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S U M M A R Y

From the day Fourt Black met his pack, he knew it was where he belonged. He risked his life to join them, seeking freedom from the wreckage of a nightmarish past. He finally has the family he’s always longed for, and his future is full of promise and potential. But when a mysterious invitation falls into Fourt’s hands, he finds himself questioning everything he’s ever known. 

Finally  called  back  to  a  home  he  has  avoided  for  centuries,  Ren  Galloway  finds  himself scrambling  for  a  way  to  stay  on  Earth.  He’s  not  worried,  though,  because  if  there’s  one  thing  he’s good at, it’s avoiding obligations. And, as luck would have it, a Protector role has just come open. 

Unfortunately, it requires Ren to spend all sorts of alone time with the one man who puts him between a halo and a hard place. 

Together, Fourt and Ren set off on a quest for truth that leads them straight into enemy territory. 

Their adventures force them to acknowledge the connection that has always burned between them, and they find themselves facing their fears and passions together. But when the past catches up with them, will the distance between time and space be too vast for their relationship to survive? 
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 Of all the things he’d done in his life, this was his most bizarre and backward leap of faith. 

C H A P T E R   O N E

“BACON, BLAZE?” THORNE WIGGLED A SIZZLING PIECE OF MEAT AT THE WOLF, ELICITING A FLURRY OF

scrambling nail clicks when Blaze bolted up from her spot at Lathan’s feet. She barreled around the island, drifting sideways like a race car, to chomp the bacon from Thorne’s hand. 

“Watch the fingers!” Thorne swatted a spatula at her, but Blaze dodged the utensil, lips smacking with satisfaction as she threw a wolfish grin Fourt’s way. 

Fourt chuckled and abandoned the silverware drawer to reach out to the wolf instead, letting her duck her big, soft head into his palm. “You know he’ll stop giving you treats if you gobble his fingers off, right?” 

“Maybe she should,” Lathan muttered from where he leaned inside the wide kitchen entryway. “If you’re  already  fingerless  when  Grace  finally  comes  out  of  there,  it  might  save  us  the  trouble  of watching her kill you slowly. I guarantee she has big feelings about all the garbage you’re feeding her wolf.”  His  lips  tried  to  curl  into  his  trademark  lopsided  smile,  but  the  expression  fell  far  short  of reaching his tired eyes. 

Thorne shoved the sleeves of his sweater up and reached for a potholder. “I’ll risk losing a finger or two. I can’t stand it when she gives me those sad wolf eyes.” 

“She  wasn’t  eyeing  you  at  all  when  you  offered  up  the  bacon.”  Much  like  Lathan’s  not-quite-smile, Fourt’s teasing tone came out not-quite-cheerful. 

“Point.”  Thorne  turned  like  a  robot  on  a  factory  line,  automatically  offloading  a  pan  of  biscuits into a ceramic bowl before he spun back to face the stove. 

The  morning  felt  mechanical,  Fourt  realized.  They  were  all  going  through  their  usual  motions, pretending everything was normal, safe, and sane. 

“Where the hell is the rest of the family?” Lathan frowned into the empty great hall behind him. 

Breakfast was a sacred tradition in the Black pack’s household. Everyone who was in the house, or nearby enough, was expected to make an appearance at the table. It was the only time they were all guaranteed to  be  together, their  chance  to touch  base  and  get back  on  the same  page.  Usually,  Fourt loved breakfast with the family, but now his heart kept bouncing up into his throat as if his stomach had become some giant, internal trampoline. 

 Family. 

It  was  the  only  word  Fourt  could  think  of  that  conveyed  so  many  different  meanings.  Family wasn’t  bound  by  blood.  It  could  include  friends,  coworkers,  even  enemies  or  strangers  if  the circumstances were right. This pack was his family. The only family he’d known until last night…

He  zeroed  his  attention  in  on  the  silverware  drawer  again,  collecting  what  he  needed  to  finish setting the table. If he put all his focus into placing the utensils in perfect order next to the plates he’d

already set out, he might be able to forget the letter that was burning an icy hole in his pocket. The letter had been presented to him last night by a courier who’d been sent by his family. His  real family. 

There was that word again. 

Lathan’s  head  fell  back  with  a  sigh.  “Seriously,  where’s  everyone  else?”  He  glowered  over  at Thorne. “Couldn’t you at least attempt to roll Em down the stairs to breakfast?” 

On cue, Thorne’s mate sauntered in with their niece, Rose, in her arms. “Excuse me, but no one is rolling Em anywhere.” She sent a hand to her free hip, cocking a brow at Lathan. “I woke up all on my own this morning, thank you very much. I was down here before you were.” 

A  tiny,  lupine  howl  pierced  the  air,  coming  from  the  direction  of  the  laundry  room.  Rose scrambled in Em’s arms, and the human struggled to maintain her grip on the toddler. “Okay, maybe not  all on my own. This one and her twin terror decided to run wild first thing.” She moved to peck a chaste, patronizing kiss on Lathan’s cheek, complete with a loud smacking sound that caused Thorne to snort and smirk over at her. “Avery’s still in the laundry room trying to extract Dahl from the supply shelves. Apparently, the girls were chasing Mrs. C.” 

“Because a cat was such a good addition to this household.” Lathan snickered and roughed a hand over Rose’s hair, drawing a chubby-cheeked giggle from her. 

“I don’t think the cat is the problem. I blame our adorable little instigator here.” Em punctuated the words by bouncing Rose in her arms, her voice playfully scolding. 

“What the H-E-L-L”—Lathan reverted to spelling any potentially naughty words when the twins were around—“is taking everyone else so long?” He glanced out the back windows, brows furrowed and eyes passing without pause over the gorgeous view of their expansive property. 

Muffled  giggles  and  squeals  from  the  great  hall  answered  him,  in  part.  Reegan  and  Graham’s approach reached the kitchen even over the ruckus still coming from the laundry room. 

“We’re already late!” Reegan whispered between the soft sounds of stolen kisses. 

“You’re  so  worried  about  it,  and  yet  you  don’t  seem  to  be  going  any  faster,”  came  Graham’s hushed, throaty response. 

“How can I when you keep grabbing me and pinning me like—” her words dropped off in a low moan. 

Fierce, protective tension tightened Fourt’s neck, and he gripped the back of the nearest chair. The emotional  scent  of  edginess  swirled  over  the  room,  reminding  Fourt  he  wasn’t  alone.  Every  time Graham put his metaphysical mitts all over their only sister, Fourt and his brothers were faced with the same question. It boiled up from deep within their gallant lupine blood: should they gut-punch the ghost? The answer was always the same, too. No. No, they should not. That didn’t mean they didn’t want to, no matter how close Fourt and Graham had gotten since the ex-human had officially joined their pack a month earlier. 

Rather than storming into the great hall with his fists swinging, Fourt moved to the far side of the kitchen island. He had to distance himself from those intimate sounds. He was happy for his family and their mates, but it was hard to radiate that joy when he couldn’t be with his favorite person. When was  the  last  time  he’d  been  properly  kissed?  He  hadn’t  gotten  any  action  since  his  recent  breakup with  Talan,  and  Fourt  had  no  interest  in  dating  around  anymore.  Instead,  he  poured  his  hopes  and dreams into his journal each night. He had to unload his heart and mind so he could try to grasp the frayed edges of sleep before his feelings closed in around him again the next day. 

“You know, you’d think everyone would remember how awful it was to be separated. You’d  think that might encourage people to come to family breakfast when they’re supposed to.” Lathan ran a hand over the back of his hair and scowled in the direction of the great hall. “If you keep it up out there, 

ghost, I’ll order everyone to ignore you, and then you won’t be corporeal enough to grope my sister.” 

Reegan  and  Graham  finally  came  into  view,  blissfully  disregarding  Lathan’s  semi-playful grouchiness. 

“Riley left early to go get Morgan and Asher,” Reegan said, tucking a few stray hairs back into her  messy  bun.  “He  just  texted  to  say  he  had  to  use  yet  another  alternate  route  to  and  from  the congregation home. They should be here any minute.” 

Lathan’s  shoulders  stiffened,  and  his  jaw  tightened,  suppressing  the  growl  that  rumbled  in  his throat.  The  pack  knew  the  risk  they  took  in  traveling  alone,  but  nothing  could  stop  Riley  from spending every waking moment with his mate. 

“You might want to check on Mrs. C,” Thorne said over his shoulder to Graham. “The tiny terrors herded her into the laundry room.” 

Graham rushed to rescue the cat, thumping a pat on Fourt’s shoulder as he passed. 

At the same time, the oversized dog door flapped open, and Diesel’s wolf strolled in. He paused by the island to shake the morning dew out of his thick black coat. 

“Fur!  Stove!  Ack!  Why?!”  Thorne  raced  to  protect  the  open  pots  and  pans  from  a  shower  of shedding. Like they didn’t all consume fur every time they cleaned themselves in wolf form. Blegh. 

That was one of Fourt’s least favorite things about being a shifter. 

The  back  door  opened,  and  Chris  and  Allie  hurried  in  on  Diesel’s  heels.  Fourt  could  feel  the anxiety ebbing away from Lathan as each new family member joined them. 

“Laundry room,” Em told Diesel’s wolf, who lifted his nose in the air, scenting out his mate and second daughter. 

Blaze snorted sharply, prompting Lathan to add, “Grab some clothes from the bin on your way.” 

He patted his leg, calling his mate’s wolf to his side. “I know, sweetheart. I’m keeping them in line.” 

“Diesel  escorted  us  over,”  Chris  said  before  Lathan  could  ask.  “Didn’t  seem  like  he  picked  up anything odd around the property.” The human, Grace’s father, went straight to the island where the bowls and plates of food were filling as Thorne finished cooking. Chris rubbed his belly and hummed in  delight  at  the  spread  before  selecting  a  few  bits  of  hash  browns,  which  he  held  out  for  his daughter’s wolf. 

Allie crossed to squeeze Lathan into a motherly hug. 

“I  could  go  out  on  guard  duty,”  Fourt  offered,  jumping  at  the  opportunity.  His  wolf  had  been pacing inside him since he’d gotten his hands on that letter. No, it had been longer than that. He was anxious, excitable, and antsy—more so than usual. So much so, it felt like he might scratch his own skin off just to be free. 

Chris  patted  him  on  the  back  but  spoke  to  Lathan  rather  than  Fourt.  “I  don’t  think  you  have  to worry  about  it,  son.  Eddie’s  birds  are  still  watching.  I  doubt  anyone  has  to  step  away  from  family breakfast this morning if you need them here.” 

The mention of Eddie caused Fourt’s heart to somersault in his chest again. The lion was Talan’s pride leader. He had alliances with their pack, but Fourt suspected his family had gotten extra support because of his personal relationship with Talan. 

Fourt shoved his hands in his pockets but pulled them right back out. He itched to get away from the letter stashed there. He felt an urgency to get away from  everything, which wasn’t like him at all, but  the  more  people  congregated  in  the  room,  the  more  curiosity  and  anxiety  he  could  scent  among them.  He  felt  their  eyes  darting  to  him  and  away  again,  eager  to  know  about  the  letter  but  not  yet willing to ask. 

Fourt  adored  living  in  a  pack.  His  life  was  better  than  he  could  ever  have  expected,  especially

considering how it had started. Still, pack life came with its drawbacks, and a lack of privacy was one of them. 

Lathan glowered at the oven clock at the same moment a burst of activity erupted at the front door. 

It took no time for Riley, Morgan, and Asher to flood into the kitchen. Riley beelined for the food—

face screwed up with hangry determination—to grab a snack without so much as a “Hello”. 

“Morning, Black pack.” Asher dove right in to help Thorne with the final breakfast prep. 

Morgan joined Em and Reegan, lifting a black gift bag. “The Crown congregation sends their love to the briskets, yet again,” she cooed, tickling Rose’s cheek. She turned back to add,  sotto voce, “The cutest little black boots for the girls. I swear Aveleiyn hopes they’ll somehow turn into vampires one day.” 

“No one is turning these girls into anything.” Avery entered with a half-dressed Dahlia dangling upside  down  in  her  arms.  The  toddler’s  wild  blond-and-black  curls  bobbed  like  shiny  springs. 

“They’re wolves through and through.” Dahlia cackled with laughter at the mock-scolding as Avery wrangled her upright and into a pair of tiny black pants. 

Diesel  returned,  half-dressed,  too.  He  stopped  at  the  gun  safe  he’d  recently  installed  in  the kitchen. Every communal room in the house now had one. That was one-part testament to the fact that his daughters were getting faster on their feet every day and one-part commentary on the current state of the universe. “Tell Aveleiyn I’m still not impressed with that ‘briskets’ nickname,” he muttered as he  retrieved  a  sidearm  and  secured  it  in  a  holster  at  his  ankle.  Then,  he  hauled  a  t-shirt  on  before going straight for Rose. He gathered her up to murmur teasing words into her hair. “You can’t get a little brother or sister until you’ve learned how to be an example, wild one.” 

Avery snorted, pressing herself and their second twin into his side. “Now is not the time to even consider it, honey,” she said, but the kiss they shared indicated they might already be taking action. 

With  everyone  he  expected  finally  in  one  room,  Lathan  urged  them  all  to  the  table.  The  usual commotion  ensued  as  they  piled  their  plates  high;  the  quiet  that  followed  was  more  amplified  than normal. Fourt sipped his coffee, trying to ignore the eyes that kept flicking Lathan’s way, then his. 

They were all waiting for someone to speak up, but it was Em in all her glory who popped the balloon of tension. “Oh, come on. It’s a letter, not an elephant.” 

“Woman.” Thorne threw an arm around her and playfully covered her mouth. 

She grasped his fingers, easing them away to talk around them. “I’m only saying what everyone else wants to. Now the topic is open, and we can discuss it.” 

But  before  any  discussion  could  arise,  a  knock  sounded  at  the  front  door,  and  they  all  turned  to look in that direction. Fourt’s wolf jumped to the alert in his mind, spinning in an excited circle. 

Blaze  mirrored  and  multiplied  the  reaction,  racing  out  from  under  the  table.  She  barked  and zoomed in a lap around the kitchen before rocketing out into the great hall. 

 Don’t get so excited, Fourt scolded his wolf.  It’s not Ren. He’d never knock. 

“We expecting anyone?” Diesel tipped his chin at Lathan. 

Lathan shook his head, eyebrows sloping down. Diesel’s frown deepened similarly as he reached to  retrieve  his  pistol.  He  waved  Avery  back  into  her  seat  and  pointed  at  their  daughters,  silently instructing her to stay with them. 

Avery didn’t stay put, though. No one did. They all jumped up, forming a line and sneaking into the great hall like they were in a Scooby-Doo cartoon. 

Diesel and Lathan took the lead, flanking the front door. Pistol at the ready, Diesel yanked it open to reveal—

“Ren!” Avery cried. 

The Protector swayed on bare feet, clothes shredded and face bruised. His knapsack dangled from his fingers. It was smudged with dark, dirty streaks of blood. His eyes flew around the room, restless and unseeing until they found Fourt. Then they rolled back into his head. He managed to croak only two words. “Hi, mate.” 

Then, he dropped straight forward, passing out across the doorstep. 

C H A P T E R   T W O

FOURT’S MIND WENT  AS  BLANK  AS  AN  UNTOUCHED  LAYER  OF  SNOW.  HIS  VISION  TUNNELED  UNTIL  ALL

he could see was Ren, and icy fists gripped his heart and throat as he rushed forward. He intended to haul  the  Protector  up  into  his  arms  and  carry  him  inside.  Unfortunately,  not  even  Fourt’s  shifter strength could help him budge the man. He’d forgotten, in his haste, that Protectors were composed of the stuff of stars and, therefore, incredibly dense. Ren’s dead weight made him heavier than a boulder. 

The grave silence that had filled the room shattered in a storm of activity. Lathan, Asher, Riley, and Graham hurried to help Fourt. The five of them grunted and puffed with the effort of lifting Ren and  moving  him  to  the  sofa.  His  torso  was  as  stiff  and  solid  as  a  stack  of  boards,  while  his  head lolled at an awkward angle. His arms and legs drooped and bobbled as if they were hardly attached to the rest of him. Scorching heat burned Fourt’s hands everywhere he touched Ren’s skin. The tang of blood hit his tongue when he bit his lips to seal in a yelp of pain. He locked his wolf out so he could stay in control. 

Thorne  and  Em  struggled  to  hold  Blaze  back.  Her  full-force  excitement  was  directed  at  the Protector, who’d become Grace’s surrogate uncle. 

Diesel  went  to  help  Avery  wrangle  the  twins,  remarking  dryly,  “There’s  something  awfully familiar  about  this.”  He  scooped  Rose  into  his  arms  as  he  shot  Fourt  a  look  which  Fourt  returned. 

There was no denying the similarities to his own inelegant entrance into the pack’s home almost four years earlier. 

As  soon  as  they’d  released  Ren,  Reegan  pushed  her  way  in,  and  the  other  guys  scattered.  Fourt slipped  around  the  back  of  the  sofa  next  to  Chris  and  Allie,  unwilling  to  go  any  farther  away.  His stomach  was  no  longer  a  trampoline;  it  was  an  ugly,  twisting  leaden  thing,  wrenching  his  guts  and cramping his spine. 

Morgan rushed to turn on the nearest lamps, illuminating the horrific scene. It was a kind gesture that emphasized her lingering humanity. The wolves didn’t need any help to see in the soft morning haze; the devastation was all too clear and only made worse by the lamplight. Pools of gold bathed Ren’s body, putting his wounds on display like a macabre art exhibit. Even Rose and Dahlia quieted, eyes wide as they looked on. Blaze fell to her haunches and let out a long, low whine. 

“How could this happen?” Em whispered into the stunned stillness. 

Fourt pressed his hands to his chest. His heart hammered, pounding against his palms. He felt as if he were physically shoving his wolf back, holding the animal out of the way, so Reegan had space to assess the situation. Fourt’s soul wept at the grisly sight. 

Ren’s  golden  hair  was  matted  with  blood.  Gashes  and  bruises  marred  his  beautiful  face.  His  tshirt was ripped. Half the collar had separated from the body of the shirt, and one sleeve pulled so

hard, the fabric had stretched thin until it split, leaving a jagged, gaping tear. His jeans looked as if they’d  been  scorched  in  places,  so  dark  it  was  hard  to  tell  what  was  burnt  and  what  was  blood. 

Fourt’s  eyes  were  drawn  back  to  the  t-shirt—a  pale  blue  one  that  normally  stretched  over  Ren’s muscles in a mouthwatering way. Happier memories of Ren in that outfit shimmered through Fourt’s mind, threatening to be overtaken by this gruesome new reality. 

Ren  was  so  brave,  one  of  the  bravest  beings  Fourt  had  ever  met.  Fourt’s  mind  echoed  Em’s words. How could this happen? Who or what was strong enough to take Ren down? 

Reegan’s  palms  glowed  with  the  white-gold  light  of  her  healing  power.  She  passed  her  hands over  every  part  of  Ren’s  body.  “His  right  foot  is  fractured…a  few  broken  ribs…this  shoulder  is dislocated…his jaw and eye sockets are shattered, too.” 

Agony pummeled Fourt’s body in correspondence with Reegan’s assessment. Fate, he would give everything to take all that brokenness onto himself, so Ren didn’t have to suffer. 

Reegan glanced up to offer solemn encouragement. “I know it looks terrible, but he’s alive, and he’ll be well again soon enough. Protectors are excellent at healing themselves. His body’s already repairing the damage.” She finally pulled her fingers away, but her frown deepened, and her studious, clinical gaze returned to her patient. “I’m not picking up on any obvious magic at work here. It’s hard to gauge, though, since Ren has magic of his own.” 

“What about Thorne and Asher?” Lathan asked. Blaze whimpered and ducked her head around his legs, where he’d joined the ranks keeping her back. “You guys could use some Sage or Seer skills to find out what happened, couldn’t you?” 

Reegan  shot  a  glance  at  Thorne  and  Asher,  then  at  Riley  before  she  reluctantly  informed  their alpha, “That kind of interference could jeopardize Ren’s healing process.” 

Riley  chimed  in,  drawing  from  his  own  Healer  knowledge  though  his  powers  were  no  longer viable.  “If  anyone  messed  with  his  mind  before  he  got  taken  down,  we  might  trigger  him  to subconsciously block out useful info. It’s best not to pry without his knowledge or consent.” 

“I wasn’t eager to go digging around in Ren’s brain, anyway,” Thorne muttered. “It’s guaranteed to be a strange little place.” 

That drew a few dry, concerned huffs of laughter from the crowd. 

“We can rule a few things out.” Reegan indicated Ren’s supine body. “No tooth or claw marks, so it wasn’t an animal attack.” 

Morgan  cleared  her  throat.  Her  words  came  out  as  choppy  breaths  of  pained  realization.  “He’s been beaten.” 

A heavy weight blanketed the room, sucking out all the spare oxygen. 

Without warning, Riley released a fearsome snarl and shifted in an explosion of cotton and denim. 

His black wolf pressed into Morgan, backing her up until she had no choice but to plop down on the long  bench  by  the  stairs.  He  joined  her,  collapsing  across  her  legs  like  an  enormous,  overstuffed lapdog. A low, continuous rumble issued from his throat, a reminder of his vow to keep his mate safe from all future danger. 

Reegan  eyed  her  twin  with  a  sad  sigh.  “I  agree  with  Morgan.  These  are  physical  blows  from another person. I hate to say it, but I’m thinking Ren lost the fight.” 

Fourt’s  wolf  surged  forward,  eager  to  follow  Riley’s  example.  Fourt  clamped  down  on  the impulse,  forcing  the  creature  back,  but  he  felt  certain  he’d  shimmered  a  centimeter  or  two  into  the shift before he managed to pull himself together. 

“The  good  news  is  that  it  shouldn’t  take  him  long  to  heal.  Hopefully.”  Reegan  rearranged  the shreds  of  Ren’s  clothing,  covering  him  better.  “Protectors  have  the  most  accelerated  healing  of

anyone.” 

“That  is good news,” Avery said, “but I’m not loving this scenario.” 

Diesel  had  gone  to  look  out  the  window,  Rose  still  protectively  encased  in  his  muscular  arms. 

“No car, so he brought himself in his usual way.” 

The “usual way” being the Protector Portal, how Ren traveled from place to place in an instant. 

“Could he have gotten into a fight before he took to the Portal?” Asher shot a look Graham’s way. 

“Something going down in Flagler?” 

Graham  and  Reegan  both  jerked  back  at  that  suggestion,  their  alarmed  voices  joining  in  unison. 

“Will.” 

Graham whipped his phone from his pocket as he strode toward the kitchen to call his son. 

“Could  it  have  happened  inside  the  Portal?  While  he  was  traveling?”  Morgan’s  fingers  trailed through Riley’s fur in soothing strokes, quieting the rumble in her mate’s throat. 

“Ren  should’ve  been  able  to  protect  himself  there,  though.”  Asher’s  thick  brows  dropped  low over his eyes. 

“You wanna use that stellar snout of yours, sweetheart?” Lathan let Blaze around him as soon as Reegan stood and stepped back. 

Blaze shot forward to snuffle all over Ren’s body. The sound, noisy as a snorting pig, caught Fourt off guard, and an anxious, reedy laugh slipped from his lips. There was shocking relief in Reegan’s assessment—Ren  would  be  fine.  And,  certainly,  he   would  be.  Of  course  he  would—he  was  Ren. 

Only, right then, looking at the Protector’s bruised and broken body, it seemed like nothing would be right in the universe, ever again. 

Graham returned to the room, stuffing his phone back in his pocket. “Will says Flagler is safe and sound. They didn’t know Ren was gone.” 

Blaze  sat  back,  nose  twitching.  She  let  loose  a  wet  sneeze  before  looking  over  at  Lathan  and cocking her head. 

“You don’t scent anything strange, either?” Lathan had adapted to communicating with her while she was in wolf form. 

She licked her chops and cocked her head the other way, whimpering at him. 

Lathan  sighed.  “No,  I  don’t  think  Grace  should  come  out  yet.  Especially  not  when  one  of  our strongest allies looks like he got his whole ass handed to him.” 

Avery hiked Dahlia up higher on her hip. “Why would Ren leave Flagler without telling anyone? 

And what happened between there and here?” 

Lathan and Diesel shared one of those long looks like they always did when Lathan was waiting for Diesel to offer up a theory or his own brand of strategy. 

“It’s safe to assume Snelgrove is involved,” Diesel said. “I know no one wants to hear it but—” 

“But we’re all already thinking it. There’s no way to avoid it.” Avery’s jaw set with protective determination  and  Dahlia  reached  up  to  grasp  her  mother’s  cheeks  with  both  hands.  The  toddler studied Avery’s expression, nostrils flaring as she took in the scents of the room, trying to understand it all. 

“We  can  speculate  all  day  long,  but  it’s  not  safe  to  ask  around.”  Diesel  scowled  out  the  front window, as if the culprit might appear on the porch at any moment. “Strategically speaking, it’s not our wisest move to risk someone hearing that our closest ally—a Protector, no less—is compromised. 

When  Ren  wakes  up,  he  can  tell  us  what—if  anything—he  remembers.  Until  then,  we  won’t  know how to respond unless someone issues a threat or takes credit for the attack.” 

Staring  down  at  the  wreckage,  Fourt  could  almost  forget  the  pain  of  Ren’s  sudden  departure  to

Flagler in the first place. Almost, but not quite. Especially not considering the way they’d left things after... The memories of unspoken rejection hollowed out Fourt’s belly. He crossed his arms around his middle to contain the awful dull ache. Even gripped with that agony, Fourt heard himself offering to stand guard when Reegan said, “I want Ren in the med bay for healing and observation.” 

Reegan’s soft smile held her understanding; she was the only one of his siblings who knew Fourt’s truth. “That would be helpful. Thanks.” 

“No effing way.” Lathan shook his head. “This is the first move on our pack in months.” 

“We don’t know that it was directed at the pack,” Asher pointed out. 

“Asher’s right.” Reegan’s gaze skittered over Fourt again. “And I need a dedicated guard to stay with  Ren  until  he  wakes  up.  It’s  the  least  we  can  do  for  the  way  he’s  watched  out  for  us  over  the years. Chris and Allie still need protection, as well. I’ll be stretched too thin if it’s just Graham and me like it has been.” 

Blaze sat by the sofa, nudging her nose under Ren’s limp palm. 

“Choose  someone  else,  then,”  Lathan  told  Reegan.  “Fourt  should  stay  here.  He’ll  have  more protection with the majority of the pack around.” 

“Fourt  already  helps  me  with  my  healing  tinctures  and  pastes.  He  can  carry  out  any  basic instructions I give him without needing to ask a dozen questions first.” Fourt could’ve kissed Reegan for the way she advocated for him. 

Lathan  rubbed  a  hand  over  the  back  of  his  hair.  His  eyes  searched  the  room  for  another  option. 

Fourt’s feet propelled him forward, right into Lathan’s personal space. “I’m going,” he said, low and meant only for Lathan, though he knew it wasn’t private when most of the room had enhanced hearing. 

“It’s not up for discussion.” 

Tension  wound  around  them,  the  string  of  it  tightening  and  threatening  to  snap,  but  Fourt  stayed focused on his brother—his alpha. Lathan met his gaze, searching it for the reasoning behind Fourt’s demand. Fourt recognized the moment it registered for Lathan. It was there in the lift of his eyebrows and the slight tilt of his head. Fourt could feel the unspoken question between them, and he held fast, chin high when he answered. “That’s right. Ren is mine.” 

Drawing  in  a  deep  breath,  Lathan  put  his  hands  up  in  surrender.  “Alright.  Reegan,  Graham,  and Fourt will secure the Dawes home. Let’s get as many hands on Ren as we can.” 

“We’ll put him in the back of my truck.” Diesel stooped to put Rose down. She toddled over to where Morgan still sat, pinned under Riley, and patted Riley’s black coat with gentle hands, giggling when he licked her. 

“Woman, stop being so nosy,” Thorne said, holding his hand out for Ren’s knapsack. 

Em  already  had  the  flap  undone  and  was  working  the  drawstring  open  to  peek  inside.  Pure innocence cloaked her face as she handed the bag over. “I only wanted to see how, exactly, he fits his whole life in there. It’s magic, right? How else could he travel so light?” 

Her words trailed them as they hoisted Ren again. Even with most of the household helping, sweat beaded on each brow as they made the short trip outside to Diesel’s truck. 

Fourt  climbed  into  the  truck  bed,  helping  situate  Ren,  so  none  of  his  limbs  flopped  at  worse angles than they already were. Thorne and Riley stayed behind to guard the house, their mates, and the children. The rest of the crew piled into cars to make quick work of the short ride around the corner to Chris and Allie’s place. 

