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Summary
 
   Grace Dawes is enjoying a boring, anonymous life in the aftermath of a tumultuous childhood until a call from her estranged parents takes her back to her hometown. When the visit gets derailed by a menacing intruder in her parents’ home and Grace’s life is put on the line, she comes face to face with a man she believed existed only in her dreams. 
 
   Lathan Black has spent fifteen years trying to get over the only woman his heart has ever truly desired. The ambitious young shifter rules himself, his wolf, and his pack with total control. But when Grace crashes unexpectedly back into town and falls into mortal danger, he and his family are the only ones she can turn to for help. 
 
   Plunged into a universe of magic, Grace must choose whether or not to abandon her carefully structured life to fulfill an extraordinary destiny she has never been prepared for. Lathan must grapple with the rigid composure holding him back from becoming the wolf he is meant to be.
 
   Can they give up control long enough to explore the promise of love?
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   I’m learning that losing control can be a good thing.
You should try it sometime.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter One
 
   Fifteen years ago
 
   There had never been a more perfect night for fireflies. The air had cooled as the sun sank below the horizon, and the little lights came out in droves to play. Grace bounded down the stairs and out into the back yard. Across the way, the wood line was dark and dense with trees, but in the brilliance of so many fireflies, she could see every trunk individually silhouetted against the twinkling backdrop. If she were completely still, she could even hear the fluttering of so many tiny wings.
 
   “Look at them all!” she cried, her excitement echoing into the darkness. “It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen!”
 
   “You want a jar?” Allison Dawes called from the deck.
 
   “That’s so mean,” Grace scoffed with as much attitude as a well-behaved thirteen-year-old could muster. “I’ll hold out my hands and see if they come to me!”
 
   Her mother chuckled and said something Grace couldn’t hear to her father. She didn’t have to look back to know they were holding hands—her mother might even be sitting on her father’s lap. Grace loved to see them that way, and it felt like an eternity since they had all been together.
 
   She lifted her hand to inspect the source of a whisper-soft tickle on her finger. Blink! A minuscule spotlight illuminated her fingertip before the bug flew off, moving on to bigger and better things. Grace couldn’t blame the little creature—the forest ahead was an enchantment calling to her, too.
 
   “Don’t go too far, Gracie,” her father warned lightly.
 
   She slowed her pace, not having realized she was moving to the edge of the trees.
 
   “I’m good, Dad. Just right here.” She turned to assure him as headlights swept across the darkness in front of her.
 
   She could barely make out her mother’s frown as her parents shared a look, and Grace couldn’t help the disappointment she felt.
 
   “You have to leave already?” She sighed, her shoulders sagging as she trudged back towards the deck.
 
   Her mother rose and shook her head as she crossed to the sliding glass door. “No, this is unexpected.”
 
   The doorbell rang in the distance.
 
   “You two stay here,” her mom said, smiling once again, “I’ll go check.”
 
   The door opened and closed with a whoosh, and her dad stood to stretch.
 
   “You don’t have to worry, kiddo. I think we’re home for—”
 
   “Chris?” her mom called from inside.
 
   “Maybe I spoke too soon.” He flashed her an apologetic grin.
 
   “Right.” Grace crossed her arms and rubbed her hands up and down them. She wasn’t cold, but sometimes that soothing action helped her contain the frustrated scream she would have preferred to let out.
 
   Whoosh went the door.
 
   “Chris, I think you’d better come inside,” her mom said. Grace recognized that tone—it always meant bad news.
 
   From her spot on the deck, Grace could see a man standing behind her mom in the kitchen. He was tall and handsome with short, silver-blond hair and a dark shadow of a beard, but what Grace noticed most was how tight and serious his face was.
 
   Yep, as expected. Bad news.
 
   When her dad spotted the man, he drew in a deep breath and straightened his shoulders.
 
   “Gracie, why don’t you stay out here a little longer. Don’t wander, though.”
 
   And off he went. Like always.
 
   Grace watched the three of them talking and tried to work up a little bit of nerve. She followed the rules like it was her job, even when she didn’t like them. But this man seemed different, and she felt drawn to find out what was happening.
 
   She was still mustering the courage to move closer to the house when she noticed: the night had gone quiet. No crickets or birds or noises of any sort. It was like every single thing in her little world was acting out of deference to the fireflies dancing around her, and if she had never experienced the scenario before, that’s exactly what she would have believed. But she knew what was coming and she broke out into a bashful grin.
 
   In the lull, she heard sticks crackling to the left. Someone was jogging along the footpath that cut through the woods, and Grace sucked in an involuntary breath.
 
   “Lathan?” she called softly.
 
   “You always know.” His baritone voice sent up a surge of butterflies in her stomach, but it was nothing compared to the sight of him as he emerged from the trees. He stopped short, and she could see
a crooked smile spread across his handsome young face in the flickering light.
 
   “Did you do this?” he asked, motioning around at all the fireflies.
 
   “Sure, I summoned a swarm just for you,” she said, teasing him. “Did you do this?” She held her hands out to indicate the sudden absence of night sounds.
 
   “You know it.” He winked as he slipped his hands into his pockets.
 
   Grace wondered why he wasn’t coming any closer. “Well, don’t hang out by the trees. My parents have one of their visitors. I think this one might be big-time. He’s intense.” She frowned when he didn’t move. “Come on.”
 
   Lathan’s smile fell away like she’d slapped it off with a dirty dishrag. “No—we should give them some space. Maybe we could go for a walk down to the lake.”
 
   “Don’t you want to help me figure out what he’s here for?” Grace laughed, but he shook his head firmly.
 
   “Not now, Grace.” He looked to the house then nodded towards the woods. “Let’s go.”
 
   “Wait, what’s going on? Why are you so—”
 
   “We don’t have time for this.” He strode forward and reached out like he was going to grab her arm.
 
   “Don’t!” She frowned and took a step back.
 
   He stopped dead in his tracks and dropped his hands.
 
   “Shit,” he said. “Grace, I’m—I’m so sorry. I’m not trying to scare you.”
 
   “Then stop acting so weird.” Grace rubbed her arms again.
 
   “Yeah.” He ran a hand over his hair. “Listen, I need to tell you something. It’s scary and crazy and you’ll never believe me, but—”
 
   “You can tell me anything.” She followed behind him when he turned to pace away.
 
   “This is not just anything.” He groaned, letting his head fall back. She could see his Adam’s apple bob as he swallowed, and felt like her stomach was riding the same roller coaster.
 
   “Okay…”
 
   “You have no idea how I feel about you.” He reached out, this time gently, to take her hand. “But I want you to know that—”
 
   Whoosh.
 
   “Lathan.” A deep, gravelly voice boomed across the yard.
 
   “Give me a minute, Diesel,” Lathan said, not taking his eyes off Grace.
 
   The deck boards creaked as the man’s heavy boots clomped closer.
 
   “In. Private.” Lathan bit out.
 
   Grace watched the big, scary guy move away without further hesitation, and the hairs on the back of her neck lifted. “What is this?” she asked.
 
   Lathan didn’t respond and when she looked back to search his face, she cried out. His whole body was shaking and an aura of white-gold light was surrounding his frame.
 
   “Lathan.” The man, Diesel, growled out what seemed like a warning as he moved forward again.
 
   The light grew brighter.
 
   “No!” Grace held her hands up to stop the man from coming any closer. But he was already down the stairs and heading straight for them. Grace knew her body was going to be torn in half—she was certain fear had stapled her feet firmly to the earth beneath them, yet she was flying through the air at the same moment, putting herself in front of Lathan.
 
   “You need to move, honey.” Diesel slowed as he approached her. “Right now.”
 
   “No way—”
 
   Lathan’s words were strained. “Do what he says.”
 
   “Gracie!” Her dad was rushing across the deck, her mom on his heels.
 
   Grace could hear the blood pounding in her ears, confusion and fear trapping her, as she turned to face Lathan and shielded her eyes from the glow that was beginning to engulf him.
 
   “Grace, I’m sorry.” Lathan apologized again, but his words were warped with pain. “No matter what happens, you have to know I lo—”
 
   Arms grabbed Grace from behind—and damn, they were strong. Her feet were ripped from the ground as the light around Lathan blew out into an enormous fireball.
 
   “Lathan! No!” Grace screamed, fighting helplessly against those arms as they hauled her to safety.
 
   He had to be dead, she knew that, but she couldn’t look away. The heat from the fireball was burning her up and she was perfectly fine with the thought of it consuming her, too.
 
   The light vanished as quickly as it had appeared and Grace sobbed as she anticipated the devastation. His body—how much damage had it sustained? Would there be anything left of him?
 
   A vicious growl ricocheted through the trees.
 
   Diesel shoved Grace in the direction of her family. “Get her to the lab and lock up until I come down there.”
 
   “Gracie—” Her dad hooked his arm around her shoulders and pulled her with him.
 
   “No! Lathan! What happened to him?!” Grace jerked and moved to see around her parents. Why were they trying to block her view? “Please!”
 
   Grace gasped.
 
   An enormous wolf was standing in the space where Lathan had been, head low, muscles rippling under its dark coat, eyes locked on her.
 
   “Lathan?” Grace whispered. It couldn’t be—it had to be. Why did her heart feel like it was on fire?
 
   “Come on,” her mom said, sounding too calm. “It’s time to go.”
 
    
 
   “Calm the fuck down and put on the damn pants.” Diesel scrubbed his hands down his face. “Do you know how hard it is for me to keep my own wolf in check while my alpha is losing his shit?”
 
   Lathan threw the clothes on the red deck chair and paced past the sliding glass door again. “I can’t go in there. I can’t see her. And I sure as hell can’t look her in the eye and send her away. You do it.”
 
   Diesel snorted and crossed his arms. “Yeah, that’s one order I’m not going to follow.”
 
   “I couldn’t stop the shift.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “I didn’t mean to attack you.”
 
   “I know.” Diesel inspected the slash that had cut clean through the sleeve of his favorite leather jacket.
 
   “Shit.” Lathan crossed back and glared at the jeans and t-shirt Grace’s father had left out. “Even they knew I was going to pop early.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Really appreciating all the words of wisdom here, brother,” Lathan snarled as he yanked the t-shirt over his head. “Thank Fate I’m not finished filling out. At least I won’t look like a total idiot in front of her.”
 
   “Nope.” Diesel shrugged. “You’ll look like a magical wolf-man trotting around in her dad’s pants.”
 
   Lathan cursed under his breath as he dragged the jeans on. They’d be a little short, but short was better than naked in this case. Well…marginally.
 
   “Cheer up,” Diesel added, sounding anything but cheerful. “At least she won’t remember.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Looks like I missed the show. Again. Either my timing is eternally abysmal or you boys are terribly shy.”
 
   Lathan and Diesel both whipped around and dropped into defensive positions as they faced the darkest corner of the deck.
 
   A titter preceded their guest as she stepped out of the shadows. “Well, then. Hello to you, too.”
 
   “Dammit, Aveleiyn.” Diesel huffed and straightened up. “It’s a rough night. Did you have to creep in the fucking shadows?”
 
   “Vampire, remember?” She rose onto the tiptoes of her black, punk rock boots to kiss his cheek, then moved to do the same to Lathan. “I live in the shadows, my pet.”
 
   “Not anymore, thanks to our friends inside.” Another voice came from the ground below.
 
   “For Fate’s sake,” Lathan growled. “Did you call the whole of the R & B tonight?”
 
   “Only the ones we trust the most,” Diesel replied, stepping back as the newcomer took an easy leap—one that carried him from the grass, up and over the deck railing—and landed with a soft thud in front of them all.
 
   “I never get tired of that.” He flipped his blond hair back with a grin.
 
   Aveleiyn clicked her tongue. “Show-off.”
 
   “Thanks for coming, Ren.” Diesel shook the man’s hand.
 
   “Always.” Ren offered Lathan his hand as well.
 
   But Lathan glared and clenched his fists. “You’ve got to be kidding me. Diesel. This can’t be the guy.”
 
   Ren kicked his head back and laughed, while Aveleiyn appeared to be totally calm.
 
   “He’s the best Protector available.” Diesel frowned.
 
   “I’d have also accepted the best in the world,” Ren chimed in, dropping into one of the deck chairs and hooking his legs over the side of it.
 
   “You’re a child,” Lathan snapped.
 
   “No, you’re a child,” Ren retorted.
 
   “Mmm, he’s got a point, my pet.” Aveleiyn smiled benignly at Lathan as she fluffed her blond mane back, revealing a hot pink streak of hair behind her left ear. “Ren’s got—what—a century or so on the Black pack, don’t you, dear?”
 
   “You should know.” Ren snorted. “You were here before me—”
 
   “Enough!” Lathan bellowed. He grabbed Diesel’s arm and pulled him to the opposite end of the deck. “This is the best we can do? Grace deserves better, you know that.”
 
   “Grace deserves to be safe, and you know as well as I do that these are the people who can make that happen.”
 
   “This is all wrong, Diesel. I should be the one going away. There’s still time for me to do it. I could leave her for five years. Hell, I could do it for ten. Nothing would have to change for her—she’d never know the difference.”
 
   “Great thought. Except now that she’s seen your wolf we have a whole new level of shit to deal with. And you know the Magistrate would never give you permission to go anywhere. You’re needed here.”
 
   “Can’t we—”
 
   “Stop. I understand—no”—Diesel waved off the interruption Lathan was preparing—“believe me, I do. But you’ve got to let her go. You’ve said it yourself. You’re too dangerous and unpredictable to be around her. And come on—she’s a teenager, Lathan, and you’re hardly more than that in human years. Who’s to say her infatuation with you won’t end tomorrow?”
 
   “That’s not how it works,” Lathan cut in.
 
   “That’s her decision to make when it’s time. Just because you’ve imprinted on her doesn’t mean she’s going to feel the same way about you when she’s old enough to make that call. You’re both kids—but she’s human. And she’s—”
 
   “I don’t want her that way right now. Fate, I’m not a monster.”
 
   “Depends on who you ask,” Ren called over, and Aveleiyn giggled before she slapped his arm. “Ow! I mean, really though, we can hear them. Do they expect us to pretend?”
 
   Lathan gave Diesel a pointed look.
 
   “Give them a break. They’re about to steal a girl’s memory and destroy her family. If humor is how they have to handle that, then let them laugh.”
 
   “Never thought I’d hear you say that,” Lathan said bitterly.
 
   “Me either.” Diesel sighed.
 
   Lathan looked over at the others. Ren, the too-handsome Protector, who would be the one Grace looked to for safety. Aveleiyn, the deceptively youthful-looking vampire, who would carry Grace’s memory of him. He didn’t want to admit it, because he hated to cede control, but Diesel was right. They were the only option if he wanted to keep Grace safe.
 
   “Okay.” Lathan hoped he sounded more self-assured than he was. “Let’s do this.”
 
    
 
   Grace couldn’t do anything but laugh in disbelief. Maybe it was the shock of seeing her crush turn into a wolf. No matter how crazy that had seemed, though, it wasn’t turning out to be the weirdest part of her night. Because her parents had hustled her inside, closed themselves into the laundry room with her, and then moved the washer about three inches to the right. Which had triggered a section of the floor to lower them into an enormous room under what she’d always assumed was the first floor of their house. Not just any enormous room, either. Oh, no—a lab.
 
   An I-am-so-not-shitting-you secret lab. With test tubes and everything.
 
   She laughed out loud for the twelfth time. She’d been counting—it was another way she could maintain control, and damn if she didn’t need all the composure she could get at the moment.
 
   Her parents weren’t saying anything. Her mom looked tearful, her dad was ashen. But neither one seemed willing to break the silence.
 
   So she broke it, for the thirteen time.
 
   A buzzing sound interrupted her and all around the room, red lights flashed a warning. With a hiss, the ceiling gave way, a hydraulic frame moving smoothly to draw the platform down to the floor. From where she was seated, in a clinical-feeling clear plastic chair, she could see the shelf over the washer and dryer—the one with all the usual suspects. Detergent, fabric softener, a little jar of clothes pins. It was so normal.
 
   The four people on the floor—no, ceiling—no, whatever the hell: platform?—were anything but normal. She knew she was right about that, and not because Lathan was in the mix. That big guy with the silver-blond hair had picked her up and tossed her around like she weighed as much as an ant. And the new arrivals? Her skin was humming at the very sight of them.
 
   The man with the chin-length hair was the one who cut the tension.
 
   “Hell of an underground facility. Guessing the vamps had something to do with it?” He seemed to be directing the question to the blond next to him.
 
   She smiled, but didn’t respond. Grace had never seen a more beautiful woman in her life. She couldn’t help wondering what Lathan thought, but when she looked to him his expression was an unreadable mask.
 
   Grace stood up when the four stepped off the platform as a single unit. There was an energy in the air that she couldn’t understand, but she knew it was coming from them.
 
   Lathan finally met her eye as he crossed the room, but he continued beyond her to her parents.
 
   “Have you had time to prepare everything on your end?” he asked.
 
   “It’s months earlier than we expected. There’s no other way?” her father asked, his brow furrowed. “We haven’t finished testing our methods of chemical control. I still feel like there’s something we could do, if we could perfect one of them.”
 
   “We don’t have time to test and develop, Chris. You saw how aggressive he got—no offense, dear,” her mom said, smiling sadly at Lathan. “We’d have to lock her in the safe room to keep him away—and even if we did—”
 
   “We’re already risking everything—” her father argued.
 
   “Are you wearing my dad’s shirt?” Grace heard herself ask suddenly.
 
   Everyone turned to look at her, but no one spoke.
 
   “Are you?” she demanded.
 
   Lathan cleared his throat and closed half of the distance to her in one step. “Yes.”
 
   “Great. That’s…just great.” She shook her head. “And now that you’re acknowledging my presence in all of this, how about you answer another question I’ve got.” She knew she was trembling and her cheeks were flaming. “What the hell is happening?”
 
   “Gracie—” her mom scolded.
 
   “No. No! Someone needs to tell me what all of this is about. You”—she threw her finger in Lathan’s face—“turned into a wolf. I was there. I saw it. And this?” She glared around him at her parents. “This is a secret lab. A secret lab. That’s screwed up. And…and”—she flung a hand at the other three visitors—“well, I don’t know where to begin, but there’s definitely something weird about all of them. So someone needs to tell me what the hell is going on, or I’m going to lose my mind.”
 
   And then she burst into tears.
 
    
 
   Lathan could feel the heat crawling up his spine, reaching to the nape of his neck, tightening the skin behind his ears. His wolf wanted, needed, demanded to be set free. But so close to Grace?
 
   That wasn’t going to happen again.
 
   “He’s gonna blow,” Ren said, moving forward.
 
   “Do you see the sleeve of this jacket? Don’t touch her, at least not in front of him,” Diesel said. “I learned that lesson the hard way.”
 
   Lathan clenched his teeth and backed up a step. And then another. He let Ren block his view of Grace, even though his body was fighting to override his commands.
 
   “If we’re doing this, it would be best to finish it sooner rather than later,” Aveleiyn said softly from somewhere to the left. “I might need to treat Lathan, too.”
 
   “No.” Lathan spoke through gritted teeth. “If we’re going to send her away, I need to remember every second of it.”
 
   “Send me away?” Grace cried out. “What do you mean? What does he mean?” Her voice was panicked. She was terrified—and she was right to be.
 
   Despite what he preferred to believe, he was a monster. One who was fully and completely capable of tearing her apart. But from the moment he had imprinted on her, the animal in him had grown worse. It was like his wolf had doubled in size and strength, ready to take out anyone who stood in the way, rushing forward at every sign of emotion—good and bad—in her. Things couldn’t go on that way.
 
   But the plan her parents had helped them form, the one he and Diesel had honed to perfection, had a huge problem. There was no guarantee that he and Grace would ever be reunited; even if she did come back into his life, who knew whether or not they would ever be friends again? Which was good, he reminded himself, because he didn’t want to hurt her.
 
   Living without her forever, though? His imprint on her was strong, and he knew he could be giving up on the chance to build a life with her in the future. That was a loss he would grieve for the rest of his almost eternal existence.
 
   “Chris, we can do this. For Grace. We know better than most how bad things can get. It’s too dangerous. We have to let her go.” Allie was talking gently to her husband.
 
   Diesel and Aveleiyn were standing at the ready.
 
   Ren was planted in front of Grace.
 
   Grace was sobbing.
 
   He wanted to shove that cocky, angelically-coifed motherfucker out of the way so he could comfort Grace. He was desperate to dry her tears and tell her everything was going to be fine, because he was going to save the day.
 
   Instead he glanced back at her parents. “Time for goodbyes,” he said.
 
   He stepped out of the way.
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   Aveleiyn was looking up at him with tears shimmering in her eyes. The tears of a vampire—white, like their blood. He was touched. It was hard to make a vamp cry.
 
   “I’ll never be sure. A hundred years from now, I’ll still think it was a mistake.”
 
   Grace was hysterical—not that he blamed her. She was laughing and crying and shaking her head, paying no attention to anyone else in the room. Lathan winced as the weight of his actions settled heavily in his soul.
 
   “I’m going to take her hand.” Aveleiyn was talking him through it one last time. “And then I’ll begin to take the memories. When I’m done, the only things she’ll have are the ones I leave her with. I’ll comfort her, though,” she pledged. “That won’t last. When she comes back around, her world will be different. It will be painful and confusing, but while I am able to give her relief, I will.”
 
   Lathan nodded, because he was having trouble finding a way to speak around the lump in his throat.
 
   “Ren will take her from here,” Diesel spoke up. “If you want to have a last moment, now’s your chance.”
 
   “No,” Lathan croaked. He swallowed hard, fighting off his own tears because he didn’t deserve to shed them.
 
   A hand fell on his arm and Grace’s mom said, “You’re doing the right thing. This is a tough decision for such a young wolf. You’ll make your pack proud.”
 
   “You don’t blame me?” He swallowed again, but this time the tears were stronger than he was.
 
   “Oh, Lathan. Never. Things will work out the way they’re supposed to. She’ll be back one day, and because of you, she’ll be safe until then.”
 
   Grace’s father looked about as unconvinced as Lathan felt, and it was almost enough to make Lathan change his mind.
 
   He didn’t think either one of her parents had tried to say goodbye.
 
   Grace was still sobbing. Rubbing her hands up and down the outsides of her arms, like all she needed was for someone to take the pain away.
 
   Ren gave a solemn nod from across the room.
 
   Lathan nodded back. He prayed to Fate that Grace didn’t end up falling for the guy, but if she did, there was probably no one more deserving. Even him—hell, especially him, seeing as he was the one condemning her to this whole shit-show.
 
   “Alright, do it,” he said to Aveleiyn. “Make her forget me. It’s the only way to protect her.”
 
   “I could never forget you.” Grace choked the words out.
 
   His heart shattered, the fragments more numerous than the stars in the sky or the trees in the Forest. He would never, despite all the years he was sure to live, find a way to reassemble something so wholly obliterated.
 
   “How can you do this?” she pleaded. “I know you care about me. It’s bigger than that, though, isn’t it? Like we’re soul mates. I feel it, too. I—please Lathan, I feel it, too.” The sobs took her over again. “Mom. Dad. Please. Why are you—please!”
 
   “I can’t do this.” Her dad turned away.
 
   “She could die if we don’t,” her mom whispered. Her lip was trembling when she nodded at Aveleiyn. “Go on. Do it. Make her forget all of this.”
 
   Aveleiyn nodded and moved across the room. There were no sounds at all, except Grace’s sobs.
 
   Lathan wanted to turn away, but he made himself watch as his wolf clawed up his throat. He was going to shift again—he could already feel it, but they’d anticipated this one. All he had to do was hold out until Grace had been moved to safety, so he focused every ounce of his energy on keeping his beast at bay.
 
   Aveleiyn took Grace’s hand, and the sobs stopped immediately. The vampire was speaking softly and quickly in her foreign tongue. Grace’s eyes went glassy and her face fell still. Then she blinked heavily, and her muscles relaxed. Lathan feared that she would fall, but Ren caught her when her legs finally gave way, hoisting her up easily.
 
   “I’ve got you, darlin’,” Ren murmured as he passed by, carrying Lathan’s love and life in his arms.
 
   Ren and Diesel stepped onto the platform, and Lathan was vaguely aware of Grace’s dad crossing to a panel of buttons on the wall. The platform started its journey upwards.
 
   “Safe room,” Lathan growled at Grace’s parents and Aveleiyn. They knew what to do, and moved quickly to the chamber across the lab.
 
   Chris spun, his eyes searching wildly, “Just one notebook—”
 
   Allie grabbed him, hauling him along frantically as she cried, “No! We agreed!” She dragged him into the safe room seconds before the solid metal door slid into place, locking them in the small, but impenetrable, fortress.
 
   Above Lathan, the platform sealed with a mechanical thunk.
 
   And then he was alone in an enclosed space full of millions of dollars in equipment and two decades’ worth of research that had been helping the entirety of the Races and Breeds—much of which he would very likely destroy.
 
   It was a sacrifice Chris and Allie were willing to make as penance for their own part in sending their daughter away. The years of research and work they were risking would be the punishment they deserved. If Grace had to start over, so did they.
 
   This time, when the fire engulfed Lathan, he didn’t fight it. The splintered pieces of his heart burned to ash as his wolf came forward, but there was nothing he could do.
 
   She was gone, and he was forgotten.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Two
 
   Present day
 
   Grace cursed as the rental car sputtered to a halt. She hadn’t driven in ages and this certainly wasn’t giving her anything to reminisce about. At least she’d made it to the driveway, but that was where the excitement ended. The sleek black convertible parked there was the first sign of trouble; the tall, gorgeous brunette leaning against its trunk was the second. For a woman with a broad vocabulary, Grace usually didn’t bother with bad language. Today was an exception.
 
   “Shit.” She ground the word out as she grabbed her purse and popped the creaky door on the forgettable sedan.
 
   “Ohmigod, you’re here!” The brunette shrieked, alerting the entire town. She rushed forward with all the grace of a chicken in high heels—arms flapping, impractically tall sandals clicking noisily on the cement drive. And then, there was the hug.
 
   Grace braced herself for the hug.
 
   “Yep.” She managed before her breath was crushed away by the enormous squeeze from her best friend’s arms.
 
   “I cannot believe it! Ohmigod, let me look at you. No, let’s get inside first. Ugh, could it be hotter right now? Where are your bags?” Emmeline rushed around the side of the car, peering into the empty back seat, then going to wait by the trunk.
 
   “I’m not staying here, Em,” Grace said, unable to keep the tired frustration out of her voice. “I’m at the hotel by the airport. I dropped my bags with the porter as soon as I got off the plane.” She dutifully ignored the scoff that came from the other woman. “I wanted to break the seal on this horrible reunion as quickly as I could.”
 
   Em crossed her arms, one eyebrow arching as her perfectly lip-glossed mouth swept up into the tiny pout that had been her signature as a child. It obviously still got her exactly what she wanted, because she had refined the expression into an art.
 
   “That’s not going to work on me.” Grace shook her head. “But you can get the bottle of wine out of the trunk, if you’re so desperate to help.”
 
   She pressed the trunk button on the key fob and was pleasantly surprised when the thing actually complied. 
 
   She didn’t wait for Em to join her as she turned to look up at the house.
 
   “Doesn’t look any different, does it?” Em clicked along behind her.
 
   “No. It’s creepy. Like time stopped.”
 
   If only that had been the case.
 
   Grace lifted her aviators off once she got under the shade of the front porch. “What are you doing here, anyway?”
 
   “You didn’t think it would have been a polite gesture to tell your best friend you were coming home for the first time in fifteen years?”
 
   “How did you hear so fast?”
 
   Em’s free hand went to her hip. “Your parents told me you might be coming. But even if they hadn’t, as soon as you rolled onto the scene the rumors got started. This is the smallest town in the history of the known universe, remember?”
 
   “It really isn’t,” Grace muttered, fumbling with the set of keys she hadn’t used in ages. Which one was it…
 
   “Your knowledge of the world has made you so literal,” Em chided.
 
   Success; the lock on the front door gave a solid click. With Emmeline on her heels, Grace didn’t bother to hesitate the way she wanted to. She let the door swing open first.
 
   Then she hesitated.
 
   She stood right there on the porch, looking down the hall.
 
   It was Emmeline who crossed the threshold first.
 
   “I came by this morning and turned the air on for you. I couldn’t stand to think of you melting away in the heat,” Em said, stopping inside the door to wait.
 
   “Wh—?” Grace frowned. “Why wasn’t it already on? How did you get in?”
 
   “Oh, that was easy. I’m honestly surprised I didn’t already have a key, considering I have more contact with your parents than you do.” She pulled her enormous purse around and rummaged through the contents until she produced a keychain in the shape of a pink flamingo, which she dangled for Grace to see. “See? Just had to flirt a little with Johnny down at the hardware store. Your dad keeps a set down there for the cleaner and the handyman and stuff in case they need something handled while they’re not around, so I charmed my way into a copy of my own. It was a little awkward—Johnny’s creepy. Oh”—she clicked her tongue as she tossed the key back into the depths of her bag—“You know, he’s dating my cousin. I need to tell her how easy it was to get him to budge.” She paused to take a breath, then cocked her head at Grace. “What are you doing here right now, though? They’re out of town on a business trip. Everyone knows that.”
 
   Grace narrowed her eyes. “Are you serious?”
 
   Em leaned against the door frame and appraised the bottle of wine in her hands. “Sure. They’ve been gone since last week. When was the last time you talked to them?”
 
   Grace huffed. “A month, I guess. But we set this whole thing up—I took off from work and everything. They promised they’d be here. This is so like them.”
 
   Grace and her parents had a tortured relationship. Their shady business dealings had always taken priority over their time with her. As a kid, she’d wondered whether or not they’d even wanted a family; as a teenager, she’d learned the answer when they’d abruptly shipped her off to Portland to live under the care of an uncle she’d never met. They had provided for her financially, covering the cost of the expensive schools she’d attended and allowing her to travel to some of the most beautiful places in the world, but their connection as a family had been almost entirely dissolved.
 
   She got phone calls or cards at birthdays, if they remembered, but that was it. They hadn’t traveled to attend any of her school programs or presentations or graduations; then again, after she’d gone off to college, Uncle Ren hadn’t either.
 
   In fact, until only a few months earlier, Grace had been out of contact with her parents completely. She’d finally started to come to terms with it, really, and because she was fairly certain they made their money illegally, she was glad to be out of the loop. If something ever went down and the cops came to her for answers, she’d be grateful that she could tell them, honestly, that she didn’t know anything about those people.
 
   But then her parents had called and asked her to come home. They said they wanted to repair their relationship and find a way to be a family again.
 
   Grace had bought it.
 
   She shook her head angrily, but she was the one to blame. It was her own fault that she’d believed them. Her own decision to get on that plane. She wished it didn’t hurt quite so much to find out that they weren’t around to welcome her.
 
   But, hell, she’d already made the trip. She might as well actually visit the land that time forgot.
 
   She managed to lift her right foot and place it back down on the hardwood floor inside the door. The left one followed with only a few additional mental aerobics. And then…well, there she was. Standing in the foyer of her childhood home.
 
   It was like stepping through a portal into an earlier time. It smelled the same and the furniture was still in the same places. She wouldn’t be surprised to go down the hall into the kitchen to find lunch laid out and waiting. Well, yeah she would. Her mom had never been much of a cook. Moreover, if Em was correct in her assessment of how long her parents had been gone? Whatever meal they could have left out probably wouldn’t be very appetizing.
 
   Em was, thankfully, quiet as Grace moved slowly through the house. She knew exactly how long it had been since she’d walked down those stairs and out that door for the last time. 15 years. 4 months. 1 week. 3 days. At least she was good with numbers, if nothing else. She almost paused to look at the pictures on the little table in the hallway, but she stopped herself. She didn’t want to know if there were pictures of her there. Even more, she didn’t want to know if there were pictures from after she’d been sent away.
 
   Light filtered in through the closed shades along the back side of the house. Grace passed into the eat-in, circling around the table and heading for the sliding glass door. She moved a couple of the vertical blind slats out of the way and gasped. “The tree!”
 
   “I thought you knew!” Em had stopped by the kitchen island to remove her treacherously tall shoes. “Oh, I should have told you. I’m sorry, Gracie—”
 
   “Nobody calls me that anymore,” Grace snapped.
 
   A moment of silence reminded her that Em was the only person who hadn’t abandoned her.
 
   “Sorry,” she murmured.
 
   “It’s okay. Look.” Em sighed. “I tried to keep you up to date, I swear I did. But eventually…I mean, I knew you weren’t interested.”
 
   That hurt. It wasn’t that Grace had lost interest. It was just that she couldn’t deal with knowing that her family had moved on without her.
 
   “I should have told you they had to cut the tree down.” She leaned in to peek out over Grace’s head. “We had so much fun in that thing.”
 
   Grace allowed herself a small chuckle. The huge live oak had heard all their childhood secrets as they’d climbed up into its boughs to find the high privacy of its sturdy limbs.
 
   “I’m sure they wanted to be—” Em started after a courageous breath.
 
   But all the courage in the world couldn’t have let Grace hear her out. “Don’t.”
 
   “I’m sorry your visit is starting this way,” Em said. “I know it was hard to get on that plane…” She trailed off as Grace moved away. Em knew better than anyone how much Grace had struggled with her family issues.
 
   Grace swallowed hard around the lump in her throat and strode back down the hallway to the stairs.
 
   Up, up, up, twelve steps in total, and her room was off to the right. The door was closed, and Grace wondered for the billionth time what it would look like inside. Boxes? Empty? Redecorated for some more deserving kid? Re-purposed into something else entirely?
 
   She heard Em heading towards the stairs.
 
   Now or never, she told herself, because she was about to lose her chance to do it alone.
 
   The door swung open, but she couldn’t see anything. Her lids had glued themselves shut. She clenched her fists and wrenched her eyes open.
 
   It was all…exactly the same. Like the rest of the house. Nothing packed up. Nothing put away. Her old stuffed bunny was still lounging against her pile of pillows, waiting for her to come home.
 
   That was when the tears started. God, how she had missed that stupid stuffed toy. Even after she’d gotten past missing her parents, she’d missed Petey. His original name had been Petunia, but that was a ridiculous name for a boy bunny, which he obviously was—or so she had declared when she was four years old.
 
   She went forward, feeling the fluffy rug brush under the soles of her flats as she crossed to the bed and picked Petey up by his threadbare, well-loved arm. She’d been too proud to pack him the night she’d left, because he made her feel vulnerable and childish, but she’d wished for him every night since then, even as an adult.
 
   She tucked the snuggle-faded creature under her arm and gazed around the pale blue and white room. It had been her childhood dream room. From the white built-in shelves and curtains to the blue walls and duvet. She remembered that special time when her mother had surprised her by taking her to pick out each item. They had transported their haul back home and worked together with her father to get it all assembled, keeping at it until everything was perfect. It had been one of their last times together. No wonder it looked so pristine—the room had hardly been used after that.
 
   “Did you know it was like this?” she asked, sensing Em behind her.
 
   “I knew.”
 
   “Even Petey.” Grace sniffled.
 
   “Do you want me to go?” Em asked, her concern evident.
 
   She would leave if Grace asked her to. Em might have grown into a woman Grace hardly knew, but she hadn’t changed that much. Maybe that was why Grace said, “No. Please, stay.”
 
   Em nodded.
 
   Grace thought she saw movement out of the corner of her eye. She pushed the sheer white curtains out of the way and peered into the trees that ran along the edge of the back yard, but there was nothing there.
 
   “I shouldn’t stay here.” Grace decided. “If they’re not around, I should head back out to the hotel. Maybe I can check in with work or—”
 
   “Yeah, about that. Tell me you didn’t pre-pay.” Em interrupted her train of thought before it could get all the way out of Loserville Station. Two minutes away from work and she was already looking for a reason to crunch numbers or make a to-do list—how boring was that?
 
   “I mean, I’m booked up. But…no, they only did a hold on my card,” Grace said, moving to put Petey back on the bed. When she looked down into his little bunny face, though, she couldn’t let him go.
 
   “Good. Cancel the rest of your stay out there.” Em plopped down on the end of the bed and began reattaching her stilts to her feet.
 
   “What? No! It’s a great spot.” Grace waved her off.
 
   “It’s a depressing spot, Gracie”—she cursed lightly—“Sorry. It’s going to be really, really hard to retrain twenty-five years of that.”
 
   “I’m not staying here,” Grace said, heading for the door with Petey still in hand.
 
   “I’m not suggesting here,” Em retorted. “I have a place, too, you know. No arguments. Seriously. I’ll flirt my way into getting you booted right out of that room at the Airport Suites if I have to, missy.”
 
   Grace laughed in earnest, because there was no question that Em was serious. She took a moment to consider it: how weird could a week be? It was only seven days. She could count them down. And if she couldn’t make it seven days? She’d just get back on a plane.
 
   “Okay, okay. We’ll have to get my things.” She sighed.
 
   “You mean your stuffed rabbit?” Em indicated the toy. “Oh—and your bottle of wine?” she added with a giggle.
 
   “That bottle of wine was supposed to be for my parents.”
 
   “Hmm. Too bad they’re not here to enjoy it.”
 
   “This is true,” Grace said with a smirk. “But also, I do need to get my real bags from the totally not pathetic hotel.”
 
   “We can handle that.” Em clapped her hands. “Perfect, it’s settled! Now, let’s get some lunch. Your stomach has been growling since you got here, if you hadn’t noticed.”
 
   Grace hadn’t noticed, actually.
 
   “We’re taking my car, though. Can you even explain to me what’s going on with that POS in the driveway? I could have gotten you something a little more fun.” She winked as she rose to her full height and then some, thanks to the heels. “I missed you,” she said, linking her arm around Grace’s.
 
   “Yeah, I missed you too.”
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Three
 
   The thunder rumbling down the driveway alerted Lathan to the fact that his brother was home. He wiped his hands off on his jeans as he abandoned the stones and mortar from his porch repair project. Diesel’s return signaled that it was time for lunch, and that was a good thing: Lathan was ravenous after a morning of hard work. He swept his arm across his brow, whisking away a river of sweat as he grabbed his t-shirt off the partially-rebuilt front walkway.
 
   “Is that Diesel?” Thorne called from the open living room window. “Oh, fucking finally.”
 
   Lathan snorted. Thorne worked hard at his drafting table, but the most stress his body was under on a normal day was the potential for a crick in the neck or a cramp in the hand. The man planned beautiful houses, though, so you wouldn’t hear Lathan say a bad word about it—especially not at the price their clients were willing to pay for the special touch of those hand-drawn plans.
 
   The imposing black dually truck rolled to the end of the gravel driveway, and Diesel held his hand up in a casual wave over the steering wheel.
 
   “You want to help us unload these rocks?” Lathan called to Thorne.
 
   “Why don’t I get the plates and stuff out? That way everything will be ready when you guys are done.”
 
   “Sure, thanks,” Lathan grumbled.
 
   Thorne’s quiet chuckle trailed out the window as Lathan stepped over the perfectly placed pavers to crunch his way to the back of the truck. He was snagging the wheelbarrow from the corner of the driveway when a howl at the back of the property stopped him short.
 
   “Hear that?” Diesel asked, his serious eyes searching the land as he joined Lathan.
 
   “Yeah, Riley must have something. Damn. I thought it was going to be a quiet day.”
 
   Diesel grunted in reply as he cracked the truck bed and started transferring the hefty stones to the wheelbarrow.
 
   Lathan followed suit, moving slowly as he gazed out over the property, waiting for Riley to come back in.
 
   “Was that Riley?” Thorne called from the open front doorway.
 
   “Your ears work better than your hands?” Diesel chastised, dumping another armload into the cart.
 
   “Say again?” Thorne quipped, jumping down over the area where Lathan had been working to cross the driveway. He hopped up into the truck and started hauling out the stones that had slid against the back of the cab.
 
   “If he breaks a finger and can’t draft any plans for the rest of the day, you’ll be the one drawing closets to scale,” Lathan warned Diesel, who grunted again while he kept up his pace.
 
   “Here he comes,” Thorne said.
 
   All three stopped what they were doing. An enormous black wolf was headed their way, running so hard and fast that he was kicking up grass and dirt in his wake. He skidded to a stop in front of them, ribs pumping from the effort.
 
   Lathan crouched down, running his hand over the creature’s neck. “Good job, brother.”
 
   The wolf kicked his head back in proud appreciation for the kind words.
 
   When the wolf’s breath evened out, Lathan continued. “Now give him back so we can hear what he’s got to say.”
 
   A warm breeze fluttered the air around them as the wolf was replaced with a man. Still crouched on all fours, Riley Black shook out his short hair. “Whew! I gotta lay off the seconds and thirds for a while.”
 
   “I’ll take what you don’t eat,” Thorne offered, dropping his legs down over the side of the truck bed as he took a seat.
 
   Riley’s eyes turned to Lathan as he stood up, unabashed about his nudity. They were brothers, after all, and had been Riley’s whole life. Then again, nudity in shifter culture wasn’t a big deal. Everyone had the same parts. Some were a little nicer or bigger than others. But it wasn’t the size of the man that mattered so much as the fierceness of his wolf. The Black family had the advantage of both impressive size and wolfish fierceness, a simple fact that was widely known.
 
   “I can’t believe I’m the one who gets to tell you this.” Riley crowed, a grin spreading across his face. But then he hesitated. “I mean…I guess it’s a good thing. Well, shit. Now I’m not sure. My wolf got all excited, you know, and—”
 
   “Riley,” Diesel growled.
 
   “She’s back,” Riley shouted.
 
   “Oh, shit,” and “Well, what do you know?” came from Diesel and Thorne though Lathan couldn’t have guessed which one had said what. In fact, he couldn’t put together any logical thoughts at all. He steadied himself by casually bracing his elbow against the side of the truck while his heart, which had long ago stopped jumping, did some sort of Olympic gymnastic-style floor routine in his chest.
 
   Those were words he’d been aching to hear for what now seemed like a lifetime. Unfortunately, the news wasn’t good no matter how much he wished he could celebrate it.
 
   “Huh,” he said. It wasn’t a question or even much of a statement but it was the only sound he could come up with, so he went with it.
 
   All three heads snapped his way.
 
   “That’s it?” Riley’s shoulders sagged. “Man, I thought that was going to be, like…cause for something big.”
 
   “Like what?” Thorne asked hopefully.
 
   “I don’t know. Cake or something?” Riley shrugged.
 
   “Cake?” Diesel asked dryly.
 
   “Or something,” Riley added.
 
   “What’s wrong with cake?” Thorne grumbled.
 
   But Lathan didn’t hear any of that. All he heard, over and over again, was: She’s back.
 
   He cleared his throat. “Give me a minute, guys,” he said as evenly as he could. Then he turned aimlessly before deciding to walk off to the left of the house. He went around the back, aiming to cut down the footpath to the lake. He only made it to the first post under the back deck before he had to stop.
 
   She’s back.
 
   Fifteen years had gone by since the night they had sent Grace away. He remembered it well, and had endlessly replayed it over and over in his mind. Her face, beautifully illuminated by the blinking of so many fireflies in the last seconds before he’d rained fiery hell on her life. Her endless flow of tears. Watching her be taken away by someone else. Removed to safety—away from him, because he was the problem. The events of that evening had shaped every moment of his life in the years that had followed.
 
   He recalled the emptiness he felt when he woke up from the worst shift he’d ever gone through. One of the instincts of the wolf spirit that lived inside him was the desire to shield his human spirit from emotional pain. Normally, a shifter could appreciate the gesture. But Lathan had fought against his wolf, holding the shift off for as long as he could so that he would feel the full brunt of the agony while he was in human form. He didn’t believe he deserved to be protected from the hurt his actions caused. In the end, his wolf had won out, but his physical human body had been badly abused in the process. He had relished the pain of the bones that stayed broken for too long, the skin that remained bruised, and gashes that wept blood the way he wanted to weep tears. That torture had been the only thing that told him he was still alive.
 
   His body had healed, of course. That was one of the things shifters did best. His heart was a different story.
 
   Her parents had stayed in their house, and they still worked for UNITY, but he made an effort to avoid them and he never requested updates. In a town like Fairview, he didn’t have to ask. The rumor weeds grew wild and free. The townsfolk turned her family into eccentric citizens who felt their daughter was too good for a local education. Word was that she had gone off to a fancy school, and then on to an even fancier college. Gossip had her anywhere from a single county to several countries away. In good old-fashioned Southern custom, it was always “bless her heart” and “for the best”.
 
   For the best. Yeah, he’d been telling himself that, too.
 
   There were plenty of times when he thought she might come home. He could guess, based on what he knew her age to be, when it would have been logical for her to return for a milestone birthday or a graduation party. Whether he liked to admit it or not, he’d always kept his ears open for news of her return, but she hadn’t come back once as far as he knew.
 
   Well, until now.
 
   “Hey.” Riley’s hushed voice came from above.
 
   Lathan started, swinging his gaze upward.
 
   Riley had dressed and his hair was wet—how long had Lathan been standing around?
 
   “Uh—like, half an hour?” Riley replied.
 
   Oh, that had been out loud, Lathan realized.
 
   “She left the house with Emmeline Lawrence,” Riley said. “That friend of hers, you know?”
 
   Lathan nodded.
 
   “I overheard them talking about going to Cooper’s. You know how the service is there. They probably don’t even have their drinks yet.” He raised his eyebrows encouragingly.
 
   Lathan nodded again, like his head was hinged to work in only one direction. He got where Riley was going with this, but…
 
   Fate, he couldn’t do it—he couldn’t go meet her.
 
   “You know you’re curious.” Riley goaded him. “If it’s no big deal to see her, what are you so scared of?”
 
   Riley wasn’t being an ass. He had a mild and easy-going personality with a gift for gently shoving people into things. He had always been able to comfort and support others when they couldn’t quite step up on their own.
 
   “She shouldn’t be back,” Lathan said, feeling how forced and fake the words sounded as he spoke them. “It’s not safe.” He wasn’t even convincing himself.
 
   “Maybe not. The only way to know what’s up is to go down there and check it out for yourself. Besides, you may as well try to make contact, you know? See if there’s really something still there. You’ve been messing up your mind with it for too long, man. She might not even be cute anymore.” Riley grinned.
 
   “Get your shit straight,” Lathan growled. “Of course she is.”
 
   Riley’s grin grew broader. “You’re getting warmer to the right choice, you know.”
 
   Just like that, Lathan couldn’t remember why he was still hanging around the yard, especially when the woman he’d been dreaming about for so long was a fifteen-minute drive away.
 
   “Hey, maybe change first. You look like you ran through a brick wall,” Riley added as he strolled away across the deck.
 
   A brief examination revealed that Riley was right. Lathan was covered in dust and dried bits of mortar from his morning work.
 
   Time to get spiffy.
 
    
 
   He didn’t bother to call out a farewell to his brothers. Riley would handle it, and if he didn’t, they were smart enough to figure it out on their own. He eased behind the wheel of his Tahoe and punched up the sound system as he backed out around the now-empty truck. The gravel driveway cut through the woods that separated their property from the Dawes homestead. Not that they were next-door neighbors, exactly. The open acreage between their homes didn’t make for much over-the-fence conversation. But the drive opened up onto the same road. He broke habit by taking the right towards town, rather than the left that passed by their house. So what if he’d made it his personal mission to check in on their place every chance he got? Just in case.
 
   Familiar landmarks went entirely unnoticed as he guided the car by muscle memory down the roads he’d driven so many times before. His mind was an unorganized school of fish, each thought swimming wildly in a different direction. It wasn’t safe for her to be here. Was her Protector with her? Why now? Was she seeing anyone? Oh, Fate—what if she was married…she might even have kids.
 
   The AC was running full-blast, but it didn’t keep him from sweating as he got ever closer to the heart of Fairview. Cooper’s was only two traffic lights away. The brightly-colored awning that covered their outdoor seating area was easily visible. He opened and closed his fingers around the steering wheel, reminding himself there was no need to white-knuckle this situation.
 
   One traffic light left. The light turned red.
 
   He couldn’t keep his eyes off the people outside. He searched the faces, finding plenty of familiar ones, but not the one he was looking for.
 
   A cat-call from one of the tables stole his attention for a moment and he groaned to himself as he gave the mandatory grin accompanied by a bemused shake of his head to the group of ladies seated there. He’d been with all of them, at one point or another, when he was younger and had been trying to get past his Grace Dawes phase. That had been before he’d come to terms with the fact that it truly wasn’t a phase at all.
 
   His breath hitched—there she was. Right there, behind the cluster of giggling women. She had on sunglasses and her hair was different, but there was no question. This was the woman he had been waiting for.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Four
 
   High-pitched cheers pealed from the next table over, and Grace closed her eyes. It had been a long time since she’d been around people who had so little reserve in public. Outside of work, she usually kept very much to herself, often choosing to hide out in the quiet of her apartment rather than heading out into the liveliness of anywhere else. Not that she had a problem with people—she just didn’t trust them not to hurt her.
 
   Em chuckled as she dug her fork into a heaping bowl of pasta salad. “Yeah, in their dreams.”
 
   Grace’s eyes followed the pointing and gawking to locate the focus of their attention. A dark SUV was stopped at the intersection, and she could barely make out the profile of a man inside. He appeared to be smiling—obviously eating up every ounce of that fangirling.
 
   “Someone important?” she asked, picking at her salad.
 
   “You don’t recognize him?” Em cocked her head and gave Grace a quizzical frown. Then she laughed in disbelief. “You really went out of your way to forget this place! That’s your neighbor, Lathan Black.”
 
   As the car rolled closer and then glided on by, he turned to look back at his admirers. Grace nearly dropped her fork, but recovered it just in time. “Lathan Black?” she murmured.
 
   “They all turned out like that,” Em replied.
 
   Grace wanted to ask what she meant, but found it was suddenly difficult to breathe. She knew that man. Well, she didn’t know him, but she knew his face. That face had been the star of her dreams for as long as she could remember—her crazy, wonderful dreams. There was no question. This guy didn’t merely bear a slight resemblance to the one in her dreams—he was the one in her dreams.
 
   How was that possible, though? She’d never met him before.
 
   She shook her head, letting the thoughts get swept away by the motion. Apparently Em had been talking the whole time.
 
   “And they run some kind of business. Like they build and remodel houses or something? I don’t know, but people talk about their work being beautiful. This is seriously so weird. You don’t remember him? Like…at all? You had the biggest crush on him.”
 
   What the hell? Grace squeezed her eyes closed behind her sunglasses and plowed through the depths of her mind, but she didn’t have any recollection of ever seeing him before; she was sure of it. The dreams were the only source she could come up with for why she recognized him—and even that didn’t make sense. She’d been dreaming of him since the night she’d left Fairview, and in those dreams he’d looked exactly the way he looked right now.
 
   She’d always theorized that her brain had constructed him as some sort of guardian, owing to the fact that she’d felt so scared and alone at the time. Over the years, every night, he had watched out for her, keeping her safe from harm. She’d never known what danger there was that he might be holding at bay; it was just how she had perceived him.
 
   Em broke through her thoughts. “Hello? Grace?”
 
   Feeling dazed, Grace breathed out heavily. “Sorry. Jet lag.”
 
   “You didn’t cross any time zones between here and New York.” Em frowned and studied her. “Are you okay?”
 
   “Fine. Yes. Sorry—what?”
 
   Em looked at her for another long moment before she tossed her hair back over her shoulder and picked up speed again. “Everyone talks like those brothers are the hottest guys in town, but I don’t see it. They aren’t my type, I guess,” she said, reaching for her sweet tea.
 
   Grace snorted. “Every man is your type, if I remember correctly.”
 
   Em scoffed. “I’m far more discerning than I used to be.” Then she cocked her brow, a naughty smile on her face. “What about you, little miss ‘I tossed my virginity right out the window as soon as I could’?”
 
   That earned her a sharp kick under the table.
 
   “I’m a total saint these days,” Grace grumbled, self-consciously glancing around at the other tables. No one was paying any attention to them, though. Conversations were still happening, the sun was still shining, and Lathan Black was walking in their direction.
 
   Grace heard the news before she saw it with her own eyes. The women next to them erupted into another round of squealing, this time complete with hair primping and cleavage rearranging.
 
   Whoa. Dreams could never have done the man justice. In real life, he was a visual force to be reckoned with. His short hair was disheveled in a way that made Grace curiously flustered. She couldn’t decide if it was an “I just woke up this way” look or an “I spent three hours in front of the mirror perfectly disarranging my hair” thing. Either way, she wasn’t going to take the time to think it actually looked good on him. Nope. She wasn’t mentally noting the clinging gray t-shirt or the perfect fit of those jeans that were worn in all the right places, either. She studied her salad the whole time he was walking down the sidewalk—honest. Even when he turned the corner and went in the front entrance of the very restaurant where she and Em were seated.
 
   She wasn’t aware of his presence, though, when he was shown to a table outside. At least not until a tiny woman with blond, pageant-ready hair popped out of her seat in the cheering section.
 
   “I’m goin’ over there,” the woman drawled as she dropped her napkin on the table. “Y’all watch an’ learn.”
 
   Em leaned back in her chair. “Gonna catch a real big fish, Josie-Marie?” she jeered.
 
   The blond gave a self-righteous little hmph as she swished her hair and her hips and called cheerfully, “Lathan Black! Oh, my Lord. What are you doin’ out here all by your lonesome?”
 
   Em snorted. “Oh, this will be amazing.” As a way of explanation, she murmured to Grace, “Everyone knows that man has been off the market for years now.”
 
   “Married?” Grace uttered, trying not to jealously picture the type of model citizen one would have to be to marry…well…him.
 
   “Pfft, hardly. Just not available, apparently.” Em shrugged.
 
   Grace turned a smirk her way.
 
   “Oh, please. I didn’t try. Like I said, not my type,” Em said firmly.
 
   Which left Grace to consider her own attraction to the tall, dark, and very handsome man who was at that table alone.
 
   Well, not entirely alone.
 
   They couldn’t hear the conversation, but Grace watched the encounter play out from behind the safety of her mirrored sunglasses. Em didn’t bother with the courtesy of pretending not to enjoy the show—she would have been more discreet if she’d slipped on a pair of 3D glasses, pulled her chair up to Lathan’s table, and started munching a jumbo tub of popcorn.
 
   Lathan smiled broadly as the blond woman approached him, and he lifted a hand to invite her to sit across from him.
 
   Gasps of shock and a few giggles filtered over from the woman’s friends.
 
   Lathan continued to smile as she spoke to him, and he seemed to be responding when it was appropriate, but Grace noted that his gaze wasn’t focused on the woman in front of him at all. His eyes were moving around the space slowly, checking out all the merchandise.
 
   Slimy, but typical, Grace thought.
 
   A man like that could have any woman in the place. Except me, she reminded herself staunchly. And Em…maybe.
 
   When his eyes landed on her, though, Grace couldn’t ignore the little surge of pleasure she felt.
 
   His look seemed to change abruptly.
 
   “He found something he likes,” Em whispered, breaking the moment.
 
   Grace tore her eyes away and plastered on another smirk. “Yeah. Not likely.” Her face was going to ache by the end of the day if she kept screwing it up into that awful expression.
 
   “Maybe not, but he’s still looking,” Em murmured, taking her own eyes away from the scene at Lathan’s table.
 
   Which escalated swiftly with the screech of a chair across the concrete and the huffing march of a petite, pissed-off woman teeter-stomping in Em-worthy wedge sandals.
 
   “He’s such an ass,” she swore to her friends, swinging her voluminous hair. And then, for good measure, she spun around. “What are you lookin’ at Emmeline Lawrence? It’s not like he’s chasin’ after you,” she spat.
 
   Her glare landed on Grace as she grabbed her purse. “Good luck with that one, honey. My advice? Don’t bother.”
 
   Her friends cooed and coddled her as they tossed money on the table and followed her out through the courtyard to the parking lot.
 
   Grace sat confused, stunned, and holding her breath as she watched them go.
 
   Em, on the other hand, seemed to be enjoying herself immensely. “Oh!” she wiped an imaginary tear of joy from her eye. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything as good as Josie-Marie Montgomery getting the turn-down of her life!” She slapped the table as she choked with laughter. “You may have made yourself an enemy, Grace, but it was so worth it.”
 
   Grace found her breath again, but it didn’t help. She could feel Lathan’s eyes on her now, and it was vexing. She refused to look back his way, even the sneaky so-not-ogling-him way from behind her sunglasses.
 
   Of all the beautiful women around them, including the one he’d sent packing, why the hell was he fixated on her—and why was she kind of thrilled by it?
 
   “Are you actually eating that, or wiping the plate with it?” Em asked, pointing at the decimated shred of lettuce Grace had been moving mindlessly around on her fork.
 
   “Ugh, no. I guess I’ll get a box or something.” She sighed and scooted her seat out, careful not to screech the metal like Josie-Ma-what’s-her-name had done. She was desperate to get away from Lathan’s burning gaze.
 
   But Em was already waving her back down. “Oh, no. You don’t get to run away that easily. I’ll go,” she said, leaning down to whisper. “If he doesn’t come over here, I’m buying all your meals for the rest of your trip.”
 
   Then she clicked off blithely without giving Grace a chance to stop her.
 
   Shit.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Five
 
   Lathan found a parking space in the lot by Cooper’s. From his car he had a full view of the outdoor seating area without obviously lurking in the shadows. He couldn’t make out many details from this far away, but Grace was poised and stunning. He was fascinated as he watched her, but he couldn’t stand the distance. He had to get closer—maybe just to the sidewalk. He could act like he was waiting for someone.
 
   Through sheer force of will, he glued his hands to the steering wheel.
 
   This was a terrible idea. What if he shifted as soon as he got out of the car? What if Ren was with her and his wolf tried to tear the man apart? No, there was too much room for error and far too much out of his control. He needed to get back home, maybe talk to Diesel and come up with a better plan.
 
   He glared at his hands, giving them strict instructions to do as he said. The right one was supposed to flip the key in the ignition. “Turn the car back on and get the hell out of here, asshole,” he muttered out loud.
 
   His feet hit the sidewalk before he even realized he’d catapulted himself from the car. The second he was on the concrete, he was consumed by the urge to move closer. He could sit on that wrought iron bench in the courtyard, right next to the building.
 
   He locked his legs in place as he did an emergency check-in with his wolf. He waited for the ringing in his ears, the tightness at his neck, the warmth of the white-gold light—any of the telltale signs that a shift was oncoming.
 
   Instead, his wolf was sitting to attention in the back of his mind. Willing him to get closer to Grace, but not rushing out into the open.
 
   He breathed a sigh of relief. Maybe the countless hours of exhausting training he’d been doing were finally paying off in the way he’d intended.
 
   Let me do this, he mentally ordered his wolf. He felt the creature go calm and complacent—giving Lathan the benefit of being in control.
 
   That was a good thing. As a reward, he moved tentatively toward the building. Slowly, steadily, only a little farther down the sidewalk.
 
   He almost stopped outside the fence that surrounded the courtyard and seating area, but his wolf grumbled. He got the message: he was supposed to go closer.
 
   Okay. But I’m the one choosing to do it, he thought back at the beast. And I’m only going to go inside and pretend to look at a menu. We’re not getting a table.
 
   His wolf grumbled.
 
   Fine. We’ll get a table.
 
   Another grumble.
 
   Yes, a table outside. As close as we can get. But the minute you act up, I cut and run. Got it?
 
   His wolf ducked his head and retreated lazily to the back corner of his mind.
 
   That’s right, Lathan thought, I’m in charge.
 
   Lathan congratulated himself for the way he managed to trek past the people sitting in the shade under the awning at Cooper’s. Man, it wasn’t his kind of place. It was for folks who liked to eat meals that were too small and drink coffee out of cups that were even smaller. But he could play nice, if he had to. He asked the hostess for a seat outside, and she flashed her baby blues at him as she said, “Follow me.”
 
   She made a show of licking her lips and batting her lashes. She even sighed like she hated to take her gaze away when she turned her back on him so she could lead the way.
 
   He allowed himself a mental eye-roll. He was used to that kind of blatant flirting—women always wanted him. He knew he came off as cocky about the attention that got thrown his way, but being a little bit of an ass seemed to be the only way he could fend them off. Sure, it was nice to feel appreciated now and then, but the obvious gawking and stuff from women he didn’t even know? That was all too much. He liked subtlety, which was something he had yet to find in the kinds of women who looked his way.
 
   The hostess held the door open for him and pointed him in the direction of a table right by the building. Damn. It wasn’t close enough, but it was the only one open, so it would have to do. He accepted the menu and nodded his thanks, waiting for the woman to move on. He declined coffee, the soup of the day, and her number—twice—before she walked away. He was grateful. It would have been awkward to yell, “Leave me alone! I just want to stare at that woman over there!” Maybe he should have thanked the hostess for her generosity when she finally left him alone.
 
   He groaned inwardly and opened the menu. Pulling it up close to his face, he squinted in Grace’s direction. Her profile was as lovely ever, even if her face was serious. Her hair was a little darker than he remembered, and she seemed pale. Was she sick? He comforted himself with the thought that she might not get much sun. He didn’t see any sign of Ren—and the fact that the man hadn’t already confronted him to prevent him from getting any closer was… Well, on one hand it was promising, because Lathan preferred to do this check-in on Grace without interference. But on the other hand, it indicated that Ren wasn’t watching over her anymore—which meant he had a major fucking bone to pick with the guy.
 
   Time to look back at the menu in case a server stopped by.
 
   What now, smartass? his brain goaded him. Well, he hadn’t exactly figured that part out yet. He’d been so whipped up about the idea of seeing her that he’d completely neglected to formulate an actual plan. Okay, okay, he soothed himself, dragging in a breath. He could handle her in his human form, right? Ladies obviously liked that.
 
   Ahh, and there was proof: Josie-Marie Montgomery.
 
   A big mistake he’d bedded one—count it, one—time in the final year of that exploratory “Forget Grace” phase. He’d never had sex with anyone more than once. Once with anyone felt like infidelity enough, regardless of the fact that Grace had no idea he existed. More than once had always struck him as a sort of commitment to the concept of letting Grace go, and he’d never been able to bring himself around to the act of forgetting her—even when it had been his goal. She was too much a part of him; her very essence was imprinted on his soul.
 
   But Josie seemed to think their once was something special. Fate, didn’t that make him feel like a jerk? It was true, though. That alcohol-fueled one-night stand had turned into weeks of her chasing him around before he had finally convinced her they weren’t a thing.
 
   She called out to him and he swallowed down on the frustration he felt to give her the politest smile he could muster. “Hello, Josie-Marie. Care to take a seat?”
 
   She melted into the chair across from him and leaned over the table, presenting two of her assets for his inspection. Damn. It was taking a lot of concentration to keep his lips from turning that fake smile into a snarl.
 
   Go away, wolf, he thought to the creature in his brain.
 
   “What brings you out on such a hot day, Lathan?” Josie purred as she pushed a hand through her processed hair.
 
   “Oh, this and that,” he responded, letting his eyes roam the seating area. Staring was far too direct, regardless of how much he might want to lay his eyes on Grace.
 
   “How nice.” Josie sighed, drawing out the words with that put-on drawl she had. She’d always thought it was cute to sound more Southern than she was, but he didn’t find it all that charming. Besides, he could have said anything. She would have responded precisely the same way.
 
   “And you?” he asked, aware that he was visually circling closer to where Grace was sitting.
 
   “Oh, a little treat with all the girls. But I could be up for more, if you’re askin’. Much more, in fact.” She winked and pursed her lips at him.
 
   Oh, man. He definitely did not want to encourage that mess.
 
   “No,” he smiled as he said it, but his tone went flat, “no, I’m not ever going to bark up that tree again, darlin’.”
 
   He felt compelled to look at Grace right then, like he could somehow have her share the moment with him. When his eyes locked onto her, the whole world faded away. In his mind, it was just the two of them, and neither one of them could remember why the hell they were sitting so far apart. He saw himself get up and go over, like the strong, unhesitating, alpha wolf he usually was. He would lift her from the chair and slip those glasses off so he could finally gaze into her blue-green eyes again—
 
   “Never say never, Lathan. What you should be lookin’ for is sittin’ right in front of you, and gettin’ ready to walk away,” Josie said, her voice sharp as she followed his gaze.
 
   Smile still in place, he hinged forward. “How’s this, Josie-Marie? You can get on up and walk to China for all I care. I’m not impressed by what you’ve got to offer.”
 
   His wolf cowered at the screech her chair made when she threw it back, and Lathan felt guilty as he watched her clomp away. That guilt only lasted until Josie-Marie gave Grace a piece of her mind. He would absolutely never hurt a woman, but his wolf was quick to point out he would stand in Josie-Marie’s way if she tried to hurt his woman.
 
   He cursed at his wolf under his breath. That was a thought and a half. His woman? As far as Grace knew, he had never said a word to her. Ever. What was he thinking? That he was going to go over and pick things back up like old times? Sure. That was going to work out.
 
   The only good thing about his situation was that his wolf was cooperating. Even when Josie-Marie had gotten in Grace’s face, it was Lathan—the man—who had wanted to jump in. His wolf, while ready, willing, and even cheering him on, hadn’t made a move to break free.
 
   Progress, he thought bitterly. But in other news…
 
   Grace knew he was staring at her. Her movements had become slower and more aware, like a rabbit’s did when it knew his wolf was watching.
 
   Fate, he cursed. He hadn’t meant to make her feel uncomfortable. How could he be so bad at this? He was the head of his pack and had quickly proven his abilities in the R & B world, despite being one of the youngest leaders of their kind. Sure he worked hard, but he’d always managed to keep things moving smoothly like it was nothing. Effortless. Simple.
 
   Ha. Nothing about Grace Dawes had ever been simple.
 
   He couldn’t stop glancing her way. He was captivated by the gentle way her hair ruffled in the breeze, and the elegance with which she moved. What would it be like to walk over there with the confidence that she’d give him the time of day? She’d liked him before…hadn’t she?
 
   How the hell did that one small woman make him lose his mind? He was an alpha, dammit. Born stronger than strong. Why was it, then, that when it came to her he had such a problem keeping his emotional bullshit on lock?
 
   Her friend chose that exact moment to get up and walk his way, and he froze—was she coming over to get him?
 
   She cruised past like he wasn’t even there. Damn, of course it couldn’t be that easy. No, he was going to have to grow a pair and do it himself.
 
   Thirty feet away, that was all. Thirty feet to navigate before he could stand as close to her as he had the last time he’d seen her. Well, thirty feet and about thirty feats to keep his wolf in check, which was enough to make him want to lose his nerve.
 
   But Riley’s words came back to him: See if there’s really something still there. You’ve been messing up your mind with it for too long…
 
   That was a good plan—better to know right away. Was he still in love enough with Grace to risk inviting her into his world? Or was it time to let her go?
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Six
 
   Grace commanded herself not to fidget when she saw him stand up. He couldn’t be heading in her direction, and even if he was, there was no reason to preen. She didn’t care whether or not he came to talk to her.
 
   Yeah, right. Her pounding heart and heavy breathing would suggest otherwise—which was ridiculous. She didn’t have any personal interest in him. Yeah. Right.
 
   He was coming her way. She waited for him to veer off-course. She was certain he would stop at a different table or leave through the courtyard in the same direction those women had gone.
 
   But, nope.
 
   He stopped right in front of her, meaning she had to look someplace other than straight ahead or she’d be staring right at his—
 
   “Hey,” he said. His voice was deep and rich and drew her gaze straight up to his face; she had to look to make sure he was real.
 
   He had deep brown eyes set under dark, serious brows. His nose was a hair crooked, like it had been broken once or twice and God, if he didn’t stop looking at her she would never remember what came next in a polite conversation between consenting adults.
 
   He smiled a bit, his mouth turning up more on the right side than the left.
 
   “Shit.” She let the word tumble out of her mouth in a terrible, breathy way.
 
   Well, well. Wasn’t it the day of days for curse words.
 
   “Oh”—she sputtered, almost knocking over her water glass—“I’m sorry. I’m just—um—”
 
   Aaaaaand, pause for effect so he really knows you’re crazy, she thought.
 
   “Hi.”
 
   Cue laughter from him over that mortifying display of social incompetence.
 
   But he didn’t laugh. Instead, he breathed in deeply. The action caused his torso to stretch up, testing the thin fabric of his shirt. When he settled back into his frame, he slid his hands into his pockets—the mannerism was so familiar that it made her heart ache with wonder. He was so casual, and yet so totally mesmerizing—and he was obviously waiting for something…
 
   Grace needed to get her brain back on track. Seriously, she worked with suits who thought they were hot stuff every single day, and she could handle them better than the best. She could deal with one overwhelmingly attractive man who had been the focus of her dreams for years—and was now, apparently, a completely real person who had somehow lost his way and ended up at her table.
 
   She cleared her throat. “You’re Lathan Black, right? You’re welcome to sit if you’d like.”
 
   Was she interviewing him for a desk job? Also, how had her mouth rebelled against her brain like that? She wasn’t certain what she’d meant to say, but it hadn’t been that. She resisted the urge to bury her face in her napkin.
 
   He hesitated, seeming nonplussed by the invitation, but then he gathered himself and moved into Em’s vacated seat. “I have to admit, I’m uh—surprised that you remember me.”
 
   Grace flushed. “Oh. Well, to be honest, my friend told me who you were.”
 
   Did he look relieved?
 
   “Ah.” He paused like he wasn’t sure what to say. “I am Lathan Black. And you’re Grace Dawes. Your parents are my neighbors. I guess you are too, if you’re back to stay.”
 
   Did he remember her? Maybe they had met. Or maybe he’d heard the rumors of her return like Em had. Either way, she realized, this was a pleasantry. He likely thought it would be rude if he failed to acknowledge her presence, since her family occupied the land next to his. Mere pleasantries were good—less pressure if she knew he wasn’t interested in anything more than a friendly small-town chat.
 
   “No,” she said, relaxing a little, “No, I’m here to visit my parents.”
 
   “Ah,” he murmured again, eyes on her. Now he seemed disappointed; she could have sworn his smile had wavered. And what was the deal with him looking at her so intently? Finally, he added, “But they’re not here, are they?”
 
   It felt like they were the only people sitting there, even though they were surrounded by other cafe patrons.
 
   “No, uh—I guess not” she muttered, lowering her eyes.
 
   Well. This was awkward. She tried to think of something else to say, especially since her brain had compelled her mouth to invite him to sit down. She wasn’t about to get into the whole spiel about the mix-up with her parents not being around when they said they would be, though.
 
   “They seem to be gone a lot,” Lathan remarked. He ran a hand over his hair, and Grace swallowed as she dragged her eyes away from the muscles that rippled in his arm. “Mind if I ask why?”
 
   Where to start on that one, Grace wondered. Probably best to avoid telling him that she suspected her parents made their money illegally. She shrugged, daring another glance his way from behind her sunglasses. “Long story.” She sighed.
 
   “You haven’t been to visit them in a long time.”
 
   Grace frowned. “How did you know that?”
 
   He held his hands out, indicating around them. “Fairview,” he said.
 
   Ah, yes. Small-town gossip—each and every citizen had probably kept a running tally of the number of times she’d come back home. She’d made it easy on them: zero.
 
   “Part of that long story?” he prompted.
 
   “Yeah.” Grace gave a bitter chuckle.
 
   “So, if they’re not around, what are you doing with your time here?” he asked, taking a lighter tone.
 
   Grace meant to say, “Getting back on a plane tomorrow,” and then politely extract herself from the uncomfortable encounter. Instead, she leaned across the table and admitted, “I was kind of disappointed they weren’t here. I—I don’t know… I thought it might actually be time to reconnect.”
 
   Lathan sat up straight, eyes focused solely on her. “Really?”
 
   She clasped her hands in her lap, twisting her fingers together to keep them still. Why had she said that? It was true, but she didn’t normally admit that kind of thing to anyone. She didn’t like it when people knew she was vulnerable. Opening up to a stranger? That wasn’t something she did. It was just that he didn’t feel like a stranger at all…
 
   Lathan was waiting for her to speak.
 
   She laughed uneasily. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to…I can’t talk to you about this.”
 
   From inside her small purse, Grace’s phone rang the shrill tone she’d assigned to her parents. The sound always made her panic a little, which she’d felt was appropriate.
 
   She’d never been so grateful for a reason to run, and she jumped from her chair so quickly that her water glass went flying.
 
   “I should get this call,” she choked out as Lathan managed to snag the airborne glass before it hit the ground.
 
   “Whoa.” How had he done that so quickly? “Sorry—thanks—do you mind?” She held the phone up to indicate it, like the awful noise it was making wasn’t obvious enough.
 
   He smiled that small smile again. “I’ll be here.”
 
   “Oh, uh—” she floundered a little before coming up with, “Right.”
 
   She snagged her purse from the arm of the chair and slipped past Lathan, who appeared to be content to sit and wait at the table.
 
   “Mom?” she answered, finding that she was more flustered over the interruption of her conversation with Lathan than she had been over her parents not being around in the first place.
 
   “Gracie—oh—crshchsh—please—crshchsh—”
 
   Grace ripped the phone away from her ear, frowning against the horrible static on the other end. She looked back at Lathan, who had turned in his chair to look over his shoulder at her.
 
   “Mom, I can’t hear you,” she said, moving the phone closer again as she paced farther away from the building.
 
   “Crshchsh—get—to—dees—crshchsh—”
 
   “Okay, I can’t hear you. Can you—”
 
   “Don’t hang up—crshchsh—get—crshchsh—Diesel—”
 
   “What? Diesel?” Grace repeated, brow furrowed as she tried to make sense of the words.
 
   “DIESEL—crshchsh—bla—help!”
 
   Grace’s blood pressure started to rise—something was wrong. She couldn’t recall a single time in her life when her mother had sounded scared, but the few words that were cutting through the static made it sound like her mom was in a full-on panic.
 
   “Fairview—crshchsh—Diesel—get—to—crshchsh—safe!” her mom cried.
 
   The static cut out abruptly and the call ended.
 
   Grace looked at the phone in her hand, trying to decide what to do before she spun on her heel to find Em.
 
   Instead, she ran right into Lathan.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Seven
 
   Lathan was at war with himself. Half of him was ready to put Grace back under the care of a Protector and book her a return flight to wherever the hell she belonged. The other half was still working on that fantasy of hauling her into his arms. Only now, he was well beyond looking into her eyes and all about capturing her lips with a kiss.
 
   He didn’t get a chance to choose.
 
   He smiled as Grace bolted away from the table. Sure, he realized that she was running from him and, yeah, he was going to have to work on that part. But he had his answer. Nothing had changed for him in the fifteen years they’d been apart—except for the fact that his feelings for her had been instantly reawakened. He wasn’t entirely surprised to find that those feelings had deepened significantly while they’d been left untended.
 
   She was perfect in every way, and in the time she’d been gone, she had blossomed into a beautiful, intelligent woman. He loved how human she was. She didn’t have the ultra-fast reflexes or the cocky wolf demeanor he carried, and he liked her all the more for it. Plus, his wolf couldn’t have been more pleased, because she was definitely into him, even if she didn’t remember who he was…
 
   He turned to check her out over his shoulder, admiring the fact that she didn’t have a clue how amazing she was. But the look on her face took him to the edge of his seat, and then she uttered words that made him leap up.
 
   “What? Diesel?”
 
