert our praise of your fine work?” Grace teased.

      “If you so choose,” Em said, looping her arm around her best friend's waist.

      “You came!” Reegan said, squeezing Ren tight. “I didn’t know if you would.”

      “Are you daft, love? Wouldn’t have missed it. Em’s grandmother wouldn’t have let me,” he said with a wink.

      “Oma, too? You guys must’ve planned this all out behind my back!” Reegan said, spinning to look at Em, Avery, and Morgan.

      “It was mostly Em,” Avery said. She gave Em a cherubic smile. “See? I praised your fine work.”

      “And I appreciate it,” Em said, sticking her tongue between her teeth at Avery.

      “Riley said they’re ready,” Morgan offered from her place by the French doors at the back of the cabin. She waved her phone, where she’d been texting Riley.

      “I seriously wish you would have let me talk you into a different dress,” Em said. She eyed the garment bag which hung from its hanger on the bathroom door.

      “This from the woman who wore black and leather to her own wedding?” Morgan teased.

      “I never understood the white dress thing," Avery said. "Humans have such silly superstitions, I can never keep up."

      "Yeah, but it's a Halloween costume," Em said, eyeing the dress once more.

      “But it’s been reworked,” Grace pointed out. “That party was on the longest day ever in Blaze’s brain, I swear.”

      The big black wolf snorted her agreement and groaned as she sank down on her belly.

      “Pretty sure she’s saying just talking about it will put her to sleep,” Grace said. “I know way too much about the way her mind works now.”

      Blaze’s tail thumped again as if she were in on her own private joke.

      “Dress time means it’s my cue to go elsewhere,” Ren said. He held his elbow out for Grace. "Come along, love."

      “Surprised you got her in here at all without Lathan’s tongue attached to her ass,” Em teased.

      “That’s because I left him in charge of your grandmother, lass,” Ren teased.

      Reegan giggled. Oma was absolutely a handful. A delightful handful, but a whirlwind of energy that was usually contained to her small cottage high in the mountains of Red Wolf Cove. Despite Lathan, Em, and Thorne all ganging up to try to keep her with the pack, she'd gone back shortly after Graham's return. She'd lived as a rogue wolf for too long to be comfortable with a pack forever.

      “Laugh all you want, love,” Ren said, “but your mate was getting an earful from her, too, last I saw. Something about how if he doesn’t treat you right, she knows a good exorcist who’ll put him back in his place.”

      With that, Ren, Grace, and Blaze took off, Ren’s chatter and laughter following them all the way down the path.

      When Reegan finally got a chance to peek at her makeup and hair, she was relieved. It was perfect—the exact recreation she’d asked Em for. With her re-worked dress and mask, she’d give Graham a second chance at a Halloween dance, finally.

      Though Halloween was long past, they’d decided to recreate the party in their own home. Em had stories about how she’d wooed the manager of a local party store. She'd demanded the exact same Halloween decor Eddie had rented for his own party and was met with resistance because it was January. Thorne had stories, too—about how he’d almost shifted and mauled the guy when he’d winked at Em one too many times.

      Even with the destruction the twins had wrought the night before, the great hall had looked better than Reegan had imagined. She couldn’t wait to get back up there and sign the certificate to finally make Graham hers for good. Whether it would ever be filed with UNITY was anyone’s guess.

      Snelgrove had instituted his own policies. Among them were laws against the mating of mixed races and breeds.

      Reegan didn’t care. Fate was her guide, and She had put Graham in her path. Screw the new laws. They were all wrong, and their implications were even worse. Reegan was signing the certificate and letting Avery hold onto it anyway. As soon as Avery returned to power, it would be filed and official.

      As she admired her reflection in the mirror, Reegan silently renewed the vow she'd made to herself. If the opportunity ever arose for her to end Snelgrove's life, she would take it. Her siblings might have issues with him too, but they would have to wait in line behind the omega on that one.

      Snelgrove was hers to destroy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      “Which one of you wants to come back to Flagler with me, so I don’t have to miss out on all this food?” Will asked, mouth half-full.