Sunlight flickered through the gray morning clouds. Fourt ignored everyone else in his presence. 

He leaned over to wipe away some of the blood on Ren’s face. In his head—and in his heart—Fourt made  a  vow  that  they  would  fix  Ren  up.  He’d  be  right  there,  by  Ren’s  side,  the  whole  time.  Fourt

blinked back tears, not caring if the others scented his emotions. He couldn’t make any more claims on the Protector’s love; that was the last thing he deserved to do. But if his family knew where his heart belonged, so be it. 

Fourt  closed  his  eyes,  silently  begging  Ren  to  come  back  from  whatever  had  happened,  to  heal quickly.  Fourt  longed  to  have  one  of  those  long,  casual,  drama-free  talks  like  they  used  to.  That seemed impossible, though, didn’t it? Still, he had to try. 

He didn’t know how or where to begin, but there was so much Fourt needed to say. 

C H A P T E R   T H R E E

IF  THERE  WERE  WORSE WAYS  TO  WAKE  UP,  REN  COULDN’T  THINK  OF  THEM.  OF  COURSE,  CONSIDERING

one  of  his  favorite  pastimes  was  sleep,  waking  up  was  rarely  a  joy  to  begin  with.  This  particular awakening,  though,  was  his  least  favorite  in  recent  memory.  A  vast,  insatiable  hunger  gnawed  the walls of his belly, and his whole body quivered with dull, distant pain. 

Time and space crawled back to him in an odd, sluggish way. When he couldn’t seem to bring his brain up to speed by force, Ren amused himself by imagining a snail doing slow-motion action scenes in  a  vat  of  molasses.  Awareness  seeped  into  his  body  inch  by  inch,  registering  first  in  all  the  achy places.  He  felt  mended  but  got  the  sense  he’d  been  severely  injured  until  quite  recently.  Random wisps of thought sifted through his mind, threads of memories that stayed out of reach. It was as if a screen stood in the way, blocking him from touching anything real. 

He  was  groggy,  drugged  with  the  lemony  freshness  of  Healer  energy.  He  peeled  his  dry  tongue from the roof of his mouth.  This must be what mummies feel like all the time, Ren thought, smacking his lips in a quest for enough moisture to swallow. 

It  took  immense  effort  to  crack  his  heavy  lids,  and  the  dark  ceiling  swam  in  swirls  and  ripples before coming into focus. He frowned up at it. Oh, no. This wouldn’t do at all. He’d recognize that ceiling anywhere. The low, buzzy hum coming from medical equipment, electronics, and appliances faded  in,  filling  his  senses.  No  wonder  he  was  so  confused;  he  was  surrounded  by  all  manner  of ghastly scientific and medical advancements. The Dawes lab might be state-of-the-art, but Ren wasn’t impressed; to him, it was nothing but a vile, cold place. Clinical and impersonal, despite the touches of character dotted here and there. 

Protectors were connected to the universe, and the people they cared for, at a nanoscopic level. 

Centuries  ago,  that  connection  rode  on  the  backs  of  atoms,  crossing  through  space  and  time  in  tidy, minuscule packages. The miracles of modern technology had given the link a new vector it liked far more.  It  hadn’t  taken  long  for  manmade  power  to  become  the  Protectors’  preferred  path  of  least resistance. Like a toddler gorging on junk food, the connection gobbled up electricity, learning to take shortcuts by hitchhiking on electrical currents instead. 

Now—enclosed as he was in a room full of excess energy—scratchy static assaulted Ren’s body with the pinches and pokes of moments past. 

Chris  and  Allie’s  lab  was  a  place  of  innovation  and  ingenuity.  Two  of  his  favorite  humans conducted their lives’ work in the vast room reminiscent of a high school science lab. Ren recognized the similarities because he’d once visited a high school science lab, back when Grace was under his care.  He’d  been  there  for  an  amusing  little  tête-à-tête  called  a  “parent-teacher  conference”.  It delighted  him  to  no  end  when  the  teacher  allowed  him  to  play  with  all  the  equipment  lined  up  on

tables  around  the  room.  Ren  easily  recalled  the  pride  that  had  filled  him  as  the  teacher  praised Grace’s scholastic achievements. She’d chatted with him as if Grace were truly a member of Ren’s family—his real-life niece, rather than merely his charge. That had been nice…the feeling of having a family who liked him. A less-nice part had been the way he’d had to pull himself out of Grace’s life. 

Even less-less-nice were the memories assailing him now. 

Ren had never been able to separate himself from the pain that tore through Grace and her parents when he took her away. He’d been aware that Lathan’s pain existed that night, but because he wasn’t connected to Lathan in the same way, the wolf’s agony hadn’t latched onto Ren’s cells like Grace’s had.  Thank Heaven for small miracles, he thought wryly. His mind and body didn’t have to carry any residual energy from Lathan’s sadness. One less molecule of devastation; no one would ever hear Ren complain about that. 

The lab held so many foul memories of Grace’s pain and confusion. That was all thanks to good old  Al  Einstein’s  first  law  of  thermal  dynamos,  or  whatever  it  was.  That  was  the  thing  ordinary people  couldn’t  understand.  Energy  never  disappeared,  which  meant  the  bits  of  the  universe  that attached themselves to that energy never fully dissipated, either. 

As much as he hated the lab, Ren had never scrounged up the ability to hate himself for the role he’d played in taking Grace away from her parents. No, the dark, selfish parts of him felt no remorse. 

He’d kept her safe, and he’d gotten several marvelous years out of the deal. He’d also earned several reprimands  from  on  high  for  getting  too  close  to  his  charge—but  that  was  on-brand  for  Ren.  He’d always gotten too close. 

Ren  attempted  to  lift  his  hands.  They  jerked  up,  awkward  and  imprecise.  A  clip  pinched  his finger,  its  cord  trailing  to  a  beeping  machine  near  his  head.  He  grimaced  at  the  sight.  His  knuckles were still pink and tender, indicating he’d had open wounds there at some point in his recent past. He patted sloppy, flopping hands over his body, finding himself wearing a soft, papery gown. 

 Sorry to say, but your fashion sense has tanked, lad, he told himself. 

A whimper to the left caught Ren’s attention, and he heaved himself up onto his side to gaze over the hospital bed’s rail. To his surprise, he found Fourt there, thrashing in a small sea of blankets. 

Ren’s  body  went  rigid  as  if  he’d  been  struck  by  lightning.  The  dim  lights  in  the  medical  bay flickered, then burned bright before flashing out for a second. Every machine near Ren began to beep and blink and squeal. Red lights flared on around the lab, dancing in sync with the screams of a siren. 

A  jolt  of  energy  seized  Ren’s  muscles,  bringing  with  it  an  onslaught  of  thoughts,  feelings,  and memories that seemed to pummel him from every direction. 

Talan’s strange voicemail—a warning that Fourt was in danger. 

Scribbling a rushed note for his sisters, Roxy and Rhodes. 

Diving into the Protector Portal to dip through time and space, his destination locked on the most important person in his life. He’d set out for Fairview and should’ve arrived in less time than it took to wink. 

Instead… Instead…

What had happened instead? 

The Guardian of the Gates. 

That’s  right,  he’d  been  intercepted  in  the  Portal.  Someone  had  yanked  him  out  of  the  river  of electric  stars  and  into  the  darkness  where  he’d  fought  for  his  life.  He’d  barely  managed  to  tear himself  away  from  his  assailant.  Who  was  it?  Had  he  seen  a  face?  It  was  a  man—a  man  who’d grabbed Ren by the collar and hauled him up, spittle flying around the hissed words, “The Guardian of the Gates sent me to deliver a message.” 

On  the  list  of  people  from  whom  Ren  would  enjoy  receiving  a  message,  The  Guardian  of  the Gates was so far down he was almost off the paper. 

Ren shuddered, clinging with one hand to the bed railing while he cowered and cupped his other hand  over  an  ear  to  block  out  the  horrible  shrieks  of  the  machines.  He  loved  loud  music—the rowdier, the better!—but the whiny, electronic wails of the medical devices made his skin crawl. 

Fourt’s efforts against the blankets grew more agitated. The wolf gasped, suddenly flying up from the mattress on the floor, eyes wide as he dropped into a defensive stance. He spun, identifying the sources of the sounds. 

“Sorry,  mate,”  Ren  shouted  over  the  noise,  “that  was  my  fault.  Must’ve  caused  a  power  surge when I woke up.” 

It  was  more  of  a  fabricated  truth  than  a  lie,  Ren  decided.  The  power   had  surged  when  he’d discovered  he  was  only  feet  away  from  the  man  he’d  returned  to  protect.  He’d  already  been conscious  by  that  point,  of  course,  but  there  was  awake—and  then,  there  was   awake.  Nothing  had ever stirred Ren the way Fourt’s presence did. No one else in the universe offered the same warmth or familiarity. Fourt was a beacon in the bleakest darkness. 

The wolf straightened up and rushed toward Ren, his face scrunched as if that would help block out the chaos. 

Perhaps it wasn’t the most romantic scenario, what with the screeching alarms and red warning lights strobing around them. Still, Ren couldn’t help but sweep his starved gaze over Fourt. Ren had seen countless specimens of stunning manhood in his long, long lifetime. The Protector Realm alone was filled with people so beautiful they made the suns, moons, and stars dimmer in the skies. 

Fourt outshone them all. 

Impossible  as  it  seemed,  he’d  become  even  more  bewitching  in  the  last  month.  He  was  at  that stage  in  a  wolf’s  life  where  everything  grew  up  and  filled  out,  as  unconfined  by  the  universe  as  a goldfish in an endless sea. 

When Ren first met Fourt, the wolf was half a foot shorter, at least. The dismal environment he’d been brought up in had prevented him from developing as wolves normally did. He’d had no regular meals. Hell, he’d hardly experienced the joys of fresh air and sunshine. 

Now, though, Fourt had to be almost Ren’s height, and his body was packed with lean, rippling muscle. Freedom and the love of a strong family had done wonders. The sight of him sent wave after wave of joy and anguish coursing over Ren, threatening to drag him under. 

Fourt’s  molten  eyes  swam  with  questions,  searching,  begging  for  answers.  Guilt  choked  Ren, tightening  his  throat  and  chest.  His  heart  galloped,  and  he  was  glad  he’d  already  sent  the  machines into  a  useless  frenzy  with  his  power—at  least  they  wouldn’t  betray  the  feelings  he  was  still  so  far from  sorting  out.  That  was,  of  course,  supposing  that  the  wolf  couldn’t  hear  the  pounding  of  Ren’s heart. Bloody hell, was its goal to hammer its way out of his chest? 

The  moment  seemed  to  draw  on,  neither  of  them  able  to  drag  their  eyes  away.  Mere  inches separated  them,  but  time  and  space—meant  to  be  a  Protector’s  best  friends—had  opened  a  cruel chasm between them. Destiny and Fate stood at opposite sides of that canyon, each refusing to build a bridge. Ren wanted to span that gap—to reach out and cling to Fourt’s familiar warmth. He lifted a heavy, weak hand toward the white knuckles Fourt wrapped around the railing on the bed. 

C H A P T E R   F O U R

A HYDRAULIC HISS SOUNDED  TO  THE  LEFT,  TEARING  FOURT  AWAY  BEFORE  REN  COULD  MAKE  CONTACT. 

Ren felt the pull between them, the ripping deeper of that chasm. It reminded him, suddenly and sadly, of  the  sinkhole  he’d  gone  to  see  in  the  fall  just  outside  Flagler.  The  hole  had  appeared  without warning  and  had  become,  overnight,  something  of  a  novelty  to  visit.  By  the  time  Ren  got  there, delighted  to  see  what  all  the  fuss  was  about,  people  had  begun  throwing  their  garbage  into  the  pit, knowing the ground would be forever shaky and irreparable. 

Fourt turned his back on Ren, rushing for the lift as it lowered into the lab. The way the wolf’s rumpled jeans clung to his hips was a bloody crime. 

Ren  pressed  a  hand  to  his  chest,  massaging  the  burning  place  where  his  heart  still  battered  his ribs. 

Red light flashed over the lift, illuminating Reegan, Graham, Chris, and Allie. Ren’s racing heart leaped a hurdle in jubilation. It was so good to be back that he almost forgot about Talan’s warning—

the very impetus for Ren’s return. 

“Help me down,” Reegan cried, too impatient to wait for the lift to reach the floor. She accepted Fourt’s hand and dropped off the side, clearing the last few feet gracefully. “Never thought I’d have you as a patient!” Reegan’s smile brightened the space as she flicked a switch, dousing the medical bay in light. 

“Not exactly a patient, love.” Ren opened an arm to receive her tight squeeze. She lingered there, breathing out a sigh of relief, which Ren took to mean he’d been in worse shape than he thought. “I’m well out of the woods, as you can see.” 

She pulled back, looking him over. “That’s true. You were already healing up when I checked you the first time.” 

She  scooted  closer  to  the  bed,  so  her  mate  could  reach  behind  her.  Chris  and  Graham  made  a circuit  of  the  lab,  throwing  breakers  and  pressing  buttons  to  quiet  the  alarms  and  lights  Ren  had triggered. 

“You were out for quite a while.” Allie leaned a shoulder against the wall outside the med bay. 

Fourt hung back with her, arms crossed and brows furrowed. He looked so much like Diesel and Lathan, no one would guess there wasn’t a biological link between them. 

“How long?” Ren toyed with the buttons on the hospital bed. 

“Almost two days.” Chris joined his wife and Fourt, each face etched with worry. 

“Well, stop looking so bloody concerned.” Ren plastered on a cavalier grin, amusing himself by raising and lowering the back of the bed. “Sometimes a fellow needs a good, long nap.” A two-day nap, he realized, was indeed cause for concern. 

“Mind if I see where things stand?” Reegan rubbed her hands together. 

Ren returned the bed to its upright position. “Prod away, love.” 

Gentle  heat  radiated  from  the  Healer’s  hands,  searching  out  and  poking  all  the  places  where lingering pain whispered. Ren bit the tip of his tongue behind closed lips, face locking into a placid mask. 

“What  happened,  man?”  Graham  leaned  his  elbows  on  the  railing  near  the  foot  of  the  bed, watching his mate do her work. 

“Oh”—Ren  waved  a  dismissive  hand—“bit  of  a  bumpy  ride  through  the  Portal.  Happens  from time to time.” 

Fourt scoffed, causing Ren to swing his smirk that way. The wolf shook his head, rolling his eyes at Allie next to him. 

Reegan, patient and professional, patted Ren’s hand. “It must’ve been one hell of a trip, Ren. You were bashed up and broken from head to toe.” 

“You  passed  out  across  the  threshold  at  Lathan’s  feet,”  Graham  added.  “I  already  checked  with Will. Nothing went down in Flagler—they didn’t know you were gone.” 

Bloody  hell.  Ren  shook  his  head,  half-expecting  his  hair  to  swish  back  behind  him  in  the satisfying way it once had. Right …he’d lopped it off. His gaze flicked, unbidden, back to Fourt. 

“It took all of us to carry you.” Chris looped an arm over his wife’s shoulders and grinned down at her. “I’d forgotten how heavy Protectors were.” 

Well, at least Ren’s carefree act was working on one of them. His insouciant attitude clearly had Chris  convinced  all  was  on  its  way  back  to  normal.  And,  Chris’s  cheerful  chatter  answered  one  of Ren’s  most  pressing  questions.  The  whole  pack,  plus  some,  had  seen  him  in  such  a  state.  It  was downright maddening that he’d been vulnerable in their eyes. 

Ren quite liked emotional vulnerability. There were few people in the universe he’d opened his soul to, but those connections were deep. He craved them, relished them, basked in them, even. 

Physical  weakness  was  a  different  matter.  He  was  meant  to  be  a  hero;  he’d  been  literally  born into the role. He much preferred it when people saw him as invincible. Untouchable. 

Ren  didn’t  realize  he’d  gotten  lost  in  his  own  thoughts  until  he  noticed  Allie  was  talking.  He’d missed every word she said, not catching up until she asked, “Who wants to call Lathan?” 

Ren  lurched  upright,  reaching  for  the  railing  and  fumbling  to  lower  it.  Blasted  modern  medical amenities!  “Come  now,  love.  There’s  no  need  for  all  that.”  To  his  relief,  he  figured  out  the  release mechanism and dropped the rail with a metallic  clunk. He swung his legs over the side of the bed, feet prickling as blood rushed into them. “Look at me! I’m fine. I’m spry, even. I’ll make my way over there on my own, thank you, and I’ll do it with a pep in every step.” 

Inwardly,  Ren  cringed  at  his  own  voice.  He  sounded  as  if  he  were  scripting  some  charming, ridiculous old radio ad. Outwardly, he plowed ahead, ignoring the disbelieving looks directed at him. 

“The way you’re all making it sound, my arrival wasn’t up to my usual standards. I can’t have that, now, can I? What say I make a grand entrance this time?” He winked at Reegan as he yanked free of the last of her medical apparatuses and stood up. 

His vision went black, and he staggered. Someone reached to support him—not Fourt, the touch wasn’t  warm  enough.  On  the  next  blink,  his  sight  refocused,  allowing  him  to  recognize  Graham’s tattoos. He shook off the ghost’s steadying hands with a laugh. “No need to cozy up, mate. I was only testing you.” 

“Ren.” Reegan drew his name out in a warning as she rushed around the bed to corral him. “I’m not letting you off that easily. Don’t think you can dismiss us just because you’re a Protector.” 

He rumpled her hair affectionately. “I’m not trying to dismiss anyone, love. I’m all healed up. The only problem now is that I’m downright starving.” He winked at Chris—the keeper of the snacks for the Dawes household. “A bit of ice cream would set me up nicely.” 

That, at least, drew chuckles and diffused some of the tension in the room. Ren took full advantage of  their  momentary  relaxation  by  beating  a  hasty  retreat  for  the  lift.  It  was  only  when  he  turned  his back on them that he recalled he was still wearing that papery gown. From the rush of cool air that slipped  in  to  caress  his  ass,  he  realized  the  dress  must  be  doing  a  piss-poor  job  of  covering  his backside. 

“No peeking at my bum,” he teased. A quick glance over his shoulder showed they were scurrying to  join  him.  He  stepped  onto  the  lift,  shaking  off  a  rolling  wave  of  guilt,  which  was  laced  with  a disobliging hint of nausea. Their care and concern were evident on their faces, but his pride didn’t leave room on the side for their assistance. 

The lift carried them all up into the Dawes laundry room, back to familiar and friendlier ground. 

Ren was grateful when the floor sealed, blocking out reminders of the awful, pain-laced lab below. 

“My congratulations to whichever of you got the honor of stripping me down,” he said, basking in the chuckles his remark elicited. That was more like it. They were seeing him properly again as the fun uncle. The teasing, troublemaking hero, stealing the spotlight for himself whenever he could and keeping everyone smiling. He loved to be loved—even if it was a begrudging, rueful sort of affection. 

At least that was better than hate, indifference, or rejection. 

“Asshat,” Graham muttered, giving Ren a good nudge in the ribs. 

Blimey, the buggers were still tender. 

Ren dawdled on the lift while the others exited the laundry room into the kitchen. 

Fourt  glanced  back  at  him.  “It’s  good  you  weren’t  trying  to  dismiss  us.  It’s  not  in  our  nature  to leave behind the people we care about.” 

His  pained,  pointed  look  sent  Ren’s  hand  whipping  out  of  its  own  accord,  catching  Fourt’s  belt loop and holding him lightly in place. He’d been right: Fourt stood almost eye to eye with him now. “I probably deserve that,” Ren said. “But I—” 

Before he could continue, Chris called out from the kitchen, “Chocolate or vanilla?” The rattle of silverware  and  the  familiar  sounds  of  someone  rummaging  in  the  freezer  drew  them  both  back  to reality. “Oooh, we’ve got caramel swirl, too.” 

Fourt stepped out of his hold. 

“Give me a lift over to your place?” Ren reached for the first carton Chris passed his way, dug a spoon in, and shoveled a huge scoop into his mouth with an anticipatory moan. Recovery food was almost as good as sex. 

“I need to go for a run.” Fourt moved farther away, reestablishing the safe distance between them. 

Reegan  glanced  at  Fourt  before  she  offered  a  conciliatory,  “I’ll  take  you,  Ren.  Lathan  will  be anxious to get my assessment of your condition, anyway. And I’m still not convinced I should let you out of my sight.” 

“You  do  realize  you’re  going  to  have  to  explain  what’s  going  on  at  some  point,  don’t  you?” 

Graham studied Ren with the astute, investigative eyes of a senior UNITY agent. 

Ren flashed his best and brightest smile, though his head was spinning. His body trembled on the inside,  his  traumatized  cells  still  finding  their  way  home.  “Can’t  a  man  come  and  go  as  he  pleases anymore?” 

His question was punctuated by the sound of the sliding door  whooshing shut. Fourt’s back was visible through the glass as he rushed away down the stairs. 

Ren carved out another bite of ice cream. As soon as his belly was full, he would be able to think straight. Then, he would sort out everything that had happened, and he’d find a way to narrow the gap between Fourt and him. 

C H A P T E R   F I V E

REN’S  RE-ENTRY  INTO  THE  PACK  HOME  GENERATED  AN  EXHILARATING  HUBBUB  OF  EXCITEMENT.  HE

allowed  himself  to  revel  in  the  high  of  that  diversion  until  the  first  questions  crept  in  about  his injuries. Then, like the master of a room he’d learned to be, he glommed on to Lathan and Avery and steered them in the direction of Lathan’s office, calling out cheerful excuses to the friends who wanted to  spend  more  time  with  him.  That  was  the  kind  of  homecoming  he’d  hoped  for—one  where  he controlled the atmosphere and the flow of information. 

The tactful, graceful exit was mandatory. He could no longer ignore the creeping sense of anxiety invading his every thought and cell. His protective urges were inescapable, the compulsion too strong to dismiss. By the time they reached the hallway outside Lathan’s office, Ren was all but dragging the two wolves along with him. 

“You stay, love,” he called over his shoulder to Blaze. 

The big black wolf snorted, offering an unamused assessment of his condescension. 

“I’d really prefer it if you wouldn’t give my mate orders.” Lathan tried to skid to a stop, but he wasn’t strong enough to extract himself from under Ren’s arm. “What’s so confidential she can’t be a part of it?” 

“I’m with the boss-man on this one.” Avery side-eyed Ren’s hand on her shoulder. “What’s up?” 

“I’ll  have  you  know  you  should  both  be  thanking  me.”  Ren  jostled  them  into  Lathan’s soundproofed  office,  slamming  the  door  behind  them.  His  protective  impulses  encircled  him  like  a boa constrictor, threatening to squeeze him to death if he didn’t spill the concerns tightening his chest. 

“I’ll thank you when I know I’ve got a reason.” Lathan crossed his arms where he stood. 

Ren rummaged in his knapsack, which Reegan had returned to him. He extracted a pair of jeans and a t-shirt. 

Avery  strolled  to  the  right,  going  to  lean  against  the  smaller  desk  there.  “Spill  it,  Ren.  What’s going on?” 

Ren  tore  off  the  paper  gown  he  still  wore  and  yanked  his  clothes  on,  words  punctuated  by  his jerky  movements.  “I  got  a  distressing  call  from  Talan  and  rushed  here  right  away  to  relay  it.”  He balled up the gown and tossed it in the trash, eyes darting from Avery to Lathan. “He mentioned he’d be reaching out to you, too, but his message was strange. He said he’d gotten wind of—and I think I’m quoting here—‘some serious shit that’s about to go down’.” 

In fact, Ren knew he was quoting. He’d listened to the message more times than he was willing to admit.  There  were  other  things  Talan  had  mentioned,  too,  but  Ren  preferred  to  keep  those  matters between Fourt and himself, at least for now. 

Lathan and Avery shared a look before Lathan let his arms drop. He went to his desk, where he

spun the chair out and folded himself into it. “You’re late. We heard from Talan two days ago. He told us the same thing, and the trouble already came.” 

Ren shot forward, palms flattening on Lathan’s desk. “What was it? What happened?” 

Avery pushed herself up onto the smaller desk, letting her long legs swing over the side. “I’m not sure it was a big enough issue for you to come rushing back from Flagler. Don’t they need you?” 

“I thought it was best to relay the warning in person.” Ren impatiently stuffed down his guilt over abandoning his sisters. “Roxy and Rhodes are strong enough to manage on their own for a bit.” 

Heaven knew they’d both already learned to do so. Roxy had been running the Flagler community for years now, and Rhodes’s last job had been as the sole Protector for a safe home. It was a saving grace, really, that he could count on them to look out for themselves and their people. 

He forced himself to mimic the calm, collected vibe of the room, plopping into one of the chairs in front of Lathan’s desk. “I’m here now, anyway, so I may as well stick around for a while. You both seem untroubled but catch me up. What, exactly, did I miss?” 

“Only what Talan told us we might expect.” Lathan leaned his elbows on his desk. “He explained there was some incoming correspondence from Fourt’s biological parents.” 

Ren jolted in his chair as if someone had tried to sneak the thing out from under him. “Sod off!” 

Avery chuckled. “The letter had already come by the time Talan reached us. A courier delivered it. You should’ve seen Lathan. He was on guard duty, and he had the guy shaking in his shiny shoes.” 

“What  was  in  the  letter?”  Ren’s  muscles  tightened,  physically  pushing  back  the  need  to  know everything about the situation. His innards shook with the strain. 

Lathan and Avery shared another look. Ren was impressed, not for the first time, with how well they’d  learned  to  share  the  lead.  They’d  turned  into  quite  the  team  over  the  last  few  years;  weaker wolves would have torn each other apart. 

“We don’t actually know,” Lathan allowed. “The courier explained that he’d been sent by Atticus and Imogen Northcott, who were requesting Fourt’s presence at a dinner in their home.” 

“Lathan  kept  snarling  at  the  poor  guy,  even  after  he  shifted  back  to  human.  The  man  was  so freaked out, he let a few details loose. He told us his employers alleged that Fourt was their son.” A dark laugh slipped from Avery’s lips. “It was great.” 

Lathan collected  a  few pens  from  the desktop  and  returned  them to  a  drawer. “None  of  us  have seen the letter since then. And Fourt hasn’t opened up about the specific contents yet.” 

Ren bolted from his chair, the force of his movements sending it skidding back. “I see two bloody alphas in this room! How is it that neither of you has thought to demand he hand the thing over? Sit Fourt down. Compel him to give you the details!” His hands balled into fists at his sides. The lights around the office flickered, forcing him to reel in his reaction. “This makes no sense. A single letter shouldn’t be the cause of the kind of warning Talan relayed to me.” 

Avery tilted her head and frowned, growing more serious. “Did it come off as a strong advisory to you? I felt like it was more of a heads-up than a call to ring the alarm bells.” 

Some of the wind knocked out of Ren’s sails. “That’s not how it sounded to me. Talan seemed to think Fourt was in trouble,” he said, but his mind raced back over Talan’s words. Was that what Talan had said? Or was it what Ren had  heard? He had to admit, it was entirely possible he’d  wanted Fourt to need him and had come running at the first opportunity. 

“Regardless,  we’re  taking  it  seriously,  of  course.”  Lathan  shifted  in  his  seat.  “We  haven’t  lost sight of Fourt’s background. No one knew who his parents were before the letter came in, but Fourt grew up with the knowledge that they were somehow connected to the slave trade.” 

“Connected to Snelgrove, more like,” Ren spat, fists tightening at his sides. That wretched wolf

had  brought  unforgivable  pain  on  Ren’s  dearest  friends.  Ren  sometimes  amused  himself  by  making mental lists of all the different ways he’d like to torture Snelgrove. Of course, he didn’t fancy landing himself  in  any  deeper  trouble  with  the  Protector  Realm,  so  those  dark,  delicious  thoughts  went unspoken. 

“Maybe connected to him,” Avery amended. 

Ren’s head whipped in her direction. “Maybe? The man is a plague. Anyone associated with him is a carrier of his foul disease.” 

Avery’s shoulders stiffened. “Need I remind you how many of our own are, by necessity, affiliated with him at this very moment?” 

“Held hostage by his false regime,” Lathan corrected on a low growl. 

Ren  slapped  Lathan’s  desk  and  pointed  at  him.  “Yes.  Thank  you!  Between  the  two  of  you,  you almost have an ounce of sense left.” 

Both  wolves  snarled  at  him.  It  seemed  like  all  Avery  could  do  to  grit  out  an  even-toned explanation. “Years have passed. Fourt’s parents could’ve changed. What if they’ve defected from the Dissident movement? These are tricky times, Ren. We can’t afford to detonate any potential for new, trustworthy allies. Especially not ones who might have direct insight into Snelgrove’s plans.” 