   He shoved his way out of the seating area, not caring who got an elbow to the back of the head or a hip to their chair.
 
   He was reaching for her when she whirled around, and before he could slow her down, she plowed straight into him.
 
   Instantly, she was all arms, thrashing around to shove past whatever was in her way. Which happened to be him—he’d have chuckled if she didn’t look so distressed.
 
   “Grace?!” her friend called from behind them.
 
   Grace seemed to snap out of it for long enough to come to grips with her surroundings, then she rushed past Lathan to the woman’s side.
 
   “Em, we have to go,” she said, latching on to her friend’s arm.
 
   “What?” Emmeline looked back and forth between Grace and Lathan, then narrowed her eyes. “What happened?” she asked Grace.
 
   Lathan had to give her credit—that death-glare she’d thrown his way told him that she would fight him herself if he’d done something to harm Grace. And, unlike Grace, her friend was definitely cocky enough to think she’d win.
 
   Maybe Grace didn’t need a Protector after all.
 
   “My mom—she called. Something’s wrong. Really wrong.” She began pulling the woman along with her.
 
   “What about the box?” The woman seemed confused as she helplessly held out a take-out container with her free hand.
 
   “The box? Emmeline, seriously! We need to go. Right now!” Grace was getting frantic.
 
   Lathan cleared his throat. “I think I can help.”
 
   Grace’s turned to him in surprise, like she’d totally forgotten he was there.
 
   Ouch.
 
   “What? No, I’m sorry. It’s nothing for you to worry about,” she said with a sharp shake of her head.
 
   Was she attempting to dismiss him?
 
   “No, I overheard—”
 
   “It was kind of you to speak with me, since you’re my parents’ neighbor and all,” Grace said, guiding her friend past him, “but I’ve got it under control. Thanks.”
 
   “Yeah, but—”
 
   “Really. Thank you. It’s none of your concern,” she said, now calling back over her shoulder as she rushed away.
 
   She was attempting to dismiss him, he realized.
 
   Well. That was new. A woman who didn’t chase him—and didn’t want him to chase her.
 
   His feet took over, and he found that he was jogging in her direction.
 
   “Actually, I think it might be.”
 
   “What?!” She looked back at him like he was crazy.
 
   Hell, maybe he was. She was trying to run away, and he was chasing her like a stalker. But still—
 
   “My concern. I think it might be. I can help.”
 
   Grace scoffed.
 
   Scoffed.
 
   He’d never felt more put in his place. He wanted to sit right down in the parking lot and wait like a good dog.
 
   “I don’t need a hero,” she said, sounding exasperated. “I need to call the cops.”
 
   “No!” Lathan felt his own rush of panic at her words. That was the last thing anyone needed. The fact that her mom had mentioned Diesel meant they had an R & B problem on their hands. Lathan was pretty certain that was a last ditch effort to keep Grace safe since her parents knew she was supposed to be in Fairview.
 
   Grace didn’t know the connection between her parents and his world. But he did, and he had a responsibility to prevent her from doing anything that would get human law enforcement involved.
 
   “Yes,” Grace retorted. “Em—”
 
   She was getting in the car, but he had to stop her.
 
   “No,” he said more firmly, catching the edge of the car door she was trying to slam shut, “you can’t do that.”
 
   “You’re hearing this right?” Grace cried to her friend, bordering on hardcore freak-out mode. “Em, start the car. We’ve got to—”
 
   “You said Diesel,” Lathan interrupted. “I know a Diesel.”
 
   “Diesel could be anything—” Grace started, trying to pull the door again.
 
   “Yeah, not in this case.” Lathan opened the door all the way and planted himself against it, so she couldn’t reach it from where she sat—unless she was willing to go through him.
 
   Her friend was out of her seat and marching around the back of the car like she was going to pry him from the door with her bare hands.
 
   “Not your business,” he said to the brunette.
 
   “Excuse me?” She was gearing up for a full-on finger-in-the-face chewing out, but he didn’t care.
 
   If Grace’s parents were in deep enough to call Grace and speak Diesel’s name, there wasn’t any time to waste.
 
   “The Diesel you’re looking for,” he said pointedly, “is my brother.”
 
   “That’s great,” Grace finally said. “But…”
 
   His words clicked, though Grace either didn’t understand or didn’t believe him. She looked to her friend, and Lathan could tell they were communicating more with their expressions than with any words they were willing to speak in front of him.
 
   The other woman gave him a sidelong glance. “Give us a second.”
 
   She didn’t wait for him to extend them that courtesy. She pushed past him and caught Grace’s hand, pulling her from the car.
 
   “Em!” Grace protested, but she went along willingly.
 
   She trusted her friend, and it left Lathan wishing she trusted him.
 
   He watched them step off about ten feet away, but even with their voices hushed, he could hear every word like they were standing right next to him. Ahh, the joys of enhanced hearing—he had his wolf nature to thank for that.
 
   “The cops, Grace?” Emmeline asked.
 
   “Well, that’s what we have to do, right?” Grace rubbed her arms in a way that made Lathan ache—she had done that the night he’d sent her away.
 
   “What about your parents? If they’re into the kinds of illegal things you’ve wondered about—”
 
   “Oh, no.” Grace’s shoulders fell. “I didn’t even think…” She paused and looked back in Lathan’s direction, lowering her voice even more. “But if they’re in trouble, I can’t waste time going along with some guess that Lathan’s brother is somehow connected to that phone call.”
 
   “His name is Diesel.” Emmeline pointed out.
 
   “But how well do you know him?  How well do you know any of them? You said I had a crush on him.” She indicated Lathan’s direction and he struggled to keep his grin in check. “But I don’t remember it. And why the hell would my parents ask for his brother? Is his brother a cop? What if he’s not a cop—what if he’s some sort of criminal or something? There’s no telling what this could turn into.”
 
   Her friend didn’t respond right away, and from the look on her face, Lathan was certain she was going to agree with Grace. He was already trying to come up with a new tactic to keep them from going to the cops when Emmeline spoke up.
 
   “I know how much you value the rules and how important it is to you that things get handled in the right way, Grace,” she said, sounding tentative, “but I honestly think if your mom wanted you to get this guy’s help, you need to look into it before you go to the police. There could be a very good reason to avoid getting the cops involved.”
 
   Emmeline glanced Lathan’s way. “Why don’t we split the difference? You tell him everything your mom told you, and then you come stay with me. Let him take the information back to his brother. We’ll give them a cut-off time—like they have to get back with us about something by the end of the night, or we’re going to the police.”
 
   Grace kept rubbing at her arms, and Lathan held his breath, hoping she’d agree to her friend’s terms. They were good terms, ones that would give Diesel a solid chunk of time to produce results, which Lathan had no doubt his brother could do.
 
   “How does that sound?” Her friend prompted.
 
   “Crazy.” Grace sighed. “But you’re right—it is what she asked for. Besides, if this is what they want, the outcome is on them. Not me.”
 
   “That’s the spirit,” her friend responded, not sounding at all enthusiastic about Grace’s rationale.
 
   Lathan let his muscles relax and prepared himself to pretend that he hadn’t already heard the entire plan.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Eight
 
   Fairview was a city with multiple personalities. A rampant bout of gentrification had caused everything Grace remembered to shift slightly. The buildings and parks were all still in the same locations, and while they looked fresher and newer they also appeared somehow less like they belonged there.
 
   After the mess at the restaurant, Em had willingly delivered her to the airport hotel, where Grace had collected her things from the porter and cancelled her stay. Then Em had driven her back to her parents’ house to pick up the rental car. She’d given Grace strict instructions to tail her back to her place, and Grace found she was too overwhelmed to argue.
 
   By the time she was finally following Em through downtown proper, the sun had set and evening was in full swing. She guided the rental car under string after string of white bulb lights that zigged and zagged the trees lining either side of the street. Em turned her convertible in at an underground garage and paused next to a little booth to talk to the attendant. She pointed back at Grace’s car, and the attendant smiled and nodded. Then Em pulled up slowly and Grace got her turn.
 
   “We’re happy to have you visiting, Miss Dawes.” The man smiled, his eyes crinkling behind the lightly tinted lenses of his glasses. “Please hang this tag on your rearview mirror while you’re parking here.”
 
   Grace took the tag and trailed Em through the garage to a pair of spots by an elevator access door. Em was at the trunk before Grace could even put the car in park, and it occurred to Grace that her friend was more uptight about the situation than she was letting on. Em rarely rushed to do anything, which made her current anxiousness a clear indicator of her concern.
 
   Once they were in the elevator, though, Em seemed more like herself. Grace wasn’t sure she was thrilled with either option.
 
   “I’m not a violent person, but if you keep grinning like that I’m going to snatch the smile right off your face,” Grace growled under her breath.
 
   Em’s eyebrows popped, but she made an effort to give her expression a decent sobering up. “I just knew he’d come talk to you, that’s all. And sure, things got all sorts of weird, but he did get your number out of it.”
 
   “Because you gave it to him.” Grace pointed out, rolling her suitcase off the elevator behind her. “And I’m not exactly in the mood to celebrate any of the above”.
 
   They’d made their way to the top floor of the six-story building that housed Em’s apartment, and Emmeline was already out of her heels, padding barefoot down the distressed wood hallway.
 
   “Why do you bother with those crazy shoes if you don’t even actually wear them half the time?” Grace slowed as Em came to a stop in front of a bright blue door.
 
   “It’s all about the look, girl,” Em purred. “The boys will do practically anything for me when I wear my heels and swish my hips. Plus, it puts me eye to eye with them. That’s power.” She grinned back over her shoulder as she turned a key in the lock and pushed the door open. “Welcome home.”
 
   Grace stepped inside and found herself in a place that was absolutely Emmeline. The industrial-meets-modern interior was completely done up with sleek furniture, fluffy throw blankets, and expensive floor cushions. Black and white photographs adorned every wall. It was the kind of place her few New York acquaintances would have drooled over.
 
   “Em, this is gorgeous!” Grace turned around in circles to look everything over.
 
   “Thanks. I like it.” Em smiled proudly as she continued on to the kitchen area.
 
   A moment later, Grace heard the cork pop on the wine and the pleasant glug glug of the rich, dark liquid sloshing into glasses.
 
   “I feel so far away from my parents’ place. Gosh, you wouldn’t even know they’re only a few miles apart,” Grace murmured, going to look out the window. Down on Main Street, people were all over the place taking advantage of the warm spring night. She accepted a glass of wine from Emmeline and sat on the broad bench of a windowsill, looking back into the apartment.
 
   “Oh! You still have your piano!”
 
   Em chuckled. “Yeah, one of the only things Aunt Evie kept from my parents’ place. She forced it on me when I moved out on my own. I play it every now and then. Not as much as I used to, obviously.” She sighed and ran her finger across the top, holding out the dusty tip for Grace’s inspection.
 
   Em’s aunt had kept her in lessons throughout her life. Grace remembered Em lamenting it early on in letters to her, but also recalled that she had grown to love it. She briefly wondered why Em had stopped, but Em smiled. “Now, now. No need to go all serious on me.”
 
   Grace looked up in question.
 
   “Your face gets so sad whenever family stuff comes up. I’m here to take you a little bit out of all that, you know. Come on, what do you say we order some junk food from a couple of places down the street? It’s such a nice night. We can walk down and pick dinner up? The restaurants around here love me, because I eat so much and I always tip so well,” she sang as a way of convincing.
 
   Grace looked down at her stomach, trying to get a response from it. It rarely bothered to growl anymore, as she had too often ignored it in favor of getting one last thing done at work.
 
   She shrugged. “May as well.”
 
   Em jumped to the ready, opening a drawer in the kitchen and throwing a spread of menus out across the countertop. “Good! You pick—I need my pajamas.”
 
   “Pajamas?” Grace laughed.
 
   “Hell yes, pajamas. This is my home time.” Em winked and disappeared down the short, wide hallway, flipping on lights in rooms Grace hadn’t yet seen.
 
   The menus ranged the entire gamut of food selections. Sushi, burgers, Indian, Italian, Jamaican. Grace hardly knew where to start. Em had made little notes and stars and circles in each one—marking the things she liked best, indicators for what specials were available when. The woman certainly didn’t skimp when it came to her love of food.
 
   In the end, Grace closed her eyes and pointed to three menus, coming up with an artisanal pizza, a sushi roll, and an appetizer sampler from a burger joint. She shrugged, because food was food to her, and that all sounded fine.
 
   Emmeline announced her return with a noisy, “You have to look at this t-shirt.” She was fishing around in her enormous purse again.
 
   Grace let her jaw drop. “I know you do not still have a shirt from camp. That thing must be almost twenty years old!”
 
   “That was one of the best summers of my life!” Em explained. “Besides, I keep all my t-shirts. It’s an obsession. Thank God this one was enormous when I was a kid…” She picked at the frayed hem.
 
   “T-shirts and power heels.” Grace laughed. “I could take a lesson from you, I guess. You seem so happy.”
 
   “You could stay, you know,” Em said softly. “I mean, you know…for good.”
 
   Grace shook her head.
 
   “Okay, I’m not going to piss you off about it. But you could, that’s all.”
 
   “Maybe I should have kept the hotel room.” Grace frowned, feeling the urge to run away rising in her throat. Whenever people tried to get close to her, or said nice things that made her wish for a different life, she preferred to take off. It was a hazard of the way her parents had tossed her out when she was younger, she knew, but that didn’t change her mind. “I don’t want to interfere with your work schedule or anything.”
 
   “Pfft.” Em blew out a flutter. “Do you honestly think that will work on me? I can call your bullshit from a mile away. You don’t get to ditch me that easily.” She gave Grace her best not gonna happen face. “Besides, I run my own business, remember? I work when I want; now, that’s the life.”
 
   Em had gone a completely different path than Grace had, which was hardly a surprise. The artsy, hippie in her had never been cut out for a four-year college or a nine-to-five job. She’d put herself through a graphic design intensive, then strolled right out and gotten a whole herd of clients. Probably in some of those power heels, Grace thought. She had occasionally sent Grace links to her work, and it was truly impressive what the woman could do with a computer. There was no question why things had gone so well for her on the business front. She was obviously talented and had always been savvy. She was a total package.
 
   “Which basically means you still sleep till noon?” Grace teased.
 
   “Perks of the job, sweetie.” Em laughed. She turned her back to Grace, looking at the first menu as she dialed the number into her phone.
 
   Grace went for the fridge, thinking they both already needed a top-off on their wine—especially if Em wasn’t going to let her leave. When she opened the fridge door, she found a delightful surprise.
 
   “You still eat birthday cake all year long?” Grace called.
 
   Em cocked her hip and planted a hand on it, all playful attitude. “Okay, number one: it’s always somebody’s birthday. I don’t need to know them to celebrate on their behalf. And number two: yes, because it’s delicious and I’m a grown-ass woman who can do whatever she wants.” She put the phone up to her ear, and Grace smiled to herself.
 
   She had missed being around Em. Emails and the rare occasions when their schedules connected to allow for phone or video calls weren’t the same. She couldn’t feel Em’s energy across the long distance of their relationship, but at least they’d managed to keep in touch.
 
   Grace thought of her parents and what kind of danger they might be in. She wanted to tell herself it didn’t matter to her. If they had sent her away, why should she be concerned about what happened to them? No love lost, right? Only…she was desperately worried, and suddenly convinced that she’d made the wrong choice giving Lathan time to contact his brother on her behalf. What if something terrible happened to them, and they never got a chance to reconnect the way they’d planned?
 
   Fuck.
 
   Em’s head shot up. “Yeah?”
 
   Grace hadn’t realized she’d said it out loud. But she decided, right then and there, that she didn’t care about watching her mouth anymore. There was only so much she could do to hold herself together, and the bad words seemed to help. She angrily wiped a tear from under her eye before more could follow its example. “Yeah.”
 
   Em nodded in agreement. “Yeah.” She turned her attention back to her phone.
 
   Grace crossed the room in search of her purse. She supposed she should at least check her own phone to make sure work wasn’t crumbling to the ground without her. She stopped as she passed the windows in the long brick wall and frowned out at the dark sky. Something was out there—watching. She could feel it.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Nine
 
   Lathan watched the black convertible tear out of the parking lot and tried to get control of his emotions. Letting Emmeline take Grace away was bullshit, but he hadn’t seen any other workable options. There was no way he could’ve convinced Grace to stay with him, and sending her off with someone else gave him the time he needed to arrange things with Diesel.
 
   Speaking of which…
 
   Diesel always picked up on the first or second ring. Years of being on call for UNITY had ground that practice into him.
 
   “Yeah?” Diesel answered.
 
   “We’ve got a problem,” Lathan said, heading back to his car.
 
   “I heard,” Diesel replied.
 
   “News travels fast. Who’s your source?”
 
   “Ren.” Diesel responded in a tight voice—he already knew Lathan was going to have something to say about that. “He said they’ve gotten things under control and Grace’s parents are safe. I’ve already got a call in to Her Royal Fucking Highness. I should never have retired. I hate being out of the Fate-forsaken loop.”
 
   “Shit.” Lathan set his jaw. “Fucking Ren,” he added for good measure.
 
   “Don’t be too pissed at him. He’s the one who saved the day.”
 
   “Because he wasn’t around to keep Grace safe,” Lathan spat.
 
   “He can answer to that, I’m sure. There’s more news. I’ll share it with you later.” He hesitated, which was unusual for Diesel. “When you get home, you might want to take a run. Things are going to get serious.”
 
   “Noted.”
 
   “Where’s Grace now?” Diesel asked, the hard edge returning to his voice.
 
   “With that friend of hers, Emmeline Lawrence.” Lathan sighed, again thinking how much it sucked that he wasn’t the one protecting her. “That Lawrence woman is a she-beast.”
 
   Diesel coughed a dry, grunt-like laugh. “Noted.” He echoed Lathan.
 
   “It would make me feel better if we had a detail on them while I’m zoned out. Can you get Riley and Thorne on it?”
 
   “One step ahead of you there. We’ve got what we need to make it happen.” Diesel was always at the ready. “Be safe coming home. We’ll see you soon.”
 
    
 
   Lathan gave the steering wheel an earful all the way back to the house. He explained to it everything that had gone wrong at that cursed cafe. When he reached the driveway, the steering wheel was so worn out from hearing him gripe that he almost didn’t get it to cooperate as he guided the car down the gravel path—or maybe that was his hands. Why were they shaking so much?
 
   He put the car in park and swore one or two or twenty times for good measure before he opened the door. Diesel had been right—his wolf was demanding some control. He hated to waste the time, but it was going to mean bad news later if he didn’t let the change happen. He ditched the casual clothes he’d picked out so carefully—an idea that now seemed completely ridiculous—and let the late afternoon sun beat down on his naked back.
 
   “Lathan’s back.” Thorne passed through the open doorway with his arm elbow-deep in an enormous bag of chips. “Fueling up before we go on guard duty for your mate,” he explained.
 
   “You know what to do?” Lathan realized he hadn’t eaten yet when his stomach growled out a wish for chips of its own.
 
   “We’ve got it under control.” Thorne handed the chips over. “Good thing you’ve had us keeping tabs on the locals.”
 
   Lathan nodded his thanks and dug into the greasy goodness. “I just need a little time to get a shift out of my system.”
 
   “Good idea.” Riley was hustling down the front steps, toting an over-stuffed black tactical bag. He tossed it in the trunk of his Mustang before peering over at the chips in Lathan’s hand. “Dammit, Thorne. Those were supposed to be field rations, you know.”
 
   Thorne cocked his head at the trunk. “Like that bag you brought out isn’t full of snacks?”
 
   “Yeah, but that was the only bag we had left of the cheddar ones,” Riley lamented.
 
   “I’m not giving them back,” Lathan said, still crunching. “How much food do you need for a few hours, anyway?”.
 
   “You can never tell. Whatever, man. We’ll starve to death while we creep on your female.” Riley sighed dramatically.
 
   Lathan tipped his head back to empty the chip bag, then crumpled it in his hand.
 
   “I’ll take it,” Riley offered. “I’ve still got to get the gear Diesel’s packing.”
 
   “Don’t let him put all that rope in there this time,” Thorne grumbled. “He’s always on about the fucking rope.”
 
   “Thanks, guys,” Lathan said over his shoulder as he stepped off the driveway and onto the soft grass.
 
   Closing his eyes, he gave his wolf time to approach. On days when he maintained total human control for so long, the creature got a little lazy. It hibernated in the back of his brain, only popping its head up to offer input when absolutely necessary—like that possessive, protective feeling he had always gotten around Grace. Shut it, he told his mind, not needing any more reminders of the earlier encounter.
 
   At that thought, though, his wolf emerged. It was just in time, too; Lathan needed a break. The symbiotic relationship between his human nature and his wolf nature was something he valued as an adult, especially as an alpha. Sometimes the weight of the world could be lifted by letting his wolf take over.
 
   He bowed his head and relished the sensation as the warmth spread over his body, filling him with light. Skin and bone and hair morphed and shifted as he went to all fours. When he brought his head back up, he was looking at the world through the eyes of his wolf.
 
   He embraced the exchange.
 
   Thanks to his years of rigorous training, the transition was pretty damn bearable these days. That hadn’t been the case when he’d been a younger wolf. When he had first imprinted on Grace, the change had been violently painful and his immature wolf had been prone to aggression and disobedience. That was one of the reasons he’d wanted her gone. His changes had grown increasingly worse until they had become completely unpredictable and terrifyingly uncontrollable.
 
   It wasn’t unusual that his wolf would want to come out in the presence of his mate—that was instinct. Wolves were normally deeply respectful and loving toward their mates, but his particular wolf frightened him—he worried that his wolf wouldn’t understand Grace’s importance. If the creature harmed her, he would never have been able to forgive himself.
 
   Only those closest to him had his wolf’s respect, and that had been hard-earned.
 
   Lathan despised hearing stories from other shifters of the way they’d come to be with their mates. Tales of casual approach that ended happily. Wolves curling up under the stars, resting their heads in their mates’ laps. Winning peace and contentment in knowing they had found the one. Claiming proposals and mating ceremonies—and their mates’ first changes.
 
   All the things he never allowed himself to dream about.
 
   Not that it was the kind of sentimental thing an alpha was supposed to be into—but Lathan didn’t care. In the brief time he’d been able to spend with Grace, he’d felt certain that she was going to change his life. He’d held on to that belief for all these years, even in the moments when he had prayed to Fate that she would never cross his path again.
 
   Enough, he reminded his brain.
 
   He tried to shut down and let the wolf do its thing as he looked out across the expanse of land that surrounded him. He stood proud and surveyed the buildings that his family had raised and maintained for many years. The crowning glory was the main house he and his brothers had restored, remodeled, and resized to fit them all; it was a giant leap up from the bunkhouse around back they’d shared as kids. There were other buildings, too—the ones he couldn’t see from this vantage: the smaller cabins around the lake that they were working on one by one.
 
   His wolf snorted, hunched into his strong muscles, and launched into a blazing run. Lathan stopped thinking and let the movement take him over.
 
   On four legs, he easily tore up the distance across their land. He raced through the open field, zigging around this path, zagging over the next. He scented a rabbit and followed its trail, but stopped before that got too intense. His wolf thought rabbit shit made great cologne, but he thought his wolf was an idiot for that one.
 
   He ran until his lungs burned and his legs ached and his heart raced. Then he circled back around to the lake and collapsed on his side, sprawling in the tall, soft grass. He listened to the gentle lapping of the water as the fish and frogs and water bugs moved nearby, while he flicked his tail lazily at a grasshopper.
 
   For the time being, life was easy. His wolf spirit encouraged him to shut down the human element of his brain completely, and he accepted the offer. He closed his eyes and dozed off in the shining sun.
 
   As he slept, he dreamed of running through a moonlit field with another black wolf. She was sleek and wild and he was overwhelmed as he watched her leap and chase. Every time she leapt, fire erupted from the ground and became fireflies as it spread out over the sky. The more they appeared, the more she bounded, thrilling at the number of them. His wolf went to hers and romped with her among the twinkling lights. They played until they tired, and then they lay down in the cool grass, curling around each other until no one could tell them apart.
 
    
 
   Lathan woke with a start, still in wolf form. Night had fallen and as he stretched, there was only one thought on his mind.
 
   He needed to get to Grace right away.
 
   Something in the atmosphere had changed. He sniffed at the air. There was nothing unusual in the scent, and he didn’t see or hear anything out of the ordinary. No, this was the kind of change you felt in your gut. Fate was telling him something and he was smart enough to listen. He gave his muscles one last shake, then began the quick trip back to the house.
 
   A tackle from the left side took him completely by surprise. He jumped up, landing in a defensive position with teeth bared and saliva dripping. His recovery had been faster than that of the creature who had plowed into him, but his instincts returned more slowly.
 
   “Dammit, Lathan.” Diesel’s voice came from a tangle of tall weeds several yards ahead.
 
   Lathan’s wolf stepped back, breathing heavily as he sent a message to Lathan that it was time to take back the reins. He shifted and crossed the grass, even as his body remolded, to reach a hand down and help Diesel up.
 
   The male was still rubbing his neck as he stretched upright.
 
   “Sorry for the sneak attack.” He cursed, rolling his left arm forward and back in its socket. “But I’ve been trying to get you moving for an hour. Every time I got close, your wolf went insane.”
 
   A shiver ran down Lathan’s spine. “What?”
 
   “Yeah, it was like you weren’t even in there anymore. I’ve never seen you like that—even at your worst.”
 
   Lathan tried to think back. He didn’t recall any interruptions during his nap—he didn’t remember anything from the time he’d shifted at the house to now, though.
 
   “Fuck,” he whispered, shaking his head. “Are you kidding me?”
 
   “Am I ever kidding anyone?” Diesel’s reply was as dry as always.
 
   Point taken.
 
   Diesel was an excellent Second wolf. He was fiercely loyal, unflinchingly strong, and had a seriousness that allowed him to lead easily when he needed to step in for Lathan. The younger wolves listened to him and obeyed in ways most Seconds would find hard to accomplish.
 
   “We’ve got an appointment with the Magistrate first thing in the morning,” Diesel said, crossing his arms as he did when he was in business mode—which was all of the time.
 
   Lathan looked his way as they started to cross the field in human form. Since their wolves couldn’t speak, and it seemed like a conversation was happening whether Lathan wanted it or not, this was the way it had to be. Diesel’s eyes were straight ahead, trained on the main house.
 
   On a regular night, rooms on both floors would have been lit. Thorne, done with work for the day, would have retreated upstairs to the room he had turned into his studio. He was always up there painting or sketching or who the hell knew what. The fact was, nothing he did ever left that room. The sketches and designs he drew at his drafting table downstairs? They all got to see those. But the only glimpses they got of his masterpieces upstairs were ones they caught if they had to go in to speak with him, and he typically covered those up before he allowed them entry.
 
   Lathan didn’t have much of an eye for that kind of art, but the slivers of things he’d seen there always evoked something in him—something a little sad.
 
   Riley, on the other hand, would be downstairs in the game room. His game room, really, since none of the rest of them got into video games like he did. When there wasn’t something important going on in the evenings, he retired to that room, threw on a bright orange headset, and shouted wildly to other players around the world as he clicked and tapped his way through his current game of choice.
 
   “The Magistrate.” Lathan set his jaw as he considered how the meeting would go. Known more intimately to those close to her as Thalia Wells, the Magistrate was the grand matriarch of the wolf race—their veritable queen of queens. She was also their family’s closest friend and ally, and had been since long before Lathan or any of his siblings had walked the face of the planet.
 
   She would have answers about Grace’s family—Thalia had eyes and ears everywhere. She also just so happened to be the direct link between Fate and the wolf race.
 
   “She’ll want to speak with you about Grace,” Diesel said. He didn’t ask, because there was no question, and he wasn’t prying; he merely wanted to be up to speed on how Lathan planned to manage that topic of conversation.
 
   “No surprise.” Lathan shrugged, not sure yet how he was going to manage it. “I’ll have some questions of my own for her, though. Starting with what the hell happened to Grace’s parents. There hasn’t been any disquiet recently among the Races and Breeds. Why would a couple of scientists be on anyone’s radar?”
 
   He realized it could have been far less sinister than that—they spent their days in labs all over the place. Maybe there had been something minor, like a chemical spill.
 
   Right, because they would have needed his brother’s help with a mop?
 
   “I might have some insight,” Diesel said gravely, his words stopping Lathan right where he stood.
 
   “I caught a vampire’s scent on the Dawes land while I was on guard this afternoon.”
 
   Lathan cursed. “So that was the big news?”
 
   “Would have been bigger, if your woman was going to be headed back there to stay.” Diesel shrugged.
 
   Damn, Lathan wished his pack would stop referring to Grace as his anything. Truth was, she wasn’t, and likely never would be.
 
   “Want to take a stab at why a vampire would have a sudden interest in them?” Diesel asked pointedly.
 
   Lathan cursed again. “Money for intel.”
 
   Diesel’s eyebrows popped in agreement as he gazed across the dark land. “The members of the R & B know them, of course. All the work they’ve done to produce medicines and enhancers hasn’t gone unnoticed. But they’re not the only scientists we’ve got. I’m not sure what would make them so important.”
 
   “Besides their connection to me?”
 
   Diesel nodded, as if to say, “Obviously.”
 
   Lathan let his head fall back, wanting to curse again, but feeling like he’d already used up the best words he knew. “Grace has no clue about her parents, that’s clear. Aveleiyn did a clean job of removing the memories. What about UNITY? Were there any special projects while you were in that they could be working on now? Maybe something classified?”
 
   Diesel’s eyes narrowed, his jaw clenched, and then he said a few bad words Lathan noted for future use. His brother turned to look at him for a moment. His expression was unreadable—Diesel would have been one hell of a poker player. But Lathan thought he caught a flash of something on Diesel’s face. Was it guilt?
 
   They had reached the driveway, where Lathan could plainly see the pile of clothes he had left was long gone.
 
   “Riley put them inside before he took off,” Diesel explained, following Lathan’s gaze.
 
   Ah, yes, the mother hen. Riley was all male, all the time, but he took pride in caring for the pack. It was a role he and Reegan, his twin, shared when she was around. When their only sister was gone, as she had been for too long, Riley flourished in that capacity on his own.
 
   They headed up the front walkway together, over Lathan’s long-forgotten stone repair project and into the open living room, so expansive that they had nicknamed it the great hall.
 
   “We’re going to need that meeting with the Magistrate,” Diesel muttered. “Let’s make contact with Grace and give her the report.”
 
   “Get ahold of Riley and Thorne. Let them know we’ll take over,” Lathan said. “I’ve got to get my eyes on her again. You and I will take the night watch.”
 
   “You don’t want to call her first?” Diesel offered.
 
   Lathan grabbed his folded clothes from the end table and began yanking them on. “I don’t need to. I’ll know where to find her.”
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Ten
 
   Grace sighed and shifted the small takeout box to her other hand. A quick glance through the window of the pizza place showed her that Em was still flirting with the shaggy-haired guy at the counter. Grace had to wonder if he was Em’s type or if she was working an angle for free breadsticks.
 
   People moved up and down the sidewalk, chatting and laughing, and it seemed so quaint that Grace heard Em’s words again. “You could stay.”
 
   She huffed out a breath and turned to lean her shoulder against the brick exterior of the restaurant. She was giving Em two more minutes before she marched in there and—
 
   Lathan Black was sauntering down the sidewalk looking all kinds of self-assured and imposing. There was a man whose appearance was almost equally as commanding tramping shoulder-to-shoulder in unison with Lathan.
 
   Grace’s breath caught and her heart gave an unwarranted leap. She cursed her traitorous feelings as she discovered she was simultaneously desperate for him to notice her and looking for somewhere to run.
 
   When his eyes fell on her, though, she knew it was too late.
 
   “Grace,” Lathan said as he and the man slowed to a stop before her.
 
   Lathan froze, his eyes locked on her face. His mouth was slightly open like he had been prepared to say something else, and she urgently wished she had a mirror, because she was getting the feeling there might be something on her face. She turned to glance at Em again, surreptitiously swiping the back of her hand across her forehead to remove whatever offending mark Lathan’s eyes had been dazed by.
 
   The other man cleared his throat, drawing their attention his way as he crossed his arms.
 
   Damn, he was one big, serious, and kinda scary dude.
 
   “Sorry.” Lathan laughed nervously. “Grace, this is my brother, Diesel. Diesel, Grace Dawes.”
 
   The brothers part was obvious. Diesel’s face was a few years older and far more serious, and his hair was silver-blond—so light it was almost white. Beyond that? The resemblance was impossible to miss.
 
   “Diesel?” Grace asked. She couldn’t help herself, it was such an unusual name.
 
   The man nodded once. “Pleasure,” he said, though he sounded more formal than pleased. He turned to Lathan. “I’ll place an order. You two can talk.”
 
   Lathan looked surprised and his eyes flew up and around the lighted awning before he responded. “Right. Thanks.”
 
   Diesel left them alone.
 
   Grace knew she was blushing, and it made her furious with herself.
 
   “Looks like we’re both waiting,” Lathan said, his voice coming from much nearer than Grace had realized he was standing. Wait…had he moved closer? Before she could consider that, he pulled a couple of chairs out at one of the small outdoor tables. “Care to join me?”
 
   Grace swallowed, feeling like her heart was lodged in her throat. She had the strangest sense as she looked down at the chair he was offering.
 
   “Are you following me?” she asked, not able to meet his gaze.
 
   He didn’t respond, so she continued to babble at him. “It was just—in the apartment, I felt like someone was watching me, and now you’re here…” She let the words trail off.
 
   “You requested an update”—he spoke up at last—“About your parents.”
 
   She let her eyes flip up to his, defiance in her tone. “That’s not an answer,” she pointed out.
 
   He crossed his arms without reply, directing his gaze to the chair in front of her, as if he were willing her to sit.
 
   Before she could make her mind up to take any other course of action, her body moved forward and plopped unceremoniously down in the seat. It was like he had some kind of power over her, and all she could do was exactly what he wanted.
 
   What the hell?
 
   He took the chair across from her, a small, but satisfied, smile on his face. How could a facial expression be so infuriating and attractive at the same time?
 
   “Should I be afraid of you?” she asked, leaning towards him so only he would hear her.
 
   His eyebrows sloped in on each other. “Are you?”
 
   “What about my parents?” She changed the subject abruptly, taking her own turn at not providing answers.
 
   He laughed out loud, and a shiver of tingles ran up and down her spine at the pleasing sound.
 
   He grew serious as the laughter quieted. “I’m told they’re safe, and I trust my sources. We have a meeting in the morning with someone who should be able to give us more intel.”
 
   He was sitting tall in his chair, eyes focused on her.
 
   “Good,” she said, “I want to be there.”
 
   He frowned and tucked his chin down, looking at her from under his brows. She didn’t love the inspection.
 
   “That’s not going to happen,” he said firmly.
 
   She scoffed at him. “I told you earlier, I don’t need a hero. They’re my parents. I want to be there.”
 
   “You think they’re doing something illegal,” he said, his eyes still trained on her. “You want to manage the information so you can do damage control if you have to.”
 
   Grace didn’t respond as she coached herself into holding his gaze.
 
   “You also believe that if they’ve gotten themselves into trouble, they deserve whatever punishment they get,” he continued.
 
   “Of course,” Grace replied, not sure where he was going with this. She was also unsure of how he’d been able to decipher that much about her and her feelings. She felt like he was in her brain.
 
   “But you said you wanted to reconnect.” He shook his head like he was trying to follow but had gotten lost.
 
   Grace sighed heavily. “Look, that was a silly, hopeful whim, okay? When they reached out, I thought things might have changed. And—”
 
   She crossed her arms, rubbing her hands up and down them like she often did, even though she wasn’t cold. “I mean, I didn’t want to believe them at first. But then their offer seemed to eat at me for a while, so I agreed. I didn’t think they’d magically gone straight overnight, but—I… It was stupid, but I thought they might want me back.”
 
   Lathan sat quietly for several moments, and Grace felt so uncomfortable she wanted to scream. He rescued her, finally. “What if they never wanted to send you away in the first place?”
 
   Grace felt her shoulders sag. “So the whole town knows that, then?”
 
   Lathan’s face changed, but he nodded. “I’d heard rumors. You confirmed them. But what else were you going to say?”
 
   Grace frowned at him.
 
   “You redirected yourself. You were going to tell me something else. Something you haven’t said.”
 
   “Okay. Wait.” Grace held her hands up. “Are you a cop? Seriously. Are you some kind of undercover investigator trying to get under my skin so I’ll give you information? You’d have to tell me, right?”
 
   Lathan’s eyebrows went sky high and he laughed again. “I’m definitely not a cop.”
 
   “Are you like them, then?” Grace asked. “Shady?”
 
   He leaned forward. “Why would you think that?”
 
   “Because you’re interrogating me,” she said pointedly.
 
   He leaned away, rubbing a hand over the back of his hair as he looked off down the street. “I’m only being direct. It seemed like you were going to mention something else. If I was off-base—”
 
   “It’s stupid—”
 
   “Anything you can think of might be helpful,” he assured her.
 
   God, was she actually going to tell him this? Yep, her mouth was making the decision for her.
 
   “I had some weird dreams—like my parents were in trouble. When I got the call from them, the timing seemed so…I don’t know.” She looked away. “It was like an instinct. Like I knew they needed me to be here.”
 
   “Dreams?” Lathan repeated.
 
   “I know. Like I said, it was stup—”
 
   “Fuck that.” Lathan shook his head. “If you had a feeling something bad was going to happen to your parents, you did exactly what you should have done. You came here to hunt the urge down. Don’t let that go, follow it wherever it leads you. Your instincts are your strongest weapon.”
 
   Whoa. He was taking this really seriously. She nodded silently, because the tingling in her gut had long been telling her that she was right.
 
   “We’re going to help you,” he said.
 
   Grace’s head shot up in surprise.
 
   “We know someone who might be able to help, and we’re meeting with her tomorrow.” He settled back into his chair, rubbing a hand at the stubble that peppered his chin and jawline like he was giving the matter his utmost attention. “I can’t promise you anything, but I’m going to do my best to get you some answers.”
 
   “But you’re just a contractor or—” Grace flushed. That detail had come from Em, and made her feel like he would think she’d been asking around about him.
 
   His mouth worked at the corners, and she found herself wishing that he would show off that lopsided smile. He contained it quickly, though, his eyes shooting in every direction before he leaned forward again. “That’s not all I am.”
 
   She sucked in a breath, but couldn’t look away. Unbidden, her mind replayed memories of her dreams of him. In those dreams, he wasn’t a contractor. He also wasn’t as arrogant or as handsome as he was in real life. He was kind and gentle and funny. But more than that, he was magical. He had a secret power that he’d shown her—one that transformed him from a man into a wolf. It was how he protected her, and she loved him for it.
 
   She reminded herself they were dreams—but she leaned in closer, in case he was preparing to reveal an extraordinary secret.
 
   His answer disappointed her. “I’m a lifelong resident of this fair town.”
 
   Talk about switching gears…
 
   “And people usually like me,” he added, giving her the full-force grin she’d previously hoped for.
 
   Right. Dreams, Grace scolded her imagination.
 
   He seemed so capable. She believed immediately that he would help her, and it made her feel a kind of relief she hadn’t expected to feel. Ever. Which was a little upsetting, if she was honest; she didn’t like to depend on others for her comfort.
 
   She was starting to think this trip was one of her worst ideas ever. She was supposed to be seeing her parents. Instead, she was losing her sanity over some crazy dreams. Oh, and she was sitting at a table outside, at night, with those romantic little lights shining down so nicely on the gorgeous face of a dangerously charming man.
 
   That was so not her life.
 
   “That’s kind of you,” she said, collecting herself and thinking now would be a good time to run. “I would appreciate anything you can do to help. But please don’t put yourself out. I’m telling you, if worse comes to worst, I can handle it. I always have.”
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Eleven
 
   Lathan set his jaw as he studied the woman across from him. She put on a decent front and she worked hard to keep a steady temperament, even while she was uncertain of the things that were coming out of her mouth. What a crime. At some point, Grace had lost her belief in herself, to the point that she questioned her own instincts. Damn. That was bad news, for which he could probably blame himself.
 
   He felt like a selfish bastard, but he couldn’t stop himself from staring at her. Her eyes, with their constantly-shifting blue, no green, no blue color, contained so much feeling and knowledge and hurt and survival. As he gazed at her, it felt like he was taking a dive right into her soul. She was bared to him and though he couldn’t put the pieces of the puzzle together, he knew, somehow, that they were all right there. Damn, he wanted to do that. He was desperate to know every detail of how her life had gone during the time he’d lost.
 
   He shook himself from his mental fog as she spoke.
 
   “What do you need from me?” she asked, drawing her purse into her lap. “I can get you cash or—”
 
   “Cash?” Lathan frowned. “You think you have to pay me?”
 
   She paused. “Why would you help me like this for free?”
 
   “How far away did you get from here?” He was going to spin this into a small-town favor for now, but it was also a serious inquiry. “People don’t do things just to be nice where you’re living now?”
 
   “Nobody does anything just to be nice,” she said.
 
   Man, she was buttoned up tighter than a kid in three snow jackets.
 
   “Well, think of it as a thanks to your folks for not ever kicking my brothers and me out of their woods.” He grinned.
 
   She smiled, with teeth and everything, and Lathan forgot to breathe. She hadn’t looked old, but the smile knocked years off of her—that cheerful kid was still in there somewhere. He kicked himself, knowing it was his fault that her life hadn’t been easy.
 
   “Brothers? There are more of you?” she asked.
 
   He cursed internally. The memories Grace had lost—they included everything about him. As far as she was concerned, they’d never met. Until he could figure out how to handle things the right way, he had to remember that. Reliving memories she’d been a part of would only serve to freak her the fuck out.
 
   “I always wished I had siblings.” Grace sighed, not waiting for an answer as she nodded to her friend inside the restaurant. “Em’s practically a sister, though. We used to sit up in that big old tree in the back yard. I’m really surprised I don’t remember you.” She frowned again, her face going back to its serious, composed mask.
 
   “It’s okay. That was a long time ago. My brothers and I used to be out in those woods for hours.” He laughed out loud, recalling all their adventures. No way to tell her, at least not yet, that all that rough-housing had been serious training. He and his younger brothers had been learning to be packmaster and packmates. Diesel and their sister hadn’t been a part of all the fun and games. They’d been doing their own things at that time.
 
   “We were being assholes,” he added, and it wasn’t a lie. They’d been too rowdy, too loud, and too wild to be close to the house. Their mother had encouraged them, kindly but firmly, to take it somewhere else—preferably far away from her curtains.
 
   Grace smirked. “Boys will be boys and all that?”
 
   “Yeah, and all that.”
 
   Diesel and Em, Grace’s friend, were still inside, and he had been talking to Grace for a long time. He almost gave himself permission to wonder if that was on purpose. Hell, he didn’t care. He had this moment, right now, to spend with her, and he definitely hadn’t been building his feelings for her up in his head. As she sat there, her fragrance wafted into his nostrils. She smelled like cinnamon and vanilla—he wanted to breathe that perfume forever. The fact that he could smell her at all confirmed that nothing had changed for his wolf, either. He had imprinted on her, no question.
 
   She was his mate.
 
   Grace placed a small take-out box on the table, and his wolf strutted back onto the scene.
 
   “Leftovers?” he asked, curious about what kinds of foods she liked.
 
   “No, dinner,” she replied.
 
   That little box? His wolf was horrified.
 
   “Is that all you’re going to eat?” He wondered at the contents, while his wolf desperately prompted him to buy her something else—like an entry pass to the nearest buffet. “You should think about grabbing more than that, shouldn’t you?” he offered, a means of compromise for the anxious beast in his brain. “Let me get you a menu.”
 
   Grace laughed lightly, popping the box open to reveal two tidy rows of sushi. “Please, you should see what I eat when I’m pulling an all-nighter. This is hardly the worst.”
 
   His wolf let out a dissatisfied huff.
 
   Lathan reached across the table and took her hand before he could stop himself.
 
   Instantly, he felt a sharp sting. Fate was doing her part to scold him for touching a mate he hadn’t yet claimed—or more accurately, Fate was encouraging him to get the claiming part out of the way already. Fate really liked it when she got what she wanted.
 
   Unfortunately for Fate and Lathan alike, that wasn’t going to be today.
 
   Grace froze, then she drew her hand away so quickly he almost checked to see if he was on fire. Covered with something gross? Being stalked by something bigger and badder than him?
 
   Her friend strolled out the door, holding a couple of enormous pizza boxes.
 
   “You know how to reach me,” Grace said, her voice tight as she stood and spun on her heel, catching her friend by the arm and hauling her away.
 
   Everything he’d felt in her years of absence crashed in around him. All the longing and curiosity over where she was and what she was doing, all the shame and self-loathing over how he had banished her from her own life. He was more fascinated by her now than ever, but he was also completely certain that she would never let him get close to her again. A single touch of his hand was all it took to send her running. And to think: the conversation had gone so well up to that point.
 
   It was a proper punishment, though, for his actions. He could see that now. The fears he had about the danger she would be in if she got too close to his world were still present. He’d ruined her life for nothing, because here she was, like nothing had changed—only everything had.
 
   He had never felt more like a fucking monster.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Twelve
 
   “I think I might need the next size up in my pajamas.” Grace groaned, poking out her full stomach and rubbing it in an intentionally creepy way.
 
   Em snorted and covered her red face with her hands. “Oh my God. You have to stop. I will throw up if I keep laughing like that!”
 
   They were sitting on floor cushions, surrounded by the detritus of the most enormous dinner Grace could remember eating in ages. A half-devoured birthday cake stood in the middle of it all, with two forks sticking out at odd angles like wounded, but victorious, conquerors.
 
   Grace leaned back against the sofa and sighed heavily. She couldn’t think of the last time being so full and so tipsy had felt so good. Her eyes drifted to the large metal and glass clock that was propped against the brick wall behind Em. Wow, had they really been snacking and talking for five hours?
 
   “Uggggh.” She groaned again, sitting up slowly. “If that clock is right, I need to get to bed.”
 
   “Party pooper,” Em teased. “I wanted to hear about your conversation with Lathan Black.”
 
   “I know. You mentioned it many, many times.” Grace gave her a look. “Nothing to tell, Em.”
 
   Em shook her head but knew well enough to let it go, which she did, as she took the forks out of the cake. “Want yours?” she asked raising it to Grace.
 
   “That would be a no.” Grace laughed, never wanting to see cake again for as long as she lived.
 
   Em happily licked the icing off of both forks before she clicked the clear plastic cover in place over the brightly-decorated confection.
 
   Grace stooped to help tidy up, but Em shooed her away. “I’ve got this. I’m going to check my emails and do some work before I crash, anyway.”
 
   “It’s after two in the morning!” Grace pointed out.
 
   “One of my most creative times.” Em shrugged.
 
   “Please let me sleep on the sofa, though. I’m not about to put you out of your own bed for the week.”
 
   “Suit yourself, but you’re not going to bother me. I sleep on that sofa half the time anyway. That’s why I made sure to get such a comfy one.” Em hefted an armload of takeout containers to the counter and started the task of sorting the empties from the fridge-worthy remains.
 
   Grace took off down the hall to where Em had pointed out the bathroom.
 
   It was as lovely as the rest of the apartment. The white subway tiles on the walls melted into a pale, neutral mosaic pattern that stretched across the floor. Em’s world was so elegant and sleek. Like her black car. Her pale furniture. Black and white. No gray.
 
   She’d always wondered how Em could stay so positive. Em had lost her parents in a plane crash, but the negativity of that had never seemed to affect her. Of course, she always said it had happened so early in her life that she didn’t remember it. Em’s sunny, if snarky, disposition had always given Grace an ounce of hope. Maybe one day she would handle things as well as Em was able to.
 
   If that happened, Grace thought, maybe she could finally put all the stuff with her parents behind her.
 
   You could stay, Em had said.
 
   No, she couldn’t. There was nothing here for her. Her life—her real, unattached, anonymous life—was waiting for her back in New York. All she had in Fairview were a bunch of memories that made her think and feel way too much.
 
   She rolled her eyes at herself in the mirror and left the bathroom to continue down the hall to Em’s bedroom, where Em had shown her the pile of blankets and pillows she was planning to use on the sofa. Regardless of Em’s reassurances, she still felt bad enough staying there. The least she could do was be a good houseguest.
 
   Back in the main room, Em was making quick work of the dinner debris. She had collected everything but the wine glasses and empty bottle, so Grace dumped the blankets on the sofa and toted those to the kitchen counter.
 
   “I didn’t think it would be so easy,” she admitted.
 
   Em closed the refrigerator door, turning to look at Grace in question.
 
   “You know, to fall back in as friends like this? I didn’t think I would be able to,” Grace said softly.
 
   “Oh, sweetie!” Em laughed. “There’s nothing anyone could do to keep us from being friends. We promised, remember? All those friendship bracelets and BFF necklaces? Those were for real!” She circled the counter and looped her arm loosely around Grace’s waist. “I wasn’t worried about it. People come and go, and I guess friendships ebb and flow that way, too. But you and me? We’ll always be friends, at least a little.” She leaned her head against Grace’s and Grace smiled.
 
   How many times had they comforted each other this way as kids?
 
   She remembered sitting in the live oak when Em had cried her eyes out, completely heartbroken over her first crush.
 
   “You’re thinking about Danny Mobley,” Em murmured.
 
   Grace chuckled. “Yeah.”
 
   “Me too.” Em sighed. Then she perked up and stepped back around to the fridge. “But we don’t have to cry over Danny anymore, you hear me? He didn’t turn out so well.”
 
   “Oh yeah?” Grace crossed to the sofa, shaking out the blankets.
 
   “Ohhh, yeah.” Em laughed. “He works out at Cromwell’s, the car dealership, and he’s got a belly like this now,” she said, demonstrating with her arms going out in a big circle. “And all that gorgeous hair of his? GONE.”
 
   “What?” Grace tossed the pillow at what she decided would be the head of her makeshift bed. “He’s only a couple years older than us!”
 
   “Thirty is hard on some people,” Em said, closing the fridge a final time.
 
   “I guess…” Grace thought of some of the homeless people she passed on the streets in New York. Any age could be hard.
 
   “Are you sure you won’t take the bed?” Em said, leaning over the back of the sofa.
 
   “I’m sure.”
 
   “Will I keep you up if I’m working over there?” Em pointed at the desktop that ran along the far wall of the apartment. It was set up to give her a great view of the pretty park across the street.
 
   Grace waved her off and tested out the sofa/bed. It was perfect. With the way she was feeling, she could have passed out on the hardwood floor and considered it the finest mattress she’d ever slept on.
 
   She bundled the blankets around her and Em shut off the overhead lights. The pale glow of the streetlights below filtered up and made shadows dance across the dark ceiling. Em flipped on a small desk lamp and began clicking away softly at a computer. The rhythmic sound lulled Grace into a half-sleep. Her mind drifted back to the time she’d spent that day sitting across tables from Lathan. She was too tired to protest as her brain enthusiastically suggested that she replay those moments in his presence. She almost sighed out loud as she allowed herself to consider him so intimately.
 
   She’d been with plenty of men when she was younger. Not these days, because she didn’t have the time or energy or patience. All the guys she met now were so… Well, they weren’t even worth contemplating. She seemed to specialize in attracting business guys who slicked their hair and handed you their card before they bought you a drink. Those business guys were always more interested in who they were seen by than who they were with. The only thing she had ever liked about them was that they were as shallow as she needed them to be. Mediocre, but acceptable, sex—and no need to call in the morning, thanks.
 
   Out of all the men she’d been with, even the two she’d seen more seriously growing up, she had never felt that feeling. But when Lathan had touched her? The heat and electricity had been a shock to all her senses when his fingers had passed over the back of her hand. In that moment, time had crawled. It had been slow motion as his fingers had brushed over her skin and his hand had closed down on hers. Every single nerve ending in her skin had lit up, one by one, as he came in contact with it, and she had felt the strangest sensation—her heart had tightened up in her chest and her brain had whispered a word that didn’t belong.
 
   Mine.
 
   Ha, hers? Um…no. That was a joke on every level.
 
   She had to admit, though, she couldn’t find anything unlikable about him. She could laugh to herself about his perfectly messy hair or his cultivated five o’clock shadow, but she couldn’t lie to herself—he was enticing and sexy. She had also been drawn in by his eyes. When he had looked at her, the way they changed from fascinated to amused to serious so quickly was enough to make her sweat.
 
   He definitely didn’t have that depth of detail in her dreams.
 
   She wondered what it would feel like, in real life, to be wrapped up in his arms. In her dreams, it had become second nature to rest her hand on his cheek and pull him in for a—
 
   What the actual hell was she thinking?
 
   She breathed out heavily and flopped around on the sofa, trying to get serious about sleep, but her brain was still riding the Kiss Him! trolley straight to town.
 
   Nope, Brain, go to sleep, she hissed mentally.
 
   Her brain grinned and went in for the kill.
 
   Okay, so what if she imagined that she was kissing Lathan Black? It wasn’t like she hadn’t already been there in her sleep before, and it definitely wasn’t like she was actually going to go through with it in person. She wouldn’t have the chance. The only reason he was ever going to come near her again was to tell her if he had found out something about her parents, and that was if he even bothered to look into it after her highly embarrassing exit from the pizza place.
 
   Why couldn’t she have been a normal person? A regular, everyday kind of woman who could have smiled and enjoyed his touch—or, at the very least, politely withdrawn her hand and excused herself without tearing away from that table like donuts were about to be made illegal and she’d forgotten to get her last dozen.
 
   If she saw him again, she would apologize and try to make the best excuses she could for her embarrassing display. She needed his help and didn’t want to do anything to ruin their professional relationship.
 
   See? She congratulated herself heartily for being so grown up about it.
 
   They had a Professional. Relationship. That was the only kind of interaction she needed to be concerned with, and she was extremely good at being professional, so she would be fine. Besides, she reminded herself, at the end of the week she was out of here. End of story.
 
   As her brain settled grumpily into the new, corrected path she had set for it, she drifted slowly off to sleep. But right before it was lights-out for good, her brain said one last thing that made her eyes flip open.
 
   You saw that boy turn into a wolf.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Thirteen
 
   “This place is kind of okay as far as security goes.” Diesel shrugged, closing the lid on the empty pizza box between them. In true Diesel fashion, he meant exactly what he said—nothing more, nothing less.
 
   Lathan had to agree. The building was six stories tall with at least two main exits, which was good; those exits were also potential points of entry, which was not so good. Emmeline obviously didn’t believe in blinds or curtains. That was only a problem for her if you were looking down into her apartment from the rooftop of the building across the street, which he and Diesel happened to be doing. Not that your average person was trespassing on rooftops, but then, Lathan wasn’t worried about average people. His concern was more about the extraordinary type.
 
   For now, though, he was satisfied. From this location, he had a clear view to where Grace was buried under a heap of pale blankets on a pale sofa. Emmeline was working at a computer across the room. The woman obviously cared a great deal about the safety and comfort of her friend, because she kept looking back to check on her. Occasionally, she got up and tucked the blankets back into place. Grace was sleeping fitfully, which Lathan didn’t love, because he knew he was playing a part in that.
 
   Mates often had a sense of each others’ presences. He had known, for example, as soon as they had gotten downtown what direction they should go to locate Grace. He had felt her like you might feel that someone was standing near you, even if your eyes were closed. There was a good chance that she could feel him, too. Hell, she might even be thinking of him.
 
   If circumstances were different, that concept would make his wolf hold his head up very high. If they were actually together, knowing she could sense him would be a major turn on. A level-red we need a room or at least a sturdy table right the fuck now kind of turn on, but he knew that wasn’t ever going to be the case, and that thought was depressing as hell.
 
   “We could set up a rotation,” Diesel offered. “We could all keep watch at different times. Make sure things are going alright.”
 
   “I’m not a control freak,” Lathan said.
 
   “Do I need to argue that point with you?” Diesel’s eyebrows were challenging Lathan’s statement. “It comes with the territory, brother.”
 
   Lathan slid his hands into his pockets and ducked his chin, studying Grace’s shape. “She wouldn’t appreciate a constant watch. I don’t want to invade her privacy. I just wanted to see for myself that she was safe.”
 
   He was kidding himself, though. True, he didn’t want to stalk her, but he already knew he wasn’t going to find it easy to leave that rooftop when the sun rose. Wherever Grace went from there, he was going to want to follow.
 
   “Shit,” he groaned and scrubbed his hands over his eyes.
 
   “I know how much it means to you,” Diesel murmured. “Do you want to talk about it?”
 
   That was a difficult offer for his brother to make. Diesel hardly ever unleashed his emotions, but if the offer was out there, he had made it in earnest.
 
   “She is…” Lathan tried to think of the best words to describe Grace. There were so many that applied: beautiful, intelligent, strong, humble, determined. Those were only scratching the surface of what he had picked up on in the moments he had been near her, both recently and in the past, but they all came together to make the sum of something he felt down to his core.
 
   “She is my equal,” he said. “No.” He shook his head, turning to look at her again as she slept. “She’s better than that. She’s better than I am.”
 
   Diesel crossed his arms, and nodded solemnly. “That’s some high regard coming from an alpha.”
 
   “It’s still less than she deserves. But…” Lathan took a cue from Diesel, shrugging and crossing his own arms against the ache in his chest. “Both of those meetings went really fucking badly. She took off. I shouldn’t have, but back there at the pizza place? I put my hand on her. And she fucking ran. Ran away. She’s not going to be around me again if she has a choice. I guess her decision is made.” He laughed bitterly. “That’s on me, though. I’m the one who made the call to send her away in the first place. If I hadn’t, we’d probably be—”
 
   He couldn’t say mated. He couldn’t let that painful dream of a word pass through his lips.
 
   A cool breeze rippled the light fabric of his t-shirt. “I can’t change what I am!” He threw his arms out, frustrated. “I wouldn’t want to. But what am I supposed to do? She’ll leave and forget me all over again. The years without her have been torture enough. How can I live the rest of my life knowing she’s out there somewhere? I won’t even know where. I can’t—” He stopped himself, swallowing against the lump in his throat. When he had regained control of his voice, he was disgusted with the world. “How will that not break me?”
 
   Diesel stepped forward, surveying the apartment across the street. Then he did a categorically un-Diesel thing. He dropped his heavy hand on Lathan’s shoulder.
 
   “You will carry on, and if you can’t do it by yourself, we will carry your ass,” he said firmly.
 
   Lathan chuckled. “I’d like to see that.”
 
   “Yeah, me too.” Diesel pressed his lips into the thin, wry smile he managed on occasion. “And no offense to your woman, but if she can’t see that you’re a wolf worth mating, then she’s cracked in the head. Got me?”
 
   His hand lifted off Lathan’s shoulder as he stepped back, signaling that the interaction was over.
 
   Lathan straightened back up into business mode. “At least she’s willing to accept our help with her parents. Damn, the Magistrate better have a good explanation about what’s going on.”
 
   Diesel nodded, his face serious and contemplative. “If she doesn’t tell us what we need, I can always check in with my guys at that conspiracy blog. They might have come across something. Their info is usually pure gold, even if they don’t have a clue about how to piece it together.”
 
   “You have the weirdest contacts.”
 
   “Years in law enforcement will do that to you,” Diesel said with a shrug. His leather jacket groaned with the movement.
 
   Hard to believe the wolf in front of him had led an entire life before Lathan had even been born.
 
   It was strange for the eldest wolf to not be an alpha. But Diesel had been around for thirty years before Lathan’s parents had gotten busy again and had the rest of them. He had never seemed bothered by his lower rank in the pack, and had always said he had been born for loyalty and service. Whether or not that was true, Lathan couldn’t say, but the man certainly lived by that motto.
 
   “I’ll take anything you can find out, if we need it,” Lathan said.
 
   “As always, I’ll do what I can,” Diesel replied.
 
   The small desk lamp went out across the street, leaving the apartment dark. Lathan thanked Fate for his heightened sense of vision, even in human form. He could still make out the outline of the light-colored sofa and the fair-haired woman tucked in there. She had thrown the covers off again, and her friend tucked her in one last time. Lathan expected the other woman to disappear into the parts of the apartment that weren’t visible from their point of view. Instead, she crossed to the window and sat on the ledge inside it, her eyes trained out on the street.
 
   “She’s watching,” Diesel said softly, stepping back into the shadows of the roof.
 
   Lathan followed. “Yeah.” He frowned. “She certainly seems to be.”
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Fourteen
 
   Against Em’s wishes, Grace was up and moving early the next morning. She hadn’t been able to sleep, anyway. Every time she had started to doze, visions of Lathan cut across the dreamy blackness. In some of them, he looked younger than he did now—more like his teens than his early thirties; in others, she watched him disappear behind a blinding light. It terrified and saddened her, and she didn’t understand any of it.
 
   She’d kept herself glued to that sofa until she could no longer stand it, then she’d tiptoed down the hall to the bathroom and gotten ready as quietly as she could. Unlike Em, she didn’t think she could ever go out in public in her pajamas. She donned a soft, white button-down and casual, but respectable, navy pants. When she looked at herself in the mirror, she felt out of place—like she had grown old and stuffy. She left the bathroom with a sigh.
 
   The door to Em’s bedroom was ajar by a several inches, and the only part of Em that was visible was the one foot sticking out from under the covers at the end of the bed. That was good—it meant Em wasn’t going anywhere for a long time.
 
   She found a notebook on Em’s desk and scribbled a note that she was going to her parents’ house. Em would be pissed when she woke up and found it, but Grace wasn’t about to sit around and wait for answers any longer.
 
   There had to be something she could learn from snooping around the house—even if the thought of doing something so forbidden was already making her break out in a cold sweat. She swallowed the nausea. Her parents had never specifically told her not to go through their things, so she wasn’t breaking a rule, per se.
 
   And you’re an adult, she reminded herself. You make the rules, now.
 
   She grabbed her purse and the keys to the rental car on her way out the door.
 
    
 
   The house was quiet, with no signs that anyone had come or gone since she’d left it the night before. Grace didn’t even know where to start. She thought back to when she was a kid. Was there any room her parents had tried to keep her out of? Any cabinet or closet that had been off-limits?
 
   There hadn’t been back then, but with her out of the house, maybe they’d grown lax in how they’d hidden their illicit activities. She started in the kitchen, inspired by Em’s messy drawer of menus—but the contents of every cabinet and corner were organized perfectly. She leaned back against the counter and thought of where to try next. Her parents’ closets, maybe. That would be the other end of the spectrum—the most secretive place she could think of.
 
   She headed upstairs feeling the call to look at her childhood room again, but stayed the course to the master bedroom instead. She couldn’t get her head on straight about why they’d kept her room exactly as it had been, and she was on a mission. No reason to get wrapped up in sentimental confusion.
 
   Her parents’ room had always been a place of comfort. She’d loved sitting on the bed, watching her mother get ready when they were all going out to dinner. The intricate silver tray where her mother had always kept her perfume and the few pieces of jewelry she wore was sitting exactly where Grace remembered it on the dresser. She smiled to herself and picked up her mother’s perfume. It didn’t have a name—Grace couldn’t think of a time when she’d asked, either. The bottle was red cut glass, heavy, with a black top. There was no label and she didn’t remember her mother ever buying it. Grace had looked for it a few times over the years, even describing it to people in perfumeries both domestic and international. No one had ever been able to tell her what it was. She sniffed at it.
 
   That took her back. She was almost tempted to spray some on…
 
   Sentimental confusion, she scolded herself as she replaced the bottle.
 
   She turned to open her father’s closet, but a strange feeling passed over her.
 
   She’d had the feeling before—like something bad was about to happen. It tickled in the back of her stomach, like there was something in there trying to crawl up her spine. She shook it off—but then Lathan’s words came to her.
 
   Your instincts are your strongest weapon.
 
   Well, right now her instincts were telling her to get downstairs.
 
   She couldn’t explain that, but she felt the urgent need to follow it, so she snatched her purse and keys off her parents’ bed and jogged down the stairs.
 
   She clamped down hard on the gasp that tried to escape when she peeked out of one of the narrow windows that framed the sides of the front door.
 
   What the hell—
 
   There was a man circling her rental. Normally, she’d have assumed he was a nosy local, but there was no way the guy was a local. He didn’t even look human.
 
   His skin and hair were almost the same color—so pale they were practically white. He was tall and dangerously muscular, dressed in all black to the point that he looked like a goth rock god, and she got an instant malevolent vibe off him.
 
   Something was very wrong.
 
   She crept tightly around the foot of the stairs in an attempt to avoid being seen from the front windows. She might be able to sneak out the sliding glass door and take off into the woods before he noticed her. She was pretty sure she could remember how to navigate and—
 
   Her phone! She could call the cops—or Em—or hell, even Lathan if she needed to. She reached into her purse as she rounded the corner into the kitchen.
 
   Black boots. BIG black boots were the first thing she saw. Her eyes made the trip upward pretty damn quick, though.
 
   It couldn’t be.
 
   The guy from outside was standing in the kitchen. She hadn’t even heard a door open—
 
   His eyes widened the moment he saw her and she gasped. His irises were as neon yellow as a highlighter.
 
   A slow, tight smile spread across his face. There was no other way to describe him: he looked like pure evil.
 
   He opened his mouth and uttered something in a language she couldn’t understand.
 
   Time stopped. Grace saw it play out more than she experienced it, faster than a heartbeat. It would be a long time before she would understand what had happened.
 
   In slow motion the man launched himself at her, and she bolted past him, throwing herself into the laundry room and slamming the door. There was no lock—she had to block it. Something heavy that would hold long enough to give her a second to think…
 
   The washer.
 
   She shoved the washer as hard as she could, managing to budge it only a couple of inches. It was enough, though. The heavy machine closed off the space behind the door.
 
   The dryer, next, she thought, spinning around to pull it away from the wall—
 
   “What the—”
 
   With a hiss, the floor in the middle of the room broke from an invisible seal and began to move away. Down—it was going down! She didn’t hesitate. She jumped onto that moving platform and rode it all the way.
 
   A crash sounded above her and time revved back up. She glanced back to see splintering around the door jamb. It wouldn’t take the man long to break through the wall. Was he doing that with his fists?
 
   She focused on her surroundings for the first time when the platform came to an abrupt stop that took her off her feet.
 
   Holy shit…
 
   Another crash came from the laundry room door. He’d be through it at any moment.
 
   Grace was panicked as she looked around her. There had to be a way to close the room off again.
 
   A panel on the wall to her left looked promising.
 
   “What comes down must go up?” she murmured a hope to the universe as she looked at the display of buttons. No words. No icons. Nothing.
 
   She pressed them all.
 
   Lights flashed, an alarm sounded, a wall across the room split open, and a nasty smell wafted into her nostrils. But the platform rose, and quickly. It sealed into the ceiling with a solid thunk and the noises from upstairs were blocked out completely.
 
   Her heart continued to race, but her focus was lost.
 
   The room was something out of her high school and college science days. Well, sort of. Everything was metal and glass and looked both high-end and high-tech. Enormous monitors were hung on every wall, microscopes and tubes and beakers were meticulously arranged on every shelf and surface. A couple of rolling chairs were scattered around the room, and a wide, sturdy desk was set up against one wall. Above it, there was a board littered with pictures, notes, and diagrams. To the left was a long whiteboard covered with scribbled notes.
 
   She recognized the writing—her mom’s neat, uniform letters and her dad’s sprawling scrawl.
 
   This was theirs.
 
   “Found it,” she whispered as she looked around.
 
   She didn’t know exactly what they did here, but this was the secret. Whatever business it was that they really did—this was where they did it.
 
   She peered into the space that had been revealed by the now split-open wall. There was a bed, and she could see a bathroom beyond it. A TV was mounted to the wall and there was a small refrigerator near the door. Had they stayed there?
 
   She knew she should be freaking out, but her brain wasn’t giving her any of the necessary panic responses—was she in shock? She turned away and timidly approached the big desk in the main room. Notebooks were open, pencils still ready and waiting. She picked one of the notebooks up and frowned as she tried to make sense of what her dad had written. Chemical formulas, obviously. But she didn’t recognize many of the element symbols he’d used. She turned the page.
 
   The word calming was underlined at the top of this one, with notes about variables and controls and trials scribbled in the margins. It was mostly shorthand, obviously noted in a way that only the writer would understand.
 
   But she could make out one word for certain.
 
   Wolf.
 
   She dropped the notebook.
 
   Stepped back.
 
   Reality crashed back in around her—as in, the reality that there was a man upstairs trying to break through the wall. She couldn’t hear him anymore, but that didn’t mean he’d stopped.
 
   How long until he figured out a way to trigger that platform, as she had?
 
   She whirled around and headed back to where the platform had lowered, searching for her purse.
 
   Shit. She didn’t remember taking it off the platform, which meant…
 
   Grace turned her gaze to the ceiling right before she passed out.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Fifteen
 
   Lathan made his way to the kitchen, following the smell and sound of Thorne at work. If Riley was their mother hen, Thorne was their personal chef. It wasn’t so much that the man loved to cook for a houseful of his siblings. It had everything to do with the fact that he didn’t trust anyone else to make his food the way he liked it. The upshot was that they ate like kings because he had a gift. All wolves loved to eat. The Black pack made it look like a profession, and had the grocery bill to prove it.
 
   Thorne had bacon going in one pan, eggs in another, and there was something with potatoes heating up in the oven. Lathan got to work setting the table. Glasses, plates, forks, knives. It gave him something menial to focus on while he waited for Riley to return with a report.
 
   They all ate together whenever they could. It was a good time to go over anything they needed to, both for the pack and for their legitimate dealings in the business sector.
 
   “Nice duds.” Thorne offered the compliment around a mouthful of bacon. He always ate more than he cooked for everyone else—another reason he preferred the arrangement.
 
   Lathan brushed his hand over his navy tie. “Yeah, don’t get used to it. I didn’t get dolled up for you.”
 
   Thorne snorted.
 
   Everyone knew when you went to see the Magistrate you paid her the respect her position deserved. If Thorne had been summoned, he’d be the one who was all decked out and he knew it. He was only laughing because it wasn’t his turn.
 
   “Do me a favor this morning?” Lathan crossed to the stove, grateful for a moment of privacy to speak with Thorne.
 
   “Whatever you need, as always.”
 
   “Look into Grace’s friend, Emmeline. I want to know anything we haven’t learned yet.”
 
   “You got a feeling?” Thorne asked, taking his eyes off the eggs.
 
   “Not sure. But check the R & B files. We’ve never done that before.”
 
   “Never had a reason to,” Thorne said, frowning.
 
   “Just to be sure,” Lathan said. Then a thought occurred to him. “And see if there’s anything we could offer her as a tribute for taking such good care of Grace.”
 
   “I don’t think humans usually receive tributes for being good friends.”
 
   “Wolves always provide tributes to their allies. We should consider her one.”
 
   Thorne nodded thoughtfully. “I’ll see what I can do—on all counts.”
 
   Angry grumbling preceded Diesel before he sulked into the kitchen.
 
   “Don’t,” he snapped before Thorne could prepare a cheeky comment to send his way.
 
   He flung his black suit jacket over the back of his chair and gruffly rolled up the sleeves of his button-down. He looked about as comfortable as a dog in a suit would normally look. He continued to sulk as he went to the fridge to retrieve the various beverage pitchers.
 
   A wolf whistle sounded at the back door as it opened and Riley stepped in. He pulled a dark green t-shirt over his head and grabbed a piece of bacon from Thorne’s skillet. “You guys look good,” he said in earnest. “Damn. I need a reason to dust my suit off once in a while.” He pulled his chair out and took a seat to catch his breath. “There’s no one at Grace’s house right now. No cars and no people inside as far as I could see, hear, or smell.”
 
   Lathan nodded. Hopefully, that meant Grace was still with her friend. He was already itching to get back on guard duty.
 
   Diesel helped Thorne deliver the plates to the table and as they took their seats, Lathan followed Diesel’s lead, casting off his charcoal suit jacket. No reason to be completely restricted while he dug in.
 
    
 
   Lathan tugged at his tie one last time while they waited on the front steps of the Magistrate’s mansion.
 
   Diesel gave him the side-eye. “You good there?”
 
   “Yeah, yeah. Fate, why am I nervous about this?”
 
   Diesel shrugged. “I don’t know. We’ve been here a million times.”
 
   “Yeah. But this time it’s different. Do you feel that? Like something is about to change? Something big?”
 
   Diesel simply shrugged again.
 
   Okay, that completely normal gesture was starting to drive Lathan mad. He huffed out a breath, reminding himself his brother was supporting him. “Well, thanks for being here. The Magistrate seems to like you, for some reason,” Lathan said. Then realizing how it had sounded, he added, “Shit, I didn’t mean that—”
 
   Diesel shook his head. “There’s never been any need for explanations between us. Let’s not make it a habit now. I know what you meant.”
 
   The door opened wide as the head wolf in the Magistrate’s service bowed deeply.
 
   “Masters.” The wolf greeted them in the traditionally formal manner.
 
   Lathan and Diesel bowed awkwardly in response and shuffled quickly inside.
 
   The Magistrate’s mansion was an enormous old place full of expensive rugs, heavy wood furniture, crystal chandeliers, and gifts that had been presented to her. The gifts were on display in perfectly polished glass-front cabinets everywhere. They followed the older wolf through the familiar rooms and corridors with the wood floors and the plush red carpet. The path had been well-worn by many feet, including theirs, over the years.
 
   The door to the Magistrate’s office swung open and a regal figure stood in the doorway. At over six feet tall, the Magistrate held herself as masterfully as ever. She was dressed in one of her many classic black wool shift dresses, and her blond hair was pulled back into a chignon, the black streak on either side stark and intense, with nary a gray in sight.
 
   “Lathan Black!” she greeted warmly, holding her arms open for a hug as he approached. The embrace he stepped into was solid and strong and when she released him, he had to catch his breath. She crushed Diesel in the same fashion before she closed them all inside the large, sunny room that served as her command station.
 
   “I hope you’re both very hungry,” she said as she gestured with a sweeping hand at the silver tea tray that had been laid out for them.
 
   “If you insist,” Diesel said with a quick grin, though breakfast had only been wrapped up an hour earlier.
 
   Lathan nearly laughed out loud. That grin was part of why the Magistrate liked him. She was the only one who ever got a real smile from that wolf. Something about them clicked.
 
   The Magistrate took a seat in a tufted arm chair across from a matching sofa where her guests were permitted to sit. Lathan unbuttoned his jacket as he took a seat next to Diesel, who already had a plate loaded in a way that would have made Thorne proud.
 
   “I’m glad we’re able to do this so quickly. Of course, it’s very important business, so I may have cleared my schedule for you boys.” The Magistrate smiled a small, knowing smile at Lathan. “How does it feel to have her back?”
 
   Lathan let his breath out in a rush. He had known it was coming, but it was still going to be torture to talk about Grace.
 
   “Like my two natures are at war within me,” he admitted.
 
   “I see. You imprinted on her a rather long time ago. It’s not a surprise that you should feel so torn. I would hazard a guess that part of you had hoped your feelings for her were imagined. Another part of you likely wished for validation that sending her away was the right call. But now you’ve had a chance to verify for yourself that a true and lasting imprint is, indeed, at play. And, considering she has returned so soon—especially unattached and lost in the world… Well, those years of separation, forced by your hand, may not feel as rewarding as you once anticipated they would. Am I coming anywhere close?”
 