      “That's a no from me unless my woman comes along,” Thorne said. His ears turned dark red, and he rubbed at them. “She looks too good in a bikini. Shit.”

      Asher laughed out loud. “We’ve lost him until he’s able to work that out of his system,” he said, watching Thorne make his exit from the room.

      “Way too much information,” Will joked. He stabbed his fork into another hunk of barbecue from one of the giant platters that covered the table.

      “Damn right it is,” Graham said with a laugh. “How do you know what he’s talking about, anyway?”

      “Dude,” Will said, shrugging his shoulder. “I’m eighteen, and I’ve slept in the same house as you and Reegan. No way I could be that clueless.”

      “Have I mentioned you’re getting your own place for your next birthday?” Graham asked.

      “As long as it’s not haunted, I’m in,” Will said.

      Who’d have thought his very human son would have been born with a gift that tied him to the R & B world? Graham hadn’t yet figured out if that had come from someone in Trish’s background or his own, but he wasn’t trying too hard. He liked the idea that there might have been some magic in his blood all along. He wasn’t about to let anyone ruin the concept for him.

      “They’re headed up,” Riley said.

      Graham’s cop costume hadn’t changed except for one tiny detail that, really, was everything. His real UNITY badge was clipped to the front of his shirt. Well, that, and he’d had the thing cleaned, so it was no longer stuck together with caramel dip.

      The great hall had been decorated with everything Em could fit in the space, but Graham had to give the human credit. It was so reminiscent of the real Halloween party where he’d met Reegan, he almost felt as if he’d gone back in time. And hell, maybe he had. Maybe this really was his chance to do it right from the beginning. They’d already made sure there would be no interruptions that night to echo that of the real party.

      Eddie and a whole crew from the R & B side of town were stationed outside. Dozens of other UNITY agents, both active and retired, had volunteered. There was no place for them within what remained of UNITY anyway. Graham had seen so many faces that evening that he hadn’t seen in years. It was yet another way he felt like he’d taken a trip into the past.

      The back door opened, and Ren, Grace, and Blaze poured in. Graham had gotten the chance to meet Grace in her human form only a little while earlier. He was reconsidering his initial thoughts about the Bound Wolf thing—there was, indeed, a woman outside of the wolf. They’d both appeared after Ren had shown up with Em’s grandmother. Oma, they called her, and damn, did she have the ability to put the fear of Fate into a man. He wondered if any of the other guys in the house had received a similar talk to the one he’d gotten or if Reegan was Oma’s special project.

      “They’re right behind us,” Grace said, patting Graham’s shoulder. “She’s so excited.”

      “Hell yeah,” Graham said, cracking his knuckles. “So am I.”

      He followed Reegan’s family and his friends into the great hall. Diesel was waiting by the fireplace. Graham and Reegan intended to sign their certificate on a little podium the guys had brought in. Ren went straight for the stereo, but Grace’s mom pulled him away. "It's not quite time for heavy metal yet," she murmured.

      "But they're all dressed for it," Ren said, pointing to Reegan's brothers in their rock band costumes.

      Diesel crossed his arms and peered down his nose at Graham. “You know there’s no other man I’d be happy with having her, right?” he asked, nostrils flaring with seriousness.

      Graham chuckled. “Yeah, you made that pretty clear the day all of you hauled me into Lathan’s office and gave me your lists of demands.”

      “Yeah we did,” Diesel said with a laugh. “Good thing you remember it.”

      “I’ll never forget it,” Graham told him. “That was the scariest day of my life. Thinking you guys were going to tell me off instead of granting your blessing? Man, not even death was that bad.”

      “We did do our share of telling off,” Diesel said with a shrug, arms still crossed.

      “Yeah you did,” Graham said with a snort of laughter.

      He’d been run up one side and down the other by each of Reegan’s brothers and Asher. Then, he'd gotten the same treatment from each of the women in the household—and from basically everyone else who’d come in contact with him, too. He’d taken it all. They were right to tear into him. He’d been stupid. So stupid he’d actually lost the most precious thing in the universe. He’d never be dumb enough to do it again.