“You’re  putting  Fourt  at  risk  based  on  that  theory?”  The  lights  flickered  again,  flaring  with  the surging frustration of Ren’s demand. 

“We’re respecting Fourt’s privacy on the matter,” Lathan argued. “We’re trusting that he’ll tell us if  there’s  anything  else  in  that  letter  we  need  to  know.  If  the  Northcotts  are  expecting  a  reply,  he’ll either have to come to a decision or ignore the thing altogether.” 

“He won’t ignore it,” Ren said. 

“No, he won’t,” Lathan agreed. “But I’m not going to pressure him to do anything rash. It’s up to him how he wants to handle this.” 

Ren shook his head. “It doesn’t suit to wait this out. What about Talan? Have you contacted him for more information? How did he know about the letter in the first place?” 

“It  had  to  come  from  Eddie.”  Avery  pushed  off  the  smaller  desk  and  crossed  to  collapse  in  the chair Ren had vacated. “His pride has connections all over the world. They’ve got the advantage over us with so many eyes in the sky.” She massaged her temples, and Ren noticed the dark circles under her eyes for the first time. 

It was good he’d come back. The pack needed someone fresh to step up and take charge. 

“That  explanation  falls  short.”  Ren  reached  for  his  phone  before  he  remembered  he’d  left  it  in Flagler during his hasty departure. “Someone call him up or get me a new phone, so I can do it. This is ridiculous.” 

“When did you get so damn pushy?” Avery asked. 

Lathan rifled through a desk drawer to his right and tossed a phone Ren’s way. They kept backups for unexpected circumstances like these. 

“I’ve always been pushy, love.” The phone buzzed to life in Ren’s hand. “Maybe it’s just been too long since you saw me in action.” He jabbed the screen, punching in Talan’s number. When you got to be  Ren’s  age,  you  had  an  ironclad  memory  for  things  like  phone  numbers.  It  was  foolish  to  rely  on ever-changing technology to do the work for you. He put the phone to his ear and waited. 

C H A P T E R   S I X

“WHO THE HELL IS THIS?” 

The gruff voice on the other end of the line was so loud, the words clattered around in Ren’s skull even after he’d jerked the phone away from his ear. 

“Eddie!”  Avery  jumped  from  her  chair.  She  snatched  the  phone  and  punched  the  speaker  button before placing it on the desk between the three of them. 

“Magistrate Wells!” Eddie—lion, ally, and leader of Talan’s pride—warmed instantly. 

Ren gripped the edge of the desk, leaning in next to Avery. “This isn’t the most secure connection, mate.” Nicholas Snelgrove believed he’d usurped Avery to take charge of the wolf race; the lion put himself at risk by paying respect with Avery’s true title. 

“Screw the connection.” Regal formality lapped at the edges of each word. “A queen is a queen, regardless of who sits upon her throne. What can I do for you?” 

“We were trying to contact Talan,” Lathan said. 

“You’ve reached his old phone, but he’s no longer with my pride.” 

Avery stilled next to Ren. “What does that mean?” 

Ren  joined  this  round  of  look-sharing  between  Lathan  and  Avery.  He  saw  it  in  their  eyes—they were preparing themselves for the worst. 

A dry laugh crackled the speaker. “He’s alive and well, Magistrate. He’s merely moved on, as we cats  sometimes  do.  Following  the  Dissident  uprising  in  the  fall,  the  pride  voted  to  part  ways  in phases. Much like your pack, many of my people were directly affected by the new ‘laws’.” 

Ren could hear the air quotes around the word. 

“Have  you  heard  new  chatter  that  heightened  your  concern?”  Avery  leaned  closer  to  the  phone, her blond-and-black hair dipping to shield her face. 

“I didn’t have to hear new chatter,” the lion replied. “The current state of things is enough, isn’t it?” 

Lathan and Avery both murmured their agreement. 

“Too right,” Ren muttered. His gaze swung to Lathan, aiming a nonverbal accusation at the alpha who hadn’t done the same. But then, he remembered Lathan  had done exactly that when Snelgrove had first returned. After the fallout of that hard separation, the pack had spoken a vow against all parting ways again; the wolves likely wouldn’t leave each other now, even if Lathan ordered it. 

“My  people  have  headed  out  across  the  universe  in  search  of  safer,  more  tolerant  territories. 

Talan departed  with  one of  the  last groups,”  Eddie  said.  “Those of  us  who’ve remained  are  tied  to Fairview, but who knows how long that will be enough.” 

“I’m  so  sorry,  Eddie.”  Lathan  rubbed  a  hand  over  the  back  of  his  neck.  “It  must  be  hard  to  see

your pride dismantled like that.” 

“It’s  not  easy,  that’s  for  certain,”  Eddie  agreed.  “But  I  comfort  myself  with  the  hope  they’ll  all find greater protection than I can offer them here.” 

Anxiety prevented Ren from standing still. Instead, he pushed away from the desk to pace around the cozy office, calling out toward the phone, “Talan reached out—” 

“Yes,  about  the  Northcott  couple  contacting  Fourt,”  Eddie  said.  “One  of  the  servants  in  the Northcott home is the sister-in-law of a member of my pride.” 

“Do we need to worry about this family?” Lathan asked. “You know Fourt’s background…” 

“Indeed. I don’t know them personally, but I don’t think this individual would willingly work for them  if  she  believed  they  were  connected  to  the  slave  trade.”  Eddie  cleared  his  throat,  uneasiness touching his tone. “My intention was that Talan alert you all to the arrival of an outsider with whom you might want contact. I hope I didn’t overstep. I suspected it could be an opportunity you’d wish to take advantage of…one way or the other.” 

Meaning Eddie gave them room to accept the courier’s message or hold the poor bastard hostage to gain power over the Northcotts. Ren quite liked that idea. Who did these people think they were, inserting themselves into Fourt’s life and causing drama? 

“From what my pride member says, they are kind, gentle souls who seem, if anything, reclusive and sad. They hire people to go out for them. Apparently, they’re not willing to leave their home—

though they’ve remained in one place far longer than most shifters are meant to.” 

Lathan’s  brows  popped,  and  Avery  propped  her  chin  in  her  hand,  letting  out  a  soft,  “Hmm.” 

Clearly, Ren wasn’t the only one interested in that tidbit of information. 

“Do you intend to let Fourt visit them?” Eddie asked. 

Lathan hesitated. “That’s really more—” 

“Pack  business,  of  course.”  Eddie  chuckled,  amicable  and  understanding.  “Forgive  this  cat’s curiosity.” 

“No worries.” Lathan glanced at Avery, then Ren, to see if there were any further questions. 

Ren had plenty, but he held his tongue. 

“Thanks for your help, Eddie,” Lathan said. “We’ll let you get back to your people. The ones you have left, that is.” 

“One more matter, if you please,” Eddie said. 

“Sure,” Lathan and Avery answered at the same time. 

“My apologies, but I’ll need to begin withdrawing the extra aid I’ve sent your way. It’s time for me to let them decide if they want to stay or go.” 

“Of  course.”  Avery’s  immediate  acquiescence  ruled  out  any  opinion  Lathan  might  have.  “We’ll make sure anyone leaving from here has safe passage.” 

“Best of luck,” Lathan added. 

The air in the room grew heavy, weighing them down. 

“Be well, friends.” Eddie ended the call. 

Ren retrieved the phone from the desk and stashed it in his knapsack. “Are you going to let Fourt visit them?” 

Lathan speared Ren with a glare. “I’ll admit I don’t  want to let Fourt make his own choice. My alpha instincts tell me to forbid it. But sometimes I have to think with my human brain instead of my wolf one. We’ve discussed it”—he motioned between Avery and himself—“and we’ve come to the conclusion that we might cause more harm than good if we prohibit him. Fourt could choose to buck my  authority  and  go  anyway.  That  would  make  things  a  hell  of  a  lot  harder  to  mitigate.  Like  Avery

said earlier, it’s tricky.” 

Avery grunted her agreement, cracking her knuckles before she spun up a delicate ribbon of light in her palm. 

“Then you need someone on standby to go along if Fourt decides to meet them,” Ren said. 

Lathan snorted out a hard laugh. “Are you offering your services?” 

For a second, the question shone in Lathan’s eyes with extra emphasis. Could he see how Ren’s heart  yearned  for  Fourt?  Bloody  hell,  probably.  The  longing  was  carved  into  the  surface  of  Ren’s soul. Ren sputtered, floundering for a witty response. He choked on his own tongue instead. 

Lathan’s brow ticked in response. “You didn’t exactly show up here in the best shape. I’m not sure how confident I’d feel putting my brother’s life in your hands.” 

The sconce on the wall next to Ren flared like a spotlight. It was all Ren could do to release his frustration  without  sending  it  into  the  fragile  bulb.  Lathan  held  his  gaze  a  moment  longer  before closing his eyes and scrubbing his hands over them. They were all exhausted by the need for constant vigilance, Ren reminded himself. He had to back down; they were on the same team. 

“I’ve  already  doubled  down  on  security  around  here,”  Lathan  said.  “And  I  haven’t  made  an explicit  announcement  about  it,  but  I’ve  taken  Fourt  off  guard  duty.  If  he  decides  to  go  meet  these people, we’ll initiate plans for his protection.” 

Ren already had a plan. He’d be going along, and that was that. 

Avery  twirled  the  ribbon  of  light,  manipulating  it  into  a  small  ball  before  curling  her  fingers  in over it and snuffing it out. “In the meantime, I’ve reached out to the Magistrate’s wolves through the secure  connection  Stone  set  up  for  us.  I’ve  asked  them  to  try  to  access  the  records  and  gather  any information they can about the Northcotts.” 

Ahhh,  Stone.  One  of  Ren’s  favorites  from  Flagler,  a  young  man  who  loved  mischief  almost  as much as Ren did. 

“Unfortunately,  the  wolves  still  in  the  mansion  have  limited  resources,”  Avery  continued. 

“Snelgrove thinks they’re inherently loyal because of their position, but he doesn’t trust them enough to allow them near the library. Of course, the records are all on paper, and that’s where the files are stored,  so  I’m  not  optimistic.  I’m  stuck  with  what  I’ve  got  in  my  office  here,  and  most  of  those  are specifically related to our pack. Simone always carried the files we needed back and forth when she still worked here.” 

Avery’s face softened with concern as she spoke about the wolves who were meant to be at her side. Instead, they were all trapped within the mansion Nicholas Snelgrove now occupied. Well…not trapped.  They’d  volunteered  to  stay  and  were  now  deprived  of  the  opportunity  to  leave.  A  healthy dose of spin could brighten any outlook, it seemed. 

Dissatisfaction boiled in Ren’s blood. “What difference do records make? With or without them, you already know what Fourt will choose.” 

“And, as I said before, we’re not going to forbid him from making his own decisions.” Lathan’s voice  was  as  sharp  as  a  freshly-honed  blade.  “I  won’t  be  responsible  for  taking  away  Fourt’s freedom. Think about what that would mean to him—how it would make him feel.” 

“His feelings hardly matter if he no longer has a body with which to feel them,” Ren retorted. He heard how hard and petty the words were but refused to take them back. 

“I don’t think it’s a matter of life and death at this point.” Avery peered keenly over at him. 

“And  how  did  that  work  out  for  Graham?”  Ren  demanded,  thoughts  flying  free  before  he  could consider stopping them. 

Avery  launched  herself  from  her  chair,  boots  thudding  on  the  floor.  “I  understand  that  your

protective instincts rule you, but you’re pushing it too far. Don’t assume I’ve gone soft just because I’m not in charge of UNITY anymore.” 

“There is no UNITY anymore,” Ren snapped. “And I don’t fall under your dominion.” 

He had all the freedom in the world to make his own choices, didn’t he? At least for now. 

Ren drew a deep, hard breath, dialing back his attitude. “I’m sorry, love. You’re right. My primal protective drive is controlling me more than I’m controlling it at the moment. You can’t imagine how the upheaval in the universe makes me feel.” That, at least, was true. 

Avery’s  hackles  smoothed,  and  she  gave  a  terse  nod,  accepting  his  apology.  “We’re  all  feeling some of that pain.” 

Lathan  stood  and  turned  to  Ren.  “Are  you  sticking  around?”  That  uncanny  glint  returned  to  the wolf’s eyes. 

Ren nodded. “For as long as I can.” 

The words twined like a vow around his heart. He had to do what he could with the limited time he had left. 

C H A P T E R   S E V E N

 The pleasure of your presence is requested at a private family dinner in the home of Atticus

 & Imogen Northcott. 

 Should you wish to attend, please respond to the phone number below with a date and time of your choosing. 

 We will gladly grant any demands from your alpha to ensure your safety during your visit. 

 We anxiously await your reply. 

THE  WORDS  WERE  HANDWRITTEN IN  NAVY  INK,  THEIR  PRECISE,  BLOCKY  CALLIGRAPHIC  SHAPES  PRESSED

so firmly into the thick paper, Fourt could feel their impressions on the outside of the card. Below the phone number, a second note had been added in a different handwriting. It slanted and swooped with vintage elegance:

 Please consider bringing along a bag of your things. We would welcome you to stay for a while if you feel comfortable doing so. 

 Yours most hopefully, 

 Imogen

Fourt rubbed the back of his neck. His skin was still warm from the long shower he’d taken, but the stubborn knots of tension in his muscles refused to untie themselves. He’d hoped to run his wolf to the point of exhaustion. Unfortunately, Diesel’s wolf had intercepted him long before he’d reached his limits. The pack might not be talking about it, but Fourt was aware his time alone outside the house was  being  purposely  limited.  It  annoyed  the  hell  out  of  Fourt’s  wolf,  though  his  human  brain understood their concerns. 

After the run, he’d attempted to scald his anxieties away in the shower. That, too, had proved a futile effort. Fourt glanced at his damp towel, which lay in an unceremonious heap near his feet. He needed  to  put  it  away,  but  he  couldn’t  bring  himself  to  get  back  up  yet.  Instead,  he  sat  on  the  hard floor, leaning back against his door so no one could barge in without warning. He usually enjoyed the casual, comfortable way they all shared each other’s space. For now, though, he needed privacy. 

Fourt rubbed his fingers over the deep lettering again. He’d already handled the card so much it was tattered at the edges. He both didn’t want to touch it  and couldn’t stop himself from doing so. The compulsion  was  as  perplexing  as  the  thoughts  swirling  in  his  brain.  The  cloudy  confusion  had  only been stirred and muddied by Ren’s return. 

Fourt frowned at the words, index finger tracing the grooves in the paper. Who had written them? 

The ones at the bottom were signed by Imogen. His  mother. Fourt tested that thought once more. His mother? Yes, that was better—it still felt more like a question than a statement. He’d gone his whole life without knowing the identities of his parents. Simply learning their names wasn’t enough to attach an  association  to  them—other  than  knowing  they  were  the  ones  responsible  for  the  time  he’d  spent enslaved by Nicholas Snelgrove. 

He let his head rock back and stared up at the ceiling. He sighed when no answers appeared there. 

Logically,  he  should  want  nothing  to  do  with  the  Northcotts.  Unfortunately,  logic  was  both delightfully simple and impossibly complicated. As a wolf shifter, he had an innate desire to be tied to blood. When he’d been taken in by the Black pack, he’d found a family and that part of his nature had  been  put  to  rest.  Now,  it  was  wide  awake  again  and  demanding  to  meet  the  other  souls  in  the universe who purported to be his true kin. 

His pack hadn’t pushed the issue. He felt their desire to know his thoughts, of course, but they’d left the letter in his hands—despite Em’s best efforts to draw out the truth. Ren’s abrupt arrival had, thankfully, shifted the focus away from him for now, but Fourt knew it wouldn’t be long before they were looking at him again, waiting and wondering. 

He had a decision to make. 

Fourt folded the note back in on itself, examining the elaborate letter “N” embossed in the seal. 

He’d been so careful when he’d opened the letter, not wanting to break the smooth circle of red wax. 

“Fourt Northcott,” he mouthed, not daring to let even a hush of a whisper pass over his lips. He rolled  his  eyes  and  scoffed  at  himself.  “Useless,”  he  muttered.  They  wouldn’t  have  called  him

“Fourt”. If they’d called him anything at all, it would have been “Fourteen”. 

In  Snelgrove’s  breeding  program,  the  wolves  didn’t  have  names;  they  were  only  known  by numbers.  The  first  person  to  call  him  “Fourt”  was  Ren.  Fourt,  in  his  desperation  to  find  safety  and acceptance, had eagerly latched onto the name, and it had stuck. It seemed cruel, sometimes, that Ren had been the one to give him a name. On the other hand, Fourt’s heart had belonged to Ren since the moment  they’d  met,  so  it  was  also  quite  fitting.  Despite  its  origins,  Fourt  couldn’t  imagine  himself being called anything else. 

The  pack’s  warm  and  loving  acceptance  made  it  almost  easy  to  ignore  his  past.  At  least,  it  had until the stupid letter arrived. 

He  reached  for  the  leather  journal  next  to  him.  Thorne  had  given  it  to  him  when  Fourt  had  first joined the pack. He’d had Asher repair the leather twice already—both times under Fourt’s watchful eye, since the journal held his deepest thoughts. Now, he was nearing the end of the original pages. 

His heart squeezed every time he thought of having to replace the thing. 

Fourt  untied  the  strap  around  it  and  flipped  it  open  to  pull  out  one  of  the  folded  papers  stashed inside. He carefully spread the page before him. It was the original certificate Avery had drawn up, officially granting his freedom. He remembered asking her for the second copy—the one he carried with him whenever he left the house. When she’d handed it to him with gentle love in her eyes, she’d asked if there was anything more she could do to prove to him he was a free wolf. 

He’d told her he could never feel too free. 

Fourt felt as if Fate had smiled directly down on him when She put Avery in his path. The Black pack had given him a second chance at life, and he believed he’d lived it to the fullest. He adored his family. They never made him feel like he wasn’t one of their own. Plenty of wolves chose their own packs,  either  through  mating  or  personal  preference.  Wolves  were  well-equipped  to  welcome  non-blooded members into the fold. Still, Fourt believed the Black pack was something special—where

he was meant to be. 

That  was  what  made  his  choice  such  a  difficult  one.  He  didn’t  want  to  take  what  he  had  for granted.  The  pack  had  never  taken  advantage  of  him  or  shamed  him  for  his  background.  They’d opened their arms, accepting him into their homes and their lives. They’d given him the whole world. 

How could he stand in front of them and admit that he needed more? 

But  if  he  didn’t  accept  the  invitation  from  the  Northcotts,  he  might  miss  his  only  opportunity  to learn the truth about his past. And then, of course, there was the question of whether or not he  wanted to know that truth. 

Fourt folded the certificate from Avery back up and pressed it between the journal’s pages again. 

He shuffled through to find a new place to put the letter from the Northcotts. As he let the pages slip between his fingers, his eyes landed on one name. 

 Ren. Ren. Ren. 

Over and over, it featured on the pages, until its appearances were interrupted by a new name. 

 Talan. 

Ren’s  name  had  never  disappeared,  but  the  frequency  had  dropped  off.  When  he’d  been  with Talan,  Fourt  found  he  didn’t  need  to  pour  out  his  thoughts  about  Ren  as  often  as  he  had  before—or since. 

If he were honest, though, the breakup with Talan had been more of a relief than he’d expected. 

He’d known  it  was coming—he’d  been  trying to  work  up  the nerve  to  handle it  himself.  He  should have done it sooner. He cared for Talan, but not enough to make him stop caring for Ren. The guilt Fourt felt was worse than the loss of Talan in his bed. He did miss the panther’s friendship, but he also understood why Talan had made himself scarce. Fourt knew, all too well, what it felt like to love someone more than they would ever love you. 

He  slid  the  Northcott  letter  between  pages,  skipping  over  the  parts  where  he’d  recorded  his feelings  about  Ren’s  various  departures.  The  Protector  had  slipped  away  first  during  Riley  and Morgan’s mating ceremony; he’d disappeared a second time after Reegan and Graham’s. That second time was the one that left Fourt breathless for all the wrong reasons. He knew the pages where those feelings were housed. He avoided them with extreme caution, dancing around them as if they were a crack in ice—too close and he’d fall through, pulled under and suffocated by the pain of hundreds of knives all stabbing at once. 

He slammed the journal shut, blocking out the memories it held. Its job was to keep those thoughts for him—to contain them, so he didn’t have to bear the burden or feel the pain. 

His  eyes  wandered  his  room—once  Diesel’s,  it  still  held  the  faint  scent  of  his  oldest  brother, though  it  no  longer  bore  the  unflinching  tidiness.  No,  under  Fourt’s  reign,  the  tiny  kingdom  had become  pleasantly  full  of  things.  Fourt  clung  to  his  collections  of  books,  clothes,  shoes,  and knickknacks because he’d come from nothing. Everything he had now, he had because of his pack. The sentimental value alone prevented him from getting rid of anything unless someone needed it more. 

His eyes fell to the rack he’d mounted on the wall to hold all his sunglasses. Yet another thing Ren had given him—that first pair perched at the top in a place of honor. 

What would Ren think about his decision? 

He shook off the thought, gripping the journal. It didn’t matter what Ren, or anyone else, thought. 

Fourt had to make the call, and he was ready. 

C H A P T E R   E I G H T

BEFORE  FOURT  COULD  MAKE  A  MOVE,  A  HEAVY  KNOCK  SHOOK  HIS  DOOR,  RATTLING  HIS  SPINE  AND

jarring him from his thoughts. He rose, swiping the towel from the floor and tucking his journal under his arm as he opened the door to Asher and Graham. 

Without pretense, the Seer sauntered into the room, all flannel and dreadlocks with the swagger of the 90s rocker he styled himself to be. “Lathan and Avery are grilling Ren about his sudden return, so we’re taking advantage of the moment to talk to you behind their backs.” 

“Holy hell,” Graham muttered, shaking his head and slipping in. He closed the door behind them. 

“What, dude?” Asher shrugged. “Might as well admit we’re sneaking around. I thought we agreed we both feel strongly enough to do this.” 

Fourt chuckled and hung his damp towel over the low post at the foot of his bed. He placed the journal on the mattress before turning back, waiting for the guys to speak up. 

“I’ll  come  right  out  with  it,”  Asher  said  when  he  had  Fourt’s  full  attention.  “You  already  know everyone is talking about this huge decision hanging over you.” He paused, gauging Fourt’s reaction

—though, thankfully, not with his Seer abilities. 

Fourt lifted his chin, prompting Asher to continue. 

“Graham and I both know all about fucked-up family life. We thought we’d offer our insight, for whatever it’s worth.” 

“Only if you’re interested in hearing it,” Graham added. “We’re not just gonna pile it on you.” 

Fourt chuckled dryly. “Fucked-up family life” was certainly one way to describe what he might be facing. He swallowed hard, gaze dropping to the soft gray blanket folded at the foot of his navy duvet. 

Asher and Graham had become brothers to him, as much as his lupine brethren were. The Seer and ghost had more worldly experience than he had, by far, and he admired their courage. Fourt sat on the edge of his bed. “Okay. Let’s hear it.” 

They let out a collective breath, and Graham leaned back against the dresser. Asher crossed to the window, straightening the leather cuff on his forearm as he glanced out into the yard. He didn’t meet their eyes when he began to speak. “I guess I’m kinda the worst-case scenario here.” 

The raw edge to Asher’s voice had Fourt bracing himself. He’d already considered quite a few worst-case  scenarios  surrounding  the  Northcotts,  but  they  all  seemed  childish  when  compared  with what Fourt knew of Asher’s upbringing. 

“You guys know my parents are locked up in a prison for the Races & Breeds now,” Asher said, fingers  still  fidgeting  with  his  cuff.  A  sardonic  laugh  cracked  his  throat.  “You  have  to  be  pretty messed up to get a life sentence in our part of the world, considering how long members of the R & B

live.” 

He cleared his throat and shook his hands out, stopping himself from messing with the cuff again. 

“Before they got locked up for good, they were frequent flyers in lower-level jails. In and out a bunch when  I  was  younger.  They  manipulated  everyone.  They  were  good  at  it,  and  they  enjoyed  it.  They used me from the day I was born, pulling me into their grifts. Every time I tried to get away, I ended up roped into their drama somehow or another.” He stared at the wall across the way, eyes locked on the past. “They used every tactic to keep me under their control—the fact that we’re family, or that they were in trouble. I can’t count the number of times they promised to quit. And when I quit them instead, they started using other people to bring me back in.” 

Asher sighed, shaking his head. When he stilled, he was back in the present. His lips clamped into a solemn, sorrowful line. 

“That sucks.” Fourt thought, yet again, how lucky he was to have ended up with the Black pack. 

Merely being part of a family didn’t guarantee a safe, loving home. It would have been awful to get free, only to be mistreated by the outside world. 

“It does suck.” Asher offered a wry smile. “I don’t know anything about the Northcotts, so I can’t say what they’re like. All I’m saying is, if they turn out to be master manipulators, I know what it’s like to go through that. With a family like that, you have to break the pattern, or you’ll turn sour right along with them.” He paused, looking Fourt in the eye. “If the Northcotts turn out to be bad people, it’s okay to cut ties with them. Just because they’re your blood doesn’t mean you have to be loyal to them—especially  not  if  their  goal  is  to  tear  you  down.  No  one  gets  a  free  pass  on  that.  Not  even family.” 

A lump tightened Fourt’s throat, filling the space so he couldn’t breathe or speak. He nodded his understanding. 

“Tell him the other thing you thought about,” Graham murmured, urging Asher on. 

“Right.”  The  Seer  huffed  out  a  laugh.  “Damn,  I  didn’t  expect  baring  my  soul  to  mess  me  up  so much.”  He  scrubbed  a  hand  over  the  stubble  at  his  jaw  before  he  continued.  “I  could  see  how  you might  get  the  idea  that  you  could  use  a  connection  with  the  Northcotts  to  your  advantage.  Like,  if they’re  tied  to  Snelgrove,  you  could  play  them—for  whatever  you  want.  Man,  I  don’t  know  what’s going through your head on it. You might want security, information, freedom”—he shrugged—“take your pick.” 

Fourt’s mouth went dry, and his heart crept toward the edge of panic. He never would’ve voiced it; he’d only jotted it in haphazard scrawl in his journal to get it out of his system. But he had thought, however briefly, that there might be some slim chance to convince the Northcotts he was worthy. If the worst happened, if Snelgrove reinstated the programs UNITY had outlawed, Fourt might be able to use his connection to the Northcotts to maintain his freedom. 

“Pretty sure that’s a pipe dream, dude,” Asher murmured, seeing right through Fourt without using his Sight. 

Fourt couldn’t bring himself to acknowledge that. Sometimes hope had a way of turning a person into a fool. 

“I was an idiot when I messed around with Em,” Asher admitted. “Back then, even in the safety of my  tribe,  people  kept  trying  to  reach  me  because  of  my  parents.  They  wanted  to  clear  debts  or  get revenge or, hell, recruit me to work for them. I was terrified. Insecure and running, always on the hunt for a bigger, stronger safety net. I was desperate to prove I wasn’t like them, but that focus blinded me. It turned me into the very thing I didn’t want to be. And, if I’d been alert like I should’ve been, I might  have  realized  that  the  Dissidents  were  sniffing  so  close  around  your  family.”  He  glanced  at Graham and Fourt, shrugging in apology. “I wouldn’t change where I am now, but I hate that I lost the

love of my tribe. They rescued me from the life I was leading with my parents, you know. Don’t get me  wrong,  I  love  the  new  family  I’ve  found  here.  And  the  connection  with  Morgan  is  something  I never expected to find—the congregation too, and Riley.” 

Graham snorted. “You mean ‘Poodle’?” 

Asher narrowed his eyes. “If either one of you tells him I admitted that, I’ll suss out your deepest, darkest secrets and share them with the world, one by one.” 

“It won’t leave the room,” Fourt said. 

“Yeah…good.”  Asher  cast  one  more  dark  glare  at  them  before  he  sighed.  “I  gave  up  something major when I got myself banished from the tribe. I guess I’d never grasped how good I had it there. 

Now, they’re forbidden from speaking to me. I lost them overnight.” 

Fourt’s emotional pendulum swung. He would never want to be permanently separated from the pack. “I don’t think that kind of cutoff would be Lathan’s style.” 

“I  didn’t  think  it  was  Ephraim’s  style,  either,  but  circumstances  have  a  nasty  way  of  demanding action people wouldn’t otherwise take. I doubt Ephraim hates me—he probably misses me the way I miss him. But he did what he believes, as a leader, he had to do to keep everyone else safe.” Asher joined Graham at the dresser. “Just…think about what you have here before you make a choice that might cost you this family.” 