   She leaned forward, deep wisdom to the point of omniscience evident on her face as she rested her elbows on her thighs.
 
   Thalia Wells was nearly four centuries his senior. Thanks to wolf genetics, however, she looked to be a vibrant forty or so. The few fine lines at the corners of her eyes and mouth only added to her well-earned appearance of distinction.
 
   Lathan smiled at her excitement, but felt the underlying tone: she was putting him in his place. She had known how this would turn out. They had argued at length when he and Diesel had come to her about his desire to send Grace away. And she still knew more than he did. That tidbit about Grace being unattached and lost—that was supposed to reel him in, cause him to ask questions, and encourage him to trust in her and rely on her for the answers. Damn, the Magistrate was good.
 
   “Let’s agree that I’m spot on,” she said with a self-satisfied wink as she leaned back in her stately way.
 
   Lathan gave a single nod. “I’ll agree with that.”
 
   Thalia steepled her fingertips in front of her as her elbows rested on the arms of her chair. “Grace Dawes,” she said, letting the name hang in the air between them.
 
   Lathan swallowed, but found there was little he trusted his voice to say on the matter.
 
   Thalia turned her attention to Diesel for a moment. “Brace yourself for what comes next, Diesel dear.”
 
   Lathan frowned and glanced at his brother, who had frozen with his little plate in midair.
 
   “Lathan, you know that Diesel’s loyalties to your pack are superseded only by the confidentiality agreements he had to keep with respect to his work with UNITY.”
 
   Diesel set the plate down quickly on the small table in front of them and moved around uncomfortably next to Lathan.
 
   An icy sense of dread swept through Lathan’s blood, and he turned his eyes fully on his brother. “What does that have to do with Grace?”
 
   Thalia spoke sharply, sending Lathan’s wolf cowering. “You will not have harsh words for your brother on this matter. Tell me you understand me fully, or I will speak no further and you will leave here with nothing. That includes my blessing on a mating between you and Miss Dawes. Do I make myself clear?”
 
   Lathan nodded automatically. Her alpha power was strong enough to cut him off at the knees.
 
   All female-born wolves, or what the R & B referred to as Legacies, had potency and power the average male-born wolf didn’t possess. Lathan’s family had witnessed this phenomenon firsthand in Reegan, his sister. They had also seen it in the Magistrate herself, who experienced visions alongside the ability she had, as leader of the race, to commune with Fate.
 
   She kept her eyes locked on Lathan for a few uncomfortable moments, like she was reading his intentions. At last, she rose and locked her hands behind her back as she paced to the window. She turned back to face them, speaking gravely. “As you know, Christopher and Allison Dawes were among the human members of UNITY, along with Diesel’s old partner, Graham Floyd, and a few choice others. That, of course, means your parents, Fate bless their spirits with peaceful retirement in the Forest, and Diesel and I all worked alongside them on a regular basis.”
 
   UNITY was the interracial law enforcement team Diesel and Lathan’s parents had been a part of. Anything involving the Races and Breeds or their intermingling with humans fell under the umbrella of UNITY’s authority. They kept the peace, but even more importantly, they made sure the overwhelming majority of humans never had any clue that extraordinary, magical beings roamed the earth alongside them.
 
   “That didn’t end when they sent Grace away. Nor did Diesel’s knowledge of Grace’s welfare and whereabouts.”
 
   Diesel had known where Grace was? What she was doing? Lathan felt his anger rising, but locked it down. The Magistrate could put him on his back without breaking a sweat. And anyway, it wasn’t much of a surprise. Lathan had often thought Diesel knew more than he was letting on about pretty much everything in their world, even in his retirement.
 
   The Magistrate continued. “We did everything we could to assist Chris and Allie in keeping their only child safe. We continued to provide the same safeguards that were in place for her when she was a child—the obvious protections like bulletproof cars and secret guards, but we also ensured that all of her caregivers and acquaintances had UNITY ties. We found ways to remove those around her who were potential threats—obviously, that was anyone without a UNITY badge.”
 
   She sighed heavily.
 
   Lathan felt his blood run cold. He was starting to see a very dark picture unfolding before him. Grace’s life had been controlled, down to the last detail, without her knowledge.
 
   “You have always perceived yourself as the danger, Lathan, my dear. But the work Chris and Allie were doing was equally problematic when it came to Grace’s safety. Two projects, in particular, were of concern. First was the development of what they referred to as a drawing serum. It is meant to be a formula to draw out the spirit of an injured wolf.” The Magistrate saw Lathan’s surprise at her words.
 
   “A bit unnatural, I’ll admit, as the Forest holds the only power we know of to allow a wolf spirit and a human spirit to be separated into two independent beings. The usefulness of such a chemical is obvious, though. It would solve—or at least assist—with our greatest vulnerability. If that separation can be medically induced—”
 
   “We’d be completely indestructible,” Lathan finished.
 
   The Magistrate nodded, then plowed ahead without giving Lathan a chance to ask questions. “That formula was at the request of the Healers. I granted permission for the work to move forward. The second project, however, was of a more personal nature. We were all very hopeful that it would be successful.”
 
   She paused to smile sadly at them. “After Grace’s dismissal, I encouraged her parents to continue work on a calming agent. We had hopes that they would be able to develop it to perfection, and administer it to you. Once your wolf had been tamed, it would have been safe to bring Grace back home to them, provided that her guard detail was heightened to the necessary level. I know we agreed”—the Magistrate lifted her hand to silence his argument—“that it would be best for her to be far away from you. But the truth will always remain that no one can protect her better than you can.”
 
   Lathan let those words sink in. The Magistrate was right, of course. No one would ever fight harder or kill faster than a wolf who was protecting the safety of a mate.
 
   “The results of every trial were dismal, though. Every test on your sample blood went devastatingly wrong. They were determined, but I had to put a stop to it.”
 
   Lathan frowned, not following.
 
   Diesel spoke up. “There were whispers about what could be done if those two chemical formulas were used together. UNITY looked into where the rumors had come from—the fact that Chris and Allie were even working on them was supposed to be classified. We were never able to determine where that chatter originated, but the dangers were clear. The drawing serum would let someone split a wolf and human. If Chris and Allie perfected the calming agent, it could have been used to sedate the newly-separated wolf into not protecting its human counterpart.”
 
   Lathan didn’t know whether to leap up or collapse farther back into the sofa.
 
   “Without the wolf spirit, the human nature would be completely mortal and easily taken down. The results of that could be devastating.” Diesel looked truly frightened as he spoke.
 
   “If the wrong person knew how to make that happen, our race would be vulnerable. We could easily be run into extinction. So we killed the project, spread our own rumors that it was impossible, and moved on to much more mundane things.” The Magistrate returned to her seat. “I’m sorry to have made this decision, especially without alerting you, but you always spoke against the idea of being tamed for Grace’s sake. I would not have been able to put you at risk, anyway. Surely you would have been the first target of an attack, if whoever was after such a lethal combination knew what they were doing. You are, after all—”
 
   “‘Responsible for the future of the race.’” Lathan quoted before Thalia could.
 
   How often over the years had he heard those words directed his way?
 
   In a vision before Lathan’s birth, Thalia had seen that he would be the one who carried forward the title of Magistrate. It was not a job he was looking forward to, and his position was highly contestable, since he was a he and the Magistrate was supposed to be female.
 
   “You had no guesses as to which Race or Breed would be interested in using that kind of combo?” Lathan asked.
 
   “There are certainly those with whom we have our sordid pasts.” The Magistrate chuckled darkly. “But UNITY has been so successful in developing and maintaining peaceful relations between all the Races and Breeds. We would hope that any leader with news would come forward, but…” She thought for a moment. “Well, we don’t control how they handle their own. And if they chose to eliminate the source of the problem, who am I to complain?”
 
   “There was no further issue,” Diesel explained, “after Chris and Allie got the orders to stop development.”
 
   “I moved Ren to their detail when the threat level was high,” the Magistrate said. “Grace hadn’t been attacked and none of her UNITY guards were ever aware of any immediate danger to her. I was convinced that your plan had been successful. No one knew of your imprint on her, and it appeared that she was able to start a new life elsewhere. I reassigned several junior Protectors to her, ones who weren’t meant to get close. The transition was smooth and the timing couldn’t have been better. She graduated and moved on with her life, and her Protector gracefully slid into the shadows.”
 
   Graduated. Lathan would have smiled, if the information overload wasn’t getting to his brain. He’d completed training, but wolves generally didn’t get to do the cap and gown routine unless they were deeply embedded in human culture. He would have loved to wave to Grace from the crowd when she’d gotten her diploma, though.
 
   “So what happened yesterday? Why did Grace’s mom call her in a panic?”
 
   The Magistrate shook her head. “I wish I knew, exactly.”
 
   “Wait.” Lathan looked between the two of them. “Isn’t that why we’re here? I thought you’d have information—something I could take back to Grace.”
 
   “I thought it better to receive their report in person,” she replied. “I’ve pulled them from their mission and expect them home within the next day or two. We should let them rest. It is hard work to be a human devoted to saving a world that isn’t your own. Perhaps, Lathan—”
 
   A knock sounded at the door and the Magistrate frowned but called, “Yes.”
 
   The door cracked open, and her highest wolf poked his head in. “My apologies, Ma’am, but it appears Mr. Snelgrove did not get the message about the rescheduling of his appointment. Shall I have him return at the appropriate time?”
 
   The Magistrate breathed in deeply and closed her eyes. “That wolf is bumbling to the point of vexation,” she muttered. Then she opened her eyes and plastered on her professional face again. “Beg him to give me a moment, Simmons.”
 
   The older wolf nodded and retreated, closing the door to restore their privacy.
 
   “As I was saying.” The Magistrate returned her focus to Lathan. “Perhaps you should see this as a sign from Fate.”
 
   “A sign?” Lathan frowned.
 
   “You were never going to keep her away forever, dear. I think it is time for you to step up and win her back.” Her tone was ordering, not offering.
 
   “How long have you known?” he asked.
 
   “I have visions constantly. It’s hard to tell exactly when I first saw that the two of you would be together. I had hoped you would get there on your own, but it feels important to encourage you now.” She was speaking in a round-about way. It was how she always spoke when she was talking of Fate-related things. That came from years of experience. Too many wolves had tried to change their Fates by going against them, trying to do the exact opposite of what she saw would happen.
 
   Fate liked it when she got her way.
 
   “And how am I supposed to do that? She thinks I’m a monster,” Lathan spat.
 
   “Oh, my dear boy. I’m sure you’ll find a way. For now, I think you may tell your mate that her parents are safe and due home soon.”
 
   “I don’t think she’s going to love that,” Lathan said under his breath.
 
   “Then maybe you could be convinced to show her a good time while she waits.” The Magistrate smiled, amusement dancing in her eyes. “Now, if you’ll forgive me, I must attend to my other guest.”
 
   She rose and motioned to the door, nonverbally indicating that it was time for Lathan and Diesel to leave.
 
   Lathan and Diesel’s phones both went off at the same moment and they frowned at each other before they retrieved their respective devices.
 
   “Good day, Magistrate,” Lathan murmured, nodding as he headed for the door.
 
   He didn’t hear Diesel’s farewell over the voice that started immediately when he hit the green button on his screen.
 
   “Lathan? It’s Emmeline.” She was frantic. “Grace is gone.”
 
   He turned to collar Diesel and drag him, but his brother caught his arm first.
 
   “I just got an alert—the lab alarm at Grace’s parents’ place has been triggered.”
 
   “Shit”—Lathan was still holding his phone to his ear, Emmeline’s voice going nonstop—“Emmeline. Emmeline! Do you know where she went?”
 
   “She left a note,” the woman cried. “It says she went to her parents’ house.”
 
   Lathan took off down the stairs, Diesel hot on his heels. “We’ve got to get there. NOW!”
 
    
 
   Blinding flashes of white sliced through the darkness. Each flash held an image, and Grace fought to piece them together. A wolf with Lathan’s eyes. The platform lowering into the lab, carrying Lathan, Diesel, Ren, and the small blond woman—with unnaturally white hair and white skin. They had called her by name. They seemed to know and trust her. Grace had trusted her, because she had soothed the pain. Right before…
 
   Blackness.
 
   She’d seen this lab before. No, she hadn’t. But she had. It was in her dreams, too. How could that be?
 
   Grace stayed down, testing her limbs gingerly. She’d hit hard when she’d passed out, knocking sideways into one of those rolling chairs and catching her elbows, one knee, and her head on things as she’d collapsed. She would probably have a couple of bumps and bruises, but her body seemed to be in okay shape.
 
   Well, except for her head…
 
   She made her way up slowly, pausing to let the dizziness settle every couple of inches. There was a knot on the back left side of her skull where she’d hit the floor when she went down, and her brain was swimming. She looked around.
 
   Yep. Still in the secret lab. And still scared shitless about trying to leave.
 
   She wasn’t sure how much time had passed, but it didn’t feel like much. She closed her eyes and strained her ears, trying to pick out any sound of danger from above, but she couldn’t hear anything over the ongoing noise of the alarm.
 
   The platform hissed.
 
   Her heart tried to use her throat as an evacuation route, but she clamped down on her fear and swung around to look for a weapon.
 
   Bad move. She staggered and almost collapsed, feeling woozy and weak.
 
   “Grace!”
 
   The voice was audible over the alarm and the sound of the platform moving. Lathan was kneeling on the edge of the platform, his head down in the gap, barely visible. Then she could see his shoulders. And as soon as he could squeeze his body through the opening, he did.
 
   She gasped—that drop was at least fifteen feet!
 
   He landed heavily in a crouched position to absorb the impact.
 
   He looked around the room first, and she realized he was assessing the situation. Checking for threats.
 
   What had he found upstairs?
 
   His brother rode the platform all the way down, and when the platform stopped and he turned, Grace could see that his hands were locked around a big, black gun. He paused by the control panel on the wall, punching buttons that stopped the alarm from sounding.
 
   Grace burst into tears. She couldn’t help it—she hated crying, but she was so overwhelmed with relief that she wasn’t able to prevent the response.
 
   “Hey,” Lathan said, his voice low and very close. “It’s okay. He’s gone. He’s gone, now. We’ve got you.”
 
   He touched her shoulder lightly, getting her attention. She looked up at him, and sobbed anew.
 
   When he gathered her against him, she didn’t flinch or argue or pull away. She went willingly, even if she couldn’t have said why.
 
   She held tight to his arms and let herself freak the fuck out.
 
   “All clear.” Diesel’s deep voice rumbled across the room. “Same scent I picked up yesterday. Damn, I’m glad they didn’t argue about all the extra protective measures.”
 
   His boots made solid thuds against the concrete floor as he came closer. “She got hit with some gas.”
 
   Grace stiffened, and she felt Lathan’s muscles tighten around her.
 
   “Gas?” She wiped her eyes as she collected herself and pushed away from Lathan.
 
   He let her go.
 
   “How do you know that?” she asked Diesel. “I didn’t even know this was here.” She waved a hand at the equipment, but her muscles felt heavy, so she let the hand go limp at her side.
 
   Diesel looked at her, then looked to Lathan. “I know you’re not going to want to hear this, but I don’t think we have a choice. We’ve got to call Aveleiyn.”
 
   That name, Grace thought.
 
   A crash sounded from the front door.
 
   “Grace?!” Em cried.
 
   Her voice echoed through the open space above.
 
   “Ohmigod. What the fuck?!” she cried again.
 
   Diesel cursed and shook his head. “I should have thought to call in reinforcements.”
 
   “Don’t you dare hurt her,” Grace growled.
 
   Diesel and Lathan both fell still, except for their heads, which snapped her way.
 
   Lathan was the first to speak. “He’d never hurt your friend. There’s a—a problem upstairs that we still need to deal with.”
 
   “Grace?!” Em’s voice came again, closer, and then Grace could see her through the opening in the laundry room floor.
 
   “What the—” Em stopped at the edge of the enormous square hole and dropped to her knees, peering down at them. “Is that—”
 
   “A secret lab?” Grace offered weakly.
 
   Em stared, her eyes roaming the space around them. “Whoa.” Then she hooked her thumb over her shoulder and directed her words to Lathan and Diesel. “You guys know there’s a vampire passed out in the kitchen, right?”
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Sixteen
 
   She was right there in the front seat of the car, directly in front of him. Lathan had folded himself into the back seat of Emmeline’s convertible, but with the top down it wasn’t all that bad. He’d always liked a car with an open lid, like that old Jeep Diesel had back in the day.
 
   His mood had improved dramatically when Grace had followed him out of her parents’ house. That was the first step, right? Getting her to come with him had been an enormous victory. Not entirely won on his own, he thought, glancing at the back of Emmeline’s head. She knew. He wasn’t sure how she knew, and he was going to have to make it a priority to find out, but Emmeline was aware of what he was—and still, she had encouraged Grace to join him.
 
   He tried not to stare at the whipping strands of Grace’s gold-blond hair as they swirled in the wind around her. She was sitting stock-still in that seat, with her sunglasses slammed down over her eyes and her head straight forward. He might not be able to scent her specific responses, but he knew enough about nonverbal communication to understand that she was completely shut down. That was okay, though—she was still in the car.
 
   They bobbed and crunched down the long gravel drive, winding closer to where the path would open up and the homestead would spread out in front of them. Lathan found himself wishing he was in the driver’s seat so he could catch more of Grace’s reaction to the place his family had worked so hard on. The view she was going to get would be, in part, due to the sweat he had poured out, and it pleased him to know she was going to find safety within the walls his hands had built.
 
   He mentally checked in on his wolf. Swiftly changing emotions, like the ones Lathan had been experiencing all day, took their toll on the creature. He was great with short bursts of action, but long-term human emotions could be overwhelming for any wolf. There he was, in the far depths of Lathan’s consciousness, snoozing lightly. He was ready when needed, but otherwise not likely to make an appearance. That was actually a good thing. Lathan couldn’t handle an unexpected shift right now. He was thrilled and surprised by the fact that he hadn’t shifted the moment they’d walked in to find that vampire passed out in the middle of the kitchen.
 
   Damn, that was going to be a wreck. Diesel had stayed behind to do damage control—Lathan had reluctantly given him the go-ahead to contact Aveleiyn. Since she could dematerialize, she was probably already over there.
 
   He was trying to weigh the pros and cons of a visit from that tiny woman. The comatose vamp wasn’t one of hers, but she might know who he belonged to. Bad timing. Aveleiyn was bound to offer to restore Grace’s memories—and she’d been so vocal about her negative feelings over having taken them that Lathan wasn’t certain she’d talk to him about it first. He wondered if it was time to give up some control; Grace deserved those memories and if she ran because of them, he deserved the pain of watching her go.
 
   “Whoa,” Em said as the house appeared.
 
   In the side mirror, Lathan saw Grace’s jaw drop open.
 
   Even his wolf sat up to take note of that moment.
 
   Grace turned in her seat. “Has this always been back here?” she asked, her tone incredulous.
 
   He sat forward, unable to keep his excitement at bay. “The bones have been here for years, but my brothers and I redid the main house.” He pointed to the grand and enormous structure. “We’re working on the rest of the buildings as we get time.”
 
   Someone had finished the stonework on the porch, Lathan noted gratefully.
 
   “It was an old campground, right?” Em asked, pressing the little button that took the top of the car up and over, closing Lathan down under a roof of fabric and metal. Ugh, he hated to be in tight spaces, and his skin itched as he waited for one of them to exit the vehicle so he could make a break for it.
 
   “Yeah, cabins and all,” he responded, aware his voice was growing tight.
 
   “Is everything okay?” Grace asked, frowning back at him.
 
   “Yeah, yeah, all good.” He coughed, changing his mind. “Actually, no, could you let me out of here?”
 
   Grace surged forward, popping the door open and pulling her seat out of his way. “Why didn’t you say something?” she hissed as he emerged into the freedom of the open air. “You’re claustrophobic? I could have sat back there.”
 
   Her head was tilted up to face his, and damn the asshole he was, but he wished her sunglasses were off.
 
   “I’m not claustrophobic,” he said, brushing it off.
 
   “Sure,” she muttered, moving around to the back of the car.
 
   They had transferred a small suitcase and a carry-on bag out of the trunk of a gray car at the house. An airport rental, Emmeline had explained. Grace had seemed too dazed to offer any words.
 
   Lathan sidestepped around Grace before she could handle any of the baggage. “Please, you’re our guest.” He shot a look back at Emmeline. “What about you?”
 
   The brunette cocked her brow. “What about me?”
 
   “That was the agreement, right—Grace only stays if you do? Aren’t you going to want some clothes and stuff here?”
 
   Her brows slumped as her attitude faded—she obviously hadn’t considered it.
 
   “One of the guys can go with you to get your things,” he offered.
 
   Her face faltered again, but she didn’t argue. Smart woman. She seemed to have a grasp on the kind of situation she was dealing with.
 
   Even if Grace hadn’t been the vampire’s original focus, the fact that she’d thwarted his mission and survived the encounter with the vamp made her a loose end. Until an investigation turned up a different answer, they had to operate under the assumption that she might be the target of another attack. If they played that theory out, Emmeline, as Grace’s close acquaintance, was in potential danger as well.
 
   He returned his attention to Grace. He wanted to take in her reaction to everything in his world.
 
   Yeah, he thought with a mental groan, everything. He was going to have to let Aveleiyn restore all those memories, he decided. Well…maybe not all of them.
 
   As they made their way up the front walkway, Lathan silently wished Grace was entering his home for the first time under different circumstances. He opened the door and let them in ahead of him, following behind with Grace’s bags. His eyes adjusted quickly to the dimmer interior, and his chest tightened as he waited patiently for Grace’s response. He glanced at her just in time. She was slipping those sunglasses down inside her small, professional-looking handbag. Her eyes went all over the place, checking out the living room and what she could see of the kitchen. They swept up the stairs and circled the banister above that wrapped around the open second floor and led off towards their individual rooms.
 
   Lathan had never been happier about the guest rooms they’d decided to include when they’d done the rebuild. The rooms had been renovated with the idea of housing ally pack members when needed, so they had spared no expense in making them every bit as comfortable and homey as their own spaces.
 
   “Damn,” Emmeline murmured.
 
   Lathan caught the small smile and brief eye contact Grace made with her friend. She didn’t say anything, but she agreed.
 
   Cool, he thought, not bothering to hide his grin.
 
   Riley was already at the top of the stairs, his eyes on the women and his grin as smooth as cream cheese on a warm bagel.
 
   Damn. Lathan wished it could have been Thorne or Diesel who was greeting them first. Riley always flirted without meaning to. It was just how he came off with women.
 
   Grace and Emmeline had already encountered Diesel, so he didn’t seem like a threat. Besides, Diesel’s solid, masculine, take-no-shit front didn’t usually get women hooked right away, as far as Lathan had seen from the times they’d gone out together in the past. No, that was the kind of man women glanced at all night before working up the nerve to come over, because he was never the one to make the approach.
 
   And Thorne…well, that wolf wasn’t a threat either, but for a completely different set of reasons.
 
   Riley strutted, whether he meant to or not, down the stairs and crossed right to them.
 
   “What’s going on?” He grinned and spoke in his casual way, and Lathan suddenly wished Riley would go ahead and get mated already so he could torment him in retaliation.
 
   Shit, what was he talking about? If Grace ever accepted him, Lathan’s eyes would never go anywhere else. Not only because he was a good and loyal man, but because he knew from the experience of having been adored by her once before. And…well, look at her. He’d never deserve all that, but if he got it, he wasn’t going to let it go.
 
   Luckily, it was Emmeline who got the full force of Riley’s charm. Grace stepped off, crossing her arms over her chest as she looked around.
 
   “Can I take those for you?” Riley asked Lathan. Grace moved forward like she would protest, but seemed to think better of it and fell back into stillness.
 
   Lathan handed the bags off. “Grace, Emmeline, my brother Riley.”
 
   Riley nodded and flashed another grin before he took off with Grace’s things.
 
   Cue Thorne, who entered from the kitchen with an unopened box of cheese crackers tucked under his arm and a pencil stuck behind his ear. “Hey, hey,” he said, barely stopping to give the women a glance. But then he remembered his manners, backtracked, and stopped.
 
   “Grace…and Emmeline, right?” He put the box of crackers down on one of the end tables and crossed to them. “Hawthorne Black. Everyone calls me Thorne.”
 
   He cut his eyes at Lathan. “You got a minute to talk?” His gaze flicked ever so briefly to Emmeline and back, and Lathan got the picture.
 
   “Sure—uh”—he turned back to Grace and Emmeline—“give me a minute, and then I’ll show you around?”
 
   But Emmeline stepped forward, eyes narrowing. She strolled right past Lathan and went toe-to-toe with an unassuming Thorne. “You got something to say to me?”
 
   Thorne jerked back, upsetting the box of crackers. As he sputtered, she sent her hands to her hips and looked between him and Lathan. “Yeah, that’s right, I know what you are,” she said with a smirk.
 
   Well, this was getting out of hand.
 
   Lathan glanced at Grace who had moved several steps back, and was getting ever closer to the door.
 
   Lathan closed in on Emmeline, instead, dropping his voice low. “You need to let me do this the right way.”
 
   She smiled lightly. “Alright, alright, just trying to help you along.” Then she leaned closer, her words menacing. “Sooner rather than later, or I will do it for you. I think I see what’s happened here, and I want her to have a chance to get out if she wants to before she’s too tied up in this.” She turned to Thorne. “You wanna do the honors of escorting me back to my place so I can get my things?”
 
   Thorne stood with his mouth open, looking at Lathan in search of assistance.
 
   Lathan shrugged. “Seems like a plan to me.” He looked to his guests. “Now. Would you give us a moment?”
 
   When there was no further argument from Emmeline, he stepped Thorne off to the kitchen.
 
   “Say it quick,” he muttered, eyes shifting back out to check on Grace.
 
   “What?” Thorne shook his head, like he was lost. “No, well, I mean…I was going to give you the word I’d gotten on her friend.”
 
   “Emmeline,” Lathan said.
 
   Thorne frowned. “Yeah, whatever—”
 
   “And?”
 
   Thorne threw his hands up. “Well—I mean—she just told you, like, 99.9% of what I’d learned.”
 
   “The wolf thing?” Lathan frowned. “But she’s not a wolf. We’d have known about it or at least picked up on it right away.”
 
   “No, she’s not, but her grandparents are. Or were. The granddad’s retired to the Forest.”
 
   “Huh.” It was the best Lathan could do.
 
   “Makes sense about her sticking by her friend, and being so loyal, right?” Thorne offered.
 
   Lathan was starting to piece all the information together. “Yeah. Interesting. I wonder if Grace’s parents knew? Diesel filled you guys in?”
 
   Thorne nodded.
 
   “Alright. Listen, stay on guard and don’t let Emmeline out of your sight. We’ve got to consider her a potential target, so she’ll be staying with us until things are safe. Guess that’s the tribute I was looking for.”
 
   Thorne tipped his head and moved back out to the living room, gesturing to Emmeline, who smirked and led the way to the door.
 
   And then it was just Grace and Lathan.
 
   The world slipped away. Grace was at the window watching Emmeline prance down the driveway, and damn if that visual didn’t make Lathan want to sit down and catch his breath. His heart pounded as he looked at her. She was leaning against the window frame, gazing out at the yard. He imagined her like that, but maybe waiting for him to come home. Not that he would want her to stand around waiting on him all day—he wasn’t a pig. But, if he called her to let her know he’d finished a meeting and he was racing home to be with her…maybe she would be so excited she would watch and wait to—
 
   She turned and his heart did a backflip. “Your home is beautiful,” she said.
 
   “Thanks.” He was suddenly unable to gush about the rooms she hadn’t seen and the work that had gone into them.
 
   “I’m sorry. This is all kind of a lot, right now,” she said softly, doing that up and down routine with her hands on her arms like she was cold, even though the warm spring breeze was the only thing cooling the room.
 
   “I hear that,” he replied, thinking of the bombs that were going to keep dropping on her.
 
   Maybe they were more like grenades. Everyone around her was pulling the pins and tossing them her way, hoping she’d figure out what to do with them before everything exploded.
 
   “I’d feel better about all of this if I could talk to my parents.” She seemed to be talking more to herself than to him.
 
   The shock was starting to wear off, and fear was bound to replace it.
 
   She was willing to trust Lathan and his family, only in as much as they’d been there to rescue her when she’d needed it. Beyond that, he didn’t blame her for not knowing what to think of them.
 
   “I know,” Lathan said. “They’ll be here soon, I promise. And in the meantime, I’m going to get you some answers.”
 
   “Answers.” She laughed bitterly. “You wouldn’t even know where to begin with the kinds of answers I need right now.”
 
   She turned and cut across the living room, stopping here and there to check things out as she made her way to the back of the room, heading for the wall of windows that made up the rear, lake-facing side of the house.
 
   “I think you’d be surprised,” Lathan said, uncomfortable and unsure of himself. He stopped several feet away from her, hands digging deep into his pockets.
 
   “You realize that I discovered a secret lab in my parents’ basement and triggered a gas booby-trap that knocked out a—” She cut herself off, her hand going up to her mouth. She turned to look over at him.
 
   “Emmeline said—”
 
   She couldn’t get the word out. He didn’t blame her. He felt bad for her, because her world was well on its way to getting a whole shit-ton weirder than a single vampire.
 
   “Why didn’t it kill me?” she asked instead.
 
   “The vampire?” Lathan frowned.
 
   Grace blanched. “That too, I guess.”
 
   “The gas,” Lathan realized. “The gas upstairs was a quick-shot heavy-duty thing, Diesel said. Your parents developed it, and Diesel helped get it implemented, but I don’t know how it works. As to why the stuff downstairs didn’t do more, I’d guess whatever they developed had a safeguard. I don’t know if that was to protect you or all humans or—hell, maybe it was only meant to incapacitate so whoever triggered it could be taken into UNITY custody…” he watched her eyes grow wider with every word he spoke. “I, uh—I don’t know the details.”
 
   “And the”—Grace swallowed—“vampire. Was he trying to kill me?”
 
   Lathan’s wolf rumbled in his brain.
 
   “I don’t know. But you can be damn sure I’m going to find out,” he growled.
 
   Grace’s eyes flared—but she didn’t look afraid. No, that look was more like the one Diesel had gotten back in the day, when he’d gotten a call about a mission. Determined, prepared, strong and resolute. Hardcore.
 
   Fate, this woman was complex.
 
   “Em said…” Grace clasped her hands in front of her, twisting her fingers together.
 
   “You look pale,” Lathan fretted. “Do you want to sit down? There’s food in the kitchen.”
 
   Obviously, he groaned inwardly. Where else would they keep the food?
 
   Grace shook her head quickly, but didn’t look back up.
 
   “The world isn’t what I thought it was,” she said, her eyes trained on her thin fingers. When she finally met his eyes, he was surprised to see overwhelming strength and resolve filling her face again.
 
   “But I’m not surprised. It explains pretty much everything.”
 
   Lathan swallowed thickly, waiting for her to continue.
 
   “Are you”—she huffed and laughed self-consciously—“I know how it sounds, believe me. But this has been a traumatic, weird, and altogether fucked up day. So I’m going to go with it.”
 
   Lathan wished his pockets went deeper; he could use the room to dig down even farther.
 
   “Are you different?”
 
   Lathan didn’t know how to respond. He realized he’d never encountered the issue of having to reveal his true nature to a human who didn’t already know what was what in the R & B world.
 
   Grace frowned when he didn’t answer, “That’s probably a really personal question.”
 
   Lathan laughed. He couldn’t help it, and once the laughter started, he couldn’t stop it. Grace’s eyebrows were sky-high before he got the giggles back under control.
 
   “You asked me if I’m some kind of freak of nature and now you’re worried about being polite?”
 
   Her face fell and he waved his hands. “No, don’t—don’t be upset. This is… Damn, Grace. I’ve never done this before.”
 
   She bit her lip and Fate if his wolf and his cock didn’t both choose that moment to wake up and take notice.
 
   He mentally prodded both his sudden erection and his wolf to go back to sleep, but neither listened.
 
   He shifted as subtly as he could, trying to fix at least the situation in his slacks. It worked for the time being.
 
   “Yeah.” He sighed. “I’m different.”
 
   He braced himself. She would run, right? He started trying to calculate how to handle that. He didn’t want to scare the shit out of her by chasing her, and she wasn’t technically a captive. On the other hand, they couldn’t let her leave. They didn’t know the circumstances surrounding that vampire, yet; if Grace was a target, they had to keep her safe.
 
   But her shoulders sagged with relief.
 
   “I knew it,” she whispered. “This is what has given me hope. In all the time I’ve felt so lost, I’ve known there was something more. Some reason or explanation or something I was missing. It always felt out of reach—like if I could only find it, I would understand everything.”
 
   Lathan rubbed a hand over his hair. This definitely wasn’t how he’d seen things play out. She wasn’t racing out the door or crashing through a glass window to get away. He stood, stunned and silent, watching her.
 
   “Okay, I don’t know how to explain this.” Grace continued, seeming to gain steam. “I have to put it out there to the universe, though.”
 
   Lathan ducked his chin and studied her. “I’ve told you my truth. Yours can’t be any weirder than mine.”
 
   Grace shook her hands out, breathing like she was gearing up for a major athletic feat.
 
   “Okay. This is so weird.” She laughed at nothing. “Right. Whatever. Can’t be crazier than a vampire.” She looked up at him. “I know you. I’ve known you for years, haven’t I?”
 
   Lathan didn’t respond.
 
   “I don’t remember knowing you—meeting you in person, you know, before. But I’ve dreamed about you. You, the way you look right now, the same age, and everything,” she said, motioning his way, “since I was a kid. How is that possible? The dreams started fifteen years ago, when I left here, but you looked the way you do, standing there. And the woman—the one you told Diesel to contact? I don’t remember meeting her, either, but I can tell you that she’s petite and she has white-blond hair, like the vampire. It’s because she’s a vampire, isn’t she?” Grace looked at him, each one of her questions, and so many more, reflected in her eyes.
 
   “You dreamed this stuff?” Lathan asked, his brain working overtime. That didn’t make any sense; it shouldn’t have been possible, given the things that Aveleiyn had removed from Grace’s brain.
 
   “Not all of it. I only dreamed about you,” Grace said, “I—I don’t know. It’s like I saw the other stuff, while I was passed out on that gas.”
 
   Visions, Lathan thought. Grace had visions. That had to be it. Not dreams, even the ones she felt were dreams. The kinds of things she saw—the real things related to a world she shouldn’t have remembered? Those images were sent to her by Fate.
 
   How was that possible? Humans didn’t have visions. Which meant there was only one explanation.
 
   Grace had to be something else.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Seventeen
 
   Grace was putting the pieces together. She couldn’t bring herself to delve any further into Lathan’s…well, she didn’t know what to call it—background? Species? She knew what she’d seen him become in her dreams, but she didn’t think she could say that part out loud—not yet, at least. It seemed too intimate.
 
   Em, Grace thought. Em had gotten in Thorne’s face, and said she knew what he was.
 
   Were they all different? They had to be. It made sense. They were brothers, after all. She didn’t have to question the blooded connection between them; their appearances proved that.
 
   Diesel knew all that stuff about her parents’ house, too. And her parents…they had known about all of this. She hated to hope, but it hit her anyway: this must have been why they’d sent her away. Something about what they knew had frightened them.
 
   They had cared.
 
   Whatever it was—whatever all of this was—it was important to them and certainly to that vampire who’d been in their house. Who knew how far all of this went? The man standing only a few feet away from her obviously had an idea.
 
   “Can you tell me?” Grace asked, “About all of this? Can you help me remember what I’ve forgotten?”
 
   Lathan’s eyebrows popped. “You want to know more? What you’ve seen already hasn’t chased you away?”
 
   “You didn’t run when I told you about my dreams.” Grace shrugged.
 
   “Yeah, but”—Lathan shook his head—“It’s weird that you’re being so calm about this.”
 
   Grace frowned. “That’s probably the shock. Or residual lag from being hit with that gas. Give me a couple of hours and I’ll show you a first-class panic attack.”
 
   He grinned his lopsided smile and she smiled back. He wasn’t as arrogant as she’d thought at first. In fact, he seemed to be pretty unsure of himself, and it made him seem so much more approachable.
 
   “I can do better than telling you about my world.” He was tentative, nervous, but also excited. Grace could feel the energy rolling off of him as he nodded. “I can show you. I can help you regain what you’ve forgotten, and I can open up a whole new universe to you. But it’s dangerous, Grace. It’s not a safe place for humans.”
 
   “So you’re not human.”
 
   Lathan let out a whew. “That’s a whole day of explanations. And we’ll get there, I promise. But you have to understand, it’s not just the human thing. Being near me—being connected to my family? It complicates things. A lot. You have to be sure this is something you want. There’s no turning back and your whole perspective will change. You might not want to be a part of it once you see it for yourself. It’s a gamble—”
 
   Grace summoned boldness from God only knew where when she stepped forward, closing the distance between them.
 
   “You’re stalling, because you’re afraid. But I’m not. If what I saw in my dreams was real—even a little bit—I’ll take my chances.”
 
   Lathan looked stunned. He opened his mouth, but didn’t seem to be able to come up with any words.
 
   At that moment, the front door swung open and Lathan jumped back like he’d been caught doing something wrong.
 
   The figures were silhouetted against the late afternoon sun, but Grace recognized the taller, imposing frame as Diesel’s. He stepped in first, leaving the door open for the diminutive woman with him, who was mid-conversation and kept chattering as she crossed the threshold.
 
   “His congregation won’t have any room to retaliate, of course. He was breaking about a million and a half vampire rules, and that’s not even considering all the R & B laws he was stomping on. Their healer will have him up and running again, to be sure, but his leader will have to punish him. If he were one of mine, I’d lock him in his coffin and bury him for a century or so. The boredom alone would be a decent start.”
 
   “That’s the one,” Grace murmured to Lathan. “I knew it.”
 
   And she had. She had pictured this woman exactly—only from what she could recall, the woman had a streak of pink in her hair, not blue.
 
   “Are you sure about this?” Lathan looked down at her, eyes serious.
 
   “Do your worst,” Grace replied.
 
   “It’s not a joke, Grace.” He studied her. “There’s no going back from any of this. If you’re in, you’re all in.”
 
   “Are you trying to convince me or you?” Grace countered.
 
   Lathan dropped his gaze. “I wish I knew.”
 
   Grace didn’t have to question it. She should have—it was crazy—but she felt compelled to jump in, feet first. She was certain she wouldn’t drown. She was more convinced she would soar.
 
   “Please,” she pleaded. “It’s time.”
 
   Time for what? She had no clue. Everything was drawing her in, though, and things that had been out of place for too long were finding their coordinates and going for home.
 
   Lathan’s jaw was clenched, but he nodded. “Fate. Alright, let’s do this.”
 
   And then something extraordinary happened.
 
   He took her hand.
 
   It shouldn’t have been such an occasion. After all, he’d touched her the night before. And sure, there had been sparks, but this felt like a forest fire had been lit between them. Their skin was going to fuse together wherever they were touching, she was sure of it.
 
   Was it her imagination, or had he hissed like he was in pain? He clasped her hand more tightly, but he didn’t have to worry. She wasn’t letting go—she didn’t think she could, even if she had wanted to…which she didn’t.
 
   Only, he had to as he moved to greet his guest.
 
   “Aveleiyn,” he said warmly, taking one of the woman’s small hands between both of his.
 
   The woman beamed. “Lathan, my pet! It has been far too long.”
 
   She rose on her tiptoes and pecked Lathan’s cheek.
 
   Grace wanted to growl at the gorgeous woman. Aveleiyn turned her smile on Grace, though, and that urge to snarl slipped away.
 
   The woman looked like she would have fit in more onstage at a goth rock show than in the middle of the enormous lodge-like living room. Her black top was sheer, a strappy black bra visible underneath it. She had on a short black leather skirt and black boots with soles the size of car tires, but she seemed positively regal when she tipped her head at Grace.
 
   “Aveleiyn Crown,” she said, holding out her tiny hand. Her wrist was concealed by all manner of black and silver bracelets.
 
   Grace shook the offered hand, and when she touched the woman’s skin, she lost all sense of possessiveness in favor of feeling totally blissed out. She felt like she was almost dreaming, and it was the most wonderful sensation she’d ever experienced.
 
   “She’s back,” Aveleiyn said, withdrawing her hand and fluffing her hair back behind her shoulders. Her ears were bedecked with more piercings than Grace could count.
 
   “So she is.” Lathan glanced over at Grace.
 
   “What does that mean, exactly?” Aveleiyn asked.
 
   Lathan looked to Diesel, who was hanging up his leather jacket.
 
   Grace hadn’t seen Diesel without the thing. He was even bigger and scarier out of it. His muscles were so defined they were visible through the dress shirt he was wearing. He was rolling the sleeves up to his elbows, and the cords of muscle in his forearms flexed with every step he took.
 
   “Am I crazy to do this?” Lathan asked his brother.
 
   Grace cocked her head. They were talking about her, she knew that, but it didn’t bother her in the least. What had that vampire done to her?
 
   “Only you can answer that.” Diesel shrugged. “But Fate brought her back for a reason. Right?”
 
   “It doesn’t necessarily mean anything, my pet,” Aveleiyn chimed in. “Well, the Fate thing does for you, I’m sure. But even if I restore everything, it doesn’t mean the future will work out as you might hope.”
 
   “I know,” Lathan grumbled. “So, that’s the answer then, isn’t it? We leave it up to Fate?”
 
   Diesel considered that for a moment. “Seems like a fair coin toss to me.”
 
   “I’m ready when you are.” Aveleiyn grinned, holding her hands up for Lathan to see. Her bracelets moved and glinted in the light, catching Grace’s attention. The way the light sparkled off of them was soooo pretty.
 
   Damn, was she high?
 
   “Okay. But—don’t do the part in the…you know. The part. You can control it, right? I’d rather her parents be around for that part. Or maybe we can wait and let it all…work out organically.”
 
   “Secrets.” Aveleiyn sighed, but she nodded knowingly.
 
   “Just for now,” Lathan responded.
 
   “I can control it, yes.”
 
   “Grace.” Lathan turned to her. “You’re sure about this?”
 
   “Oh, my pet. Please tell me you asked her that before.” Aveleiyn giggled, hiding her mouth behind her hand. Her nails were painted a deep merlot shade, Grace noted. “She’ll agree to anything the way she is right now. Won’t you, love?”
 
   She smiled at Grace. Grace smiled and nodded back. She wasn’t even sure she’d meant to. Actually, she did have some questions about everything that was going on, but she didn’t feel any need to ask them.
 
   “See?”
 
   “Fate,” Lathan groaned. “Yes. I mean, she said—earlier, she said she wanted answers. These are answers. She seemed…I don’t know. It was weird. Like she’d been waiting for the truth the whole time she’d been away. I guess you can always take it back if it’s too bad, right?”
 
   Aveleiyn smiled, but didn’t respond.
 
   “Right. Do it.” Lathan waved his hand and turned away.
 
   “He’s cute,” Grace confided loudly to Aveleiyn.
 
   Diesel snorted. Lathan froze, barely turning to gaze at her over his shoulder.
 
   “That seems promising,” Aveleiyn directed at Lathan before she turned to Grace. “He is, isn’t he, my love?” Aveleiyn winked. “Grace, I’m going to take your hands, and when I take them, you’ll feel very tired. You’ll sleep, and you’ll dream—”
 
   “I dream all the time.” Grace smiled. “About him.” She pointed lazily in Lathan’s direction.
 
   Aveleiyn frowned.
 
   Whoa. When she frowned, she looked downright lethal.
 
   “You dream…about Lathan?”
 
   Grace nodded. “Yes. He kisses me sometimes. He’s a good kisser. It’s soooo nice.”
 
   Diesel snorted again, and Lathan turned all the way around, his eyes burning into her. But Grace didn’t notice. She was staring at the fangs in Aveleiyn’s mouth. “Those are reeeeeeally pointy,” she said, eyes wide.
 
   Aveleiyn snapped her mouth closed. Then she turned to Lathan. “Did she mention that? The dreaming thing—before she was all loosened up?”
 
   Lathan seemed to have a problem finding his voice and Grace giggled. “I told him all about it. I dreamed of him. And when I was in the lab, I saw you”—she pointed at Aveleiyn— “and you”—she pointed at Diesel.
 
   “That’s not right,” Aveleiyn said, looking between Diesel and Lathan. “I have those memories. All of them. She shouldn’t have been able to—I’ve never heard of anything like that. Her brain was emptied of those thoughts. Completely. How would they be…” The vampire trailed off, unsure of what else to say.
 
   “I know,” Lathan said. “Something’s up with it. I’d say it was—”
 
   “Visions?” Diesel finished, eyebrows low.
 
   Lathan tipped his head in agreement.
 
   “I want to feel sleeeeepy,” Grace complained.
 
   Aveleiyn looked back around to her. “Yes, my love, sleepy. It’s coming.” She turned away again. “I don’t have anything to go off of with that. Humans are so easy. It’s obvious that something different is at play here. I’ll have to be very careful putting everything back in place. I think I’ll extend the recovery time, too. She’ll probably be out for a day. Maybe two.”
 
   Lathan nodded. “Do whatever you have to do.”
 
   “Is your healer on hand?” Aveleiyn asked.
 
   “Reegan’s not here,” Diesel answered, “but Riley knows enough.”
 
   “Riley knows enough of what?” A voice came from behind Grace, at the top of the stairs.
 
   “Were you all cut out of some sort of magical sexy-man-making cloth?” Grace tried to focus her eyes on the men in the room.
 
   “I see she’s met Aveleiyn.” Riley grinned. “How’s things, doll?”
 
   Aveleiyn smiled fondly. “Better now, my pet.”
 
   Riley glided down the stairs like he was levitating.
 
   “He’s very charming,” Grace confided in Lathan.
 
   Lathan bristled, his voice coming out as a growl. “Are we doing this or not?”
 
   “Riley, you okay being on point to monitor vitals on our guest?” Diesel shot a glance Grace’s way.
 
   “This is very important,” Grace slurred to Riley, who raised his eyebrows and laughed.
 
   “Damn, doll, how much of that bliss did you give her?”
 
   Aveleiyn smiled benignly. “Enough.”
 
   “Yeah, I’ve got her back,” Riley said to Diesel and Lathan.
 
   “Let’s proceed, then.” Aveleiyn nodded all around. “It was very nice to officially meet you, Grace Dawes,” she said, reaching her hands out.
 
   Grace was ready. She took Aveleiyn’s hands, thrilled at the promise of that deep sleep.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Eighteen
 
   This time around, it was Lathan who caught Grace when her muscles went limp. He lifted her easily, cradling her against his chest and breathing in her scent. She was so light, so fragile.
 
   No, he was only telling himself what he wanted to believe. The truth was that she was stronger than he’d ever been. Sure, she’d been riding high on bliss after Aveleiyn had touched her. But before Aveleiyn and Diesel had gotten back, she’d been taking it all in stride, even if she was experiencing some shock from her vampire encounter.
 
   How had she put it? An altogether fucked up day? He could absolutely get onboard with that assessment. His internal organs felt like they’d been feeding quarters non-stop into an over-exuberant massage chair. They were squeezing and mashing and moving in all the wrong directions, and the only thing he could do was concentrate on keeping them inside his body.
 
   To make matters worse, his wolf was starting to scratch at the door. It was his natural urge to protect Grace, especially when he was concerned about her being vulnerable. He was going to have to acquiesce and shift soon—but not yet.
 
   First he had to get her upstairs, and that was a battle all in itself. It was better for both of them to put her in the guest room Riley had prepared, but Fate, he wished he could take her to his own quarters. He shoved that thought away for the tenth time.
 
   No. When she came back around, she might make a run for it. Better not to have gotten too attached to the idea that she was going to stick around. His heart was already in way over its aorta.
 
   “Thanks,” he said to Aveleiyn, peering down at her from over Grace’s lolling head. He rearranged his arms to better support her.
 
   “My pleasure.” She smiled, flashing a hint of fang. “You have no idea how heavy those memories have been. Keep me updated on her progress, and let me know if I can do anything else to help.”
 
   “Of course,” Diesel said, stepping in to take over and giving Lathan room to move Grace to safety.
 
   Lathan couldn’t have been more grateful. He cut past them and headed for the stairs. Grace sighed and he froze mid-step, in case she was waking up. Her eyes didn’t open, though, as she snuggled more closely to his chest.
 
   Fate. He was lost to her. Every moment he’d spent worrying and wondering was resolved right then and there. She was exactly where she belonged. Well, she would have to figure that out for herself, but he was convinced of it.
 
   He continued on to her guest room.
 
    
 
   Riley had done an amazing job. Grace’s things were all out—her luggage unpacked, her clothes hanging in the wardrobe, her toothpaste on the bathroom counter. That wolf had made the room like home for Grace, and it made Lathan swell with pride and emotion over the care his brother had taken.
 
   He leaned against the doorjamb between the bathroom and the bedroom, watching Grace as she slept. If she did sleep for two days, like Aveleiyn had guessed she might, he didn’t want her to be uncomfortable, but he couldn’t be the one to change her. When her friend got back, he would ask her to get Grace changed into some pajamas.
 
   His mind wanted to race over the events and details of the last 48 hours, but his wolf had other plans. He looked down at his right hand. The tremor that usually started there was moving in and taking over. If he didn’t do a controlled shift, his wolf was going to take matters into his own hands.
 
   He nudged the bathroom door almost shut to give Grace privacy while he got undressed, and folded his clothes up into a tidy stack, which he tossed on the edge of the tub. By the time he was au naturel, his whole body was shaking and the glow was starting. Fuck. He hadn’t seen that glow in a long time. It had only ever preceded the worst of his shifts.
 
   Should he leave? Get the hell out in case his wolf went nuts?
 
   No…he wasn’t going to lose it. Leaving the room wouldn’t have helped, anyway. Not the way his wolf was feeling. He’d be more likely to destroy the whole house, taking it to a pile of rubble, to get back into Grace’s presence. He wasn’t sure how he knew that, but he felt it all the way into the depths of his soul. His wolf needed to be protective—he was clawing his way out, because he had one mission in mind and he was desperate to take it on.
 
   He thought of the vampire who’d been zonked out on that kitchen floor. If another one like that—or any other creature with some ill will towards Grace—came knocking, he would be the one to keep her safe. No one would get through that bedroom door unless he allowed it.
 
   Lathan flexed his arms back, bracing for what was coming. When the light consumed him, he squeezed his eyes, clenching his teeth against any howls of pain.
 
   Why it hurt so much after all that training to prevent the pain was a mystery. He’d shifted recently enough that he should hardly have noticed it at all, but he felt each and every break of bone and tear of skin and sprouting tuft of hair.
 
   When his wolf’s paws touched the cool tile, it was an instant relief. Sure, he was still panting and his muscles ached, but he was alive and that was a good sign.
 
   He nosed the door open and moved gingerly across the carpet, sore and exhausted. He had a job to do before he could rest.
 
   He spent an hour sniffing every inch of the room. He snuffled along the closed bedroom door and the windows, making sure he didn’t scent any danger.
 
   When he was satisfied with that, he went to sit by the bed, resting his chin next to Grace’s elbow. He didn’t want to disturb her, so he waited for a long time. He listened to her breathing and her heartbeat until he was convinced she was so deeply asleep that she wouldn’t be easily woken. Then—and only then—did he chance a gentle hop onto the bed.
 
   He froze, waiting to see if she would wake. When she didn’t, he settled, resting his head against her feet so he would feel it instantly if she moved. Content that things were secure for the time being, he gave in to sleep.
 
    
 
   He woke sometime later to a heated argument taking place on the other side of the bedroom door. Emmeline was going toe-to-toe with Diesel and Thorne, who were trying to keep her out of Grace’s room.
 
   His wolf lifted his head and watched Grace for signs of disturbance, but she was totally knocked out. Her hair was spread across the pillow, and her face was peaceful.
 
   He stood slowly and moved carefully so he wouldn’t wake her. Even the click of his claws on the hardwood floor sounded thunderous to him. And then there was the little matter of not having hands, he realized, as he looked helplessly at the dresser and wardrobe. Pajamas were probably in one of those. His wolf glanced back over his shoulder again towards Grace.
 
   Not a single flutter from those eyelids.
 
   He shifted quickly, and had just gotten hold of the top dresser drawer when the bedroom door launched open and hit the wall behind it with an enormous bang.
 
   He was too stunned to shift back, so he ripped the drawer open and grabbed the first thing he put his hands on, using it to shield his nakedness.
 
   “Oh. My. God!” Emmeline shrieked.
 
   Diesel and Thorne poured into the room behind her.
 
   “What the hell are you doing?!” she screeched again.
 
   Well, she certainly didn’t seem to care about decency. Her eyes had landed on his crotch and they were as big around as volleyballs. He was about to snap back at her until Diesel and Thorne took the same visual journey.
 
   He looked down to check things out—and discovered that what he’d found to cover himself with was a very lacy, very bright red thong.
 
   It wasn’t doing much good in the coverage department, and to top it off, he looked like he’d been caught—literally red-handed—snooping in Grace’s panty drawer.
 
   So he did the most logical thing he could think of.
 
   He bolted for the bathroom and locked himself in.
 
   “One of you had better come clean with me about what went down while I was gone,” Emmeline bellowed.
 
   “Don’t look at me,” Lathan heard Thorne cry out, “I was with you the whole time!”
 
   “OhmiGOD. Has she been drugged?” That woman wouldn’t only wake Grace. She would raise an entire cemetery. Three states over.
 
   Lathan cursed as he flung the panties on the bathroom counter, crammed into his pants, and threw the bathroom door open, snagging his dress shirt on the way out.
 
   He hooked Emmeline’s waist and pulled her with him out of the room and down the hallway toward the stairs. She was stronger than she looked and even more determined than he’d previously thought. She almost ripped the doorknob straight out of the bedroom door in her efforts to cling to anything that would anchor her to where she wanted to be. Diesel righted the picture she clawed at before it could crash to the floor.
 
   “Listen,” Lathan growled, still hanging on in case she bolted back to the bedroom.
 
   “Who the hell do you think you are?” she spat, flinging her body around in an effort to get free. “You can’t keep us here like this. I know exactly what you’ve done. I can go to the Magistrate.”
 
   Lathan gave her a moment to wear out.
 
   She didn’t. She kept tugging and jerking her limbs.
 
   “The Magistrate knows everything,” Lathan told her, stretching his head out of her reach when she got a hand free and tried to lash out with her talons.
 
   “Does she know you sent Grace away in the first place?” Emmeline snarled, twisting her torso to try to shimmy out of his hold.
 
   Lathan clamped down more tightly and she froze. He would never hurt her, but he hadn’t been giving her a taste of his actual strength. Her sudden stillness indicated that she now understood he was going easy on her. He could have snapped her spine in two the moment he’d grabbed her, but he didn’t have any plans or desires to do that.
 
   “Why do you think that?” Lathan asked.
 
   Emmeline huffed, but didn’t fight again. “Because she’s your mate, right? You didn’t want her, so you sent her away. And now she’s back and it’s your responsibility to figure out how to get rid of her again, but I’m not going to let you. She’s my best friend and I’ll keep her safe from you and everyone else. I don’t care what I have to do.”
 
   Thorne and Diesel were frozen up ahead, watching the encounter play out.
 
   “Yes,” Lathan said, loosening his grip, “the Magistrate knows I sent Grace away. You’re the one who doesn’t know the details.”
 
   Emmeline didn’t respond.
 
   “I sent her away because I’m a dangerous asshole,” Lathan continued. “You felt it—how easily I could break you. I could do the same to her without meaning to, but there are far worse things that could happen to her in this world. You’ve got wolf blood—surely someone has told you about the days before UNITY stepped in and brought peace.”
 
   “Kidnapping a human and holding her against her will doesn’t seem very peaceful to me,” Emmeline sneered.
 
   “Woman, you’re not doing yourself any favors right now,” Thorne said under his breath.
 
   That got her wound up again. “Shut up,” she snapped at him.
 
   His eyebrows popped. “What did I say?” He looked to Diesel for help, but Diesel was arms-crossed and stone-faced.
 
   “I didn’t kidnap her.” Lathan loosened his grip a fraction more, but stayed on guard. “She let our vampire ally bliss her out.”
 
   “Vampire ally?” Emmeline got her head around enough to give him a crazy face. “But Grace—”
 
   “Wrong vamp,” Diesel said.
 
   “If I let you go, can you stay calm enough to let me explain?”
 
   Emmeline hesitated, but finally nodded.
 
   Lathan released his hold and stepped back, fully expecting her to take off. Instead, she headed for the stairs to the movie pit and plopped down heavily, hanging her head and catching her breath. She’d worn herself out more than she’d wanted him to know. He respected her for being a fighter.
 
   Lathan followed and joined her, giving Diesel and Thorne a nod that said, “Give us some space.”
 
   “I didn’t seek Grace out intentionally. With her parents’ connection to our world, though, it was inevitable that we would meet. Our families were friends, and there was always some reason or another that we ended up being in the same places at the same times.”
 
   “She told me,” Em said. “She had a crush on you.”
 
   “I know.” Lathan gathered his thoughts. “I didn’t imprint on her right away. That happened unexpectedly. I would have taken it back if I could have. One afternoon, her parents came to speak with mine. Chris and Allie handed her off to me because they knew I would watch over her, and keep her safe. I took her down to the lake, and I went chasing after this tiny frog to show her. I turned around, and bam. Her smell hit me and all I could see was my mate. After the imprint, my wolf went insane. He got uncontrollable and ferocious. I couldn’t be around Grace that way, and I wanted to be the one who left, but it was out of the question. My pack is supposed to be the one who carries on the Magistrate’s lineage. Because I’m the alpha, I couldn’t leave.”
 
   Emmeline watched him carefully, her forehead heavily creased as she talked through her thoughts. “Having her around would have put her in danger if anyone tried to take your place.”
 
   Lathan nodded. “We worked with her family to make a plan that we thought would be the best. She’d go away to safety before anyone could find out about my imprint. That way she could live her life. She could be any other human. At the time, I thought it was the best way to protect her.”
 
   “You had to know she would come back, though. I mean—it’s so obvious.”
 
   “Until you consider that a vampire wiped all her memories of me. And most of the good ones of her family. And gave her a new concept that made her believe her parents didn’t want her around,” Lathan admitted.
 
   When he said it like that, it didn’t sound like a good plan at all. It sounded like the kind of thing an asshole would do. Well, what do you know. He happened to be that asshole.
 
   “Oh God,” Emmeline uttered. She turned to look at him, disdain and disbelief swirling across her face. “You couldn’t have given her a happier outlook?”
 
   “We wanted to make sure she stayed away for as long as possible.” Lathan shrugged.
 
   “So, the uncle she went to stay with first. Was he a wolf, or—”
 
   “A Protector.”
 
   “Oh, wow. You were able to get one of them for a human?”
 
   “Special circumstances,” Lathan replied. “Between the role her parents have filled for the R & B and my pack’s standing, she could have gotten anything she needed. Hell, she had it all. Every protection we have, we put in place. Just for her.”
 
   Emmeline twirled a piece of her long hair around her fingertip, lost in thought.
 
   “So what now?” she finally asked, tossing the twisted piece of hair over her shoulder.
 
   “Now we wait for her to come around and see what happens.” Lathan sighed. “Her parents should be back soon from wherever they were. Grace’s Protector was reassigned to them, and he’s escorting them home as we speak.”
 
   “Spain,” Emmeline said, like it was nothing.
 
   “How do you know that?” Lathan asked in surprise.
 
   She cocked her head, obviously pleased that she knew more than he did about something. “I talk to them all the time.” Then she smiled. “They’ll be so happy to see her.” She looked at him again, this time sizing him up. “Were you happy to see her? That’s why you came to the restaurant yesterday, isn’t it?”
 
   Lathan had to answer her honestly, he knew. She wouldn’t put any trust in him if he didn’t.
 
   “I wasn’t completely happy, no. I’ve always wanted a chance to see what would happen, but it scares the shit out of me to think she’s back and I might not be able to protect her.”
 
   “You’d better protect her. With your life, if that’s what it takes,” Emmeline said sharply. “I’ll be watching.”
 
   “I have no doubt.” Lathan chuckled.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Nineteen
 
   Lathan woke to thunderstorms. Rain slashed the bay window and the room was still dark, though he knew it was morning; there was no mistaking the smell of breakfast wafting up from downstairs. He was still in wolf form, curled tightly against Grace’s body, and he didn’t want to move an inch. Bacon and biscuits were sending their siren calls out, though, and the grumbling in his stomach was almost louder than the thunder outside.
 
   Grace sighed and moved in her sleep, her arm coming to rest around him. Her breathing stayed steady and deep; she wasn’t waking up, just getting more comfortable.
 
   Breakfast would have to wait. If his female was comfortable, he wasn’t about to move.
 
   His female, huh?
 
   That was a dangerous line of thought—which was, thankfully, interrupted by a light rap of knuckles on the door.
 
   The knob turned and Riley poked his head in.
 
   “I have food. Can I come in, or are you going to go all alpha male on my ass?”
 
   Lathan stood, stretched, and shook out his muscles. He jerked his head to summon Riley forward. The door opened all the way, and revealed an enormous cooler which preceded Riley into the room.
 
   “Don’t worry.” Riley kept his voice hushed. “It’s not cold. This was the easiest way to get it upstairs. You gonna shift or should I have Thorne send up a dog bowl?”
 
   Lathan snorted at him and made his way to the bathroom. He’d gotten Diesel to bring him a change of clothes, and he would want to grab a shower at some point, but he didn’t want to leave Grace’s side for any longer than he had to.
 
   His eyes caught the discarded red lace on the counter. He swallowed the temptation to lift the scrap of fabric up for further inspection. He didn’t know what he’d expected when it came to the contents of Grace’s underwear drawer, but that certainly wasn’t it.
 
   He blew out a breath and caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror.
 
   Damn, he thought.
 
   Had he gotten bigger overnight?
 
   “Riley, have I—” He opened the door, but didn’t get a chance to finish the sentence.
 
   “Whoa,” Riley said.
 
   “You’re seeing it, too?”
 
   He looked down at his biceps, which were stretching the sleeves of a shirt that had been comfortably loose the last time he’d worn it.
 
   “You and your wolf have some seriously weird connection to this female, you know,” Riley said.
 
   “Muscle growth? Is that even mate-related?” Lathan had never heard anyone mention it as a part of the mating thing, but he’d kept his distance from happily-mated wolves. The longer he’d gone without Grace in his life, the harder it had been to know other wolves whose mates were in theirs.
 
   “It’s gotta be something,” Riley said, focused on the food he was spreading out across the coffee table in front of the TV. “She’s still out, huh? I still can’t believe your big knock-down, drag-out with her buddy didn’t wake her the other night. Then again, it didn’t catch my attention—but I was brain-deep in hunting aliens.” He mimed the way he held his game controller.
 
   “Is Emmeline still here?” Lathan asked.
 
   “Yeah”—he gave Lathan a look—“It’s awkward as hell.”
 
   Lathan could imagine. That woman wasn’t an alpha, despite all her flaunting. She was more like a beta in need of a major attitude adjustment, but she was Grace’s closest friend, so he would see to it that they did right by her.
 
   “If she needs anything—”
 
   “Of course.” Riley smiled. Then he added, “I mean, it’s more of a matter of whether or not she’ll ask, but if she has any requests or concerns, we’ll jump on them. You focus on what you need to do here.” He nodded toward Grace. “We’re closing in on the two-day mark. Mind if I check her out?”
 
   Lathan’s stomach protested, but if Riley’s hands were going to be on Grace, he was going to be by her side. He trusted his brother—his concern was more the idea of Grace waking up and finding herself being pawed at.
 
   He sat at the end of the bed watching.
 
   Riley took Grace’s wrist and felt her pulse, stretched out her fingers to look at her nails, lifted her eyelids to check her pupils.
 
   Actually, Lathan didn’t know for certain. He wasn’t a healer. But he’d seen medical shows on television, so he tried to line Riley’s actions up with the things doctors sometimes did on the TV.
 
   Riley grinned. “Haven’t gotten much practice on humans. Her pulse is slower than I’m used to, but humans move more slowly than we do, so that makes sense. I think she’s good, man.”
 
   Lathan breathed a sigh of relief.
 
   “Get something to eat. Your stomach is loud as hell,” Riley added, giving one last smile before he went out the door.
 
   Lathan looked down at Grace, longing filling him. He shouldn’t bother her, he knew, but he reached out anyway. He gently took her wrist the way Riley had, feeling for her pulse. He winced at the pain that seared his flesh. The sting had gotten worse since he’d touched her the first time, worse even than when he’d taken her hand the second time. Fate was antsy.
 
   Grace frowned in her sleep, and he guided her arm back down to the bed.
 
   “It’s okay,” he murmured, “I shouldn’t have touched you without your permission.”
 
   He reluctantly turned away, aiming for the little lounge area where his breakfast was waiting. “Grace, sweetheart, if this bacon doesn’t wake you up, you’re out of your mind,” he said.
 
   How weird was it for him to chatter at her while she slept, completely unaware of his presence? It helped him, though.
 
   He put together a plate of food and hefted the love seat from in front of the TV to the space next to the bed. It was a tight fit, but it worked.
 
   He gathered his plate and the remote, and settled in.
 
   He didn’t even make it through his first piece of bacon before his cell phone rang.
 
   “Magistrate,” he answered, recognizing the number.
 
   “Lathan, dear,” Thalia said, “I finished reading Diesel’s report about the vampire. Fate, I cannot tell you how grateful I am that she is safe.”
 
   She, of course, meaning Grace. Lathan set his plate aside and glanced at the sleeping woman.
 
   “Agreed,” he said.
 
   “Ms. Crown’s assessment of the vampire was most helpful. Unfortunately, it appears he doesn’t belong to a congregation.”
 
   Lathan sat forward. “A free agent vamp? That’s weird.”
 
   “Quite. Stranger still is that he, himself, has had his memories stripped.”
 
   “By another vampire?” Lathan asked, knowing he sounded incredulous. Vampires were the only ones who could actually strip out memories as far as Lathan knew, and it was rare for them to do it to each other, because that kind of cannibalism was too risky when it came to their mental well-being.
 
   “No. Chemically.”
 
   The words hung in the air.
 
   That was unheard of.
 
   “We’ve had two of our best vampires on it for 12 hours now. They even called in their healer. The only theory the three of them have been able to come up with is that someone used a chemical compound to scrape his mind. Completely. Then, he received a single string of thoughts to replace all that he lost. The only thing in his mind was his mission, which was to break into the Dawes’ lab at all costs and steal everything he could.”
 
   “Shit.”
 
   “Indeed.”
 
   “He’d have killed her.” It wasn’t a question. If someone had found a way to reprogram that vampire, they’d have covered their bases.
 
   “There are rumors flying,” the Magistrate said. “Rumblings of discord between allied groups, plans for attacks in other locations—”
 
   “Where?” He was up and pacing now.
 
   “Everywhere,” the Magistrate said heavily. “We’re not sure where the rumors started, how many of them might be credible, who’s behind it, how far they’ve gone, what they want—nothing. I’m en route to the global consulate now.”
 
   “Is it war?” Lathan had to whisper the words, because that was too horrific an idea. The Races and Breeds had been at peace for so long. There were those who had always believed that it wouldn’t last, but things under UNITY were better than they’d ever been before the Races and Breeds had joined together. Every Race and Breed had its own strengths and weaknesses. Under the new alliances that had been made, everyone had flourished.
 
   “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Thalia said gravely. “This could be a device. One bad apple disseminating a whole world of lies to cover up a very specific personal mission. I should know more once the convention at the consulate is out of the way. Fate. I forgot I will have to wear pants so as not to offend the dragons. Now there’s an old-fashioned bunch of shape-shifters. Simone,” she said to one of her wolves, her mouth turned away from the phone, “would you be a dear and fetch me that itchy pantsuit?” Then her voice returned to normal. “Diesel has promised to stay in touch with updates on things locally while I’m away. Don’t try to split your focus right now—stay with that female until we know more.”
 
   “Like I could do anything else,” he said more to himself than to the Magistrate.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Twenty
 
   Grace stood on the deck looking down into her parents’ back yard.
 
   “This is crazy,” she murmured for the millionth time.
 
   A scene was frozen below her.
 
   She was on the left side of it—well, not her, but her thirteen-year-old self. In the middle was an enormous fireball. From the right side, she could see behind the fireball, and from that angle, she could make out the shape of a wolf.
 
   She knew who that wolf was. She’d already watched the part where Lathan had exploded into the fireball. Only, he hadn’t actually exploded. He had transformed.
 
   She didn’t understand the mechanics of how she was able to do so, but she rewound the scene with her mind and watched in slow motion as the fireball sucked back into itself and revealed Lathan. Then she moved it forward again mentally, crossing the deck to get that rear-view of the wolf.
 
   Diesel was there. He looked exactly the same as he had when she’d seen him a day ago. Or several days? Time didn’t mean anything when she could scroll events forward and backward at will.
 
   Her parents were frozen on the deck with her, their faces frightened, lit eerily by the fireball.
 
   She’d already watched through all of this. It ended shortly after the part she was at right now. Diesel would grab her and thrust her at her parents, telling them to get her to the lab, but then the movie spun out of control into the darkness. There didn’t seem to be anything beyond it that was related to Lathan until what she remembered from the restaurant.
 
   There was stuff before it, though. A lot of stuff.
 
   Running in the woods with Lathan. Laughing and sitting in the warm, sunny grass of the field by the lake.
 
   She had been there before. In real life, she didn’t remember ever having seen that lake. In this dreamy place, she’d broken off pieces of tall grass to swirl around in the lake’s water while she watched Lathan chase frogs.
 
   Em had been right. Grace had a crush on Lathan, and he’d liked her, too. He’d said as much in some of the memories right before the one she was staring at.
 
   She thought back to rewind the memories, watching herself watch him as he stepped out of the trees. He looked so much younger here. The older person she was in real life wished she could touch the smooth cheek of that young boy. She wanted to tell him that he didn’t have to grow up to be so hard-headed and serious. She’d already tried that, though. If she touched them, the images swirled away like she’d disrupted a thick mist. Strange, because they looked so solid.
 
   Even the fireflies were fake. When she moved, they swirled into blurs around her, before reforming their shapes after she’d passed them by.
 
   Something had been wrong that night. Something that had brought Lathan to her, and something that had ended in her being sent away.
 
   Diesel acted like Lathan was dangerous—Lathan seemed to agree. But Grace turned around, fast-forwarding the scene back to the fireball. She crouched low, between Diesel and her younger self and the massive burst of light. From this angle, he didn’t seem dangerous at all. The wolf’s face looked more hopeful than anything. Of course, it was obscured by the brightness, but he looked more like a giant puppy welcoming his human home from school than a vicious beast.
 
   Something burned her wrist and she gasped, jumping back and sending Diesel spiraling into nothingness. She was sure she would have a mark or maybe even a blister from the heat, but when she looked at her arm it was unmarred. The stinging stopped almost as quickly as it had come on and she frowned.
 
   That didn’t seem very safe.
 
   She thought of the lab. She’d already tried that, too. She could stand on the deck, but the house itself was as much of an illusion as the people around her.
 
   “Crazy,” she said.
 
   Her stomach growled, surprising her. Something smelled wonderful.
 
   She considered waking up, because she was certain this was a dream. But when the thought of rousing from slumber occurred to her, she felt instantly more tired than she’d ever felt before. She wiped herself off as she stood, before she remembered that the ground was fake.
 
   “Haven’t tested out those chairs yet.” She yawned as she spoke out loud to herself, making her way back up onto the deck. The red Adirondack lounge chairs weren’t the most comfortable things in the world, being made of wood and all, but she remembered them being nice for naps in the sun during the summer.
 
   She touched the arm of the nearest one gingerly with her fingertip.
 
   Solid. Hooray.
 
   On the off chance her dreams were playing with her, she sank down slowly until her bottom hit the seat. What do you know? They were more comfortable than she’d remembered.
 
   Her head drooped, her eyes closed, and she didn’t bother wondering how exactly one could sleep within sleep.
 
    
 
   At just after one o’clock that afternoon, thunder of a different kind took over the Black house. Lathan was engrossed in responding to client emails on the laptop Thorne had fetched him when the storm hit. Something slammed the front door so hard that the floor quaked beneath the love seat. The oncoming terror took to the stairs, and Lathan was ready to shift when a smoke-snorting, heavy-horned beast crashed through the bedroom door. Before he could register it, he found himself nose-to-nose with the threat—in the form of a completely human individual who just so happened to go by the name of Christopher Dawes.
 
   He braced himself for the gut-punch. Grace’s dad deserved to get a good one in. Instead, Chris threw his thin, human arms around Lathan and hugged with all his might.
 
   “You rescued my baby girl. You brought her home and you saved her and thank you!” he cried, the words tumbling out in a near-incoherent order.
 
   Then he released Lathan and swerved around him to the bed.
 
   Lathan commanded his wolf to stand down as he watched Grace’s father latch on to every part of her that he could. He kissed her forehead, held her hand, patted her shoulder. It was like he didn’t know quite what to do, so he was doing it all.
 
   “If you ask me about my rain jacket one more time, Diesel Black, you’re going to be tasting it,” Grace’s mom scolded, flying in as quickly and excitedly as Chris had.
 
   “Gracie!” she cried, racing to her husband’s side.
 
   More with the touching and kissing. Lathan swallowed. It hurt because he couldn’t comfort Grace or himself in a similar way, and it made him long for his own parents. They had retired together to the Forest several years earlier, and Lathan missed their strength and wisdom in the pack.
 
   He turned away, prepared to give them some space by retreating to the hall.
 
   Fine fingers caught his hand.
 
   “Lathan.” Allie looked up at him with tears swimming in her eyes. “We owe you and your family everything.”
 
   “I’ll—I’ll be downstairs.”
 
   He clumsily exited the room, closing the door behind him.
 
   Diesel was waiting.
 
   “Are you bigger?” he asked, assessing Lathan’s biceps. He didn’t wait for an answer. “Should we set up a room for them too? I’ll give them mine. The way things are, I’m not sleeping anyway, but I can move some essentials down to the bunkhouse or out to one of the cabins if I need to.”
 
   “I don’t know,” Lathan said, realizing how true that was.
 
   As much as he’d like to keep them all there, safe under his roof, it completely depended on their guests. Grace’s parents might want—or demand—to take her back to their home. Grace herself might want to leave.
 
   He had never felt so unsure of himself.
 
   “Well, you’re the one who has to make the call.” Diesel crossed his arms, waiting for orders.
 
   “Dammit, Diesel. Can you give me a few fucking minutes to figure this stuff out?”
 
   “What if you don’t have a few minutes? Things could be bad, Lathan. We don’t know who might come snooping around our door next.”
 
   Lathan suddenly wished they kept more stuff out that he could smash. A little table with some expensive, decorative vases would look great right between those bedroom doors. Added bonus? Noisy, destructive stress-relief when needed.
 
   “When the time comes to make those kinds of decisions, I’ll make them. Ordering my girlfriend and her parents to be prisoners in my house isn’t high on that list.”
 