      The guys turned to look toward the kitchen. A few moments later, Graham heard the footsteps they were all hearing. No, being a ghost didn’t come with better hearing or x-ray vision. The ability to walk through walls was mostly a novelty—and, unfortunately, not one hundred percent reliable. But as he looked down at his hands, which were more than capable of touching his beautiful, sweet mate, he didn’t mind any minor perks he might be missing.

      He slipped his mask over his eyes and adjusted his hat. The moment he’d been waiting for his whole life had finally arrived. He was so ready to belong.
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        * * *

      

      Music pumped through the air, and their small party grew and shrank as the night went on. The guards stationed outside dropped in to grab snacks and share in their joy.

      "I wish we'd been able to find a way to get the Magistrate's wolves out," Avery said.

      She and Diesel each had one of the twins by the hands. They were helping the girls bop along in a silly little dance, totally out of sync with the music.

      "We will," Graham promised. His hand tightened on Reegan's back as they swayed together.

      "We will," Reegan agreed. They would find a way to help the people who had helped them. Simone, Simmons, and the others who’d been there for them the night Graham had died were all owed favors upon favors.

      Graham's heavy erection twitched against Reegan's belly, and she smirked up at him. She wondered if he could feel the way she trembled with need.

      As if he could read her mind, he leaned down to brush his lips in a whisper at the shell of her ear. "I'm not ready to abandon this party yet, butterfly. No matter how much I want you or how much I can see you want me."

      Her whole family had come together to support her and to celebrate with them. She knew Graham understood how much it meant to her to be with them for as long as she could.

      "We've got all the time in the world to be alone later," he added, taking her lips in a passionate, claiming kiss.

      “Mind if I cut in?” Fourt asked from behind Reegan’s shoulder.

      Graham relinquished her into the arms of her brother.

      Reegan blushed when he winked at her over Fourt’s shoulder. Would she ever stop feeling those flutters in her belly when he looked at her that way?

      “Have you had a good night?” Fourt asked, taking her hand to lead her in the pace for their slow dance.

      “The best,” she said, beaming up at him.

      She glanced over at the stereo, where Ren had been stationed all night. She hadn’t missed the sneaky peeks Ren had been sending in Fourt’s direction, though.

      Fourt followed her gaze before he turned them, so his back was to Ren. He ducked down right next to her ear. “It’s so good to have him back,” he whispered on such a delicate breath Reegan was sure it would miss the notice of any other ears in the room.

      “Are you going to do anything about that?” she asked, squeezing his hand.

      Fourt pressed his lips together and sighed. He was quiet for so long, Reegan was sure he didn’t intend to answer her. Finally, though, he offered her a small smile. “There’s something else I have to do first,” he said. He turned his head to glance over at Talan.

      And that was it.

      Fourt passed her off to Chris, whose fatherly affection filtered over Reegan. She hoped her own parents were looking down from the Forest. She knew they would be proud of their family and of the pack they’d formed on their own.

      Lathan and Grace were curled tight around each other, hardly swaying in their spot on the dance floor.

      Em and Thorne were nowhere to be seen, but Reegan knew they'd gone upstairs earlier. It wasn't likely they would reappear until it was time for Oma to leave.

      Riley and Morgan sat on the bench by the stairs, sharing a plate of snacks and chatting, their masks atop their heads. Asher was sitting with them, deep in conversation with Oma and Allie.

      Graham cut back in on Chris and pulled Reegan flush against his body. They were so close, every part of them touched, melting and molding together.

      Even if She was missing, Fate knew what she wanted. They had to believe in that, even as they awaited the next move. The final blows and the fallout were coming—there could be no doubt. Reegan didn't know what would happen the next day or the next after that.