Fourt’s  heart  constricted  in  his  chest.  Losing  the  pack  wasn’t  an  option.  How  foolish  was  he  to race forward and risk the unknown when he had security, freedom, and family at his fingertips? 

“I’ve got an entirely different perspective.” Instead of pacing as Asher had done, Graham came to sit on the bed with Fourt, as if he were a father talking to his son. Though Fourt had twenty years on the human, he soaked up the gentle, paternal vibes Graham exuded. 

“You  guys  know  my  real  parents  gave  me  up,”  Graham  said.  “Cassie,  too,”  he  added,  tone darkening at the mention of his sister. He shook his head, regrouping and meeting Fourt’s gaze once more. “Our parents may have had different reasons for giving us up, but—” 

Fourt  smirked.  “We  can  be  open  about  the  obvious,  guys.  Snelgrove  and  the  Northcotts  must’ve been on the same side at some point.” 

“Maybe, but I wouldn’t make the decision about them based only on that.” Graham glanced over his shoulder at Asher. “We don’t agree on this part, but I say your folks could’ve changed.” 

Asher  shook  his  hair  back.  “I  don’t  put  faith  in  it  since  my  parents  never  bothered  to  fix  their brokenness. But I can acknowledge that there might be more to the story.” 

“Has to be.” Graham turned back to Fourt. “You’ve got almost sixty-four years unaccounted for with them.” 

“I’m  not  exactly  optimistic,”  Fourt  admitted.  “Call  me  a  cynic,  but  right  now,  I’d  say  it’s  more likely they’re trying to trap me somehow.” 

Graham frowned. “Lathan won’t let you go without a plan in place to protect you.” 

“I know. And”—Fourt recalled the words from the letter—“they mentioned granting any demands he has for ensuring my security. So I’m just being paranoid.” With his entire pack at his back, he’d be safe. Everyone would know where he was, and Lathan and Avery could plan for any eventuality. 

“Vigilance and paranoia are opposite sides of the same coin,” Graham said with a soft chuckle. 

“There’s a difference between being a soldier who fights out of duty and being a warrior who fights out of experience.” He pressed a hand to his chest. “I’m a soldier, but you? You’re a warrior.” 

“I don’t feel like a warrior,” Fourt said, ruefully shaking his head. “I have no idea how to decide between the love I have  here and the truth I might find  there.” His shoulders sagged. “I just want to know where I belong.” 

Graham  closed  a  firm  hand  over  Fourt’s  shoulder,  deepening  the  feeling  of  fatherly  support. 

“What matters here is how invested you want to get yourself. Throw all the plans and possible traps out the window. Warriors have the option of choosing their battles. All you need to consider is: is this the battle for you?” He leaned closer, squeezing Fourt’s shoulder. “For what it’s worth, I completely understand the concept of longing to belong.” 

“Then what would you choose?” Fourt asked as Graham pulled away. 

The ghost leveled his gaze at Fourt and smirked. “I already made my choice, didn’t I? I’m lucky this  one—”  he  hooked  his  thumb  over  his  shoulder—“was  willing  to  bring  me  back.  So  if  you’re looking to weigh the risks and rewards, look no further.” 

“You’d do it again,” Fourt said. 

Graham’s head tipped back with his bold laugh. “Call me a selfish bastard, but of course I would. 

Holy  hell.  Nothing  would  stop  me  from  wanting  to  know  the  truth—not  even  the  possibility  that  it would rain a whole heap of shit down on me and everyone else.” 

Fourt  rubbed  his  aching  jaw.  He  kept  clenching  his  teeth  against  the  onslaught  of  emotional  and mental  turbulence.  He’d  been  so  happy—so  complacent—before  the  arrival  of  the  letter.  Sure,  he hadn’t reached peak perfection, but he’d had so few worries and cares in comparison. 

“Not  that  I’d   try  to  get  myself  into  a  boatload  of  trouble,”  Graham  continued.  “But  I  wouldn’t have a choice because my need to know would be too damn strong.” He paused, cocking his head and grinning,  almost  to  himself.  “I  dunno.  Maybe  I’d  be  more  cautious  these  days.  I  might  think  twice before I jumped, but—” 

“But you’d still jump,” Asher finished for him. “Me too, dude. Me too.” 

Fourt closed his eyes and massaged his forehead before standing abruptly. “You guys have given me  plenty  to  think  about,”  he  said,  words  coming  out  hard  and  strained.  “I  appreciate  the  candid approach—I won’t tell Lathan or Avery about this. Now, do you mind giving me some space?” 

He needed a second to breathe. He needed to step out of the spotlight, where everyone around him had an opinion. The weight of those opinions shoved him first one way, then the other, never pausing long enough for him to make a final decision. He knew they weren’t trying to manipulate him; it was his uncertainty that allowed them to sway him in every direction. 

Now,  at  last,  he  was  convinced  of  what  he  needed  to  do.  He  tried  to  maintain  a  polite  calm, though he was anxious to get it over with. 

“Yeah, dude. Of course.” Asher turned, jerking his head for Graham to follow. 

“Sorry  if  we  overwhelmed  you,”  Graham  said.  “We’re  here  for  you  whenever  you  need  us. 

Maybe we should’ve just said that, instead.” 

Fourt sighed and shook his head. “No. It’s cool. It’s just that my mind is so full and…and… tired.” 

He watched their backs retreat to the door. “I’ll catch up with you guys later.” 

The door closed behind them, leaving the scents of their concern. Fourt felt like a jerk for sending them away. They’d gone out of their way to help, knowing Lathan would blow a gasket if he’d caught on to what they were up to. Still, if there was anything Fourt had learned in his time as a free wolf, it was that sometimes boundaries were necessary. Unfortunately, setting them almost always hurt before it helped. 

Fourt shook off the remaining clouds of confusion he felt. Before he could change his mind again, he grabbed his phone and dialed the number he’d memorized from the Northcotts’ letter. As it rang in his ear, he went to his closet and dug out his small suitcase. 

C H A P T E R   N I N E

REN HAD LONG AGO LOST TRACK OF THE NUMBER OF TIMES HE’D KNOCKED ON FOURT’S DOOR. IN THE

early days, he’d used the Protector Portal instead. That was until he’d accidentally popped in while Fourt  was  drying  off  after  a  shower.  Ren  grinned,  recalling  the  frenzied  way  Fourt  had  rushed  to cover  up  and  how  he,  himself,  had  scrambled  to  leave  the  room,  twisting  to  hide  his  obvious, enthusiastic approval while apologizing for catching an impromptu show. After that, Ren had stopped appearing out of the blue. 

It was this—the act of standing at the door and waiting—that had first alerted Ren to his feelings for  Fourt.  Even  now,  his  heart  quickened  as  he  listened  for  the  wolf’s  approaching  footsteps.  He anticipated the warm welcome he would receive. 

“Listen, I love you guys, but I said I needed some—” Fourt yanked the door open, and his words trailed  off.  There  was  no  bashful  grin  or  quick  peek  from  behind  lowered  lashes.  Instead,  Fourt’s smile faded, and he cursed under his breath before turning and stalking back to the open suitcase on his bed. 

“Sorry  to  disappoint.”  Ren’s  pulse  skyrocketed.  He  scrambled  to  maintain  a  detached  sense  of calm. “Going someplace?” 

Fourt  crossed  to  the  closet  to  rifle  through  his  sweaters.  “Yeah.”  His  focus  stayed  glued  to  his knits as he grabbed a few, hangers and all. He spun back toward the suitcase without another word. 

“That’s all I get?” For the second time in only a few hours, Ren caught the wolf by the belt loop. 

“We used to be such good friends.” 

Fourt tossed the sweaters on the bed with an exasperated sigh. “We’re still friends.” 

“Do you think so?” Ren stepped closer. “Because what I recall is that you started jetting out two feet ahead of me at some point and never slowed down or looked back.” 

Fourt’s jaw clenched. He frowned down at the finger hooked in his belt loop. “That’s not true, and we both know it.” 

Ren  loosened  his  hold,  and  Fourt  slipped  out  of  reach.  He  went  to  the  dresser,  grabbing  two handfuls of matched socks. 

“What I recall,” Fourt said, “is looking back and you not being there.” 

Ren followed behind Fourt, aware that he was annoying the wolf who was actively and purposely ignoring his nearness. 

“I’ll take your silence as agreement.” Fourt turned and sidestepped Ren. 

“I’ve got no reason to argue.” Ren slipped his hands into the pockets of his jeans. “There were plenty of reasons for me to make myself scarce. Chief among them, the reality that we’re both gay. Not sure if  you’ve  noticed, but  the  new leadership  doesn’t  take  kindly to  boys  who like  boys.  It  looked

like…  It  was…”  Ren’s  mouth  flapped.  There  was  some  strange  and  magical  thing  about  Fourt—he seemed  to  be  the  only  person  capable  of  shutting  Ren  up.  “Dangerous,”  he  finished  without  the flourish he’d hoped for. 

Fourt  scoffed  and  made  a  show  of  looking  around  the  room.  “This  seems  like  a  pretty  private meeting  to  me.  If  your  only  goal  is  to  prevent  anyone  from  raising  an  eyebrow,  we’re  putting ourselves in a compromising position right now. You should probably ‘make yourself scarce’. You’re good at that.” 

Bloody hell, Ren felt selfish pride at hearing Fourt speak his mind. So freely—and  loudly,  with all that anger focused his direction…oh…shit. Fourt might hate him. He’d never meant to let it go that far. 

“Now  he  decides  to  stick  around,”  Fourt  muttered,  throwing  the  socks  into  the  suitcase  like grenades before reaching up to massage his forehead. “Why are you here, Ren?” The words came out soft, weary, and infuriated. 

There were so many things Ren could say. So many things he  wanted to say, but shouldn’t. “You might  understand  one  day  why  I  left  the  way  I  did,”  Ren  murmured.  “And  it  might  surprise  you  to learn it wasn’t at all for the reasons you think.” 

Did he have a right to make such claims? His protective instincts were strong—so powerful that he had, at times, been forced to protect Fourt from himself. If only he could make Fourt understand he’d had to leave. It would help the argument if Ren could stop thinking of reasons to stay, especially when that choice had been made for him before Fourt had even been born. 

He stopped  Fourt  again, this  time  with his  hand  on  the bare  skin  of Fourt’s  forearm,  knowing  it would freeze the wolf where he stood. 

Fourt did freeze for a moment. Then, he whipped around to spear Ren with an accusatory glare. 

“Don’t you  dare use what I told you against me.” He jerked his arm free. 

“I came back because it was time,” Ren said. It wasn’t the answer Fourt hoped for; it wasn’t the one Ren wished he could give, either, but what else could he say? The deeper truths were hardly fair. 

It wasn’t honorable to dangle what Fourt wanted in front of his nose, only to jerk it away again. 

Fourt rolled his eyes and returned to his suitcase. 

“Do you remember all the hours you spent teaching me how to use that old laptop computer?” Ren asked, attempting to redirect them to calmer waters. 

Fourt cracked a reluctant, obliging smile. “You were impossible with technology.” 

“And you had endless patience for my many questions.” Ren sat on the bed, hoping Fourt might join him. It would be so nice to chat like they used to. Ren missed hanging out with the wolf late into the night, joking around and listening to music. 

Instead of sitting down, Fourt grabbed an old leather book from the bed next to Ren. He tossed it amidst the piles of clothes covering the far side of the mattress. Blimey, were things so bad that Fourt no longer wanted Ren near his stuff? 

“I’ve been pretty unforgivable, haven’t I?” Ren wasn’t sure he meant to ask it, especially not in the forlorn way it came out. 

It did bring Fourt up short, though, which was more than Ren had managed otherwise. The wolf frowned over at him. “We didn’t part on the best of terms.” 

Understatement. 

“You’re  right  about  that,”  Ren  murmured.  He  owed  Fourt  an  apology.  Several—hell,  many apologies. “I want to sort things out between us, mate.” 

Fourt jolted and stared him down, waiting for him to make good on that. Ren didn’t blame him for

the lack of confidence. 

“I should start with one thing that’s been gnawing at me.” Ren’s hands tightened into fists in his lap. 

The faintest glimmer of hope passed over Fourt’s face like sun shining through a break in clouds. 

Ren pretended not to see it. He couldn’t touch that hopefulness with a forty-foot pole. Bloody hell, every time Ren thought of the hidden, hushed way they’d fought before he’d left Reegan and Graham’s mating ceremony, he wanted to hide his head in a hole. He hated himself for the way he’d handled it. 

Disastrous. “Remember when I said you didn’t know what it was really like to be part of a family?” 

The delicate skin around Fourt’s eyes tightened, and he braced his hands on the open edges of his suitcase.  “Kinda  impossible  to  forget.”  The  words  came  out  as  if  he  were  grinding  them  between stones. 

“I figured as much,” Ren said. “Let’s start there.” 

Fourt sighed and released the edges of his suitcase, taking a step back. “Fine. Let’s start there. I knew you could be selfish and brash, but that was way over the line.” 

Ren nodded, eagerly clinging to the tiny thread connecting them. “Exactly, but I didn’t mean it the way  it  came  out.  I  know  it  sounded  like  I  was  highlighting  your  past.  I  only  meant  to  point  out  the nasty drama a family can cause or—or  demand.” 

Fourt hesitated before he pushed the suitcase aside. He sat, leaving a defined space between them. 

“I  realized  that  after  I  thought  back  through  everything.  I  knew  you  wanted  to  reconcile  with  your family. It didn’t take much to figure out what you said pertained more to you than it did to me.” He shook his head. “I don’t think that helps much, though.” 

“We said a whole lot of stuff that can never be taken back.” 

“It’s not about what we said,” Fourt replied. 

No, it was much, much more about what Ren had left  unsaid. Ren turned to face him more fully. 

“I’m not asking you to forget what happened. I’m only asking for…” 

“For what?” Fourt’s brows dropped low, a crease forming between them. Bloody hell, he was so handsome  he  took  Ren’s  breath  away.  Ren  wished  he  had  the  freedom  to  reach  out  and  smooth  that crease from his beloved’s brow. He opted, instead, to lean one hand into the space between them. 

“For you to think about forgiving me,” Ren whispered, pleading. “I can’t turn back time, but I can admit I don’t always see outside myself. I was an ass.” 

Fourt offered a mirthless laugh. “Well, I probably was too. At least a little bit.” He massaged his forehead again. 

Ren wished he had the freedom to do that, too. He’d rub all the tension away. 

Fourt  dropped  his  hand  from  his  face.  “I’ll  think  about  it—about  forgiving  you.  The  distance between us has sucked.” 

Ren’s whole body lightened with relief. “It has.” He latched onto the positive note they’d found and took advantage of the moment to steer the conversation again. “Right, then. Tell me what you’re on about with all this.” He gestured to the suitcase and piles of clothes as if he didn’t already have a clue. 

“Packing?” Fourt offered dryly. 

Ren  clamped  a  hand  over  his  heart,  feigning  offense.  “You’ve  got  plans  to  go  elsewhere  right when I’ve gotten back? I don’t like this one bit. I can be quite selfish, as you know, and if you won’t let me be the star of the show, you’ll wound me grievously.” 

Fourt  laughed  out  loud  at  that.  “It’s  shocking,  I  know,  but  there   are  other  things  in  the  world besides you.” 

Ren  leaned  into  the  accusation,  carrying  it  out  for  a  laugh.  “You  might  find  my  self-absorption insufferable, but I’ll have you know some find it downright adorable.” 

“Oh, really? Who are these elusive  some?” Fourt cocked a grin Ren’s way. 

If only it were that easy to make everything right again! 

“Fine,  fine.  You’re  packing.  Are  you  at  least  going  someplace  marvelous?”  Ren  leaned  around Fourt and plucked a pair of socks up to examine them. 

Fourt cleared his throat and extracted the socks from Ren’s hold. “I don’t know, to be honest.” His eyes drifted to the piles of things on the bed before he rose and returned to the closet. 

“Shall I guess?” Ren leaned a forearm on the rim of the suitcase. 

“If  we’re  going  to  be  friends  again,  you  could  start  with  being  honest.”  Fourt  cast  a  wry  smile over his shoulder. “You can’t have missed the chatter around here. Em wouldn’t be able to breathe without telling you all about it.” 

It  would  be  a  disservice  to  pretend  he  didn’t  know  the  truth,  regardless  of  how  he’d  heard  it. 

“You’ve decided to meet your parents?” 

A heavy breath puffed Fourt’s cheeks out. “I just made the call.” 

“So, this is happening soon.” 

Fourt nodded. Another micro expression passed over his face—reluctance? Hesitation? 

“I figured I’d better make the choice before Lathan or Avery made it for me. If they’ll let me go, I’m going.” He motioned to the suitcase. “The Northcotts offered to let me stay for a few days if I like how everything goes.” 

Ren’s  vision  blacked  out  for  a  split  second  as  his  protective  instincts  raced  to  the  surface.  He crammed  them  back  down,  struggling  to  maintain  his  grip  on  reality.  “You’re  packing.  Must  mean you’re entertaining that idea.” 

Fourt’s shoulders slumped. “I don’t have any fucking clue what I’m doing. I’m on autopilot right now, letting it all happen to me.” 

Ren had known Fourt would choose to meet his parents. But to  stay with these strangers? It was all Ren could do not to interrogate the wolf about every single aspect. Who had he called? Had he spoken  to   them?  Where  did  they  live?  How  long  would  he  stay?  Ren  wasn’t  prepared  for  the overwhelming bombardment of emotions he felt at losing control of the situation. 

His mind shifted swiftly, swimming with curiosity over what his own next move would be. Ren often didn’t know what he was up to until he was halfway into it. His heart jackknifed, causing him to accidentally let a stray current loose into the air. The surge made the closet light above Fourt’s head flicker. 

Fourt  glanced  up,  frowning  as  he  drew  in  several  short  sniffs.  His  nose  wrinkled.  “Gross. 

Something’s burning. I wonder if I should take a look at the wiring.” 

Ren  raced  to  dial  back  his  emotions,  but  he  knew  he  hadn’t  done  it  quickly  enough  when  Fourt glanced back at him. The faint flush and realization written across his face told Ren that Fourt was reading  him  like  a  book.  He  wouldn’t  ask  for  Ren’s  true  thoughts,  though.  The  last  time  Fourt  had done that, Ren had tossed him aside like old boots. 

Fourt peeked up at the bulb again. “Guess it can wait,” he murmured when the light returned to its steady state. It glowed over the plains and valleys of Fourt’s body, highlighting all the places that had filled out since they’d last been so alone. 

Ren’s mouth went dry, and his heart sped up. Every fiber in his being was drawn to Fourt and, oh, how  Ren  wished  he  were  in  charge  of  their  paths.  If  he  were,  he  would  dial  them  back  to  that wonderful,  awful  day.  To  the  moment  they’d  found  themselves  alone  in  the  laundry  room  as  they

helped clean up after Reegan and Graham’s mating ceremony…

 Talan  had  left  along  with  the  last  of  the  guests.  It  was  the  first  time  Ren  had  found  himself alone in a room with Fourt in so long. They’d caught each other’s eye over the folding table they’d been carrying, and they’d both fumbled the thing, barely recovering it in time to lean it against the wall. 

 And  then,  they  were  so  close.  So  bloody  close  Ren  could  taste  Fourt’s  breath  on  his  tongue. 

 He’d  reached  out,  without  thinking—why  hadn’t  he  just  slowed  down  for  one  second,  for  long enough  to  think—and  he’d  taken  Fourt’s  hand,  tugging  the  wolf  closer.  He’d  planned  to  steal  a kiss. Instead, Fourt had stolen Ren’s breath by blurting out, “You’re my mate!” 

 Ren remembered the way he’d frozen up, how his heart had dropped, then leaped, then raced. 

 “I thought—before you kiss me—I should tell you,” Fourt had whispered, lips so close. “I’ve wanted to tell you for so long.” 

 Ren had taken a stunned, stumbling step back, dropping Fourt’s hand. 

 “You…you  were  going  to  kiss  me,  weren’t  you?”  Fourt’s  eyes  went  wide,  suddenly  aware  he might’ve  misread  the  situation.  Which,  of  course,  he  hadn’t.  Ren  had  been  planning  to  kiss  him. 

 Seeing him with Talan was too much—all the men Fourt had dated had been too much, but it was Ren’s lot in life to stand by and let that happen. 

 He’d  never  dreamed  that  Fourt  might  imprint  on  him.  Well,  okay.  He’d  dreamed  it,  but  he’d never allowed himself to suppose it would actually happen. That wouldn’t make sense when Ren’s life had been lined up by providence centuries ago. 

 So  he’d  stood  there,  tongue-tied,  until  tears  rimmed  Fourt’s  eyes.  Then,  Ren  had  rushed  to speak up, sputtering incoherent phrases in the quest for the right thing to say. “I can’t believe—

 For how— Can we—” Yes, there! Go with that one! “Can we talk about this later? It’s not a good time.” 

 “Not  a  good  time?”  Fourt  crossed  his  arms  over  his  chest,  which  was  newly-redefined  with layers of tempting muscle. 

 Ren held his hands out, but to do what, he didn’t know. He dropped them. “The universe is a mess. And my family—” 

 “It’s okay to just say you don’t feel the same. You don’t have to make excuses.” Fourt turned away. 

 Ren caught him by the belt loop. 

 “It’s  not—”  Ren  released  a  confused,  frustrated  growl.  He  was  completely  caught  off  guard! 

 That was when he said the foul, fateful words. “You don’t understand what it’s like to really belong to a family!” 

 Ren would never forget the pain that lanced Fourt’s expression. 

 “Fourt, please. That’s not what I meant.” 

 “No.” Fourt’s body trembled as he took several steps back. “I know what you meant.” 

 And, with that, he’d dashed from the room…

Ren hadn’t chased him. Instead, he’d left. And then, he’d straight-up ghosted Fourt and everyone else, because how was he meant to respond? 

Ren’s days were numbered—maybe down to the hour. He didn’t know how much longer his thin excuses would be enough to hold off the inevitable. Soon, the powers that be would demand Ren’s presence. His time on Earth would, allegedly, end. That was, of course, unless Ren came up with an alternative solution—as he’d done so many times before. 

If only he were bold enough to shirk his responsibilities once and for all. He would love to take

the plunge with Fourt; he would also love to go back and start his whole life over, to roll the dice for a  new  set  of  options.  Unfortunately,  the  Stones  would  point  out  that  getting  what  you  want  didn’t always work out. 

Fourt made it look so easy to believe in Fate and in the idea that She had chosen them for each other. He believed that they belonged together. Ren wanted to believe it, too. To simply latch on to that dream and never let it go. 

Unfortunately, and unbeknownst to Fourt, Ren had been presented a destiny long before he’d met the wolf who’d stolen his heart. That destiny did not—and could not  ever—include Fourt. 

From  the  moment  he’d  discovered  the  depth  of  Fourt’s  feelings,  Ren  had  been  stuck  between  a beautiful dream and an inescapable future. Fourt’s Fate versus his own destiny. 

Which one was right? 

C H A P T E R   T E N

REN FOUND IT IMPOSSIBLE TO SIT STILL AFTER REPLAYING THE MEMORIES OF THAT NIGHT IN HIS MIND. 

Whenever he tried to seriously evaluate the pros and cons of Fate versus destiny, his bones began to rattle in his body. They vibrated with inescapable energy, compelling him to move about, to attempt to dispel the jittery, nervy sensations. 

“Think I’ll go see what everyone else is up to,” he said, standing and rubbing his palms over his twitchy thighs. “Didn’t have much time to catch up with them all earlier.” 

Fourt stood in front of his suitcase deciding between several pairs of shoes. He met Ren’s eyes, a half-smile  touching  his  lips.  “Guess  they’d  get  mad  if  I  kept  you  all  to  myself,”  he  offered,  almost flirting. 

So  close  to  how  they  once  were,  but  still  miles  away  from  it,  Ren  knew.  He  felt  like  he  was tiptoeing in two left shoes on a slackline. He had to calculate every step he took to compensate for the unfavorable variables he faced. 

Ren  chuckled  for  Fourt’s  benefit  but  quickly  ducked  out  of  the  room  before  he  put  himself  in another compromising situation with the wolf. 

He hadn’t lied to Fourt—he would love to spend time catching up with the family. Ren enjoyed their company. Em, with her sassy attitude, Riley, with his snacks—there was something about each member  of  the  household  that  he  found  charming  and  delightful.  If  he  ever  had  the  option  to  settle down, he’d choose their household. He wouldn’t even have to think about it. For a while, he’d thought he might’ve squeaked by on a free pass from the Protector Realm, avoiding the pressures of the future and  finally  getting  to  stay  still  for  once.  Of  course  that  wasn’t  in  the  cards  but,  for  a  brief  moment there, he’d hoped. 

Instead  of  latching  on  to  the  other  members  of  the  Black  pack,  Ren  stayed  on  the  move.  He’d learned  his  lesson  about  going  complacent  here.  It  wasn’t  helpful  to  tease  himself  with  a  future  he couldn’t have. 

He had too much to think about. He needed to make a plan. 

So—sullen  and  silent—he  crept  through  the  house  as  unseen  as  the  currents  that  ran  through  the wires  in  the  walls.  It  was  a  tough  feat  in  a  house  so  busy  and  bustling  with  activity,  but  he  was  a Protector, through and through. He’d undergone training as a child, and he’d spent the centuries since honing  his  skills.  Besides,  he’d  lived  with  the  pack  for  long  enough  to  learn  their  patterns.  That, alone, made it rather simple to move about without detection. In his mind, he felt quite accomplished; in reality, he got lucky, and no one looked up when he walked through a room. 

He slipped through the kitchen and used his power to mute the alarm contacts on the back door, silencing the beeps that would otherwise sound when it opened. In his anxious state, he had to take

care not to deliver an overzealous zap. He didn’t want to short the box and prevent it from working in the future—he only wanted to subdue it long enough to exit undetected. 

Outside, crisp air chilled Ren’s skin, and the light scent of the woods touched his nose. He envied his lupine friends for their heightened senses. It would be such a treat to hear all the creatures hidden away in their winter homes or to taste the wildness of the terrain on his tongue. 

The path through the trees to the nearby cabins was well-worn from the many feet that had trod it. 

Ren passed Lathan and Grace’s cabin, then Em and Thorne’s. Riley and Morgan’s, too. The next one was Fourt’s. 

Diesel had been the cabin’s original owner, and it was Diesel who’d first offered the cabin to Ren as  a  place  to  stay.  At  the  time,  Diesel  wanted  to  begin  renovations  on  the  bunkhouse  where  he  and Avery now lived. Ren had been a permanent enough fixture in their lives that it made sense for him to have his own space—at least, that was what the pack decided. 

Ren had accepted the cabin as an appropriate location for his residence while he was with them. 

It put him exactly where he should be, always on the outside of the pack, looking in and wishing he belonged. What he would have given for a family like theirs…

When  Avery  signed  off  on  the  declaration  of  Fourt’s  freedom,  Diesel  had  given  the  cozy  little bungalow  to  Fourt  as  a  gift.  Fourt  allowed  Ren  to  continue  staying  there,  and  Ren  appreciated  the kindness, but  the  gesture had  only  made him  feel  more  like an  outsider.  It stung—but  what  had  Ren expected? That the wolf would ask him to move into his room instead? They’d never spoken words of devotion to one another. In fact, until Fourt started dating, Ren wasn’t certain that Fourt was gay. Even after that, he’d hardly dared to dream Fourt might want him—not until that night in the laundry room. 

Ren stepped up onto the small porch. Someone had swept it recently—there was no collection of leaves or pine needles covering the sturdy gray-washed boards. He gripped the doorknob, mentally focusing on the tumblers inside. It was a simple knob with a straightforward lock, one he could easily open  using  only  his  mind  and  the  touch  of  his  hand.  Anyone  else  with  his  powers—or  a  halfway decent set of lock picks—could do the same. He’d always locked it more as a courtesy to the family than anything. 

Inside, the cabin was sparsely furnished. The door opened into the combination kitchen and living room. Ren took a moment to breathe in the familiarity of the space for the second time that day. 

A hallway to the left led to the bathroom and bedroom. The mattress on the bed remained as naked as it was the day Ren moved in. He’d never slept on the thing, preferring to occupy only the living room and kitchen area. Upon his return, he’d found his pillow and blanket right where he’d left them after the last time he’d stayed the night. They were tucked neatly away in the flat-topped cedar chest that served as a coffee table in front of the comfy overstuffed sofa. 

Few Protectors ever had the opportunity to put down real roots. Ren was used to being transient. 