   “I hope you know what you’re—”
 
   “Are you doubting me?” Lathan had Diesel by the collar of his leather jacket.
 
   “Hey!” Thorne barreled between them, breaking them apart. “What the actual fuck, guys?”
 
   Diesel straightened his jacket. “I would never doubt you. You know that. But you haven’t seen war.”
 
   “This isn’t war,” Thorne snapped. “Not yet. And if that’s what it comes to, we can’t fight between ourselves.”
 
   Lathan caught his breath and tried to calm down. His brothers were both right.
 
   He’d never felt like he was any good at making decisions. He sometimes wondered whether he was meant to be the alpha at all. But regardless of his personal shortcomings, he couldn’t shovel shit on Diesel if he wanted his brother to stand by his side when it mattered the most.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said, hanging his head. “They should stay here, at least for now.”
 
   “I agree,” Chris said from behind him.
 
   They all turned.
 
   “We’ve already got bags packed from our mission. As long as you don’t mind us using your washer and dryer, we’ll be set without even going to the house.”
 
   “We’ll need to go to the house at some point, of course, though. To check the lab,” Allie chimed in from behind him. “Oh, and Grace is waking up.”
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Twenty-One
 
   “These rooms are incredible.” Em sighed from her spot on the bed.
 
   Grace agreed. She hadn’t had a chance to explore on her own yet. She was still feeling lightheaded and heavy with exhaustion, but she had gotten so restless that she had given in to the temptation to get up and get moving. She glanced around her.
 
   The room that had been assigned to her was stunning. There was a big bay window with a wide window seat. The walls were pale gray and everything else was metal or white or glass, with the exception of royal blue accents here and there—like the royal blue blanket across the foot of the bed, which seemed to be made out of clouds and the royal blue garden stool at the mirrored vanity in the bathroom. It reminded her of a hotel she’d stayed at when she’d been preparing to move to New York, but this was far, far more exquisite. She realized Lathan and his brothers must make heaps of money doing whatever it was they did. There was no other way they could have afforded so much casual luxury.
 
   Em had taken good care of her: her clothes were already hung and her things had been put out nicely in the bathroom and across the dresser. Grace never bothered to unpack when she traveled. No place had ever truly felt like home so it didn’t make sense to try to force the concept, but she had to admit: this was nice. She ran her fingers over her clothes, trying to decide what to wear. Nothing too obvious, she thought. It wasn’t reasonable to look like she was trying too hard—she was already embarrassed enough.
 
   She’d been out for two days. Asleep in a bed that wasn’t hers. In a house that wasn’t hers. Being tended to by a man who…well, he wasn’t hers either.
 
   If she was honest, she was overwhelmed by her curiosity over Lathan. They had become very close when she was younger, and then she had forgotten about him entirely.
 
   She had a lot of questions about how that had happened, and about how all the memories had come back to her. She had so many questions about so many things. What her parents did exactly, and what had happened to bring about that panicked phone call from her mom. How they’d gotten back home safely…
 
   Her head started to spin and she braced herself against the edge of the dresser.
 
   Lathan had warned her against pushing herself; maybe he was right, but she felt a certain amount of urgency over learning as much as she could before her week of vacation time was up.
 
   She was still planning to go back to her life when all this was said and done…right?
 
   That opened the door to a million more questions.
 
   She hadn’t had a chance to hash things out with her parents yet. Did they want her to stay close? Would she want to do that? Sure, the picture was becoming a little clearer and the new view seemed to be a lot prettier than the one she’d painted for herself over the years. Knowing her parents had sent her away as a means of protecting her was a welcome relief. They loved her and they were happy to see her. But the fact still remained, safety precautions aside: everyone in her life had been lying to her.
 
   In fact, as far as she could tell, Lathan was the first person who’d given her a good, solid dose of truth in a long damn time. Which brought her full circle.
 
   What about him?
 
   She pulled a pale peach shift dress out of the closet and snagged some simple sandals to go with it. It was pretty, but didn’t look overdone. It felt fresh, like a person who’d been wearing the same pajamas for almost forty-eight hours might want to feel.
 
   “I think I’m okay to get ready on my own. I’ll come to your room when I’m done. We have a lot to talk about.” She gave Emmeline a stern look.
 
   Emmeline’s eyes swung around the room, before she sighed one last time. “Yeah…guess so.”
 
   Grace watched her friend get up and leave the room, head hung. She didn’t love the idea of going toe-to-toe with Emmeline but Em knew more than she was saying, at least about Lathan and his family. Grace was tired of lies and secrets. She wanted the truth—all of it.
 
   She sighed and stood motionless, listening to the door shut on the room next to hers. Then she closed herself in the bathroom, grateful for a blessed moment of peace in solitude.
 
   She took in her surroundings. The lighting was perfect, the fixtures and decor five-star luxury.
 
   “This is a dream house,” Grace murmured to the pale tile floor.
 
   She spent way too much time under the warm spray of the shower, relished the thick, fluffy towels, and enjoyed herself as she sat at the vanity doing her hair and makeup. She kept it light and simple, thankful that she’d always been comfortable enough in her own skin not to worry too much about being fussy.
 
   She felt like a completely different person. Relaxed, refreshed, and rejuvenated. She could have been the spokesmodel for an exclusive spa after the pampering she gave herself, and she shook her head at her own silliness.
 
   This was still the real world, just a very different, enchanted version. Something about this house was getting to her. Making her feel…
 
   Alive.
 
   She methodically put her makeup back in its little pouch and gave herself one last glance before she turned off the bathroom light.
 
   She shouldn’t be so preoccupied with what Lathan would think of her, she knew, but she couldn’t help herself.
 
   She turned the lights off in her own room on the way out and went next door to check on Em. The hallway outside the guest rooms had doors on both sides and stretched as far as she could see in the darkness. If she strained her eyes, she could make a guess that it moved off in both directions at the far end. As much as she wanted to explore, she felt a greater urgency to set things straight with Em, so she knocked lightly on the door closest to her, and it swung open like Em had been standing in wait on the other side.
 
   She probably had. As much as Em loved drama and being the one who stirred it up, she’d never been much for serious, emotional confrontation.
 
   “I’m still putting my things away,” Em muttered, sounding resigned.
 
   Grace followed Em into the room, which was illuminated by several small lamps, and she gave in to another one of those whoa moments.
 
   This room had plush carpet, dark furniture, and modern everything. A pocket door was open, revealing some of Em’s clothes already hung in the closet. The rest of her stuff was strewn everywhere, which seemed to go along with the attitude she’d had since Grace had been awake.
 
   Grace sat on a firm velveteen ottoman in front of the sliding balcony door and folded her hands in her lap, meeting Em’s eyes. “Alright, out with it. Tell me what you know.”
 
   Em burst into tears instantly, which made Grace panic—Em almost never cried. It wasn’t her thing.
 
   “Oh, Grace. I’m so sorry!” She sniffled and dropped to the floor in front of Grace, grabbing Grace’s hands.
 
   Okay, more panicking.
 
   “Em, you’re scaring me.” A wave of nerves rushed over her. “Do we need to get away from here?”
 
   Em’s eyes grew huge. “No! No, no, no. This is the safest place we could possibly be right now.”
 
   A little less panic.
 
   “I was pretty sure about them, but I wasn’t one hundred percent certain until I was in the room with all of them at once,” Em said, wiping her face roughly with her hands, “There was no question, then. I had always felt like I was catching some alpha power off of Lathan when I encountered him. It’s not something you can go up and ask someone, though.”
 
   “How did you know?” Grace couldn’t help herself.
 
   “You’re in this now,” Em said. Her eyes still shimmered with tears, but her voice grew stronger. “So you have to protect my family’s secrets, too.”
 
   Grace’s brows flew up. “Wait—you’re not—”
 
   Em shook her head fiercely. “No, but my aunt Evie…she is.”
 
   Well. There you had it.
 
   “A shifter?” Grace whispered.
 
   Em nodded. “A wolf, too. And—and she’s not my aunt. She’s my grandmother. But no one would ever believe that because of her looks.”
 
   Grace frowned. Her aunt—or rather, her grandmother—the woman who had raised her, had looked about thirty the last time Grace had seen her. “Wait, your grandmother?”
 
   “I know, I know. It’s weird. Weirder still, because she looks pretty much the same now as she did when we were kids. Which is why—”
 
   “No pictures,” Grace finished.
 
   There were no pictures of that woman, the one Em had loved so dearly and been so close to. Because it was too strange that fifteen years would pass without her growing any older. Which had Grace wondering exactly how old Lathan and his brothers really were.
 
   “I know this is all too strange, and believe me, I’ve wished my whole life that I could tell you. But that can be punishable by death.”
 
   Grace felt a surge of anger. “You knew. But you didn’t tell me. Did you know about my parents? About the reasons I was sent away?” she accused.
 
   “No. I didn’t know…I should have been able to guess it, though. My aunt—my grandmother and grandfather, I mean. They knew your parents. I’m sure that was a part of it.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “It makes sense, doesn’t it?” Em sobbed again. “I was a baby being raised by a full-blooded wolf and a human/shifter hybrid. There you were, a human kid whose family knew about my family’s world. It was a perfect scenario for them to put us together. They could socialize me with a normal person, but keep all the family secrets protected.”
 
   “So our friendship was forced?!” Grace felt like her brain was going to explode.
 
   “Please, Grace. I don’t know for certain. A lot of this is news to me, too.” Em looked more upset and confused than Grace had ever seen. For a woman who usually liked to seem put together, she was about five seconds from falling completely apart. “Even if I’d theorized it sooner, I couldn’t have said anything. Oma and I would both have been held accountable, and I couldn’t do that to her.”
 
   “Oma?” Grace asked.
 
   “That’s the real name I call my grandmother.”
 
   Grace stood and paced, mouth flapping but no words making their way past her lips.
 
   She finally shouted, “This is so fucked up!”
 
   Em sat on the floor, watching her.
 
   “It was my life. I lost years of my life to these lies. Everyone was covering shit up. Playing around with my world, altering my reality for their own benefits. I can’t ever get that time back, Emmeline!” She was shaking with rage, but she knew it wasn’t directed at her friend.
 
   Even if Em had spoken up, would Grace have listened? No. Grace would have assumed Em was making up an elaborate story to make her feel better about a shitty situation, and she would have put her own family at risk with nothing to show for it. Grace realized she couldn’t blame Em. Not really.
 
   She threw her hands up and sighed, crossing to the bathroom in search of a box of tissues. “Shit. I’m sorry.” She blew out a hard breath. As expected, she found the tissues on the bathroom counter, in the same spot they’d been in her own bathroom. “It’s not your fault. Here.” She crossed and sat by Em, passing off the tissue box and draping her arm around Em’s shoulder.
 
   Em leaned in, crying from the relief of letting fifteen years of weight off her chest. Grace could understand that.
 
   When Em was cried out, she wiped her eyes and nose daintily. Then she stood with a groan. “Well, great. That asshole will really get a laugh now.” She scoffed, tossing the shredded bits of tissue in the bathroom trashcan.
 
   “Who’s the asshole? What did I miss?” Grace asked, sitting on the flat-topped chest at the foot of the bed.
 
   “Thorne.” Em spat the name out like it was a piece of rotten meat. “He’s very vocal.” Em was obviously remembering each affront. “Can you believe he had the nerve to think I’d care about his opinion of my apartment? The location, my art, everything. Like he’s some kind of all-knowing interior design god?” She slashed her hand through the air to wipe the memory away. “Whatever, he wouldn’t know good decor if it bit him in the ass.”
 
   Grace glanced around the room wondering what part Thorne had played in its appearance, but she didn’t say a word.
 
   “He’s full of himself, that’s all,” Em added with a pompous shake of her head.
 
   Grace smiled lightly. When Em’s feelings were hurt, heaven couldn’t help the one who’d hurt her. Hawthorne Black was in for a whole lot of hate from that woman, and Grace didn’t envy him one bit.
 
   “So…” Grace sighed, uncrossing and recrossing her legs. Which brought her attention back to her appearance. How could she think of something so trivial when her world had been turned on its ear?
 
   “What do I need to know about all of this?” she asked, waving her hand at the universe in general.
 
   Em stayed silent as she dutifully studied a handful of hangers from the closet.
 
   “That’s it!” Grace exclaimed. “No more secrets, from this point forward. I mean it!”
 
   Em peeked at her from under low eyebrows. “Yeah, except I’m not sure how you’re going to feel about this part, though.”
 
   “Try me,” Grace grumbled.
 
   “Lathan said he’d imprinted on you,” Em said softly.
 
   “Okay…” Grace didn’t understand the significance, but the way Em had said it indicated there was a serious implication Grace was missing.
 
   “If he imprinted on you, that’s serious.” Em looked up, then frowned at the cluelessness on Grace’s face. “Um—it’s like love at first sight, basically. It’s a wolf thing.”
 
   It registered, somewhere deep within Grace, that this was news that should shock and surprise her. She tried to muster up a good sputter or gasp—or even a decent scoff—but found that she was coming up short. Maybe she was just numbed out at this point. She finally opted for a long, low groan.
 
   “You’d have to get the details from Lathan—or someone else, I guess. But he’d be the best one to tell you, if he will.” Em continued.
 
   “If he will?” Grace twisted her fingers together.
 
   “He’s been in a mood since you woke up. Storming around, not talking to anyone. I don’t know.” Em shrugged.
 
   Grace nodded. That made sense. He was probably ready to get them all out of his place. They were taking up space that wasn’t theirs.
 
   “You know…” Em started, but trailed off quickly.
 
   “What?”
 
   “No, it’s nothing. Well, I don’t know. Maybe it is something, actually, but I don’t think you’ll believe me. Ugh.” She waved her hands. “Don’t listen to me, I’m nuts.”
 
   She grabbed a handful of clothes and started attacking them with hangers before she spoke again. “Just…hear me out. It’s a little weird that he’s so hot, but he hasn’t settled down with anyone, right?” she asked, giving Grace a sideways glance.
 
   Grace frowned, knowing what Em was saying, but not willing to believe it. “Maybe he hasn’t found the right person,” she argued. “Or maybe he’s not interested.”
 
   “Maybe,” Em said lightly. “Or maybe he’d already found the right person and was waiting for her to reappear.”
 
   Grace shot her a look. “You mean me. You are nuts.”
 
   “Oma wasn’t always a wolf,” Em said, attention still on the mess of garments she was hanging. “She was a human until she met my grandfather. He was always a wolf. When they, you know, got together or whatever, that’s when it happened.”
 
   Grace froze. A hint of delicious warmth spread through her blood. It didn’t have anything to do with what Em had said. She got the bizarre sense that it was related to Lathan in a completely different way, but she couldn’t tell how.
 
   “Oma would never tell me exactly how it happened. But her not telling me told me everything, if you know what I mean.” Em raised her eyebrows at Grace. “I’m not saying you and he are going to mate tomorrow or anything, but you should be aware that the same thing could happen to you. You know…if you like him and all.”
 
   “Mate?” Grace squeaked. She didn’t even know what to do with the word except let it hang there in the air between them, and she definitely couldn’t address the fact that her best friend had told her that Lathan could turn her into a wolf.
 
   After today, she would have to believe that anything was possible.
 
   “You know,” Em said, her tone sly, “that could actually work in your favor. I bet if you were a wolf, you’d be vicious as hell.” She waggled her eyebrows, causing Grace to find the nearest throw pillow and lob it in her direction. “What?”
 
   “You’re saying I should entertain the thought of becoming something else? Something not human? This is not at all how I envisioned this week going,” Grace groaned.
 
   “Yeah, you wanted to be all boring, big city, gray suit, make up with my parents so I can clear my conscience and forget Fairview forever.” Em launched the pillow back. “I’m saying, maybe that wide-eyed, happy-go-lucky kid you once were is getting another shot at life. This would definitely be a lot more in line with that free spirit than—what is it you do again?”
 
   “Data analysis pays very well, thank you. And I’m perfectly happy with my life the way it is.” Grace crossed her arms, but she wasn’t convincing herself at all, and Em definitely knew better.
 
   Grace could feel the magic and other-worldliness of this place. She’d been feeling it from the moment she’d stepped into the Black house. There was something wild and wonderful and special about this house and the men—or, at least, one particular man—within it.
 
   “I’d do it,” Em said lightly, abandoning the heap of clothes and going to examine herself in the beveled mirror over the dresser.
 
   “You would not,” Grace argued.
 
   “I absolutely would, and I don’t even care about the wolf part. But the love? Now that would be worth it.” She ran her hands through her hair, then peeked at Grace in the reflection. “If I didn’t like you so much, I’d hate you a little for the fact that you’ve actually got a shot at it.” She stuck the tip of her tongue between her teeth.
 
   “Whatever,” Grace said, rising to wander, because she was feeling restless again. “What do you mean?” She couldn’t resist asking as she stopped by the glass balcony door. “About the love?”
 
   Em popped up and sat on the dresser. “I have never seen anyone else as in love as my grandparents were. Shifters are completely devoted to each other. Once mates find one another, they don’t ever go anywhere else. There are all these legends and beliefs and stuff. I don’t know them all, but I know their main belief lies in Fate. They think every person has a single soul mate, and when they find that mate? Pfft. Forget it. That’s their whole world. They live until they’re ready to pass on, or until they’re called. When my grandfather was called, I knew my grandmother would never find anyone else. It’s not their custom.”
 
   The wistful look Em had made Grace wonder, just a little, what a life like that would be like.
 
   Love at first sight? Soul mates? Grace, in her right mind, would be laughing out loud. Those were fairytale concepts, and she didn’t believe in that kind of thing at all.
 
   Except…was it so impossible?
 
   Meeting Lathan in person, after years of believing he was a construct of her dreams—and learning that she’d known him all along? The way it felt when he looked at her, or the few very brief moments when he’d touched her? She couldn’t deny that it all made her feel very warm and fuzzy.
 
   She shook her head, trying to clear it. It was an effect of everything that was going on, she tried to coach herself. That was all. It was a world of magic that had opened up in front of her, and it was making her think and feel strange things—things she couldn’t explain.
 
   A strong rap of knuckles came at the bedroom door, and they both jumped. Grace crossed to open the door, but there was no one on the other side. She poked her head out into the hallway in time to see Thorne’s retreating back turn the corner.
 
   “That was the dinner bell, in case you’re wondering,” Em said, peering out from behind Grace’s shoulder. She rolled her eyes dramatically.
 
   Uh oh, Grace thought. Thorne had definitely gotten on Em’s bad side.
 
   “You look stunning, by the way.” Em leaned against the wall outside the door.
 
   “Thanks,” Grace muttered, hoping it wasn’t too much, but not willing to tip her hand by asking for an assessment.
 
   “It smells amazing down there,” Em said, rubbing her stomach.
 
   An excited laugh bubbled up from Grace, and she couldn’t have said where it had come from. “Come on, let’s get that bottomless pit you call a stomach downstairs.”
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Twenty-Two
 
   Everything on the table was divine: fresh salad, rosemary-roasted potatoes, bread that was perfectly crispy on the outside and inexplicably melty in the middle—and then there was dessert. Homemade cheesecake and brownies and pie seemed to appear from every corner of the kitchen.
 
   Grace held back a snort when Thorne plunked down a store-bought birthday cake on a platter near Em’s place.
 
   “As you requested,” he grumbled, moving back around the table to his own chair.
 
   Em didn’t offer to share the cake with anyone, which was not a shock.
 
   Grace knew Lathan had been watching her, because she’d been accidentally meeting his eye all night when she tried to sneak glances at him. She was certain he looked bigger than she remembered, his chest and shoulders stretching against the navy t-shirt he was wearing.
 
   It was hard to believe she had managed to eat at all. Every time he had looked her way, she had become instantly confused about what to do with her fork.
 
   “It’s been that long since you retired?” Grace’s dad was leaning over his plate, actively engaged in conversation with Diesel. “Damn, fifteen years. You and Floyd were a hell of a team. Rock stars, both of you.”
 
   Grace would never have believed it if she hadn’t seen it for herself, but Diesel was sporting an enormous grin and—was he blushing?
 
   “You ever hear from him?” Her father continued, helping himself to a second baked potato.
 
   “Nah, and that’s no UNITY line, either. As far as I know, he actually retired. I think he’d had too damned much of all the drama from a world that wasn’t his, you know?”
 
   Chris nodded as he used the tongs to secure another couple pieces of fried chicken.
 
   “The drawing serum is in the final stages of development, but we’ll need to have a healer on hand when we do the physical tests,” her mom was saying to Riley. “If anything goes wrong, we’ll need someone to put the wolf back together again.”
 
   “Is it just for wolves or any shifters?” Riley had completely abandoned his heaping plate in favor or the conversation, his brain obviously working.
 
   “Well, we focused on wolves first, since it was the Magistrate who approved the work. But we’ve tried to keep general shifter biology in mind as we’ve worked. I think it will be useful across the board, even if we have to make a tweak or two for species-dependent formulas.”
 
   Grace was in awe of both of her parents as they talked about a magical world like it was no big deal.
 
   The conversation was light, which surprised Grace a little. She’d thought they might at least discuss the situation with her parents—or the fact that two women had suddenly moved into the pack’s house. Or, really, anything other than the things she’d already heard.
 
   When everyone had finished eating, Lathan got up quickly, without looking at her, and led the charge to clear the table and deal with the leftovers. Diesel and Riley helped, while Thorne put on a pot of coffee.
 
   It was clear that Lathan was avoiding her, so Grace tried to make friends elsewhere.
 
   “You cook and they clean up?” she asked Thorne, standing and stretching out her distended stomach. She silently thanked God for shift dresses.
 
   “That’s the deal.” Thorne smiled shyly at her. He didn’t have the boy-next-door charm that Riley had in droves. There was something deeper about Thorne. He seemed full of age, wisdom, and experience she couldn’t yet fathom, but it made her feel comfortable with him right away.
 
   “I usually have coffee on the front porch after dinner.” He waved an extra cup in front of her. “Would you like to join me?”
 
   Grace glanced around. She felt guilty not helping out, but Em and her parents had jumped into action assisting the others with the postprandial chores.
 
   “Sure, that would be nice.” Grace accepted the coffee and followed him through the house.
 
   “Most nights, deer will cut across the field out front when it’s getting dark like this,” Thorne said as he held the front door open for her.
 
   They sat together on the stone steps, and an easy silence fell between them. The night sounds were starting, with crickets and frogs chirping as the birds went to bed.
 
   “This place feels like magic,” Grace whispered.
 
   Thorne took a gentle pull from his mug. “It’s the pride and joy of our pack. There’s a part of each one of us in every stone and window and wall, and there’s room for it to grow, if our pack does.”
 
   Grace rubbed the rim of her mug thoughtfully. “Do you expect that?”
 
   Thorne set his mug on the step between them with a soft clink. “Maybe,” he said tentatively.
 
   “I don’t know what to make of all this.” Grace peeked back at the house, but she didn’t think anyone could hear them. “My life up to this point has been a lie.” She hung her head. “It feels so selfish to say that, with all the wonderful things I’ve gotten to experience. But to be away from my family? To feel so unwanted?” She stared into the darkness.
 
   “I can’t imagine how difficult that has been for you. I don’t know all the details, but I know Lathan is extremely upset by what you’ve been through.”
 
   Grace looked at him. “What do you mean?”
 
   Thorne hesitated, giving the house a glance of his own. “Things could have been very different for you both if you hadn’t been sent away. Maybe it was for the best. We never know what Fate has planned for us, or why things have to happen the way they do.”
 
   “Fate.” Grace repeated, thinking back on what Em had told her.
 
   “We believe strongly in that concept,” he said, lifting his mug back up, “but it’s still hard to handle the cards we’re dealt sometimes. You never know what order to put them in, and just when you think you’ve got it right, Fate usually comes along and leans over your shoulder to rearrange them how She sees fit.”
 
   Thorne studied her for a moment. “Lathan had put together a life. It wasn’t necessarily the life he wanted, but it was a life nonetheless. It didn’t include you, no matter how much he might have wanted it to. Then Fate tossed all his cards in the air, leaving him to pick them up and sort them out again. Now you’re back here, after years and years of him having taken your card out of the mix. He’s got to figure out where you fit into the hand he’s been dealt, and he’s going to need your help to do that.”
 
   “Why do I get the feeling you’re giving me the joke without the punchline?” Grace asked.
 
   “Because on one hand, it’s not my place to interfere.” Thorne frowned. “But on the other hand, how can I be certain Fate doesn’t mean for me to play my own part in this story?”
 
   “I need help here, Thorne. The riddles and tidbits of information I’ve gotten so far—from everyone—aren’t enough.”
 
   Thorne fell silent as he looked out at the darkening field. Grace was sure he was done speaking, and was ready to leave him to it when he sighed heavily. “Lathan has lived a lifetime in the memories of the time he spent with you. It’s one of our longest running family stories at this point.”
 
   “That was a…a childhood crush.” Grace looked at him in confusion.
 
   “No,” he replied firmly, “that was Fate. Grace, there’s this imprinting thing wolves do—”
 
   “Ah.” Grace nodded. “Em said—”
 
   Thorne’s head jerked around and his eyes narrowed. “Oh yeah? What did she say?”
 
   Grace laughed out loud, nudging him gently. “You’re on her very bad side, by the way. Did you have to make an assessment of her apartment?”
 
   Thorne pushed back his hair. “What? It’s a great place. What did she tell you?”
 
   “That you weren’t impressed.” Grace offered him the short, sweet, and censored version.
 
   “I’m sorry that’s the impression she got.” He shook his head, looking away. “But I don’t think that’s why she was upset. It doesn’t surprise me to hear that she deflected you on it.”
 
   “What?” Grace snorted. “Em rarely ever feels the need to hide her feelings. She prides herself too much on her ability to speak her mind.”
 
   “Pride is exactly what I mean. I chastised her for letting you leave by yourself the other morning.”
 
   “When I went to my parents’ house?” Grace knotted her fingers together. “It wasn’t like she had a choice. I snuck out on her. That was my fault. It’s not like I knew what would find me there.” Grace shuddered.
 
   “Even so,” Thorne replied.
 
   “Wait…she made a big deal out of the apartment thing to keep me from knowing she was ashamed about you calling her out?”
 
   Thorne tipped his mug to indicate his agreement with her summary.
 
   Grace sighed. “How do you already know her better than I do?”
 
   Thorne cleared his throat. “Anyway…what did she say?”
 
   “That the imprint thing is like love at first sight. And that her grandmother wasn’t a wolf until she mated her grandfather. Then, after that, she was.”
 
   Thorne nodded. “That’s about as simply as you can put it. The imprint is a little more complicated. It’s a process that happens between family and pack members, something that bonds them all together into one strong unit. She was right, though. The most important role it plays is when a wolf meets its mate.” He glanced at her, but kept going. “There’s an instant attraction that forms when that happens. It’s not about sex. I mean—well—of course, that’s part of it, at least eventually. I mean, sometimes a wolf will imprint on someone they wouldn’t want to be with like that. Kids, like you and Lathan were. Or…people who are obviously wrong for them.” His ears grew red as he rushed on. “Overall, it’s more like an obsession. A focused, driven, hardcore, no-going-back desire to be with that mate, even if it’s just as friends until…until the time is right.”
 
   Grace swallowed, but couldn’t speak. She nodded, urging him to continue.
 
   “Lathan was completely convinced that he had imprinted on you,” Thorne said.
 
   Grace’s heart began to pound—the idea that Lathan had felt connected to her in that way for so long made her strangely excited.
 
   “But then, you were gone. When the time was right—when it would have been appropriate for him to begin considering how he felt for you, you weren’t here. He didn’t get another chance to test that imprint out. Think about that from his perspective. He fell in love with a dream, and that dream got ripped away from him. He didn’t know if you would ever be back, or if he would ever find you again. Forget being able to move forward to court you or claim you. He didn’t get any of that. All he had were memories. Fast-forward fifteen years, when you come waltzing back into his life. If you’re an imaginative person, even a little, you’ve got to have an idea of what that’s done to him.”
 
   Grace gazed out at the empty field ahead of them. Thorne was right. She and Lathan had been on two opposite ends of the spectrum all these years. She’d been burying the truth while he’d been waiting for a chance to dig it out. Now, answers were popping up for her, whether she wanted them or not. She wondered if Lathan was getting some clarity, too.
 
   “This is a lot to take in,” she said, feeling helpless.
 
   “It is, and it isn’t,” Thorne said with a wise smile as he rubbed his fingers across the intricate tattoos on his forearm. “I think Lathan’s already figured out where he stands on it, though.”
 
   “He has? How do you know?”
 
   “Well, for one thing, we’re brothers. Brothers always know.” He chuckled softly. “More seriously, though? He brought you here. He’s never done that with any woman. And his wolf protected you while you slept. So, technically, he showed you his wolf. Even if you weren’t aware of it—that means he trusts you. Given what he’s been through with all this, I’d say that speaks for itself.” Thorne ran a hand through his wavy hair, and Grace admired the way the soft, sweeping locks fell back into place. “Now you’ve got to figure out where you stand,” he said.
 
   “How can I do that? This imprinting thing sounds like it’s all or nothing. That’s great for you wolves, but humans don’t get that luxury. How can I know what I want in a matter of days?”
 
   “You don’t believe in soul mates?”
 
   Grace gave him a sour look. “I’m too practical for that.”
 
   He studied her before he responded. “I haven’t been through it, so all I can tell you is the same thing we’re told forever and ever: when you know, you’ll know.”
 
   Grace shook her head. “Great.” Then she bit her lip and broached another topic. “What about the wolf thing? Em said—”
 
   Thorne growled to himself. “I’m sure she did.”
 
   “Work with me on this. She’s been my only real source of information so far. Your brother seems to be avoiding me, or believe me, I’d be asking him these questions.”
 
   Thorne continued to rub his tattoos, his eyes on the land in front of them.
 
   “So…” Grace couldn’t finish the thought, so she lifted her eyebrows instead.
 
   “So…yeah.” He kept his face straight ahead.
 
   Grace held her hands up, disbelief straining her voice. “Walk me through this.” She paused, staring Thorne down, even though he wasn’t meeting her eyes. “Say I like Lathan, and I tell him that. What happens next?”
 
   “You tell him, and he shits himself with excitement. Then he courts you—the wolf equivalent of dates and flowers and candy and all that stuff. Then he claims you—he asks you to take him as your mate, you say yes, and he lets people know it’s official. You have a pretty, frilly mating ceremony and seal the deal. And then, you know, you go through the change.” He stroked a hand down the stubbly shadow of his beard a few times. “At least that’s the traditional way.”
 
   “Is there a non-traditional way?”
 
   Thorne’s eyes bulged. “Fate. How is it my job to have the birds and the bees talk with a grown-ass woman? You’re not my kid…shit…didn’t someone handle this for you? We should get your parents, or at the very least your Protector.” He nearly toppled his coffee cup as he stood.
 
   “I know all about it in human terms. Boy, girl, sex, baby, basically.”
 
   “Well, yeah.” Thorne cursed, rubbing at his redder-than-red ears. “Just—um—replace the baby with a wolf and you’ve pretty much got it down. I mean…not that you give birth to a wolf…Fate, I’m bad at this.”
 
   Grace felt herself blush. “You’re saying if a wolf and a human have sex, the human becomes a wolf? How many wolves are out there?” she cried. “And how are there not that many more if that’s all it takes?”
 
   “No, no.” He came back to the steps. “There’s”—he paused to search for the word—“there’s a willingness to, you know, make the change. It can only happen between mates that have been brought together by Fate, and it can only take place if the human wants it. Before the mating ceremony, at least—after a mating ceremony, that intention is pretty much implied.”
 
   Grace fell quiet, her hands still twisting in her lap.
 
   “There’s a dark side to this,” Thorne murmured, “but I hope you’re not the kind of person who would go there.”
 
   Grace glanced up.
 
   “If you want to be a wolf, please,” he urged, “please only do it because you want to be with him. If you get him to change you, but you don’t accept him in the end, that’s the worst kind of torture you could inflict on him. There are people out there who would make the change purely for the power it provides. If you would do that, you don’t deserve him.”
 
   “I would never—” Grace started, but Thorne crouched in front of her, his face desperate.
 
   “Hear me out. If you want to be with him, you’ve got to do it the right way. Don’t steal his future for your own selfish outcome. You’ll be condemning us all.”
 
   Grace searched his face, finding the depths of the love and devotion Thorne felt towards his brother. Certainly Lathan had done a great deal to deserve that kind of respect.
 
   “I think you feel something for him,” Thorne said quietly. “If you do, please—for both your sakes—figure it out sooner rather than later. Don’t do something you’ll regret, but don’t lose out on the love of a lifetime because you couldn’t man up.”
 
   With that, he snatched his mug off the step and stomped up to the door. He paused before he went inside, then he came back and held out his hand. “Sorry. I’m kind of a moody asshole. You’ll get used to it.” He apologized without meeting her eyes.
 
   Grace took his hand, allowing him to help her up. He was easily a foot taller than her, even at her full height, but he seemed to downsize himself to be more approachable.
 
   “I like you, Grace. I think you and I could be good friends. You’d be Lathan’s perfect match, and an excellent example for our pack. And I bet you’d be a hell of a wolf. I’m sorry I got a little intense. It’s just”—his shoulders drooped—“the entire future of our pack depends on the decision you make. Every single one of us will lose out if Lathan loses you.”
 
   Grace wasn’t sure how he did it, but his words were exactly what she’d needed to hear. Her heart yearned to live up to the things he had suggested she could be.
 
   “Hey,” he said, pointing out into the field, “the deer.”
 
   Grace squinted to see what he was looking at, and she could barely make out the shapes of a small herd of the graceful creatures moving silently across the grassy land.
 
   Thorne rested his hand heavily on her shoulder for a moment. “Oh,” he said, turning to the house, “for what it’s worth, he’s not avoiding you. He’s scared shitless that you’ll run screaming now that you’re awake. If you don’t plan to do that, you might want to let him know.” He nodded, opening the door.
 
   “Thorne.” Grace stopped him. “I think you’re right. We will be good friends.”
 
   He didn’t look at her, but she caught a glimpse of his smile as he ducked back inside.
 
    
 
   Grace wasn’t sure how long she had been alone on the front porch. She was aware that Diesel had been keeping watch over her from the living room, but he didn’t come out to talk. She didn’t feel like talking, so she was happy to let him stand guard from his post by the window. She didn’t call him out on it, either—she appreciated the kind gesture.
 
   She thought back over all the things she had learned. Imprinting? Soul mates? A future as a wolf? What the hell was she supposed to do with all of that?
 
   She had to admit it fascinated her. And far beyond that, Lathan fascinated her. Hell, she was infatuated with him. There was no point denying it. Her skin prickled every time she thought about him. She wondered where he was in the house, what he was doing. She found herself wishing and hoping that he might make his way out to the porch. She even considered what it would be like to curl up in the porch swing with him, and decided it would be fantastic.
 
   He didn’t make an appearance, though, in wolf or human form. Which reinforced what Thorne had said.
 
   She wasn’t going to run, she decided.
 
   Hell, she might—but it was more likely that she’d run into his arms than away from them.
 
   She tried to feel brave. She wasn’t usually the girl who approached a guy, and she would never have been bold enough to believe that someone like Lathan Black would give her a second glance.
 
   There was only one way to know, for herself, where he stood on all of this. She stood, feeling powerful and determined—or so she tried to tell herself—as she passed back through the door.
 
   The house was silent and the clock on the wall in the living room showed that it was already past midnight. No wonder it was so quiet.
 
   Diesel gave her a solemn nod as he crossed behind her, and she heard the lock slide home on the front door.
 
   “Oh, Diesel.” She turned back. “I’m sorry. I know I was out late—did I keep you up?”
 
   He crossed his arms, but his voice was placid. “It’s no bother. I’m always up late, keeping watch. Besides, the lock is purely a formality. Nothing is getting past me.”
 
   Grace chuckled. “I absolutely believe that,” she said. “Thank you for taking such good care of us.”
 
   The way his face brightened, ever so slightly, let her know her instinct had been right. Congratulating him on his hard work for his household was the perfect move. How had she known that?
 
   “Is Lathan still up?” she asked, not sure if she wanted him to tell her yes or no.
 
   “Back deck, last time I saw him.” Diesel said, as he moved back to his post by the front window.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Twenty-Three
 
   Lathan could smell Grace before she opened the door. Her heady fragrance filled his nostrils, but he couldn’t bring himself to turn around. If she had her suitcase in her hand, if she was coming to say goodbye, he wouldn’t be able to take it. He dug his fists into the pockets of the sweatshirt he’d put on. He was planning to sleep outside in human form to keep his wolf from getting too comfortable sleeping at the foot of Grace’s bed.
 
   It was his penance, for everything.
 
   Let her go, he told himself when the door opened behind him. Even if she’s got her bags packed, let her go.
 
   “Are you avoiding me?”
 
   The soles of her shoes whispered across the deck until she came to a stop in front of him.
 
   He noted that there were no bags in her hands.
 
   “Are you?” she asked, crossing her arms. “Because it seems like every time I’ve looked your way you’ve been ready to run. But I’m not running, and if I’m not, then you’re definitely not allowed to.”
 
   All attitude. Maybe even a little playful.
 
   He sat up.
 
   “I need help.” She moved closer to him, within reach. “I don’t understand anything at all about what’s been going on, but I get the idea that you can help me.”
 
   Lathan swallowed, feeling the urge to back away. The world—his world—the one he’d tried to protect her from had claimed her anyway. Fate at work. He didn’t have a choice, but it terrified him. How would he ever be strong enough to protect her from the potential dangers that were out there? What if she hadn’t found a way to seal herself off from that vampire’s attack? And what about his wolf? Sure, the creature hadn’t shown any signs of aggression yet, but there was no telling when that switch would flip.
 
   “Lathan,” Grace begged him to answer her. “Please. You’ve got to help me. I think you’re the only one who can.”
 
   “Why don’t we go for a walk?”
 
   He stood, and Grace swallowed so hard he could see the muscles in her throat tighten up, but she nodded.
 
   The stairs from the deck offered access to various paths that led off in every direction of the property, but he chose the one that would take them to the left.
 
   The path was illuminated by the moonlight filtering down through the branches overhead. He slowed his pace to match hers, and they walked side by side, though they stayed several feet apart. He kept himself at the ready to help her if she caught a root or loose stone with her foot, and he constantly swept the path before them with his eyes, vigilant against any offending debris. He was concerned about the flat sandals she was in, and made a note to provide her with some hiking boots, or at least some running shoes. She should have something that would protect her feet from the sticks and rocks.
 
   Grace rubbed her arms and he stopped. “Are you cold? We can turn back around, or…do you want my jacket?” He flapped the open edges of his sweatshirt.
 
   “No, I’m—” But even in the dark, she didn’t do enough to hide the momentary look of longing she gave to the jacket.
 
   Off it came. He held it out for her, waiting, even though he would have preferred to slip it over her shoulders.
 
   She took the jacket from him. “Thank you,” she said softly, as she put it on and pulled the fabric close around her neck.
 
   His heart took flight, stuttering and flitting like a baby bird attempting that whole airborne concept for the first time. He nodded wordlessly and shifted nervously as he waited for her to get moving again. He checked that idea mentally; he wasn’t normally the kind of man who waited. For anything.
 
   But when Grace didn’t move, he finally looked over at her. She was blushing. Could he have a reason to hope?
 
   “Grace—” He took a step towards her, and when she didn’t back away, he said, “There’s something I’d like to show you. If you’re okay with it.
 
   She didn’t refuse. She started walking again.
 
   “There’s a place up here.” Lathan pointed down the path. “Just a little farther.”
 
   She nodded, and he fell in step beside her again.
 
   The first cabin on the path was the one he had claimed for himself. He had been working on it as he’d had time. It wasn’t finished yet, but the electricity worked and it was private.
 
   In the darkest hours of night, when he’d so rarely allowed himself to dream, he’d imagined spending time with Grace there. Every hour of work and every ounce of sweat that had gone into the place had been devoted to her, and he’d always envisioned them using it as a space of their own, away from the pack.
 
   He’d never before seen it as the place where he would choose to reveal to her what he really was. Now, he couldn’t see it as anything else, even though the thought was terrifying. He couldn’t bring himself to take her inside yet. Instead, Lathan came to a stop by the edge of the water. He turned back to her, apprehensive about what was going to come next, but aware that he couldn’t go another moment without knowing whether she would stay or go.
 
    
 
   Grace could feel the energy rolling off of Lathan as he stood with his back to the water. He wasn’t looking at her. It was like he didn’t think he would like what he saw. He licked his lips slowly, the way Em sometimes did when she was thinking. Only, when Lathan did it the gesture was completely sinful. She wanted to swoon in spite of all her best senses.
 
   He turned and walked away, then paced back, not speaking as his agitation filled the air between them. He hooked the collar of his t-shirt and tugged it, like it was gently strangling him.
 
   Grace waited, holding her breath, and watching Lathan as he paced in the moonlight.
 
   He abruptly broke his pattern and came quickly back over to her, but at the last second, he seemed to lose his nerve and he crossed away again. He looked like he was in anguish, his dark brows drawn together, his face almost desperate.
 
   At long last, he stopped in front of her.
 
   “I don’t know if I can do this,” he said, looking down at her. “I don’t…fuck!” He shook his head and stepped around her, like he was going to tear down that path and leave her to fend for herself while all her neuroses hung in the air.
 
   “Lathan,” she called.
 
   He kept going, and she would let him. Whatever all this magic was, it wasn’t meant for her. That was the way it was, and that was fine, because she didn’t want it anyway.
 
   Bullshit, her brain spoke up.
 
   “Lathan,” she called more firmly, ignoring the twinge of desperation that laced her voice. His steps slowed and she moved to catch up with him. “You have to tell me.” She summoned every ounce of courage and strength she had to continue, opening her heart to pour it out in front of him. “My parents got rid of me—they sent me away, but I can’t remember that part. There’s a reason for that. It was to protect me, wasn’t it? But why? Was it because of you? Because I can’t see how anything about you could be bad enough that I’d need to be saved from it.”
 
   He turned slowly, eyes everywhere but on her.
 
   “Please. I can’t help but think I’m going completely crazy here. I don’t know why or how, but you’re the only person who can put right the lies I’ve been told. Don’t keep me in the dark. I’m strong enough. I can handle it. I need to know the truth, and I want you to be the one to show me.”
 
   Finally, he looked at her. He didn’t come any closer, but he shook his head. “Grace…you’re not crazy. All of this—it’s real.” He dropped his eyes, like they were too heavy to keep locked on her. “You’ve got your memory back. So you’ve seen it for yourself. I’m a shifter. A wolf, obviously. Was then. Still am. Nothing I can do to change it. So, if you’re going to leave—if you need to get away from me, do it now. Run the hell away from me, from the monster that I am, but don’t ever, ever look back. I lost you before. I can’t keep doing that forever. It will ruin me.”
 
   She didn’t know she was moving until the trees were flying by, but she ran. She launched herself at Lathan, flinging her arms around his neck and clinging to him as if he were the only life raft in a sea of rolling waves that were threatening to pull her under.
 
   The strangest sound rippled through the otherwise quiet scenery, and Grace realized that she was laughing. Laughing in a way that would make all of that “you’re not crazy” fly right out the window.
 
   Lathan stood awkwardly still, arms out like he wasn’t sure if he should hug her back or tear himself away.
 
   She caught enough breath to cry out, “I’m not crazy!” She giggled and shouted again, “Oh my God. Oh my GOD! I’m not. I’m not crazy!”
 
   His arms slowly came around her, wrapping her up, not too tightly, against him. “You’re not,” he murmured.
 
   The laughter eased off as quickly as it had rolled in, and she realized she had tears in her eyes. Leaning back to swipe a finger under her lashes, she choked out one last chuckle. “I’ll get mascara on your shirt.”
 
   She made to break away from the embrace, but Lathan kept an arm wrapped around her as his hand tentatively came to her face. His palm felt so good against her cheek that she wanted to lean into it and stay that way.
 
   “Grace,” he whispered, brushing his thumb across her cheek, dangerously close to her lips.
 
   She drew in a sharp breath, but stood her ground. She didn’t think she could have pulled away, even if she’d wanted to—which, she suddenly knew, she didn’t.
 
   “Do you want to see my wolf?” he asked, his voice sounding like he expected a negative response.
 
   But Grace felt her heart skip. Thorne had said that was good—it signified trust. “Can I?”
 
   Lathan seemed surprised. “You want to?”
 
   “Yes!” Grace cried, unable to control the relieved excitement rushing through her.
 
   Lathan smiled, almost shyly. “Okay.”
 
   He looked around for a moment, then fished his hand into his pocket and brought out a set of keys. “Here,” he said, leading the way to the back door of the little cabin.
 
   Grace followed, ascending the steps slowly so she wouldn’t trip. She backed up as Lathan unlatched one of the French doors and reached in, turning on lights both inside and out.
 
   The cabin’s interior was as welcoming and charming as the main house. Light, rustic furniture was mixed with cozy bohemian decor. The main room housed a well-stocked bookshelf and plush sofa, which backed up to a small eat-in kitchen. There appeared to be two or three more rooms that opened off a hallway to the right.
 
   Lathan guided her, without touching her, and indicated that she should sit on the sofa.
 
   She sat, hands on thighs, unsure of what to do with herself.
 
   “I have to um—” his hands went to bottom hem of his shirt.
 
   “Oh—oh!” Grace knew she was blushing. “I won’t look,” she said, lifting her hands to cover her eyes.
 
   “No.” He laughed and she relaxed at the pleasant sound. “I’ll step outside.”
 
   “You’re going to get naked outside?” Grace squeaked.
 
   He stopped and turned back to give her a questioning look.
 
   “Outside,” she repeated, like he hadn’t heard her the first time.
 
   “Yeah,” he said, obviously not understanding her alarm.
 
   “Okay. Wait. Wait, wait, wait. I think I need some ground rules here,” Grace said, because frankly this was starting to feel a little comical.
 
   Lathan’s hands went to his pockets, and he leaned into them. “Like what?”
 
   “Well, you’re a wolf, right?”
 
   He laughed a little. “Yeah. I’m a wolf—wait, can I stop you for a second?”
 
   Grace nodded, and he came forward. He stopped, like he wasn’t sure she would let him sit by her. She moved over and after a brief hesitation, he sat.
 
   “I admit that I’m a shifter and you don’t freak out. In fact you seem relieved. You’re not crazy, but that is not what I expected, even if you’ve had some time to get used to it.”
 
   “What did you expect?”
 
   “I expected you to run. But more in the opposite direction, and not right into my arms.” Then his face flushed and he shook his head. “Oh, shit. I mean—uh…”
 
   Grace decided to take a turn at the anxious pacing thing.
 
   “In my dreams, you could change. You protected me by changing. I don’t remember ever being afraid of you. Ever. And you’ve never hurt me. When I knew you—before—the things I can remember… You were a wolf then, too. You always have been, right? That’s how you’re born? I’ve had time to think about it. Time to freak out, even, and maybe I should be terrified, but I’m not. I don’t know how to explain it. I feel like I’ve been preparing for this moment my whole life. So to be in this room, waiting to finally be a part of the life that’s been waiting for me? I know it sounds insane, but it feels so damned good that you could turn into an elephant or a unicorn for all I care. Just as long as you don’t tell me this is a cruel joke, because I get the feeling I was born for this. How else can you explain it? I don’t know how it worked, but obviously, those memories were taken away. They were supposed to make me forget, but I must have known that. I must have wanted this enough to fight against it. Some part of me needed to get back to you so much that it made me dream of you. So stop stalling, Lathan. I want you—I want this. All of it.” She stopped suddenly, looking down at him.
 
   It was true. She couldn’t have felt it more strongly if she’d tried.
 
   Lathan rose slowly. “You mean that?”
 
   Grace realized her admission. She’d announced to this gorgeous man that she fully intended to…what? To be his mate?
 
   Hell…maybe that was exactly what she’d said. Her heart was racing like she might lose her nerve and run away, but she found her backbone somewhere and nodded at him, bracing herself for the idea that he might laugh in her face.
 
   “You’re serious? You think you’ve been subconsciously fighting your way back to me?” His gaze was intense as he towered over her, his broad muscles easily overcoming her small frame. “And that doesn’t scare the ever-loving shit out of you?”
 
   She silently held her chin high, not taking her gaze away from his eyes.
 
   He stepped forward, invading her personal space, and she compelled her feet to stay still. There was a power she couldn’t comprehend pumping through the air. It felt like he was mentally daring her to eat her words, to run away.
 
   When they were standing so close their bodies were almost, but not quite, touching, she didn’t pull away. Not when his fingertips trailed up her arm, or when his hands found her face. Not when he cupped her jaw, tilting her head up. And not even when his lips brushed lightly against hers.
 
   Just once.
 
   No, after that, it was Lathan who stepped back. And when he did, he was completely transformed.
 
   His face was lit up and his smile was huge. “I’m sorry,” he said with a laugh, “but my wolf won’t wait anymore. Don’t do anything special, just sit there”—he pointed to the sofa—“and don’t be afraid.” Then, he dashed out the door and leaped—just bounded right up and over—the porch railing.
 
   Grace couldn’t move. She was paralyzed. Were her eyes closed? She blinked. No, no she could see. It was her brain that had ceased function. Well, that wasn’t exactly true either, because her ears were picking up sounds outside—the sounds of a man getting rapidly undressed. A belt buckle clinked, a zipper unzipped, and then there was the whoosh whoosh of fabric against skin.
 
   The strangest sensation spread across the back of her neck, like a hot, sexy breath of air. She recognized the feeling—it was the same one she’d had earlier, upstairs with Em.
 
   It’s the way it feels when he shifts, her brain told her.
 
   How could she know that?
 
   Also: could air have gold dust in it? Because this air seemed to.
 
   Her nipples hardened instantly, surprising her. Good thing he’d told her to sit because if she kept standing, she was going to pass out.
 
   She plopped unglamorously down on the sofa, covering her face with her hands. Her brain kept swimming. Great, now I’m going to wonder for the rest of my life if that kiss actually happened, she thought.
 
   Click, click, click came the sound of a dog walking across a hardwood floor.
 
   She peeked out from behind her hands.
 
   Holy. Shit.
 
   If the wolf she had seen in those memories had been a big, menacing creature, she had no words to describe the beast that strolled, head high, right into the middle of the room. He sat on the floor a few feet in front of her.
 
   “Whoa,” she whispered. It was the only thing that came to mind.
 
   His coat was thick and looked coarse. He could have been a statue, if it hadn’t been for the twitching of his ears, tracking every noise outside the cabin.
 
   “You’ve gotten so much more powerful,” Grace said. “You’re twice as big as you were before. This is…I mean, this is incredible.” She couldn’t stop staring at him.
 
   She started to reach her hand out, but wasn’t sure whether that was the right thing to do. That was Lathan in there, and she didn’t want him to think she was treating him like a dog. Was he aware? Could he still see her, or was the wolf a different being entirely? She was desperate to know everything about him.
 
   “How does this work?” she asked, standing up slowly.
 
   The wolf whimpered.
 
   “Can you understand what I say?”
 
   “Woof,” he replied.
 
   Grace laughed. “Okay. So, do I pet you?”
 
   The wolf whimpered again and scooted a few inches closer.
 
   “Yeah?” Grace smiled and reached her hand out.
 
   Lathan looked up at her, while her hand hung in the air.
 
   “This really is crazy, you know,” she murmured, “but in a good way.”
 
   He barked twice, then stretched to his full height and ducked his head into her hand.
 
   “Oh!” Grace gasped. She let her fingers run through his fur. “I thought your fur would be wiry, but it’s soft! Oh my God, this is so weird.”
 
   She laughed and dropped to her knees, smoothing her hands over his coat. She traced them along his ears, stopping to scratch the back of his neck when he leaned in and groaned. He licked her cheek and stood with another bark, wagging his tail.
 
   “What?” she asked, standing to follow him. How the heck did she know he wanted her to follow him?
 
   He barked and trotted for the door.
 
   “Okay, I’m coming.” She laughed again. She realized she was still staring.
 
   What a week. Only a few days in, and she had managed to have her weirdest life experience.
 
   “So, you’re all wolves?” she asked.
 
   Lathan turned and snorted at her.
 
   “Excuse me—was that a duh?” she teased, shaking her finger at him. “It’s not like I know how this works. Your brothers could be…I don’t know, horses or birds or something.”
 
   He yipped and took off for the dock, tail spinning with excitement. She took off after him. When he looked back and saw her chasing him, he yipped again and doubled back, coming to her side and giving several happy howls as they made their way to the end of the wooden planks. Lathan ran circles around her, and she jogged along with him.
 
   Grace had never felt so free. It seemed like all the events of her life—all the bad and sad shit that had ever happened—had been dissolved and all she was left with was the good stuff.
 
   “If I’m going to run around with you, you’re going to have to let me get in shape.” She struggled to speak as she massaged the stitch in her side.
 
   Lathan spun around and trotted back to her, sitting down and shoving his nose under her hand.
 
   “You know,” she said, brushing her fingers through his dense, dark hair, “I don’t do well with most people, but being around you is kind of nice, especially when you’re like this.” She chuckled to herself over how strange an idea that was.
 
   A firefly blinked nearby. Then another. And another. Grace watched in wonder as dozens appeared across the lake. She turned to see the trees and the lawn surrounding the cabin were also illuminated. It was like the night when she and Lathan had been parted.
 
   “These fireflies are celebrating for us,” she told his wolf knowingly.
 
   He sighed and leaned against her leg. She crouched next to him, while the dark water lapped at the posts of the dock.
 
   “I think you like me,” she whispered.
 
   The wolf with Lathan’s eyes looked up at her suddenly, and she could see the faintest hint of something in those deep brown depths. Was it alarm? Concern? Hesitation? She got the sense that he was afraid for her to know exactly how he felt.
 
   In that moment, though, she knew that she felt the same. It was ridiculous, impractical, impulsive, even—it was all the things she had worked so hard not to be. She couldn’t explain it or reason with it, and she didn’t care. She wanted him to know that she was right there with him.
 
   “It’s okay.” She soothed him, leaning her face into his neck. “I think I like you, too.”
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Twenty-Four
 
   Lathan understood everything, from the adorable way Grace dealt with him in wolf form to those wonderful words she had spoken.
 
   Fate, this was exactly the opposite of what he had expected to happen. All of his fears about her being frightened of his wolf had been wiped away. All of his concerns about how his wolf would respond to her were erased, as well. It was like she had cast a spell on him. He wasn’t sure how, but that part had worked out perfectly. He couldn’t believe it. His wolf was instantly settled and at ease, the same way she was with his wolf. But what about him, as a man? She seemed timid and ready to fly from him at any second while he was in human form. He needed to keep her safe, now more than ever—and he couldn’t do that if she left again.
 
   His wolf continued to lean against her as she crouched on the dock. The human part of his brain drifted back to the fleeting moment in the cabin when he had touched her—when he had kissed her. The edges of his consciousness shimmered, flickering in and out as the deep desire of his human form fought to switch back out and hold her close. That couldn’t happen. For one thing, if he shifted right now he’d be on all fours—completely naked and leaning against her. When he was back with her in his human form, he wanted to stand tall and proud as the man he was. He was willing to bet that would be a little easier to do if she didn’t bolt because he was in the buff.
 
   Grace sighed and plopped down on the dirty dock, causing his wolf to snort and shake his head. Damn, he wished he’d thought to clear the leaves and debris off of it recently. No way was he going to have her sitting there like that. He grumbled at her.
 
   “What? I like sitting here with you.”
 
   He grumbled again, then snorted and jerked his head back towards the main house.
 
   “Time to go back?”
 
   He wagged his tail, grateful that she was completely in tune with his wolf; it was another encouraging sign.
 
   “Are you going to change back? Should I go grab your clothes?” she asked.
 
   “Woof,” he stated firmly, hoping to express that she was not to trouble herself in any way.
 
   “Let’s go get them together then,” she said, turning back to the cabin. Lathan stayed tucked against her side as they walked.
 
   “Why do I get the sense I’m not going to be going anywhere on my own for a while?” She stroked the top of his head.
 
   Fate, that felt good. He was pleased that she wasn’t able to pick up on his scents, because he was pumping them out. Pleasure, concern, excitement—everything was sluicing out of his pores and into the air around them. If she could smell those things, she’d know exactly how he felt at every moment. Which, he had to admit, put him at a slight advantage for the time being. He was slowly gaining the ability to pick up on her scents as they spent time together. Another day or two in wolf form, he calculated, and he’d have learned her chemistry. It was undeniably cowardly, sure, but he felt the need for a safe guard. His heart was already vulnerable enough without having a little bit of an edge to figure her out. Besides, he consoled himself, he didn’t have much time if she was still planning to leave by the end of the week.
 
   Yeah, he was going to spend as much time in wolf form as he could. The sooner he knew the secrets her scent would reveal, the sooner he might work up the courage to ask her to stay.
 
   When they reached the pile of clothes he’d tossed off so hastily, Lathan nosed the bunch together and collected them in his mouth.
 
   Grace laughed out loud. “Resourceful. I guess you’re used to that, huh?”
 
   He bobbed his head and she chuckled as she crossed to the cabin. He watched her with curiosity as she turned off the lights and closed the doors; he moved quickly to guard her as she made her way carefully back down the dark stairs.
 
   “Sorry, that would have driven me crazy.” She grinned, patting his head once more. He snorted his appreciation and matched her pace as he led the way back through the woods.
 
   The journey back up to the house went much more quickly than the trip down to the cabin had gone, and when they reentered the kitchen through the back door, the house was quiet.
 
   “I think I got your jacket dirty.” Grace fretted, holding the hem of the sweatshirt out and pulling it around to the side so she could inspect it.
 
   He snorted and dropped the clothes out of his mouth right onto the kitchen floor, stamping his muddy paws on them a few times to distribute a nice collection of large paw prints across the fabric.
 
   “No!” she cried. “Oh! What did you do?”
 
   He gave a playful yip as he trotted around her, dragging the clothes on the floor behind him for good measure.
 
   “You’re ridiculous,” she said, tugging his ear gently when he came close enough.
 
   His wolf dropped the mouthful of clothes in favor of letting out an embarrassing groan—ears were his thing. Grace bit her lip and turned bright pink. Damn, that blush was adorable; even his wolf thought so.
 
   Diesel was in the living room. Lathan’s wolf could smell him, but he’d have known it anyway. His brother kept watch constantly, favoring the large front window as his view point.
 
   “Holy crap,” Grace murmured, her eyes on the oven’s digital clock display. “We were out there a long time!”
 
   Lathan trotted beside her, not caring about the time of day, but thinking it was time for a snack. He could hear her stomach starting to growl. He stopped by the refrigerator door.
 
   Grace stopped too when she realized he wasn’t with her.
 
   “Hungry?” She kept her voice hushed now that she’d seen that it was late.
 
   He looked up at the fridge pointedly, then back to her.
 
   “I’m not hungry,” she said. “I’m sleepy.”
 
   He groaned and looked between Grace and the appliance again.
 
   “Okay, okay. We can get a snack.”
 
   She opened the fridge and peeked inside.
 
   “Ooh, maybe I am hungry.” She took out a plastic container of leftover potatoes, a tinfoil-wrapped mound of biscuits, and the covered cheesecake. “Anything for you?” she asked, turning back to him.
 
   He nosed at the plastic-wrapped platter of meat, and she grabbed it, too.
 
   “Point me to the plates and silverware,” she said with a smile.
 
   Lathan tipped his nose in the direction of the plates, then used his own paw to hook the pull on the silverware drawer.
 
   He sat back and watched as Grace piled a plate high with snacks, pleased to know some of the foods she’d enjoyed. His wolf was pretty thrilled about the mountain of turkey and roast beef she dished out onto a separate plate.
 
   When she was done, she put everything back exactly where she’d found it. Just as she’d done with the cabin—so she was tidy and meticulous. He noted everything he could, setting a mental reminder to stop leaving his socks on the bedroom floor. He was pretty neat, but for some reason, he couldn’t get those suckers in the laundry basket on the first try.
 
   When Grace headed for the kitchen table, he gave her another grumble.
 
   “No?” she asked, looking confused.
 
   He jerked his head, indicating she should follow him. She chuckled to herself, but she caught on and moved his way.
 
   Diesel looked back over his shoulder for only a moment.
 
   “We’re—uh—having a late night snack upstairs, I guess,” Grace told him awkwardly, ducking her head and blushing again.
 
   Lathan gave Diesel his best wolfish grin as he crossed behind Grace and followed her up the stairs. Diesel didn’t say a word, but Lathan could hear him laughing quietly after they’d turned in to the second-floor hallway.
 
   Grace opened the bedroom door, and Lathan bounded into the darkness, leaping happily onto the love seat. It had been moved back to its home in front of the TV. Grace flicked the light switch, closed the door, and crossed to place the enormous plates of food on the coffee table in front of him.
 
   “You’re very demanding,” she teased, coming around the love seat to sit next to him.
 
   He wagged his tail and accepted the scrap of meat she tossed his way.
 
   Grace fell into an easy silence after she flipped the TV on. She used the remote to click through the channels while she snacked, sharing bites with him liberally.
 
   “I don’t know how all of this is going to work,” she said, leaning back lazily against the fluffy cushions. “But I did mean it, Lathan. I’m all in.”
 
   She yawned and looked at the empty plate in front of her. “I guess I was hungry. Good idea.” Then she leaned over and kissed the top of his wolf head.
 
   As she got up, fetched her pajamas, and closed the bathroom door behind her, Lathan held in the joyous howl that was bubbling under the surface. They still had a lot to figure out. But she was in.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Twenty-Five
 
   Lathan was up and out of Grace’s room before she woke the next morning. He knew it was a cowardly move, but he worried that the dawn would change her mind. Instead of a wolf, he felt like the pumpkin carriage from Cinderella—when time ran out, he’d lose all his luster.
 
   His wolf hustled down the hall and up to his room, where he shifted for a shower and a fresh set of clothes. When he passed by the wall of windows in his room, and set his eyes on the dock where he’d sat with Grace the night before, he got an idea.
 
   He pulled his phone out and called in a quick favor.
 
   It was still early enough that his brothers were the only ones up and moving. Word must have spread that Grace had been wandering the house and grounds with his wolf the night before, because every eye in the room landed on him—then flitted away awkwardly—when he strode into the kitchen.
 
   Leave it to Diesel to ball up. “So…I’m going to guess that went well?” he said to no one as he smoothed down his neatly trimmed white-blond hair.
 
   Lathan didn’t bother trying to fight off the smile that skated across his lips.
 
   The air in the room got ten times lighter.
 
   “Wash clothes much?” Riley laughed, kicking the previous night’s dirt-crusted heap of fabric his way.
 
   Lathan chuckled and gathered the garments, heading through the door at the opposite end of the kitchen to deposit them in the laundry room. “You’ll see what it’s like one day, brother.” His grin stayed in place as he swaggered back to join his siblings.
 
   “Not if Diesel has anything to do with it,” Riley grumbled.
 
   Traditionally, wolves mated in order of rank within their pack. The idea of Diesel finding a mate who would put up with his gruff nature was not entirely implausible, but the likelihood had always seemed slim.
 
   Thorne was slamming around too noisily as he worked.
 
   “Everything okay?” Lathan asked.
 
   “That woman is trouble,” Thorne grumbled, cracking an egg far too vigorously. The shell and its contents shot out across the counter and down Thorne’s shirt.
 
   “Which woman,” Lathan growled, as he went to stand shoulder to shoulder with him.
 
   Thorne grabbed a bar mop, bowing his head in submission. “Not your female, brother. Apologies. Her friend is disagreeable.”
 
   Lathan knew he wouldn’t get any better explanation from Thorne—when that wolf needed to brood, there was no getting around it. They were lucky he hadn’t shifted and taken off, leaving them to fend for themselves at a mealtime.
 
   He watched Thorne scrubbing at the gooey mess on his shirt until Riley intervened.
 
   “Go get another shirt. I promise I can keep the food going for five minutes.”
 
   Thorne exited the kitchen in a whirlwind of curse words, and Lathan turned to Diesel for an explanation.
 
   “He and Grace’s friend appear to be in some kind of fight over I honestly can’t tell you what the fuck.” Diesel shrugged, leaning back in his chair.
 
   Riley flipped a pair of tongs around in his hand, his attention only halfway on the stovetop situation. “If you don’t give us some details, I’m going to lose my shit.”
 
   And so, Lathan recounted the encounter—leaving out the parts about the affection Grace and he, or his wolf, had shared. The main thing his brothers needed to know was that Grace knew what he was—what they all were—and that she was okay with it.
 
   Diesel whistled and ran a hand over his pale hair again, like he was checking to make sure not a single strand had crept out of place. “Sounds like you lucked out. Fate went exactly your way as far as the explanation goes.”
 
   “I haven’t gotten enough time in with her to pick up on her signals, I guess. It seems like it’s taking too long,” Lathan lamented, brushing absently at the immaculately clean countertop in front of him.
 
   “You’ll get there, though,” Riley encouraged, turning to check on the bacon as Thorne reappeared in a fresh, but identical-looking, black sweater.
 
   He was silent as he edged Riley out of the way and took back over on the food.
 
   “How are her parents?” Lathan asked Diesel.
 
   “Pretty much back to normal. They got their memories wiped, though.” He gave Lathan a meaningful look.
 
   “Shit. Another vampire or…” He didn’t want to finish the thought. If their memories had been chemically altered like the vampire who’d broken into their house, who the hell knew what the after-effects would be?
 
   “Vampire.” Diesel confirmed. “But since we don’t know who, we’ve got to try another angle to figure out what happened.”
 
   Only the vampire who had taken an individual’s memories could reveal or restore those memories—unless the vampire had transferred the memories to someone else. Whoever possessed the memories was in charge of what happened to them.
 
   Grace’s parents would likely never get those memories back.
 
   Lathan shook his head. “What the hell is going on?”
 
   “The Magistrate said she spoke with you?” Diesel leaned in closer, aware that Riley was nosing in on their conversation.
 
   Lathan nodded.
 
   “So they’re being careful,” Diesel said, cutting their dialogue short.
 
   “Seriously?” Riley huffed. “I can know things, too, you know.”
 
   “When you need to know, you’ll know,” Diesel said sternly.
 
   “I need to know so I can help protect Grace, because Lathan’s going to claim her. If this thing between them drags out, it’s going to suck for all of us,” Riley retorted. “I mean”—he continued, picking up the pair of tongs he’d been fiddling with as he turned to Lathan—“You are going to claim her, right?”
 
   “That’s not your fucking place,” Diesel snapped, jumping up and snatching the tongs from Riley’s hand.
 
   “Hey!” Riley barked in a totally uncharacteristic way. Without any warning he shifted, sending little shreds of exploded t-shirt all over the kitchen.
 
   “Watch it!” Thorne cried, using his body to shield the pots and pans he was tending.
 
   “What the hell?” Diesel raced to throw the back door open and Riley’s wolf shot out like he’d been fired from a cannon.
 
   Lathan sat back in shock, scrubbing his face with his hands.
 
   Everyone was quiet, except for Diesel, who cursed and grumbled as he went for the broom and collected the remnants of Riley’s former outfit.
 
   Thorne set his spoon down very carefully and walked around to Lathan, leaning in close to offer, “You know he’s right, don’t you? You’ve got to feel all the shit in the air.”
 
   Lathan jerked his head up. Thorne rarely took on that kind of tone, like he was confiding in Lathan. He generally kept his moods and emotions to himself and, other than being obviously moody and emotional, Lathan rarely knew what was going on in that wolf’s mind.
 
   Diesel had come to an abrupt stop with the broom, eyes on them.
 
   “It’s Fate’s magic messing with us all. If you touched her, I’m sure you felt it—and I’m not saying you touched her. But that same pain you’d get if you touched her—that little nudge from Fate to get the fuck on with it? We’re going to be vibing off of that too, for as long as it takes.”
 
   Lathan looked to Diesel. Fate, he’d never felt more helpless, and he hated looking like anything less than a superhero in front of his pack, even if there was a certain level of understanding that came with the territory of mates.
 
   “I can’t speak from personal experience, obviously.” Diesel qualified his words carefully. “But according to all the stories and rumors I’ve heard, that’s true. That could mean bad news as far as keeping our shit together as a pack. Stuff like that”—he nodded at the door where Riley had made his exit—“could become an everyday occurrence.”
 
   Lathan groaned. “This is fucking ridiculous. I’m not going to force her to be my mate. If I’m going to put a claim on her, it’s going to be a mutual thing. She’s going to have to be okay with turning into a Fate-forsaken wolf for fuck’s sake! How do you think that idea is going to sit with her?”
 
   Diesel raised his eyebrows, but didn’t say a word as he headed off with a dustpan full of t-shirt.
 
   “Morning,” Grace said from the kitchen doorway.
 
   Lathan guessed he probably would’ve laughed at the way she sent them scattering, if he’d been up for a laugh. Instead, he was ready to obsess over how much Grace had heard of his conversation with his brothers.
 
   She was dressed in a pair of slim white pants and a navy shirt that looked so soft he wanted to touch it. Hell, he wanted to touch her.
 
   She smiled shyly as she continued into the kitchen. “Can I help with anything?”
 
   That called them all back to attention.
 
   “You can have a seat in your spot at the table and wait to be waited on,” Lathan said, crossing to her. When she didn’t back away, he held his breath and boldly touched the small of her back to usher her in the right direction.
 
   She smiled up at him, a blush caressing her cheeks, and his heart squeezed like it was going to stop completely.
 
   “Damn,” he whispered.
 
   She bit her lip and ducked her head. “I’d rather help if you’ll let me. You can’t have me staying around here without earning my keep.”
 
   “Nope, sorry. Alpha’s rules,” Thorne declared as he delivered the first platter to the table.
 
   “Alpha?” Grace asked with a confused smile.
 
   “We’ll get there,” Lathan chuckled, pulling the morning pitchers out of the fridge. “You want to go pound doors, since Riley’s not around to wake the rest?” He sent the question Diesel’s way.
 
   Diesel didn’t answer, but he didn’t need to. He was already heading upstairs.
 
   “Whoa.” Grace laughed as the spread on the table continued to grow with each trip Lathan and Thorne made.
 
   “Yeah, wolves—” Lathan stopped himself, waiting for Grace’s response.
 
   The curious, wide-eyed, excited look she gave him was more than enough of an invitation for him to continue.
 
   “Wolves,” he started over, this time with confidence, “Love to eat.”
 
   The back door swung open, and Lathan looked over, expecting Riley. Instead, the man who walked through the door flipped back a headful of shoulder-length blond hair and Grace jumped up with a gasp.
 
   “Uncle Ren?”
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Twenty-Six
 
   Grace couldn’t believe her eyes, but she was starting to get used to that feeling.
 
   “Looks like I’m just in time for breakfast,” the man across the kitchen said, clapping his hands together and sending a grin her way. “Thank Fate you wolves still keep the same schedule.”
 
   He looked exactly the same as she remembered from the last time she’d seen him. He’d taken her out for dinner after her high school graduation ceremony. It was the night he’d handed her an envelope full of cash, told her to enjoy herself at college, and warned her that he might not be able to visit her much while she was away for school.
 
   He hadn’t visited at all. Now she could see why.
 
   From out of nowhere, Lathan flew across the room and grabbed Ren by the throat.
 
   “Hey!” Ren croaked, hands hastily latching on to Lathan’s forearm.
 
   “Lathan!” Grace cried out, rushing to them.
 
   “Grace,” Diesel warned. She recognized his tone from her memories.
 
   “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t tear you apart,” Lathan growled. His muscles shivered and his skin took on a faint glow.
 
   “Shit.” Diesel stormed in their direction, too.
 
   “No!” Grace yelled at him. “Don’t touch him. I’ve got this.”
 
   Diesel stopped instantly, obviously uncertain of what to do. Grace wasn’t certain what she was going to do, either, but she’d seen that glow before. She couldn’t stop it then—what made her so sure she could stop it now?
 
   She reached her hand out, not allowing an ounce of fear into her mind. “Lathan, let him go.”
 
   She put her hand on Lathan’s arm. He froze, but his hand was still on Ren’s windpipe.
 
   “Seriously, mate. I’ll explain everything.” Ren’s words were choked.
 
   “Quiet,” Grace snapped at him, not taking her eyes off Lathan. The glow was fading from his skin. She moved in closer, leaning into his side, wrapping her other arm around his waist. “That’s right. Pay attention to me,” she coaxed, feeling his firm muscles against her body. If she hadn’t been so focused on trying to get him to unhand a man whose face was turning an unbecoming purple shade, she might have taken some pleasure in how good it felt to mold herself against him.
 
   Who could she fool? She was taking some pleasure in it, even if that was a little selfish.
 
   “Come on,” she soothed, rising on her tiptoes to get closer. “Release him, and come back to me.”
 
   Lathan’s hand relaxed, and he shook his head like he was coming out of a daze while Ren quickly side-stepped his way across the kitchen.
 
   Lathan looked down at her, his face tight. She thought he was going to be furious with her for stepping in. Instead, he gathered her against him and covered her mouth with a deep, desperate kiss.
 
   Everything fell away. Lathan’s strong arms encased her and Grace let her body melt against every inch of him. She even went so far as to twine her fingers into his hair. She never wanted the kiss to end. She never wanted to be out of his arms again.
 
   “You shouldn’t have done that,” he whispered against her lips. “I could’ve hurt you. If I’d lost control—”
 
   “You wouldn’t hurt me,” she whispered back. “I knew you wouldn’t. I wasn’t afraid.”
 
   He laughed softly and held her close, threading her hair away from her face. “You’re fearless, then.”
 
   “No.” She smiled. “Just crazy.”
 
   He laughed louder, this time closing the distance between their lips again. Grace was ready. She met his lips and parted her own, allowing herself to boldly sweep her tongue out to taste him.
 
   He groaned and clutched at her hair.
 
   “So…this is super awkward.” Em’s voice broke through the moment and Grace twisted her head around.
 
   Em, still in pajamas, and Grace’s parents were standing in the middle of the broad kitchen entryway looking varying degrees of surprised and amused. Diesel and Thorne were concentrating on the floor and ceiling, respectively. And Ren was rubbing his throat, while glaring at Lathan.
 
   “Right, uh—” Grace reluctantly pulled free of Lathan’s grasp.
 
   “Breakfast?” Lathan cleared his throat and threw a wink Grace’s way before he swaggered across the kitchen to the table.
 
   “Yeah, let’s discuss your methods of mate protection over bacon, what do you say?” Ren smarted off.
 
   “Protection?” Lathan was already winding back up, a growl edging his voice.
 
   “That’s right. Protection. Got something to say on the matter?” Ren crossed his arms.
 
   “Yeah.” Lathan stepped forward. “Let’s start with why you stopped protecting her.” He hooked his thumb over his shoulder at Grace.
 
   “Wha—” Ren looked genuinely surprised. Then he looked bemused. “Seriously? That’s what you’re pissed about, mate?” He started to chuckle, but choked down on it when Lathan’s chest puffed. “Right. No, you see, that one’s easy to explain.” Ren took a step around to the opposite end of the table. “I had to hand her off.”
 
   “It was your job to stay with her,” Lathan accused.
 
   “Lathan, stop.” Grace didn’t know where the attitude and courage were coming from, but she was going to use them to her advantage.
 