      In that very moment, though, the universe was as good as it could be. They were all together, if only for that one night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventy

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        One month later

      

      

      Fourt bounded down the stairs with a short stack of boxes from Reegan’s room. She and Graham had packed up everything they didn’t use regularly before they’d left for Flagler to help Will get settled in his new apartment. The pack was busy hauling the boxes out to the storage unit. Sure, it wasn’t time to move yet, but the more prepared they were for any eventuality, the better.

      Fourt didn’t feel prepared at all. He didn’t relish the thought of leaving the first place he’d ever called home. Worse, though, was the fact that the one person he desperately wanted to be there simply wasn’t. He stacked the boxes on top of the others by the door, passing Diesel on the way back up the stairs.

      “Another load or two, and we should be done. That's everything we're taking today," Diesel called over his shoulder as he added to the pile.

      Fourt headed back for Reegan’s room.

      Blaze and Mrs. Cunningham raced down the hall, one right after the other. Blaze was barking her head off, as she often did when she was worked up.

      Fourt wondered if Grace ever got a headache in there from all the noise. He didn’t get headaches when his own wolf barked or howled, but the dynamic for Grace and Blaze was so different.

      He missed the way Blaze was when she was independent. He understood why Grace was joined with her wolf—and had been for what seemed like so long now. Still, he longed to see the big black wolf returned to her usual state.

      A moment later, the wolf and cat’s wild rush to the door made sense when the doorbell rang. Fourt had been so caught up in his own thoughts, he hadn’t been paying any attention to the outside world. Lathan was on patrol, which was enough to tell him they were safe to go about their business.

      He paused in the hallway when he heard Diesel’s voice. “What the fresh hell is this?” Diesel demanded.

      Diesel was serious all the time, but that voice was on reserve. He only used it for anything that presented a danger to his daughters or disrupted the peace of their home.

      Fourt headed back for the stairs, grabbing the hem of his shirt, ready to tug it over his head in case he needed to shift. He'd just gotten the thing worn in and didn't want to shred it if he needed to tear down whoever was riling his brother up.

      “Stay up there,” Diesel barked over his shoulder. The way he blocked the open doorway lifted Fourt’s wolf’s hackles.

      A man in an expensive suit stood in the doorway. He was holding a piece of paper that was folded and sealed with a red wax stamp.

      Lathan’s wolf prowled up the porch stairs, head low and teeth bared. He tracked the man with his eyes even as he turned and backed into the house, next to Diesel. Then Lathan shifted and—even though he was totally naked—he let out a booming, “Who are you and what the fuck do you want?”

      The guy in the suit backed away with his hands up.

      Fourt gripped the banister. This seemed like something he should help with, but when the suit approached the door again and peeked up to where he stood, Fourt shrank back.

      “I’m h—h—here to d—d—deliver a letter to him, milord,” the guy said. His voice was so shaky he sounded like he was about a split second away from pissing his pants.

      “What’s going on?” Avery asked, voice echoing in the great hall as her powerful strides carried her to the door.

      Fourt looked down to see the rest of the pack that was home gathered at the edge of the living room.

      “Guy says he’s got a letter for Fourt,” Diesel grunted over his shoulder.

      Avery stopped next to her mate and cocked a hip before crossing her arms. She mirrored Diesel so well they seemed like one solid front. “Tell Nicholas Fateforsaken Snelgrove he can stuff his letter as far up his ass as it will go,” Avery snarled.

      The guy looked genuinely surprised and confused for a moment. He shifted the letter to his other hand and reached into his pocket.

      Every wolf in the room went down into a defensive stance. The telltale shink of Em’s switchblade knife rang out.

      The guy merely pulled a white handkerchief from his pocket and mopped his sweaty brow with it. His hand trembled when he noted the aggressive postures of all the wolves. He cleared his throat, though it didn’t help. Every one of his words continued to shake and squeak. “It’s not from Mr. Snelgrove, milady,” he said.

      The mere fact he had the guts to refer to Snelgrove as "Mister" instead of “Magistrate” drew the attention of the pack.

      “It’s from Atticus and Imogen Northcott. They are requesting his presence at a dinner in their family home. I’m merely one of their many employees.”