He could pack and move on to the next place he was needed in a matter of minutes—seconds, if the situation was dire. As evidence, his knapsack sat ready and waiting next to the pillow and blanket, where he’d tossed it earlier before he’d gone to see Fourt. 

When  he’d  occupied  the  cabin  regularly,  he’d  kept  the  fridge  stocked.  Now,  it  hummed  with melancholy emptiness. Ren rubbed his belly, soothing away the hunger he felt. His morning ice cream was  long  gone,  and  he  made  a  face,  realizing  he  should’ve  grabbed  a  snack  on  the  way  out  of  the house. He’d been too antsy and anxious, not wanting to hang around long enough to get caught up by anyone. 

Ren scrubbed his hands over his face. He needed clarity, or he was going to do something rash. 

He  could  often  feel  it  coming  on—the  growing,  gnawing  need  to  do  something  selfish  and  foolish. 

Most of the time, it amused him, but he didn’t feel like laughing right then. 

“A spot of music should take the edge off,” Ren murmured. “Might help me think straight.” 

The stereo—a relic from Diesel’s bachelor days—was a grand old beast with speakers almost as tall  as  Ren.  He’d  managed  to  talk  Diesel  into  leaving  the  thing  in  the  cabin,  a  feat  which  Ren  still considered to be one of his greatest achievements. 

To  either  side  of  the  stereo  was  a  set  of  sturdy  wooden  shelves  that  were  loaded  with  vinyl records. Ren crouched to run his fingers lightly over the record sleeves, seeking and searching for the right  one  to  fit  his  mood.  The  album  collection  was  the  only  thing  he  owned  that  didn’t  fit  in  his knapsack.  It  was  also  the  only  thing  he’d  had  to  box  and  move  between  each  home  he’d  occupied. 

Never, ever would he allow such precious treasure to be stashed away in some forgotten storage unit while he was on a mission. 

He sighed, lovingly slipping one of the albums from a shelf. 

He  supposed  someone  would  inherit  his  records  after  he’d  moved  on.  Perhaps  he  should  write down his wishes for the collection. He would split it up between the people the albums reminded him of—Grace  and  Fourt,  mostly.  A  few  would  go  to  some  of  the  others  in  the  pack,  one  or  two  to  his sisters,  maybe,  and  a  couple  of  the  other  charges  he’d  had  throughout  his  life.  He’d  have  anything sugar-related sent to the Crown congregation as a last laugh, of course. 

He  removed  the  record  from  its  sleeve  and  placed  it  on  the  turntable,  setting  the  needle  and starting it up. Then, he cranked the volume as loud as he could go without bringing one of the pack out to scold him. It wasn’t his fault that they sometimes caught strains of his music bouncing off the lake outside. 

Usually, music soothed him. Give him a bit of metal or glam rock, and his soul would settle. A good  thrashing  dance  party  for  one  would  do  the  trick  of  wearing  his  body  out  once  his  mind  was calm. 

Now, though, he found no relaxation in the thumping bass and wailing chords. Instead of playing air guitar, he paced over the creaking boards of the cabin’s floor, glaring when the lights flickered or sound stuttered under the currents of his frustration. He pulled his feelings in, tightening them around himself like a thick winter coat. 

Ren couldn’t bear the thought of Fourt going to meet his parents alone. He shook his head, talking out loud to himself in the hopes he might answer his own question. “I can’t even entertain that thought. 

I have to go with him. My stupid protective instincts won’t be satisfied any other way.” 

He  was  quick  to  argue  with  himself.  “Oh,  but  Fourt’s  not  going  to  like  that  at  all.  I  got  a  few laughs out of him up in his room. They were real laughs, weren’t they? Yes, they were real…but they were  strained.  Dammit.”  He  scratched  his  chest  through  the  thin  fabric  of  his  expensive  t-shirt.  He might not have much, but what he did have was top quality. What else was he supposed to do with the money he couldn’t take with him? 

Ren  could  so  easily  recall  a  time  when  Fourt  would’ve  welcomed  him  to  come  along  on  an adventure. Now, Fourt wanted space, and that was Ren’s fault. “I’m the stupid git who put the space between us in the first place, after all.” He slowed his pace, going to the back door to look out at the lake. The waters were thick and lazy, thanks to the winter chill. 

“You know what, though?” he demanded of his own reflection in the sliding glass door. “That’s too  bloody  bad.  He  needs  to  understand  that  there  are  personal  feelings  and  then  there  are professional  feelings.  I  can  hold  each  one  in  a  different  hand.  If  I’m  approaching  this  from  a professional standpoint, he’ll see the sense in that. I’m a Protector. It’s my job.” 

Ren’s  reflection  nodded  back  at  him,  but  his  face  didn’t  match  the  resolution  Ren  felt.  “No,  no. 

Fourt’s not likely to accept that.” He turned his back on his reflection. “It would only hurt his feelings more than I already have.” He roughed a hand over the fine stubble at his jaw. “Besides, I’d be shit at separating those two moods. I’ll get all confused. Of course I want to keep him safe. I’ve wanted to do that since that first morning he showed up here, and I carried him into the house. It’s just that now I also want to grab him and kiss him. Or maybe”—Ren grabbed onto thin air with both arms—“I don’t know…  Maybe  I  want  to  scream  out  loud  for  once,  ‘I’m  bloody  well  in  love  with  you,  and  it’s driving  me  mad!’  Ugh,  this  will  never  do!”  His  hands  went  up  to  his  hair,  tugging  the  short  blond strands. 

Ren  surreptitiously  glanced  around  to  make  sure  he  was  still  alone.  Anyone  looking  in  on  this would think he’d lost his very last marbles. 

Stupid Fate. Stupid destiny. 

Ren stopped short. 

Stupid  destiny…that was it. That was his answer! 

He  clapped  his  hands  and  let  out  a  gleeful  cheer,  rattling  off  his  thoughts  out  loud.  “Yes!  It’s  a classic two birds-one stone scenario! If I can get myself assigned to Fourt’s protective detail, I’ll buy myself  another  extension!  I’ll  fly  under  the  radar  and  skirt  Fourt’s  ire  at  the  same  time.  This  is  the alternative option I’ve been looking for!” 

He  spun  back  to  face  his  reflection  in  the  glass  door,  pointing  and  winking  at  himself.  “You brilliant bastard! You’ve done it again!” 

His  reflection  pointed  and  winked  back  at  him,  but  Ren  noted  the  way  the  smile  faltered.  The thought struck him, quick as a flash, that he was using Fourt’s pain for his own gain. 

“No, now, don’t you ruin this for me,” he scolded his reflection, turning his back on it again. “It makes no difference if taking Fourt on as a charge helps me slither out of this sticky situation. I’ll still be committed to keeping Fourt safe, and that’s what matters here.” 

Ren  glanced  at  the  clock  on  the  wall,  but  the  batteries  in  the  thing  had  failed  at  some  point.  He wasn’t sure if that had happened while he was gone or if he’d shorted them in his fits of frustration. 

He knew it wasn’t nine o’clock in either direction—but he didn’t know how long he’d been mulling over his circumstances. 

He stopped the turntable and returned the album to its sleeve, kissing it for good luck before he replaced it on the shelf. Then, he closed his eyes, reaching out for the Portal. 

He jerked back as if he were already standing on the precipice and weaving toward falling in. 

“Shit. Should I use the Portal? What if that asshole is waiting for me in there?” He considered his options as he rubbed his stubble again. 

Ren had been doing his best not to acknowledge that one of his greatest strengths appeared to be compromised. He supposed, as a child might, that if he closed his eyes and turned away, the lurking monster in the Portal might disappear. 

Protectors used the Portal to travel quickly to their charges and to avoid, in part, attacks by foes. 

Without  it,  Ren  was  at  risk—as  was  anyone  he  protected.  He  shook  that  thought  off.  “The  Portal  is only one of my tools. No need to worry anyone unnecessarily.” 

He still had an arsenal of strength and magic at his disposal. Besides, the attack was targeted—the message meant only for him. And now that he knew someone might be out there watching, at least it wouldn’t be much of a surprise. He could be prepared. 

“Yes. I need to do this quickly. It’s better if I get to Avery and Lathan before Fourt does. That way, they’ll be handing down an edict instead of an amendment.” 

Ren clamped his eyes shut, working himself up to dip into the darkness. 

“It’s  just  the  Portal.  You’ve  got  this,”  he  whispered  between  gritted  teeth  as  he  leaned  into  the currents of space and time with his fists clenched, ready to fight. 

To his relief, he soared forward through the skyscape of stars without incident. 

His feet landed on the floor of Avery’s office, and her nonplussed face swam into view. 

Before she could say a word, Ren strode to her desk. 

“Listen,  I—this—Fourt—when—”  He  stuttered  and  stumbled  before  catching  his  breath  and plowing ahead. “If Fourt is going to meet his parents, your smartest move is to send me along. You and  Lathan  won’t  have  to  worry  about  losing  numbers  here.  You  know  my  record  and  reputation. 

Other than that time I got walloped over the head by the vamp who got to Chris and Allie, I’ve been flawless. And I feel like we’ve all come to agree that whole incident was unavoidable and worked out for the best in the long run. I won’t require any compensation. I owe the pack for all the time I spent loafing around here while I was still protecting Chris and Allie and—” 

“Ahem.” 

Ren realized he must’ve been totally unaware of Avery’s responses, he’d been blathering on so. 

She sat back in her desk chair. “You gonna let me talk at all, or you wanna keep going?” 

“Go on then, love,” he said, painting on the most casual smile he could. 

Her clever smirk told him she wasn’t buying the shit he was selling. “Lathan and I talked after you left his office this morning. We already decided the timing of your return was providential and that we should assign you to go along with Fourt.” 

“Oh.” 

Avery  crossed  her  arms,  straining  the  shoulders  of  her  fitted  leather  jacket.  “Since  I  don’t  have Magisterial  powers  anymore,  we’d  be  assigning  you  on  a  familial  level.  But,  considering  you’ve already refused compensation, I guess we don’t have to worry about that.” 

“So, you’re assigning me?” Ren had to wait for her to issue her intent. 

“I’m assigning you. Do you accept?” 

“I accept.”  Relief  flooded Ren’s  veins.  Deep within  him,  at  a primal  level,  he felt  the  shift  and spin of his protective instincts. 

When a new charge was assigned and accepted, the chemistry and composition of a Protector’s existence changed. The whole sense of being and purpose was redirected to the task of keeping that individual safe. 

Ren relished the sensation. Nothing about such a feeling could be selfish, he told himself. It was benevolent,  innocent,  and  pure.  Inside,  the  connection  to  his  new  charge  twined  itself  around  his heart. When it came down to it, Ren wouldn’t always be around. He had to do what he could with the limited time he had. That was the greatest gift he could offer the man he loved. He’d always wanted to protect Fourt. Now, things were as they should be. 

“Thanks,  lass.”  Ren  sighed,  soaking  up  the  light,  soothing  waves  of  solace  that  lapped  at  his bones, settling his anxieties. Enthusiastic energy pulsed through his veins, filling him with the sense that all was right within the mortal world again. “Right, then. I’m off to get a snack. Wise to be fueled up for what’s to come.” 

 Take that, destiny. 

C H A P T E R   E L E V E N

FOURT  STEPPED  OUT  INTO  THE  HALL  WITH  A  SATISFYING  SENSE  OF  ACCOMPLISHMENT.  IN  THE  QUIET

after Ren left, he’d finished his packing, and the idea of meeting the Northcotts was starting to grow on him. Well, not specifically the  meeting part. But the concept of going out on his own to do so sang to him. 

Since he’d joined the Black pack, Fourt had grown in every imaginable way. Even now, when he looked back at pictures from those earliest days, he wanted to run to the mirror to find the features he shared with the scraggly, scrawny wolf he’d been back then. 

He’d  developed  beyond  the  noticeable  physical  differences,  too.  Coming  out  of  Snelgrove’s clutches, Fourt was stunted. He’d rarely seen the sun. He hadn’t had the chance to make choices. He’d never met anyone outside the breeding facility, so his contact with other members of the R & B was limited. Hell, he’d been thirty years old before he’d seen a vampire for the first time. 

Now he lived with humans and a ghost and was friends with so many different Races and Breeds! 

He got to choose what he wore each morning and how he slept each night. He’d worked alongside his brothers in their contracting business, learning their trade and becoming a skilled foreman. Thanks to them, he was damn good at woodwork, decent with minor electrical issues, and he’d discovered he could visualize the final results of a build or a remodel just by looking at Thorne’s blueprints. 

In all that, he’d had his pack there to help and coach him along the way. 

It wasn’t until he’d started dating that he’d branched out on his own. He’d done so quietly at first, testing  the  waters  to  be  certain  he  was,  in  fact,  gay.  He’d  known  it,  of  course.  Though  feelings  of attraction were few and far between in his confined life, he’d only felt them for other men. Still, he’d never had the chance to touch a man in any intimate way. He’d gone on his first date, then a few more. 

Had his first kiss, then a few more of those, too. He’d even gotten laid a handful of times before he met Talan, who became his first long-term boyfriend. 

Fourt often thought he might’ve liked to experience some of those firsts with Ren. Whenever that came  to  mind,  he  forced  himself  to  face  reality:  he  wouldn’t  have  wanted  to  embarrass  himself  in front of his mate. He’d fumbled through his first date and his first kiss. He’d floundered his first few times  in  bed.  In  retrospect,  he  was  grateful  Ren  would  never  be  subjected  to  those  moments  of shockingly poor performance. 

Self-confidence had never been Fourt’s strong suit. In fact, the first thing he’d done in his life that had made him feel genuinely independent was his decision to date Talan. It was Talan to whom Fourt owed a great deal of what little confidence he possessed. 

Fourt realized, as he made his way down the hall, he felt the same sense of independence now as he’d experienced the first few times he’d driven himself to Talan’s place to stay overnight. It was fear

blended  with  exhilaration,  and  Fourt  bit  back  a  trembling  smile  at  the  slippery  sense  of  giddy anticipation. 

“Any  chance  you’re  looking  for  me?”  Lathan  called  from  behind  him,  pulling  Fourt  out  of  his thoughts. 

Fourt turned. “I was. Thought we might track down Avery.” 

Lathan  joined  him,  face  impassive  and  emotional  scents  masked.  Fourt  wondered  if  Lathan  had any concept of what a good alpha he was. 

“Ah,” Lathan slipped his hands into his pockets. “Let’s see what we can do.” 

They  headed  down  the  stairs  together.  Fourt’s  sense  of  excitement  continued  to  pump  him  up, making him feel taller next to his older brother. Fourt decided he should challenge himself to step out on his own more often. He was strong enough to carry weight around here. They trusted him, and he knew he could contribute more than he already did. 

He and Lathan reached the great hall, where they found Reegan and Graham snuggled on one of the sofas. They held a tablet between them, on a video call with Will—Graham’s son—whose voice carried over from the speakers. 

Lathan led Fourt around the back of the sofa where they ducked into view of the camera. 

“Hey, guys!” Will grinned out from the screen like a younger version of his dad. 

Lathan took advantage of the interruption to murmur to Reegan, “Have you seen Avery?” 

“Last I heard, she was in the bunkhouse,” Reegan replied. 

“What’s up, Will?” Fourt leaned an elbow on the back of the sofa to anchor himself in view. 

“The  usual,  man.  Can’t  complain.  Got  a  few  newcomers  yesterday,  but  I  haven’t  met  them  yet. 

Rumor has it one of them is a Necromancer.” 

“Nice. Might have someone to help you with your training,” Fourt said. 

Will laughed. “Holy hell, I hope not. She’s ten years old. If I’m not ahead of her skill level, I may as well quit now.” 

Graham snorted out a laugh. “Yeah, the first time some other ghost walks in on you trying to get some action, you’ll be regretting those wise words, son.” 

Will had only discovered his powers recently, when Graham’s ghost had appeared to him. They’d gotten  him  into  training  right  away,  but  Necromancy  was  rumored  to  be  one  of  the  toughest  sets  of skills to master. Will had a long journey ahead of him. 

Reegan elbowed Graham. “Not interested in my step-son’s sex life, thank you.” 

“I wasn’t interested in walking in on him while he was making out with—” 

“Dude, not cool!” Will interrupted at the same time Reegan plugged her ears and started singing, 

“La la la la la,” to no tune Fourt recognized. 

“On that note,” Lathan said, waving goodbye to Will as they extracted themselves. “Fate, I’m glad I’m  past  that  part  of  my  life,”  he  muttered  to  Fourt.  “Wouldn’t  want  to  have  to  date  in  this  modern age.” 

Fourt snorted. “Okay, grandpa.” 

“I don’t envy you young guys, that’s all I’m saying,” Lathan teased, putting his hands up. 

Fourt opened his mouth to form a comeback, but his wolf went on alert instead, whimpering and nudging  him  in  the  direction  of  the  kitchen.  Awareness  raced  through  him,  tightening  his  skin  and brushing the fine hairs on the back of his neck—all signs that his mate was near. 

Sure enough, when they turned the corner into the kitchen, they found Ren, Em, Rose, and Dahlia all gathered at the table eating ice cream. 

“Uncle  Fwart, I got  thpwinkles!” Dahlia exclaimed. 

Rose was too busy shoveling in the drippy, chocolatey-swirled goodness to come up for air. If the mess on the table could speak, it would tell a tale of Ren and Em allowing the girls to go wild with the toppings. Chocolate syrup, sprinkles, mini chocolate chips, crumbled pieces of graham crackers, and sticky marshmallow topping made an arc around the four of them like the scene of a crime. 

Ren’s uncontrolled laughter set Em and the girls into giggles and drew Fourt’s attention. Between heaving  breaths  and  cackles,  Ren  managed  to  get  out,  “They…make…your…name…sound…like…

fart!” 

That earned him untamed shrieks of joy from the twins, who began to sing, “Fwart, fwart, fwart!” 

Fourt  couldn’t  help  the  smile  that  stretched  his  cheeks.  “Thanks  for  pointing  that  out.  We’ve managed to keep them from making that connection up to this point. Just gonna go talk to Avery about changing my name real quick.” 

“Avery. Right. That’s what we were going to do until we walked into this disaster zone.” Lathan sent a chin lift Ren’s way. “Did you talk to her yet?” 

Ren  hauled  in  his  laughter  as  if  it  were  on  the  other  end  of  a  heavy  rope.  “How  do  you  think  I landed myself with diaper duty?” 

That sent the twins into a whole new round of giggles, alternating between the word “diaper” and

“duty”,  which  they  clearly  misheard,  as  they  changed  their  chants  to,  “Diaper!  Doodie!  Diaper! 

Doodie!” 

“Remember the days when they couldn’t talk?” The devious delight in Em’s eyes contradicted her tone. 

“Am I running a pack or a zoo?” Lathan playfully demanded of the twins, who howled louder at the teasing attention their alpha directed their way. He accepted a messy mouthful of ice cream from Rose, wiping his chin when her spoon tipped prematurely. 

Fourt’s heart clung to those moments as if he could soak them up and replace his bad memories with them, one by one. 

He  and  Lathan  moved  on,  finding  Avery  in  her  office.  She  still  spent  most  of  her  days  in  the private  space  Diesel  had  built  for  her  in  their  bunkhouse.  Before  the  Magistrate  position  had  been stolen out from under her by Snelgrove and the Dissidents, visitors had come and gone regularly from the  office.  She’d  held  meetings  and  signed  paperwork  as  Magistrate  within  UNITY  while  also planning on the side for—as she put it—extracurricular missions. 

These days, the office rarely held anyone other than Avery. She took phone and video calls on the secure lines but discouraged anyone from coming in person. Snelgrove and the Dissidents had a target scope trained on the Black pack at all times. Connections to their family that could be construed as anything more than frivolous had the potential to cost people their lives. 

Avery looked up from the books spread across her desk when Fourt and Lathan appeared in the doorway. She abandoned the books to step around in front of the desk, and Lathan went to her side. 

Fourt faced them and steadied himself, willing his nerves to back down. “I wanted to let you both know I’m planning to go meet the Northcotts.” 

Avery leaned back against the desk, clasping her hands in front of her. “We expected as much.” 

Fourt felt awash in motherly love when she looked him over. Her face softened, and a concerned smile touched her lips. “Should we try to argue with you to keep you from going?” 

“I’d rather you didn’t.” 

“Then, you’re happy with that decision?” Avery asked. 

“I don’t know that I’d call it happy so much as resigned,” Fourt said. 

“I think it’s the right call.” Avery glanced at Lathan. 

“Right.” Lathan cleared his throat. “We’re cautious about it, but we’re not going to stop you.” 

Fourt nodded his thanks, then he braced himself and explained the contents of the letter. He didn’t miss the way Lathan stiffened, but Avery put a hand on the alpha’s arm, keeping him quiet so Fourt could finish. 

“I’m  all  packed,  so  if  there’s  nothing  else,  I’ll  be  heading  out  in  the  next  little  bit,”  Fourt  said. 

Suddenly,  it  felt  final.  He  realized  the  pack  would  want  to  wish  him  well  and  say  goodbye,  but  he didn’t think he could handle that. 

“Ren’s  going  with  you,”  Lathan  said,  off-handed  and  casual,  like  he  could  slip  it  in,  and  Fourt wouldn’t notice. 

Fourt’s  stomach  dropped  to  his  knees.  “No.  What?  Why?”  The  sense  of  confidence  and independence  he’d  carried  from  his  bedroom  fell  away,  dragging  him  down.  He  gathered  his  wits. 

There was a difference between Ren coming along for the ride and Ren being… “Assigned?” It was the only word Fourt could grind out. His teeth clenched so tight he thought they would shatter. 

“Officially,” Avery said, eliminating any question. 

So  much  for  independence.  Protectors  who  took  on  an  official  charge  underwent  physiological changes. The  last  thing Fourt  wanted  was to  earn  Ren’s  attention because  Ren  had no  choice  but  to give it. 

“Is that necessary?” Fourt asked. “Don’t you think they’ll worry about you putting such a strong detail on me?” 

Lathan rubbed a hand over his hair. “Their letter said they were willing to take whatever I dished them to keep you safe.” 

“But—” 

Lathan angled his torso toward Fourt, though Avery couldn’t have missed the words he spoke. “I thought  Ren  was  yours.”  He  speared  Fourt  with  his  gaze  before  he  continued.  “You  must’ve  known we would have a plan. I thought you’d be happy with this one.” 

“I  thought  a  plan  would  mean  more  like  having  someone  on  standby.  I  would’ve  been  fine  with that. Ren won’t be on standby. He’ll be on top of me.” Oh, Fate. Ren would be on  top of him. 

Lathan’s  brows  lifted  as  if  he’d  read  that  thought  right  out  of  Fourt’s  mind  and  still  couldn’t understand what the problem was. 

Fourt’s stomach twisted with sick tension. It wasn’t just that Ren was being forced to spend time with  him.  If  anyone  was  going  to  see  a  portion  of  Fourt’s  history,  Ren  was  the  last  one  he  would choose. Who in their right mind would want the man they loved to get an up-close-and-personal view of  the  darkest  part  of  their  life?  The  differences  between  Ren  and  him  were  already  so  apparent without the reminder that Fourt had spent his first sixty years as a slave. 

“Come on.  You  both know  how  Ren can  be.”  Fourt  was determined  to  plead his  case.  “Do  you think I’ll honestly have a fair shot at anything positive forming with the Northcotts if he’s around?” 

“That’s assuming anything positive could come of it,” Avery pointed out, judgment reserved from her  tone.  “But  you  don’t  need  to  worry  about  Ren.  When  he’s  on  the  job,  he  takes  his  position seriously.  He’ll  act  with  professionalism.”  A  wry  smile  danced  over  her  lips.  “I  can’t  believe  I’m describing Ren that way. Back me up so I know I’m not crazy,” she said, smacking Lathan with the back of her hand. 

Lathan cleared his throat. “You know I hate to agree, but I’ve got no choice. He’s been great with Chris and Allie. His handling of Grace was top notch.” He leveled Fourt with a look as he pressed one  hand  over  his  heart.  “You  know  if  I’d  trust  the  man  with  my  mate,  I’d  trust  him  to  handle anything.” 

Sensing  he  wasn’t  going  to  get  anywhere  with  them,  and  not  wanting  to  disrespect  his  alpha  or Magistrate, Fourt eased back. “Guess that’s settled.” 

Lathan closed the space between them to pull Fourt into a crushing hug. “Love you, brother.” 

The  scents  of  love  and  concern  mixed  with  the  slightest  hint  of  fear.  Fourt’s  emotions  were  too unstable  for  him  to  decipher  who  the  smells  came  from.  He  swept  his  forearm  over  his  eyes  when Lathan released him, but Avery’s hug only made it worse. 

“I’ll be coming back soon, so there’s no reason for a big goodbye.” Fourt’s voice cracked with emotion.  “Can  we  just  make  it  like  any  other  day?  Like  I’m  only  running  out  to  the  store  or something?” 

“Pack’s not gonna love it.” Lathan smoothed his hand over his hair again. “But I’ll do what I can.” 

“Thanks.” Fourt backed away from them. “I’ll go get my stuff.” 

He left them behind, but as he closed the distance to the stairs, a dark mood crept over him. He had a feeling he couldn’t shake…

The  twin  terrors  clomped  past  him,  sticky  hands  held  high  as  they  made  their  way  down  to  see their mother. Rose blew him a chocolatey kiss as she went. 

Back in the kitchen, Fourt was surprised to see the mess had already been cleaned up. He found Ren putting the ice cream away in the freezer but ignored the Protector until the words hit his back. 

“What are you up to, mate?” 

Fourt didn’t pause. “Apparently, I’m up to letting the Northcotts know I won’t be visiting them on my own.” 

The freezer door slammed, and Ren hurried to catch up. “I promise you I can handle this. I’ll keep you safe from anything that might come up.” 

“Does professional courtesy include meddling in my affairs?” Fourt demanded, taking the stairs two at a time. 

“If it’s necessary to keep you safe,” Ren responded, staying right with him. 

Fourt spun on him. “So you admit it? You got yourself assigned to this, didn’t you?” 

Ren’s mouth popped open, but no words came out. 

Fourt  scoffed  and  stomped  toward  his  bedroom.  “Professional  courtesy  seems  to  be  code  for sticking your nose where it doesn’t belong. If you don’t want to be involved with me, you’ve got a funny way of showing it.” 

Fourt  aimed  to  slam  his  door  behind  him,  but  Ren  caught  it  and  shut  it  with  a  foreboding  quiet. 

“We can dispense with the idea that any of this is professional courtesy, Fourt.” 

Fourt didn’t turn to face him. He was desperate to cling to that admission—but he couldn’t trust that  it  was  true  or  real.  Anything  Ren  was  feeling  might  be  influenced  by  the  Protector-charge connection.  This  was  nothing  like  the  delicious  teasing  tension  of  their  once-flirtatious  friendship. 

Was this how the entire visit to the Northcotts would go? This unending push and pull between them? 

“Why  did  you  come  back,  Ren?  Be  honest.  Did  Avery  or  Lathan  call  you  when  the  letter  came in?” 

“No.” 

Ren’s hand landed on Fourt’s shoulder. The burn through his shirt was enough to make him wince. 

His muscles pulled tight at the contact. Fate, what he wouldn’t give to feel that on his bare skin—not as a graze over his arm, but as a deliberate touch. A press to his heart, searing and scorching with all the fire of the love Fourt felt for him. 

Ren dashed that hope on his next breath. “It was Talan’s call that brought me back.” 

Fourt jerked away. “Talan? He reached out to us, but he didn’t say anything about you.” His eyes

narrowed at Ren. “Why the hell would he call you?” 

Ren’s  lips  parted,  but  no  explanation  came.  He  pressed  them  together,  eyes  shifting  away  with thought. Finally, he shook his head. “I can see how you would be upset that I didn’t suddenly reappear here on my own. But regardless of who contacted me, I’m the one who chose to dive into that Portal and come back now.” 

“You  had  a  whole  lot  of  help  guiding  you.”  Fourt’s  wounded  heart  wept  as  he  turned  away.  He wanted to lash out, to make Ren feel some modicum of the twisted pain he felt inside. “I should’ve known Talan was involved somehow.” 

“Talan’s a good man,” Ren allowed. The whole of Fourt’s back warmed with heat, and he turned to find Ren sealed into his personal space. “But I’ll be damned if he’s the man for you.” 

Fourt  willed  his  body  not  to  sway  or  tremble.  They’d  been  this  close  before.  Ren  had  never spoken those words, but they’d stood on the precipice of a kiss—the kind of kiss that tasted of longing and turned into a claim. Whatever it was that had held Ren back from that edge wasn’t gone, despite the  desire  that  sent  the  Protector’s  eyes  tracing  over  Fourt’s  features,  landing  on  his  lips.  Ren  was pulling—Fourt had to push; Fourt knew those were the rules of the game they played, even if he didn’t understand the game itself. “He kept the nightmares away. That was good enough for me.” 