   Lathan’s shoulders deflated, but he kept glaring.
 
   Ren’s glare was long gone, though. “Yeah, only, I couldn’t stay with her forever, could I?”
 
   “It was your job,” Lathan snarled.
 
   “Lathan!” Grace stepped in front of him, causing him to break eye contact with Ren in favor of looking at her. “He had to leave me. Isn’t it obvious?”
 
   Lathan frowned at her, though his face was markedly softer than the brutal gaze he’d been sending Ren’s way.
 
   “Look at him.” Grace motioned back to where Ren was standing. “He looks exactly the same way he did when I first saw him. He looked exactly the same way the last time I saw him, and I’m guessing he’ll keep looking that way for a while, won’t he?”
 
   She didn’t know, because she had no clue what Ren was or what kind of magic he possessed, whether it be shifter or something else entirely. It was clear, though, that he was different.
 
   Lathan caught on, the features of his handsome face shifting with realization.
 
   “I’d have questioned it, eventually, don’t you think?” Grace watched carefully for any signs that he was going to flip his switch again.
 
   “Your own Magistrate pulled me from the job,” Ren said. “I didn’t want to switch off Grace’s protection detail, believe me. Hardest charge I’ve ever had to leave.”
 
   Lathan breathed deeply, closing his eyes. When he opened them again, he was a different person.
 
   “Sorry,” he said, crossing to Ren with his hand extended.
 
   Ren nodded brightly. “No apology necessary among friends, of course.” He accepted the handshake, returning it jovially.
 
   “Breakfast?” Lathan said again.
 
   The others closed in on the table, their looks of concern smoothing out. Grace was thankful for the fact that they had other things to discuss than the fact that she and Lathan had been making out in the middle of the kitchen.
 
   “You can take Riley’s seat.” Thorne pointed at an empty chair. “He’s out for uh—a run.”
 
   “Yeah, I caught that. Hell of a welcome, both outside and in.” Ren chuckled, pulling the chair out.
 
   “In our defense, your arrival was a surprise. You couldn’t have knocked at the front door like a normal person?” Diesel muttered.
 
   “I’m not a normal person, though, am I? I prefer to pop up in the strangest places.” Ren grinned at Grace. “Besides, only strangers knock at the front door,” he added lightly.
 
   “You have an accent.” Grace quirked a smile his way. The put-on Australian voice Ren was using was downright awful. He sounded like a cartoon character. “Is that new or—okay, I have a lot of questions.”
 
   Ren threw his head back and laughed. His accent was different, but his laugh was the same as she remembered.
 
   “I have a lot of questions, too,” he said. “Starting with, do you still love hash browns as much as you used to?”
 
   Grace answered by holding up her plate to accept the heaping spoonful he was sending her way.
 
   A knock sounded at the front door and everyone turned to look in that direction.
 
   “You expecting anyone?” Diesel tipped his chin at Lathan.
 
   Lathan shook his head, eyebrows sloping down. “You?”
 
   Diesel’s frown deepened as he pushed his chair back.
 
   His brothers did the same.
 
   “What did I tell you? Only strangers knock,” Ren said, snatching another biscuit as he joined them.
 
   Diesel bent down, lifted his pant leg, and revealed an ankle holster. He pulled the sleek black pistol from it.
 
   Grace took that as the signal to jump up, and she wasn’t the only one. They were all heading for the front door.
 
   “Is that necessary?” Em asked Diesel, more fear than attitude.
 
   “Never know,” he said, holding his other hand up as an indicator that everyone should stop and wait. He and Lathan continued forward, non-verbally communicating with their hands and eyes and moving like predators as they approached the front of the house. Lathan flanked around behind the door, while Diesel backed up to the wall and leaned to peek out the window. Then he frowned, tightened his grip on the pistol, and yanked the front door open.
 
   A young man was weaving on his feet in front of the door. He was in a torn, dirty gray sweatshirt with equally distressed matching sweatpants and no shoes.
 
   “Is this the home of the Black pack?” His voice cracked weakly, and he swayed heavily before his eyes rolled back in his head and he dropped straight forward, passing out across the doorstep.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
   The kid’s body was totally limp. Something smooth and shiny had dropped out of his hand when he hit, and the object was rolling across the floor.
 
   “Don’t touch that!” Diesel shouted, whipping his shirt off as he rushed across the room.
 
   Everyone backed away from the thing.
 
   Emmeline said, “Whoa.”
 
   Normally, Lathan would have assumed she was referring to Diesel’s muscular build, but her eyes weren’t on Diesel.
 
   The round thing on the floor was glowing, its insides a shimmery mixture of red and white. Pretty—like a peppermint candy at Christmas—but deadly.
 
   “Is that—” Thorne jerked his head around to Lathan, then back to Diesel.
 
   “An advocacy.” Diesel confirmed, folding his shirt carefully into a thick square, which he used oven mitt-style to pluck the ball up from where it had come to rest on the hardwood.
 
   “Someone want to clue me in?” Grace asked.
 
   “It’s magic,” her mother answered, her voice low. “Only certain types of individuals can make those. They’re very powerful and can be very dangerous, so stay back.”
 
   “What does this one do?” Grace’s dad moved forward to peer at the thing.
 
   “Only one way to find out.” Lathan looked back over his shoulder. “We need to get him inside.”
 
   “Could be a trap,” Ren pointed out.
 
   “Then we’ll take him as a hostage,” Lathan said heavily. He had a bad feeling about this whole situation.
 
   Ren shrugged. “Fine by me.” He used the toe of his boot to give the kid a nudge in the ribs. “Seems out for now.” He crouched and hefted the kid easily into his arms. “Where do you want him?”
 
   Lathan pointed at the sofa, then crossed to Grace and the others.
 
   “I want everyone to keep their distance. Ren will guard him, but don’t make the job hard on him. Until he comes to and we can figure out what’s what, I don’t want anyone getting too close. Got it?”
 
   They all nodded. Grace’s eyes were searching his face. She wanted answers. She deserved to know everything that was going on, not just from the eventful morning. From…well, Fate. The last fifteen years, he guessed.
 
   There hadn’t been enough un-crazy time to talk things out. How long would she stand by and accept his world without knowing exactly what was involved, he wondered.
 
   She smiled at him, encouraging him. It was like she could read his mind. He smiled back and gave her a look as if to say, “Sorry you wandered into my life at the worst time.”
 
   She bit her lip, and the action made his blood run hot. Did the pack need him for all this? He could take her upstairs right now and reignite that kiss, couldn’t he?
 
   Nope. Wishful thinking.
 
   Diesel was still eyeballing the orb in his protected hand.
 
   “Any thoughts?” Lathan asked, reluctantly turning away from Grace. The crowd fanned out, but no one left the living room. Breakfast was still waiting, abandoned.
 
   “I’m not sure of its exact purpose,” Diesel said, “but I’d guess his current condition is related.”
 
   Advocacies, created by very special members of the R & B, were entirely magical objects. Which was to say, they contained actual, concentrated, full-force magic. The liquid-looking stuff inside was power in its rawest, most potent form. Advocacies could be used to alter someone’s appearance, blow things up, change a person’s mood—they could do practically anything, but they could only be used by the person they were intended for.
 
   That hadn’t always been the case; during the corrupt war times, Advocates had learned to put added protections in place, usually in the form of a violent method of self-destruction. Which was why Diesel wasn’t touching the thing with his fingers. If he grabbed onto it with his bare skin, he was likely to lose his arm—best case scenario.
 
   “Whatever is in here”—Diesel continued to examine the quarter-sized marble—“is serious. He’s been carrying it and using it for a long time. It’s making him weak.”
 
   For a non-Advocate, prolonged use could cause weakness, illness, and even death. Hell, even for a well-trained Advocate, those things happened if the magic was held onto for too long. Magic wasn’t meant to be tamed that way.
 
   “We need to get Riley back in here to see what he can do to bring the kid back around, unless you have any suggestions?” Lathan turned to Grace’s parents.
 
   Grace’s dad shrugged. “We can take a look, but I’ve never gotten first-hand experience with the effects from those things.” He looked questioningly at his wife, who shook her head.
 
   “Me either.”
 
   “Can I do anything?” Grace asked.
 
   Lathan broke away from Diesel’s side to trade places with Chris and Allie as they moved to take a look at the kid.
 
   “Staying away from him is the only thing you should do right now. Please, I need you to be safe.” Lathan said as he went to Grace’s side.
 
   She sighed, but nodded.
 
   They watched her parents feeling for a pulse, peeling back the kid’s eyelids—the same kinds of things Riley had done to Grace.
 
   “I always thought they sold equipment to scientists. I had no idea they were the scientists,” Grace murmured, rubbing her hands up and down her arms.
 
   “Hey, it’s okay,” he said, turning to her.
 
   She looked up at him with a quizzical expression.
 
   “Your hands—I’ve seen you do that before. I’ve always wanted to be able to comfort you when you’re upset like that.”
 
   Grace looked down at what her hands were doing, then dropped them to her sides. “I don’t do it because I need to be comforted,” she admitted with a cynical smirk. “I do it because it keeps me from blowing up and screaming my head off.”
 
   “…Oh.” Lathan studied her—really closely studied her. The way her eyes tracked the movement in the room, how her jaw was set and determined, the twitching in her muscles that indicated she was ready to jump to action if anyone asked for her help. She didn’t need as much protecting as he’d come to think. She was fierce, and he got the feeling she could easily be ruthless if the situation called for it. How had he never seen that in her before?
 
   “So…should I go get Riley?” Em asked from behind Lathan.
 
   He’d totally forgotten anyone else was in the room.
 
   “Uh—no. I’ll get him.” Lathan nodded to no one in particular and headed for the back door.
 
   Riley was already in the kitchen, hustling for the living room decked out in his birthday suit.
 
   “There’s a wolf”—he was huffing and puffing—“well, a kid—”
 
   “Did he look like that one?” Lathan asked, indicating the dusty stranger who was hanging off the end of the sofa.
 
   “Oh—” Riley leaned over, hands on knees, to catch his breath. “Yep. That’s the one. And Ren’s here, too.”
 
   “So I noticed. We’re dealing with it. Find some clothes—we need your help.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “Nope.” Lathan held his hand up. “We’re revising our nudity rules for now, out of respect for our guests.”
 
   Riley’s face fell. Wolves didn’t love being restricted by clothes when they were feeling shifty.
 
   “Right. I’ll uh—I’ll see what’s in the laundry room for now.”
 
   “We’ve got some movement here,” Ren called from the living room.
 
   Lathan crossed back to Grace, making himself a barrier between her and the guy on the sofa.
 
   “Is this”—the kid’s breathing was labored—“the home of the Black pack?”
 
   “Who wants to know?” Diesel growled.
 
   The kid’s eyes flipped open and he focused on Diesel. Then he looked at the advocacy in Diesel’s covered hand.
 
   “Be careful,” the kid uttered. “Please, it will hurt you.”
 
   “We’ve got that part already.” Diesel’s reply was short.
 
   “Can I—water?” The kid looked around the room, and he grew paler each time he zeroed in on a new face.
 
   Lathan didn’t blame him. If this wolf was here on a mission, he had to realize it was suicide. The mixed up group of people around him would surely indicate that Lathan’s pack played well with others. That gave them a great advantage against non-unified packs and individuals.
 
   “I’ll get it,” Grace said, sounding a little exasperated.
 
   Lathan almost stopped her, but when he turned to look, she shot him a fiery glare.
 
   All eyes stayed on the kid until Grace came back and handed the water off to Thorne.
 
   “He’s just a kid,” she muttered as she passed back behind Lathan.
 
   The kid drank deeply, turning the glass up and emptying it quickly. He was wiping his mouth on his stained sweatshirt sleeve as Riley came in. He was wearing the clothes Lathan had discarded the night before, and Lathan smiled at the quiet titter of laughter that came from Grace.
 
   “Hey,” Riley said, sitting down on the stone coffee table in front of the kid. “I’m Riley. You got a name?”
 
   The kid sat up slowly and started to extend his hand. But then he looked at the mud and blood on his fingers and retracted the limb.
 
   “Fourteen,” the kid said, rolling back his left sleeve to reveal the tattoo that marred the inside of his forearm.
 
   Gasps, grumbles, and whispers spread through the room.
 
   “I don’t get it,” Grace said softly. “I mean, it’s a weird name, and he’s got a tattoo. But why is everyone—ow!”
 
   “Sorry,” Emmeline whispered. “I didn’t mean to pinch so hard.”
 
   “It’s okay,” the kid said. “I can see that she’s human. She doesn’t know.” Fourteen leaned forward a bit, trying to get a line of sight on Grace.
 
   Ordinarily, Lathan would’ve blocked his view, but something about the kid made his heart ache.
 
   “I’m owned.” He explained for Grace’s benefit, his voice surprisingly powerful. “Owned wolves don’t get names. We get numbers. That’s why everyone’s making a fuss. The tattoo means I’m nothing—a nobody. It’s an owner’s mark, so everyone who looks at me can immediately see that I’m not a free wolf.”
 
   Grace gasped. “What? That’s—”
 
   “Barbaric.” Ren finished. “Who put that proof of purchase on you?”
 
   Fourteen’s eyes flitted across the floor.
 
   Riley had been peering at the mark. He sat back, his face dark.
 
   “Riley? What’ve you got?” Diesel asked.
 
   Riley’s brow was deeply furrowed. “Maybe I’m reading it wrong. That’s the ancient alphabet. I’m—”
 
   Grace’s mom stepped forward. “I know that it says.”
 
   “It can’t be, though, right?” Riley asked her, searching her face for answers.
 
   But Allie shuddered and turned to her husband. “Chris. You remember that program that was outlawed about twenty years ago? The classified one that was supposed to be buried completely. This mark was used then, wasn’t it? Do you recognize it?”
 
   Grace’s dad gave her a worried look, then crossed to sit next to Riley. “May I, son?”
 
   Fourteen was silent and still. Then he sniffled and held his arm out slowly. When Grace’s dad touched him, tears began to streak his dirty cheeks.
 
   “Fate,” Chris whispered, giving a shake of his head as he looked at Riley.
 
   “Will someone please fill the rest of us in?” Grace said.
 
   “Snelgrove,” Riley uttered. “Nicholas Snelgrove.”
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
   “Nicholas Snelgrove is one of the oldest, richest, and most highly-respected members of the wolf breed,” Lathan said, his brows low. “If we’re making any accusations—and we’re not right now—this is some serious shit. If word got back to his pack—”
 
   “He doesn’t have a pack anymore. Not a family pack, at least.” Fourteen grunted as he bent forward to roll up the legs of his sweatpants. Riley jumped in on the task of patching up the cuts and scrapes that were revealed.
 
   “What?” Diesel looked incredulous.
 
   “It’s all been handled quietly. Those who opposed him have all been”—the boy looked around—“Well, if we’re not making accusations, then I’ll just say they’re not a part of his pack anymore.”
 
   “Then who is?” Grace’s dad had moved to pace next to the sofa, his mental gears going. Grace smiled. All he needed was a cup of coffee, and she would be transported back to her childhood.
 
   “It’s a mix of races and breeds. No humans, though,” he said, apologetically.
 
   “Vampires?” Diesel asked, his voice menacing.
 
   Fourteen didn’t look up when he nodded.
 
   “Fuck me,” Grace’s mom murmured.
 
   “Alright, Mrs. D,” Riley cheered.
 
   Grace didn’t think she’d ever heard her mom curse like that before. Her mom blushed, but said, “Who wants to bet the vampire who got to us was one of Snelgrove’s? Oh—the one in the house, too?”
 
   “Other races and breeds, as well? Do you know which ones?” Lathan asked. He had relaxed some as they’d been speaking, but he still wasn’t letting Grace move past him. Every time she changed her position, he subtly and casually shifted his own body to block her. It was both respectable and maddening.
 
   “Yes, many. Seers, other shifters. Hell, probably dragons, but I haven’t seen any of them.”
 
   “Dragons?!” Ren threw his hands in the air. “Why does it always have to be dragons?”
 
   “When has it ever been dragons for you?” Thorne snorted.
 
   Ren made a sour face. Grace wondered whether or not he had actually ever tangled with a dragon. She was beyond wondering whether or not dragons were real, though.
 
   “How did you know to find us?” Lathan asked, calling everyone back to serious attention.
 
   “I know someone—a deeply embedded mutual ally.”
 
   “This ally have a name?” Diesel asked.
 
   “Of course, but I can’t say it.” Fourteen looked pointedly at the orb that was resting in Diesel’s discarded shirt on the end table closest to him.
 
   “They don’t carry protections against verbal communication, do they?” Em asked from where she’d come to sit on the stairs.
 
   “Not normally,” Thorne answered.
 
   “This one does,” the boy replied.
 
   “Is that even possible?” Grace’s mom asked, leaning in to peer at the thing again.
 
   Lathan was obviously distressed by the proximity of her parents to the kid, which was one of the only reasons Grace hadn’t crossed the invisible barrier he’d set for her.
 
   “Yes,” Fourteen said, pain marring his face when Riley dabbed at one of the larger cuts on his leg. “It’s set to go off if I speak the name of this person.”
 
   “So what does it do, mate?” Ren asked. He was completely oblivious to Lathan’s grumpy looks as he hung over the back of the sofa, looking totally entranced by everything that was going on.
 
   “Your accent is awful,” Fourteen said, screwing his forehead up.
 
   “Isn’t it, though?” Grace chuckled.
 
   Fourteen grinned over at her sheepishly, and her heart was lost. He instantly became the little brother she’d never had. She had a sudden urge to rush over and hug him. He seemed so small and vulnerable, surrounded by a room full of wolves.
 
   “It lets me lie,” Fourteen answered, his voice going soft. “To protect me. It makes them think I’ve been scrubbed. It’s solid magic, too. Even the Seers who have questioned me couldn’t get a read. It’s the only reason I’m alive.” He shuddered as Riley nodded, indicating he was allowed to pull his pants legs back down.
 
   “How about your arms?” Riley asked, professional and even, not drawing any attention to what he was doing.
 
   It worked. Fourteen slid his sleeves up without a thought, and kept talking while Riley looked him over.
 
   He was covered in bruises and gashes. What had he been through? Grace felt like growling at someone, and she didn’t even care who. She just needed to express her displeasure.
 
   “This ally set me free, told me basic directions on how to get to you, and said I should be fine once I was away from the compound. But I was afraid.” He hung his head in shame. “I didn’t want to let it go”—he tipped his head toward the advocacy—“until I was here. If I’d been followed, I thought I’d need a way to lie. And if that didn’t work, I figured I could trigger it on purpose.”
 
   “You were brave,” Grace said, drawing all the eyes in the room her way. She didn’t care. She didn’t go beyond Lathan, but she stepped to his side. “You knew the danger, but you faced it anyway. That’s brave.”
 
   Fourteen blushed and dropped his gaze. “Thanks,” he mumbled.
 
   “How did you come to be…owned…by him?” Diesel growled.
 
   Tears that began immediately streaked his dirty cheeks for the second time, but Fourteen didn’t speak.
 
   “Hey, it doesn’t matter,” Ren said. “You don’t have to tell us your whole life story right now.”
 
   “I do, though,” the boy said, scrubbing at his eyes with his free hand. “It’s the whole reason I’m here. You need to know, so you’ll know how far gone he is.”
 
   Grace felt her heart swell when Lathan made his way to the sofa. He tapped Riley on the shoulder, and everyone split off to give him some space. He sat on the table in front of Fourteen, leaning in and giving the boy his full attention.
 
   “You can trust us,” Lathan said, like he and the kid were the only two in the room.
 
   Fourteen sucked in his breath, drawing himself up and finding courage. As he spoke, he didn’t let his eyes wander the room. If he wasn’t able to meet Lathan’s gaze, he looked at his lap, but not at anyone else.
 
   “I was bred.”
 
   No one said a word.
 
   “They know”—he pointed at Grace’s parents without looking—“They mentioned it. But my owner was there way back. At the very beginning. And even after the bans, he continued to carry it through. Still is.”
 
   Lathan nodded. He didn’t comment, just waited for Fourteen to continue.
 
   “He’s got a collection. Female-born legacy wolves and male-borns, and he forces them to mate. He wants to create more than a pack. He wants to create a new bloodline. Pure.” Fourteen’s nostrils curled with distaste when he said the word. “He doesn’t want non-wolves to be able to enter the population anymore—he wants to kill them off, before they can be turned, and he wants to ensure that the wolves of the future are up to his standards.”
 
   "What the hell? That's not at all how the program was supposed to work,” Grace’s dad said, turning to look to his wife.
 
   “Absolutely not. It was never about taking prisoners or purifying the population,” she said.
 
   Fourt paused, not speaking as he stared into his lap.
 
   “I’m not Snelgrove’s, though. Not his bloodline, at least. I don’t know who my parents were, but I know he wasn’t one of them. Thank Fate,” he whispered. “Those of us who aren’t his? We’re the ones who get marked. The pure-bred servant class birthed to serve his superior heirs. The ones related to him are being held somewhere else. My ally thinks he’s waiting until they’re old enough to be bred themselves. It’s so sick and cruel. The offspring of their offspring will be stunted. Diseases and defects are bound to happen. I haven’t been trained, and I don’t know much about the world, but even I can figure that one out. He’s so certain that he’s the magic cure to everything. He makes us call him the…” He drew in a shaky breath before he spat out, “the Magistrate.”
 
   At that, the wolves in the room swore.
 
   “He’s trying to take over. How have we missed this?” Diesel was so red he was almost purple.
 
   “I’ve always thought he was kinda nerdy,” Riley said, eyebrows raised.
 
   “At least not capable of all this.” Thorne frowned.
 
   “You’re right, son,” Grace’s dad chimed in. “The diseases and defects—that is exactly why the project was abandoned. We were on the UNITY team that made the recommendations against it.” He motioned between himself and Grace’s mom.
 
   “This is fucked up.” Diesel swore and pounded a fist against the wall. “This is…I mean… It’s rape. Slavery. Prisoners. Shit. He’s got the money and the connections to do whatever he wants—and I’m guessing he’s got it all so covered up and buried that it won’t be easy to trace back to him.”
 
   “But Fourteen is a witness,” Grace pointed out.
 
   “Doesn’t work that way in our world,” Thorne responded, forehead deeply wrinkled. He looked like he was in pain.
 
   “What?!”
 
   “My word against his,” Fourteen said. “All he’d have to do is reveal my tattoo—everyone would see me as a traitor and a liar.”
 
   “We have to get solid evidence of what’s going on before we can even accuse Snelgrove,” Diesel said.
 
   “My ally said you could do that. That you have a strong connection to the Magistrate. Please tell me you can help.”
 
   He met the eyes of everyone in the room.
 
   Grace held her breath, hoping the pack would agree to assist.
 
   “It’s everything wolves have worked to overcome,” Diesel said, his muscles flexing as he clenched his fists.
 
   Lathan nodded. “We have a duty to handle it. Whatever it takes.”
 
   No one in the room argued.
 
   Lathan stood. “We’ll take a pack vote, but I’d like to extend an invitation to our young friend here to seek protection under our roof.” He looked around at his brothers.
 
   “No need to vote, as far as I’m concerned,” Diesel said, reaching out to shake Fourteen’s hand.
 
   Grace watched as, one by one, the brothers welcomed the boy into their fold. For a fleeting moment, she wished she was a member of the pack. She felt like it was part of her job to welcome him, too, but it certainly wasn’t her place.
 
   Fourteen looked overwhelmed by the support.
 
   “My ally was right. You’re the best pack in the world.”
 
   The guys laughed, and everyone seemed to be thrilled that the tension had drained out of the room.
 
   “Fourteen’s a bullshit name,” Ren said, still hanging over the back of the sofa. “What about Fourt? That’s a badass name for a badass wolf.”
 
   “Fourt?” The kid screwed his mouth up, looking at the ceiling as if he could read the letters on the exposed beams above them. “Yeah, I like it. Fourt.”
 
   Grace loved each and every one in the room when they cheered and applauded the name.
 
   “So, Fourt,” Riley said, “how do you feel about breakfast?”
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
   “You’ve never been allowed outside?” Grace asked, striving to keep the shock and pity out of her voice.
 
   “Occasionally, of course. Going between buildings and once in a while when one of the nicer guards would let me ride to town with them. But to sit and enjoy the sun? No.”
 
   “Well, mate you can enjoy as much sun as you want here,” Ren said, adjusting the back of one of the lounge chairs on the deck. “Give it a try.”
 
   Fourt sat down and leaned back into the reclined seat.
 
   “Good angle?” Ren asked.
 
   Fourt beamed up at them. “It’s perfect!” He shielded his eyes from the sun as he grinned.
 
   Ren chuckled and snagged the sunglasses that were hooked in the neck of his button down. “Try these,” he said, tossing them to Fourt.
 
   Fourt slid them on.
 
   “Well, you have to keep them now.” Ren laughed. “They look better on you than they do on me.”
 
   “I can’t!” Fourt cried and pulled the frames off.
 
   “Find someone else to give them to, then, ‘cause I’m not taking them back.” Ren plopped down on the lounge next to Fourt.
 
   Fourt smiled shyly and slid the dark shades back on. He copied Ren’s body position, crossing his legs at the ankles and draping his arms lazily beside him.
 
   “So what’s with the accent?” Fourt asked.
 
   “As a Protector, I have to be able to drop into any situation. I practice all the time, trying to keep myself up to speed. Different clothes, different voices. It’s part of the job.” He chuckled. “Have to admit, though, it’s fun to have a reason to use silly accents.”
 
   Fourt laughed.
 
   After breakfast, the brothers had taken to their rooms and collected a stockpile of supplies for Fourt. Clothes, shoes, toiletries—he was well taken care of. Three laundry baskets full of stuff were taking up the larger sofa in the great hall, with the promise of more to come.
 
   After a shower and a change of clothes, he looked like he fit in with the pack.
 
   “Should we see about getting Ren assigned as Fourt’s Protector?” Diesel asked Lathan in a low voice.
 
   Grace turned to listen in.
 
   “If I’m honest, I’d rather the Magistrate keep Ren on Grace’s parents,” Lathan replied.
 
   “We’re all going to keep an eye on the kid anyway,” Riley chimed in.
 
   “We should stop calling him a kid. He’s not that much younger than us. Probably…what…sixty or so?” Thorne said.
 
   “Still a kid by our standards, but I agree. A nickname like that will only serve to alienate him. If he’s good and we decide we want to take him into our pack, we’ll want to have gotten things off on the right foot,” Lathan said.
 
   Grace had to jump in. She moved to join the brothers. “I’m sorry. Did you say he’s sixty?”
 
   The guys looked at her in surprise.
 
   “Yes. I was being nosy, I get it, but—”
 
   “Yeah, probably about that age,” Lathan said, not meeting her gaze.
 
   His brothers scattered.
 
   “He looks like he’s maybe twenty. How does that work?” Grace started to rub her hands up and down her arms, but remembered Lathan calling her out on it earlier. She twisted her fingers together instead.
 
   “Wolves all age at different rates. Most of us end up looking about fifteen to forty for much of our lives.”
 
   “Uh huh.” Grace replied. “So…how old are you? Really.”
 
   Lathan frowned. “Does it matter?”
 
   “How old?”
 
   “Ninety-six.”
 
   “Wow.” Grace stood her ground, though she wanted to sway or sit down. He was nearly a century old. Which meant that she’d had a crush on someone old enough to be her… “We never did anything when I was a kid—”
 
   “Fate, Grace. No. I understand the issues with age difference.” He rubbed a hand over his hair. “When I knew you before, regardless of the years I’d spent breathing, I was clocking in at around seventeen years old in human terms. Most of my growing up happened after you went away.”
 
   “Wow.” Grace said again, looking up at him and trying to decide if his actual age made a difference to her. It didn’t. In a world of magic, where lifespans could be eternal, a century wasn’t all that much. And he didn’t look his age, that was for sure.
 
   “Does it…matter?” Lathan asked again. His face was uncertain, and his voice was practically a whisper.
 
   Grace didn’t hesitate. “No. Strangely enough, it doesn’t.”
 
   Lathan seemed relieved, but he didn’t smile. It had to be difficult for him. She didn’t yet understand everything that was going on in the new world around her, but the serious, darker mood that had taken over told her enough.
 
   “What happens now?” Grace asked, moving away from the others.
 
   Lathan followed close at her side. “Diesel has a call in to the Magistrate, but until we have something more to go on, we can’t haul Snelgrove out of whatever hole he’s hiding out in. Fate, I can’t believe this.” He shook his head. “I passed right by him at her place the other day. I had no clue. He was probably there to set up an alibi for when your parents were attacked. The only good news is that he obviously didn’t have a clue that your parents had a Protector. That means he’s not in deep enough to have all the answers.”
 
   Grace twisted her fingers together. Her parents still couldn’t remember what had happened to them, and they didn’t seem to believe they would ever learn. They had been talking between themselves constantly, trying to piece together anything. Her dad theorized Snelgrove may have been trying to force them into assisting him with his breeding program.
 
   What the actual hell. Of course, it wasn’t all bad…
 
   Lathan’s fingertips grazed the back of her hand.
 
   “Grace, love,” Ren called from his lounge, “I must say that you’ve grown into a remarkably beautiful woman. Not that I would have doubted, but—”
 
   “Can you not?” Lathan grumbled.
 
   “Hey, it’s a compliment. Play nice, or I’ll recount the entire list of men she’s dated and been with,” Ren said with a smirk.
 
   “No, you won’t,” Grace and Lathan said in unison.
 
   “He doesn’t know that,” Grace said quickly to Lathan. Then, after a microsecond of thought, she spun on Ren. “You don’t know that.”
 
   “Part of the job, love. I had to know the details in case one of them ever hurt you.”
 
   “Oh. My. God.” Grace threw her hands up.
 
   Fourt covered his mouth to hide his smile.
 
   “Back off, Black.” Ren shook his head with a laugh. “I never once looked at her the wrong way. She thought I was her uncle.” He put his hands behind his head and added, “Besides, I don’t go for ladies.”
 
   Grace and Fourt both looked at him simultaneously to see if he was serious.
 
   “What?” Ren laughed again, shaking back his hair. “It’s too late to be surprised or offended. I’ve already moved my things in to the bunkhouse.”
 
   “You’re gay?” Grace tried to think back. She’d never known him to go on dates when she’d been staying with him. Women flocked to him when they were out, though, so she’d never questioned his sexuality. Not that it mattered.
 
   “You couldn’t have told me that years ago? I worried every single day that you were wooing my mate,” Lathan said.
 
   Grace’s heart did an elaborate flamenco dance in her chest at the word, but it didn’t stop her from shouting, “Let me reiterate. Uncle!”
 
   “Fate,” Lathan said to Ren, “I’ve hated you for years for the fact that you got to be with her. I was so certain that I was going to hear that you two were together. I mean…”
 
   “Are you saying I’m handsome?” Ren gave a smug smile, but quickly grew more serious. “Don’t kick me out for it, yeah?” For the first time, he didn’t look cocky or totally self-assured.
 
   “Wolves have advanced beyond that,” Lathan said. “If anyone under my roof shows you hate, they’ll be out on their ass.”
 
   Ren nodded, and Grace was shocked. He turned his face the other way, but his voice was strained like he might cry. “Thanks, mate. I mean it.”
 
   Grace wanted to haul Lathan in for a kiss. How was it that she’d had to come all the way back home to find the most perfect man in the universe?
 
   “Grace,” Em called from the door, “your phone’s going off like crazy upstairs.”
 
   Grace frowned, but excused herself to make the trip to her room. Em was right. When she got to her phone, the screen showed four missed calls. All from her boss.
 
   Shit.
 
   She dialed the number back.
 
   “Grace?” Rilda’s voice came sharp and clear over the line.
 
   “Yeah! Hi, sorry! I was away from my phone. Is everything okay?”
 
   “Actually—uh—no. We’re going to have to let you go.”
 
   Grace nearly dropped the phone. “Excuse me?”
 
   “We’re going to have to let you go. We’ll be depositing the remainder of your pay and a tidy severance check for you directly. Thank you for your hard work.”
 
   “Wait—what?!” Grace pulled the phone away from her ear. Was this a joke? “Rilda, I don’t understand. Can we talk about this? What did I do? Maybe I can fix it. What about my apartment? My…”
 
   What else was there? Her job and her apartment were the only things she had in New York. No friends. No meaningful acquaintances. Just work and her barely decorated home.
 
   “I’m sorry, honey. There isn’t any other option. Again, thank you for your hard work.” Rilda’s voice sounded apologetic. But then she hung up.
 
   Grace stared at the phone for a minute before she tossed it down. Then she noticed two white boxes stacked on the bed. A note card was standing up on top of them. She picked the card up tentatively, flipping it open. Inside, a single line of text was printed, with Lathan’s name signed underneath.
 
   In case you decide to stick around.
 
   She felt like a kid at Christmas. She tore the tops off the boxes, revealing a light, brightly-colored rain jacket and a pair of hiking boots.
 
   How had he done that? When had he even had time? She tried to think of who had disappeared from the house long enough to go to a store. It didn’t matter. God, it was perfectly timed. She’d been looking for a reason to stick around. Losing her job and getting what almost qualified as an invitation from Lathan? Maybe there was something to that whole Fate concept.
 
   She sat on the bed, shaking her head in disbelief. She would never have guessed a man like Lathan Black would give her the time of day—so why the hell had he? Until he’d strolled into her life all tall, dark, and lupine, she’d been telling herself that she was perfectly content with the occasional anonymous business guy hookup to satisfy any urge she had to be around another person. She’d been fine wearing tidy suits in black, gray, navy, and beige; swapping her practical flats for practical heels on the way to the office; going back home to her simple apartment at the end of the day. An apartment that, she suddenly realized, was as black, gray, navy, and beige as her damn suits.
 
   She looked at the jacket Lathan had bought her. Could it be much more obvious that she’d stepped from her organized, sleek, monochromatic world into a totally different universe? Life with Lathan was an idea that was bursting with promise and hope that she hadn’t believe in for so long. When she put those things next to each other, the choice was obvious.
 
   She wanted this. The pretty blue and green jacket and the dusty, rocky trails those hiking boots were meant for, the hectic warmth of this house, the noisy family meals, and the constant movement and pulsing of life within these walls.
 
   The thought of going back to the city was so depressing it made her chest ache. How could she ever leave this world behind after getting to experience the fullness and the magic—the actual magic—there was here?
 
   The practical side of her wanted to scream, “This is all a fantasy!”
 
   Except it didn’t seem to be.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Thirty
 
   “Reegan called. She’s coming home,” Riley announced. He was pulling out all the supplies for the popcorn machine, while Lathan was pacing nervously in front of the stairs.
 
   “What? Why?” Lathan wasn’t feeling like much of a pack leader.
 
   “Um…first guess would be this whole mate thing?” Riley quirked a duh look Lathan’s way.
 
   Fate, Lathan cursed mentally. He was so wrapped up in this thing with Grace that he hadn’t been the first to know about their sister coming home. Then again, he soothed himself, he was never the first to know. Riley was Reegan’s twin brother, which meant he got preferential treatment on the knowledge front, because the two of them talked all the time.
 
   “Does she have anyone to protect her on her way?” Lathan could feel his blood starting to boil.
 
   “Does she need it?” Riley smirked.
 
   True. Reegan had been handling herself since the day she’d been born. She looked like a kid, but she was a hell of a wolf. Legacies usually were.
 
   “How’d the gifts go over?” Riley changed the subject, and Lathan appreciated the kind, if obvious, effort. Unfortunately, the new topic of conversation was equally as stressful.
 
   “I don’t know. She’s been in her room by herself all afternoon,” Lathan fretted.
 
   The favor he’d called in had come through. The jacket and boots had been delivered earlier that day, and Emmeline had agreed to help him by getting the boxes into Grace’s room while Grace wasn’t in there.
 
   He was sweating. Actually sweating. He tried to release the fists that his hands had wound themselves into, but his fingers didn’t want to unfurl. If Grace didn’t come out of her room to join them for the evening, he was going to end up breaking down the door to get to her.
 
   Something Fourt had said was crawling under Lathan’s skin, growing larger and darker with every breath he took.
 
   He doesn’t want non-wolves to be able to enter the population anymore. He wants to kill them off. Before they can be turned.
 
   Grace. The very human, very non-wolf object of his imprint. Who he was completely in love with. He’d woken up knowing it.
 
   Fourt’s words had sent the feeling all the way into his core.
 
   He needed her to stay—he needed her to agree to be his mate so he could protect her and defend her.
 
   Snelgrove wouldn’t stop at the state line. If everything Fourt had said was true, the man was determined and had the means to make his will happen.
 
   How could they not have known?
 
   He thought, again, about passing the man at the Magistrate’s place. Snelgrove was certain to have learned about Grace by now. If only Lathan had known about the darkness in that man’s soul…
 
   “I think we’re ready,” Riley said. “I’ll get everyone together.”
 
   Lathan nodded and swallowed down on his concerns. Grace hadn’t run away yet—maybe she would stay for good.
 
   “Grace’s parents want to go home,” Ren said from behind him. Lathan had been too deep in thought to know whether the man had actually climbed the stairs or if he’d materialized where he stood.
 
   “I know it’s a strange and dangerous time, but I can handle them.” Ren wasn’t mouthing off with any of his usual mirth. “I think it might be good for them to get back to their normal environment. I know they’re both itching to do the science thing in that lab of theirs. But you’re the alpha of this pack. You’re the one who has the say in what happens.”
 
   Lathan stared at the hardwood floor under his feet. “You making yourself an honorary member of my pack?”
 
   Ren stopped several feet away, still hanging on to that serious demeanor. “I’m not trying to edge my way in. But you’ve got three of my people under your roof right now. Hell, more than that if I’m allowed to call your people my people, too. I know your wolf nature leads you to want to keep the pack together, and I’ll defer to you as the alpha here. But I think they’d feel better if they could get some things back to normal.”
 
   Lathan rubbed his hand over the back of his hair as he considered Ren’s words. It was Ren’s approach that convinced him more than anything. Plus, he knew exactly what kind of power the man had. No doubt he could pull Grace’s parents out of harm again, if the need arose.
 
   Fate, Lathan hope that need never arose again.
 
   “Yes. Good. Do you want to talk to Grace about it?”
 
   Ren gave him a meaningful smile. “I think she’s got some other things to deal with at the moment. You can thank me for that later.”
 
   “What?” Lathan narrowed his eyes.
 
   “I didn’t say a word.” Ren grinned impishly, turning on his heel and bouncing down the stairs.
 
   Lathan listened as the Protector collected Grace’s parents. They fretted over leaving without speaking to Grace, but Ren gave them some strange nonsense too. Shit…was he trying to wingman for Lathan? He got the sense that Ren was encouraging his charges to get out of the house to give Grace some space.
 
   Lathan shook his head and chuckled, but the laughter died instantly when he saw Riley standing outside Grace’s room.
 
   Riley gave him an eyebrows-up questioning look.
 
   Lathan breathed deeply and nodded.
 
   Time to find out if Grace was going to run or stay.
 
    
 
   A knock sounded at the door. “Grace? We’re going to watch a movie. You wanna join?” Riley called out.
 
   She stared at the door, trying to find strength in her resolve. She was going to stay. She’d been at war with her emotions and the decision all afternoon and into the evening. She knew it was rude of her to hole up in her room the way she had, but she needed time to think it all over and make sure the move was the right one. She still wasn’t sure if it was crazy or perfect. But she was going to do it anyway.
 
   She found her voice. “Yeah, I’ll be right out.”
 
   “She’s in!” Riley yelled, his excited voice drifting off as his footsteps echoed away down the hall.
 
   More footsteps and voices came and went down the hall, followed by the irresistible smell of popcorn.
 
   She gave herself a cursory glance in the mirror, wiping at her cheeks to remove any sign that she’d cried earlier. Then she ducked out of the room, following the popcorn fragrance.
 
   The pack, plus Emmeline and Fourt, had gathered at the top of the stairs, where all the huge recliners and sofas were. A screen had been lowered from the ceiling, and the lights were out. Grace had never actually seen the house so dark. The brothers were up and about at all hours, so there were always a handful of lights on. Now, with only the blue glow from the screen, the house looked like it was asleep.
 
   Lathan was standing on the steps that led down into the seating area, his eyes on her.
 
   “Your parents wanted to go back to their house,” Lathan said when she got close. “Ren took them. They’ll be safe.”
 
   Grace smiled sadly. “It’s been hard to reconnect with them. Everything has been so fast—and where do we even start?”
 
   “You’ve already started.” Lathan looked like he was going to reach for her, but he didn’t move.
 
   She knew the question in his mind.
 
   “Popcorn?” Thorne interrupted as he passed her with an enormous bowl. A glance around the room showed that everyone had their own. Fourt was eating his a single piece at a time, and seemed to be fascinated by the small, white puffs. Em was halfway through hers and already eyeing the bowl in Thorne’s hands.
 
   “Woman, keep your eyes off my snack food,” he warned as he stepped around Em’s outstretched legs and joined Riley on a sofa.
 
   “Popcorn?” Lathan repeated, shaking another big bowl on the table nearby.
 
   “Share?” she asked, trying to shake her funk.
 
   He grinned and took the bowl to the sofa on the next row up behind his brothers.
 
   Lathan didn’t try to touch her—no hand-holding, no casual arm across the back of the sofa. She felt the tangible query still hanging in the air. Her heart clenched as she opened her mouth to speak, but then the movie started.
 
   He winked and snagged a handful of popcorn. Grace swallowed her words.
 
   It might not be the best time to get into a lengthy conversation about the future of their so-far-nearly-nonexistent relationship, but actions could communicate plenty.
 
   Grace leaned in, resting her head against Lathan’s shoulder. He settled his cheek against her hair and moved the popcorn closer to her.
 
   Damn, even the popcorn in this house is magical, she thought as she tried to concentrate on the movie. Her skin was humming, though. Being so close to Lathan made her anxious in a good way. It was like everything in her stood to attention, curious and anticipating what would happen next.
 
   The movie was some kind of action comedy. Not Grace’s usual type of thing. She didn’t watch many movies, but when she did, they were usually those older period pieces with all the pretty costumes and the honorable men.
 
   Lathan could totally qualify, she thought.
 
    
 
   She was in a damp room that smelled like earth. The walls were cold and the only light coming in passed through a series of bars across from her. Her head felt fuzzy, like she’d been asleep for far too long. She raised her hand to touch her forehead and winced with pain. An inspection of her fingers revealed that they were dripping with something bright red.
 
   Blood.
 
   Her stomach lurched as she became instantly dizzy, and she searched the room, looking for a private place to throw up. She found none, and she couldn’t move her muscles anyway, so she retched right there on the floor.
 
   The world spun, but then Grace was standing on the outside of a jail cell, looking in. She saw herself, dressed in dirty, blood-stained sweats like Fourt had worn. She had been sick all over the small cell she was in. Her body appeared sweaty, thin, and limp, her hair stringy and stuck to her face.
 
   She waved her hand through the mist of bars in front of her. She could easily walk through them.
 
   Loud noises echoed from somewhere to her right. The sounds filled her with fear. She turned, looking for someplace to run and hide, even though she knew what she was seeing was her dream world.
 
   Shrieks and screams came from her cell, and she looked back in on herself. She was curled into a ball on the floor, her hands clenched into claw-like fists. The speed of the dream jumped on its own, moving forward at warp speed. She wasn’t able to stop it.
 
   She watched herself turn into a wolf in a flash. A beautiful, strong, shining black wolf who panicked when she saw her own huge paws. The wolf parted her lips, revealing an enormous set of glistening fangs. She threw her head back, as if to cry out, but the only thing that came out of her mouth was a fiendish, horrifying howl.
 
   “I’m going to get you out of here.” A voice swirled through the space around her.
 
   Grace spun around, but instead of a person, the voice seemed to have come from a twisting, smoky black mist. The mist moved forward to the cell, and Grace backed out of the way.
 
   Even in the dream world, where the people didn’t know she was watching, the mist was aware of her presence.
 
   The voice that poured from it was distorted, but not in a scary way. It was disguised, Grace realized. Neither male nor female.
 
   “You’re the ally,” she whispered.
 
   The mist shimmered in and out of shape, but didn’t respond to her words.
 
   Grace tried to yell to the mist. “What is this place? We have a mutual friend! Please, give me answers! This is real, isn’t it? What happens next? Why can’t I move the dream on my own? Help me! I need to be prepared for this!”
 
   But the only sound that filled the cell block was the sound of her wolf’s howls.
 
    
 
   “Grace! Dammit, someone get me something—anything! Grace!” She could hear them talking, but she couldn’t respond. Somewhere under a dark cloud, her consciousness wasn’t ready to resurface.
 
   “What do you need?” Diesel asked, sounding unusually frantic.
 
   Someone else was screaming. Em?
 
   “Oh my God, we’ve got to do something!” Em was crying.
 
   So that screaming wasn’t coming from Em.
 
   “Get me some ice water or something. We’ve got to shock her out of this. Fuck!” Lathan shouted.
 
   The screaming continued—she was the one screaming. She tried to reach out, tried to stop the screaming and talk normally instead, but she was terrified of what other noise she might make. Was she going to bark or growl next?
 
   A blinding white wave of cold splashed over her skin and she choked and gasped against it, arms suddenly coming to life and flailing about, trying to find something to hold on to.
 
   “Oh, thank Fate.” Riley cursed.
 
   “More water?” Thorne asked, sounding out of breath.
 
   “No, no, she’s coming around. I’ve got you, sweetheart, I’ve got you.” Lathan soothed her over and over again.
 
   Grace clung blindly to him, trying to get her bearings—at least she’d managed to stop screaming. When she finally pried her eyes open, the room was still mostly dark, lit only by the paused image projected on the movie screen. Everyone was crowded around her, leaning on or over the backs of the chairs and sofas in the little movie pit.
 
   Lathan was holding her tight against him, and they were both drenched with freezing water.
 
   “What happened?” she croaked.
 
   “You tell us,” Em said, reaching out to grab Grace’s dripping hand. “You scared the shit out of everyone. You started screaming out of nowhere!”
 
   Grace tried to sit up, but couldn’t manage it. She was shaking too much. “A nightmare,” she offered weakly, frowning against the confusion she felt.
 
   “Hell of a nightmare,” Diesel said, not teasing. His forehead was drawn, like he was deeply concerned.
 
   In fact, everyone looked like they were a little ragged.
 
   “How long was I out?” Grace asked.
 
   Eyes met eyes, but none of them met hers.
 
   “You’ve been screaming for a few minutes,” Lathan said.
 
   “Minutes?!” Grace cried, again trying to sit up. This time, she achieved a little bit of movement, and Lathan gave her a hand, getting her mostly upright.
 
   “Yeah, it was intense.” Riley rubbed the back of his neck.
 
   He and Thorne both looked extremely jumpy.
 
   Fourt was curled up tightly, his arms wrapped around his knees, his eyes wide and worried.
 
   “We need to get you dried off,” Em said, stepping up to take action.
 
   “I’ll help,” Lathan said immediately.
 
   “I don’t think so,” Em said firmly, moving to stand over Grace. “Someone’s going to have to get her out of these clothes and into something dry, and that someone is not going to be a guy, regardless of whether or not you were snuggling half an hour ago.”
 
   Lathan breathed in deeply like he was getting ready to launch an argument, so Grace put her hand on his chest. “No, Em’s right. I think I can do most of it on my own, but if I need a hand, it would be really embarrassing if it was anyone else.”
 
   “I’m carrying you, at least,” Lathan said, leaving no room for argument. Grace was too weak and addled to put up a fight anyway, so she leaned heavily against him and let him lift her.
 
   “Can we do anything?” Diesel asked. Grace saw him cross his arms as she looked back over Lathan’s shoulder.
 
   “I think we’ve got it,” Em said quietly, her appreciation apparent.
 
   “Fuck!” Thorne cursed suddenly, and Lathan wheeled around, sending Grace’s brain spinning. She clung to him and righted her head back in the direction of the guys.
 
   “Thorne,” Diesel growled a heavy don’t you effing dare warning.
 
   Riley backed up. “He’s gonna blow. Dammit, I gotta get out of here. If he goes, I’m gonna go, too!” He hauled ass, leaping over the side of one of the sofas and completely foregoing the short staircase by hopping over the railing. His footsteps pounded away down the hall.
 
   “Thorne!” Diesel barked again, his voice more urgent.
 
   “Too late,” Lathan said, cursing under his breath as a visible shiver shook Thorne’s entire body.
 
   In an instant, bits of fabric shot like confetti through the air. They all got a solid glimpse of a naked Thorne—who had way more tattoos than he usually displayed—before he erupted into burst of gold light. Then, as quickly as he’d disappeared, the light sucked back in on itself and when it was gone, a black wolf was cowering by the stairs.
 
   “Holy shit!” Em shrieked and jumped back.
 
   “Whoa,” Fourt whispered.
 
   Diesel snagged Em around the waist. “Don’t. Move.” He put her solidly behind him.
 
   The wolf growled long and low, eyes moving from Lathan and Grace to Diesel and Em. He bared his teeth when Em let out another squeal.
 
   “Thorne.” Lathan spoke so sharply that everyone in the room cowered.
 
   Damn. There was some kind of serious energy pouring through him, Grace thought. The room had heated up when he spoke, and there were vibrations moving through his skin.
 
   “Get your Fate-forsaken ass outside right the fuck now!” Lathan continued to use the same strong, menacing tone.
 
   Thorne’s head went down immediately and he whimpered as he moved quickly, crouching low as he darted past Lathan and skidded down the stairs.
 
   “I’ll get the damned door.” Diesel cursed, chasing after Thorne. “He’ll go right through it with the mood he’s in.”
 
   “You okay?” Lathan called, taking Grace a few steps closer as he spoke to Emmeline.
 
   She turned a glazed look his way. “Yeah. I think so.” She glanced around and added, “Whoa.”
 
   Fourt rose on visibly shaky legs and went to Em, putting his arm around her shoulder. Grace watched her friend sink into the guy. He suddenly looked much older than he normally appeared, and Grace developed an immediate appreciation for the weird aging stuff wolves went through.
 
   “Alpha energy,” Lathan said softly. “It’ll dissipate in a minute. Sorry about that, but wolves don’t always act quite right in the presence of people they’ve never met before. It’s a tough time for the guys right now.”
 
   Grace had to wonder whether his arms were getting tired from holding her up, but he hadn’t bothered to put her down, and she wasn’t going to complain. She was pretty certain, after the nightmare, the freezing clothes, and what she’d just witnessed, that she couldn’t walk on her own.
 
   Em patted Fourt’s hand before she moved, looking a little pale, but she sounded strong. “Okay, let’s take care of you.” She mustered a smile for Grace, who tried her best to return it.
 
   Lathan delivered Grace to her bathroom, and settled her gently on the wide lip of the garden tub. “I’ll be right outside your door if you need anything,” he said, holding her face as he looked her over.
 
   “Thank you,” she said, reaching up to touch his hand. It felt so good to press into his palm, and his warm skin soothed her cold cheek.
 
   “Right outside,” he repeated as he ducked out of the bathroom.
 
   Em shut the door and grabbed fresh towels out of the little linen cupboard while Grace tugged off the still-soaked clothes she’d been wearing. She dumped them unceremoniously into the tub and wrapped up gratefully in the towel Em had held out for her.
 
   “You want to talk about it?” Em asked, her back turned as she examined all the things that were laid out across a tray on the countertop. She sniffed at a bottle of perfume and examined another of shampoo.
 
   “I was a wolf,” Grace said, “and I was in a place—it was like a jail or something, because one of the walls was made of bars. There was this mist… I don’t know. It didn’t seem like a dream at all. It seemed…real.”
 
   Em cursed under her breath and leaned against the wall. “A wolf, huh?”
 
   Grace didn’t respond as she tucked the towel around her and reached for another to blot her hair.
 
   “Do you think that’s the environment Fourt came from? A jail?” Em murmured to the universe.
 
   Grace still couldn’t find any words. Everything about the dream had seemed tangible. In the moment, it was like she had been right there, wherever there was. And the memories she had walked through while she had been passed out for days—those had happened.
 
   “Lathan’s in love with you,” Em said over her shoulder.
 
   Grace stopped blotting her hair and sat heavily on the edge of the tub. “He certainly seems to think so.”
 
   “What does that mean?” Em laughed and came around to join her, sitting and picking up a little bottle of bubble bath from the side
 
   “It means exactly what I said,” she responded.
 
   “And exactly what you didn’t say, too.” Em leaned back against the wall and picked up another bottle. “Have you ever seen so many amenities in guest rooms?” She closed her eyes, looking like she was relaxing back down off the events that had occurred.
 
   “What didn’t I say?” Grace prodded Em with her toe as she leaned against the opposite wall. She put the towel back to her hair, but decided against it. She was completely drained.
 
   “You didn’t state your feelings, but you revealed them all the same,” Em said, a half-smile across her placid face.
 
   “I didn’t have to state them”—Grace crossed her arms over her towel-dress—“You would have known them anyway.”
 
   Em opened her eyes. “Yeah, but me knowing them and you admitting them to yourself are completely different things.”
 
   Grace considered that.
 
   “You’re going to stay here, aren’t you?”
 
   Grace’s eyes flitted up to Em. How did she always know?
 
   “I knew it. Well, I have to admit that I’m a little offended I wasn’t the one who convinced you, but I guess I’ll have to thank him for bringing my best friend home.”
 
   “He didn’t make the decision.” Grace laughed. “I did. And it was more my job that made it for me.”
 
   Em frowned and cocked her head.
 
   “Got fired,” Grace explained, her throat still clenching at the thought. She’d never been fired before.
 
   “What?!”
 
   Grace shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. It wasn’t supposed to be my future, obviously.”
 
   “And this is?”
 
   “I’m pretty sure it is. Yeah.”
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Thirty-One
 
   “Everything under control?” Lathan asked when Diesel passed back by the door for the third time.
 
   “Yeah, Thorne’s on guard duty for the property. That’ll give him the time he needs to run off the excess energy.” He crossed his arms and leaned back on the opposite wall. “Riley’s in his game room under strict instructions to get the fuck out if he feels like he’s going to shift. I don’t think he will, though. He seems a lot calmer now than he did. Plus, I put Fourt in there with him. Riley will do anything he can to be a good role model for a younger wolf, you know that.”
 
   Lathan nodded. He could always count on Diesel to handle things the right way, but he worried that he was relying too much on his brother with everything that had been going on.
 
   “You doing okay?” Lathan tipped his head down to meet Diesel’s eyes.
 
   “You know me.” Diesel shrugged, his arms still firmly crossed. If Lathan hadn’t personally witnessed him using his hands on a regular basis, he’d have assumed they were glued into his armpits.
 
   “It doesn’t faze you at all,” Lathan observed, but Diesel shrugged again.
 
   “I feel it and I have to fight it, but it’s not much of a battle anymore. My wolf knows I’m in control.”
 
   “That’s good,” Lathan responded, mostly because he didn’t know what else to say. He was itching to check on Grace, but wasn’t about to disturb her or disrupt her privacy.
 
   “Any word from the women?” Diesel asked.
 
   Lathan shook his head.
 
   “As soon as I get word from anyone, I’m out of here. You know we’re doing everything we can to get this situation under control for her,” Diesel said.
 
   Lathan had no doubt. UNITY liked to kick ass and take names anyway, but Lathan had picked up on the serious undercurrent of respect that Diesel and his other brothers were carrying for Grace. It made him proud of his potential mate, and reminded him of how grateful he was for such a loyal family. Speaking of…
 
   “What’s the deal with Reegan?” He narrowed his eyes at Diesel.
 
   “For Fate’s sake, right?” Diesel responded, shaking his head. “But I already tried to persuade her not to come down.”
 
   Lathan let out a hearty chuckle. “How did that work out for you?”
 
   Diesel gave one of his rare grins. “You can guess.”
 
   Yep. Their little sister had each and every one of them wrapped around her fingers. They were a veritable jewelry box full of brother-rings. Even Lathan had trouble cracking down when it came to her. All she had to do was twirl her hair or pop her bubblegum and he’d be in danger of rolling right over—avoiding that embarrassment was one of the benefits of her being away at school. The biggest benefit was yet to come, though. Reegan had been born to become a healer and was nearly through her training. When she was finished, she would come back to the pack to serve a very important purpose—keeping all of them in good shape forever.
 
   Shifters were almost entirely immortal, but they were still susceptible to injuries that could keep them out of commission for an inconvenient amount of time.
 
   “She’s nosy is what it comes down to.” Diesel laughed softly. “She wants to meet your mate and she’d never miss the mating ceremony of her brother, let alone her alpha. You know that.”
 
   “Mating ceremony?” Lathan’s turn to laugh. “Who said anything about that?”
 
   Another shrug, but Diesel didn’t push the issue. Good thing, too, because Lathan was feeling worn out. After the massive explosion of energy he’d had to put out as a protective measure earlier, he was more than ready for some rest.
 
   “You hurting?” Diesel was eyeballing him.
 
   “Just tired.”
 
   “I mean when you’re around her. Getting the ache?”
 
   Oh, that.
 
   “Yeah. They don’t lie. It burns like fire every time I touch her or she touches me. But the pain is worth it if I get to be that close,” Lathan said with resolve.
 
   Diesel nodded. “Good man. Can I get you anything?”
 
   “No, thanks. You’ve done more than enough, as always.” Lathan smiled, hoping the compliment would hit the way he meant it.
 
   He and Diesel had their disagreements over the years, as any siblings were likely to, but he had never once doubted that his big brother had his back.
 
   It was unusual for the first-born wolf to not be the alpha. Whenever a younger wolf was born with a status above an older one, something was sacrificed. In Lathan’s case, the sacrifice had been fertility. Even though he was the second-born wolf, he was stronger, higher-ranking, and more powerful—but he wouldn’t be the one to carry on the family’s name. His head pounded as that thought swept in, blowing an angry gale-force wind of stress over him. That was another thing he’d need to discuss with Grace, if things moved forward between them.
 
   “Problem?” Diesel asked, picking up on the stress reaction.
 
   “I just realized that I’ve got to tell her about the kid thing.” Lathan leaned his head back against the wall. “Yet another reason for this to all fall apart.” He wanted to pound his fists against the wall, but refrained.
 
   “Don’t beat yourself up,” Diesel muttered. “I’d give that shit back to you in a heartbeat if I could. I’m not going to have a use for it.”
 
   Lathan laughed bitterly. “No? All the fun I’m having trying to figure this mating thing out isn’t giving you any inspiration?”
 
   Diesel snorted. “Nah, I’m good. I’m going to do another round to check on the guys. Let me know if you need anything.”
 
    
 
   “Grace asked for you.” Emmeline’s voice pierced the restless drowse Lathan had fallen into, and he looked around for a second, realizing he’d sat down at some point to lean back against the wall.
 
   “Thanks,” he croaked, clearing the crud out of his throat.
 
   “Listen.” Em glanced back, then shut the door behind her. “I can tell you’re completely wild about her, and I know she’s a hard little fish to catch. She doesn’t trust easily. She hardly trusts me, and we’ve been best friends since we were babies. But she likes you. A lot. So don’t let her chase you off with all her misgivings. Sometimes she runs when she gets freaked out, but what she really wants is for someone to hold onto her and give her a reason to stay still for once.”
 
   Lathan nodded his thanks, and Em smiled. “You’re exactly what she needs, you know. I’m happy that she’ll have you.” She turned and ducked into the next room.
 
   He paused with his hand on the knob, catching his breath and calming his heart. The more people gave him cause to hope, the harder it was to breathe around Grace.
 
   The only light came from the glow of the TV across the room.
 
   “Hey.” Grace was sitting cross-legged at the foot of the bed dressed in her pajamas. He had to smile at that—she hadn’t put on for him. There wasn’t any sexy lingerie or even a classy peek of bare anything—not that he had a problem with lingerie or nudity. But it was all about that subtlety again; the unassuming nature of wearing pajamas because that was what she wore, not something else to be impressive.
 
   “Hey.”
 
   He closed the door behind him and crossed to draw her into his arms. She melted willingly against him, sighing like he was absorbing the weight of the world from her. Funny, he felt like she took all the weight away from him at the same time.
 
   He stroked his fingers down her soft, wavy hair. The gold streaks in it glinted in the low light.
 
   “I’m so sorry about all of that,” she murmured. He moved to sit by her, keeping her tucked in close to his side.
 
   “You keep apologizing, but you have nothing to be sorry about.” He pressed a kiss into her hair. “It was a bad scene, huh?”
 
   She turned away. “It was just a dream.”
 
   “Maybe,” Lathan said, but he worried that it might have been a vision. “Can you tell me anything about it?”
 
   She looked at him hesitantly. “I was there, watching it. It was in a jail cell or I guess more like a cell block.”
 
   Lathan frowned, considering that. There were plenty of prisons, but he didn’t know if even someone of Nicholas Snelgrove’s stature could have pulled off a secret one.
 
   “I think the ally Fourt talked about was there. But he or she was disguised—both voice and appearance.”
 
   Fate. If Grace was right, whoever this ally was might know about her visions. It would make sense, if they did, for them to be disguised so she couldn’t describe them.
 
   “And I—” she blushed and turned away.
 
   Lathan wanted to touch her. He longed to reach out and trace his fingers along her jaw, turning her back to him so he could look into her eyes.
 
   “I lost my job.” Grace frowned and twined her fingers in her lap.
 
   Ren’s words came back to him and Lathan almost groaned and rolled his eyes. Why did he get the idea that Protector had something to do with this?
 
   “What’s wrong?” Grace had caught the change in his expression.
 
   “Uh—” Lathan scrambled, not wanting to give her a reason to go ballistic if he was misreading the situation. “Is there anything I can do about it?”
 
   Grace laughed. “No. That’s sweet, though. It might actually not be the worst thing in the world.”
 
   He nodded, not sure of what to say.
 
   “Lathan?” Grace’s voice was so demure that he wanted to pledge his life on whatever favor she was about to ask.
 
   “I don’t want to be alone right now. Can you stay with me?”
 
   Hell yeah, I can! his brain encouraged.
 
   “Sure,” he said, keeping a handle on his happy dance. It was unfortunate that she was asking him to stick around just because she’d had a shitty day, lost her job, and was freaked out from a bad dream—or a vision. But still, she asked for him. She’d sent her best friend out, and asked for him.
 
   Cool.
 
   Grace sighed lightly, and he saw her snag her lip between her teeth.
 
   “Hey…what’s that?” He leaned closer.
 
   “This week hasn’t gone how I thought it would at all.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “I mean, in a good way!” She studied his face. “Really. I didn’t mean that it’s bad. I’m—I’m supposed to get back on a plane soon...”
 
   Lathan felt his heart drop. Why did it feel like she was saying goodbye?
 
   “What do you want to do?” He braved another glance her way.
 
   “It’s easy, while I’m here, to say I could drop everything and leave it all behind. I could dive headfirst into this new universe that’s opened up in front of me and see what happens. But that’s crazy, right? I mean, what if—”
 
   “I don’t deal with what ifs,” Lathan said firmly. “Look, I know it’s difficult to buy in to all this. But me? I’m set. I’ve wanted you for a long time, and those feelings aren’t going to fizzle out. Wolves don’t work that way.”
 
   “Maybe you’ve wanted the idea of me, though.” Grace fretted, and the glance she gave him had him wondering if he was seeing a glimmer of hope instead of a farewell.
 
   “No.” He offered a thin smile in return.
 
   “I’m not a wolf,” Grace responded softly.
 
   “No,” he said.
 
   “Maybe I am crazy,” she groaned.
 
   “You’re not.”
 
   “Really? A man who can turn into a wolf offers me the world, and I’m all about it. But then, out of nowhere, I freak because it’s too much commitment?”
 
   He couldn’t say anything. He had to wait for her. His heart was stuck in his throat.
 
   “I’m an asshole. You’ve taken such good care of me and my family, and now I’m running. Hell”—she laughed sourly at the realization—“that’s why I’m running. How fucked up is that?” She kicked her head back. “You hand me an amazing future full of love and devotion and I scream and take off in the opposite direction? You’re the one who should be running, Lathan. You have no idea what a mess I am.”
 
   “Then be my mess,” he urged. “I’ve got all the time in the world to figure out how to show you I’m not going anywhere, but I can’t show you if you’re not here.”
 
   “I know,” she whispered.
 
   He wanted to taste her lips again, and he was desperate to reassure her, somehow, that he wasn’t going anywhere. But how?
 
   For starters, he wasn’t going to leave her side. He would prove the love and devotion she spoke of every moment of every day until she melted into his arms, fully and completely bound to him.
 
   Grace turned, the conversation abandoned, and crawled up the bed to pull back the sheets. He stopped himself from turning around to get a view of her ass. That was his penance for being stoked to spend the night in her bed. He got up and kicked off his shoes, then hit a road block. It felt weird climbing into her clean sheets with his jeans and stuff on, but he wasn’t about to strip down to his boxers and jump in the sack.
 
   He pulled back the sheets and slid in, fully clothed and politely keeping his distance on the far side of the bed.
 
   Flip, flip, flip. The image on the screen changed almost too quickly for him to register it. He guessed if he was totally human, he wouldn’t be catching it at all. The channel paused on an infomercial, and Grace looked over.
 
   “Sorry, it’s a weird habit I have. I don’t get to watch a lot of TV.” She held the remote out in his direction, shaking it a little. “Is there something you like to watch?”
 
   You.
 
   Nope. He was a mile ahead of his brain when he squashed that cheesy thought. “I don’t normally sleep with the TV on,” he said, “but you won’t bother me if you like it.”
 
   She shrugged and switched it off, sending the room into darkness. It only took a second for Lathan’s sight to adjust. Things came back into focus, a little darker and more muted in color than they had been in the light from the TV. He found himself searching every corner of the room, checking to make certain it all looked to be in order. He didn’t even want to consider the idea that something bad could be lurking or waiting for the woman next to him.
 
   “Is that how you sleep? In all your clothes?” She broke the silence with a disbelieving laugh.
 
   “Sure,” he said. Damn. From her tone, he wondered if she was disappointed he hadn’t gotten undressed.
 
   Grace sat back up. “I’m just going to do this. I—I got my gifts.”
 
   He froze, weighed down by the bed sheets.
 
   “And…well, here’s a what if I need you to deal with. What if I stay? Because I think I’m going to, if that’s alright with you. I mean, since I don’t have a job anymore. What better time to make a major change, right? I can figure out housing and work and—”
 
   “Really?” he asked.
 
   Even in the dark, he could see her face darken with a blush.
 
   “Is that okay?” she asked.
 
   His blood was pumping in his ears. He’d heard that right…right?
 
   “You’re not complaining, so I’ll take that as a yes.” She tugged the covers up around her waist. “So, you can get comfortable. If you want.”
 
   “I don’t—” Wait…what the hell was he saying? Why was he saying anything at all? His brain kicked into gear: jeans, no shirt? Shirt, no jeans? No jeans or shirt? That was usually how he was comfortable, if he didn’t sleep in the nude. If she freaked, he’d shift into his wolf and sleep like that. He shucked the jeans and the shirt and scooted quickly back under the covers.
 
   Silence fell between them again as he got settled.
 
   Grace’s cool hand touched his own as she reached across the bed and twined her fingers with his. The fire that shot up his arm made him flinch, and he was grateful she couldn’t see as well as he could in the dark. Still, he relaxed his furrowed brow and breathed out slowly, trying to let go of the sharp shock that had clamped down onto his skin.
 
   “Are you okay?” Grace withdrew her hand and leaned over him.
 
   Fate, what a woman. After the kind of night she’d had, she was worried about him.
 
   He sat up and found her cheek easily in the dark, reaching his fingers out to stroke her cheek.
 
   “Shit.” He hissed, drawing his hand back. He might as well have used his fingertips to light matches, for all the heat they felt.
 
   “It hurts you to touch me?” Grace realized, pulling away.
 
   He reached back out, landing his hand on her shoulder instead. There, he was protected from skin to skin contact by the thin fabric of her shirt. He could still feel the heat pulsating up from her body, but it was more like sitting a little too close to a fire, rather than plopping down in the middle of the flames.
 
   “It’s a tactic Fate uses to encourage us,” he said, gently squeezing her thin arm. His wolf huffed about the amount of food they were providing her, and almost managed to boot Lathan right out of bed and down to the kitchen. He was needed here, though, he reminded his wolf firmly. The animal huffed again and skulked away. “It’s getting more powerful,” he added.
 
   “I don’t want to hurt you.” She started to move away again.
 
   “I can take it, believe me.” He gave her another squeeze, and she stopped, relaxing back down.
 
   “Fate,” Grace said softly, looking towards the dark openness of the room. “I think there’s something to that, you know.”
 
   Now Lathan scooted closer. “Really?” Damn, he sounded so hopeful.
 
   “My parents did everything they could to keep me out of this world. As soon as they saw it as a threat, they sent me away and my whole family has been living a lie ever since.” She frowned. “But what the hell kind of good did it do? I still ended up here, and you know what’s funny? I feel like this is where I’ve belonged the whole time. Not Fairview, but here—with you.”
 
   Lathan tried to steady his breathing, but couldn’t find the rhythm.
 
   “The few days I’ve spent in this house, with you and your family, are the first time in a long time that I’ve felt right. I feel at home. Watching you all interact and being a part of this life—I don’t want that to end tomorrow or the next day or a week from now or a year from now. I’m completely terrified by what that means, but I can’t deny the truth, Lathan. I do want to be with you.”
 
   He ran her words through his head a couple of times before he let himself believe they were real.
 
   “I’m going to touch you, and I don’t want to hear a single word about it hurting me.” Lathan lunged, wrapping his arms around her and dragging her against him. The pain was searing, but it backed off as he got closer to her. It was Fate’s way of congratulating him for doing what it wanted. “I will do anything for you, Grace. I swear it on my entire being,” he promised.
 
   He found her lips easily, gently plying her with his kisses. Sure, most of him wanted to dive headfirst into a serious make out session, but he was trying to respect the moment.
 
   “What happens—if I do the wolf thing?” Grace asked when they slowed down.
 
   He turned onto his back and pulled her against him. “I’ve never witnessed a human change before. It’s a sacred event, usually just the wolf and the mate. The timeline is different for every wolf, but it typically happens during the month after the…we—um. Okay, let me back up.”
 
   “I know it’s about sex.” Grace laughed softly against his chest.
 
   Relief. But then it struck him. “Who told you that?”
 
   He felt Grace’s shoulder lift in a shrug. “Thorne explained it.”
 
   Lathan wasn’t sure whether he was grateful or pissed that his brother had been talking intimate details with the woman of his dreams. Then again, it saved him the awkward explanation and the raging hard-on he’d get from thinking so much about being with her that way.
 
   Speaking of which—he shifted his hips to get that southern situation back under control.
 
   “So, yeah. We’d get together, and then you’d do the wolf thing.” He grinned a little as he parroted her words.
 
   “Does it hurt?”
 
   “It does a little for born wolves. I’ve heard that for humans the first change is the worst. After that, it’s pretty much the same, as far as I know. Training and practice can help for those who have trouble, but the more you do it, the easier it gets.”
 
   “Like a lot of stuff,” Grace said with a grin in her voice.
 
   He chuckled at the tidbit of innuendo she’d dropped in the dark room. “Yeah.” He kissed her temple. “You smell like vanilla.”
 
   “Body wash,” she mumbled sleepily, shifting a little closer to him.
 
   “No, it’s something my wolf picks up on—it’s an extra smell. One that lets me know it’s you.” He moved his arm to accommodate her, loving the feeling of her body pressed so close to his, and grateful that the sting was less potent now. “I smelled it right away.” He gave her a little squeeze. “It’s your natural smell, like creamy vanilla and cinnamon.”
 
   Grace leaned in, sniffing at his skin. “I can’t smell you. I mean, I smell cologne or deodorant or whatever you use, but that’s it.”
 
   “Perks of the wolf thing,” he said.
 
   She craned her neck up, raising her head to kiss him gently.
 
   Damn, he could so get into that again. Especially when her need wafted up out of her skin. The fragrance bloomed into the air, making him ache for her. He let his hand tangle in her hair, keeping her close to him, as they moved together. When the rhythm slowed naturally, and Grace began to drift off, he didn’t shift. His wolf wanted it, but that bastard had already gotten his chance. He wasn’t going to pass up the opportunity to fully relish the only first night he would ever get of holding his sleeping mate in his arms.
 
   Sleep tried to claim him five times before he finally surrendered; he wanted to stay awake to watch the room, keeping a vigilant eye on the door and windows, but he was still lagging from expending so much of his alpha energy. He reminded himself that Thorne was patrolling the grounds, and his other brothers were in the house, as much on the alert as he was. He tucked his head against Grace’s and breathed evenly in and out, her smell invading his nostrils. He closed his eyes and let the sound of her breathing, the slight movement of her lungs expanding and contracting, the faint thump of her heart, and the relaxed peace she exuded wash over him.
 
   She wanted him. She’d said so. And she was in his arms. Damn, he thought. Fate might have made it happen after all. He kissed her forehead one last time, adoring the way her arms tightened around him at the action, before he drifted off into a deep, restorative sleep of his own.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Thirty-Two
 
   Arousal.
 
   It woke Lathan with a jolt.
 
   He blinked against the sun that was pouring through the bay window and almost jumped out of the bed. Bay window? This wasn’t his room—judging from that bay window, he was in the guest room they’d given Grace.
 
   There was only one thing that kept him where he—the realization that he wasn’t alone. The bed was warm and there was weight behind him, which meant there was still someone under the sheets with him. Fate, he hoped it was Grace and not one of his brothers pranking him.
 
   He remained motionless as he assessed his surroundings and pieced together how he’d ended up in Grace’s bed. He must have been more wiped out by using up that alpha energy than he’d realized.
 
   Arousal.
 
   Another wave of that lush scent rolled over him, threatening to make him groan. His cock was hard. Really, really fucking hard and heavy, jutting out from his hips towards the wall like it was trying to point out something very important about the paint color. Thank Fate. It could have been pointing in the other direction, creating the world’s largest underwear tent.
 
   What exactly was going on behind him? He calmed down enough to give a subtle, inaudible sniff.
 
   Arousal.
 
   Well, what do you know? He was totally turning his mate on. He heard her swallow hard, caught the ever-so-slight hitch in her breathing, and then he felt a tentative tug at the bedsheets.
 
   He caught the laugh before it gave him away. Was she covering him up, or sneaking a peek?
 
   That was when he made his move.
 
   He rolled over and gathered her against him. The skin-to-skin contact sent tiny flares of pain shooting through his body, but he ignored the hell out of them. Any amount of pain was worth being able to hold her.
 
   She squeaked and froze in his arms—but she didn’t try to pull away. Fate knew, if she made any move in the opposite direction, he’d loosen the embrace and let her fly free.
 
   After a moment, though, she relaxed. Her breath evened out, and she tucked her head a little more tightly under his chin. He probably got a little Fate-zap there, too, but it didn’t register.
 
   “Good morning,” she mumbled into his chest.
 
   “Hi,” he said, pulling back to look down at her.
 
   Lathan would never be the same. He had already been convinced that he wanted her, but this sealed the deal. He yearned to hold her like this and know he was the only person who got that opportunity. Yep. His heart was all hers.
 