      “Who are Atticus and Imogen Northcott?” Lathan asked, still naked and—Fourt assumed—glaring at the guy.

      “I only know as much as they’ve told us, milord. But if what they say is true—and I have no reason to believe otherwise—the young master on your second floor is their son.”
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        * * *

      

      Ren sat on the floor of his hotel room with his back against the foot of his bed. He hadn't meant to stop there, exactly. It was where he'd been when he'd first gotten the message, and he hadn't moved since then.

      His thumb poised over the screen of his phone. If he were honest, his hand might be trembling. Hell, if he were honest, his whole body was shaking like he’d fed a handful of quarters to a vibrating bed.

      He licked his lips, willing himself not to listen to the message again. If he listened again, that would be it. The last ounce of his resolve would crumble.

      Who was he kidding? It was already gone. The only thing holding him back was...

      His thumb betrayed him. It tapped the button, and the message started again, pouring through over speakerphone.

      "Ren, this is Talan. Yeah, trust me. It's as weird for me to be calling you as it is for you to be hearing from me."

      Ren scrubbed a hand through his short hair. He'd chopped his longer locks more than a year earlier. All because of a single comment made by a single wolf.

      A single wolf, too, if he believed the message that continued to play.

      "I broke up with Fourt. Don't call me an asshole yet. He's not wounded by it. If anything, it's a relief for both of us. It was coming from him, anyway, but I beat him to it. I knew it was over. I didn't stand a chance when I saw you two in the same room at Graham and Reegan's mating...well...whatever the hell we're allowed to call it these days. It wouldn't have mattered. Eddie wants me to keep a low profile with the new laws. Why do they still think this is something we can change?"

      Talan released a heavy breath, recorded into the message.

      "I'm getting off-track. Listen, the point is, I got wind of some serious shit that's about to go down. I'd honestly be surprised if you haven't already heard about it from the pack by the time you get this. I'm reaching out to them next, but I want you to hear it from me first because you've got the best chance of helping. Fourt is in trouble, man. He's going to need you."

      He's going to need you.

      To Ren, there had never been a scarier or more beautiful sentence uttered in the history of the universe.

      "Go to him," Talan's voice continued. "Help him. And, for Fate's sake, love him with everything you have. You and I both know he's been waiting for you."

      The message ended again. Ren's thumb didn't automatically return to hover over the screen this time.

      Instead, he jumped to his feet, tossing the phone on the bed behind him. His body made a decision, though his brain took a moment to catch up.

      There were at least a million reasons why he shouldn’t do this, but one single wolf erased them all from Ren’s mind.

      He grabbed the knapsack he always kept packed and threw it over his shoulder, hesitating only long enough to scribble a note on a piece of paper for his sisters.

      He tossed the scrap on the dresser. The room dissolved from view as he called on his powers to pull him into the place where time and space collide.

      The note fluttered in the breeze of his hasty exit. On it were only two words:

      "Going home."
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        Fifteen years ago, Grace witnessed a shocking event that changed her life forever. Ripped from her home and stripped of her memories, she has forged a new life and left the forgotten past behind.

        Then, a deadly attack drops Grace into a universe of magic where men turn to wolves and vampires are all too real. The encounter puts her face to face with Lathan Black - a man she believed existed only in her dreams.

        When a plot to overthrown Lathan's pack is uncovered, and Grace finds herself at the center, she chooses to enter his world and stand by his side. But falling in love with Lathan is the easy part. Joining his pack means Grace must fulfill an extraordinary destiny she has never prepared for.

        Will she have the strength and courage to accept her fate and fight for true love?
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      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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        Blood Wolf

        A Black Wolf Series Novel: Book Three

      

      

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

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

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

        A Black Wolf Series Novel: Book Four

      

      

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

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

      Chaos threatens to reign when dangerous truths are finally revealed. Morgan must decide which side she’s on while Riley must choose between owning up to his actions or losing the one woman who might heal his broken soul. Will they find the strength and courage to fight the demons of the past in the battle for eternal love?
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