A lie. 

Ren blinked, spell broken, and took a step back. 

“I’m not fooled.” Fourt skewered the Protector with a glare. “You think you came back for me, but you really came back because you like to be needed. And you went around me to ensure it, but I don’t think you’ve thought this through.” He stepped in closer to Ren, pulling this time, erasing the distance between them. 

Ren’s  chest  lifted  and  fell  faster  with  each  breath.  The  desire  was  there,  strong  and  evident. 

Would Ren ever be persuaded to tell Fourt what, exactly, it was that held him back? 

“Your excuses about leaving don’t make much sense now, do they? Seems to me we’re right back in the same position again. Do you know how close we’ll have to be if you’re my Protector? How much  time  we’ll  be  spending  together?”  Fourt  closed  in  again,  blood  racing  with  the  chase.  He touched a finger to the hem of Ren’s t-shirt. The soft material was like butter under his caress. “That thread  you’ve  dangled  between  us  all  this  time  just  might  snap,  Ren.”  He  leaned  so  close  he  could feel his breath bouncing back at him from the Protector’s lips. “And then what?” 

Ren’s pupils dilated, and his lips parted, jetting out a rush of longing Fourt’s wolf wanted to swim in. He stood so close that the hard length hidden by Ren’s jeans pressed into Fourt’s thigh, a torturous hit of desire. 

Those brief seconds offered Fourt a rush of fun, but he wasn’t fooling himself. He stepped back out of the warmth of Ren’s space, pushing once more. “If you’re my Protector now, you have to do what I say, right?” 

Ren scrubbed a hand over his jaw. “Within reason.” The words were dazed and heavy. 

“Then go round up one of the others to run with me. I need to calm my wolf again before we leave and, clearly, I can’t be trusted to do it alone.” 

Ren  stared  at  him  for  a  long  moment  before  nodding  and  backing  away  toward  the  door.  “Your wish is my command, mate,” he said, bowing his head with a smirk before he left the room, closing the door behind him. 

Fourt blew out a harsh breath. He’d teased Ren about the proximity, but they both knew it wasn’t going to be any easier on him. He reached for his phone, needing to make the call about not coming alone, but his eyes tripped over his forearm and he froze. 

The tattoo that covered his arm had once been an owner’s mark. A couple of years earlier, Fourt had changed that. Between Riley’s knowledge of the ancient alphabet and Thorne’s artistic abilities, he’d  gotten  a  coverup  that  transformed  the  symbol  into  a  great,  branching  tree  with  deep  roots.  It concealed the evidence of Snelgrove’s name—except for three letters—the R, E, and N. 

Fourt had supposed he could get the final letters covered if he needed to, but he’d held onto his faith in Fate. She knew what She was doing; She got what She wanted. If Ren was his mate, it would all work out eventually, right? Something would cause that wall Ren kept between them to crumble. 

Fourt just had to hold onto hope. 

The  only  problem  was  that  his  hope  was  growing  thinner  by  the  second,  while  Ren  showed  no signs of letting the wall shrink, much less tumble to the ground. 

Fourt snatched up his journal and tossed it into his suitcase before zipping it closed and grabbing his phone. 

“It  would  be  nice  if  we  could  skip  to  the  part  of  this  game  where  I  win,”  Fourt  grumbled  to himself.  Something  was  going  to  end  up  battered  and  bruised  by  the  experience.  He  could  only wonder if it would be his ego or his heart. 

C H A P T E R   T W E L V E

THANKS TO LATHAN, FOURT AND REN SLIPPED AWAY FROM THE HOUSE WITH LITTLE FANFARE—THOUGH

Fourt noticed several sets of eyes peeking around the corner from the kitchen. He’d waved, as much of a goodbye as he was willing to allow. It wasn’t like he was leaving forever, though he wouldn’t be the same the next time he walked through that door. No matter how this went, it would change him. 

According  to  Fourt’s  phone,  the  Northcotts  lived  only  forty  minutes  away.  It  seemed  such  a shockingly short distance. 

“I wonder if they’ve been this close the entire time,” he murmured as he clipped the phone into its holder on his windshield. 

His little car ate up miles, though its belly had to be full already of the thick silence between him and Ren. 

Ren finally broke the quiet with a contented sigh when the landscape opened up in front of them. 

“I always forget how close we are to the mountains.” 

Four  layers  of  peaks  were  visible  in  the  distance,  shrouded  by  a  thin  haze  that  turned  them incrementally lighter shades of blue. Fourt never got tired of that view. 

The  taciturn  mood  shattered  with  Ren’s  sudden  remark,  innocuous  as  it  was,  and  Fourt  took  the opportunity to launch in. “Alright, look. If I’ve got to entertain your presence in all this, you’ve got to understand how I expect you to act.” 

Ren turned in his seat, angling his body toward Fourt and propping his chin in his hand. 

“I’m serious, Ren.” 

Ren’s face morphed with faux innocence. “I’m only listening.” 

A tiny, frustrated growl fluttered Fourt’s lips, delivered straight from his wolf. “While we’re with the Northcotts, I don’t want you sneaking off to the kitchen to steal their ice cream and hoard it away. 

Don’t make crass jokes. And no popping in and out unexpectedly.” 

Ren furthered his show of feigned offense by clamping a hand to his chest. “Me? Little old me? 

You think I would do those things?” 

Fourt snorted. “Please. That’s an easy morning for you, and you know it.” 

“Number one, I never hoard ice cream. It’s not for hoarding, it’s for eating.” 

“Okay, that freezer in the cabin used to be full—” 

“But I only pilfered ten percent of that from the pack. Twenty at most. I do have money, you know. 

I’m more than capable of buying my own ice cream. Number two, my jokes aren’t crass. And even if they were, people love a nice dirty chuckle now and then.” 

“Gross, dude. That sounds like a sex position or something.” 

Ren smirked. “If it isn’t yet, it could be.” 

“See? None of that around the Northcotts.” 

“You’re the one who brought sex into it.” Ren poked a finger at Fourt’s elbow where it rested on the center console. “And three”—he adopted a more serious attitude—“I promise I won’t pop in and out unexpectedly.” 

“Yeah… I’m feeling like I can trust you for maybe one of those three.” Fourt smirked over at him, his heart flipping in his chest when Ren grinned back. 

Ren  had  a  wide  range  of  smiles.  Actually,  he  had  a  range  of  everything—voices,  mannerisms, walks, and postures. Fourt knew that came from the years Ren spent working with different charges. 

Protectors were groomed to excel at adapting themselves to be comforting to the people under their care. It was never easy to tell when Ren was being himself or one of the many versions of himself he’d formed over the years for the sake of others. 

“You’re taking away all my fun, mate.” Ren’s voice dropped lower, caressing Fourt’s skin in the close  confines  of  the  car.  “How  will  I  ever  behave  around  you  when  I  don’t  have  other  things  to distract me?” 

“Please take this seriously,” Fourt pleaded. “And add flirting to that list. It’s not fair anymore.” 

Ren sat back, removing himself from Fourt’s space. “I do take my assignments seriously, and I’ll be on my best around the Northcotts. They’ll get nothing but professionalism from me.” 

Fourt  glanced  over,  waiting  for  him  to  continue,  but  Ren  didn’t  say  anything  more.  Instead,  a crooked  smile  tugged  at  his  lips,  telling  Fourt  all  he  needed  to  know.  Ren  would  be  honorable  and appropriate around the Northcotts, but he was making no vows about when they were alone. 

“Dammit,  Ren,”  Fourt  grumbled  under  his  breath.  Inside,  though,  he  was  grateful  the  Protector hadn’t yet given up teasing and taunting him. There was still a chance. 

“So, then. What is it that I  am allowed to do?” 

Fourt  didn’t  have  that  as  readily  stored  up.  Funny,  he’d  convinced  himself  that  Ren’s  presence would  rob  him  of  control.  If  he  didn’t  know  better,  he’d  think  it  was  giving  him  more  control  than he’d  bargained  for.  Maybe  there  was  an  upside  to  having  the  Protector  relegated  to  a  professional capacity. They might fare alright, after all. Fourt searched for something to say. “Well, I suppose you should mind your manners. Don’t touch anything that isn’t yours. Don’t speak unless spoken to? Fate, I don’t know.” 

“No offense, but you’re overthinking this. You’ve never met them. What if you have it all wrong? 

They  could  be  a  load  of  laughs  themselves.  I’ve  known  a  few  older  wolves  in  my  day.  Several  of them  quite  enjoyed  bawdy  jokes  and  dirty  drinking  songs.  Took  them  back  to  the  old  days.”  Ren chuckled to himself. 

Fourt rolled his eyes. “Let’s not start with the dirty stuff, at least.” 

“Suit yourself, then.” Ren settled back into his seat. 

Quiet threatened to fall. Awkwardness itched under the surface of Fourt’s skin. He might as well get past that, though, right? It was about to get a whole lot worse. 

“You’re right.” Fourt’s words gushed up in pained breaths and confessions. “I’ve never met these people, and this whole thing is going to be uncomfortable as hell. But that letter they sent—and the presentation of it, with the courier and everything…that’s enough to form some expectations.” 

“How so?” Ren leaned in again. 

Fate, when he closed in like that, Fourt wanted to spill his soul right into Ren’s lap. If there was one thing Ren had always been good at, it was listening earnestly to the deeper, darker thoughts Fourt shared. He guessed that should offer him some confidence and relief. He knew Ren was able to settle down and be serious sometimes. 

“I think they’ll be rich. Snooty.” 

“Big money?” 

“Probably, right? The guy they sent said he works for them. And the letter was fancy. Nice paper, fountain pen, wax seal, the whole deal.” 

“Sounds old school to me. Not necessarily rich,” Ren pointed out. 

Wealth was defined in different terms for the Races and Breeds than it was for the human world. 

Most of the R & B had thick wallets. Some, though, had treasure troves. 

“Nah. I’m thinking they’re rich. What if they don’t like the way I’m dressed? They might think the pack is young and too independent. And my car—I bet they won’t like my car.” 

Ren reached over, slipping his hand around Fourt’s and twining their fingers together. 

The jolt of pain was enough to shut Fourt up. A glance over at Ren showed that was the point. 

“If any of those things are accurate about these people, that’s on them. Not you or the pack or your car. You can’t control how they’ll respond; sometimes assholes can’t help themselves.” He squeezed Fourt’s fingers, hand lingering there, sending tingling sparks up Fourt’s arm and straight into his heart. 

“Besides,” Ren added, squeezing again before he released Fourt’s hand, “I’m quite fond of your car. 

It’s solid, and you can’t knock it for giving us the option of a quick getaway if we need it.” 

“I figured we’ve got the Portal for that.” Fourt gave in and nudged Ren with his elbow. 

Ren blinked and glanced down at Fourt’s elbow near his ribs. “Right, right.” 

Fourt smirked. “The Portal would definitely be the better choice if we need that kind of exit, just so we’re clear.” 

Ren offered a two-fingered salute. “Aye aye, captain.” 

The mood in the car sobered. Electricity crackled between them, lifting the fine hairs over Fourt’s skin. He knew Ren couldn’t deny the chemistry, either, from the way the Protector kept shifting in his seat.  The  radio  flickered  in  and  out—a  sure  sign  Ren  was  feeling  the  pressure.  The  tangy  scent  of electrical fire that often accompanied him did a number on Fourt’s senses, preventing him from ever getting a good read on Ren’s emotions. It wasn’t an unpleasant smell, though. Especially not when it mixed with the masculine cedar fragrance that was all Ren’s own. 

“You’re sure you’ve got all this under control?” Fourt whispered around the lump in his throat. 

Ren’s  jaw  locked  tight,  and  he  drew  in  a  deep  breath.  “We  will  be  fine,”  he  vowed.  “You’ve never really seen me in action, but I promise you I’ve got more tricks up my sleeve than you know. 

More access to firepower than I let on, too.” 

Fourt didn’t know if he meant in powers or physical weapons, but he always listened when Ren got serious, and he’d rarely seen him as serious as he was right then. 

“We will be fine,” Ren repeated, locking eyes with him for the moment that Fourt could spare a glance away from the road. “This will all work out.” 

“Will it?” Fourt’s words were a plea on so many different levels. 

“It will probably only be about as good as we make it, but we’ll do our best, mate.” 

Fourt jerked in his seat. “Don’t call me that.” 

Ren had used the word “mate” as a familiar term with everyone for as long as Fourt had known him.  It  had  long  ago  taken  on  a  different  meaning  in  Fourt’s  heart  and  mind,  but  it  felt  almost  cruel now that Ren knew the truth. 

“Sorry. It’s a force of habit. I’m trying to stop.” 

But Fourt didn’t want him to stop; he wanted it to  mean something. 

Fourt chewed the inside of his lower lip to shreds. Ren’s apology was heartfelt, and Fourt didn’t want  to  erase  any  ground  they’d  regained.  It  wrenched  him  down  to  his  soul  to  remain  open  and

vulnerable, but he didn’t want to close himself off from Ren. He’d tried that, and it was agony. 

“I’m not optimistic,” Fourt said, attempting to keep their conversation going. It gutted him to voice the truth, but everyone already knew it, didn’t they? “The Northcotts got rid of me. I’m not expecting to become best friends. I only want whatever answers I can get from them, and then I’m out of there.” 

Ren’s arm came closer but didn’t quite touch. “If that’s the case, my behavior shouldn’t matter so much. Yours either, honestly.” 

“Well, it does,” Fourt replied. 

“But why? Why do you feel the need to make a good impression on someone who doesn’t give a shit about you?” 

Fourt cast a pointed look Ren’s way. 

The humor and boisterousness left Ren’s face on a blink. “Don’t look at me like that. You  know I give a shit. That’s the whole problem.” 

“But you’ll never tell me  why it’s a problem, will you?” Fourt countered. 

Ren’s  jaw  locked,  muscles  twitching  and  jumping  as  he  ground  his  teeth.  His  profile  was  so strong, so handsome Fourt wanted to cry. The Protector stared at the road, silent and stony. 

Fourt  sighed.  “It  matters  because…  Because  sometimes  it  just   does.  When  it’s  that  important, you’re not supposed to question it. You’re just supposed to agree. Okay?” 

Ren’s lips parted with an effort so fierce Fourt was sure he heard them creak. “I’m sorry. I’ll do my best to keep that in mind.” 

Fourt followed the directions from his phone. They were so close they were almost on top of the place,  but  all  Fourt  could  see  were  trees  towering  over  the  top  of  a  high  fence  which  had  been overtaken, likely years ago, by ivy. A sharp turn to the left found them abruptly facing a dead end at a gate. Fourt pressed the button to roll his window down and leaned out to reach for the call box, but before his fingers grazed it, the gate parted and swung open. 

He glanced at Ren as he accelerated again, creeping down a long private drive. It circled behind an interior privacy wall of tall, manicured hedges. 

“Blimey,” Ren uttered on a ghost of a breath. 

Fourt’s foot instinctively backed off the pedal as his eyes drifted up, up, up to take in the grandeur before him. He guided the car to the widened, covered drive in front of the house before putting it in park. Then he quickly checked his appearance in the lighted visor mirror. 

“I promise I’ll hate them if you want me to.” Ren leaned forward to get a better view. “But did they have to make it this hard on me? I love a Queen Anne-style home. Always had a soft spot in my heart for them.” 

Fourt  did,  too.  He’d  dreamed  of  restoring  one  someday  with  his  brothers,  but  they  weren’t prevalent  down  in  Fairview.  Maybe  they’d  move  to  the  West  coast  next;  Fourt  had  drooled  over several he’d found online out there. 

He leaned forward to join Ren in peering out the windshield. What Fourt could see of the house had no symmetry. It was all irregular shapes, spindle work, towers, and porches. Lights glowed on every floor, just like they did at night in the pack home. 

Warmth radiated from the place—that was the first thing Fourt thought. That couldn’t be, though, could it? 

He  was  struck  by  the  eerie  sense  that  he  wasn’t  the  only  one  trying  to  make  a  good  first impression. 

C H A P T E R   T H I R T E E N

FOURT HAD HARDLY CRACKED HIS  CAR  DOOR  WHEN  A  MAN  DRESSED  IN  A  DARK  SUIT  REACHED  TO  OPEN

it  for  him.  The  man,  a  wolf,  wore  a  placid  smile  as  he  held  his  hand  out,  palm  up.  Fourt  paused, confused, before he realized the wolf was waiting for his keys. He’d been through the valet line at the Three Moons often enough to recognize the gesture—plus, no other cars were parked in the circular drive, which signaled there was a garage elsewhere. It probably held something like fifteen or twenty cars, if the size of the house was any indication. 

Ren whistled and glanced over as Fourt circled around the car to join him. A different man, also wearing  a  dark  suit,  had  already  unloaded  their  bags  from  the  vehicle’s  small  trunk  and  was  toting them up the front stairs. 

“I  thought  I’d  seen  some  big  houses  in  my  day,”  Ren  whispered,  “but  this  is  something  else. 

Standing out here right under it is—” 

“Yeah,” Fourt interrupted in stern agreement. Unease touched his skin, skittering over it like bugs. 

The  front  door  flew  open  before  their  feet  reached  the  bottom  step.  Interior  light  poured  out, casting a golden wedge over the stairs. A man rushed through the doorway, but Fourt couldn’t make out his features, set as he was against the bright backdrop. The strides that carried the man to the top step were determined, as was the way he eased past yet another dark suit-wearing individual. 

“I’ll handle the greeting.” The man’s voice was gentle and quiet, dismissing the suit-wearer who went to stand by the open front door. 

Fourt and Ren exchanged a look before they ascended the stairs. The man began to descend at the same time but fumbled and froze on the top stair. Each step Fourt and Ren climbed brought out a new feature of the man’s face. Fourt stopped two steps down from him, heart thundering. If he’d thought Will and Graham bore a strong resemblance, they were opposites when compared with the likeness Fourt stared at. He heard the hard gulp that gripped the man’s throat. Was it as strange for him as it was for Fourt? 

“Bloody  hell.”  Ren  glanced  back  and  forth  between  them.  “The  similarities  are…”  He  let  the words  go  in  favor  of  swinging  his  gaze  around  them,  shoulders  tightening  as  his  body  went  on  the alert. 

Fourt didn’t know whether Ren sensed danger or just remembered what he was there to do. He would have to trust Ren to warn him if there was trouble because all Fourt could do was gawk. 

“You’re  here.  I—I’m  Atticus.  Your—well—this—hello—”  The  man  tripped  over  the  words coming  from  his  mouth,  seeming  as  surprised  as  Fourt  felt  to  be  standing  where  he  was.  The  light shining from the house caught on his dark hair, refracting glints of silver at his temples. His handsome face,  which  bore  fine  wrinkles  Fourt  didn’t  yet  have,  split  with  an  excited  smile.  Pure  joy  beamed

out. “Sweet Fate in the Forest. It’s really you.” 

A gasp from the doorway drew all their attention. A beautiful woman stood there, elegant fingers gripping the jamb as if it were the only thing holding her up. Her mouth hung open, cherry wine lips forming a dazed “O”. In the next second, she whimpered. Visibly trembling, she stumbled back from the door and fled down the hall Fourt could now make out beyond. 

“Imogen? Honey!” The smile slipped from Atticus’s face, and concern tightened the wrinkles at the creases of his eyes. He waved a hand, beckoning the nearest suit-wearer to his side. He gripped the man’s elbow, leaning in close. “Would you please go to Mrs. Northcott? See if there’s anything we might offer her that would relieve her pain.” Every word was delivered with that same soft kindness he’d used on the first of the suit-wearers. 

Servants,  Fourt  realized.  He  should  think  of  them  as  they  were,  and  they  were  clearly  Atticus Northcott’s servants. 

Fourt’s heart plummeted. Why should it surprise him that they had servants? They’d been willing enough to send him into servitude; it shouldn’t come as a shock. The interest he’d taken in Atticus’s gentle mannerisms slipped away. 

“Of course, sir.” The servant offered a small smile and nod to Fourt and Ren before he spun on a heel to follow the path Mrs. Northcott had taken. 

Atticus turned back to them. “Please, forgive my mate’s exit and her absence for now. You must understand what a trying time this is for her.” 

Fourt withheld his scoff, though Ren’s jaw audibly clicked shut in response. The muscles worked, holding  back  whatever  Ren  wanted  to  say,  but  Fourt  could  guess.  What  about  this  situation  was difficult for Imogen Northcott? What trouble had she endured? Or, Fourt wondered, was it her guilt? 

Perhaps  she  suffered  so  much  self-reproach  she  couldn’t  stand  to  look  him  in  the  eye.  That,  he supposed, could be hard for her, though it wouldn’t garner his sympathy. 

Atticus  seemed  unfazed  by  the  lack  of  response  he  got  from  them.  He  recovered  his  smile  and thrust  a  hand  out  for  a  shake.  “I  suppose  a  hug  might  be  too  much  to  ask  for  just  yet.”  His  fingers flexed, waiting for contact from one or the other of them. “I should warn you, I’m a hugger. We’re all huggers here, but we already discussed that you might not be.” 

Fourt lifted a heavy hand to shake Atticus’s. He glanced at Ren over his shoulder. 

Ren mouthed, “Huggers?” 

Fourt widened his eyes back at him in confused agreement. 

Ren  followed,  gripping  Atticus’s  hand.  Atticus’s  eyes  popped  at  the  gesture,  hinting  that  the Protector had put some extra strength into his grip. 

“Well,  then.”  Atticus  cleared  his  throat,  still  attempting  to  sort  out  the  mood.  “Please  come  in. 

Come  in!  We  thought  we’d  begin  with  drinks  in  the  parlor  to  get  acquainted  and  lighten  the  mood. 

Dinner is still planned, of course, but the more Imogen and I talked about it, the more we… Well, we thought maybe you wouldn’t want to let it go that far.” 

 At least they were on the same page there, Fourt thought. 

He and Ren followed Atticus into the home. Servants were scattered here and there, each in those dark  suits.  The  suits  varied—pants,  skirts,  scarves,  ties,  jackets  of  different  cuts  and  styles.  They were  all  the  same  dark  color,  though,  and  each  piece  was  lovely  and  well-tailored,  screaming  of wealth. 

Atticus turned to beckon them farther inside. “You’re quite welcome here. Quite welcome indeed. 

I  hope  you’ll  both  make  yourselves  at  home.”  He  carried  himself  with  an  air  of  formality  that  was lightened by charming friendliness. 

 Charming?  No.  Charming  wasn’t  allowed,  Fourt  thought.  He  found  it  hard  to  maintain  that attitude, though, as he took in his surroundings. The palatial mansion—there was no other word for it

—was surprisingly homey and so thoroughly decorated it was almost kitschy, which made it all the more endearing. 

“Here  we  are.”  Atticus  led  them  into  a  parlor  decorated  in  deep  greens  and  gleaming  golds. 

Creamy  wallpaper,  embossed  with  tiny  green  fern  fronds,  covered  the  walls.  A  distinctly  Victorian air permeated everything, yet it didn’t feel dowdy or out of date. Perhaps it was how well lived-in the space  seemed—it  was  more  like  stepping  back  in  time.  Heavy,  carved  wooden  furniture  was positioned around the room. Artwork covered the walls. Velvety forest green curtains framed deep-set  windows  where  window  seats  were  piled  with  plush  cushions  in  fabrics  of  every  possible texture. The room felt as if it were waiting for the family to enjoy a cozy evening together. 

“Sit, please. Anywhere you like. No assigned seats around here, certainly,” Atticus said, chortling to himself. 

Fate,  his  manners  were  confusing.  So  warm  and  friendly.  Warm,  warm,  warm.  The  sensation infused the walls. If circumstances were different, Fourt thought he would like Atticus, and his home, very much. 

Another  servant  waited  at  the  ready,  moving  toward  the  bar  along  the  wall  where  crystal decanters were lined up. 

“Thank  you,  Inga,”  Atticus  said,  “but  allow  me,  please.”  He  turned,  motioning  with  one  hand toward the bar as if he were presenting a grand prize on a gameshow. “What can I offer you, gents?” 

“Whiskey neat,” Ren replied. 

Fourt, who rarely drank whiskey, asked for the same. The harder, the better tonight, he thought. He sat next to Ren, though part of him wanted to linger by the door in case he decided he couldn’t handle any more of this. 

Atticus poured a couple fingers’ worth into three crystal glasses, apparently boarding the whiskey train, as well. 

“And what about you, Inga?” Atticus turned his kind smile on the servant who stood at the ready. 

“A glass of wine?” 

The servant beamed up at him. “Please and thank you, Mr. Northcott.” 

Atticus  was  all  smiles  as  he  bent  to  open  one  of  the  bar’s  cabinet  doors.  “I  know  it’s  your favorite,” he said, collecting a bottle from the cabinet, “and I’ve got a surprise for you.” 

He held the bottle out, and the servant’s face flushed with joy. “Thank you indeed!” She clapped her  hands  together  in  delight.  Suddenly,  she  didn’t  seem  like  a  servant  at  all.  Her  interaction  with Atticus reminded Fourt of how his pack responded to each other. 

His mind scrambled to piece together the odd-fitting puzzle unfolding before him. 

Atticus spoke to Fourt and Ren over his shoulder. “Inga has been with us for forty years. She can tell  you  we’ve  had  little  cause  for  celebration  in  the  last  few  decades.  This  bottle,”  he  tipped  the bottle toward her before pouring the red liquid into a wine glass, “comes from an excellent year. We had some at our eightieth wedding anniversary and all found it quite lovely, didn’t we?” 

Inga nodded and thanked him again when he passed her glass to her first. 

Atticus  served  Fourt,  then  Ren,  before  collecting  his  own  drink  and  joining  them.  He  sat  in  a wingback  armchair,  long  legs  crossing  to  show  off  colorful  socks  leading  down  from  his  pressed pants to his polished loafers. 

Quiet fell, and Fourt focused on the low fire glowing in the small fireplace. He felt he should say something—but what the hell where you meant to say in a situation like this? How did you start the

kind of conversation he was there to have? 

“This  is  an  excellent  room,”  Ren  said.  He  was  still  using  his  trademark  catastrophic  blend  of British  and  Australian  accents,  but  he  was  clearly  in  formal  mode.  “I  have  to  ask,  though.  Is  that painting a Brandeux?” 

Fourt  shot  him  a  look,  unaware  he  had  any  appreciation  for  fine  art.  Vintage  rock  and  worn-in jeans, sure. But  art? 

“What?” Ren grinned at Fourt. “I was around when Brandeux was doing that piece. I saw several of her pieces before she became quite so famous.” 

“My word. Did you really?” Atticus sat forward in his seat. “I’m not quite old enough to have had that privilege.” 

Ren leaned forward, too. Fourt couldn’t help thinking their drinks were drugged with something. 

Ren was already slipping under Atticus’s spell, and Fourt wouldn’t be far behind. The man had such an easy nature. Fate…did Fourt carry any of that easiness about him? 

He tore himself away from their conversation to take in the rest of the room from where he sat on the brocade loveseat, thigh almost touching Ren’s. 

The whole space was filled with so much opulence and wealth. It must take a great deal of money to  keep  up  a  home  like  this,  to  employ  staff.  Fourt  eyed  Inga,  who  remained  inside  the  doorway, sipping  her  wine.  She  wore  an  easy  smile,  like  the  man  who’d  served  as  valet.  Were  they brainwashed into helping here? 

Fourt realized that was unfair. It was unusual for modern wolves to have servants or house staff, but many of the Races and Breeds still did. In fact, in some cultures, it was considered rude not to because  it  provided  employment,  meals,  income,  and  housing  for  others.  Wolves  had  a  different history with the concept of  help, but even Avery had staff at the Magistrate’s mansion. Those wolves chose  to  wear  uniforms  similar  to  what  the  servants  here  were  wearing.  And…come  to  think  of  it, they seemed as happy under her rule as the wolves here did. With Avery—with the whole pack—they weren’t employees. They were friends, family. 

Was there a similar level of respect here? 

No,  Fourt  wouldn’t  let  himself  believe  that.  Or  maybe  he  would,  but  he  wouldn’t  be  so  easily convinced  to  like  the  Northcotts.  He  glanced  around  the  room  again.  There  had  always  been  dark rumors that those who’d assisted Snelgrove with his breeding program were heavily rewarded. What if everything he was seeing had come at the cost of his freedom? If Atticus and Imogen were deemed suitable donors for Snelgrove’s program—if they’d sold him, before his birth, into his position there

—this could be the result. 

Fourt swallowed hard around that bitter pill. 