   She was amazing. She’d fallen in so easily with his brothers, and they already respected the hell out of her—but not for his benefit, which made him so proud he could have popped the buttons off his nonexistent shirt. She had won them over on her own, with her ease and inner strength and charm. She looked so docile and diminutive at first glance, but she was smart and fierce as hell. If her wolf was the same way, she’d have a massive advantage over other shifters. His wolf whimpered in his brain at that happy thought.
 
   Grace sighed and curled closer in. She was getting dangerously close to brushing against his —
 
   “Fuuuuuuck.” He hissed before he could stop himself. In her movements, her belly had brushed against his aching renegade of a dick. His whole body went rigid as his skin caught fire.
 
   Grace sucked in a breath and made to move back.
 
   “No, please—” he groaned, landing a hand on her hip both to keep her close and steady himself while he gathered his wits. “It feels so good to hold you. Please, please don’t pull away.”
 
   Begging? Dogs begged. Men who couldn’t get laid begged. Lathan Black didn’t beg.
 
   Except he was begging. If she left his side right now, his world would crumble.
 
   “This is awkward,” she said softly, eyes closed.
 
   Lathan chuckled, but choked down on it when Grace flipped her blue-green eyes back up at him.
 
   “I’m not laughing at you,” he assured her. “You’re right. There’s no other way to describe this, but I don’t want to run from it.”
 
   Grace searched his gaze, then scrunched her face and covered it with her hands.
 
   Damn, here came the letdown. Even his cock felt the deflation on the horizon.
 
   “You’re really sexy,” she groaned.
 
   A new scent tickled his nostrils. Desire.
 
   Full-force, straight-up, glorious, these panties have gotta go desire.
 
   Well, damn.
 
   He didn’t hesitate. Didn’t think. He let his true alpha nature do what it did best: take charge.
 
   His hands tangled in her hair as he dragged her back against him.
 
   If the kisses they’d already shared had been tiptoes into a wading pool, this was a cannonball from the top of a waterfall. He went all in, forgetting everything as she molded herself against him and matched him move for move. Every inch of his skin was still blazing from that first accidental intimate contact, but this was a whole new level. Any place she touched—even through his boxers—his flesh exploded. Her hands were all over his hair, his face, his arms and chest. He was convinced the two of them were on fire, melting into bright, molten pools on the bed.
 
   “Lathan,” she whispered against his neck.
 
   His wolf howled, cheering him on, and encouraging him to claim her right then and there.
 
   He slipped his hand under her shirt and found the warm, soft skin at the small of her back. He was rewarded with the way she arched against him.
 
   In an instant, it all went to hell.
 
   The door flew open, bouncing against the wall as Emmeline strode into the room and headed for Grace’s closet. “Gracie, do you have—HOLY SHIT!”
 
   Grace shrieked and sat up. “Em, what the hell?!”
 
   Em froze, eyes and mouth wide. “Um…um…OHMIGOD.”
 
   “What’s wrong?” Thorne shouted as thundering footsteps approached from every direction.
 
   “I’m so sorry!” Em cried, bolting for the door.
 
   It was too late. Riley, Diesel, Thorne, and Fourt all tumbled in, ready to face whatever danger they found—which just so happened to be their pack leader and his prospective mate-to-be tangled up in a heap of bedsheets. The reactions were priceless, and Lathan registered that he would probably laugh about them endlessly…one day.
 
   Diesel went totally stoic and crossed to usher Emmeline out of the room. Fourt and Thorne both turned beet red and almost knocked themselves unconscious in a desperate scramble to get out of the room. Riley, being Riley, strode forward with his hand upraised, ready for a high five.
 
   “I don’t think so,” Diesel grumbled, intercepting Riley by the chest and moving both him and Emmeline towards the exit like the arm at a bowling alley sweeping the stray pins out of the way.
 
   The door closed solidly, and Diesel’s voice could be heard barking orders as the footsteps continued away from the area.
 
   Grace groaned and fell back, pulling the duvet over her head.
 
   “Now, that was awkward,” Lathan quipped.
 
   “That was unbearable.” She laughed, her voice muffled by the fabric encasing her head. She sat up quickly, revealing the most fascinating bed-head Lathan had ever seen.
 
   Damn, everything about her intrigued him. He’d never felt like that with a woman—the women he’d been with were all predictable. They started off expecting one thing: That he could fuck them like a god. And once he’d done that, or so he’d been told many times, they always wanted more. It was the same thing over and over again. Perfectly applied makeup, hair done just so, clothes that revealed too much and were way too easy to get into. If there were panties, they were overtly sexy; once they’d been crotchless.
 
   Even in the heaviest heat of the moment when he’d had Grace’s body crushed against his own, it felt different. It felt hesitant in a way that, for once, wasn’t scary when it came to her. No, it wasn’t hesitation—it was reverence.
 
   It was different with her, because of her. All the little things about her were what set her apart from all the obvious things those cookie-cutter hookups had ever been.
 
   Subtle, his brain reminded him.
 
   Okay, brain, he thought, you’re right. Subtle.
 
   “I didn’t mean that being with you was unbearable”—Grace rushed on, bringing Lathan back to reality—“I meant…” She trailed off as she nodded to the door.
 
   “Yeah, I’ll be having a serious talk with everyone about that,” Lathan said, rubbing his own hair. He could feel that it was all over the place, and he wondered if Grace liked seeing it like that, the way he liked seeing her undone.
 
   “No, God! Please, don’t ever say anything to anyone about it,” Grace cried. “I don’t want any of this to be weirder than it already is.”
 
   Lathan jerked his head her way, feeling a grin spread across his face. “Oh, sweetheart, it gets so much weirder than this. You haven’t even scratched the surface of my world yet.”
 
   “Still want me to be a part of it?” Grace asked him, eyes downcast as she tugged her t-shirt back into place. It had a roaring lion’s face on it, and his wolf sniffed in disgust. Lathan mentally rolled his eyes at the beast and soothed him with a promise that they’d find her a kickass wolf shirt to wear to bed. His wolf seemed pleased with that idea.
 
   “You’re damn right I do.” He grinned, pulling her in for another kiss.
 
    
 
   Even as he kissed her, Grace felt herself blush against all the racy thoughts that were running through her head. She adored waking up next to Lathan. His morning voice was scratchy and his morning hair was an absolute mess. Her heart wouldn’t stop dancing around in her chest.
 
   He definitely looked good without the suit. Or the jeans and t-shirt, as had been the case the night before. Yes, she’d sneaked a peek when he’d been dropping trou. He was cut and built and stacked and whatever other words you were supposed to use for guys who were insanely gorgeous and amazingly muscular. He wasn’t bulky like a bodybuilder. No, just…well, hot. If she was going to mentally treat him like a piece of meat, she may as well go all the way to the store, buy the steak, and slap it on the grill, right?
 
   And then, there was all the kissing, and the being pressed up against pecs and abs and other muscles she didn’t know the names of.
 
   “I can’t promise that I won’t instate some new rules about knocking and interruptions,” Lathan murmured, kissing up the side of her neck. “Fate, you have no idea what you do to me.” He laughed.
 
   Grace giggled, wrapping her arms around him.
 
   “What kinds of thoughts are making you smell so divine this morning, Miss Dawes?” He nibbled her earlobe, and she shivered, melting against him.
 
   Smell? It took her a few seconds to process his words. He had heightened senses—he could probably smell that she was…she blushed all over again at the thought. But then, she was surprised to find that it actually made her feel sensuous and powerful.
 
   What kind of scent would she put out if she acknowledged that he was making her so hot she could hardly stand it?
 
   The groan he let out was enough of an answer.
 
   She was so turned on that it was hard to breathe. She’d never felt this before. Sure, she’d clocked her hours in bed, but it was always a means to an end. It was never about the actual connection with another person.
 
   With Lathan, it was all about the connection. The physical, the mental, the emotional—she wanted it all, which was still a little terrifying. She didn’t care about the fear, though, because what she’d told him the night before was true: she wanted to go all-in on this life.
 
   She’d sat in that bathroom with Em until she’d been able to admit it. And as soon as she’d admitted it, Em had gone to get Lathan, leaving her without much of a choice in the matter. She knew Em well enough to know that it was all about making a change right away, like that idea about not waiting until tomorrow to do something you could do today. It was impulsive, but that was Em’s middle name. And in this case, it had been the right call. Grace could have dragged her feet for the rest of her life, but she would’ve come to the same conclusion. Everything about being with him felt right.
 
   Bang, bang, bang!
 
   “For Fate’s sake.” Lathan cursed, rolling away from her.
 
   “Gracie!” Bang! “Can you hear me through the wall?” Em shouted from next door.
 
   Grace threw her arm over her eyes and huffed. “I’m sorry, Lathan. Maybe we do need some rules about interruptions.”
 
   She sat up onto her knees and leaned her mouth close to the wall. “Yeah, I hear you. You don’t have to break the wall down. Come over here if you need something.”
 
   The door flew open and Em breezed in. “I didn’t want to bother you if you were still—”
 
   “The knocking wasn’t going to bother us?” Lathan asked, amused, at the same time Grace said, “Maybe let’s do a text in the future?”
 
   Em looked between them and beamed. “I love you two together!” Then she spun on her heel and started out of the room.
 
   “Wait!” Grace called. “Did you need something?”
 
   “Nope.” Em grinned and turned back around. “I wanted to know if you wanted to go down to breakfast together. I’ll be right next door when you’re ready.” She gave a dramatic wink as she shut the door behind her.
 
   Lathan shook his head. “That woman is nosier than my siblings, and that’s saying a lot.” But he wasn’t upset—in fact, Grace was happy to see that he got about as much amusement out of Em as she herself got out of his brothers.
 
   “I’ll give you some time to get ready,” he said, pulling her in for one last kiss. Then he threw back the covers and displayed all his glorious Lathan-ness.
 
   Grace swallowed thickly and forced her eyes away from his muscles as he leaned down to collect his jeans off the floor. She knew she was grinning like an idiot, but she couldn’t help herself. He had that effect on her.
 
   She crawled across the bed to slip her arms around his neck from behind and planted a kiss on his cheek. “Just so you know, I could get used to this.”
 
   He turned his face against hers and breathed in deeply. She knew he was taking in her scent, and it made her heart pound.
 
   “I’ve waited for you forever,” he murmured, “and I would have waited a dozen more eternities to be with you this way.”
 
   He captured her lips again and Grace fell completely under his spell.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Thirty-Three
 
   Breakfast had been well underway by the time Lathan had convinced Grace to go down and eat. Before he could congratulate himself for getting her moving in that direction, the smell of bacon and biscuits wafted through the door, and her stomach rumbled in response. So what if it was her instincts getting her out of that room and ready to face the rest of the household—he’d take it. He wanted to go with her, but he had a mission first.
 
   Had it really only been a few days since she’d come crashing back into his life? It already felt like his whole world had changed. He even caught himself whistling while he sorted, still damp from the hasty shower he’d grabbed, through the t-shirts in his dresser. He cut that musical business right out—Riley was the kind of wolf who whistled to himself; Lathan didn’t think it was his style. He caught himself doing it again a moment later.
 
   Fuckever. Whistling was his thing now. Go figure.
 
   His eyes moved to the right side of the dresser. The three broad, deep drawers on that side were empty, as they always had been—just like half of the closet, half of the bathroom cabinets, and the other nightstand.
 
   He sat down on the edge of the bed and leaned his elbows onto his knees, threading his hands into his short hair. He may as well go ahead and admit it. He tried to keep a solid edge around his pack, but he’d come to terms, in private, with the fact that he was a total sap.
 
   When this room had been completed and he’d moved in, he’d consciously left space for someone—Grace—to move in one day. He had no clue whether or not his siblings knew, but if they did, they wouldn’t have called him on it. He’d even chosen the room’s location with her in mind. He’d watched her gaze out her window all those nights when they were kids, and he knew she loved their lake, so he thought she might prefer a room with a view of that water. As was well within his right as leader of the pack, he’d selected the best vantage and had gone from there. The room looked out over the rest of the property, which was good for him as it gave him a powerful command station of his very own. But it also gave beautiful glimpses of the lake, the trees, and the sun-drenched fields. He hoped it was perfect.
 
   He crossed to look out over the land.
 
   It concerned him that there hadn’t been any more movement from Snelgrove’s pack. They had thought they were one step ahead, but at this point Snelgrove could have people everywhere.
 
   That idea made Lathan’s wolf twitchy. He had to talk to Diesel. They needed to establish a changing of the guard to keep eyes on the property. That meant they were going to need to contact their clients and push back some deadlines until they got shit sorted out. Members of the R & B world wouldn’t question that. There was a sacred bond that wove through all the non-human communities—a kind of don’t ask, don’t tell understanding about personal business. Unless you needed to know, you didn’t pry, and if you weren’t being told, it was because you weren’t involved—or you were the one under attack.
 
   The human clients, though? All they ever saw were dollar signs, and if you bumped a project for any reason, red flags went up all over the place for them.
 
   Shit. There was too much going on already, and it was only going to get worse.
 
   Lathan’s mind traipsed back over the main thing—other than the woman who was hopefully still downstairs getting stuffed on Thorne’s cooking—that had plagued him most in his adult life. The responsibilities on him as a packmaster were significant, and their pack was small. The addition of mates would strengthen their numbers, but that also had the potential to cause drama, with each wolf vying for the protection of his or her mate.
 
   He was going to need all the help and manpower he could get if this thing with Snelgrove turned into a war.
 
   Being in charge was a pain in the ass.
 
   He threw on the t-shirt and jeans he’d scrounged up and rushed downstairs to grab whatever was left of breakfast. Considering a houseful of wolves would already have had at it, he figured he’d be lucky to get anything at all.
 
    
 
   Someone must have given an ultimatum that they weren’t going to discuss what had happened upstairs. Mouths worked furiously and eyes focused anywhere but on Grace when she strode into the kitchen.
 
   She held her head high as she took the same seat she’d used for dinner, which left the one next to her open—for Lathan, of course.
 
   “This looks amazing, again, Thorne. Thank you so much for the hard work,” she said, cutting the silence with the compliment.
 
   She was relieved when every shoulder in the room relaxed, and Thorne smiled warmly as he dumped a heap of bacon onto her plate.
 
   “I take back all my previous thoughts on the shocking mundanity of your New York wardrobe.” Em reached across the table to touch Grace’s sleeve. “That robe is amazing.”
 
   “Well, everything was so easy to find,” Grace said. “Thanks for hanging my clothes and getting all my stuff out.”
 
   Emmeline frowned. “I didn’t touch your stuff,” she said around a mouthful of bacon.
 
   “Then who did?” Grace glanced around the table in confusion.
 
   “Guilty,” Riley said. He gave her a huge, toothy smile, which she was coming to think of as The Riley Grin.
 
   “You hung up my clothes, and put my things out in the bathroom?” Grace asked, failing to contain her disbelief. She skipped pointing out the items that had been tucked away in the dresser. The idea of Riley folding and storing her underwear was too much.
 
   “Of course. You should feel at home.” Riley gave her an easy shrug.
 
   Well, she had to hand it to him. He was good. There was no way Grace could argue that he shouldn’t have gone to the trouble, because he’d sold it like there hadn’t been any other choice. Considering that her visit was now going to be a bit more extended, she was even more grateful for his help.
 
   “You guys are amazing.” Grace laughed, accepting a mug of coffee from Diesel.
 
   “How can the bacon be so crispy and so chewy at the same time?” Emmeline marveled to the universe.
 
   Thorne abruptly scooted back from the table and headed for the stove, where he refilled the empty bacon plate.
 
   “Thorne’s a genius in the kitchen,” Riley said.
 
   “I’m glad you like it,” Thorne mumbled as he plunked the plate back onto the table.
 
   “Glad you’re talking to me, at least.” Emmeline smirked.
 
   “So, New York, huh?” Diesel interrupted, and Grace gave him an appreciative wink. She loved Em, but when that woman knew she had gotten under someone’s skin, she wouldn’t let it go. She had obviously done a number on Thorne, and was enjoying the spoils of war as she taunted him mercilessly. Grace made a mental note to tell Em to play nice. Then, she made a second note to tell Thorne he should either ignore her friend completely or learn to dish it back.
 
   Grace swallowed the bite of biscuit she’d been working on before she spoke. “Yeah, the whole big city corporate life experience.”
 
   “Grace is a genius when it comes to numbers. She does data-whatdoyacallit…” Em glanced to Grace for help.
 
   “Data analysis. I run numbers, see what outcomes will be most beneficial to companies. It’s really”—she laughed as the guys already looked confused—“really lame breakfast talk.”
 
   “No.” Riley dropped his napkin on his plate and leaned back in his chair. “You might be able to give Diesel a hand, actually.”
 
   “Riley—” Diesel warned.
 
   “I’d love to help! What can I do?”
 
   “I don’t want to talk about that Fate-forsaken computer while I’m eating my eggs,” Diesel growled, shoveling a huge forkful into his mouth.
 
   Riley’s finger tapped the air in Diesel’s direction. “There’s that easy-going attitude we all know and love.”
 
   “Uh oh. Is Diesel pouting? Someone must’ve brought up the computer.” Lathan’s voice came from the wide doorway of the kitchen. He moved like liquid sex as he crossed the room in a thin gray shirt that was stretched tight across his muscles, and jeans that were worn in all the right places.
 
   He chuckled as he sat, brushing his arm against Grace’s when he reached for the first bowl in front of him.
 
   Grace swallowed down hard on the fireworks that shot through her body, but he wasn’t making it easy. His thigh had come to rest against hers, and he was sitting so close they may as well have been sharing a chair. She wanted to command everyone to leave the room so she could rip her clothes off and mount him.
 
   He glanced her way and she ducked her head so her hair would obscure her face from his view. She was certain she was bright red, and she knew Em had noticed, because the sly grin that was spreading across that woman’s face was unmissable.
 
   She prayed no one said anything about it.
 
   “You know, it would be nice to have our business stuff on the computer. Hell, it would be nice to get the thing out of the box for the first time. We’ve had it for too long to return it,” Riley pointed out.
 
   “You want it so you can play games.” Thorne flicked a piece of biscuit at him.
 
   “I have my own gaming rig, thank you.” Riley plucked the piece of biscuit off his shirt and popped it into his mouth.
 
   Grace marveled at how the Black brothers interacted with each other. There was so much love between them, but it was more than that. There were levels of respect and responsiveness that she’d never encountered between people before. Their eyes went to Lathan when they spoke, like they were judging what his response would be. They looked to him for approval. They each had their own distinct personalities, but they worked together as a unit. It was fascinating.
 
   Riley sat up, his attention seemingly focused elsewhere.
 
   “Whatcha got?” Fourt asked, straining his head to one side, like he could hear something distant.
 
   “I think Reegan’s here!” Riley exclaimed and jumped out of his chair. His voice was so bright—Grace wondered if he was a morning person.
 
   She couldn’t read the mixture of emotions that passed over Lathan’s face. His eyes shot to her, then flicked away so quickly that she recognized this Reegan woman was someone important to him. The unease he was putting off made her wonder what that might mean.
 
   Lathan smirked and gave her the side-eye.
 
   “Why are you looking at me like that?” she hissed.
 
   He leaned close and murmured, “Jealous, much?”
 
   She narrowed her eyes at him, and his smirk turned triumphant in a way that made her want to wipe it off his face—or maybe kiss him. Yes, definitely more with the kissing.
 
   “Reegan is our sister.” Lathan gave her a prize-winning grin. “Riley’s twin.”
 
   “There’s more than one of you?” Em said around more food. Didn’t that woman ever stop eating—or talking with her mouth full?
 
   “Well, the other one is a girl,” Riley called out as he rushed for the living room.
 
   “Still,” Em said.
 
   Lathan winked at Grace and moved his own chair back. The rest of the guys followed, so Grace shrugged at Em and joined them.
 
   Noisy chattering came from the front porch, where Riley was hugging a beautiful brunette woman. One look at her face left no question. This was Riley’s twin. Her hair was the same dark, glossy brown and her eyes were the same light green, but she was smaller than Riley, coming in at only an inch or two taller than Grace.
 
   Her eyes lit up the moment she spotted Grace and Em, and she rushed past her brothers to them.
 
   “You must be Grace!” she cried, launching into a hug before Grace even saw her coming. “And Emmeline!” She passed the same courtesy to Em before stepping back to look them over. “Ohmigosh, you’re both so pretty! Welcome to our home!” She smiled and the porch lit up like someone had thrown a whole case of flares out.
 
   Grace could see immediately why there was so much reverence given to the woman in front of her.
 
   “I love her already,” Em declared.
 
   “How long has it been since you’ve seen her?” Grace asked Riley, watching as Diesel introduced Reegan to Fourt.
 
   “Eight months,” he said. “I mean, we call and text and video chat and stuff, but it’s not the same.”
 
   Thorne swayed on his feet next to Grace.
 
   “You okay?” she murmured.
 
   His eyes popped open in surprise. “Hey, sorry. It was a long night.”
 
   “You’re all doing so much for me. How will I ever repay you?” she asked, patting Thorne’s shoulder.
 
   He shook his head. “You’d never owe us anything, but you’ve already more than evened the score. Lathan has never been happier.” He glanced around, then lowered his voice. “Have you come to a decision on how you’re going to handle all that?”
 
   Grace smiled benignly. “As if that display in my room wasn’t enough of an answer?”
 
   Thorne flushed red, and smiled sheepishly.
 
   “I’m going to do this thing. All of it. The Lathan thing, the wolf thing, the pack thing. It’s crazy, right?”
 
   Thorne’s smile broadened. “Yeah, it’s crazy as hell, but I’m glad.” He hesitated before he continued. “Hey, listen. I’m sorry about last night. The whole mating thing can wreak havoc on a pack, especially when it’s the alpha. Fate messes with all our minds and makes it harder for us to control our shifting, but you ladies shouldn’t have seen that.”
 
   Grace’s eyes drifted to the tattoos on his forearms, remembering the display he’d given them the night before. She didn’t mention it, though. Thorne was both open and closed at the same time. She liked to be around him, but felt like she got more out of his presence than he was willing to take from hers.
 
   “You’re fine,” Grace assured him. “Take care of yourself and do whatever you have to do.”
 
   “Lathan!” a high-pitched squeal tore across the living room and collided with a heavy oof as Reegan launched herself at the last of her brothers.
 
   Grace watched him spin the girl around a few times before he put her feet back on the floor and inspected her. “How’s it going, kid?”
 
   She so obviously adored all the guys, Grace thought, and they were clearly her puppets. Riley wasn’t the only one keeping a watchful eye; they all checked on her constantly. It was pretty cute.
 
   “The bigger question is what are you doing home?” Lathan chided, trying to put on a more serious face as he led the way back to the kitchen.
 
   “Hello?” Reegan laughed, twirling her hair up into a bun which she secured with a band from her wrist. “It’s my last break before finals—it’s on the calendar.” She pointed to the fridge, then looked in the direction she was indicating. “What the—come on guys, where’s the calendar? I don’t need it for my own health, you know. I put it up there for you.”
 
   “It had cats on it,” Riley complained.
 
   “Kittens,” Diesel corrected as he fetched another chair from a tall cabinet by the back hallway.
 
   “Yeah, kittens,” Riley affirmed. “What the hell did you think a bunch of hardcore, manly wolves like us were going to do with it?”
 
   “Hardcore, my ass.” Reegan snorted and flounced over to sit by Em, grabbing a piece of toast on the way.
 
    
 
   After breakfast, Grace followed Lathan out to the office space he shared with Diesel in the great hall. He’d said he needed to do some work, but the looks he kept giving her were sending an entirely different message. Grace bit her lip as she moved out of his reach, knowing her teasing was driving him crazy. Her eyes landed on an enormous stack of ledger books.
 
   “What the hell is all of this?” Grace asked, prodding the pile.
 
   “Diesel’s bookkeeping stuff.” Lathan turned around, sitting back against the desk and pulling her towards him. He leaned in and kissed her cheek. Grace melted against him. His lips trailed to the corner of hers, then continued to kiss across her lips before he whispered, “Sweetheart, I would love to spend some private time with you right now.”
 
   She sucked back the sigh that threatened to flutter out as his lips moved down her jaw and across to the soft spot under her ear. He lingered on that spot for a moment before he abruptly pulled away and flashed her a cheeky grin.
 
   How could he tease her so easily?
 
   She gathered herself, before she hauled him upstairs. “You cannot be serious. This is how Diesel keeps your books? Is this for the whole business?” She dragged herself away from the warm enclosure of Lathan’s thighs to circle the desk, letting her eyes race over all the stacks of paper and the mound of ledgers.
 
   “Are we still on this?” Diesel grumbled, crossing the room and squeezing himself purposely between her and the desk. “It’s the same way it’s been done forever, and I don’t think I need to change it now.”
 
   “I can help you.” Grace looked hopefully between the men. “I’m good at this stuff. It would give me a way to contribute to the pack.”
 
   Had those words actually come out of her mouth?
 
   Lathan and Diesel had both frozen, nearly identical looks of surprise glued on their handsome faces.
 
   “Whatever.” She shook her head to clear the air. “It wouldn’t take me long to get you set up on the computer and show you how to get your info and figures in there.”
 
   Diesel grunted something unintelligible, but even if it had been the most eloquent sentence ever constructed, Grace would have missed it. Lathan’s expression was too priceless. Could she imagine seeing that all the time? The kind of devotion Em had hinted at was right there, written all over his face, and it was the sweetest thing she’d ever seen.
 
   She cleared her throat and returned her attention to Diesel. “I’m sorry, what?” She tried to wipe the smile off her face.
 
   Diesel crossed his heavy arms. “If this keeps up much longer, even I might have to go for a run,” he said in a meaningful way to his brother.
 
   Lathan smirked. “Lucky dog, then. I’ve got a job for you.”
 
   Diesel’s eyebrows hitched in anticipation.
 
   “Can you manage the pack today? Our house and Grace’s parents? I’d like to spend the day with Grace.”
 
   An entire butterfly sanctuary set up shop and opened its doors in Grace’s stomach.
 
   The left side of Diesel’s mouth twitched with the promise of a smile. “I’ve got it under control.”
 
   Lathan nodded. “I had no doubt.” Then he turned to Grace. “What do you think? Can I steal you away?”
 
   Grace beamed at him. “What did you have in mind?”
 
   “Meet me in thirty minutes on the front porch, and bring those hiking boots.”
 
   Grace quirked a grin at him, but he didn’t offer any more hints. Instead, he waved his hand as if he were shooing her off to head upstairs. She narrowed her eyes, but couldn’t keep her face serious as she turned to race away.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Thirty-Four
 
   “Let me see those,” Lathan said, taking the boots from Grace’s hand and leading her to the front steps. He gently sat her down before he dropped to his knees in front of her.
 
   “Feet,” he demanded, patting his chest.
 
   She laughed and kicked her toes up onto his firm muscles. He snagged the socks out of her boots and slipped them on her feet, following with the boots which he laced up with serious concentration.
 
   “Everything okay?” she asked.
 
   When Grace went to move, Lathan couldn’t help himself. He swooped in and picked her up, cradling her gently as he toted her down the remaining steps. He congratulated himself for eliciting a small squeak from her when he did it—he could live for that little surprised sound.
 
   “It’s great, but I can’t look at you in that outfit.” He shook his head and let out a phew followed by a whistle.
 
   She looked down at the navy blue shorts and light plaid button-down. “Is it okay? It’s my most casual outfit. If we’re going to be outside—”
 
   “Don’t change a thing. I’ll behave”—he laughed, running a hand over his hair—“but you should know that if I let myself really look at you, we’ll never get anywhere.”
 
   Her cheeks flushed all over again.
 
   “Comfy?” he asked, indicating the boots.
 
   Grace rocked back and forth to test them. “I think so.”
 
   “Well, if they start to hurt, say the word and I’ll carry you,” he said, giving her a wink.
 
   Their first stop was at Grace’s parents’ house. He made like he wanted to check in with them, but he had another goal in mind. Grace’s parents knew his feelings for Grace, and had always voiced their hope that things would work out one day. Still, it felt right to ask them for their permission to claim their daughter; it wasn’t a wolf tradition, but he was aware that it was appropriate in the human custom.
 
   Ren swooped in and snagged Grace when they arrived, giving Lathan the chance to go down to the lab to speak with her parents in private.
 
   Chris and Allie were both at work on opposite ends of the lab. Burners and liquids in various tubes and beakers were lined up along the vast stretch of a table between them. Chris looked up from his notebook first and jumped from his seat to greet Lathan.
 
   “We’re trying to figure out a way to restore our memories,” he said cheerfully. His hair was scattered, and Lathan loved the guy, but he’d never looked more like a mad scientist.
 
   “I’m actually running some tests on Fourt’s blood,” Allie offered, carrying a large tray of tiny tubes over to a different table before she joined them.
 
   Lathan’s heart was pounding—he hadn’t expected to feel so nervous.
 
   “Oh!” Allie put her hand to her chest and broke out in a huge smile. “Is this what I think it is?”
 
   Her reaction shattered Lathan’s nervousness and he laughed out loud. “How do you know?”
 
   “Because you look like you’re about to pass out and there’s no gas running, son.” Chris smiled and smoothed his hair before straightening his tidily tucked-in shirt.
 
   “I’d like to ask permission to claim Grace,” Lathan said. “If she’ll have me, I intend to pledge my spirit to her.”
 
   He thought that was probably about enough, but his mouth kept moving on its own.
 
   “It’s not just about the imprint. I love her more than a wolf loves its Fate-chosen mate. She is the only woman who could complete my soul, and I can only pray that I’m half the man she might have hoped for. I promise you that I’ll spend the rest of my days, both here and in the Forest, striving to be a worthy mate. It would be the deepest honor of my life to share my wolf’s light with her, and I would appreciate your blessing to do so.”
 
   Her parents were silent and so solemn that he wondered if he’d asked the wrong way.
 
   “Well”—Chris cleared his throat and wiped at his eye—“Who can argue with a request like that?”
 
   His outstretched hand was Lathan’s answer.
 
    
 
   “So, you’re stuck here, then?” Ren asked, head inside the refrigerator.
 
   “Not stuck.” Grace kicked at his ankle. “Choosing to stay.”
 
   “Still, pity you lost the job,” he said, not sounding very sorry as he shut the fridge door and opened the freezer instead.
 
   “You have to admit, the timing is weird.” Grace laughed. “Then again, I think this whole town is one huge alternate dimension or parallel reality or something.”
 
   He moved a frozen pizza out of the way, revealing the buried treasure he was after. “It’s not either one of those things, believe me. You don’t want to get tangled up in an alternate dimension. They’re hell to deal with.”
 
   Grace gave him a look, but she didn’t question him on his experiences with other worlds. Instead, she leaned her elbows on the counter, looking out the window over the sink. “Are you old, too?”
 
   Ren abruptly poked his head around the freezer door. “Old? That’s how you ask it? Am I old? Your manners have gotten atrocious.”
 
   Grace smirked. “Seriously, though. Are you?”
 
   He pulled the tub of ice cream out, opening its lid to examine the contents. His face lit up, and he plopped it on the counter, going to the drawer where the silverware was housed.
 
   “I’m a bit old,” he replied.
 
   “Older than Lathan?”
 
   His shrug was an affirmative answer.
 
   “Huh,” she said.
 
   He passed her a spoon, before hopping up to sit on the countertop next to her.
 
   She joined him.
 
   “Ever think about having kids? I mean…can you have kids?”
 
   Ren chuckled as he dug his own spoon deep down into the carton to carve out a massive chunk of frozen goodness. “Protectors can have children, yes. Me, particularly, though? Well, obviously with my taste in potential mates, I won’t be having any kids naturally. Adoption, though, maybe. I’d keep my options open, if I ever found the right man to parent with.”
 
   “I never knew you were gay. Not even a hint.”
 
   “The fact that I didn’t ever bring a lady home wasn’t a tip-off?”
 
   “You didn’t bring a guy home, either.”
 
   He grinned. “Point.” His face turned more serious, with an edge of longing. “Being a Protector is a rather solitary life. Your time and energy are all devoted to looking after your charge. If you’re mated to another Protector, they have to be with their own charge, so it’s rare that you’re together. Plus, you have to be able to pick up and disappear at the drop of a hat.”
 
   He saw the sadness that rippled over Grace’s face, and stuck his spoon into the ice cream, handing the carton over to her.
 
   “Not the way I disappeared from your life. We have to do that, too, when a charge is human—but that’s very rare. You and your family are a pretty special exception. Mostly, we deal with those in the R & B world. Protectors and their charges become very close in our world, and they can be together for centuries. What I meant was literally disappearing,” he said, waggling his brows.
 
   She felt the look of disbelief on her face as she put the ice cream aside. “Show me.”
 
   “I thought you’d never ask!”
 
   In an instant, he was gone. He reappeared across the kitchen.
 
   “Seriously?” Grace’s jaw dropped.
 
   In a blink of an eye he was sitting next to her again.
 
   “How does that work?”
 
   “I’m all about energy. I can displace it at whatever speed I need to, allowing my molecules and cells and jiggly bits to flow through space instantly and invisibly. I can do more than a room at a time, but the demonstration wouldn’t have been as impressive if you couldn’t see where I went off to.”
 
   “How far?” Grace was fascinated.
 
   “Australia, for one.” Ren grinned broadly. “That’s not my only trick, but it’s the only one that’s safe to do in your parents’ fancy kitchen.”
 
   “Wow,” Grace said. “Lathan was right. This world gets weirder.”
 
   “You have no idea, love.” Ren threw his head back and laughed, his blond hair shaking behind him. He snaked his arm past her and snatched the ice cream. “What about you, then? Still don’t want any?”
 
   “Want any what?” Lathan asked, stepping out of the laundry room.
 
   Grace’s body heated as she watched him move across the kitchen. He stopped across from her, leaning against the island. It wasn’t anywhere near close enough. Her skin burned for his touch, and she wanted him more than words could describe.
 
   “Kids.” Ren piped up. “Grace never wanted them when she was growing up. Still doesn’t, unless something’s changed.”
 
   Something flashed behind Lathan’s eyes and Grace wanted to pinch Ren until he squealed.
 
   “You’re an ass,” Grace whispered viciously under her breath.
 
   Ren licked the ice cream from his spoon with the very tip of his tongue. “Just making conversation,” he said as he passed into the living room and flopped onto the sofa.
 
   “Working hard, there, Protector?” Lathan growled.
 
   “Lay off, mate. You know I’d be at the ready faster than you could be if something went down. It’s quiet. I’ve been paying attention.”
 
   Lathan shook his head, but didn’t press Ren any further.
 
   Grace was just ready to get out of the room.
 
    
 
   Lathan’s mind was racing. Was Ren right? Was Grace okay with not having kids? Fate, that would certainly solve a big problem…
 
   He could see how embarrassed Grace was, and he rushed to rescue her. “So, are you allowed to have boys in your room?” he asked, lifting her from the counter. Man, she smelled good. His wolf twitched at the nearness, and Lathan almost jumped. His wolf had been so calm, quiet, and docile that he’d practically forgotten the creature was in his head.
 
   Strange how content the beast seemed.
 
   “You don’t want to see that,” she said lightly.
 
   “Come on,” he prodded. “I bet I can guess which one it is.”
 
   She rolled her eyes playfully. “Okay, if you’re so smart, figure it out.”
 
   He didn’t have to hunt at all—he’d seen her in that window enough to know exactly which way to go. He didn’t want to put her down, but he thought she might object to him carrying her everywhere for the rest of her life, so he reluctantly let her walk for herself.
 
   He led the way up the stairs, bounding with excitement to see a place he’d often imagined, but never visited.
 
   The room was like a museum. He was willing to bet not a thing had been changed since she’d left. The decor, pictures, and posters were reminiscent of that which would have suited a thirteen-year-old girl. It was soft and clean, like Grace. He marveled at everything, finding it apparent that though she had obviously been through a great deal of emotional trauma—most of it at his command—her core being had remained intact. She was a taller, older, more beautiful version of what she had been then.
 
   “It’s so childish,” she said, nodding at a poster of a boy band he thought he recognized.
 
   “It’s so you,” he said, crossing to touch the window frame he’d always seen her in.
 
   “What?” She turned to look around her. “No, this is all something I left behind forever ago. It’s not who I am now.”
 
   “Sure it is.” Lathan let his fingers trace down edge of the curtain, thinking of how many times her hands had pulled that fabric back. “I remember you like this. Things have changed, but you’re still what you were. Subtle. Innocent.”
 
   Grace raised her eyebrow. “Innocent?”
 
   Oh, that was cocky and he loved it. His wolf gave a pleased little growl at the attitude she was throwing off.
 
   “I’m not that innocent, you know.” She crossed her arms to punctuate the message.
 
   Lathan bit back a grin, because he didn’t want to offend her. There was a part of him, though, that wasn’t exactly sure where this was going…but he had an idea and he didn’t have any interest in learning about all of her past conquests.
 
   “I believe you,” he said, conveying due credit her way, “but the same goes for you that went for Ren. If you tell me about your sexual history, I will have to make it my mission to hunt down and destroy each and every one of the men on your list.”
 
   Grace smiled smugly. “Are you sure?”
 
   “Fate, yes!” he cried desperately. “How would you like it if I told you about my past?”
 
   Oops. Maybe not the best choice of words if he wanted to call it quits on this topic of conversation.
 
   Grace looked floored. “You’re right. We definitely shouldn’t discuss it.”
 
   Aaaaaand, there was that jealousy. Her voice was tainted with a hint of possessiveness, and the twitch in his pants made it clear—in case he hadn’t already noticed—that it felt good to know she felt that way.
 
   “I’m not jealous, if that’s what you’re thinking,” she grumbled.
 
   “You certain about that?” He gave her a cocksure grin.
 
   “I don’t care about the past. It’s over. It’s done,” she said. 
 
   It wasn’t convincing, but Lathan understood. He firmly believed she could forget the guys. The rest of her history—the family part—was a little tougher to shrug off.
 
   He wanted to tell her how confident he was that time with her parents would heal those wounds, but he would have been actively omitting the part he’d played in her having been sent away. Pain speared his heart, yet he didn’t have to courage to deliver that blow.
 
   “The past is the past,” he confirmed. “So I won’t dwell on the parts of my life that didn’t involve you. But you should know,” he said, reaching out for her, hoping she would come to him. He was rewarded when she did. “You should know that I have always been curious about how things would turn out,” he confessed as he pushed back the curtain. “I saw you, right out there, that last night before you went away. And every night since then, I’ve wondered what kind of woman you would become, and whether or not I would ever see you again.”
 
   Grace leaned into him, her head resting against his chest.
 
   “I didn’t have any clue back then how important you would be to me,” he said, barely above his breath as he spread his hand out on the glass.
 
   “We’ve been connected for a long time,” Grace said, putting her hand next to his on the window. “What would it have been like if we’d known each other all these years? If we’d grown closer as friends? Maybe dated, eventually?” She shook her head. “Is that strange to think about? I feel like we lost so much time.”
 
   Lathan tipped her chin up to look into those ever-shifting eyes of hers. “So that’s in the past, too, then. We have time now. Let’s make up for what we lost.”
 
   He hesitated this time, only because he wasn’t sure about kissing her when her emotions were obviously so raw. She didn’t wait. Her arms found his neck and pulled him down to her level, meeting his lips with hers in a sweet, certain kiss.
 
   He held her close even after the kiss had ended, letting his eyes wander the trees. He was ready to take her to the next place.
 
   “Come on,” he said, taking her hand.
 
    
 
   “You can’t be serious.” Grace laughed and flapped her hands. “I can walk through there!”
 
   “No way,” Lathan said. The boots only went to her ankles, and the brambles at the edge of her parents’ yard were at least knee high.
 
   “Come on. Isn’t that why you got me these boots? I haven’t gotten a piggy-back ride in twenty years, Lathan Black,” she said, her eyes wide.
 
   “Are you scared?” he teased.
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous. I’m too heavy!” She threw her arms out. “And I’m an adult. Adults don’t piggy-back.”
 
   Lathan smirked. “Oh, I’m pretty sure they do.”
 
   “Seriously?” She cocked her brow at him, feigning annoyance at his naughty remark.
 
   “Come. ON.” He turned back around and crouched low to let her climb onto his back. “And if you say you’re too heavy again, I’m going to toss you over my shoulder without giving you a choice. Too heavy,” he grumbled playfully. “Now you’re insulting my wolf.”
 
   “Fine.” She cursed and hopped up onto his back without giving him any warning. It didn’t matter to him, though. He caught her legs easily, then hiked her up to get a firm hold. Another one of those squeaks popped out of her mouth, and he was tempted to hitch her up a few more times, but decided not to torment her.
 
   When he reached the dirt and gravel road, he came to a stop and crouched again to let her slide off his back. He could smell her desire for him, and he couldn’t look at her. He was cheesing like a motherfucker, and was pretty sure he might actually have been blushing. His wolf welcomed the chance to shift, but Lathan pressed him back. Exploding his clothes wasn’t exactly what he wanted to do right now, believe it or not.
 
   They walked together, and she reached for his hand. He breathed against the stings in his fingers and managed to put his eyes back on her.
 
   Fate. He’d been made for her.
 
   It was working—it was really working. He could feel Fate’s magic at play, and he imagined it like a thread weaving back and forth between them, drawing them a little closer together with each pass. As he walked with her in the woods, they seemed inseparable.
 
   “Are we going back to the house already?” she asked.
 
   From the direction she turned to look, he realized “the house” meant his house.
 
   “I thought we’d get some lunch.” He let go of her hand to wrap his arm around her shoulder, drawing her closer as they continued their stroll.
 
   “It can’t already be lunchtime.” Grace frowned, looking up like she was trying to tell time by the location of the sun.
 
   “It’s a little early, but your stomach is growling.”
 
   She snorted. “I’m fine, I promise.”
 
   He kissed her temple. “I’m not budging on this, so don’t try to sweet-talk me.”
 
   “I wouldn’t dare. I wouldn’t want to offend you or your wolf.”
 
   “That asshole loves sweet-talk.” Lathan laughed, landing a kiss on the top of her head. Her cinnamon-vanilla smell floated up, making him dizzy.
 
   “Then let me talk to him!” she gave him a playful nudge.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Thirty-Five
 
   Lathan’s heart pounded as he opened the door to the cabin. He was replaying the events of their first time inside its walls, and still couldn’t quite believe how perfect things were. He intended to head for the kitchen, where Thorne was supposed to have stashed some leftovers for a picnic lunch Lathan could share with Grace. When he shut the door behind them, though, Grace turned to him with a fire in her eyes that sent his blood straight south.
 
   “Grace, sweetheart, you can’t look at me that way.” His voice felt like thunder in the quiet room. “I’m barely hanging on to the shred of control I’ve got left as it is.”
 
   She closed the distance between them and ran her fingers up his arm. “I’m learning that losing control can be a good thing. You should try it sometime,” she whispered, her lips brushing like silk against his.
 
   The simple spark from that kiss blazed into a wildfire. Her lips crushed against his, and her desire pumped through the air like it was trying to replace all the oxygen. Her fingers threaded into his hair and her nails scraped his skin lightly as she grasped at anything to pull him in closer. He tried to hold out—really, he did. But when her tongue slid desperately against his, and she finished the maneuver with a tug on his lower lip, he lost it. He moved like a flash, snagging her legs under her thighs and hauling her up to wrap those limbs around his waist. He was rewarded with one of those sexy squeaks, and it only fueled the heat between them.
 
   “Grace.” He moaned as she locked her arms around him, kissing across his ear and down his neck.
 
   She paused suddenly. “Oh no! I didn’t think—am I hurting you?”
 
   Fuck. That.
 
   He claimed her lips with renewed fervor, carrying her easily into the bedroom and laying her back on the bed. She didn’t let him go, taking him right down on top of her. Her hands crept under his shirt, her fingers scoring their way up and down his back, across his sides, digging in at his hips when he nipped her earlobe lightly. Her hips bucked and he swore out loud.
 
   “I want you,” she whispered, her hands keeping his hips locked tight to her body. 
 
   Yeah, he wanted her, too, and there was no way she was questioning it. He was harder than he’d ever been, and she was rocking against him in a way that was going to send him right over the edge.
 
   “Careful what you wish for,” he teased, his voice husky as he ran his hand over her hair. Damn, it looked good spread out on the bed like that.
 
   “It’s not a wish,” she purred, rolling her hips up again. “It’s a demand.”
 
   An uncontrollable curse ripped from his throat as she worked the hem of his shirt up. Fuck the shirt, he thought, reaching up and shredding the fabric with his hands. Grace gasped and laughed in shock, her mouth hanging wide with delight at the show. It didn’t take her long to find her way back into the moment, though, and she sat up, kissing her way down his chest as she went for his belt.
 
   “Do you have a condom?” she murmured against his skin.
 
   Well, why wouldn’t they cover all the bases in one day? he thought with an internal groan.
 
   Lathan leaned back and rubbed his forehead, tearing his eyes away from his female so he could process his thoughts and put a few coherent words together. This wasn’t the kind of thing he wanted to talk about in such an intimate setting, but it wasn’t like a crowded mall would make it better. Perhaps a formal dinner to announce sterility? Not likely. This would have to do.
 
   “Protection isn’t necessary,” he said, trying his best not to sound like a high school boy at the prom after-party. He kind of wished he hadn’t destroyed that shirt—he was feeling pretty exposed. “Shifters don’t carry diseases and aren’t susceptible to any. And—”
 
   She leaned up on her elbows, waiting for him to continue.
 
   “Uh—Ren said you didn’t want kids. Is that true?”
 
   Grace gave him a confused smile, but her face fell as she sat up all the way and rearranged her shirt. “I came to the conclusion long ago that I didn’t want children,” she said, staring into her lap, where her fingers were tangled together in an endless knot. “After what I went through with being sent away, I knew I couldn’t do it.”
 
   Sure, she said that. But thinking you might not want kids and knowing the man you were with couldn’t give them to you were two totally different things. He cursed and took in a deep breath, ready to deliver the blow. “Well, that’s good, because I can’t get you pregnant,” he said in a rush.
 
   “You mean there’s, like, a human-shifter barrier?”
 
   “Not exactly,” he muttered.
 
   “Oh-kay.” She prodded him gently.
 
   Bombs away.
 
   “I’m sterile, Grace. I won’t ever be able to give you kids. Not even if you change your mind later. I can’t make that happen.”
 
   There it was. He was the big bad wolf with the big empty sack.
 
   Grace fell silent, and he couldn’t bear to look at her. If he saw even a hint of sadness in her, he’d crumble. He’d never wanted kids—he’d been sterile his whole life, so it wasn’t like he’d been given a chance to think the matter over. He’d come to terms with the concept, but he knew damn well what it might mean for a mate who wanted a family of their own.
 
   “Who said anything about the two of us having kids?”
 
   Lathan finally looked her way and was surprised to see that she was grinning at him.
 
   “What?” He laughed, thinking again how wonderfully absurd his human mate could be.
 
   “You like me enough to consider babies!” she teased, launching herself across the bed and back into his arms.
 
   He was confused to the point of speechlessness, so he just held on to her.
 
   “Wait a minute.” She ducked her head back, narrowing her eyes up at him. “How do you know that you are?”
 
   Her playful look gave him some relief, and he happily took the same route. “Hey, we said the past was the past, right?”
 
   She cocked her eyebrow at him and he brushed her hair back. “Joking,” he murmured, kissing her forehead. “It was a trade-off Fate made. I shouldn’t have been the alpha of the family. That honor usually goes to the oldest member of the pack, so it should have been Diesel. But sometimes things go a little off-course, and that’s what happened with me. I got the alpha position, even as the second-born wolf, but I got stripped of that one particular power.”
 
   Grace considered that for a moment.
 
   “I’m over it,” he continued. “I grew up knowing that was the case. The Magistrate saw it in one of her visions and passed the knowledge on to my parents, who passed it to me when I came of age. Honestly, past aside, it was kind of a blessing back then. We’re only supposed to be able to get our mates pregnant anyway, but there are almost always loopholes, if you’re willing to forego certain moral and societal constructs.”
 
   “Are we really discussing moral and societal constructs like this?” Grace laughed, gesturing at his shirtlessness.
 
   “Good point,” he growled, dragging her tighter against his body.
 
   He was determined to consume every inch of her, kissing and licking his way down her neck, running his hands over the places he'd dreamt of touching for years. Every ounce of pleasure and need he threw out was returned to him in kind by Grace. Her hands were equally as quick to roam, and damn if that didn't fire him up even more. But what was killing him were those hips of hers. She'd found her way into his lap and had picked back up that glorious rocking action.
 
   She snagged her shirt, dragging it up and over her head.
 
   "Fate.” He drank in the expanse of her creamy flesh. "You're perfect."
 
   In a quick motion, he gently flipped her onto her back and let his instincts take over, his mouth ready to taste the soft skin that spilled over the top of her red bra. She moaned and arched up against him, his name tumbling from her lips in a way that made him feel owned, and he loved it. He wanted more—had to have more. He popped the front clasp on the smooth fabric to release her breasts, and then there was a moment where he could do nothing more than stare at the exquisite beauty before him.
 
   “Perfect,” he whispered again. “All kinds of perfect.”
 
   He moved lazily across her body, licking here, sucking there, devouring every sound she made and learning what she liked best. He worked her nipples with his tongue, gently flicking first one, and then the other, until she was clutching his shoulders and panting.
 
   “You’re very talented.” She gasped, reaching up to shove her hair away from her face.
 
   Lathan chuckled. "Only for you," he whispered against her skin.
 
   Grace went back to work on his belt and he chuckled. "Greedy," he teased.
 
   "Damn straight.” She released the buckle and slid the thing free with ease. She sat up and pushed him back, giving herself more room to work while he watched. He sucked in a sharp breath when her hands crept along the edge of his jeans. Her fingers slipped under the fabric to free the button, and he swore he was going to come undone right then and there, but he held on, closing his eyes as she touched him.
 
   He’d had sexual encounters when he was younger. A lot of them. There was a time when he had been so desperate to get the thoughts of Grace out of his head that he went out in search of a different female every single night of the week.
 
   Now he knew he would never have been satiated by anyone else. Grace was completely in tune with his wants and needs. She seemed to know what would make him groan or cry out before he knew it himself. When her hands worked lower and lower, starting to take his jeans and boxers down with them, he breathed out a long curse.
 
   Yeah, like he was going to let that happen.
 
   He caught her hands gently. “No, sweetheart”—he kissed her swollen lips—“you first.”
 
   “Lathan—” She started to protest, but he wouldn’t hear it.
 
   “Come on,” he prodded playfully. “Take them off.”
 
   The peal of laughter that shot out of her thrilled his wolf, who was normally uninterested in human follies of the sexual variety. They were both rewarded when she lifted her hips in offering, and Lathan got the chance to strip those shorts off of her body.
 
   Hello, old friend, he thought as he caught sight of the red, lacy thong she was wearing. That subtlety she rocked so well came back at him, and he had to wonder if she’d been wearing something equally as skimpy all week under those conservative clothes of hers.
 
   “I like these,” he murmured, dropping his lips against her skin and kissing his way down. He loved how her breath skipped each time he moved positions, and when he finally let himself land a kiss at her sweetest spot, he was pleased at the animalistic sound she let out.
 
   Oh yeah, this woman was made for him.
 
   The lace panties didn’t last long after that, and neither did Grace. He tried to take it slow, but when he got his first taste of her warm, moist core, there was no going back. He kissed and nipped and lapped at her until she fell over the edge, calling his name and clutching the sheets.
 
   When he was sure she was finished, he pulled her close against him and held her as she floated sleepily back down to Earth. Forever was too short a time to enjoy his world with her in it.
 
   Grace drew lazy circles with her fingertips on his right pec, and he closed his eyes. His skin wasn’t burning from her touch, but he suspected the burning would return the moment he moved away from her. He relished the closeness; being able to feel her loving him with her caress, instead of feeling a searing pain, was amazing.
 
   “Being with you makes me see that anything is possible.” She lifted her hand to his cheek, but hesitated.
 
   He didn’t let her hold back. He grasped her hand and planted a kiss in her palm before he leaned his cheek into it.
 
   “You make me feel so different,” he said, kissing her eyelids and cheeks.
 
   She sighed. “I know what you mean. I haven’t felt this light-hearted in years. Your world is fearsome in a wonderful way, and being with you makes me feel…” Her eyes flitted up to his before she dropped them, and her cheeks flushed. “Complete.”
 
   His wolf howled at the term. It was the feeling that had been resonating within him since the moment he’d learned that she was back.
 
   “I want to give that to you,” he said suddenly.
 
   Aw, shit. Here it came. He couldn’t contain the words. Wrapped up in bed, with her naked in his arms wasn’t the way he’d been planning to pop the big question. Hell of a story to share with the family, he thought with a mental eye roll.
 
   “Say you’ll stay with me for good,” he whispered, letting his fingers trace up her arms and across the back of her neck, tilting her chin up so he could look into her eyes. “Move into my world, my house, and my life forever.” He kissed her gently, then leaned his forehead against hers. “I’m not a man who’s used to begging for the things he wants. But, dammit, I’m begging you for this, sweetheart. Say yes, Grace, please. I need you here. I love you.”
 
   Well, when you’re going, go for broke, he thought.
 
   “Grace, I want to claim you. Officially.” He said it—he didn’t ask, because alphas didn’t ask. Okay, there may have been a little bit of a question in his voice, but he held his head high as he continued.
 
   “Make me the happiest man and wolf alive. Be my mate for the rest of our days. My future is in your hands. I may not be perfect, but I’ll work at it until I am. Tell me what you need, and I’ll make it happen. I’ll do anything to make you happy and keep you safe.” He tried to keep his gaze steady on her, but his vision was all damp and blurry. Okay, fine—maybe he got misty. But you only had one mate, so fuck him if this whole thing got him good and emotional too.
 
   “Oh, Lathan—really?” Grace cried, sitting up and swiping under her eyes.
 
   That wasn’t an answer…so he stayed put, giving her a bemused look while he waited and hoped.
 
   “Oh my God. You’re serious. Oh—uh—yes! Yes, yes, yes!” Grace laughed, pulling at his hands until she managed to budge him up and into her arms. She peppered him with so many kisses he didn’t think he’d ever breathe again, not that he was complaining.
 
   “Yes?” Lathan shouted. “Yes?!”
 
   “Yes!” she cried again, hugging her arms tighter around him.
 
   They stayed that way for a few minutes or a few hours. Lathan couldn’t be sure. All he knew was that it was official. She’d merely had to say yes—and she had done that. Several times, he gloated. She was promised to him. It was perfect. His future was in his arms, which was the best of it, but with the official claim made and accepted, Grace was protected. He could use whatever means necessary to keep her that way, and the promise of that made his wolf howl with joy.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Thirty-Six
 
   Grace couldn’t open her eyes, and she couldn’t move. She stayed motionless, tucked tightly against Lathan’s heaving chest. They hadn’t even had sex. He’d simply gone down on her—twice. She tried to remember the last time that had happened. College, maybe? The last time had been one of the two, perhaps three, times she’d experienced that. Obviously, it hadn’t been that memorable.
 
   But this man was gifted. Majorly gifted. She shoved back any thoughts of how he’d managed to hone that particular skill and focused on the sweat she could feel beading on his skin. She hated that it hurt him when they touched, and wondered when exactly that particular side effect would wear off. He didn’t appear to be having too much trouble with it, though. He threaded his fingers through her hair and sighed.
 
   Yeah, she knew exactly how he felt.
 
   Love.
 
   He’d said it—out loud, even.
 
   That word was terrifying, but she’d almost said it back anyway. Somehow the thought had stopped behind her lips. She considered it for a moment, and found that the word was still a little too large to spit out. Not that it seemed to matter to him, considering that he’d done all that anyway…
 
   It was more than love, though. It was devotion.
 
   He’d asked her to be his mate. Lathan Black wanted an official claim on her, and that’s exactly what he had, because she’d said yes. She would have said yes a million times, because she was thrilled that he wanted her by his side.
 
   She understood the implications of her acceptance. She’d heard the words spoken between Lathan and his brothers. If he had an official claim on her, she was his to protect and he could do whatever he needed to keep her safe. She wasn’t certain what she needed protection from, but she was grateful that he wanted the ability to guard her.
 
   It pleased her even more to know that she could step up, too. She would be a wolf, and she would be strong. She could stand up to the injustices she’d already seen in the system. She could help care for Fourt and contribute to the pack—all of those things mattered to her; the compulsion to act like a wolf echoed deep within her.
 
   Fate, she thought.
 
   Lathan’s smooth, naked flesh stole her attention and she bit her lip as salacious thoughts ran through her head.
 
   He breathed a soft laugh that ruffled her hair.
 
   “What?” she asked groggily. At one time, she would have been embarrassed to sound that way around anyone, but Lathan was different; she didn’t fear judgment from him, and that made her different, too.
 
   “I’m not even trying, but you’re super potent right now,” he said in a low voice.
 
   Shit—he could smell the desire pouring from her. Well, after this, she was going to have to get over it.
 
   “Sorry”—she laughed, rolling onto her back and stretching—“but you’re really, really good.”
 
   “I don’t mind the compliment,” he said, a smile in his voice.
 
   “As soon as I’ve recovered, I’m going to return the favor,” she said boldly, turning to look at him.
 
   “Not a chance.” He smirked and tugged lightly on a lock of her hair. “As soon as you’ve recovered, I’m going to make love to you, my mate.”
 
   There was no possible way to contain her blush. She also couldn’t take back the instantly hardened nipples or the wetness that flooded her core. Not that it mattered, anyway. This amazing man holding her so close was her future. Deep within her soul, she knew it without a doubt, and she found a great deal of comfort in that.
 
   She desperately wanted to trace her fingers along his skin, but she stopped herself when she raised her hand, drawing it back in to her chest as she recalled the pain she would cause him.
 
   Lathan’s groan let her know he was catching every one of her signals.
 
   “Do. Not. Hold back from me,” he said firmly, taking her hand and putting it against his heart. “I don’t care if I combust, for Fate’s sake, touch me.”
 
   Grace found a curious excitement in his use of “fate” as a curse word. That word signified that he was serious about whatever he was saying, which meant that he really did want her to touch him.
 
   Yay!
 
   She didn’t hesitate again. She let her fingers run over the muscles of his arms and up around his strong shoulders. His skin was smooth, and the muscles underneath it were hard—all of them.
 
   She could feel his heavy length pressed against her lower belly, and she felt a clanging in her ears every time she imagined getting those pants off of him.
 
   “If I say I’m recovered, will you believe me?” she asked, giving him her best impish grin.
 
   He studied her for a moment, pressing his hands against her cheek to draw her eyes up so he could look into them. His eyes were molten—a smoky, melting chocolate color with flecks of gold in them, all stirred up and oozing with passionate fire.
 
   Whatever he found in her must have been satisfactory, because he closed the distance between them and slid his tongue across her lower lip before he whispered, “Hell yeah,” and pressed up onto his hands and knees.
 
   Grace almost laughed out loud when he fretted with the pillows behind her, fluffing them lightly before he laid her back against them and dropped his weight down onto her body.
 
   She moaned when his jean-clad hips tilted into hers. The roughness of the fabric against her naked skin was almost enough to break her, and her back arched on its own, her breasts brushing against his firm chest.
 
   Those jeans had to go, before she rubbed herself raw trying to hump him to death.
 
   She raced to get her fingers under his loosened waistband, but he beat her to it, shucking the pants and boxers in a move so swift her eyes couldn’t track it. When he came back towards her, though, she got the view of a lifetime.
 
   To say Lathan was gorgeous would have been an understatement of the severest kind. The man was museum quality, put him behind a velvet rope and don’t let anybody touch him priceless. When he nestled his body over hers, he propped himself on his elbows to withhold some of his weight, but he couldn’t hold back the arousal that was jutting so proudly out from his hips.
 
   “Damn, you break me.” His breath skated across her skin as his mouth found her breasts again. He teased them by swirling his tongue around them, his fingers caressing whichever one wasn’t getting his oral attention at that moment. She relished the freedom of letting her hands move over his body, blindly planting kisses on whichever parts of him came close enough while her fingers traveled over the hills, plains, and valleys of muscle that made up the unbelievable man on top of her.
 
   She spread her legs wide, accommodating his hips and getting him ever closer to her aching core. His heavy thighs fell between hers, parting her wider still as he found her mouth. She felt the blunt press of his smooth head against her, and his lips fell to her ear, his panting breath rippling her hair. “You’re sure?”
 
   “More than anything.” She was barely able to get the words out, regardless of how deeply she meant them.
 
   The sweet penetration that followed made them both cry out. As they moved together, Grace left the real world behind entirely. With each thrust, the room around them faded out until it was just the two of them, in a perfect rhythm, tangling the sheets beneath them.
 
   Grace’s mind flashed up an image of a memory. It was from the night she’d met his wolf. The fireflies—all around them, the lake and the trees were lighting up with magic as all those fireflies flashed.
 
   Lathan took her closer and closer to the edge, and the light became so intense that it felt like it was building within her, rather than within her memories. It continued to grow, brighter and whiter and warmer until it exploded, and Grace herself shattered as Lathan cried out and clung to her.
 
   In the moments that followed their simultaneous release, Grace’s mind locked happily on the sight of his wolf. Maybe it should have felt strange to love both the man and the wolf, but they were one and the same. Her mind and heart paid respect to the wolf within him, while her body was given completely over to the man himself.
 
   “Oh, Grace,” Lathan murmured, brushing the hair away from her damp forehead. “I didn’t know how fully I was made for you until this moment.” He pulled back from her for only a second to tug gently at the enormous fluffy blanket that was folded across the end of the bed. He dragged the heavy fabric over them, resettling her against his chest when they were covered up.
 
   “You’ve changed my world,” Grace replied, holding her hand against his chest, right over the spot where his heart was still recovering.
 
    
 
   “I’d planned to do all of that very differently,” Lathan said, rubbing his hand over his hair as he stood in the bedroom doorway, watching Grace get dressed.
 
   She gave him a teasing smirk over her shoulder, knowing he was enjoying the view. He seemed to be an ass-man, and while she’d never considered her own posterior to be that fantastic, the fact that he couldn’t keep his hands or his eyes off of it was changing her opinion.
 
   “It included a picnic lunch on the dock and a long, romantic walk through the woods to this perfect spot on the path where the trees form a nice archway. I was going to kneel, too, like human males do. Dammit, I should have knelt. I’m telling you, in my head, the whole thing was inspired.”
 
   Grace giggled and tossed him his jeans. “I like our way just fine.”
 
   “What are we supposed to tell the family?” he lamented, pulling the jeans up. He’d already put his boxers back on, but Grace still hated to see him covered up. The upshot was that his shirt had been completely destroyed when he’d torn it, so he’d have to go back to the house without it.
 
   “That you asked me and that I accepted.” Grace rose on her tiptoes to press a chaste kiss to his lips.
 
   “They’ll want details,” he warned. “Nosy siblings, remember?”
 
   “We’ll tell the truth eventually,” she said. Then she laughed out loud. “In the real world, I could never see myself sharing a story like that with anyone.”
 
   “Oh, no! See? That’s what I saying! It’s not a proper story—it’s inappropriate and it doesn’t show how deeply I respect and cherish you. People will think it was a spur of the moment thing.”
 
   “And I’m saying that I think it’s the perfect way for me to dive into this world. The old, scared, prim Grace Dawes is going to be left behind, waiting for her parents to want her back. I’ll still be me, but I’m a different me now.”
 
   Lathan chuckled and pulled her close. “I love the way you think.”
 
   “You won’t love that I think we should probably get back to the house. We’re already thirty minutes later than you told them we’d be.”
 
   Lathan pulled his phone out of his pocket to check and grumbled when he saw that she was right.
 
   “Hey, you’re the one who wanted a celebration,” she said. She loved that he’d suggested it. Telling everyone about their commitment to each other seemed like another perfect way to say farewell to her old life.
 
    
 
   Grace languished in the shower for as long as she could, using extra conditioner to work out the mad case of bed head she’d acquired as she considered what to wear for her night out.
 
   She dug through all the clothes in the closet, discarding jeans, tops, shorts, and the only dresses she’d brought. She’d overpacked, which was unusual, but she couldn’t remember exactly what the weather was like at home.
 
   Huh. Home. That was the first time she’d used that word to describe Fairview for herself in a long damn time. She hadn’t even referred to it as home when she’d been sent away and overseas. It was always Fairview, or maybe The States. Never home.
 
   Even with all the overpacking, she didn’t think a single thing she had was acceptable for a night out after the kind of day she’d had.
 
   Time for help.
 
   Bang, bang, bang.
 
   “Aren’t we supposed to text?” Em’s snarky reply came through the wall.
 
   “I need help. Bring something fancy!” Grace called, starting to panic.
 
   The door swept open like Em had dematerialized through the distance between them. “I thought you’d never ask!” she cried, hauling along a massive pile of clothes.
 
   “Oh my God, did you bring your whole wardrobe?” Grace laughed, making room for her to dump the heap on the bed.
 
   “Only the essentials.” Em frowned, cocking her head as if she was examining the pile to see what Grace found disturbing about it. “You’re lucky I did, though.” She winked as she dug through the things.
 
   She assessed the contents of the pile with intense scrutiny before pulling a dress free. “I’m thinking this one. With your fair skin and all the gold in your hair now, it’ll be great.”
 
   “I can’t wear that!” Grace squeaked, looking at the dress. It was too tight for even the bare bones of the hanger it was on.
 
   “Of course you can.” Em laughed, slipping the garment off the hanger and holding it out on the crook of her index finger, causing its strappy parts to dangle everywhere. “Trust me, this is the one.”
 
   Grace held the thing out at arm’s length as she crossed to the bathroom, but when she let her towel drop and actually shimmied into the dress, she saw that Em was right.
 
   It was a bright teal blue that made her skin glow. The contrast against her hair was pretty, and though it was tighter than the things she normally wore, it was definitely a night-out kind of dress. Plus, because she was a little smaller and shorter than Em, it didn’t look nearly as tiny as she’d imagined it might. It hugged the curves she had, and the straps that draped across her back actually felt kind of elegant in a sexy way.
 
   She poked her head out of the bathroom, almost embarrassed to make an appearance. She’d never worn anything like this.
 
   “Was I right, or was I right?” Em asked.
 
   “I don’t know about this…” Grace drew the door open and stepped out.
 
   Em’s eyes popped and her jaw went slack. “Oh. My. God.”
 
   “Is something wrong with it?” Grace pulled her arms up so she could look down at the length of the dress.
 
   “No, it’s perfect. Lathan is going to lose his mind when he sees you in it. Seriously, you might force a premature shift on that man!” She clapped her hands and laughed. “Who knew you could look so hot?”
 
   “Excuse me!” Grace nudged her playfully.
 
   “Whatever, your regular clothes are boring, girl. Facts are facts,” Em said.
 
   Grace nudged her again, but couldn’t wipe the smile off her face as she crossed to the closet. If Em had that kind of reaction, she had no doubt that Lathan would be equally surprised, and that thought was especially exciting.
 
   “These are my only heels,” Grace said, waving a pair of nude pumps.
 
   Em gave her approval and held out a roll of sparkly jewelry of every variety.
 
   “Good Lord, Em. How often do you go out?!” Grace laughed, pushing the roll back at her.
 
   “Who said this is for going out? Diamonds are for every day, dear—rhinestones even more so,” she said. “But I do like to dance.”
 
   “I’m not going to touch that one with a ten-foot pole,” Grace said, as she went back to the bathroom to tend to her hair.
 
   “I didn’t say poles were involved,” Em quipped, then added, “Unless you’re talking about a guy’s—”
 
   Grace snorted. “Go get ready, weirdo.”
 
    
 
   Twenty minutes later, Grace was ready. She was stuffing her few things into a little bag that Em had thrust upon her as she opened the door to her room.
 
   Lathan was pacing nervously outside.
 
   “Hi,” she said.
 
   Whoa. Lathan looked amazing.
 
   She hadn’t been comfortable letting her eyes roam over him the first time she’d seen him in a suit. He wasn’t wearing a jacket at the moment, just a pair of finely tailored suit pants and a crisp white shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows. No tie. A little undone, like maybe they’d gotten frisky, and he hadn’t put himself all the way back together yet.
 
   Damn.
 
   “H—hi.” His voice faltered when his gaze landed on her.
 
   Grace made a mental note to thank Em about a million times.
 
   “You look…” Lathan stepped forward, his hands landing on her hips as he looked her over. “Wow,” he said, no other words available to him.
 
   “Thanks, you too.” Grace smiled, aware that she was blushing madly.
 
   Grace held her breath as she walked down the stairs with him. He was constantly thoughtful, offering her his jacket, keeping her hand affixed snugly to his arm to offer support in case her heels went out from under her. He carefully matched her pace, keeping her tucked in at his side as they made their way across the driveway.
 
   She’d never been happier or felt more loved.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Thirty-Seven
 
   Dragging himself out of that bed had truly been one of the hardest things Lathan had ever done. He’d wanted to spend the rest of the day—hell, the rest of the year—holding Grace. He thought of the way her soft, smooth skin had felt pressed to his and the way her hair had looked tangled across the pillows and tickling his arm. He had etched every single sensation into his memory before he’d allowed himself to move, saying goodbye—more like a don’t let the door hitcha on the way out—to the sting in his fingers and lips, because claiming Grace would put an end to that pain for good.
 
   What they’d shared so far was only the very beginning, as far as he was concerned, and he was overwhelmed with joy at the fact that they were making it official.
 
   He could barely catch his breath as he sat next to Grace in the backseat of his own car. Diesel was at the wheel, and Lathan was grateful—he felt like he could pass out from bliss, or oxygen deprivation, at any moment.
 
   Damn, that dress…
 
   For every ounce of subtlety Grace possessed, she was also an intensely sensual person, and that dress was a visual representation. His wolf was going to be ready to go after any man whose eyes landed on his mate, and he had no doubt that would include every man they encountered.
 
   “You’re quiet.” Grace gazed up at him as the car passed under another streetlamp.
 
   “I’m content, sweetheart,” he replied, kissing her knuckles.
 
   “I like that you call me that.” She squeezed his hand.
 
   “I like that you let me.” He smiled into the darkness, then laughed at himself. “Too sappy?”
 
   “Maybe a little, but don’t stop.” Grace laughed back, resting her head against his shoulder.
 
   There was plenty of time to make plans, but the way he saw it, they could have their mating ceremony as soon as Grace wanted. Hell, if he had been too selfish to give her time to celebrate with her family, he’d have already called the Magistrate to request the papers. He was still baffled by the turn of events that had transpired, but Grace didn’t seem to be going anywhere so he wasn’t going to question it.
 
   Diesel pulled the car to a slow crawl and joined the line for valet parking.
 
   The evening’s agenda was a family celebration at The Three Moons, a club in the center of Fairview’s glitzy downtown area. The club was a favorite of all the R & B for a number of reasons: the alcohol was strong, because the humans who worked the club liked the money the Races and Breeds brought in—even if they couldn’t tell a vampire or a shifter from themselves, the music was good and loud, which provided an effective cover for covert communications, and there was a large back room of VIP lounges, which were used exclusively by the Races and Breeds these days. Not that the humans could tell that, either. Sure, many of them were keen enough to catch on that there was something special about the people who came and went at all hours of the night, but most of them would never guess the truth.
 
   Lathan’s family had a long-standing private space in the VIP section, and they paid good money to keep it that way. During that period of time when he’d been looking to keep Grace out of his mind, he’d taken full advantage of the booth, the dance floor, the bar, and the dark, red-lit hallways in the very back. He’d hesitated at first to bring Grace into such a place, given its history, but it was too much a part of their pack’s lifestyle, and he didn’t want to keep any secrets from her. He’d give her the truth, and would trust her to keep her head straight about it. If anything gave her reason to doubt him or his loyalty and devotion to her—and her alone—he’d do whatever he had to do to solve the problem.
 
   He loved the way she was approaching the concept of creating her new life to be exactly the way she wanted it, and he decided it was the perfect idea for how they would pave the way to their future together.
 
   Plus, if he was willing to be totally honest with himself, it turned him on in a major way to think of sneaking her off into one of those dark hallways and taking her all the way in a shadowy corner, barely hidden from public view.
 
   “This place I’m taking you,” he said, holding her close as Diesel pulled up in the line, “has a history for me.”
 
   Grace’s brow furrowed. “But the past…”
 
   “I know, but the past might come up in this context, and I don’t want to hide this place from you. I want you to feel comfortable enough to enjoy it here, because it’s a special place for the pack.” His heart flipped when she leaned back against him, and he cherished the closeness. “There was a time when I thought I could get you out of my blood by trying to find someone else, and a lot of that finding happened here. That’s been over for a long damned time, and you don’t ever have to worry about it happening again. Even if Fate wasn’t involved in my mind and body and soul needing yours, I’d still want all of you. Got me?” He looked down into her face, sending her a blast of as much truth as he could.
 
   She nodded, her eyes serious, letting him know she believed him.
 
   “You’re unbelievable,” he whispered against her lips.
 
   “You too,” she said, leaning in for more.
 
   “Uh…we’re here,” Diesel said uneasily from the front seat. “You guys take your time or whatever. I’ll be inside.” He all but leapt out of the vehicle, slamming the door behind him and throwing the keys at the unsuspecting valet.
 
   Grace laughed. “Oh no! I didn’t mean to make him uncomfortable!”
 
   “Diesel’s not into all this”—he held up their entwined hands as evidence—“He’ll be supportive of you and me, but as for himself? Yeah…Thorne and Riley and Reegan will be lucky if they ever get the chance to mate. Not that I hate the concept when it comes to my sister; she’s already more grown up than I’d like her to be.”
 
   “You never know. Who would have believed what has happened with us?” Grace teased.
 
   “Shit, you’re right,” Lathan said. “Maybe there’s hope for them yet.”
 
   They hopped out of the car before they gave the valet a show.
 
   The club was as packed as ever. Heavy bass beats rattled the walls, the thumping strong enough that you could feel it in your chest. They moved straight past the dance floor and the main bar, continuing through the tunnel-like hallway where blue light was projected on the ceiling in a rippling-water pattern. Their spot in the VIP area was ready and waiting, and Lathan smiled to himself as he watched Grace’s head turn this way and that, checking it all out.
 
   He bet her wolf would be like that—curious about everything. He loved to watch her take it all in and couldn’t wait for his wolf to do the same. At that thought, his wolf popped his head up in agreement. He’d been completely pleased with how things were going between them.
 
   Damn. Her wolf would be something else, he thought, as he considered her for a moment. Her hips swayed lightly in that sexy dress, and whenever she gestured with her hands, the movements were graceful and lithe. He bet her wolf would move as sleekly as she did. His wolf snorted in approval.
 
   He prayed to Fate that their mating ceremony could be soon, because his wolf nature would be itching to meet hers until it happened. His heart skipped when he thought about being there to see her through her first change. It was an incredibly intimate moment for mates, and one that was to be treasured forever. He looked forward to caring for her and he couldn’t stop smiling as he imagined the moment when her new wolf’s eyes would land on him for the first time. The circle would be complete—man and woman, wolf and wolf—four spirits working in perfect harmony, exactly the way Fate had designed them.
 
   Drink orders brought him back to the present.
 
   “I’ll have a rum and coke,” Reegan yelled over the music.
 
   “Nope,” Diesel responded, arms crossed like always.
 
   Reegan shot him an eat shit look and then smiled back up at the waitress. “Like I said, rum and coke, please.”
 
   “You’re too young,” Thorne crossed his arms too, standing in solidarity with Diesel in every way.
 
   “Hello—Riley and I are the same age,” Reegan said, rolling her eyes.
 
   “You were lucky to get out of the house at all,” Riley told her.
 
   Lathan silently agreed. They were like four shotgun-toting fathers lined up to ready-aim-fire from the front porch when it came to her.
 
   “And besides,” Riley continued, “I’m older by seventeen minutes or whatever.”
 
   Grace’s mom beamed at the waitress. “I’ll take two rum and cokes, then.” She winked at Reegan.
 
   “Alright, Mrs. D!” Reegan laughed and gave the woman a hug.
 
   Grace’s high-watt smile made Lathan laugh with joy. It seemed like things with her parents were going to work out, too.
 
   Which caused him to come crashing down internally. Grace still didn’t know that he was the one who’d really given that order. Shit. He would tell her in the morning, he promised himself. If she panicked and ran, he’d follow her across a thousand galaxies to win her back. Then, he considered the determination with which his mate approached everything, and thanked Fate that she didn’t know anyone who could get her to a different galaxy…yet.
 
   Em leaned across the tables to snag the bowl of pretzels Thorne had been hogging. The huff Thorne let out told everyone at the table that a war would be on if they didn’t get more food.
 
   Diesel interceded, nodding to the waitress. “And bring us one of everything you’ve got to eat tonight.”
 
   “What do you think?” Lathan murmured, regaining his composure and tucking his arm tighter around Grace. He was well aware of the eyes that were sliding her way, and wanted to make sure everyone in the room knew exactly what was what.
 
   “This place is amazing!” Grace looked around again. “And this booth is yours all the time?”
 
   Lathan nodded. “We spend a lot of money here. It’s our place of business for the business we do in the non-human sector.”
 
   “What other Races and Breeds are here?” she asked quietly, leaning close to receive the gossip.
 
   Lathan chuckled; that curiosity of hers was something else.
 
   “Vampires at the table in the back corner there.” He pointed as discreetly as he could. “Those two tables closest to us are other wolf packs. The far right is a group of Seers—you can probably guess what they can do. There are others scattered around, too. More shifters, some Advocates, a couple of ghosts and dragon-kin, but no dragons. I don’t think.”
 
   Grace’s eyes were wide. “I had no idea there was so much magic around me,” Grace said as she waved her hand around to indicate the room full of extraordinary beings.
 
   “Oh, for God’s sake. Calm down!” Emmeline chided, her voice carrying over the music as she stood and leaned over into the next booth, which was empty save for another bowl of pretzels. “Here’s a bowl just for you.”
 
   She plunked it down in front of Thorne and sat herself back down with a grunt, fluffing her hair out dramatically. “You’re such a baby, Thorne. Seriously.”
 
   Thorne was bright red, because he hated being the center of attention—especially when that spotlight was thrust upon him unwittingly.
 
   “Don’t taunt him,” Grace called out firmly.
 
   Lathan’s head wasn’t the only one that popped up when she spoke. Damn. Diesel caught his eye from across the table and gave a subtle eyebrow hike. Lathan returned the gesture with an almost imperceptible tip of his head. Yeah, he’d felt that jolt of power go through the air, too. Grace may not have been born a wolf, but she wouldn’t have any trouble standing by an alpha’s side. She already threw off that don’t fuck with my pack attitude.
 
   Emmeline must have felt it too, because she was chewing her last mouthful of pretzels like her life depended on it.
 
   “Sorry,” Grace said softly, glancing around in surprise at the fact that every eye had turned immediately to her. “Lathan and I are going to be together, and you two both come with that package”—Grace pointed at Emmeline and Thorne—“so you have to at least try to get along.”
 
   Thorne’s eyes were on the table, but he nodded as quickly as if Lathan had given the order himself. Emmeline’s eyebrow cocked like she was revving up to say something, but she swallowed the words and tossed her hair over her shoulder instead.
 
   “You. Rock.” Reegan stood and leaned over the table to give Grace a high five.
 
   Her response broke the tension, and the group fell back into easy conversation. Lathan even caught the quiet apology from Emmeline to Thorne.
 
   He looked down at his promised mate, the claimed female who was sitting happily next to him. His whole future was open wide in front of him, and he was falling more and more in love with her by the second.
 
   When she smiled up at him, there was a hint of shyness in her eyes. “I didn’t overstep did I?” she asked as she leaned out of the way for the waitress to set a drink down in front of her.
 
   “No, sweetheart. You did it just right. You’re going to be one hell of a mate, you know. You might even be able to keep me in line.” He winked, giving her shoulder a squeeze.
 
   “No,” she said into his ear, her breath lighting fire against his skin, “I would never want to keep you in line. I love the wildness in you.”
 
   His wolf sat up with a who, me? reaction, and Lathan shivered at the desire coursing through his veins. She’d meant those words for his inner nature, and he felt the compliment through and through.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Thirty-Eight
 
   Grace was surprised by how much fun she was having at such a big busy club, but the night was perfect. The Three Moons was buzzing with so much energy that it was hard not to enjoy the action. After the bar food was gone and they’d all had a few drinks, Em and Reegan had dragged her to the dance floor. Lathan and his brothers hadn’t joined in, but they’d moved to the main bar to keep their eyes on anyone who might get too close to the females.
 
   Grace loved how easily she’d fallen in with each member of Lathan’s family. Reegan was adorable, and Grace couldn’t get over how unaffected the girl was. She hadn’t dolled up for the evening. Instead, she was wearing a pair of skinny jeans, flip flops, and an oversized t-shirt. She was so lovely and so sweet, but she wasn’t trying to draw any attention her way. It made her all the more appealing, in Grace’s opinion, and she could see exactly why her brothers were so doting and protective. She already felt the same way.
 
   When they finally took a break, and returned to the table for another round, Reegan slid right up next to her.
 
   “I’m so happy for you!” she cried, hooking her arm around Grace’s as they walked through the dark tunnel of blue lights back to the VIP room. In her heels, Grace had a height advantage. Reegan was trying to keep up, but the height difference made her flounder.
 
   “Lathan is so lucky. We all are. I can’t wait until you guys make it official,” she continued. “But I have a request.”
 
   Grace cocked a grin at her, trying to match her pace, but thinking maybe she was tipsy, too. “What’s that?”
 
   “Can you make it sooner rather than later? My break only lasts until next week, and I reeeally want to be here for the ceremony!”
 
   Grace laughed. “That’s reeeally soon! I don’t know what all we have to do before a ceremony can happen.”
 
   “Booooo. If you guys are gonna do it, DO IT already!” Reegan hiccupped.
 
   “I think you’ve had enough.” Riley sidled up, throwing his arm across Reegan’s shoulder.
 
   “I think you’ve had your face,” Reegan replied, reaching up to muss his hair. They looked as alike as twins could look, except for the extra height Riley had on his sister.
 
   “Yeah, that’s what I mean,” he said, patting her head.
 
   “They think I’m a baby,” she mock-complained to Grace.
 
   “Not a baby, but their baby, maybe,” Grace offered.
 
   “That rhymes.” Reegan giggled and let Riley walk her away.
 
   Arms came around her, pulling her back. “Hey you,” Lathan’s voice growled in her ear.
 
   “Hey.” She stopped and let herself be cuddled from behind. Lathan’s tall, solid body molded against hers in the dark hallway. When his lips found her neck, she couldn’t help but let out a needy groan.
 
   “Grace,” he whispered against her skin, “I want you.”
 
   Yeah, she knew the feeling. For every inch of hardness she could feel pressing into her back, she was equally achy and damp at her core. Feeling his eyes on her as she’d danced had made her hyper-aware of his presence and his longing had been palpable in the distance between their bodies.
 
   She reached back to twine her fingers into his hair, rocking her hips so they pushed back into the erection he was sporting.
 
   “Grace,” he warned.
 
   He was right. As much as she wanted to go for it right then and there, she felt the need to return to their families. They would notice the absence, and the last thing she wanted was for one of her parents to walk out and find them grinding against the wall in this hallway.
 
   “Not right now,” she said, laughing. “But I promise, when this celebration is over, you’ll get me all to yourself for as long as you want.”
 
   “Forever?” he asked, leaning down to draw her closer, resting his cheek against hers as he gave her one last rock of his own hips.
 
   She hissed as his length brushed into her ass. “Forever,” she promised, realizing she’d never been happier to believe in what the future held.
 
   Everyone was already back at the table by the time they reached the booth. Her parents were standing nearby, and looked like they were getting ready to call it a night.
 
   Grace felt a blush creep over her, but she held her head high. Yep, she’d been getting hot with her mate in a dark hallway. Screw it—they were celebrating, and she wasn’t going to hold back.
 
   “Are you leaving?” she asked, joining her parents.
 
   “Is that okay?” Her mom yawned the words.
 
   “It was a long day in the lab,” her dad explained. “And you kids should have a good time without two old fogies hanging around.”
 
   Lathan and her dad shook hands, bumped shoulders, and clapped each other on the back. He kissed her mom’s cheek when she hugged him around his neck. The affection he showed her parents was endearing.
 
   “Promise you’ll go straight back to our house?” Lathan asked, his eyes serious. “I’ll call Ren and tell him you’re on the way.”
 
   Grace had been disappointed that Ren and Fourt couldn’t join them, but Lathan’s explanation had made sense. Because Fourt wasn’t a member of their pack, they had no official right to him. If anyone recognized Fourt or Snelgrove’s mark on his arm and got mouthy, Snelgrove would have the evidence he needed to launch a full attack. Ren had jumped at the chance to protect Fourt, saying he was itching for a reason to kick some ass.
 
   Grace’s parents left and Lathan slid his phone out of his pocket to make the call.
 
   “I’d be happier if one of us was going with them,” he said to Grace, “but Ren will know if anything happens.”
 
   Grace nodded, trusting him.
 
   Lathan frowned at his phone. “I’ve got a missed call, but I don’t recognize the number. It could be a client.” An apology was written on his face. “It might take me a minute or two longer on the phone, but I won’t be away from your side for long, sweetheart.”
 
   He swept Grace into his arms and dipped her for a kiss. Their booth erupted with cheers and cat calls and Grace ducked her head, smiling so wide she thought her face might split in two.
 
   Another round had appeared for all of them, except Reegan, who had taken over the pretzels and was trying to talk her brothers into making a break for an all-night diner on the other side of town.
 
   “Please, please, please? They have the best burgers!” she announced.
 
   “Their burgers taste like burned rubber,” Thorne said. “And you know that means something coming from me, because my wolf will not hesitate to eat burned rubber if he’s in the mood. Let’s order more wings.”
 
   “Nooo. Come on, I’m really hungry for a burger. By the time we get back to the house, you’re not going to want to cook for me.” She pouted at Thorne.
 
   “There are a million leftovers in the fridge,” Riley pointed out as he lifted his beer.
 
   “Don’t touch the cake, though, it’s calling my name,” Em shouted, clearly enjoying her own buzz.
 
   Uh oh. Grace stood up abruptly, a sudden flood pressing down on her bladder.
 
   “You okay?” Thorne asked, holding her hand to keep her upright as she shimmied across him to get out of the booth.
 
   “Yeah, just going to break the seal,” Grace murmured.
 
   She moved as gracefully as she could, though she had a tipsy sense that she was pee-pee-dancing her way across the crowded room. When she made it to the long hallway where the bathrooms were, she hustled faster. She was no longer paying attention to where she was going, just purely aware of the need to make it to a stall.
 
   “Ugh!”
 
   She hit a brick wall in four-inch heels with hair high enough to make her another four inches taller.
 
   “Watch where you’re goin’!” the brick wall shoved her back. Grace recognized the woman, but she couldn’t put a finger on it with the mental state she was in.
 
   “You must think you’re some kind of hot stuff hangin’ on Lathan Black all night,” the woman said coldly, snatching the strap of her purse and settling it gruffly on her narrow shoulder. “I’ll be watchin’ you. You make one wrong move, and that man is mine.”
 
   Ahh, that was it—the blond woman from Cooper’s. The one who had tried to win Lathan over with her tits.
 
   A growl settled in Grace’s stomach, aching to be unleashed as thick, boiling, possessive anger rolled up her spine and whipped her head around to the woman. “Oh, really? Because he just proposed to me,” she snapped and spun on her heel, drunken head held high.
 
   She giggled to herself as she heard the woman shriek and stomp off down the hall.
 
   “Where you running to?”
 
   Another brick wall suddenly stepped in front of her, and Grace couldn’t throw on the brakes fast enough to avoid a collision.
 
   Broad hands that were as large as basketballs caught her arms and stopped her from falling backwards.
 
   “Sorry, thanks.” Grace giggled again, trying to duck around the big man.
 
   He didn’t let go.
 
   “Now, now.” A second, smaller man stepped out from behind the one who has holding her arms. “What’s the rush? We only just met.”
 
   Her eyes flashed back and forth between them. The one who was holding her had thick blond arm hair and was so tall she couldn’t make out his facial features in the deep red light.
 
   The other man, the one who had spoken to her, was gangly and had lips like a fish.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Grace said. “I didn’t mean to run into you. If you’ll excuse me, I need to visit the restroom.”
 
   She tried to maneuver herself out of the big man’s grasp for a second time, but he held on easily.
 
   “We haven’t been introduced properly yet, though,” the fish-lipped man said, sliding closer. “You see, we have some friends in common.”
 
   Grace tried to wrap her mind around his words, wishing the buzz in her brain would clear. These guys were definitely not her friends.
 
   “Lathan Black and his little pack are your hosts, aren’t they?” Fish-lips asked, his voice too even and too knowing.
 
   “What?” Grace shook her head, still muddled.
 
   Fish-lips looked up at his friend. “A bit dim, isn’t she? Don’t see what a pack leader would want with this one.”
 
   Basketball-hands let out a deep guffaw.
 
   “How about the names Allison and Christopher Dawes? Ren Galloway? Or how about a sniveling little troublemaker who goes by the number Fourteen? Those make any sense to you?” Fish-lips sneered, putting his face close enough to hers that she could smell his stale breath.
 
   Cold sweat, nausea, and panic hit all at once.
 
   “Ahhh,” he continued. “Now there’s some life in those eyes.”
 
   “Let me go,” Grace snarled, struggling against the bigger man’s grip.
 
   “You’re only wearing yourself out, little human.” Basketball-hands chuckled.
 
   “What do you know about my parents?” she hissed, throwing nothing but malice their way.
 
   “Oh, a bit of this and that,” he replied, holding out a cell phone.
 
   Its screen was lit with a video. Grace furrowed her brow as she forced her eyes to focus on the moving images. She gasped. The video was of her parents. It appeared to be clipped together from different times, because they were in different locations and their clothes changed as each scene shifted abruptly.
 
   In every picture, one of the men in front of her was stalking behind her parents—hiding behind a shelf in a grocery store, or head down in a book as her parents passed by on the street. In a few of the images, she could see that they had been carrying a knife as they followed her parents.
 
   The fish-lipped man pocketed the phone with a sneer. “See? We know where they live, where they eat, where they shop, and we’ve had plenty of opportunities to attack them. In fact, we took advantage of one of those opportunities recently. Maybe you heard about it?”
 
   “But Ren—”
 
   “Oh, yes. The famed Protector.” Fish-lips laughed and hooked the front of her dress with his bony fingers. He snaked one of the skeletal digits down, grazing her breasts as he stroked the narrow fold of her cleavage. “Please. Protectors haven’t changed their ways in centuries. If a race or breed intends to stay on top, its members have to innovate. Our leader is making certain we wolves can do exactly that.”
 
   Grace’s stomach did a barrel roll in an attempt to take off without her. It did a second, even less pleasant flip when Fish-lips leaned in and sniffed her.
 
   “I wish I could smell you,” he murmured, letting his pointy nose graze the skin of her neck. “I love it when they smell like fear.” The twisted smile he wore when he came back up caused a rocket of chills to race up Grace’s spine.
 
   “I might ask the boss to let me have you as my prize.” He laughed and the sound was a wheezy cackle that set the basketball-handed man off into another deep guffaw.
 
   “And who is your boss?” Grace asked, tilting her chin defiantly.
 
   “You’ll get the chance to find that out for yourself, little human,” Basketball-hands said.
 
   Fish-lips sneered again. “Here’s what’s going to happen. You’re going to come with us.”
 
   “Wh—” Grace argued, but he tightened his grip on the front of her dress.
 
   “Shut up,” he snapped. A flash of red light shone off a metal object he revealed. He ran the sharp tip of the knife too roughly down the side of her neck. “You’re not going to make a sound. You’re going to follow our instructions perfectly. Do you understand me?”
 
   When she didn’t respond, he poked the knife at her harder. She was certain he was drawing blood.
 
   “Come on, now. Give us a nod, little human,” he whispered, flicking his tongue out to swipe at her ear.
 
   She stretched her neck away, but nodded.
 
   “Good,” he smirked, keeping the knife close. “Because we’re going to keep track. Every time you disobey us, we’re going to cut a piece off of someone you love. You’ve already seen how easy it would have been for us to do it to your parents. We could do the same to any of the wolves in that little pack you’ve latched on to. Keep in mind that their lives depend on your silence. We have plenty of friends—in this room right now, even—who would love a reason to kill one of those self-righteous wolves. If I were you, I’d do exactly as we say. You never know when the first thing we cut off might be someone’s head.”
 
   Basketball-hands guffawed again.
 
   “The Magistrate wants to see you, so you’ll be leaving this party with us tonight,” Fish-lips told her. “You’re not going to put up a fight. Nod your head if you’re going to be a good little girl.”
 
   Grace swallowed hard against the wave of nausea that was hitting her from all sides as she found the strength to nod her head again.
 
   Fish-lips unhanded her dress and glanced at his accomplice. “Let’s move.”
 
   Grace’s mind raced as she let the giant man guide her down a dark corridor. Should she try to run? To scream? That video scared her too much—they could have taken her parents out so easily. And she couldn’t tell the difference between humans and the rest of the world, so she had no clue how many of the people that had surrounded her and her friends throughout the evening could have been put there specifically to cause harm.
 
   She had to go with these men. She couldn’t risk the people she loved. If what that fake Magistrate wanted was her, then he could have her. As long as everyone she cared about was safe.
 
   A heavy, metallic click sounded as the smaller man threw a door open, revealing the night outside. Air from the real world rushed in at her, making her wish she’d been able to find that bathroom. She needed to throw up.
 
   A big, blacked out SUV stood at the ready by the exit door.
 
   “We’ve got it from here. Call off the dogs,” Fish-lips instructed, taking hold of Grace.
 
   Basketball-hands dug one of those huge paws of his into the pocket of his jacket and turned out a cell phone. He focused intently on the buttons, pressing them carefully before he lifted the phone to his ear. It looked like he was making a call on a paperclip, the thing was so tiny in his grasp.
 
   “We’ve got her. Get out and go home,” he grunted into the phone.
 
   Fish-lips provided an explanation as he opened the rear passenger door and shoved Grace forward. “Good thing you followed our instructions like you promised. We had twenty wolves stationed to do some preliminary damage if you hadn’t.”
 
   From where he held her, Grace could see men pouring from the front of the building. A few exited the same door she’d come through, nodding to the men who were holding her. They headed off in every direction, disappearing into the darkness of night.
 
   “Sorry about this next part,” Fish-lips said, but he wasn’t sorry at all. A sharp pain shot through the back of her head, and the world went black.
 
    
 
   When Lathan finished the glass he was on, another one slid in front of him without pause.
 
   “From the blond over there,” the waitress said when she placed the drink on its own little square napkin.
 
   Lathan grinned, turning to look in the direction she’d nodded. What was his mate up to, sending him a drink from—shit.
 
   Josie-Marie Montgomery was looking as self-important as ever while she leaned back against a booth across the room—a booth occupied by a noisy handful of human females.
 
   “Why the hell did I ever get in bed with that woman?” He groaned under his breath.
 
   Everyone followed his gaze, and they looked at her in time to catch the kiss she blew his way.
 
   “I can see a couple of reasons,” Riley muttered. “Ow, what the hell?!” he yelped.
 
   Thorne and Emmeline looked at each other in mutual surprise, then Emmeline nodded. “Hope you nailed him as good as I did.”
 
   “Better,” Thorne said firmly.
 
   “Uh…Lathan,” Reegan said, leaning her head discreetly in Josie’s direction.
 
   She couldn’t take a fucking hint. He’d flat out told her he wasn’t interested, he was obviously all over Grace, and Josie still kept coming back for more.
 
   “More than happy to handle her, if you want.” Emmeline gave him an evil, drunken smile from across the booth.
 
   “I’ve got it, thanks,” he said, cursing as he pushed his way past Diesel and out of the booth. “Enough of this.”
 
   He met Josie halfway across the room, hooking her arm and hustling her toward the back hallway.
 
   “Well now, I didn’t expect you to take so kindly to that free drink!” She giggled, flouncing along next to him.
 
   When they had achieved semi-privacy, Lathan crossed his arms and dipped his chin to stare her down. “How many times do I have to tell you? I’m. Not. Interested.”
 
   Her teasing grin melted into a bitter frown. “You’re not even going to say thank you?”
 
   “No. I’m going to give the waitress the cash to pay it off of your tab. I don’t want anything from you. Haven’t you seen me hanging all over Grace Dawes tonight? I’ve proposed, and she’s accepted. I’m taken,” he said.
 
   “Oh?” She cocked her hip, and planted her hand on it. “According to the scene I witnessed in the back halls, I don’t think she would agree.”
 
   Lathan’s breath stopped. “What are you talking about?”
 
   Josie smiled slyly, aware that she had him in a corner.
 
   “Dammit, Josie, tell me what you mean!”
 
   She held up a hand, admiring the french-manicured acrylics she obviously paid a lot to keep up. “Well, I happened to stumble across her back here. She was getting a little up close and personal with two guys at the same time.” The nasty smile she wore made Lathan’s blood boil.
 
   He swallowed that down—something wasn’t right. His wolf had caught the scent of fear and blood, and Lathan’s knees almost gave out. The scents were all Grace’s.
 
   “What did the men look like?” he snarled, almost all wolf when the words came out.
 
   Josie’s smile faltered. “Well, I—I don’t know for certain. Um…one of them was a real macho guy, you know kind of a muscle-man. The other one was wiry and had these big lips—”
 
   “Shit!” Lathan slammed his fist against the wall.
 
   Josie jumped back and teetered for a second on her towering heels. Lathan caught her arm and steadied her.
 
   “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to frighten you,” he said. “Did you see anything else?”
 
   “I—I think they left,” she said, her eyes wide.
 
   “Do you know where they went? What they did?”
 
   “No!” Josie cried. “I swear, I just saw the one guy putting his hands on that girl, and then they were leading her out the back door. What the hell?” She seemed both pissed off and terrified.
 
   The men were Snelgrove’s—her description told him that much. If they’d taken Grace from the premises, they could only have one mission: they were delivering her to Snelgrove.
 
   “Never mind,” Lathan said, remembering that Josie was human and didn’t have a clue about his world. “I think I know what happened. Thanks.”
 
   “Oh…uh…” Josie looked perplexed. “I’m glad I could help, I guess. I think I’d better get back to my group now.” She swerved around him and clattered off on those heels, her footsteps rushed.
 
   He felt guilty for his attitude towards her, but he couldn’t change it now.
 
   At least she might set her sights on someone else, he thought.
 
   There could only be one answer to who those men were. Andre and Anthony, Snelgrove’s go-to enforcers. They always worked as a team.
 
   “Shit!” he pounded the wall once again before he strode back out to the main VIP room, covering the distance in no time and not even bothering to go around to the booth.
 
   “Let’s go,” he barked.
 
   Everyone jumped to attention. Diesel dropped a wad of bills on the table for a tip—they kept a running tab with their card on file, but they never stiffed their servers.
 
   “Where’s Grace?” Emmeline asked, her eyes searching the room.
 
   “We’ve got a problem,” Lathan said, his voice low to prevent anyone else in the room from catching on to the disaster that was playing out. “I need everyone to be calm. I mean it. I’ll tell you everything, but right now, we need to move.”
 
   Lathan snagged their waitress on the way out. “Take this and apply whatever to that drink Josie-Marie bought me. Everything that’s left over is yours.”
 
   She looked at him, eyes wide. “That’s a hundred!”
 
   “Must be a lucky day,” Lathan said without any pleasure. He pushed past the woman, leading his family and Emmeline while the crowd split ahead of their imposing crew.
 
   “What’s up?” Diesel asked in Lathan’s ear, keeping his voice tight, but loud enough to be heard over the music as he fell into step next to Lathan.
 
   “That woman saw two men take Grace. Snelgrove’s men, Andre and Anthony.”
 
   “What the fuck?! We’ve got to wage war!”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   Diesel was already on the phone.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Thirty-Nine
 
   Grace woke with a start, freezing and aching in the heavy gray darkness. Her eyes flew around the room, but she didn’t have the strength to pull herself upright. It took a couple of minutes for her to put all the pieces together; when the puzzle was complete, she felt the sting of tears in her eyes.
 
   Events rushed in from every direction: the men in the hallway at the club, the rough initial wakeup call of having her head held down in a tub of icy water. She’d been strip-searched and the familiar clothes she’d worn were taken away, replaced with loose, pale gray sweatpants and a matching hooded sweatshirt. Then, they’d dumped her into this cell, and walked away. She’d seen very little, but enough to know that she was in a cell block made up of six, maybe eight, chambers identical to the one she was in. She had spotted only one other inhabitant in any of those cells, but she’d only caught a momentary glimpse before she’d been dragged away.
 
   The lights outside of the cell were too bright, and she drew the hood of the sweatshirt over her head, turning her face so she could pull the fabric around to block out some of the glare.
 
   The cell she was in had no contents. Well, it had a steel bucket which was meant to serve as a toilet—Grace shuddered at that—but there was nothing else. No bed, no sink, no windows. Just a boxy cell with a row of thick metal bars across the front. She hadn’t been restrained, which told her they didn’t expect her to be capable of escape. They were winning on that one so far. She hadn’t been able to move out of this far corner of the room. Every time she considered taking action, she began to ache all over again.
 
   She tried to think back, accounting for the time she’d lost, but she couldn’t keep the events straight. She had no idea what time it was or even what day it was, for that matter.
 
   Footsteps echoed somewhere far away, then there was a clanking sound that was too loud and abrasive to her ears. She pulled her knees in close and crossed her arms around them, burying her head to protect her eyes and ears from all the stimuli.
 
   “Hey, Snelgrove!” A female voice sang out from the left. “I think I might need some more of that good girl juice you’re handing out.” The voice was light and rich, even as it taunted the oncoming presence. “It doesn’t seem to work for me. Can you imagine?” The last part was cheered, like the woman who was speaking had no fear—in fact, she seemed to be enjoying herself.
 
   Grace wished she could say the same, but when the footsteps slowed and stopped outside her cell, she was wrenched by a cold chill.
 
   A chuckle, low and dark, rippled through the air, growing in intensity.
 
   “Oh, Fate!” A male voice said joyfully. “You men are to be greatly rewarded. Food, drink, women, whatever you please. Your wish is my command.”
 
   Grace peeked up from under her arm, being as sneaky as she could.
 
   Basketball-hands and Fish-lips were grinning like they’d been told their prize pony had won the blue ribbon at the state fair.
 
   “Thanks, boss.” Fish-lips said in a disgustingly aww, shucks way.
 
   So that was Nicholas Snelgrove.
 
   The man with them was of average height, standing lower than both his lackeys. He was pear-shaped, with a small pointy head and narrow shoulders. His body expanded from there, rounding out into a weighty gut and broad hips—an effect he’d attempted to camouflage with a tailored suit in a fine, almost gleaming, gray material. He had a short crop of wiry red-brown hair and a matching smattering of facial hair. He touched his hand to a pair of gold-framed glasses and then waved to dismiss the men.
 
   They both bowed and rushed back off to the left and out of view.
 
   The female voice down the hall called out, “Assholes,” as their footsteps echoed away.
 
   A wild banging sounded at the bars on Grace’s cell, and her head flew back as she lifted her hands to cover her ears. He was opening the door—he was coming in.
 
   She locked eyes with Nicholas Snelgrove for the first time, and the lurch of her stomach was so strong it bulldozed her other internal organs. She barely made it out of her corner before she fell over and retched on the floor. What came up had no food and reeked of stomach acid, so she hadn’t eaten in a while…
 
   “Strange. My power seems to have quite a nasty effect on you.” His voice was full of repugnant amusement.
 
   “It has that effect on everyone,” that cheeky voice said from down the hall.
 
   Snelgrove’s shoulder’s tightened and his jaw clenched, but he didn’t respond to the quip. Instead, he stepped closer to Grace, though he kept a safe distance from the puddle she’d left on the floor, circling around to the other side.
 
   “Well, I can certainly see what he would find attractive about you.” He sneered. “You are an above-average specimen for a human.” He paced around her in a circle, stopping now and then to speak. His confidence was sickening.
 
   “You have no reason to panic—yet, at any rate. I’m sure you’re wondering how I know all about you and your connections to my world. Don’t insult me. If you think the wolves you’ve met are well-equipped, you should see what I can do. Tell me, were my men kind to you?”
 
   “What do you want?” Grace tried to rein in the shakiness of her voice.
 
   “Tsk, tsk, human. Where are your manners? Why should we skip the introductions?”
 
   “I know who you are, Snelgrove,” Grace snarled.
 
   His evil laughter echoed around the cell as he hiked the thighs of his pants up a bit and leaned down to a high squat in front of her, swiping a hand out to grasp her chin. He jerked her face up, causing the hood and her hair to fall back. “I’ll forgive you for using my family’s good name like it’s a naughty word only this once, girl. Now, be a good little bitch and listen.”
 
   But then he let her go like her skin had scorched him.
 
   “You bitch!” he shouted, whirling around so quickly that his suit jacket fanned out behind him. “How dare you taint our race!”
 
   He snatched the bucket and slammed it against the bars, causing Grace to cry out and grab her ears.
 
   Footsteps rushed in and his goons reappeared, wide-eyed and out of breath.
 
   “What’s wrong?!” Fish-lips yelled over the noise.
 
   Snelgrove dropped the bucket, which clattered and rolled across the floor.
 
   “Tell me,” he snarled through the bars, “when you picked her up, did you happen to notice anything unusual about her? Anything? At all?”
 
   Grace’s eyes were unfocused as she tried to look between the three men. Her instincts were telling her she should make a move, but her brain couldn’t process exactly what that meant.
 
   The two thugs were equally bewildered. Their eyes swung to each other and then around the cell block like the answer would be hanging from a balloon on the ceiling.
 
   “Fatedammit,” Snelgrove shrieked, his voice so piercing that tears sprang to Grace’s eyes. “She’s been turned, you idiots. You didn’t fucking pick up on that fact?”
 
   “What are you going to do to me?”
 
   Snelgrove’s head snapped up and he spun on his heel.
 
   “What did you say?” he hissed.
 
   “If you’re going to kill me, just do it. That’s why I’m here, isn’t it?” She moaned and rocked as she held her pounding head in her hands. “Lathan will never forgive me anyway. No, no. Why did I leave?” The tears that came burned her eyes and skin like acid and she blinked against them.
 
   “How much did you drug her?” Snelgrove turned back to the men outside.
 
   Oh God. No wonder her brain wasn’t functioning.
 
   Basketball-hands shrugged. “She was hard to put out. Kept moaning ‘Lathan this’ and ‘Lathan that’.”
 
   “She’s of no use to me in this state,” Snelgrove spat, straightening his jacket.
 
   Fish-lips seemed nervous. “What about the”—his eyes shot to her—“the other thing?”
 
   “Well, it’s certainly a major fucking inconvenience, isn’t it? One that puts us on the unquestionably wrong side of the moral majority. I have a great deal to consider on this matter.” Snelgrove seemed to have recollected his calm, calculating, cold attitude.
 
   “We could get rid of her now. Like she said.” Basketball-hands suggested.
 
   Snelgrove glared at him. “Oh, really? You’re going to give me ideas about logistics? If I give you the order to kill her now, this whole charade has been for nothing. Do you understand? The way we get to Lathan Black is by dangling this little human—fuck, this female—over his head.” He jerked his arm back towards Grace. “You understand that, right? Please tell me you can wrap your head around that concept.”
 
   Basketball-hands gave him a blank stare.
 
   “Fucking Fate. How do you manage to get yourself dressed in the mornings?” Snelgrove grumbled, rubbing his hands against his jowls. “Listen, how about this? You stick to being the brawn in this pack and keep your fucking logistics to yourself!” He heaved a heavy breath. “Okay?”
 
   He threw the cell door back and stormed past the two men, leaving them to stare at each other in confusion.
 
   When the door at the end of the hallway had been opened and shut with a great deal of force, judging from the clamor, Fish-lips slugged Basketball-hands in the arm. “Why’d you have to go and piss him off?”
 
   “Me?” The other man pulled the cell door closed and took a heavy set of keys from his pocket, locking it back.
 
   “Yeah, with all your big ideas. Hey!”
 
   Silence.
 
   “Hey!”
 
   Grace looked up—he was yelling at her.
 
   “If you ever want to see your family or the Black pack again, you’d better not give us any trouble, you hear me?”
 
   Grace just stared, even though she couldn’t see the details any longer. Her eyes were useless, drifting in and out of a haze.
 
   “Stupid human.” He grunted, nodding to Basketball-hands.
 
   They both turned and ambled off in the direction of the door. As they went, Grace heard the bigger man say, “Can’t call her human anymore, though.”
 
    
 
   “Hello? Are you still there?”
 
   Grace groaned long and low as she sat up, trying to catch her breath.
 
   “Hello? Okay, you’re starting to scare me. Are you alive down there? Please?”
 
   She realized the woman was talking to her.
 
   “Yes?” Grace croaked out, her throat dry and her tongue thick.
 
   “Oh, Fate!” the woman shouted, relief evident in her tone. “I thought you were out for good!”
 
   Grace stretched her muscles, finding that they were still aching to the point of fatigue.
 
   “So”—the voice turned cheeky—“what are ya in for?”
 
   Really? Jokes, at a time like this?
 
   “It’s okay, you don’t have to laugh. I know I’m too jovial for jail,” the voice apologized.
 
   “Who are you?” Grace called out, testing her weight on her hands and knees. She didn’t feel like she could stand up, but she could probably crawl…or maybe drag herself.
 
   “Name’s Avery,” the woman called back. “And you’re Grace. I’m not a creeper, I swear. They’ve said your name a whole bunch.”
 
   “Why?” Grace groaned again as she started forward. Each move she made was exhausting, and her muscles felt like they were melting from her heavy bones.
 
   “You’re connected to Lathan Black, right?”
 
   Grace was silent. She didn’t know this woman, which meant she didn’t know whether or not she could trust her.
 
   “I know about him. All his siblings, too, and the rest of his family and his family before that and his family before that. Our ancestors go waaay back.”
 
   That sounded promising, but…
 
   “How do I know you’re not lying?” Grace asked.
 
   It was quiet for a few moments.
 
   “You’re smart. There’s nothing I can say or do right now that would make you trust me,” Avery said. “But I can tell you that I got myself into this position on purpose, and—even though it’s not exactly what I had in mind as a mission here—I’m going to be the one who gets you out.”
 
   Grace completed the journey to the cell bars, grabbing on to them to hold herself up in a seated position. She was covered in sweat and drenching the baggy clothes they’d put her in.
 
   “Why would you do that?”
 
   “Get myself put in here?” Avery laughed. “Intel, of course.”
 
   Grace considered that, but it wasn’t her real question. “Why would you help me? Are you with UNITY?”
 
   Another chuckle echoed down the hall. “You could say that.”
 
   “But why would you help me?”
 
   “Let’s just say I have a vested interest in getting you back to your mate. Rumor has it he’s got a hand to play in the future of our race. Having him owe me a favor wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world.”
 
   Grace fell quiet, leaning her head against the bars.
 
   Oh, God. Lathan.
 
   Hot tears blazed down her cheeks, and she let them fall freely. Why had she left with those men? Why hadn’t she screamed or tried to run? Why hadn’t she admitted how deeply in love with him she was?
 
   “Grace, honey.” Avery’s voice rang out again. “I hate to tell you this, but you’re going to have a rough time of it in here.”
 
   “Tell me about it.” Grace sniffled.
 
   “Oh, no. I’m not talking about these goons and their big plans. When did you do it?”
 
   “What?” Grace asked, confused.
 
   “It. The horizontal—”
 
   Oh—it.
 
   “Um…for the first time?”
 
   “Well, with Lathan, yeah.”
 
   “I’m not sure how much time has passed…” More tears fell at the thought of all the artificial comfort she’d found in Lathan’s arms.
 
   “Within the last few days?” Avery offered.
 
   Grace considered the subtle feeling of soreness still evident between her legs. “Yes.”
 
   “Yeah, so the clock is ticking,” Avery said, her voice distant.
 
   “Wait—” Realization hit Grace like a monster truck going 300 miles per hour. “Wait, wait, wait. You’re talking about the—the wolf thing.”
 
   “Yup,” Avery said, a little bit of ding, ding, ding, right answer tone in her voice.
 
   “But we’re haven’t officially mated!” Grace cried, panic setting in.
 
   “You had sex.”
 
   “No! I mean, yes. But…I thought—I mean, they told me…Oh. Shit.” Grace swallowed hard. “Intention. There had to be an intention, right?”
 
   “Since you did it outside of wedlock, so to speak. Not to be judgy,” Avery said, no judgment in her voice. “Was there a little bit of intention there?”
 
   Grace closed her eyes. There had been. She’d paid homage to Lathan’s wolf when they’d made love. She’d mentally sent her feelings of love and joy and appreciation to the wolf inside the man, the same as she’d expressed them to the man himself. Hell, more than—by far. She’d thought all the thoughts she couldn’t say out loud when they’d been together like that.
 
   “Um. Shit,” Grace murmured, her hands going numb from holding herself up—or was that the utter freak out bubbling under the surface?
 
   “Yeah, that’s what I thought. No offense, but I can smell you all the way down here. Fate, I’m surprised it took Snelgrove so long to notice it. Guess it’s one of my special talents or—fuck, whatever. No surprise his bad boys didn’t pick up on it, though. How stupid are they?” She paused. “Hi, boys. I know you can hear me, and I don’t care if you know I’m talking shit about you when you’re not around!” she called out.
 
   “You can smell me? Jesus, what is it with wolves and smelling things?!” Grace protested, overwhelmed by everything that was hitting her.
 
   The door at the end of the hall made another heavy clanging noise.
 
   “Hey there,” Avery jeered. “We were just talking about you. Grace, guess what? It’s Andre and Anthony and boy, oh boy—they brought us dinner!”
 
   The sound of plastic scraping across the floor was followed by Fish-lips’ voice. “And it better all be there when I come back for the tray. The fork, too, you hear me?”
 
   “Yeah, yeah, take away all my fun,” Avery grumbled.
 
   Basketball-hands came into view and slid a tray under the bars a few feet away from Grace. He stalked off as quickly as he’d arrived and the two sets of footsteps faded away.
 
   “Careful with the food,” Avery warned. “It’s drugged a lot of the time. I usually don’t bother anymore.”
 
   “Anymore?” Grace called, scooting a few feet back from the unidentifiable foodstuffs, just to be safe. “How long have you been here?”
 
   Quiet murmuring of numbers preceded the response. “Six weeks and three days, I’m pretty sure. Might’ve lost track of one or two in there.”
 
   “Have you learned a lot?” Grace asked.
 
   “More than I wanted to know,” Avery said, her voice losing its enthusiasm. “Snelgrove is taking too many liberties, treading too far into gray territory, and he’s got too many UNITY connections in this little jail of his right now, so he’s skating on very thin ice. I don’t think he’s got the balls to do much more.”
 
   “He seems—”
 
   “Unstable?” Avery offered.
 
   Grace had to laugh a little, though it made her ribs ache. “Something like that.”
 
   “We can be honest, he’s a lunatic. Way more than a few crayons short of a whole box.” Avery laughed, but the sound stopped short, like even she couldn’t throw it off so carelessly.
 
   Grace trusted the other woman. She seemed genuine, and Grace wondered how much Avery had been through to get whatever intel she was looking for.
 
   “You and Lathan gonna have a mating ceremony?” Avery asked, sounding wistful.
 
   Grace shuddered, a sob instantly cutting through her body.
 
   “Sorry. I was trying to think of something happier, but I guess I missed the mark there.”
 
   “No, no. It’s okay. I”—Grace wiped at her eyes—“I don’t know. He might think I left him on purpose. Those men forced me to leave a club we were at, though. I should have tried to get away, but…” She sniffled and wiped her face again. “They threatened my parents’ lives. But moreover, they threatened the lives of Lathan’s pack. My pack. It was probably stupid to surrender myself…but I couldn’t take a chance on any of them. I love them all too much.”
 
   “Bastard,” Avery cursed. “Those assholes have no idea who they’re dealing with. You’re a good woman, Grace. I can tell. That’s the kind of attitude a born-wolf would have. We’re going to get you out of here and back to your pack, I swear it.”
 
   “I hope so,” Grace whispered, and damn she meant it.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Forty
 
   “So, then this has to be the place,” Thorne said, pushing the large printout of the map across the table where they were all crowded. The Magistrate’s office was crammed full of people, everyone ready and waiting for orders.
 
   “You sure?” Barrett Scott frowned up at Ren. The burly Tracker was leaning across the table, head ducked under the edge of the overhead lamp. “We only get one shot to take them by surprise. After that, any advantage we might have had is gone.”
 
   Ren was standing to the side of the table, his right hand clutching his forehead like he had the mother of all migraines. Hell, Lathan didn’t know how the guy’s internal locating systems worked—maybe he did have the mother of all migraines. When Ren looked up, his eyes were bloodshot. “The pulse is coming from somewhere close to there. It’s deep underground, so it’s muffled. That’s as near as I can get.”
 
   He and Thorne fell into deep, quiet conversation with Barrett once more, hunching down closer to the map, pointing here, moving their fingers there.
 
   Fourt was standing next to Lathan, his face worried. “I’ve never been there before. I didn’t even know about that facility. I’m so sorry,” he said, giving a miserable shake of his head. “I want to help her. Send me back to Snelgrove. I would be able to learn—”
 
   “No,” Lathan said, his energy gone. “Fourt, you’re one of us now, and we’re going to find a way to make it official. Until then, we can’t risk letting you get close to him. We don’t want anything to happen to you.”
 
   Fourt pressed his lips together, but didn’t argue. That was good, because Lathan didn’t think he could have formed an appropriate response anyway.
 
   He set off to pace another lap around the perimeter of the office, looking down to see if he’d worn a trail in the fine carpet yet. Apparently not. He kept walking.
 
   “Fate, I’m so ready to hand all this responsibility over to you,” the Magistrate said, falling into step with him.
 
   Lathan huffed out an uncomfortable laugh and pressed a hand over his aching heart. “Not sure I want to take it.”
 
   “I didn’t want it either.” The Magistrate ducked her head toward him when she made the admission.
 
   Her words brought Lathan up short.
 
   “It’s true.” She shrugged, the shoulders of her tailored black jacket moving up and down with the motion. “I was a kid, and I was pregnant with my daughter. I didn’t want to take on the leadership of the packs. My mate, Fate bless him, didn’t know what to think of any of it, but he stood beside me every step of the way. He was the reason I succeeded. He’d never let you hear me say that, of course. He’d give all the credit to me. But, in all honesty, I’d have been lost without him.”
 
   “He’s retired to the Forest,” Lathan said more than asked. He already knew Arthur Wells had taken leave of the Active World several decades earlier.
 
   “For now.” The Magistrate smiled. “We’ll see how he feels about it once I get there and liven things up. He might want to come back here just to get some rest. Or, he might come back earlier, if Fate finds a good reason to send him back.”
 
   “How do you do this?” Lathan asked, his heart heavy. “Every day, this kind of action? The life-and-death decisions. How?”
 
   “So used to life in your quiet little piece of the woods.” The Magistrate bowed her head in understanding. “It’s definitely a change of pace.” She smiled benignly. “When your Race needs you, you step up—you don’t feel a choice. As you saw things play out with your mate, you’ll see them play out with this.” She stopped and turned her head. “I think Thorne and Barrett are ready to make another announcement.”
 
   Sure enough, Barrett cleared his throat and called out to the room. “Folks. Folks?” He waited for everyone to come to order. “We’ve come to an agreement about which property to focus on. Based on what Ren can feel for location and routes and elevations and all sorts of other shit I don’t understand and we, frankly, don’t need to go into, we’ve got what we think is the most logical spot to hit.”
 
   The group gathered around the table again, moving closer as he spoke. There was a new printout on the top of the stack—an aerial photograph.
 
   “This is our target. It’s a defunct garment factory. Snelgrove picked it up when it shut down thirty years ago. You all know what kind of repurposing we’re all capable of when it comes to architecture—especially you vamps. He’s bought up all the land around it, so it’s isolated, and the terrain is deep. Plenty of elevation here for this thing to go as deep into the ground as it is tall, especially with all those decades open for development.”
 
   He moved another picture to the top of the stack—an old, faded blueprint.
 
   He pointed at one side of the building. “This is the main entrance. We think this area,” he said as he drew a circle with his finger around another part of the structure, “is where he’d be most likely to house his prisoners. That’s where the deepest land is, so he’d have plenty of vertical space to give prisoners pause if they tried to find their way out.” He looked up and scanned the circle, making sure everyone was with him before he continued. “Because of the different natures of the Races and Breeds, we’re working under the assumption that he’s got separate holding areas. And yeah, I said areas. One for shifters, one for vamps, one for Seers, and so on. Diesel checked back in the reports from all the Races and Breeds, and there are a lot of individuals missing. We have fallen down on this, folks. It shouldn’t have taken us this long to figure this shit out. The patterns are glaring.”
 
   He looked to Diesel, who took over. It was strange to see Diesel fall straight back into soldier-mode.
 
   “We’re going to have teams, broken down based on Races and Breeds,” Diesel said, his voice clear and strong. “Shifters will take shifters, vampires will take vampires and so on. We need to be prepared for the fact that Snelgrove has a guard of mixed Races and Breeds. That’s why we’re attacking with a mixed group.” He paused when the room exploded with shocked gasps and angry curses. “He’s got money, and we know cash speaks to all of us, so I don’t think anyone needs to get offended about that idea. But we do all need to take some responsibility for sorting this mess out. That means each Race and Breed disciplines its own, so we don’t get an all-out war on our hands. I’ll repeat that: we each take care of our own in every way. As members of UNITY, we work well together. Let’s not give the civilians a reason to doubt the fact that peace can—and should—continue to be the norm. We don’t know exactly what we’re walking into here. From Fourt’s accounts, though, be aware that you might encounter some weird shit.”
 
   Barrett stepped forward again. “I’ll be handing out team assignments, with each of you getting a copy of the map, the blueprint, the aerial, and the location you’ll be targeting. Follow your directives to the letter. That’s an order.”
 
   Heads nodded all around.
 
   “If I may.” The Magistrate stepped forward, her blond and black hair gleaming in the overhead light.
 
   The room fell silent immediately.
 
   “This is a mission of the most sensitive nature. If anyone, and I mean anyone,” she said as she raised her head and let her eyes fall on each one of them, “comes into contact with Nicholas Snelgrove, proceed with caution. He is obviously not afraid to act outside the bounds of the law. Do. Not. Assume that he will spare you simply because you know him. Do. Not. Assume that he will spare you because your Race or Breed is protected from ours. Your safety is of the utmost importance.”
 
   More nods.
 
   “That being said”—she took a deep and heavy breath—“If you come into contact with him—if you are presented with the opportunity to take him out and you should feel so moved? As the leader of his Race, I am telling you right now: you do it. With my blessing. After what he has done to all the Races and all the Breeds, and what we now know he is capable of, you have my full and complete permission to destroy him. And if you do? Bring his head, or the head of his wolf, to me. I promise you will be rewarded handsomely in exchange for that trophy.”
 
   The room erupted in cheers and war cries. But Lathan was silent, his heart pounding, his hands mindlessly clutching at his chest. He felt…confused and overwhelmed. He didn’t think it had anything to do with the mood in the room. His wolf had emerged from the darkness, ears piqued and ringing with a magic taking place in the distance.
 
   He didn’t know how he knew, but he was certain: Grace was preparing to go through her first change as a wolf.
 
    
 
   “It’s simple,” Snelgrove said, unbuttoning his suit jacket as he took a seat in the chair that had been set up outside Grace’s cell. “If you want to protect Lathan Black, you’ll make the call.”
 
   Grace glared at the cell phone he was waving in his hand.
 
   “Just a friendly little call to inform your mate that you’ve left him, and that you’ll be working for me. He can keep my slave, if he wants; I don’t need that useless wolf anymore, anyway.”
 
   Grace kept quiet. She knew that it didn’t matter what Snelgrove promised. He wouldn’t deliver. He would torture Lathan either way, and he would probably find a way to steal Fourt back—or maybe he didn’t need Fourt anymore. If that was the case, she had no doubt Snelgrove would kill him.
 
   “After all this—after handing yourself over to me, do you think he will still want you? You walked right into the arms of his enemy.” He shook his head. “I’m disappointed, female. You’ll be a particularly weak addition to our Race. No surprise there, though.”
 
   “I will be the end of you,” Grace roared, her greasy, stringy hair falling into her face.
 
   Snelgrove chuckled lightly. “Ah, of course. I’m sure you will.” Like he was humoring a child who was explaining she would one day turn into a fire-breathing, horn-toting unicorn/dragon hybrid. For all Grace knew, those existed, too.
 
   “I’d offer to hold you down for her, Snelgrove, but I doubt she’d need it,” Avery called from down the hall.
 
   Snelgrove’s jaw tightened, but—as always—he refrained from responding to the other woman. His eyes remained trained on Grace.
 
   “He’ll move past you, you know.” He smiled smugly, crossing his arms over his broad belly. “In fact, after you left the club the other night, he was spotted making good use of the back hallway with another pretty little blond thing—a human, even. I’d say he’s got a type, wouldn’t you?”
 
   Grace swallowed against the lump in her throat. That was a lie—she knew it was a lie. “Bullshit,” she spoke around the dry, tightness in her throat. “If he doesn’t love me, then why don’t you kill me? You wouldn’t need me to be your bargaining chip. You’re grasping, Snelgrove. You’ve got nothing. He’ll come for me, and you’ll burn when he does.”
 
   He burst up, launching himself at the bars on her cage. “You forget, you unworthy bitch, that I can give the order to kill any of them at any time.” He paced up and down the hall, breathing so heavily his body heaved up and down with each respiration. He whipped his cell phone to his ear. “Bring her down here. Now.”
 
   He latched onto the bars again, his evil smile matching the wildness in his eyes. “You want to play games? Oh, yes. Please. Let’s play.”
 
   He shoved the phone deep into the interior pocket of his jacket as he settled back into the chair. His foot tapped an impatient rhythm on the floor as he glared at her.
 
   Grace maintained eye contact, not allowing herself to blink even when her eyes began to burn. She wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction; he would be the first to look away.
 
   The door at the end of the hall clanged with enormous force, and there was a busy shuffling of footsteps.
 
   Anthony and Andre came into view escorting a woman between them. Grace recognized the thick-soled black boots, but when she flipped her eyes up to the woman’s face, she caught the subtle look that told her to keep her mouth shut.
 
   “What can I do for you, Nicholas?” Aveleiyn asked. Her voice was different—dark, potent, and deeply sexual. Not at all the light tone she’d used when Grace had met her at Lathan’s house.
 
   “I understand that you are in possession of certain memories,” Snelgrove said, studying the woman shrewdly. “I’m smart enough to know that I can’t force you to do anything, but perhaps we could make an arrangement that would allow me to purchase those memories from you. One memory, in particular. This human needs to learn a lesson.”
 
   Aveleiyn looked upon Grace with eyes that pretended not to know her.
 
   “I don’t know this useless bag of flesh.” She laughed with disdain. “What do you take me for, Nicky?”
 
   Grace expected him to bristle at the nickname, but he melted instead.
 
   “An enemy of mine shared an experience with you long ago. Do you recall a little girl who might have looked like the one before you?”
 
   Aveleiyn appraised Grace again, letting some recognition into her gaze. “Ah, yes. I do, indeed, remember a time when I was compelled by UNITY to do their bidding. This female smacks of the disgusting sweetness I encountered many years ago. I believe I know the memory of which you speak.”
 
   She had crossed to Snelgrove and was pawing at his tie, straightening it while she leaned her leather-and-lace clad body against his. She even tapped him on the nose with her finger.
 
   Snelgrove chuckled and the warmth in his smile made Grace want retch.
 
   “Would you be so kind as to give her a taste of that memory?”
 
   “We’ll come to terms about payment, of course?”
 
   Grace was impressed with the way Snelgrove fought the snarl that ghosted his lips. He didn’t like the idea of owing anything to the petite vampire. “Of course,” he answered.
 
   Aveleiyn’s smile curved up as slow as a cat’s. “Well then, we have a deal, my dear. But you know I’d do anything for you.”
 
   She waited as Anthony unlocked the cell door. She stepped through, allowing him to close and lock it behind her.
 
   “Come here, girl,” Aveleiyn said with disgust. “Hold your hand out, but do not toy with me. I have fangs, and I am not afraid to use them.”
 
   Grace watched as the woman’s top and bottom canine teeth elongated into points. She was sure Aveleiyn’s mouth could no longer close around them.
 
   Grace dutifully held her hand out, and tried not to cringe when Aveleiyn touched her.
 
   I’m not going to hurt you.
 
   She heard the words in her mind and her eyes flashed up.
 
   Be normal! the voice in her mind cried sharply.
 
   She lowered her eyes again, but didn’t rid them of the fear she felt. That was probably normal for someone who’d seen a set of vampire fangs for the first time.
 
   Yep. That usually scares the shit out of people. Good call.
 
   You can hear my thoughts, Grace realized.
 
   Yep. But right now, I need you to hear mine, Aveleiyn thought back.
 
   Grace waited.
 
   I’m working as a double agent, obviously. UNITY knows that I have a connection to Snelgrove. I had no clue Avery was in here.
 
   You can’t tell them, Grace thought urgently. Her mission is a secret.
 
   Aveleiyn chuckled in her mind. I bet it is. Don’t worry. I won’t tell anyone. That’s a wolf I’d respect with my life.
 
   Grace thanked her, mentally.
 
   I do have to give you the memory, Aveleiyn said. But it’s not because Snelgrove told me to. It’s because it’s my own memory and I want to share it with you. You need to know the full story of what happened to you the night you were sent away.
 
   Won’t he know you’re not doing this right? Grace worried.
 
   No, my pet. You’ve been in a trance since the moment I touched you. This all looks exactly right to him, but I can’t dally.
 
   I thought I knew everything about that night, Grace fretted.
 
   No one could tell you this part, because no one experienced it the way I did. Lathan lived it, but I watched it. I’ve never been able to tell him what I know, Aveleiyn said. I love that wolf like a member of my own congregation. He has deemed himself inadequate since that night, because of this particular memory. We need him to be strong for the future. I can no longer wait for him to step up on his own. You will be the one to bring him to his full potential. What a wolf you will be.
 
   Can you see the future? Grace wondered suddenly.
 
   No, only the outcome, Aveleiyn answered enigmatically. I can’t waste any more time, my pet. I’ll see you soon.
 
    
 
   Grace was in the dream world, again. She watched the movie play out, but this time she didn’t want to play it back again. She heard Lathan give Aveleiyn the order to make Grace forget him. She stood by when Lathan ordered everyone into the safe room. She saw Aveleiyn go in with her parents—but then the woman emerged from the wall, and her form disappeared. Grace knew she was still there, because she could see a slight ripple in the air, like Aveleiyn had become an almost invisible shadow. Aveleiyn had come back out to protect Lathan, Grace realized. She was seeing the story through Aveleiyn’s own eyes. Thanks to Aveleiyn, Grace was able to watch as Lathan destroyed everything he could touch. In human form, with the gold light of his shift around him, he crashed through the room, dumping test tubes and shredding notebooks with his bare hands. He broke electronic components and microscopes by hurling them against the walls and even tried to tear the metal tables up from the places where they were bolted into the floor. He screamed and cried and pounded his chest. And then he fell to his knees and clutched his head, weeping and out of breath.
 
   She knelt beside him, wishing she could touch him instead of turning him to mist.
 
   “Grace. Grace. Don’t forget me,” he whispered, his throat raw and his voice emotional. “Don’t forget me, sweetheart. I’ll never forget you.”
 
   In that moment, she knew exactly what he had given up. It was the same way she felt in his absence now. Her soul was split apart, and he was the only one who could make it whole again.
 
    
 
   “Oh my God.” Grace came back around, choking on the sob that ripped up her throat.
 
   “Let’s leave her to chew on that for a bit,” Snelgrove said, his tone bored as he waved a hand carelessly in the air.
 
   Aveleiyn was back on the other side of the cell bars—Grace hadn’t been aware when she’d left.
 
   Snelgrove slid his arm around the blond vampire’s narrow waist and led her off. Andre and Anthony followed the leader away.
 
   “You fucking bitch!” Avery spat. “What did you do to her?”
 
   “Stuff it,” Anthony snapped at her, a clang sounding on the bars down the hall.
 
   Grace gasped, her breath coming up short—she was suffocating. She wanted Lathan. She needed him. Where was he? It was time…
 
   She was flooded with emotions. She was overcome with sorrow and anger. Lathan had sent her away, because he was afraid he would hurt her. He hadn’t trusted himself to keep her safe. He’d had to rely on someone else. She’d witnessed firsthand how hard that decision was for him—how he had warred with himself for desperately wanting to provide for her.
 
   And now, she’d run away from him. She hadn’t even given him a chance to properly protect her. What must he have thought when she walked away with his enemy? How much would he doubt himself now?
 
   No, no. She couldn’t have that. He had kept her safe when she had needed it the most. She was desperate for him to know that she trusted him to protect her. She had to find a way to show that she loved him.
 
   Her muscles were on fire. Her skin felt like it was stretching and pulling tight against her bones, and she screamed in agony.
 
   The door down the hall opened again and footsteps rushed in her direction.
 
   A throaty laugh filled her mind, threatening to drive her mad. Snelgrove was back.
 
   “Oh, my! I was certain my eyes were deceiving me as I watched on the surveillance monitor. Surely there hasn’t been enough time, I thought. Well, I have to hand it to Fate! I haven’t believed in her for a good long time, and still that selfish bitch blesses me with her generosity!” He crossed his arms with a self-satisfied smirk, and Grace could feel his eyes all over her.
 
   “Grace…” Avery drew her name out, the warning echoing down the hallway. “Hold out on it, honey. You don’t want an audience for this.”
 
   For the first time Grace could recall, Snelgrove responded to Avery directly. “You’re walking on a very thin wire, girl. I’m tiring of holding back on the punishment you so desperately deserve.”
 
   “Bring it on, you impotent bastard,” Avery shouted, her voice bouncing off the walls over and over again. “You know you can’t take me.”
 
   Grace couldn’t hold back the scream that coursed through her blood. Her veins pumped it forward, flooding her system with the sound before it actually reached her lips and spilled out. Her whole body recoiled. All of her limbs drew in, her hands curled up into tight fists, even her toes cramped in on themselves. Everything went hot—blazing hot. Boiling blood, frying skin, charring bones. She felt like she was being cooked from the inside out, and she was convinced the torture would never end. Then the bones began to break.
 
   Reality slipped away at that point. She could no longer tell if the screams and shouts were her own. She didn’t feel the cold, damp floor of her cell. She didn’t see the glaring fluorescent lights overhead or hear the echoes that were dancing up and down the hall.
 
   All she knew was the pain, and her desperate desire for death.
 
   She woke up in another dream, but this wasn’t one of the ones she could control. It was the one she’d had during the movie that night. When she heard the strange clicking sound, she knew what she would see before she looked down. Huge paws. Huge black paws that belonged to her.
 
   But what she hadn’t expected to see, all around her, was fire. Fire touched everything. Her paws, the walls—no. The fire wasn’t on everything else—it was on her. It was around her. She was on fire.
 
   Grace opened her mouth to call out, to scream. But the only thing that came out of her mouth was that horrifying howl.
 
   Then she realized that the fire didn’t hurt. She wasn’t burning, because she wasn’t on fire. She was the fire. Her wolf felt strong and powerful, fed by the heat of the blaze.
 
   Her breath was heavy, her mouth was full of saliva, and flames licked her vision. When she turned her head, she zeroed in on Snelgrove and snarled, spit flicking out of her mouth and dripping off her teeth. Her teeth—God, they were fangs. Thick, long, and sharp as stakes. She dropped her head and lunged at the bars, her big, heavy body ramming them and rebounding back. She landed on her feet and crouched immediately, ready to go again, a massive fireball of muscle and hate.
 
   That was when she caught the smell. A nasty acidic scent, like a burning lemon. She paused to study the man before her. He was… Afraid. She could smell it.
 
   She let loose another snarl, then added a bark for good measure. God forgive her, but she was actually enjoying herself.
 
   She went low and growled deep and long in her throat, eyes locked on his.
 
   He moved quickly, flinging himself away from the cell bars as he raced down the hall. When he was out of view, she sat back onto her haunches, and licked her chops. When he was out of ear shot, she fell to the floor, her breathing labored, her muscles weak. The fire dissipated.
 
   “Holy shit. What just happened?” Avery’s voice came down the hallway, hardly more than a whisper.
 
   Grace couldn’t respond. She couldn’t even lift her head—or, rather, her wolf’s head. She could only pry open her too-heavy lids to peer at the paws that were stretched out in front of her. Then she let her eyes close themselves and gave in to the exhaustion.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Forty-One
 
   Grace shot upright. She was freezing—and where the hell were her clothes?
 
   The cell block was quiet. The lights were on, as always, but that was the only sign of life.
 
   She sat back and wrapped her arms around her legs, trying to conserve some of her body heat. Then she stood and started to pace around the cell. The pacing turned to jumping, which led to all-out running in circles—anything to try to warm up.
 
   “Grace?” Avery’s sleepy voice came from down the hall. “You okay?”
 
   “Freezing.” Grace was shaking so much that her teeth were chattering.
 
   “Yeah.” A yawn followed. “That happens, but you get used to it—or it gets better. Whichever.” Avery fell quiet for a moment, then she said, “Your change happened early.” Another yawn sounded, followed by the patter of feet padding closer to the bars. “Really early. Triggered by all this stress, I’d guess. It sounded painful. It’s not supposed to be that hard.”
 
   “Fantastic,” Grace muttered, so grateful that she’d gotten special treatment—not.
 
   “What color is your wolf?” Avery asked. “Oops, sorry. That’s pretty personal.”
 
   “I’m not supposed to tell that to just anyone, huh?” Grace asked, honestly wondering. She realized, suddenly, that she knew basically nothing about wolf ways or etiquette.
 
   Avery laughed. “Suit yourself. I’d guess black, based on your mate.”
 
   “What color is yours?”
 
   Avery was quiet. Then she said, “Yeah, maybe we shouldn’t discuss that. Good call. Whatever your color is doesn’t matter anyway. What counts is that your wolf must be one tough female. I think Snelgrove might have shit himself.”
 
   Grace cracked a smile, but her lips were too dry and she felt her bottom one split. She put her hand up to her mouth; she was bleeding.
 
   “He was lying. You know that, right? I mean, I know you called him on it—but you know you were right?” Avery asked, her voice softening.
 
   She meant about Lathan. He hadn’t been with someone else, at least not the way Snelgrove had tried to sell it.
 
   “I know.” Grace blotted her bleeding lip again with her finger. “Why hasn’t he done something to you? You seem to have a free pass when it comes to pissing him off.”
 
   Avery chuckled, and the devious sound made Grace shiver. “I have his wolf,” Avery replied.
 
   “You…what?”
 
   “You’ll learn, in time, that some wolves have a few extra tricks up their sleeves. I’m one of those wolves, and I have a very special trick that has allowed me to take possession of Snelgrove’s wolf.”
 
   “Then how can he heal?” Grace asked.
 
   Avery laughed again, taking joy in the dark thought. “My point, exactly.”
 
   One of the only things about wolves that Grace had learned was that they could fend off nearly all mortal wounds by going to a place called the Forest to heal. Diesel had said that most injuries weren’t a problem, because the wolf spirit was so strong that it would rush forward if the human form was wounded. It was a magic even Lathan and his siblings didn’t understand enough to fully explain, but the basic idea was that when the wolf spirit came forward, the human form was sent to the Forest, where it stayed until it was well enough to return.
 
   If Avery had possession of Snelgrove’s wolf, there was no way for his wolf to protect his human form.
 
   Grace wondered how the woman had achieved such a feat. Quiet settled again, marred only by the buzz of the fluorescent lights.
 
   “Incoming,” Avery said suddenly.
 
   “Huh?” Grace couldn’t hear anything at first, but then an enormous force of noise erupted above them. It was far away, but it was absolute chaos, and a lot of it.
 
   “Oh, shit!” Avery cried out.
 
   There was noise in the cell block, too. Grace rushed at the bars and pressed her cheek against them, looking as far out as she could. She couldn’t see much beyond them, though.
 
   Shuffling and grunting was coming from Avery’s cell, and she got worried.
 
   “Avery!” She shouted. “What’s going on?”
 
   A couple more grunts were followed by a massive amount of clattering, like something very large and made of solid metal had been dropped and was rolling across the floor.
 
   “It sounds like your boy’s here.”
 
   “What?!” Grace looked around, listening hard. She couldn’t make out anything specific. “You hear him?”
 
   “I hear all of them,” Avery answered.
 
   More shuffling was followed by a strange click.
 
   “What are you doing?” Grace asked, growing frantic.
 
   “Working some magic of my own. It’s time to get you out of here, just like I promised.”
 
   “I don’t have any clothes,” Grace called back. She realized, in instantaneous retrospect, that she didn’t have to worry about clothes if she was in wolf form. But, truth be told, she wasn’t sure how to shift. She hadn’t mentally caused it before—it had simply…happened.
 
   “You can wear mine,” Avery said. “I won’t need them.”
 
   A raucous screech preceded an explosion.
 
   “Avery!” Grace cried out, completely lost as to what was going on.
 
   “It’s all good.” Avery’s voice shouted cheerfully. “Don’t mind me!”
 
   “You’re seeing this smoke, right?” Grace screeched, panic clenching her gut as the noxious smoke curled in the air.
 
   A very tall, very naked woman with thick, dark hair strode into view. “Hell yeah, I can see it,” she said in Avery’s voice. “I made it happen.” She grinned and tossed a balled-up wad of sweats into Grace’s cell. “Turn your back and close your eyes, now. I’m gonna make it happen for you, too.”
 
   The same commotion occurred outside Grace’s cell and a metallic scent wafted through the air.
 
   Grace threw the clothes on, shoving the dirty mess of her hair back out of her face, even as the smoke started to waft into the cell around her.
 
   “Duck and cover, honey,” Avery ordered.
 
   Grace did as she was told, throwing her arms over her head as she crouched in the corner.
 
   The explosion rocked the air.
 
   “All clear,” Avery cheered.
 
   When Grace turned back around, the bars of her cell were wide open, their twisted, gnarled lengths still red with heat. Avery was shifting back and forth from foot to foot like she was antsy, and she kept looking at the end of the hall, towards the door.
 
   “You mean you could have done that the whole time?” Grace shouted.
 
   “Not exactly,” Avery said with a shrug. She didn’t explain it any further.
 
   “What now?” Grace asked, running forward.
 
   In Avery’s hand was a small, perfectly round ball. It appeared to be made of glass and was filled with a swirling mixture of thick red, orange, and yellow liquid.
 
   “What the hell—” Grace asked, her eyes locked on the orb. Then it struck her. “You’re the ally.”
 
   Avery quirked a grin. “So he made it? Fourteen?”
 
   “Yeah, he’s with Lathan’s family—he mentioned an ally on the inside.”
 
   “Damn, I love that kid,” Avery said as she tossed the advocacy in the air, obviously not concerned about her nudity. Grace wondered if she would ever be so bold.
 
   Avery’s head shot around to the door again. “I gotta get out of here, but I can’t take the standard route.”
 
   “Okay, let’s go,” Grace said, ready to run.
 
   “No, honey, this is where we part ways. Which means I have to ask you for a favor. Tit for tat, right?”
 
   Grace frowned in confusion, but nodded. “You set me free. You can have any damn favor you want.”
 
   “Don’t tell anyone about me.” Avery’s voice was urgent as she rushed for the end of the hall.
 
   “Wait—what? But you’re saving my life!” Grace said, chasing behind her.
 
   “Please!” Avery cried, “Don’t tell anyone—not Lathan, not anyone.”
 
   What choice did she have? “No, no one,” Grace said.
 
   “Not even Lathan?” Avery pleaded.
 
   “Not even Lathan,” Grace swore.
 
   The dark haired woman flashed her a grin and gave her a shove in the direction of the steel vault door. “Once I set this”—she waved the advocacy in her hand—“you’ll need to duck and cover one last time. It’s going to blow a hole in the wall. When that wall is open, you run like hell. Find Lathan, and get yourself out of here safely. You got me?”
 
   Grace nodded, watching as Avery put the tiny advocacy on the floor by the door.
 
   “Duck and cover,” she said, turning and running past Grace in the opposite direction.
 
   Grace did as she was told. The explosion seemed quieter and less destructive than it should have, given the six-foot hole it had blown in the solid, reinforced concrete wall.
 
   She turned to thank Avery when the dust settled, but the whole opposite end of the hallway had been blown out, too, and it opened into darkness. Avery was nowhere to be seen.
 
   Grace stepped through the hole on her end of the hallway, taking to a set of metal stairs, and racing away from the cell block.
 
    
 
   “I need to hear you all say it again,” Diesel said, his voice tight. “Lathan leads.”
 
   The car was tense and quiet.
 
   “Out loud,” Diesel commanded.
 
   “Lathan leads,” Thorne and Riley murmured in unison. They weren’t disgruntled about the plan. They were nervous as hell.
 
   Lathan was too.
 
   Their pack was young, and while they’d played at fighting plenty of times, breaking up bar fights and settling small disputes between other packs hadn’t necessarily prepared them for this level of serious shit.
 
   Lathan cleared his throat. “Diesel is the only one who can go solo. He’s used to combat of this nature, so I’m not worried about him holding his own. Not that the rest of us are incapable, but I want you two with me. I’m not sure where my wolf’s head is going to go when we’re close to Grace. I’m counting on you to keep me straight.”
 
   More nodding. All day long, with the nodding.
 
   Riley shifted nervously in his seat.
 
   “Hey,” Lathan called to him. “You’re where you belong. I don’t want Reegan in the field until she’s finished her training.”
 
   “But if someone gets hurts, you’ll need her.” Riley’s hair was sticking out every which way from the worrying he’d done to it with his hands.
 
   “We’ll have you, and you know more than enough,” Lathan said.
 
   In truth, he was worried about not having Reegan to heal them. But Riley had gone through healer training, too, and though he had chosen to abandon that path, he still had the necessary gifts. Keeping Reegan out of the fight was a safeguard—if someone went down, it wouldn’t be her; which meant she should be able to fix whoever got hurt.
 
   A subtle buzz came from the dash. Diesel snatched the phone. “Yeah?” He punched the button on the phone and his hand went to the door. “Let’s move.”
 
   And they did. It was exactly how they’d planned it. Lathan could hear other bodies surging through the darkness around them, in all different directions. UNITY members were going for every entrance at the same time. There was a chance that everything would dissolve into total chaos when they all collided on the other side of the doors.
 
   But that chaos didn’t occur. It was impressive to watch each group work together, splitting off on their own courses. Lathan and Diesel jogged side by side, their brothers in line behind them.
 
   Shouts sounded in the distance, and then all hell broke loose.
 
   “Fuck the clothes,” Lathan yelled.
 
   He and his brothers shifted as a unit and a few thousand dollars of high-end fabric went flying in a confetti cloud worthy of New Year’s Eve in Times Square.
 
   He landed on all fours and resumed running, the clattering of paws echoing on the concrete floors they skidded across. They continued through an open doorway and down a flight of concrete stairs, where they passed a group of vampires caught up in a clash that was blocking a long hallway. Another doorway led them around a group of Seers who were eyeballing off at each other. Down and around they went, following an endless path. The surroundings grew newer, but danker and less civil, the farther into the earth they went.
 
   Even beyond the barriers of concrete and steel, Lathan’s wolf could hear the clamor from above—the factory was under full attack.
 
   Diesel skidded to a halt at the top of a narrow staircase, and the rest of them followed suit. Three wolves were circling below, teeth bared and dripping as they snarled and snapped.
 
   Diesel’s hesitation lasted only a second before he leapt into action, literally. He launched himself at the wolves, who scattered, unsure of what to do. Lathan followed, taking off after the white wolf who’d hung a right. Thorne and Riley were on his heels, but he barked sharply, jerking his head towards the brown wolf who was cornered nearer to them. They got the message loud and clear, and a noisy brawl kicked off between the three of them.
 
   Lathan calculated the movements of the wolf in front of him. The creature was strong and big, but he wasn’t focused. His eyes kept darting around Lathan, searching for assistance from his companions. Lathan’s wolf took advantage of the weakness, springing at his foe. The other wolf was caught off guard at first, and howled when Lathan slashed and tore through the air with his teeth. In what was likely a rush of adrenaline, the white wolf made a move and Lathan was impressed at the fierceness the animal threw off. He countered and they went jaw to jaw, spit flying as their vicious snarls bounced in echoes off the concrete around them.
 
   A sudden, sharp howl of pain from Riley almost caused Lathan to lose his own focus, and in a split second, the white wolf locked has fangs into Lathan’s shoulder. Lathan’s wolf didn’t waste the breath on letting out a yelp of pain. He reacted quickly, his instincts kicking in as he surged forward and slammed himself into the wall. He took the white wolf with him, using the creature’s head to cushion the impact.
 
   The wolf’s jaws went loose enough for Lathan to back up and take a different angle. He snapped and kicked in a flurry of teeth and paws, and when he found an opening, he went for the other animal’s throat. The moment Lathan’s wolf got the taste of blood in his mouth, he lost it. He thrashed wildly, jerking his head back and forth until the white wolf went limp. He released his hold immediately and raced away.
 
   He’d only bought himself as much time as Fate allowed. That wolf’s spirit would wake in the Forest; whether Fate held him there or released the spirit immediately back to its body was out of Lathan’s control. He hoped, however, that Fate was on his side.
 
   Thorne and Riley had dealt with the brown wolf—they were standing over the body, sides heaving from effort, but they were already set for another battle. Diesel’s sharp bark came from down the hall, and Lathan led the way as he and his brothers took off in the direction of the sound.
 
   They raced down the concrete hall, the floor growing colder with every step they took. It smelled of earth and water, damp and moldy. The hallway turned again and again, until a last set of stairs abruptly spit them out in an alcove where they came face to face with a wall that had been blown open. Beyond the debris, which included the remainder of a warped and melted steel vault door, was a row of cells.
 