Inside, his wolf was running at peak curiosity. The creature sat forward, sniffing and peering out of  the  shadows,  taking  it  all  in.  His  wolf  felt,  without  a  doubt,  a  longing  that  he  hadn’t  exhibited before. Was Atticus’s own wolf within him, too, looking out and waiting for an introduction? 

Fourt didn’t know what to make of this first impression. He had expected the house to be dark and gray, as cold and institutional as the facility where he’d grown up. At least Imogen’s absence hit the mark, though her exit stuck with him. Atticus was befuddling altogether; either the man was oblivious to the discomfort Fourt felt or he was toying with Fourt, pretending no awful history existed between them. The warmth that still radiated from him, the way he focused intently on Ren and chatted with enthusiasm,  was  downright  shocking.  The  only  thing  more  confusing  was  the  eager,  hopeful  way Atticus kept glancing over at Fourt as if he couldn’t wait for him to join in their conversation. 

Pressure built in Fourt’s chest until he couldn’t stand it. He popped like a cork from his seat on

the elegant chaise, drawing each eye his way. Atticus abruptly stopped speaking, cutting himself off mid-sentence. 

“I’m sorry, but what the fuck?” Fourt demanded. “Are we actually going to sit here pretending this isn’t the most awkward thing any of us has ever experienced?” 

Atticus let out a booming bark of a laugh, delighted by the blunt interruption. “My word! How you remind me of my younger brother. He often speaks his mind without prior warning.” 

An uncle. Fourt had an uncle. Oh, Fate. This was already too complicated. He needed to say his piece and get out. 

“Did you get all this because of me?” Fourt slashed a hand through the air to gesture around the room. “Did you buy this place—this stuff—this  art with the money you made from selling me off to Snelgrove?” 

A  sharp  cry  sounded  behind  him.  Fourt  spun  in  time  to  see  a  thick  book  slip  from  Imogen Northcott’s  fingers  where  she  stood  in  the  doorway.  Her  face  paled,  and  she  stooped,  hands outstretched, to collect the things that scattered. 

Fourt stood frozen to his spot, but, in a flash, Ren was out of his seat and on his knees helping her. 

His hands flew over the papers before he jerked back with a start. He plucked one of the pieces from the floor and turned to Fourt, holding it out. 

It was a picture of a beautiful little boy with his cheeks smooshed between the faces of Atticus and Imogen—all of them beaming like the brightest rays of sunshine. 

“Bloody  hell,  mate,”  Ren’s  eyes  were  as  wide  as  saucers  when  he  looked  up  at  Fourt.  “That’s you.” 

C H A P T E R   F O U R T E E N

“I—I  DON’T  UNDERSTAND.”  FOURT’S  FINGERS  TREMBLED  WHEN  HE  ACCEPTED  THE  PICTURE.  HIS

whole hand shook as he studied it. The boy in the photo bore more than a passing resemblance to him. 

Atticus  rushed  forward  to  slip  his  arm  around  his  mate’s  waist.  “I’m  quite  concerned  that  we anticipated  correctly,  my  love.  There’s  been  a  miscommunication—perhaps  several.”  He  cupped  a hand to Imogen’s cheek, soothing her with a gentle caress before he glanced over his shoulder at Inga. 

“Do you know if dinner has been laid?” 

Inga  nodded,  murmuring  that  it  had.  She  joined  him,  putting  a  hand  on  Imogen’s  arm  and whispering, “Are you alright, ma’am?” 

Imogen’s long, graceful fingers gripped Inga’s hand, meeting her gaze with appreciation. 

Atticus lifted a grim face to Fourt and Ren. “Why don’t we retire to the dining room?” He smiled down at Inga. “Please go enjoy dinner with the others. Tell them we’ll handle everything else on our own tonight.” 

Inga nodded and excused herself. 

Atticus  waited  until  they  could  no  longer  hear  her  footsteps.  He  turned,  facing  Fourt  fully,  gaze and voice unwavering. “I assure you we have no connection to Nicholas Snelgrove. We’d achieved the wealth you see around you long before your birth.” He cleared his throat, pain slipping over his features with the garbled, strained sound. “Would you both please join us in the dining room, so we can discuss these matters more privately?” 

Ren was still on his knees, gathering Imogen’s things. There were other pictures in the mix, but Fourt didn’t get a good look as they shifted in the Protector’s hands. Imogen accepted the stack from Ren, who wedged them into the open photo album she held. 

She darted a glance up at Fourt. Her eyes… Fate, her eyes were the same color as his. Her lips were  the  same,  too—the  lower  one  plumper  and  poutier  than  the  peaked  top  one.  The  smile  she attempted was fragile and shaky. 

When  all  the  pictures  were  up  from  the  floor,  Ren  stood.  Atticus  led  Imogen  away,  and  Fourt followed  on  feet  that  carried  themselves.  They  entered  another  beautifully  appointed  room.  There were sideboards on two walls, each laden with food. The table was set formally, but Atticus moved the settings aside to make room. He pulled Imogen’s chair out for her, pushing it in after she sat. 

Imogen  placed  the  album  before  her  and  began  spreading  out  the  loose  items.  “Why  in  Fate’s name  would  you  come  to  meet  us  if  you  believed  we  had  such  a  despicable  connection  to Snelgrove?” She peeked at Fourt where he stood back from the table, uncertain of whether to sit or where. 

Ren pulled a chair out and nudged Fourt down into it, pushing it closer to the table—but not all

the way in. The Protector sat next to him, and Fourt gripped Ren’s knee under the table, desperate for something to ground him. 

Ren covered his hand, squeezing his fingertips. Searing pain swept through Fourt’s body, bringing with it clarity. 

“I wanted answers,” Fourt said in response to Imogen’s question. 


A hesitant curve lifted the corners of her lips. “A family trait,” she said. “One we can understand all  too  well.  We,  ourselves,  never  stopped  seeking  answers.”  She  reached  across  the  table  to  take Atticus’s hand, and they held each other, knuckles white from the tight grip. 

Fourt  slid  his  free  hand  across  the  table  to  pick  up  the  picture  Ren  had  shown  him  before.  He brought it closer, scrutinizing it. There was so much happiness pouring out from the image, but he had no memory of it. 

“This  is me, isn’t it?” 

“It is,” Atticus said. 

Fourt trembled with confusion and need. His voice was an earthquake, words rumbling up from his chest and shaking free with force. “I think you’d better start at the top.” 

Atticus cleared his throat. “The answers you’re looking for might be somewhere more toward the bottom of our history with you.” He met Imogen’s gaze, pulling strength from the reassuring nod she offered.  “To  get  quite  quickly  to  the  point,  you  were  kidnapped—stolen  from  this  house  in  1959. 

We’ve spent every day since then trying to find you.” 

Ren’s grip on Fourt’s fingers tightened in response to Fourt’s grasp on Ren’s knee. 

“The parts before that were much happier,” Imogen chimed in. “The picture”—she gestured to the photo, which had slipped from Fourt’s hands at Atticus’s words—“do you have any memory of it?” 

“None,” Fourt admitted. 

Atticus gripped the table so hard it groaned. His jaw clenched tight. “That foul, reeking asshole,” 

he  growled,  halfway  to  wolf  in  his  words.  “Apologies,  but  I  cannot  contain  my  hatred  for  that wretched man. Surely he had you stripped of your memories before he—he—enslaved you.” Atticus’s face was tortured. Tears brimmed his lids. 

“So  you  know  about  the…how  I  grew  up?”  Fourt  was  uncertain  and  disbelieving,  but  he  found himself faced with some strange new glimmer of unexpected hope. 

“We  do  now.”  Imogen  swept  her  fingers  under  her  eyes,  tears  running  free.  “We  went  to  such lengths to find you. We searched ourselves in the years we could still leave the property. Then, we paid out vast sums for investigators and Trackers. We hired new ones every time the old ones quit the job;  every  time  they  told  us  it  was  no  use.  We  never  stopped  trying  to  locate  you.  We  sought  your return with everything we had.” 

“That’s  why  you  stayed  in  one  place.”  Ren’s  fingers  remained  tangled  with  Fourt’s  under  the table, but he scooted to the edge of his seat, propelled by realization. He was piecing it together more quickly than Fourt, dragging Fourt along on the heels of his discovery. “You never left because—” 

“Because  we  wanted  you  to  know  where  to  come  if  you  could  ever  find  your  way  home.” 

Atticus’s pained gaze locked onto Fourt. 

“Fate.” Fourt dropped his eyes to the distinct grain in the table’s wooden surface. If that was true, they’d  gone  to  almost  impossible  lengths,  putting  themselves  at  the  edge  of  the  law.  Staying  in  one place was all but forbidden for near-immortals. 

“We were in the middle of planning a move when you were taken. Imogen and I had been in the area long enough that people might begin to question why we weren’t aging. Most of the people here came  to  us  as  runners,”  Atticus  explained.  “We  employed  them  to  go  out  into  the  world  where  we

couldn’t, to get us the things we needed from outside of the house. We can leave only rarely because someone might recognize us.” 

“Of course.” Ren nodded his understanding. 

“Those  runners  ended  up  becoming  family  and  have  stayed  on  for  good.”  Imogen  seemed  to  be pleading with Fourt. “You can speak to any of them. They’ll verify what we’re telling you. They’ve been here through all the missed birthdays and holidays—all the times we should have celebrated as a family but couldn’t because we weren’t whole.” 

“We’re not a pack,” Atticus said. “This family we’ve formed for ourselves is as close as we can have,  but  neither  of  us  is  an  alpha.”  He  stroked  a  thumb  over  his  wife’s  knuckles.  “If  we  were members of a pack… Well, we couldn’t risk that.” 

Ren  continued  filling  in  the  holes  when  Fourt  couldn’t  bring  himself  to  respond.  “If  you  were members of a pack, you’d have to worry about the alpha ordering you to stop your search.” 

“Yes. And we refused to give up,” Atticus said. 

Fourt realized if this were true, they’d been prisoners in their own home. Not slaves in the same way he had, but enslaved by the process. The waiting…the hoping. Fate, that sucked. 

Atticus’s face found a smile again, thin and wobbly as it was. “Our persistence paid off at last. 

Finally, one of our Trackers thought he’d spotted you. It was at the Magistrate’s mansion on the night Snelgrove murdered the human. Graham Floyd. He’s with your pack now, isn’t he?” 

Fourt nodded. 

“The Tracker wasn’t certain it was you, but it was our first substantial lead. He dug deep to make certain, doing what he was trained to do: track you down.” 

“Couldn’t  have  been  Barrett  Scott.”  Ren  leaned  an  elbow  on  the  table.  “He’s  known  Fourt  for years.” 

Atticus’s brows dipped. “No. No, unfortunately, I’ve never heard of him.” 

“Well,  we  all  know  how  competitive  Trackers  are.  The  best  at  what  they  do,  but  not  exactly known  for  sharing  information  between  themselves.”  Ren’s  thumb  stroked  Fourt’s  skin  as  he  spoke, that soft touch the only thing grounding Fourt to the earth. 

“We  were  devastated  when  we  learned  what  you’d  been  through,”  Imogen  whispered.  Her  face was pale again, as drained of color as Fourt felt of the ire he’d carried with him through their front door. 

“Losing  you  was  a  nightmare,”  she  continued.  “We’ve  been  pinching  ourselves  and  each  other since we sent that letter, sure it was all a dream, certain we’d never be lucky enough to meet you. And now,  knowing  you’ve  had  no  memories  to  tell  you  the  truth?  We’re  luckier  than  we  thought.  Why should you  want to meet us? Fate, especially considering what you must have thought of us. And you have a pack—a true family of your own.” 

Fourt felt the split-second Ren’s thumb stilled over his skin before it continued its soothing path. 

Fourt shook his head, his shoulders gripped with the weight of the truth they offered him. “I’m so sorry. I came in set on being cold to you—I thought… I never had a reason to believe anything other than what I was told. I thought that was the truth.” 

“It was the only truth you were allowed to know,” Atticus said, by way of comforting him. The man looked as though he would jump from his seat and come around to Fourt, but he held himself in place. 

“Would you…” Imogen touched the photo album and hope lit her eyes. “Would you like to look at these pictures?” 

Ren’s grip slipped away from Fourt’s knee. Fourt felt as if the legs of his chair had been filled

with  lead  when  he  tried  to  scoot  back.  Equally  deadweight  were  his  feet  as  he  shuffled  around  the table to take the chair next to Imogen. 

The hope on her face brightened, and she beamed at him, though tears streamed, when he sat next to her. Imogen turned her body to face him, the sweet scent of ginger wafting toward him as she turned pages to go back to the beginning of the album. 

“This  is  your  father  when  he  was  around  your  age.”  The  words  floated  from  her  lips  like  the softest flower petals. “That’s his father with him—you can see where your nose and cheeks and chin come from, can’t you?” 

Fourt  nodded,  wonder  filling  him.  His  wolf  whimpered  with  quiet  excitement  at  the  history lesson. 

“These are my parents.” Imogen pointed to another picture. 

“The  eyes…the  smile…”  Fourt  glanced  over  at  her.  “I  noticed  it  on  your  face,  too.  We’re  the same.” 

She hiccupped out a soft sob. “We are.” Her fingers flexed as if she might reach for him, but she didn’t make contact. That was what Atticus had meant about hugging—he’d known Fourt might not be ready for the kind of love they already held. They knew that their long-lost son might not know them. 

Might not love them the way they’d loved him for all the years they’d been apart. 

His heart lodged itself in the base of his throat when he lightly gripped her fingers. She held on, making him her anchor, as she continued to turn pages and explain what he was looking at. She was patient with his questions, giving back memories that had been stolen away. 

“You’ve got proof of all this?” Ren asked across the table. 

Fourt dragged his attention away from the album to listen in. 

“The only record of birth is housed in the Magistrate’s private archives,” Atticus replied. 

That made sense. Paper trails of vital records were frowned upon in the R & B world because free-floating  documents  made  it  easier  for  slap-happy  human  conspiracy  theorists  to  track  them—

maybe to harm them, if they were of a violent mindset. 

“But, of course with the Magistrate currently being—” 

“Nicholas bloody Snelgrove?” Ren snarled. 

Atticus chuckled his approval. “Indeed. We’re not likely to get access to the birth record or the records about the original kidnapping report we filed. Anything else the UNITY-based officials filed regarding the search would be with those, as well. Unfortunately, UNITY gave up around forty years ago, which is when we began hiring privately. We do have receipts for those transactions in the attic. 

No one else has taken us seriously enough to dig into our old papers, but I’m happy to point you in the direction of our records. You can search them as thoroughly as you like.” 

Seemingly satisfied, Ren nodded and leaned forward, attitude changing. “What say we graze on that food back there, mate? Stress makes me hungry.” 

Atticus grinned. “Quite so. It would be a shame to let a good meal go to waste.” 

“Great minds.” Ren pointed at the man, gun-fingers firing off his approval. “I think I could learn to like you, Attie.” 

For Fate’s sake. A nickname? Fourt shot Ren a look, but the Protector merely winked and grabbed a plate. 

Fourt  and  Imogen  turned  back  to  the  album,  getting  so  absorbed  in  the  pictures  Fourt  was surprised when a plate of food appeared before him. Both Ren and Atticus had fixed plates for their respective—no.  Not mates, Fourt reminded himself. Not even if the way Ren squeezed his shoulder, touch lingering there, made it feel like such a real possibility. 

Fourt realized that, between the fatigue of the day and the overwhelming truths the Northcotts—his parents—had shared, he was starving. Imogen smiled, easing the album away to make room for their plates. The tension in the room melted as they all tucked into their dinner. 

When their forks began to slow, hands reached for photos. Stories grew out of each picture, and chatter bloomed from every story. They relaxed back into their chairs. It felt…like home. 

“What  was  my  name?”  Fourt  asked,  seeking  out  one  last  answer  as  they  helped  Imogen  put  the pictures back in order. 

“Benedict,” Imogen told him. “Benedict Hudson Northcott, after your two grandfathers.” 

 Benedict Hudson Northcott. 

Fourt  knew  right  away  he  would  never  go  by  that  name,  but  something  settled  in  his  soul  just hearing it. 

To  his  surprise,  his  smiles  and  laughter  were  genuine.  He  ended  the  night  in  a  place  entirely unexpected and unknown. 

“Would you two like to stay? At least for the night?” Imogen asked. 

Ren’s foot, which had rested against Fourt’s under the table through the evening, wiggled, tapping Fourt’s toes. Fourt met Ren’s gaze, and the Protector smiled at him, encouraging him to experience the family he’d been robbed of. 

“Yes,” Fourt told Imogen, basking in the warmth of the smile that spread over his mother’s face. 

“We’d like that.” 

C H A P T E R   F I F T E E N

ATTICUS AND IMOGEN PRACTICALLY DANCED ON AIR AS THEY LED FOURT AND REN UPSTAIRS. EVEN THE

stairs in their home were unique, with each landing turning at odd angles to match the strange, shifting architecture.  They  passed  paintings,  embellished  wall  sconces,  and  elaborate  paned  windows. 

Charming knickknacks bedecked every level surface. Fourt and Ren followed the Northcotts through short hallways, then longer ones, each with multiple doors and access points. Fourt hadn’t yet seen where all those offshoots led. He thought he might never learn his way around the place but decided it would be a joyous adventure to try. 

At last, they ended their journey in front of an ornately carved door. 

“This is the family corridor.” Imogen twisted the polished brass knob. “Our rooms are down that way”—she  pointed  to  another  set  of  doors—“and  we  keep  this  side  for  family  when  they  come  to visit.” 

Family. The word rang like a bell as it touched Fourt’s heart. 

He was family. 

Imogen  opened  the  door,  and  Fourt  stepped  in  first.  A  vast  bed  took  up  much  of  the  wall  to  the right,  sandwiched  on  either  side  by  a  set  of  drawers  serving  as  a  nightstand.  A  lamp  sat  atop  each, warming the room with a golden glow. The four-poster bed was covered with navy bedding, and it looked like it might take a dozen men to move the thing. Mountains of soft, smooshy-looking pillows were piled against the sumptuous padded headboard, as inviting as a bed in a luxury resort. 

Fourt  spied  a  smaller  room  ahead,  through  a  curved  archway.  He  guessed  it  must  be  a  dressing room,  considering  the  tall  mirrored  wardrobe  there,  which  matched  the  bedroom  set.  He  caught  a glimpse of himself in the mirror as he continued into the space and was surprised at how easily he spotted  the  physical  similarities  he  shared  with  his  parents.  At  the  far  side  of  the  dressing  room, another door stood open, offering a glimpse of the bathroom’s gleaming tile floor. 

Fourt turned back to face the bedroom. Ren had stopped near the end of the bed, looking around with approval written on his face. 

The wall across from the bed was full of windows surrounding two sets of glass doors that led outside.  A  balcony  was  visible  through  the  glass,  and  it  ran  the  exterior  length  of  the  room.  All  the curtains were pulled aside, revealing soft blue light shining up from a pool below. The light touched the limbs of the trees outside and spread into the room, casting a dreamy liquid glow over the ceiling. 

“You’re  both  welcome  to  make  use  of  the  house  and  all  its  facilities  and  amenities.”  Imogen moved to the bed to smooth the perfectly tucked sheets. “Nowhere is off-limits. We want you to make yourselves as at home as you’d like to be.” 

Ren went to look outside and sucked in a breath. He raced out onto the balcony beyond, calling

back over his shoulder into the room, “Is that pool heated, Gen-gen?” 

A squeal escaped Imogen’s mouth, and she pressed her fingers to her lips in pure delight. “Gen-gen? Attie and Gen-gen would make the sweetest grandparent names, wouldn’t they, my darling?” she asked Atticus before she fluttered out onto the balcony with Ren. 

Fourt froze where he stood, still in the dressing room. He didn’t know which threw him more—

Imogen’s remark  or  the two  luggage  racks side  by  side.  One held  his  suitcase, while  the  other  held Ren’s small backpack. Fourt’s hand reached out, searching for something to grab. He latched onto the thick velvet curtain that was meant to close off the dressing room, and his fingers crushed the softness as he clung to it. 

Imogen’s voice filtered into the room from outside, reaching Fourt’s ears through a low, buzzing hum. “It is heated. There’s a hot tub, as well, right below this balcony in the covered patio area.” 

If the Northcotts wanted to be grandparents, they might be disappointed with how that would work out for them… What was Ren’s bag doing in this room, right next to his? 

“I  hope  you’ll  find  everything  to  your  liking.”  Atticus  stood  outside  the  dressing  room.  “The fireplace has already been set for a fire this evening if you want. The matches are in this contraption here.” 

Fourt leaned out from the dressing room to acknowledge the location of the matches, which were stored in a filigree box atop the mantelpiece. 

Atticus smiled and stepped around Fourt, heading for the bathroom where he flipped on the lights. 

 Seriously, though, Fourt thought as he turned back to follow.  What was Ren’s bag doing there? 

“There’s  a  soaking  tub  here  and  a…”  Atticus’s  words  trailed  off  when  he  realized  Fourt’s attention was focused elsewhere. “Is anything the matter?” 

Fourt hesitated, dragging his frown away from Ren’s knapsack. “Is it only the one room for both of us?” 

“Oh…well…”  Atticus’s  eyes  darted  over  Fourt’s  shoulder.  “We  thought—that  is—when  you contacted us to say you were bringing someone along, we thought you must mean your partner.” 

Imogen  and  Ren  both  joined  Fourt  in  the  dressing  room  as  Atticus  stepped  back  out  of  the bathroom. Large as the space was, it suddenly felt far too small. 

“My partner?” Fourt repeated, dread and confusion touching his stomach with icy fingers. 

“The  Tracker  who  found  you  told  us  you  were  seeing  someone,”  Imogen  said.  “Of  course,  now that I think of it, he might’ve mentioned it was a panther rather than a Protector. But, to be honest, I may have been too excited to absorb every single word.” 

“And,”  Atticus  jumped  in,  words  rushing,  “we  wouldn’t  have  cared  either  way,  as  long  as  you like him.” He grinned over at Ren, clearly including him as this imagined “partner”. 

“Yes, as long as you like him, and as long as he’s kind to you.” Imogen joined her mate, beaming at Fourt and Ren. “That’s what matters in any good pairing, and the partnership between you two is powerful. I can tell these things, you know.” 

Atticus chuckled and drew his mate under his arm to kiss her temple. “Quite right, my dear.” He beamed down at her, enamored. “Imogen is something of a matchmaker. Several in our household are mated now, thanks to her keen eye.” 

Great. Imogen fancied herself the fairy-fucking-godmother of matchmaking. There was no way that would turn out well. The last thing Fourt needed was someone encouraging him toward Ren. It was hard enough knowing he was Ren’s mate—and that Ren had no interest in accepting that fate. 

“Actually,” Fourt said, struggling to find his spine in the shock of the situation. “Ren and I aren’t together.” 

There. That wasn’t so hard, was it? 

Until Ren shuffled on his feet and blurted out, “You wouldn’t mind if we were an item? If Fourt wanted to claim a man for his mate, you’d have no complaints?” 

“Great Fate!” Atticus said with a laugh. “What does it matter to us as long as our son is happy?” 

Fourt didn’t point out Imogen’s grandparent remark from only moments earlier. It wasn’t like he was incapable of taking care of children; he just wasn’t going to bring any of his own into the world. 

Atticus stepped closer to Fourt, shrouding him in fatherly warmth when he met his gaze. “Truly. 

We only want you to be happy, son.” 

Fourt  swallowed  hard,  blinking  back  the  moisture  that  touched  his  eyes.  He  nodded  his  thanks, pressing his lips together to hold in his emotional response. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. 

Could he trust these strangers with that part of himself? For all intents and purposes, the Tracker had outed Fourt to them. He’d been out with the pack for a little more than a year now, and he’d had no fear of going around town holding Talan’s hand in public until the Dissidents had gained control. Still, would he have shared that particular detail with the Northcotts so soon—if ever? 

Atticus’s  eyes  traced  the  emotions  playing  over  Fourt’s  face.  He  reached  out,  gently  squeezing Fourt’s shoulder. “We shouldn’t have assumed you were bringing a partner.” 

Fourt  shook  his  head.  “I  should  have  been  clearer  when  I  called.  Ren’s  here  in  an  official capacity.” 

Imogen  nodded,  face  mirroring  her  husband’s  in  sudden  understanding.  “Assigned.  Of  course. 

He’s here to keep you safe. Your alpha was wise to handle it this way.” 

“We’ll have another room set up right away,” Atticus said, attempting to salvage the situation. 

“We’ve already sent everyone off to enjoy their evening, my dear,” Imogen reminded him softly. 

He chuckled. “I know how to make a bed, darling. It won’t put me out a bit.” 

“Attie, Attie, please.” Ren waved a hand to dismiss the idea. “This room is fine. There’s no need to gather the staff or trouble yourselves. Fourt and I will make this work.” He stepped back out into the bedroom, circling as he looked for options. “Ah!” He cheerfully pointed to the large plush sofa in the corner by the window. “I can sleep right there. I’m used to small spaces.” 

“Oh, that’s  too small!” Imogen shook her head in dismay. 

“No, love. I’m sure it’s bigger than the one I normally sleep on.” With that, Ren plopped himself down on the sofa, showing how well he fit. 

Fate, Ren was so casual and confident, it made Fourt ache. The nicknames, the kicking back on a sofa in a house that wasn’t his own. Fourt felt stiff and stodgy in comparison. 

“Besides,” Ren said, flipping onto his side to look up at them, “as a Protector, I’d be dreadfully uncomfortable if I were too far away from my charge.” 

“We have a pair of adjoining rooms we could get ready for tomorrow night,” Imogen said, but she sounded noncommittal. Clearly, she was starting to sway under the weight of Ren’s charms. 

Ren jumped up again on the next breath, coming to Fourt’s side. “That sounds like a plan, doesn’t it, mate?” He nudged Fourt’s ribs with a light elbow. 

Fourt  was  lost  in  the  sea  of  scents  around  him.  He  wanted  to  pick  out  the  particular  ones  that belonged  to  his  parents,  to  sort  them  from  Ren’s  strangely  soothing  electrical  fire  scent.  The fragrances  shifted  too  quickly,  though.  Embarrassment  and  relief,  concern  and  joy.  Love  wafted  in there, its aroma tantalizing enough to hook Fourt by the nostrils and jerk him forward. He wished he could freeze them all for a second to sniff out where that sweet scent of love came from. It was both elusive and overwhelming. 

Seeing his parents’ distress, Fourt cleared his throat. “This is fine for tonight. We’ll figure it out

for now, and then we can go from there.” 

Imogen  smiled,  a  twinkle  in  her  eye  as  she  nodded.  “Yes,  we’ll  go  from  there.  Lovely.”  Then, quick as a wink, she took Atticus’s arm and began shuffling him from the room. 

They stood in the doorway to say their goodnights. Fourt got the sense Imogen was all but tugging her mate away. Why? Was she upset by the prospect of Fourt and Ren together? Or was she pushing them to spend time alone? Fate, Fourt didn’t know them well enough to read their expressions, and his head  was  full  of  so  many  scents  it  was  beginning  to  ache  with  incredible  pressure  right  behind  his eyes. 

He closed the door feeling overcome with confusion. He turned, leaning back against it, letting his head rock back and his eyes fall shut. 

“You okay, mate?” 

“Don’t  call  me  that,”  Fourt  grumbled  out  of  habit.  Then  his  eyes  slitted  open  to  glare  at  the Protector. “Attie and Gen-gen? What the hell were you thinking?” 

C H A P T E R   S I X T E E N

REN KNEW THE LOOK ON FOURT’S FACE MEANT HE WAS IN FOR A GOOD TONGUE-LASHING. 

He didn’t mind when Fourt shot off at him; in fact, if Ren were honest, he loved it. It wasn’t that he enjoyed getting chewed out, but when Fourt had come into Ren’s life, it was as a meek, quiet wolf who aimed to please at all times. Fourt didn’t often allow his anger or frustration to fly free, but Ren was confident he personally caught most of what Fourt did let loose. Bloody hell, he provoked it on purpose from time to time. Ren loved it when the wolf spread his wings and raised his voice, and he wouldn’t apologize for that fact. 

“What  do  you  think  you’re  doing  warming  up  to  them  and  getting  us  stuck  in  this  room  alone together?” Fourt crossed his arms, blocking Ren out. “I’m so tired of your hot and cold, Ren. All the secrecy…all the indifference you throw out…it’s exhausting. And I sure as hell don’t want any false closeness from you because of your assignment to me. That’s only going to make it more confusing. I know it’s fake, but it still gives me too much hope.” 