   They rushed in, Lathan ahead of the rest, but the cells were empty and the wall at the far end was similarly destroyed. Lathan’s wolf stopped short at a cell in the middle of the block and sent out a furious howl—Grace’s smell was everywhere.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Forty-Two
 
   Grace stopped at the top of a set of stairs, straining her ears while her lungs ached for oxygen. Everything was insane. There were people and animals engaged in various methods of combat everywhere. Strange colors and smells filled the air and she was getting disoriented. She had been following a series of staircases up, but now she had to make a decision. The metal catwalk she was on went off in opposite directions. The only other way she could go was back down to the floor she’d just come from, but she’d been working with the idea that going up was the better move.
 
   Before she could make a choice, the door on the left-hand side of the catwalk opened, and Snelgrove crashed through it. He was alone.
 
   “There you are.” Snelgrove’s voice was vicious.
 
   His steps came short and sharp down the metal catwalk, and he stopped right in front of her. His eyes scanned her form, the lascivious trail they took sickening her. He was watching her every move, daring her to run.
 
   “How did you do it?” he asked, his voice firmly controlled.
 
   Grace crossed her arms to cover her chest. She tried her best to imitate the way he was watching her. She noticed the twitch in his left cheek, and the way his feet seemed ready to spring into action.
 
   “Answer me,” he ordered.
 
   “How did I do what?” Grace asked, kicking her chin up in defiance, though she had no idea what he was talking about.
 
   “What’s your background? Wolf blood? Something else?”
 
   “What are you talking about?” Grace sputtered, admitting her confusion—but his words were too strange.
 
   “It doesn’t make any sense. Why would your wolf be that strong as a half-breed? How could you be worthy of such special gifts?”
 
   Grace didn’t respond. She didn’t understand anything he was saying, and wondered if her mind was starting to slip.
 
   “Human-born wolves aren’t pure. They aren’t powerful. They’re weak, flawed, defective. What are you?”
 
   “I don’t know what you mean,” Grace cried, exasperation mounting.
 
   “Liar!” he screeched. “Tell me how you did it!”
 
   “I don’t know what the hell you want me to say!” she shrieked back at him. “But I’ve got a few things I’d like to get off my chest. So if you’re so interested in hearing them, then sure. Let’s do this. You need to get over yourself and your high-and-fucking mighty concept of what wolves are. I was a human. Now I’m a wolf. And you know what? Maybe my wolf is more powerful than you’ll ever be.”
 
   Her hands were trembling, and her bones were beginning to burn within her.
 
   Snelgrove was watching her, his expression growing manic as his hands went to his sparse hair and he yanked on it, giving himself the appearance of a mad scientist. Then he tore those hands roughly from his head and crossed to her, his mood swinging once again.
 
   He pressed his body against hers, locking her in place with her back against the metal railing. Grace was all too aware of the fall she would face if he tossed her over the edge.
 
   “Join my pack.”
 
   Grace felt like her jaw was going to drop right off her face.
 
   “You’re powerful. I could use you.” He was begging and bartering, his voice hoarse, his eyes growing wilder with every word. “I could take down Lathan Black if I held you over his head. What do you want? Your parents? I’ll ensure their safety. Money? I can pay you any amount you want—more than you’ve ever dreamed of.”
 
   “What the hell are you talking about?” Grace laughed in disbelief, flinging her hands out and trying to dislodge him. “You are crazy. I love Lathan. There is nothing in the world I would trade for him.”
 
   Her muscles were melting again, and she was afraid the agony would make her too weak to fight him off.
 
   “Then I’ll kill them all!” he snarled.
 
   “You won’t get the chance,” Grace hissed at him.
 
   He grabbed her shoulders and rattled them with all his might. “You have no fucking clue what kind of war you have started,” he uttered, his voice strident. “Your pack will pay for this. All of you.”
 
   Then he backed away and spat at her feet.
 
   She felt a tremor course through her blood as she remembered what Avery had told her about Snelgrove’s wolf. “No,” she said, finding her spine. “Let’s settle this right now. You and me. Wolf to wolf.”
 
   Snelgrove’s face faltered for the first time.
 
   Noise echoed from all over the factory, but she had no sense of bearings and she didn’t know if they were in a remote area where no one would find her. This was her only shot at getting out and making it back to Lathan.
 
   At the thought of her mate, the shift came over her.
 
   Fire consumed her. The pain of the shift wasn’t as bad as it had been the first time, and the flames seemed bigger and stronger than they had before.
 
   Snelgrove let out a feral cry when he saw her and that burned citrus smell filled the air again.
 
   She stalked him, following him around in an arc until he took to the stairs and raced down to the floor below. She couldn’t let him get away, so she took the faster route, jumping from the metal catwalk. She landed heavily on her paws as he reached the bottom of the stairs. He stumbled and fell backward onto the last step.
 
   “No, please!” he begged. “You can’t do this! It’s against the law. I am an elder. You will be punished!”
 
   She dipped her head, sniffing the air. His fear was the only thing that curled into her nostrils, and it made her wolf more ferocious with every breath.
 
   “You can’t do this!” he cried again.
 
   But Grace wasn’t misled. If she granted him mercy—any leniency at all—he would flee, and who knew where he would go or who he would hurt in the process? The images of her parents, Ren and Fourt, Lathan and his pack flashed in her wolf’s mind.
 
   No.
 
   Nicholas Snelgrove would not be walking away.
 
   In a swell of flames, she launched herself on him, latching on to his throat and slicing into his flesh with her fangs.
 
   Warm, thick blood pooled against her tongue, but she couldn’t let go.
 
   From the corner of her eye, she saw someone enter the room and she turned to snarl.
 
   But when she released Snelgrove, the world spun and the flames licked higher. She was going to pass out.
 
   She collapsed to her side, panting and exhausted, watching the scene play out.
 
   “You did it just right, honey,” Avery said, her still-naked form moving forward.
 
   The woman crouched in front of Snelgrove and opened her palms. It looked like she was holding a huge ball, but Grace couldn’t see anything between Avery’s hands.
 
   A flash of red light doused the room, and Grace’s wolf shut her eyes against the brightness.
 
   When she opened them again, Avery and Snelgrove were gone. Without intending to, she had shifted back to human form.
 
   She looked around. The scene was brutal—a puddle of blood spread out at the base of the stairs, surrounded by a circle of bloody paw prints and two different patterns of scorch marks. She didn’t know whether or not she had the ability to stand, let alone run. Snelgrove’s presence had drained her energy, and she felt more wiped out than she’d ever imagined was possible.
 
   She stood up, sighing heavily at her nakedness and bracing herself on the metal railing of the stairs behind her.
 
   Then her head shot up—she could hear snarling, growling, and barking coming from behind the door to the left. Her ears picked up on another noise, too, though—was that…scratching? Like the sound of a dog, pawing at a door.
 
   “Lathan! Lathan!” She screamed again and again, not caring if she ruptured her vocal cords or shredded her throat raw. Fate, how she hoped it was him.
 
    
 
   “Lathan!”
 
   All four of the wolves froze where they were. Diesel dropped the throat of the wolf he’d dispatched, and every single ear was perked to listen.
 
   Then, Lathan began to bark uncontrollably. He scratched and dug at the heavy metal door in front of them, not stopping even when he realized he could be tearing his own toenails out. He could smell Grace, now. She had to be on the other side of that door.
 
   It was Diesel who was mindful enough to make the simplest move—he shifted to human form and tested the door handle. It clicked open, and he had to use all of his weight to hold it closed as Lathan tried to barge past him.
 
   “That was too easy,” he shouted over Lathan’s desperate howling. “Something’s wrong.”
 
   “Open the door!” Grace’s scream came from the other side. “It’s just me—fuck—please. Diesel, please!”
 
   Lathan shifted too, going nose to nose with Diesel. “If it’s a trap, I’ll devour every motherfucker on the other side of that door and decorate our house with their bones. Now let me through to my mate.”
 
   Diesel stepped to the side immediately, submitting to his pack leader. Lathan threw the door open and rushed blindly in, half ready to cling to Grace, half ready to decimate anyone who stood in his way.
 
   “Lathan!” Grace cried out, tears streaking her dirty face.
 
   She was standing in a pool of blood. His heart stopped. The blood was everywhere.
 
   “What the hell happened in here?” Diesel asked, rushing in behind him
 
   Words were impossible. Lathan would have gone to his knees if she hadn’t thrown herself into his arms. She clung to him, wrapping herself around him like a vine, and she wept openly, the tears running from her skin and dripping down onto him. She kissed him over and over again. His face, his neck, his shoulders, his hair.
 
   He wanted to hold her forever, but all that blood—he immediately started to look her over.
 
   “It isn’t me,” she cried, clinging to his hand. “It isn’t me. I’m fine!”
 
   “You’re not hurt?” he asked in disbelief.
 
   Who could have survived a scene like the one they were standing in?
 
   “Let’s get the hell out of here!” Riley called, heading for the stairs.
 
   “Which way?” Grace cried, spinning to look.
 
   Fate, in that moment Lathan saw nothing but bravery in his mate. Who the hell knew what she’d been through—but she was still ready to take on more.
 
   “Left!” Diesel yelled, turning to lead the way.
 
   But they didn’t get that far—the top of the stairs was blocked by a huge, hulking asshole. It was one of the guys who had put his hands on Grace—Lathan would have recognized that ugly wolf anywhere.
 
   “Bastard!” he spat, rearing back and ready to shift.
 
    
 
   It all happened so fast. Something massive and heavy landed across Grace’s back from above, taking her down flat. She screamed in agony as chunks of her human flesh were stripped away from the bone, bite after powerful bite tearing her apart.
 
   “GRACE!” Lathan’s scream ripped across the concrete and ricocheted around them.
 
   Grace’s eyes were too hazy to track the movements that happened. One moment she was pinned and couldn’t catch her breath. The next, a fearsome growl sliced through the air as the weight was knocked off of her.
 
   She tried to move, to catch her breath or check the damage, but she was paralyzed and her eyes had slammed themselves down against the pain. The noises around her gave her the motivation to pry her lids apart, and when she did, her heart stuttered.
 
   Lathan’s stunning black wolf was standing over her.
 
   “Lathan,” she whispered, taking in the sight as she grew woozy. She could feel thick, warm blood pooling around her. She was so happy to see him one last time.
 
   The hackles on Lathan’s back were up and his whole body was rigid. He was growling so fiercely that even in her agony, she felt the urge to back down.
 
   Across the corridor, Diesel, Thorne and Riley were circling a brown wolf. There was a gray one prowling closer to where Grace was sprawled.
 
   The gray wolf tried to dart left around Lathan but he barked ferociously, snapping his jaws so loud the noise spread up and around the ceiling.
 
   Grace wanted to shift. She wished she could help, but she was growing weaker by the second.
 
   Lathan’s wolf lunged and Grace wanted to cry out for him.
 
   Oh, Fate. She needed to get in there—she needed to protect him! She tried to shift, but she couldn’t focus.
 
   A stream of blood arced across the ceiling and she struggled to focus on Lathan. If that was his blood…
 
   Lathan whipped his head around, depositing the other wolf’s motionless form against the far wall with a single fling. Then he wheeled around and bounded across the room. Once, twice, three times. Each time, he gained extra speed and height. He soared through the air, past his brothers and latched on to the brown wolf—the wolf was nearly twice Lathan’s size!
 
   The larger wolf went up on his hind legs, front paws locking against Lathan’s wolf, trying to gain an advantage. But Lathan was smarter and faster. With every attempt the brown wolf made to get purchase with his fangs, Lathan was a step ahead, ducking and skirting him, until he had the other wolf literally backed into a corner. He dove in for the kill, snapping at the brown wolf’s neck until blood ran freely from the wounds he’d inflicted.
 
   “Lathan!” Grace called as strongly as she could. Her breath rattled when she drew it in.
 
   The black wolf stopped instantly and turned, his ears twitching and tail tucking when he looked at her. His coat was slick with blood.
 
   “That’s…enough…sweetheart,” Grace said, her breath ragged. She was supposed to be immortal—why did she feel like her life was slipping away? “Come on, now…come here…take me…home.”
 
   She managed to lift her fingers to his soft fur and she wished her own wolf would come forward. She would have liked for them to meet. But there was no response—there was no fire anywhere inside her.
 
   And then the world outside started to go black, too.
 
   “Come on, everyone,” Diesel’s voice called out. “We need to get her the hell out of here.”
 
   The floor tilted and Grace needed to—no…someone was picking her up.
 
   Her head bobbed up and down as whoever was carrying her climbed the stairs at a breakneck pace.
 
   “What about Snelgrove?” Riley asked as they ran.
 
   “Probably long gone by now,” Diesel said in a low voice.
 
   “I’m not so sure.” Lathan’s voice startled Grace because it was so close. Her eyes fluttered open to look around. Ah, so Lathan was the one doing the heavy lifting.
 
   “Hang in there, sweetheart.” Lathan spoke into her ear. “We’re going to get you fixed up. I promise.” He sounded worried, and his voice was thick with tears.
 
   Oh, Fate. She wasn’t going to make it, was she?
 
   “The car’s up ahead,” Diesel said. “Thank fuck for that magnetic key box.”
 
   “What, forgot to pack the spare in your wolf’s left ass pocket?” Riley called.
 
   Grace cut in and out of consciousness as they loaded into the car. The jostling made her want to throw up or pass out—she couldn’t decide which.
 
    
 
   When the doors slammed shut and Diesel floored the engine, Lathan clutched Grace to his chest as he took one last look out the window at the wreckage they were leaving behind.
 
   Lights were on all over the building, and he could make out indistinct shapes fighting in nearly every window. More bodies were at it down around the grounds below. And cars were filtering out of the woods, some enemy, some ally, racing away from the scene and into the dark of the night.
 
   He had no idea what the aftermath of all this would be, but one thing was certain: it was going to be his mission in life to destroy the man behind it all. The only thing was—he wasn’t completely sure that his mate hadn’t already done that.
 
   “I need to check her out,” Riley said, leaning over the seat. “Maybe you should shift back to see if that encourages her.”
 
   Lathan didn’t love the concern in Riley’s voice, but he didn’t hesitate.
 
   He shifted and his wolf curled in tight against Grace, trying to keep his warmth spread over her body.
 
   “Don’t look at me like that.” Riley pleaded with him. “I’m going to do everything I can—shit, we have to get back to the house. Oh—Fate. Please, I swear to you, I’m trying.”
 
   Lathan let his eyes fall away, taking in Grace’s face again. She was too pale, and far too still. He nudged her hand with his nose, sniffing her skin and trying to reacquaint himself with her smells.
 
   She was different now, because she had a wolf. He’d felt it earlier, but smelling her confirmed it. It was more than just Grace in there. Why wasn’t she shifting? Her wolf should have been clawing to get out.
 
   “Come on!” Riley shouted.
 
   “I’m going as fast as I fucking can, here!” Diesel shouted back. “The pedal is all the way down!”
 
   The big car handled the curves exceptionally well, and Lathan didn’t have to expend much energy holding himself and Grace on the bench seat.
 
   “What do you need?” Thorne called over his shoulder.
 
   “Everything we’ve got in the medicine chest,” Riley responded, sounding helpless. “Dammit. I haven’t done this shit in so long—what we need is Reegan. Someone call her and tell her to be ready.”
 
   “You have the same damned training,” Thorne responded.
 
   “Yeah, training I’ve been blocking completely out of my Fate-forsaken mind for two decades,” Riley snapped. He hung his head and addressed Lathan. “I’m sorry, man. I know you don’t want me to take it out on anyone. I’m so fucking stressed out right now.”
 
   Lathan’s wolf watched as Riley closed his eyes and put his hands back on Grace. When his fingers came into contact with Grace’s skin, her color seemed to come back a little. Every time he took his hands away, the color faded immediately.
 
   “It’s not sticking. I—I think I’ve lost it,” Riley lamented desperately.
 
   Lathan shuffled up his mate’s body and groaned as he tucked his chin on top of Riley’s hands, forcing them back down onto Grace’s skin. If she recovered, he and Riley would have a talk about Riley never touching Grace’s chest again.
 
   Lathan could feel the heat coming off of Riley’s fingers. It was like the same warmth he felt when he shifted, that welcoming warm light.
 
   He wanted to shift back, but if Riley thought his wolf form would help, he wasn’t letting it happen.
 
   “We’ve got to get her wolf to come out,” Riley said softly to him, keeping his hands trapped between Lathan’s head and Grace’s body. “The longer she waits, the less of a chance we have at fixing this. If she doesn’t come out, she won’t go into the Forest. Her human spirit has to go there to mend itself, the way a wolf spirit does when it wants to retire. The best I can do is try to keep her body alive long enough for us to coax her wolf out.”
 
   The explanation he was giving wasn’t for Lathan’s benefit. It was calming Riley down—the heat in his hands was growing warmer and more focused.
 
   “We’re going to have to move quick when we get to the house. Reegan will need to stitch her up to stop the bleeding, and then all we can do is try to sustain her until her wolf comes out.”
 
    
 
   The car swerved to a stop in front of the house and all hands were on deck.
 
   “We need all the help we can get,” Diesel shouted, jumping out and grabbing Chris and Allie when they rushed forward to check on their daughter.
 
   Madness ensued when Fourt and Ren caught sight of the situation.
 
   Lathan paused for only a moment on the front stoop, breathing deeply and collecting himself. Then he put all his energy into visualizing his human form and how much Grace needed him.
 
   He landed on naked human knees with a hard thud, but he barely noticed the floor-meet-patella action as he lunged forward, racing to the thick stone coffee table where Riley was laying Grace’s bloodied body out.
 
   Thorne hauled ass down the stairs from somewhere, dropping a robe over Lathan’s back. “Thought you might not want to be naked around the in-laws,” he murmured as he placed a huge metal chest on the floor next to Reegan.
 
   Reegan popped the latches on the thing, revealing all manner of medical equipment, much of which Lathan had only ever seen on TV or in movies.
 
   Lathan slid his arms into the big robe Thorne had brought him as he scooted to the end of the table.
 
   “Watch out, this might get a jolt out of her—if we’re lucky,” Reegan warned as she held up a bottle of some sort fierce-looking red liquid. She let the liquid wash across Grace’s skin, but there was no reaction from the woman on the table.
 
   “Shit,” Allie cursed, passing Reegan a huge wad of gauze pads. “I was sure the drawing serum would work.”
 
   Lathan took his attention off the action that was going on behind Grace’s mangled back. God, there were chunks the size of his fists taken out from all over her body. It terrified him, so he leaned his face down and settled his cheek against hers. The world around them drifted away when he felt that blessed contact.
 
   It was just the two of them, like it had been before.
 
   “I missed you,” he murmured, the things he was saying meant for her ears alone. “I lost you before. This is like losing you all over again. I can’t do that. It’s my fault. I should have been there to protect you. I’ve never been able to protect you.” He kissed her cheek to dry away the tears he was leaving there, then put his skin back against hers. He chattered at her to keep himself calm. “I’m so sorry, Grace. I was the one who sent you away. I thought I had to. My wolf was too dangerous. I was too dangerous. I thought I would be the one to hurt you like this. I should never have done it. I should never have sent you away. I cost us all that time. Maybe if I’d tried harder, trained more, I could have controlled it. I always wanted you. From the moment I met you, I knew you would change my life.”
 
   He sobbed and sniffled, but didn’t have the ability to pull away from Grace again, and he didn’t care who saw him so broken down. “Don’t leave me, Grace. Please. You’ve fixed me—I just started to live. Don’t leave me now. I can’t live without you. I don’t want you to go. Oh, Fate”—he sniffled again—“Oh, Grace, sweetheart. P—please, please. Stay with me. Please. I love you.”
 
   And then he repeated it. Again and again and again, all the while desperately wishing they had more time. But she had a wolf—she should heal. Why was she leaving him behind?
 
   He laced his fingers into Grace’s soft hair and stayed that way while Reegan and Riley worked. He wasn’t sure how long it took. He could feel soft breath on his neck, and that was what he focused on. When it skipped, his heart did a nose dive. When it seemed stronger, he cursed the hope he felt.
 
   Finally, Riley and Reegan were done. Grace’s back was covered up, so Lathan couldn’t see what the repairs looked like, but from the enormous amount of blood-soaked gauze that was heaped on the opposite end of the table, it had been extensive.
 
   “I don’t know what else to do,” he heard Reegan say softly to Riley. “Do you have any ideas?”
 
   Riley hung his head and shook it. “We’ve already done everything I know of.”
 
   The world came back to Lathan as he looked around.
 
   Thorne was standing at the foot of the stairs, purposely blocking them off. Emmeline was sobbing into her hands on the third step up. Diesel was sitting on the sofa, elbows planted on his knees, head hanging low.
 
   Grace’s mom and dad were seated on the opposite sofa, both leaning forward toward Grace’s body, their eyes closed and their heads together. Ren was ashen, leaning against the back of the sofa behind them.
 
   Fourt was sitting on the hearth, his arms clutched around his knees, rocking as he watched Grace’s motionless body.
 
   Lathan realized that someone must’ve handed out clothes at some point. They were all dressed, even if the outfits were a thrift store’s bargain bin of hodgepodge.
 
   He stroked his hand over Grace’s hair again and again, mumbling his mantra of love nonstop into her ear.
 
   Her breath seemed steadier, at least.
 
   Then he had a thought. What he was doing and saying wasn’t working, so he may as well try something else.
 
   “Listen up in there,” he whispered, closing in on her so the words were private again. He thought of Grace’s independent streak—the one that caused her to cop an attitude when someone suggested she wasn’t capable of handling everything under the sun on her own. Maybe he could provoke her into shifting. “I love both of you. I’m the reason you changed, you know. That first time we made love? I thought of the wolf spirit I would wake up within you. You must have felt it, right? I wanted you to feel it, to know that you’re a part of this. You have a wolf, now, and she can’t do it on her own. She’s going to need someone to help her out—show her the ropes—and you know she doesn’t want anyone else. She wants me. I bet she’s stubborn, just like my wolf. He’s going crazy waiting to meet her. She wants to meet him too, doesn’t she? And you can’t stop her. I don’t care that you haven’t said you love me. I know you do, and so does your wolf. I know what she wants. She wants to run with mine in the woods. She wants to chase lightning bugs and nap in the sun. Come on, sweetheart. Doesn’t that sound good? Let her out for me. Let your body rest while your wolf gets to know me. And then, when you’re all healed up and recovered, we’re going to get mated so fast you’re not even going to know what hit you. I told you I wanted you, didn’t I? Now, dammit, you’d better show me that you still want me, too.”
 
   He let loose as much attitude as he could muster, knowing how that side of him irritated the shit out of Grace—and how much more it irritated her that he knew it turned her on.
 
   Grace heaved out a rattling breath, and he jumped back, giving her room.
 
   But she didn’t move. And she didn’t breathe again. The room fell silent.
 
   “No!” he cried. “Nonono! Grace! Dammit! Get your ass out of there and come fucking get me.”
 
   Still nothing.
 
   “Oh, Fate!” Lathan’s heart twisted up like a fist in his chest. He felt so heavy, so alone. He dropped his head into his hands and gave himself up to the heartbreak. It was his fault. He’d never been worthy. He’d never been able to protect her.
 
   “Lathan.” Reegan’s voice came quietly. Her warm hand landed lightly on his shoulder. “Lathan? Look.” She gave him a little squeeze, and he lifted his head.
 
   Then he sat fully upright with a gasp. He hadn’t even felt a tingle of warmth wash over him—but there on the table, for all to see, was Grace’s black wolf.
 
   She was lean—all muscle—with thick fur that was so black it was almost blue. She didn’t lift her head, and her eyes were barely open, but she was there.
 
   “Does that mean—?” He looked to his sister.
 
   “I’m not an expert yet. Really,” Reegan said cautiously. “But it’s a start.”
 
   


 
  



Chapter Forty-Three
 
   It was such a strange, beautiful place in which Grace found herself. The trees were unlike anything she’d ever seen—their long, glossy, ribbon-like leaves gleamed in every possible shade of green as they ruffled in the gentle breeze.
 
   She’d woken up slowly and found herself stretched out on a low, warm slab of smooth stone. No—come to think of it, she wasn’t sure she’d actually woken up there. It was merely the first thing she could remember.
 
   The path she was walking along was broad and even, the grass tamped down by many a foot. Birds of unusual varieties flitted past her, and their vibrant colors left rainbow trails in the air behind them wherever they flew.
 
   The path widened up ahead, and through the break in the trees, she could see sparkling water stretching out below and snow-capped mountains rising up above. It didn’t seem possible that any elevation here could be cold enough for snow, but the effect was so breathtaking that she found she could hardly care about the science behind the weather. She slowed her pace as she approached, drinking it all in.
 
   “Grace? What the hell are you doing here?” A familiar voice called from the right and Grace turned to look.
 
   “Avery?”
 
   Avery’s hair was a different color than Grace was used to and she was wearing clothes, but there was no mistaking her.
 
   “One and the same. Shit. How did they get you?”
 
   Grace was quiet for a moment as she considered that. “We’re in the Forest,” she said, the realization dawning on her slowly, like the facts were afraid they would scare her away.
 
   “Bingo.” Avery slowed her pace to turn and look down at Grace.
 
   Grace tried to think back, but she found it difficult to recall any details.
 
   “No worries.” Avery ran a hand through her hair. “I’ve been here so much that I forget it takes a while to sort out your thoughts when you first make the transition over. It’ll come to you.”
 
   “You’ve been mortally wounded more than once?” Grace tried to keep the alarm out of her voice.
 
   Avery laughed. “Well, yeah. But I’ve learned to come and go as I need to for other reasons.”
 
   That seemed more like a riddle than an explanation, but Grace didn’t ask any further questions. Avery seemed content with the information she’d provided, and Grace was somehow not surprised to find she was content with it as well. In fact, she’d practically forgotten the urge to learn more about whatever it was that she’d asked.
 
   “The fact that I’m here,” Grace said, rubbing her hands up and down her arms, “that’s bad news, isn’t it?”
 
   Avery chuckled. The water was a dark blue, but Grace could see iridescent fish under the surface. There was no way it was deep enough to warrant the color, but she didn’t feel the need to question that, either. It was a gorgeous view, calming and blissful, and that seemed to be the only thing important enough to know.
 
   She joined Avery on a sturdy wooden bench by the lake—or was it the sea? She couldn’t find the other side of it and had no idea how far it stretched.
 
   “I guess it’s good news and bad news,” the other woman responded. “The bad news is that you’re here for now, and I’m guessing you hadn’t planned on taking a trip to wolf heaven. The good news, though, is that you haven’t retired. Even if you had, you could go back, if Fate so chose. Nope, in your case, I’m guessing you need time to heal.”
 
   “Heal…” Grace repeated, stretching her mental muscles to try to think back to what had caused her to need recovery time.
 
   “There was an attack,” she said, remembering bits and pieces slowly. “I was…I was attacked.” She twined her fingers together, thinking hard. “Lathan saved me. He found me at Snelgrove’s factory, but right when he found me we were ambushed by two wolves. He took them out, but I got hurt. I couldn’t shift.”
 
   Avery nodded, throwing her arm across the back of the bench. “Too many shifts in one day. That’s hard on a new wolf.”
 
   “How much time will I spend here?” Grace asked, looking around. Everything was lovely, sure, but the things she had waiting for her back in the real world were lovelier.
 
   Avery studied Grace for a moment before she responded. “You’re something different, Grace. I think I know what that means, but I need some time to research. If you give me a day or two in the library, I should be able to tell you for sure.”
 
   Grace laughed and looked around. “There’s a library here?”
 
   “Oh, sure. It’s where all the Advocates study. I hate going in there—it’s full of old fuddy-duddy guys who want to have long, quiet, and totally boring conversations about all the rules and history of our Race. Blech.” Avery shrugged. “I’ll do it for you, though.”
 
   Grace smiled with gratitude. She got the feeling that if they spent more time together, they’d be very good friends.
 
   A ripple of warmth crossed Grace’s skin and she closed her eyes. It felt like an embrace, but it was in no way physical. A smile crept to her lips, stretching them up and out into a full, beaming grin.
 
   “He loves me,” she said softly, not sure how she knew that. She was certain, though. Lathan was somewhere in the real world and he was telling her he loved her.
 
   Avery patted her knee. “He’s your mate, of course he loves you!”
 
   A wave of concern rushed over Grace—she realized that she couldn’t feel her wolf stirring inside her at the happy news. “Is your wolf…” She hesitated.
 
   Avery patted her chest. “She’s here with me, but that’s because I’m on a special visa.” She winked. “Since you’re here to heal, Lathan’s probably got your wolf. He and his family will protect her until your human form is ready to be reunited with that creature’s spirit.”
 
   “Good,” Grace murmured, thinking of her wolf. She already missed the buzz of the animal’s constant feedback in the depths of her mind.
 
   Then a dark thought slipped through her mind.
 
   “What about Snelgrove?”
 
   Avery tossed her head back and laughed. “He’s here with me, too. But I’m trying to find a way to leave him behind so that he’ll never make it back.” The determination in Avery’s eyes gave Grace hope.
 
   Maybe things were safer now—and maybe she, herself, had played a part in making them that way. Who would have thought boring Grace Dawes, in her beige and navy outfits, would one day become an ass-kicking wolf-woman?
 
   She laughed out loud, feeling exhilarated as she leaned her head back and closed her eyes against the bright sky, in which there was no visible sun. She imagined her wolf, trusting the animal to be taking care of Lathan, wherever they were.
 
   She thought of the time she had shared space with Lathan when he’d been in wolf form. The way he had watched over her as she slept, and the way she had imagined the day when their wolves would meet and run together.
 
   She could feel, instinctively, that Avery must be right. For once, there was far too much tethering her to the real world for her to stay away from life any longer than absolutely necessary.
 
   Until that time, this view of the water would suit her just fine.
 
    
 
   “Oh, Lathan dear, please.” Allie squeezed her hand around Lathan’s arm. “You’ve done everything you can. You all have. Even our formulas and remedies haven’t touched it. She’ll come back when she’s good and ready. That’s all we’ve ever been able to hope for.”
 
   Lathan sighed, shaking his head in apology for the tenth time that day. He’d been apologizing to everyone non-stop, including Grace’s wolf who was snoozing in the sun at his feet.
 
   “We thought she was gone forever before, and she still came back to us. She’ll come back this time, too. You know how stubborn she is,” Grace’s dad said from where he was leaning on the deck railing.
 
   The past seventy-two hours had been hell. Riley and Reegan were out of ideas, Grace’s parents couldn’t come up with anything new, and Diesel didn’t have any good news about other wolves who’d taken so long to heal.
 
   Lathan leaned over and stroked his fingers down the top of Grace’s head, watching the fur smooth down and spring back into place at the light pressure.
 
   Her wolf had been his saving grace. Had it not been for her presence, promising that Grace’s human form would return—one day—he would have been totally lost.
 
   The nights had been long. He had stayed up in the living room or one of the sitting areas, having long talks with all of his siblings, Grace’s parents, Ren and Fourt. Time was moving on, because it had no choice. They’d covered all the ground—debriefing on what had happened at Snelgrove’s factory, updates on Grace’s care, plans to add Fourt as an official member of the pack—as soon as they could figure out a legal way to do so.
 
   The first conversation with Grace’s parents had been awkward. After all, it was a bit embarrassing that her parents knew exactly how his sex life had been recently, based on the fact that their daughter was now a wolf.
 
   He had never been more grateful for his siblings. They had welcomed Grace’s wolf into their fold and didn’t miss a chance to dote on her. Every night, she slept in Lathan’s bed—the one he had always planned to share with her.
 
   Emmeline had been the least consolable of anyone. She’d left the house and requested time to pull herself together before she saw any of them again. Lathan got the feeling that had a lot to do with the fight he’d overheard between Em and Thorne about how unsafe things were for humans attached to their pack. Thorne had a point there, but Emmeline was too proud to hear him out.
 
   Lathan had put together a schedule for the guys to guard her apartment. So far, there hadn’t been any threats.
 
   And as far as anyone knew, Snelgrove was gone.
 
   Lathan still wondered if Grace had handled that…
 
   “Time for dinner,” Thorne said from the open back door.
 
   Allie patted Lathan’s arm and rose from her seat on the wooden deck steps. Lathan watched as Chris stepped forward and took her hand, steadying her as she turned and ascended the stairs. It reminded him of the casual ways he had learned to touch Grace, and it made his heart ache.
 
   Her wolf audibly sniffed at the air, then perked her ears and wagged her tail. She ducked her head under his hands, forcing him to pet him.
 
   “You coming, honey?” Grace’s mom asked from the doorway. He wasn’t sure if she was talking to the wolf or to him.
 
   “Yeah”—Lathan cleared his throat around the lump that was stuck there—“yeah, we’ll be right in.”
 
   “Take your time,” Allie replied, smiling sadly.
 
   When they were alone, Lathan dropped to his knees in the dirt and buried his head in the thick fur at Grace’s neck, hugging himself against her.
 
   “I love you so much,” he whispered to the wolf, “but I miss you, too. Please come home to me.”
 
   She leaned her body into his, still and strong.
 
   He stayed that way for a few moments, listening to the low, pleasant hum of the household gathering in the kitchen.
 
   “Okay,” he murmured, “let’s go.”
 
    
 
   Grace blinked sleepily against the sparkling lake ahead. The warmth of that unseen sun was drowsing her out, and she rested her chin on her hand as she swirled a piece of grass in the deep blue water.
 
   “You’re still here?” Avery’s voice came from the right. It always came from the right, because that was the path Avery was on.
 
   Grace popped her head up to nod lazily at the woman, who chuckled in return. “You and that water.”
 
   “I know, I know… It feels so good for the soul, though.” Grace groaned. “Are you done in the library?”
 
   “Fate, yes, and not a moment too soon. I couldn’t stand another snoozefest with the guy who kept sharing my table. Like I want to spend the rest of my nearly-immortal life talking about Proclamation Three, Parts Four and Six?” Avery emitted a growl of distaste. “At least it was worth it. I got what I was looking for.” She wiggled her eyebrows and plopped down next to Grace
 
   “I don’t think Snelgrove was able to get it quite right, which is good. It means he hasn’t figured you out yet,” Avery said, crossing her legs on the warm, sunny grass. “Snelgrove doesn’t believe in Fate. He thinks he’s the one in control of his life, not Fate. But you scared him, which was out of his control, as far as he’s concerned. He has to reconcile that concept with something that makes sense to him, so it would have to be something real—something tangible that he can measure and comprehend. His first instinct wasn’t to go to the legends of our Race, so he would only have gotten as far as the idea that you might have some super sneaky secret background of wolf blood or whatever.”
 
   “Are you talking to yourself or me? Because it’s like you’re speaking a completely foreign language sometimes, you know.” Grace laughed.
 
   Avery wrinkled her nose. “I’m talking to you. Keep up, honey! What Snelgrove left out of his consideration on the matter was love. If there’s one thing that man will never be able to wrap his mind around, it’s love.” Avery sighed. “You and Lathan were brought together by Fate, but to seal yourselves together, you had to fall in love.”
 
   “I haven’t told him I love him,” Grace pointed out, not caring how clearly her sadness came through in her voice.
 
   “But you do love him.”
 
   “Without a doubt,” Grace responded immediately.
 
   “Lathan’s a powerful wolf. If he made you—which he did—and he made you out of love—which I’m sure he did—that’s bound to play a huge part in how your wolf has come out,” Avery said. Like it was that simple.
 
   Grace was silent, still not following.
 
   “You should know”—Avery sounded sad—“if you have enough power to terrify the likes of Nicholas Snelgrove, that means Lathan must love you—a lot.”
 
   “But what does that have to do with what I am? You said I’m different. Different how, though? Is it bad?”
 
   “Hell no! It’s awesome!” Avery kept opening and closing her hand as she spoke, absentmindedly generating brilliant red tendrils of wavering light from her palm with each motion. “There’s a tale that comes from way, way back in our history—long enough ago that many have forgotten about it. Most of those who remember think of it as a nice story, maybe a legend or a prophecy.”
 
   “Oh-kay…” Grace stopped twirling the grass and turned to face Avery.
 
   “The story is about a special wolf, who is usually called the Bound Wolf. The tale goes that there’s a couple who is so in love and so beloved by Fate that Fate deems they should be truly immortal, allowing them to roam the earth together, forever. Fate binds the wolf spirit permanently to the soul of the human one, but the Bound Wolf and its human live as two separate beings. The Bound Wolf protects its human and its mate, preventing either of them from being mortally wounded. According to the legend, Fate is so pleased with the idea that she allows the Bound Wolf to extend that protection to anyone it loves. The wolf’s protective magic is a type of fire.”
 
   Grace’s heart stopped. The flames—when she’d shifted, there had always been flames. She hadn’t given it a second thought, since she didn’t know enough yet about wolves to tell if that was a totally unusual occurrence.
 
   “I saw the scorch marks in your cell when I broke you out, and I thought it was weird, but I didn’t understand it until I watched you take Snelgrove out. Your wolf was completely surrounded by flames. I’m guessing you were probably gifted while you were a human—did you ever have extra strength? Any special abilities? How about visions?” Avery’s voice was growing increasingly excited.
 
   “Actually—Lathan said he thought I had visions.” Grace shook her head and laughed. “So…let me get this straight. You think I’m this…this special wolf?” Her heart was pounding.
 
   “I’m certain you are,” Avery said with a grin. “The fact that you’re here proves it.”
 
   “The fact that I’m here means I died,” Grace said, making a face.
 
   “That’s a part of the story,” Avery replied. “The wolf and the human get separated by death, and an ally sends the human form back to the real world to reunite with the wolf.” She flared her hands again, the red light brighter and more defined. “An ally. Like yours truly.”
 
   Grace’s eyebrows couldn’t have gotten any higher.
 
   “You’re looking at me like I’m crazy.” Avery smirked.
 
   “Ever consider that you might be crazy?” Grace teased.
 
   “Sure”—Avery shrugged—“but not when it comes to this. I’m right. And I’m going to set you free for the second time, honey. You’re going to owe me.”
 
   Grace laughed. “Okay, so how does it work?”
 
   Avery leaned back and reached into the pocket of her skinny black jeans. “That part’s easy,” she responded, holding out her hand.
 
   In the outstretched palm, there was another one of those orbs. It was a large, gleaming marble full of white and gold swirling smoke or mist or whatever.
 
   “Go on, then, take it,” she said, hoisting her palm up a little for Grace’s view.
 
   “It’s beautiful,” Grace said admiringly.
 
   Avery smiled with pleasure, giving another shrug. “It’s what I do.”
 
   Grace reached for it, but hesitated. “How does it work?”
 
   “This is your invitation,” Avery said, lifting the round thing up between two of her fingers. “It’s your chance to step back into life, if you so choose. And you do have to choose. Going back to the real world means accepting the responsibility of being a wolf. You’ll have to train and work hard to catch up with the wolves in your pack. Not to mention what exactly it will mean as far as your particular status. No one believed the Bound Wolf would ever be real. I think it might be wise to keep that information close to home for as long as you can,” Avery finished with a hint of warning to her smile.
 
   Grace thought of home. Oh, her mate. She’d been able to see him through her wolf’s Earth-bound eyes. It had been a shock when she’d gotten the first mental image from the creature, but she’d been living for those visions.
 
   The glass ball was still waiting, pinched between Avery’s fingers, and Grace breathed in, ready to take it.
 
   “I like you, Grace Dawes,” Avery said with a wink. “I’m already looking forward to seeing you again. Maybe next time we’ll both be on the other side.”
 
   “What are you up to Avery?” Grace asked, hand poised in mid-air.
 
   “With me, you can never be sure,” she replied with an enigmatic chuckle.
 
   When Grace’s fingers closed around the orb, it warmed immediately to her touch. The energy that pulsed from the thing coursed through her skin and into her blood and bones—it was that warm, golden light that she always felt around Lathan when he shifted. The same thing she’d felt in her few shifts. It took her over and she closed her eyes, breathing in deeply and relaxing as the sensation took hold.
 
   “Remember your promise, Grace. Don’t tell anyone about me,” Avery called as she disappeared behind the growing glow.
 
   Grace lost touch with reality. She couldn’t tell if she was awake or asleep, coming or going, here or there. She simply was. Her consciousness floated around in a complacent nothingness for some amount of time she couldn’t determine, until finally, a wolf emerged. At first, the creature was only a pinpoint of dark color against the white/gold background. But she loomed larger and larger until she was standing before Grace, strong, proud, and smelling of Lathan. The wolf was surrounded by a spinning web of fire.
 
   “You’ve been taking good care of my mate, I see,” Grace said to the wolf, leaning down to hold out her hand.
 
   The lovely beast stepped forward into her touch immediately, having missed the connection as much as Grace had.
 
   “Thank you,” Grace murmured.
 
   She didn’t know how it happened—the only explanation was that the light swallowed them both up. Then she was standing on the dock outside the cabin where Lathan had revealed his own wolf. She looked down to see her wolf standing next to her, eyes raised expectantly, awaiting Grace’s command, even as the fire still spun around her. The flames slowly faded away, and the wolf gave a wag of her tail.
 
   “Hi,” Grace said softly.
 
   The wolf ducked her head under Grace’s hand, and Grace laughed out loud, filled with a giddy energy. The laughter died when she noticed she was naked.
 
   “Well…shit.”
 
   Her wolf looked up at her with curiosity, her ears twitching as she took in the night sounds.
 
   “You know what? I don’t care,” Grace said.
 
   Her wolf gave a sarcastic snort as if to say, “Sure you don’t.”
 
   “You’re right.” Grace sighed. “But it’s not like I have a key to the cabin on me. And all the clothes are in the house. So I don’t have a choice, do I? Besides, I’m too excited to see him, aren’t you?”
 
   Her wolf wagged her tail more vigorously.
 
   Grace glanced at the house. The lights were on, casting a dim glow across the back lawn. Everyone she loved was in there, and she was desperate to be with them again.
 
   “Forget the clothes. We should go get him, shouldn’t we?” Grace asked the wolf at her side.
 
   The wolf stood and shook out her muscles—she was ready to run. A firefly buzzed her nose and the wolf snorted and watched it go. Another landed on the wolf’s ear. She twitched it away.
 
   “It was you.” Grace cocked her head. “You make the fireflies appear.”
 
   The wolf twitched her ears again, shooing away two more of the light-up creatures.
 
   Without giving the wolf any warning, Grace took off in the direction of the house. She was barefoot on the path of sticks and stones, racing at full speed with a black wolf next to her.
 
   When Grace got to the edge of the yard, she was hit with a wall of scent. Lathan had been there recently—maybe thirty minutes earlier, if that long. She was nearly overcome with the urge to run around the yard and deck sniffing everything—the grass, the bottom few stairs—her wolf took the honor, and Grace was grateful. She would’ve felt stupid smelling all the things.
 
   She stopped at the edge of the lower level of the deck. She could see inside the house from here, and she drank it all in. They were having dinner. The kitchen was lit up, and the big table was full of people.
 
   Her mouth watered at the thought of Thorne’s food, but she knew her wolf was a liar on that front. She’d seen the table scraps Lathan had been sending her way.
 
   There had never been more stairs up to the top level of the deck. With each one she took, she became convinced two more were sprouting, but she finally made it.
 
   Still sheltered by the dark of night, she stood in the shadows and spied on them. Maybe that was creepy as hell, but she couldn’t help herself. It was so good to see them all, and it was overwhelming to realize how much she had missed them. As she watched, she smiled. Diesel was chatting with her father, Thorne was passing out another round of biscuits to anyone who was interested, Riley and Reegan were, simultaneously and in perfect synchronization, serving each other heaps of potatoes and meat, and Ren and Fourt appeared to be having a mini food fight. She saved Lathan for last. His brown hair gleamed in the ambient dinnertime light, and his hands moved with sure gestures as he spoke to her mother. He didn’t seem settled, though. Every few seconds, he leaned back in his chair and looked around, like something was missing.
 
   Oh. Right. Not something, but someone.
 
   Her.
 
   Her wolf must have taken off to reunite with her. She didn’t have the slightest clue how all of that worked, but she supposed that had to be what was on Lathan’s mind.
 
   He returned his attention to the conversation with Grace’s mom, but her mom shook her head and smiled as she patted Lathan’s hand. She seemed to be dismissing the words they’d been sharing.
 
   Lathan scooted his chair back and his brothers all shot up, ready to help with whatever he might need.
 
   Damn, that made her proud of those guys. They loved their leader and always showed him the respect he deserved.
 
   Diesel went around his chair, and Grace took another couple of steps forward, still sticking to the shadows, to put herself within earshot.
 
   “I’ll go check on her,” Diesel said. “She’s probably crashed on the sofa or something.”
 
   “I’m not so sure. She wasn’t acting right earlier,” Lathan said, moving around to go out to the living room himself.
 
   Time to make her move.
 
   Grace crossed the deck quickly and opened the door.
 
   Every head in the room turned her way, the guys all going into defensive postures, ready to spring into action. But she stepped through the doorway and threw out her best grin. “Hope you saved enough for me. I haven’t eaten in forever.”
 
   Jaws dropped. Gasps sounded. A fork clattered against a plate as another chair screeched back. Her wolf trotted in and sat by her side.
 
   She didn’t catch any of it.
 
   She locked eyes with Lathan and she didn’t hesitate for a second. She took off across the kitchen, running at him with everything she had, and launching herself into his arms.
 
   He was tangled up in her, her legs flung around his waist, her hair whipping him across the face, and she couldn’t breathe because her body had hit him so hard. But, Fate. That breathlessness felt better than any inhale she’d ever taken, so she just held on.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Forty-Four
 
   Lathan had to admit, it was good to sit down with everyone for a family meal again. The meals had been disjointed, with people eating separately and whenever they could find the time.
 
   He was pleased with the way Grace’s parents were filling out. The Dawes family had always been on the lean side, but her parents had gone gaunt and gray during the last of their travels. Thanks to Thorne’s food, that was no longer a problem.
 
   “Chris and I are thinking we might retire.” Her mom’s voice cut into his thoughts.
 
   “Really?” Lathan laughed, turning to her. From everything he’d heard, and what he knew of them, Chris and Allie weren’t the type to walk away from something as thrilling as their work with UNITY.
 
   He reached his hand under the table, slipping Grace’s wolf a few pinches of chicken.
 
   “When she comes back, we’ll want to spend time with her—if she’ll let us. We can’t do that if we’re always on the move.”
 
   Grace’s wolf grunted as she squeezed between them and went trotting off.
 
   “Did I offend her?” She frowned as she watched her daughter go.
 
   “No…” Lathan trailed off, looking over his shoulder. That restlessness was starting to worry him. “No. She’s been doing that—wandering. I think she’s—I… I think she’s looking for Grace.”
 
   Allie smiled reassuringly. “She’s coming back. No way Fate got you two together to keep her from you forever.”
 
   Lathan lifted his hand and rubbed it over his hair. “Well, if you retire, you’d have plenty of time to help me figure out how to handle mixing a proper human wedding with a mating ceremony. It might be a little optimistic, but the minute that woman shows back up, I’m going to mate her. I should probably be prepared,” he murmured.
 
   Grace’s mom accepted another biscuit from Riley. “I don’t think you’ll have to worry. She was never into weddings. When she and Emmeline used to play, Em was always the bride. Actually—maybe we could ask Em to help. I worry about her not being here,” Allie continued.
 
   Lathan looked around the table, and realized that he hoped Em would rejoin them. Even if she got under his skin, that woman had become a part of the household.
 
   “She could probably be provoked into assisting if she thinks we’re doing it all wrong.” Lathan looked over his shoulder into the living room again. “Who knows? It might encourage Grace to show back up, just to set us all straight and get us to stop arguing.” He chuckled.
 
   “You’re not wrong.” Her mom laughed.
 
   “I’ll try anything.” Lathan bit into his potatoes, but it was like chewing paste. Sure, it gave him something to do, but he wasn’t that into it.
 
   He cast another glance around for Grace, then tried to remember what he and her mother had been talking about.
 
   “I’m sorry, she’s got me so distracted,” he said with a sigh.
 
   Allie shook her head and patted his hand. “No need to apologize, dear. We’ll talk later.”
 
   Lathan gave up and pushed his chair back. He didn’t want to offend anyone, but he had to go take a look.
 
   His brothers stood when his chair squeaked away from the table, and Diesel came around to him. “I’ll go check on her. She’s probably crashed on the sofa or something.”
 
   Lathan frowned. “I’m not so sure. She wasn’t acting right earlier.” He stepped past Diesel to go out to the living room himself, but he didn’t make it that far.
 
   “Hope you saved enough for me. I haven’t eaten in forever.” Grace’s voice came from the back door.
 
   Lathan spun around, not believing his ears.
 
   But there she was, in perfect, human form—more than perfect. She looked pristine and—somehow—infinitely better than she ever had. She was glowing with health, her muscles were full, her hair was glossy.
 
   The sound of a multitude of surprised reactions filled the room when Grace’s black wolf trotted in after her and sat at her side.
 
   How could they both be there?
 
   Lathan didn’t want to take the time to figure it out, and Grace didn’t give him the luxury, anyway. She tore across the room, dodging the pushed-out chairs and not giving him any warning when she threw herself at him, clinging to everything she could get her hands on.
 
   He tried to come up with something to say to her, but he’d forgotten the English language. All he could do was hang on, squeezing her with all his might as the tears flowed freely.
 
   She held on, too, her arms going into the places they fit so well, her head tucked against his neck, her lips pressing gentle kisses into his skin. He turned his back on the crowd to hide his mate’s nudity, and was grateful when Reegan discreetly slid Grace’s robe into one of his hands. They were definitely going to need to revisit the clothing rules in the house now that his woman was home for good.
 
   “I guess I should say hi to everyone else,” Grace finally murmured, face damp against his shirt.
 
   He chuckled and set her down gently, leaning close to whisper in her ear. “Yeah, maybe. But then it’s you and me. All night.”
 
   “Forever,” Grace whispered back.
 
    
 
   The reunion was wonderful. Everyone was so overjoyed to see Grace that Riley and Thorne both accidentally shifted and had to be sent outside. Grace followed them out and let them jump and lick and run circles around her in the dark grass.
 
   Diesel leaned against the doorframe, watching the interaction with a genuine look of contentment.
 
   Reegan texted Emmeline to tell her the good news.
 
   From far away at the front door, a knock sounded. Lathan supposed he wouldn’t have heard it over the commotion, if he hadn’t been a wolf. But then it was followed by the doorbell, and everyone heard that.
 
   Diesel dismissed himself to answer it, and Grace’s father trailed along behind him. It was kind of funny to see the hero worship that was happening there.
 
   Grace turned back to smile at Lathan. Her wolf followed along beside her wherever she went. Lathan felt his own scratching to be let out, but he was saving that until they had some private time.
 
   “Magistrate!” Allie’s voice rang clear from across the kitchen, and every head turned.
 
   The Magistrate strolled in, bowing her perfectly coifed blond and black hair in Grace’s mom’s direction.
 
   “It has been far too long!” The Magistrate stepped forward and hugged Allie firmly. “Come,” she said, taking Allie’s arm, “introduce me to your daughter.”
 
   Lathan caught the we’re not worthy moment of star-struck panic that slipped over Grace’s face as she watched them cross her way. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Reegan bow her head and dip her knees in a little curtsy, and he hid his smile when Grace followed suit.
 
   “My word, Fate certainly got this one right,” the Magistrate said, holding her hands out for Grace’s. Grace took the offered hands, letting the Magistrate pull her closer, while the woman looked her over with a serious expression.
 
   Then the woman smiled and Grace’s shoulders relaxed.
 
   “I have come both to meet you and to congratulate you on your recent feats of courage and strength.”
 
   Grace dipped her head again in appreciation for the compliments.
 
   “Oh, my. You are so lovely.” The Magistrate leaned closer, smiling as she spoke to Grace. “Tell me, wolf-child, does he deserve you?”
 
   Grace beamed and met Lathan’s eyes shyly. His racing heart swelled when she responded, “More than anyone will ever know.”
 
   He felt stronger, more powerful, and more sure of himself than he ever had before. Grace had restored his confidence and had righted all the wrongs he’d ever faced. He would never question himself again, as long as she was by his side—she was all the evidence he needed to remind him that he was, indeed, a worthy wolf.
 
   The Magistrate laughed out loud, her pleasure tinkling like classical music in a room full of fine crystal.
 
   Everyone had gathered together—even Thorne and Riley, who were standing behind the rest of the family to shield the Magistrate from their shift-imposed nudity.
 
   “I wished to impart on you all the good news about the men who were taken out by your leader. I’m further pleased that your leader’s mate has returned in time to hear the news.” She nodded to Grace. “It is always a pleasure to have one’s mate defend one’s honor. You should know that he deserves all of your gratitude for his display of strength and fearlessness.”
 
   Grace didn’t have the background to understand, but everyone else in the room chuckled. The Magistrate had told her, in wolf-speak, to thank him later in the bedroom for what a badass wolf he’d been on her behalf.
 
   Lathan was standing behind her, and he locked his arms around her shoulders so that she was pulled firmly against him.
 
   Yeah, he knew she could feel what was pressing into her back. He also knew exactly when her wolf smelled his desire.
 
   She caught it even before Thorne groaned and muttered, “Really, man?”
 
   Grace turned to give him a secret smile about it. His cock bobbed a little greeting against her backside and she elbowed him as she turned her attention back to the Magistrate. But Grace wasn’t fooling him. The rich, heated fragrance that wafted into his nostrils was pure sex. It was her scent charged with her lust for him.
 
   The Magistrate continued. “Fate has called both Andre and Anthony to the Forest for the time being. Their wolves will be held in a UNITY facility until Fate determines they are to be reunited, but I have it on good authority—that would be my authority, of course”—she smiled as a few quiet chuckles followed her teasing tone—“that they won’t be rejoining the Race anytime soon.”
 
   Cheers, clapping, and shouting erupted from across the room.
 
   “Furthermore, Lathan, your mate should receive even higher commendation for her work in taking down Nicholas Snelgrove.”
 
   Surprised murmurs and shocked looks spread around the group.
 
   “Indeed, Miss Dawes was able to remove him from his mortal form. Of course, we don’t yet know exactly how that will play out. But I’m certain that, given enough time, Fate will tell.”
 
   More cheers filled the night air.
 
   “Now, I believe I interrupted a celebration,” the Magistrate said with a smile, “so I will leave you to it. Lathan, if I could have one quick word.”
 
   Lathan kissed Grace’s head and released her reluctantly. His family swept over her, a million questions sounding at once about her wolf and what had happened with Snelgrove.
 
   Thalia led the way to the living room.
 
   “You have a unique situation on your hands, Lathan dear,” she said, giving him a knowing smile as she smoothed her hands down her simple, elegant dress. “I’m not sure if you’ve noticed that you have both a wolf and a woman in your presence.”
 
   Lathan huffed out a breath. “Yeah, uh…I noticed. Do you know what it means?”
 
   “Do you recall a story from your childhood of the Bound Wolf?” Her placid face twitched with wonder and amusement.
 
   Lathan shook his head.
 
   The Magistrate went to an embossed black leather bag by the front door and retrieved a small, well-worn book. “You might find it to be an interesting read,” she said, passing the book to him.
 
   On the cover was a blond girl with a black wolf at her side. They were both surrounded by beautifully-colored fire.
 
   “And I have an offer I’d like you to consider,” she said, slipping the strap of the bag onto her shoulder. “A position on the council has been recently vacated. I think it would be fitting for you to fill Snelgrove’s seat, if you are open to the idea.”
 
   Lathan shook his head and laughed under his breath.
 
   Thalia Wells had serious balls.
 
   “Being a member of the council would be a rather large benefit to you if you intend to continue growing your family in such a…unique way. I’ll give you some time to think it over. I have a feeling you’ll be busy for a while.”
 
   She smiled broadly and turned, heading for the door.
 
   He followed, quickly opening it for her.
 
   “I look forward to seeing what sort of greatness comes from this pack of yours,” she said.
 
   And with that, she was gone.
 
    
 
   “Whoa!” Fourt stood back and clapped at the display Grace’s wolf had just put on. Turned out, the creature was a bit of a show-off. She enjoyed whipping up fire and doing tricks with it.
 
   “Are we allowed to have a pet?” Reegan’s face was confused.
 
   “She’s not a pet, she’s Grace’s wolf,” Diesel said, like it was supposed to make sense. He was, obviously, equally confused.
 
   “Should we name her?” Riley said.
 
   “She’s got a name—it’s Grace,” Thorne pointed out.
 
   “But that’s going to get confusing, mate.” Ren jumped in as they all watched the wolf spin up another flame. “If she does something wrong, we’ll be saying things like ‘Grace, get out of the flowerbed’ and ‘Grace, stop eating shoes’. No one will know whether we’re talking to the human or the wolf. It doesn’t work. She needs a proper name.”
 
   Grace snorted. “I don’t care what you call her, but if you think I eat shoes, we need to have a talk.”
 
   “What about Blaze?” Fourt asked.
 
   “I might have changed my mind—maybe I do care what you call her.” Grace laughed. “Blaze isn’t a name.”
 
   “Neither is Fourt.” He shrugged and grinned.
 
   His face was so sweet and hopeful, she couldn’t say no.
 
   “Well, I can’t argue with that,” she said. “Blaze it is.”
 
   “Cool.” Fourt clapped for the wolf again as she blew smoke rings and wagged her tail, running circles around him.
 
   Thorne caught Grace’s attention from the back door and she crossed to him. “You’ve got a visitor,” he said nodding towards the deck. “She asked for a private audience.”
 
   “Em?” Grace asked hopefully.
 
   He nodded. “I’ll be right here if you need anything.”
 
   Grace squeezed his hand. Her wolf, Blaze, had broken from the pack to follow her, but she patted Blaze’s head. “You stay with Thorne, okay? I don’t think Em can handle this weirdness yet.”
 
   Blaze snorted and fell to her haunches by Thorne’s feet. The look she gave Grace was pure attitude, and Grace laughed out loud. Now she knew how everyone else felt when she got bossy.
 
   “Em?” Grace called.
 
   Em was sitting on one of the lounge chairs, and she was a wreck. Grace had never seen her so undone. Her hair had been hastily tied up in a messy bun, she didn’t have on any makeup, and she was wearing sneakers—sneakers—with nondescript, baggy workout clothes. As Grace approached, she could see Em’s nose and eyes were red, too.
 
   She went straight to the lounge and dropped down, wrapping her arms around her friend.
 
   The tears started immediately and neither one of them spoke for the longest time; they just hung on to each other and cried.
 
   “I’m so sorry,” Em said finally.
 
   “For what?” Grace laughed a little as she wiped her eyes and her—yeah—really snotty nose.
 
   “Everything.” Em wailed. “I should never have let you go to that bathroom alone. I should have been with them when they went to rescue you. And I should never have left while you were recovering. This has been a total disaster in Friendship 101!” she moaned.
 
   Grace laughed again, tucking her arms tighter around her and leaning her head on Em’s shoulder. “I’d hardly call the events of the last few weeks ‘Friendship 101’. More like ‘Ultra Advanced Levels of Friendship Drama and Wolfing 412’ or something.”
 
   Em shuddered with a sigh. “Well, it’s never going to happen again, I can tell you that.”
 
   “What? Me going to the bathroom by myself?” Grace smirked and laughed with disbelief.
 
   But Em leaned back to look gravely at Grace. “Please tell me we can go back to being friends.”
 
   “We never stopped!” Grace cried, surprised at the request.
 
   “I don’t know if they’ll let us.” She sobbed anew, nodding at the door.
 
   “Who?” Grace frowned. “The pack?”
 
   Em nodded.
 
   “Oh, please!” Grace gave her a squeeze, then let her arms loose. “Like they’d have a choice in that matter?”
 
   Em shrugged.
 
   “Hell no! I’m the packmaster’s mate, and I’m saying I want you to have an official place in this household. You can come and go whenever you want, and you can stay whenever you please. Lathan’s family is my family, my family is his family, and you are definitely a part of my family. Hell, you know you’ve been more a part of it than my parents for the last decade and a half. So put all this nonsense out of your head, get over the apologies, and be my friend, dammit.”
 
   Em seemed to take some hope in those words, and she nodded gratefully. She swiped her hands under her eyes like she was trying to clear away makeup, having forgotten she wasn’t wearing any.
 
   “Everyone was so worried about you. You should have seen it. Never question how anyone under this roof feels about you, do you hear me?”
 
   Grace smiled. “Yeah. After all that time I spent thinking I was unlovable, I’ve got more love in my life than I know what to do with.”
 
   “So when’s the mating ceremony?” Em asked hopefully.
 
   “I don’t know the rules, but I’m going to make sure it happens as soon as possible. I’m not letting that man go ever again.” Grace grinned. “They’re all ready for it”—she laughed and nodded at the kitchen window—“I’m pretty sure I overheard my mom and Reegan talking about wedding dresses—”
 
   Em squealed with delight.
 
   “Alright, weirdo. Come inside. Thorne brought out a bunch of extra food.” Grace nudged Em’s knee, trying to encourage her to join the party.
 
   Em hesitated, rubbing her hands on the thighs of her black sweatpants. “I don’t know…he seems especially opposed to my presence.”
 
   “Who, Thorne?” Grace snorted.
 
   Em nodded sullenly.
 
   “Hawthorne Black can get. Over. It,” Grace said firmly. “Now come on!”
 
   She stared Em down until the woman shook her head and stood. “Damn. You are going to make one hell of an alpha’s mate.”
 
   “Of course I am. It’s who I was born to be,” Grace said, feeling the words to her core.
 
    
 
   The celebration continued through the night. Her parents were the first to go, trailing sleepily out the door.
 
   “Dress shopping tomorrow, Mrs. D,” Em called from the bench by the stairs, where she and Reegan were sitting and sharing a plateful of birthday cake with Blaze. “Grace promised!”
 
   Grace laughed and snuggled closer to Lathan on the sofa.
 
   “Dress shopping?” he murmured, nuzzling into her neck and against her ear.
 
   “For the ceremony,” she said, breathless with desire.
 
   He pulled back and grinned down at her. “Oh, yeah?”
 
   “You still want to…right?” Grace clasped her hands in her lap, twisting the fingers together. “I mean, I did come back from the Forest just to be with you.” She lifted her eyes and smirked at him.
 
   “Oh, hell yeah.” He laughed, jumping from the sofa. “We need to start planning. Now.”
 
   Without warning, he scooped her off the sofa and spun her around. She squeaked and grabbed his shoulders as he raced for the stairs.
 
   “Hey!” Riley called over the music. “The party’s still going down here. We’re not stopping just because the guests of honor take off. My wolf’s too excited.”
 
   Lathan paused and turned, leaning back towards the first floor and causing Grace to cling even tighter to him. “You guys can do whatever the hell you want—my mate and I are going to bed.”
 
   They didn’t wait around for the chorus of catcalls and laughter that followed them up the stairs and into the hallway.
 
   “That okay with you, sweetheart?” he asked, burying his face in her hair as he continued to carry her away.
 
   “It’s perfect,” she murmured, turning to find his lips.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Forty-Five
 
   In his life, there had only been a handful of occasions when Lathan had truly felt nervous. There were a couple of times as a kid when he’d done something wrong and had been uptight about the punishment that would come his way, but really nervous? Nah. He was a pretty strong guy, and being nervous wasn’t in his wheelhouse.
 
   When it came to Grace, though? Well, yeah. That woman made everything different.
 
   So, when he put Grace down outside the door to his room, his palms were maybe sweating a little. He managed to open the door anyway, and he congratulated himself on the fact that he still had it.
 
   Her wolf snorted and sat down by the door, content to guard them from the outside. It was nice to see that she came with a built-in privacy filter.
 
   “After you,” he said softly, pushing the door wide so Grace could step in first. Her bare feet made whispers as she crossed the carpet, her head turning this way and that to check out her surroundings.
 
   He didn’t follow behind her, even after he’d shut the door. He stood there, watching her, waiting for her to respond.
 
   “Your room?” she asked, her silky hair swinging back as she turned to glance at him over her shoulder.
 
   That’s the image, right there, he thought as he took a mental snapshot. The way she was looking back at him, that soft smile on her lovely face, her body framed against the dark windows beyond her. It was perfect.
 
   “My room.” He nodded, stretching up to dig his hands down into his pockets.
 
   She wandered all over the place. The sitting area that you got to first, with its loveseat and coffee table. Around the half-wall where the flatscreen sat, and into the bedroom proper. To the left and into the enormous master bathroom, then back out and past the bed to peer out the windows. Down the little hallway beyond that to the desk area where he worked late at night. When she came back around, she paused to look at the pictures on the dresser, and Lathan let out the breath he hadn’t realized he was holding.
 
   The pictures lined up there were among the first things he’d put in this suite when they’d finished the renovation. First, the picture of him and his siblings when they were younger, their parents in the back, trying to keep the group in line for a family photo. The next were from the night Lathan had taken the helm as leader of their pack—one posed, everyone cleaned up and looking right; the other was a candid, each of them perfectly captured in their natures. Lathan was leaned back in a chair talking to Diesel, whose arms were crossed; Reegan was in the middle of blowing a huge, bright pink bubble of gum; Riley was leaning towards a young female wolf from another local pack; and Thorne in the background, head buried in a sketchbook. But it was the last frame that was important, because it was empty.
 
   Grace held it up. “Ran out of family photos?” she teased.
 
   Here goes, Lathan thought.
 
   “That’s where your picture goes,” he said, crossing to her, loving the way she frowned in confusion as she cocked her head at him. “That frame has been waiting for you since we redid this room,” he continued, hoping he sounded like a perfectly normal guy who had been a little sentimental over his future and not a crazed stalker who had been collecting toenail clippings.
 
   “In fact,” he added, leaning down to open the empty dresser drawers, “this whole room has been waiting for you.”
 
   He turned from the dresser to reveal the extra space in the closet and the empty drawer in the nightstand.
 
   Grace was following behind him as he moved to open the cabinet doors and drawers he’d kept bare in the bathroom.
 
   By the time he’d done the tour of the room, revealing all the space he’d left for her to fill in, he was dizzy with concern.
 
   She hadn’t made a sound since he’d launched into it.
 
   When he finally worked up the nerve to turn and face her, his heart stopped. She was smiling. Grinning. Cheesing, even.
 
   “You saved this space for me?” she whispered, letting her eyes roam the bathroom. Shit—they were still in the bathroom? He hadn’t even noticed.
 
   “Yeah. Is that lame?” he asked, suddenly needing the reassurance.
 
   “No, it’s…home,” she replied. When her eyes met his, they were shimmering with tears, “You’ve always been so certain things would turn out the right way, haven’t you?”
 
   “I hoped.”
 
   “I love it, Lathan.” She curled herself into his arms. “I love you.”
 
   When she spoke the words he had longed to hear that first time, his heart thudded heavily in his chest, and he knew she could feel it. She rose on her tiptoes and brushed a kiss across his lips. Fire consumed him, but it was a different kind of flame.
 
   As his mate clung to him, her kisses deepening, he understood. He had always assumed that his wolf was out of control, but the settled state in the back of his mind told him the truth. The wolf spirit he’d woken in Grace was the wild one. The creature sitting outside their bedroom door had been clawing to get out and protect Grace from the moment he’d imprinted on her. When he’d sent Grace away, he’d had to fight against her wolf to find calm, and that was destined to be an endless battle.
 
   Now that Blaze would be able to fulfill that protective longing, his own wolf’s spirit would be at peace. It was strange how it had all worked out.
 
   Grace’s lips stole his focus and he gave in to the desire to let the fire consume him. Somehow he knew they would never be apart again.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Forty-Six
 
   “Are you sure we can’t get one of the guys to carry you out there? You’re going to get dirt all over the bottom of your dress!” Em lamented, tucking in the last few curls of hair she was working on. Grace had to hand it to her: all the years Em had spent perfecting the art of primping and preening were paying off big-time.
 
   “I’m sure. I want to walk down to that lake on my own.” Grace smiled, feeling herself blush.
 
   “You like?” Em asked, looking over Grace’s shoulder in the bathroom mirror to examine the reflection. Grace touched her fingertips lightly to the loose, wavy updo.
 
   “It’s exactly what I wanted,” she said, turning to hug her friend.
 
   “Beautiful work, Emmeline.” Grace’s mom nodded her approval from the doorway.
 
   “Riley texted to say they’re ready down there,” Reegan said, poking her head in over Allie’s shoulder.
 
   Grace nearly tipped the little vanity stool over in her haste to get up, and the women laughed.
 
   She couldn’t help herself, though—she was more than ready to see him.
 
   The dress was simple, long and sleeveless with vintage lace across the top. Grace had spotted it in the window of an off the beaten path shop she and Lathan had passed one evening, and she’d gone back the next day to make the purchase.
 
   It was exactly what Lathan had said he found so compelling about her in the first place. It was subtle.
 
   “Are you really wearing those?” Em sighed with distaste as Grace pulled the hiking boots from their box.
 
   Grace grinned and slipped them on. “Yep. Don’t wave those heels at me again. It’s a battle you won’t win.”
 
   Reegan held her hand up to keep Grace from bending over to tie the boots. “The last thing you want is to mess up your dress. I’ve got it.”
 
   Grace noticed Reegan’s eyes were already teary.
 
   “You guys can’t do this to me. Don’t you dare make me cry before I see him!” she teased, reaching out to scratch Blaze behind the ears.
 
   The wolf had been overseeing everything, running back and forth from outside to inside—no doubt driving Diesel mad as a doorman for the back door.
 
   Reegan patted the tops of Grace’s feet. “Okay. I think you’re all set!”
 
   Grace jumped up again, and rushed for the door. A chorus of laughter and footsteps followed as the women and the wolf raced behind her.
 
   She sucked in a breath as she rounded the bottom of the stairs. Warm, flickering light was filtering from the kitchen, and the closer she got, the more she could see. There was a trail of candles leading to the door and shining on the deck beyond. Everything sparkled in the light, and she continued to follow the little pathway through the candles out the back door.
 
   The sun was melting from the sky, leaving only beautiful dark oranges and purples as it faded down behind the horizon. Stars were visible overhead and she could see that the candles turned to luminaries that led the way through the grass to the lake.
 
   Lathan’s brothers had spent hours cleaning up the trail, mowing and tamping the grass down until it was as smooth as carpet.
 
   Her dad was waiting at the top of the deck stairs. He kissed her cheek, but he didn’t escort her. In the R & B world, it was customary for a female to walk herself down the aisle, if there was one.
 
   Grace crossed the grass with confidence, making her way towards her future without hesitation.
 
   Lathan seemed a little nervous at first glance, and it endeared him to her eternally. There he was, the most perfect man she had ever met, dressed in his perfectly tailored charcoal suit. She still couldn’t believe someone so wonderful loved her—more than that—he was holding the whole of his world in his hands, waiting for her to accept the invitation to truly be a part of it. Forever.
 
   When he spotted her, he lit up, foregoing any sort of propriety as he rushed forward and threw his arms around her, hugging her so tightly he lifted her toes off the ground. Because their mating ceremony was their own, and the only thing they were actually required to do was sign a certificate that would be filed with the Magistrate’s office, Grace decided it was perfectly fine for him to kiss the bride before anyone else gave them the go-ahead.
 
   She leaned her head down, still uplifted in his arms, and kissed him with a gentle urgency that he matched immediately. She would never again question Fate. They had absolutely been made for each other.
 
   “Whoa,” Riley said, and Grace thought he was picking on them. But then the others around them reacted similarly, and she lifted her head to look.
 
   “Whoa,” Lathan echoed, setting her down and hugging her tightly against him so they could share the sight together.
 
   Blaze was sitting off to the side, sporting a wolfish grin, and she had brought with her quite the following. Everywhere they looked, there were fireflies.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Six months later
 
   The water lapped noisily at the edge of the lake, and the stars overhead flickered like they were straining themselves to be as bright as the moon. Lathan put his arms around Grace’s shoulders, drawing her in until his chest was pressed against her back.
 
   “The heated floors in the bathroom were an excellent idea,” she said, a smile in her voice. “It’ll be especially nice with the cooler weather coming in so fast.”
 
   “Mm—hmm,” he murmured, leaning down to kiss along the side of her neck. Her quiet moan was enough to light the fire in his blood all over again, and he turned her around to kiss her deeply.
 
   “Are you still happy?” Grace asked when the kiss slowed.
 
   He cupped her jaw and tilted her head back so he could enjoy the way the moonlight illuminated her eyes. He caressed her cheek with his thumb, then moved to trace gentle pressure across her lower lip until her lids hooded. A hungry growl thundered from deep within his chest and he hardened against her naked body.
 
   Grace smiled triumphantly. “I thought so. I was just checking.”
 
   “If you need to investigate further, please be my guest,” he whispered, grazing her ear with his lips.
 
   She sighed into his bare skin.
 
   They stayed like that, no words spoken, listening to the night sounds around them.
 
   Then Grace stepped back. “We should run,” she said with an impish grin.
 
   “Just because you’re faster than me doesn’t mean you have to rub it in, Mrs. Black.” He laughed and kissed the tip of her nose.
 
   “Well, I am, though,” she teased back, whistling a sweet note as she dropped the blanket he’d wrapped around her. Her bare skin was spotlit by the glorious moon, and he drank the sight of her in like he’d been lost in the desert for days. Damn, he was ready for her again—no surprise there. He was always ready for her.
 
   A black wolf trotted down the cabin stairs, her toenails clicking on the wood. Fireflies swarmed Blaze, and she gave an annoyed huff as she rushed through them to Grace’s side.
 
   He stood back in amusement, watching as his mate reached her hand out to the wolf. Six months had given her time to learn a thing or two about her connection with that majestic creature. Brilliant fire engulfed Grace and the wolf, and the spinning thread of flames wove Grace and the creature together.
 
   Grace had accidentally discovered it the first time she’d tried to give Blaze a bath. Specific methods of touch allowed them to become one unit—essentially, bringing about a shift.
 
   The warm, golden energy swirled around him and he shook his head. “You’re cheating!” he scolded.
 
   She shifted anyway, and took off. He had to train his eyes to make out the sleek, shining black bullet of fur as she raced around the edge of the lake. She was followed by a trail of light, which gave her the appearance of a comet. He gazed upon her for a few moments, but he never stood a chance. His own wolf took over and made him shift.
 
   He shot across the field, tracing her path as quickly as he could. She was prancing and leaping in the tall grass, excited to have him join her. Every time she jumped, fireflies followed.
 
   They raced and ran until they were both exhausted, and then they circled back around to the edge of the lake.
 
   Grace’s wolf fell over with a satisfied huff in the grass and groaned, panting for breath. His own stood for a few more moments, eyes surveying the land around them. When he was content that all was well, he sat down next to her and protected her as she dozed off, just as he had done so many nights before. Just as he would continue to do for eternity.
 
   The ground grew cool beneath him, and he scooted closer to his mate, stretching out his long legs and letting his muscles and bones sink easily into the spots where they best fit with hers. Everything had fallen into place, better than he’d ever believed was possible. As he drifted off, he thanked Fate for the millionth time that his mate was by his side.
 
   The two black wolves slept in the light of the moon, curled around each other so tightly that no one could tell them apart.
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