Ren closed in on Fourt before he realized his feet were moving. Something about this house—the coziness  and  joy  here—was  causing  his  head  and  his  heart  to  short-circuit.  It  was  like  that  giddy feeling  that  came  from  being  on  vacation  in  a  place  you  thought  you’d  likely  never  go  again.  You wouldn’t see those same people any other time. Who around could judge you? 

Ren felt  free. 

That probably had something to do with the success of his scheme to skirt his destiny yet again. 

There was no way anyone would pull him off this charge; Fourt’s history was too moving and piteous. 

The  wolf  needed  protection,  and  few  could  argue  that  Ren  wasn’t  the  right  man  for  the  job.  Let someone  challenge  him  for  this  charge—he  would  fight  tooth  and  nail  to  be  there.  Hell,  he  already had fought off the asshole in the Portal to make it to Fourt’s door. 

So  yeah,  he  was  feeling  especially  fucking  free,  and  that  freedom  propelled  him  forward,  right into Fourt’s personal space. 

Ren pressed a hand to the door over Fourt’s head, leaning in so close their chests brushed. “I’ve spent too bloody long trusting your  other bloody family to keep you safe. I’m not about to leave you alone with this lot when no one knows if we can trust them. I’m your Protector now. I’ll damn well be doing the protecting.” 

He  was  so  close.  Close  enough  to  finally  claim  a  long-desired  taste  of  Fourt’s  lips.  His  jeans grew  tight,  and  his  pulse  drummed  with  desire.  Fool  that  he  was,  Ren  dipped  in  closer,  savoring Fourt’s panted breaths on his tongue. He closed his eyes, breathing Fourt into his lungs before opening his lids again and leaning in. 

Before their lips touched, though, Fourt pressed a firm hand to Ren’s chest. Ren’s heart pounded

so hard he could feel it hammering Fourt’s palm. 

Fourt pushed him back. “It’s not fair for you to demand—to  take—space from me, then not give me any in return. I haven’t even had a chance to figure out how I feel about the Northcotts knowing I’m gay. I’m definitely not ready to do anything with you right under their noses.” 

Ren eased away, the moment lost. He threw a cheeky grin at Fourt as he swaggered backward and thrust a thumb over his shoulder. “I honestly do plan to sleep on that sofa or on the floor by the fire. I love how many older amenities this house has.” He stretched his arms out as if he could sweep his fingertips  along  both  walls  from  where  he  stood.  “So  much  less  electricity,  too.  I  can  feel  the difference all around us.” 

It didn’t occur to Ren then that some of the freedom humming in his blood came from allowing his true feelings to run unfettered for once. 

Fourt pushed away from the door, chin dipping to his chest as he scraped a hand through his hair. 

“The trouble is, I don’t know if I  want you to sleep on the sofa or the floor.” When he lifted his face to Ren’s, it was full of conflict and pain. 

Those emotions were Ren’s doing. The knowledge of that pinned Ren in place by the foot of the bed. He was so tired of holding back. So bloody done with being cryptic and keeping his distance. 

“You want me to leave?” Ren’s chest clenched at the thought. He wouldn’t be able to get far—the hallway,  perhaps.  A  vague  memory  of  coming  across  Diesel  sleeping  outside  Avery’s  doorway slipped  through  Ren’s  mind.  They  were  only  one  of  the  many  couples  in  his  life  who’d  found happiness. Ren envied their ability to love in the open. 

Fourt shook his head, eyes skating toward the bed and back. 

Ren  gripped  one  of  the  bedposts,  ignoring  the  pained  creak  of  the  wood  under  his  needy  grasp. 

“I’m  not”—he  had  to  stop,  clearing  his  throat  twice—“sure  we  can  share  this  bed  without  getting ourselves into trouble.” 

That brought a glorious flush to Fourt’s face and further hardened the length tucked away in Ren’s jeans. He groaned and reached down to adjust himself, not caring if Fourt saw—and Fourt definitely did see. 

“We never had a problem sharing my bed at home,” Fourt whispered. 

“Until we did,” Ren countered. 

He recalled, in vivid detail, the first time their eyes had locked and something different—deep, sweet, dark, and lovely—had passed between them. How could he forget? That was the exact moment Ren had realized he should start backing away. 

The lamps at either side of the bed flickered, Ren’s desire on full display. 

The electrical surge seemed to send Fourt some clarity. “Everything about us is complicated, isn’t it? All these antics will only make that worse.” 

“Antics are what I do,” Ren told him, unapologetic. “We’re at an impasse, then. How should we proceed?” 

Fourt’s shoulders sagged, and his chin dropped to his chest again. “I can’t do it anymore, Ren. I honestly  don’t  care  right  now  if  you  can’t  give  me  any  kind  of  forever.  This  has  been  a  seriously bizarre  day  from  start  to  finish,  and  it  seems  like  it  might  never  end.  Let  me  have  tonight—like  the nights  used  to  be.  Can  you  give  me  that  much?”  Fourt’s  dark  lashes  fanned  his  cheeks,  forehead creased with the tension of chemistry neither of them ever escaped for long. 

Damn it all to hell. How could Ren hold back when they were both so bloody exhausted from the effort  of  keeping  each  other  at  arm’s  length?  “I  can  give  you  that,”  he  whispered  into  the  broken, twisted expanse that had formed between them. “I can’t give you any more than that, but I can do my

best to make tonight like the old days.” 

Fourt  didn’t  look  at  him  when  he  nodded  his  acceptance  of  that  bargain.  He  stalked  across  the room, instead, grabbing his bag and disappearing into the bathroom, closing the door behind him. 

Ren rooted in his knapsack, tugging out a t-shirt to sleep in. On second thought, he scrounged for a pair of boxers, too, since he usually went commando under his jeans. He got the fire going while he waited for his turn in the bathroom. 

By  the  time  Ren  had  brushed  and  flossed  his  teeth,  Fourt  was  sitting  up  against  the  padded headboard, looking like something straight out of Ren’s fantasies. 

Of course, in his fantasies, there were far fewer clothes and far more candles. He didn’t need to go tripping the breakers every time he wanted to make love to… He scrubbed a hand over his scruffy jaw  and  swallowed  down  the  drool  pooling  in  his  mouth.  No  man  had  ever  made  him  literally salivate the way Fourt did. 

“No TV,” Ren muttered as he climbed under the sheets. He joined Fourt in meditating on the view across from the bed. 

“Didn’t  you  just  say  you  were  happy  about  the  lack  of  electricity?”  Fourt  tugged  the  sheets  up around his waist. 

“Yes,  but  there’s  no  bookcase,  either.  What  do  they  expect  us  to  do  in  here?”  Ren  realized  he shouldn’t consider the options for too long, lest he end up back at Fourt’s lips. “They could at least have the decency to throw in a record player.” 

Fourt leaned away, taking the sheets with him as he reached for the set of drawers on his side of the bed. Ren dragged his gaze away from the muscles straining Fourt’s soft t-shirt. 

“I can help you there.” Fourt tapped around on his phone until music filtered from its speakers. 

The tune was too quiet and chill for Ren’s taste, but it suited the nighttime. 

Fourt gripped the sheets, returning to sit shoulder to shoulder with Ren. Ren shifted to obscure the tent his petulant, insistent dick formed at his lap. 

“Do you trust them?” Fourt whispered. “Do you trust  any of this? It’s too good to be true, right?” 

Ren wanted to point out Fourt himself was too good to be true, but he didn’t. That wasn’t friend talk;  it  was  so  much  more—and  so  much  less  than  Fourt  deserved.  “I  think  you’re  long  overdue something unbelievably good,” he replied. 

He would never be strong enough to tell Fourt to stop waiting for him. He wished too much that he could be the unbelievable good in Fourt’s life. 

“If it would make you feel better, I’ll look into every single word they said.” Ren shrugged, elbow bumping Fourt’s. “They had to be exaggerating on the gay thing at least, right?” 

“You’ve been out and open for so long that I didn’t expect you to be surprised to find people who accept  it  these  days.”  Fourt  sighed.  “But  I  guess  you’ve  been  around  a  lot  longer  to  deal  with  the negative impact from it, too.” 

Ren choked out a harsh laugh. “You have no bloody idea,” he muttered. 

Fourt did, of course, have some idea. Everyone in the pack knew Ren and his family were mostly estranged. Still, the extent of that particular family drama wasn’t something Ren broadcast. 

“I’ll suss out whether Atticus and Imogen are good people. Good  parents.” 

“Parents,”  Fourt  echoed.  “I  want  to  believe  them.”  He  studied  his  long  fingers—he  had  elegant hands  Ren  was  sure  would  feel  like  heaven  on  his  skin.  A  whisper  of  relief  touched  Fourt’s  brow when he glanced at Ren. “I’d appreciate whatever you can find out. It would mean a lot to know I’m safe around them.” 

“I’m your Protector. I’ll do anything in my power to give you a safe space.” Ren felt the tension in

Fourt’s shoulder. Right…he was meant to be making this like old times, not like something he’d been assigned  to  do.  “More  important,  though,  I’m  your  friend.  I’ll  do  anything  you’ll  let  me  do  to  help you.” 

They fell quiet and stayed that way, staring out the windows at the lights dancing up from the pool onto the tree limbs which overhung it. 

Time and space. So much stood between them. How could Ren ever broach it, knowing his own time  and  space  were  limited  by  the  hands  of  others?  The  fraying  rope  of  distance  he  clung  to  was hanging  by  only  a  thread.  Soon,  there  would  be  nothing  to  stop  him  from  falling  right  into  Fourt’s arms. Damn him, he wanted to take so much more than he should, and his resolve alone was no longer strong enough to hold him. 

Ren  lifted  his  arm,  making  room  for  Fourt  closer  at  his  side.  “Would  you  let  me  keep  the nightmares away?” 

Fourt  was  plagued  by  nightmares  of  his  time  in  Snelgrove’s  facilities.  Their  friendship  had bloomed from that fact. When Fourt had first joined the pack home, he’d spent hours wandering the halls at night, unable to feel enough security in his newfound freedom to sleep without one eye open. 

Ren prowled the halls too, driven by protective instincts and a biologically reduced need for sleep. 

Their  mutual  insomnia  had  propelled  them  toward  each  other.  Ren  was  good  at  making  people  feel comfortable, and the desire to comfort Fourt had taken him over. 

The  wolf  nibbled  his  lip,  considering  the  offer  before  he  sank  into  the  spot  Ren  made  for  him. 

Fourt turned on his side, resting his head at Ren’s heart, his hands tucked against his chest under his chin. Ren rubbed a hand up and down Fourt’s arm, feeling every twitch and surrender of muscle there. 

Those slight, hesitant shivers had always rippled Fourt’s muscles, but Ren remembered the night they’d taken on a new meaning in his own heart and mind. Ren would never forget how the harmless, soothing  strokes  over  Fourt’s  arm  had  changed  with  his  awareness  that  he  wouldn’t  mind  spending every  night  that  way.  Fourt  had  felt  it—or  scented  it,  Ren  wasn’t  sure—too.  It  was  the  night  they’d locked eyes, the night they’d blinked and settled in together, when they’d both lain just like this, fully awake for the first time in each other’s presence. The friendship had already been there, but that was when the flirting began. Even after Ren knew he needed to pull away, he couldn’t seem to. Instead, he found himself teasing and trifling. It was harmless, he told himself then. Now, he knew those delicious moments of thrilling flirtation had all piled up around him until he’d found himself trapped between his feelings and his fate. 

Fourt emitted a soft, low growl that rumbled Ren’s chest. Ren’s heart jerked forward, reaching for the wolf who owned it. Those quiet growls were the sign that Fourt was out cold. Knowing his words would  touch  sleeping  ears,  Ren  whispered  into  the  darkness.  “You  deserve  to  be  happy  beyond measure. I hope you can see someday, it’s all been for you, mate.” He pressed a kiss to Fourt’s soft hair, not the first but one of many he’d secretly stolen over the years. 

Ren  closed  his  eyes  and  let  Fourt’s  deep,  even  breaths  soothe  him  all  the  way  down  to  his troubled, truant soul. 

C H A P T E R   S E V E N T E E N

REN EXTRACTED  HIMSELF  FROM  FOURT’S  SIDE  WHEN  HE  FELT  THE  REST  OF  THE  HOUSE  COME  TO  LIFE

the next morning. It wasn’t an easy feat, especially considering he was rather too comfortable tangled around the wolf. He managed the job by reminding himself he’d promised to investigate the claims the Northcotts had made about Fourt’s background. 

Ren quietly rushed to get ready, not wanting to waste a second of valuable time when there was a chance he could give Fourt peace. 

He  decided  to  start  in  the  kitchen.  Not  that  it  needed  admitting,  but  that  decision  was  due—in large part—to the fact that Ren stumbled across it while he was attempting to locate the staff quarters. 

He’d been running a hand along the wall, picking up on the changes in the electrical currents there. He speculated the staff area should be the source of a large concentration of utility usage, and the kitchen proved  the  theory  correct  even  if  the  outcome  wasn’t  what  he’d  been  searching  for.  Planted  in  the middle of Victorian perfection was a state-of-the-art space complete with an industrial refrigerator, blast chiller, and two freezers. 

Ren glanced around, finding himself alone. “Suppose a peek in the freezers wouldn’t hurt.” His tummy  was rumbly, after all, and a household this large was bound to have at least a pint of ice cream. 

No  sooner  had  Ren  stuck  his  nose  into  the  frigid  air  than  he  received  a  sharp  whack  on  his backside. He yelped and shot upright, rubbing his stinging rump and hobbling in a circle to glare at his attacker. 

Before  him  stood  a  rosy-cheeked  woman.  Her  graying  red  hair  peeked  out  from  under  a   toque blanche. Ren hadn’t seen anyone actually wear one of those fluffy white hats in a kitchen in ages. He wondered  if  he  should  suggest  it  to  Thorne  and  Asher  but  straightened  up  and  abandoned  the  idea when  he  met  the  woman’s  stern  glare.  She  crossed  her  strong  arms,  offending  wooden  spoon  still clutched in one hand and a disapproving look tightening her round, wrinkled face. 

 That was the precise moment Ren made the decision to start in the kitchen. 

“Considering  you’ve  already  tanned  my  rear  with  your  wooden  spoon,  are  we  past  the  point  of introductions?” He reached back to massage his right ass cheek. 

The woman sniffed and spun the spoon between deft fingers. “No introductions needed from you,” 

she  said,  dropping  the  grouchy  look.  “You’re  the  Protector,  Ren  Galloway,  and  you  came  along  to keep the young master safe. I meant no disrespect by swatting you, but my kitchen, my rules.” 

Ren put his hands up, placating. “No, no, love. I deserved that.  I meant no disrespect by snooping in your territory.” He slanted a smirk her way. “And I’m guessing this whole house is your territory.” 

A  smile  twitched  at  her  lips.  “Sounds  like  we  understand  each  other,  then.”  His  immediate concession seemed to put her at ease. She nodded and continued. “I’m Teiran, and I can already guess

why you’re here.” She turned, full hips swishing as she went to return the wooden spoon to its rightful place in a nearby utensil crock. Ren felt a rush of relief until he saw the knife and cutting board she grabbed next. He gulped and crossed his palms in front of his crotch, just in case. 

“You want to verify what the Northcotts told the young master, no doubt.” Teiran pointed the tip of the knife in his direction and tutted. “Damned shame what the young master went through. I’m sure it’s hard for him to accept the truth. As hard as it is for Mister and Missus to believe he’s finally returned home, I’d say.” 

“Have you been here the entire time, then, love?” Ren kept the heavy wooden worktable between them but followed as Teiran crossed to another counter. 

She collected two bananas from a bunch before going to the fridge and gathering a bowl. “I have indeed.” She dumped a handful of strawberries from the bowl and made quick work of them on her cutting board. “I was here when the young master was born, and I was with Mister’s family before that, though I had my own pack to go back to then. Mister’s a kind and gentle soul. Took me in when I had nowhere else to go.” 

Teiran  carried  the  cutting  board  to  another  counter  where  she  dropped  the  de-stemmed strawberries into a blender. She peeled the bananas, breaking them up and adding them to the blender, too. Then, she paused to wash her hands, continuing over her shoulder. “My late mate put me in poor standing with my old pack. He was a gambling thief.” She dried her hands on the towel tucked into the waistband of her apron. Then, after a swift glance around, she reached beneath her apron, pulling a flask from her skirt pocket. She took a quick nip, winked at Ren, and passed the flask his way. 

“Why the bloody hell not?” He took a pull, holding back his coughs at the fire that poured down his throat. 

“Family recipe.” Teiran laughed as she went for the fridge again, taking out a tub of yogurt and a jug of milk. She added some of each to the blender and set the thing to life. It noisily chewed up its contents. “I’d be more than happy to let you speak with the rest of the staff to allay the young master’s concerns,”  she  called  over  the  noise.  “I  think,  though,  it  would  be  best  if  you  talk  to  them  in  small batches.” 

She punched a button on the blender, quieting the beast as she reached into a cabinet and retrieved a clear insulated cup. She dumped the fruity, frothy concoction into the cup and snapped a lid on it. 

Her hands never seemed to stop, always doing at least two things at once. “I don’t want to disrupt the balance of  the  household any  more  than necessary.  And,  if  I’m honest,  I’m  a bit  offended  you  don’t believe the Northcotts outright.” 

She  popped  a  straw  in  the  lid  and  passed  the  smoothie  Ren’s  way,  accepting  the  flask  in  trade. 

“Not to insult the young master, of course. I can hardly imagine what it must be like in his situation. 

But if he only knew them as well as I do… Well. There would be no question, let’s just say that.” 

Ren eyed the smoothie. 

Teiran  snorted  out  a  laugh.  “What’s  the  matter?  Don’t  eat  real  food?  You  Protectors  and  your snack cravings. Almost as bad as vamps with their sugar.” 

“I prefer to think of my snack cravings as power foods,” Ren pointed out. He took a tentative sip of the smoothie, pleasantly surprised by the fresh fruit flavors that burst on his tongue. He shrugged and took another sip. “Would you be willing to arrange times for me to conduct some interviews?” 

Teiran set to washing the things she’d used for his drink. “I can and will.” She glanced over her shoulder at the clock on the wall. “Is this afternoon too soon for you to start?” 

Ren  slipped  his  free  hand  into  his  pocket,  hiding  fidgety  fingers.  “The  sooner,  the  better.  How long will it take to get through everyone at your proposed rate?” 

Teiran smirked. “It’ll take as long as it takes, I suppose, until you’re pleased with the results.” 

Ren chuckled. Despite her rough edges, this old gal had sass, and there was little that amused Ren the  way  sass  did.  “Better  get  used  to  me  then,  lass.  We’ll  be  good  friends  by  the  time  I  leave  this house.” 

She hacked out a laugh in return. “Oh, I doubt you’ll leave once you’ve seen your investigation is futile. Never has there been a kinder, better place to live. No offense to the true Magistrate or any of the pack the young master came from, of course, but this home tops them all.” 

Ren knew better than to argue with that kind of pride. Her mention of the pack was timely, though. 

“I’ll get out of your way, love. When should I return?” 

“Around  about  three  o’clock  should  do  it,”  she  grunted  as  she  bustled  to  the  other  side  of  the kitchen, already on to her next task. 

Ren excused himself and slipped off to stroll the grounds in search of some quiet privacy to make a  call.  His  wandering—aimless  as  it  may  have  looked—wasn’t  without  purpose.  One  of  the  first things  he  needed  to  do  was  memorize  the  layout  of  the  house  and  the  surrounding  land.  When  he finally  found  his  way  out  onto  the  covered  patio  by  the  pool  deck,  he  realized  how  large  an undertaking that would be. 

A vast hedge maze stretched out ahead of him. “Bloody mazes,” he muttered, roughing a hand over his hair. He slammed back the rest of the smoothie, then stared at the empty cup, uncertain what to do with it. He rolled his eyes and put it on a nearby patio table before heading around the house to the left, deciding to catalog the perimeter first. 

Right  around  the  corner  from  the  pool  deck  was  a  curved,  spired  room  with  glass  walls.  Ren cupped  his  hands  around  his  face  to  peek  in  through  the  paned  windows,  taking  in  the  lush  indoor landscape of a winter garden. Nosiness had its perks—Ren loved the thrill of stumbling upon lovely new places. 

He slipped his new phone from his pocket and punched in Lathan’s number. It barely rang before Lathan and Avery answered in unison. 

“You must have been waiting,” Ren said. 

“Ya think?” Avery demanded over speakerphone on their end. 

“I sent you a text last night.” 

“Yeah,  for  future  reference,  ‘all  good’  is  nowhere  near  good  enough  when  you’ve  got  my  baby brother in your care,” Lathan grumbled. 

“Sorry, mate. Fourt needed me after the shit hit the fan last night. I didn’t want to take the time to get into it with you when he was safe and well, otherwise.” 

“Shit hit the fan?” Lathan must’ve grabbed the phone because his voice got much louder. “What happened?” 

Ren rushed to explain the truth as the Northcotts had told it. He was sure the surprised reactions that poured through the phone matched what he and Fourt must’ve had written across their faces the night before. 

He continued to amble around the perimeter of the house as he kept the phone to his ear, stopping now and then to duck behind trees when someone crossed his path. Staying out of sight was one of Ren’s specialties; when he didn’t want to be heard or seen, he often simply  wasn’t. His skills weren’t unimpeachable,  of  course—others  with  counter-skills  could  detect  him.  Having  permission  to  be where he currently was helped. 

“Without access to the Magistrate’s records, we’re going to have to rely on you to do some good old-fashioned detective work,” Avery said. 

“I’m  already  on  it.”  Ren  peeked  around  a  large  shrub,  waiting  for  a  dawdling  member  of  the Northcott staff to pick a direction on the paths that stretched out ahead. “I’ll be conducting interviews with the personnel here, and the Northcotts mentioned they have records stored away in their attic. I’ll get access to those to see what I can find.” 

They  ended  the  call  as  two  more  servants  cut  across  Ren’s  path  in  the  direction  of  a  large outbuilding. He slipped behind them, following and listening in. 

The female wolf giggled as she spoke. “When I took Missus her tea this morning, she told me she had high hopes for the young master and that Protector he brought with him.” 

“That’s our matchmaking Missus,” the male replied with a fond chuckle. 

“Have you  seen the Protector? Fate, the young master is mad if he hasn’t considered it. Ren’s ever so  handsome.  He  was  in  the  kitchen  earlier  talking  to  Cook,  and  I  had  to  scurry  right  past  the  door with the dirty dishes still in my hands because I was too flushed to go in while he was there!” 

“Aww, I like it when you blush,” the male wolf teased her. 

She laughed and swatted at his arm. “If you’d flirt with me, I wouldn’t blush for anyone else.” 

The male wolf hooked an arm around her waist and dropped a kiss on top of her head. “Nah, Pol. 

We’re  just  friends.  It’s  better  that  way.  If  we  tried  something  and  it  didn’t  work,  I’d  hate  it  to  be awkward between us. Not when we both know we want to keep working here.” 

Ren withheld his snort as he fell back away from them. Did he sound like such a bloody moron when he said the same types of things to Fourt? It was clear the female wolf was gaga over the male who touched her so casually. 

He noted, too, that these wolves didn’t seem unhappy with their situation in life.  They want to be here,  he  thought.  They  liked  the  job  or,  at  the  very  least,  felt  like  members  of  the  family.  They reminded Ren of the wolves who worked for Avery at the Magistrate’s mansion. 

His burner phone buzzed in his pocket. Ren cursed when he pulled it out and saw the number. He quickly ducked off into the hedge maze for more privacy. 

“Roxy,” he answered, holding the phone far from his ear in preparation. 

“I oughta come up there and wring your neck!” His sister’s voice screeched from the tiny speaker. 

“I would, in fact, if I had that luxury, but I don’t because you left us in a lurch, you selfish, pig-headed jackass.” 

Ren opened his mouth to respond, but Roxy continued without pause. “And then, I had to get this new number from Avery. You couldn’t be bothered with the kindness of calling me first?” 

“Sorry, love,” Ren started. 

Roxy  wasn’t  ready  to  retire  the  steamroller  yet,  though.  “I  agreed  to  you  coming  and  staying  in Flagler out of the goodness of my heart, Renford—” 

That was an offense Ren couldn’t let slip by. “Please don’t use my full name,” he bit out, anger and hurt touching each syllable. 

Roxy  drew  in  a  hesitant  breath,  her  fire  turned  to  steam  by  the  icy  water  he’d  doused  on  it. 

“Darlin’,  if  we’re  going  to  grow  this  relationship,  we’ve  both  got  to  be  willing  to  pull  our  weight consistently. It’s not fair to my people if you’re gonna keep on flitting from one problem to the next.” 

“I know.” Ren gripped the phone, reminding himself Roxy spoke from a place of love. 

“Confidence and acceptance come from follow-through. You can’t expect results from swooping in just in time to be the hero and back out again before the aftermath.” 

“Oh, come now, love. I’m not meant to be a hero,” Ren told her, despite his strong beliefs that he was precisely that. “I’m too flighty and impetuous.” 

“That’s  what  I’m  worried  about.”  Roxy  sighed.  “Avery  told  me  you’ve  got  yourself  assigned  to

Fourt. What are you thinking?” 

“I know, I know,” Ren said, reality gritting out between his teeth. 

“Please tell me you’re planning to tell him the truth.” 

Ren snorted out a dry laugh. Roxy thought she knew the whole truth, but she hardly knew the half of it anymore. 

“I  don’t  like  that  reaction,  Ren,”  she  warned.  “You’re  blurring  the  lines  ethically  on  so  many levels right now, baby boy. You could have all of Flagler at your disposal to help with this Northcott situation, but the way you’re acting, I can’t risk my people in your hands.” 

“Believe me, I wouldn’t want you to,” Ren replied. “I hear your concerns. I’m not oblivious to them.” 

“Then how long are you planning to play this game?” 

“I  don’t  know,  love.  I’m  scrambling  to  investigate  the  claims  Fourt’s  parents  have  made,  but  I don’t want that to take any longer than it has to. I’m too worried we’re dangling Fourt on the line like bait—I want to reel him in to safety before the sharks take a big bite.” 

Roxy blew out a long breath over the phone. “Do you have everything you need to keep this under control?” Bless her—if he asked, his sister  would send someone to help him, even if she thought he was a lost cause. 

“You know I always have one or two tricks up my sleeve,” Ren assured her. 

“Okay.” The sharp edges melted from Roxy’s voice. “Please do yourself and Fourt a favor. Come clean.” 

“No promises,” Ren teased into the phone. 

“I didn’t delude myself enough to think there would be. Be careful.” 

“No promises there, either,” Ren said, drawing a wry chuckle from her before he ended the call. 

Phone  secured  back  in  his  pocket,  Ren  slipped  into  full  Protector  mode.  Reaching  out  with  his mind, he touched the currents that wrapped like tendrils around and through the house. He might not feel  safe  using  the  Portal,  but  he  still  had  his  senses.  Thanks  to  their  current  proximity—and  his feelings for Fourt, though he shoved that thought aside—Ren could tell Fourt’s general whereabouts in the house and what basic condition he was in. He was alive and well, somewhere around the lower levels. Fourt’s warmth took up residence in Ren’s soul, pulsing with life. They were as they had been since that first day: tethered together in so many unseen, but fully felt, ways. 

With Fourt under no immediate threat, Ren tapped into the extra speed his biology granted him. He raced around the grounds without needing to stop for food, drink, or rest until he had to report back to Teiran’s kitchen. 

Even  with  the  task  at  hand,  though,  and  his  full  being  quite  physically  engaged,  he  couldn’t  get away from the seed of truth Roxy had planted in his mind. If what she knew was enough to draw that warning,  how  would  she  feel  about  learning  the  most  recent  developments?  What  would  she  say  if Ren admitted that he was falling? He was toppling hard and fast. Head over heels, arse over elbow, tail over teakettle. And worst of all, he could hardly remember any longer why he was supposed to be avoiding the tumble. 

C H A P T E R   E I G H T E E N

OVER  THE  NEXT  SEVERAL  DAYS, FOURT  SAW  VERY  LITTLE  OF  REN  DURING  THE  DAYLIGHT  HOURS.  THE

state of affairs confused Fourt to no end. Ren had argued heartily in favor of continuing to share the bedroom, but then the Protector took to the sofa each night, keeping his distance. Fourt had given in so easily to Ren’s arguments about sharing the room; he supposed Ren must know he was happy to have him there, though the words never passed between them. 

Fourt  found  immense  relief  in  Ren’s  presence,  even  if  he  didn’t  voice  it.  The  nightmares  he suffered  were  put  to  rest  when  Ren  was  near.  The  solace  gave  Fourt  room  to  breathe,  but  it  also forced him to realize that he hadn’t taken a full breath since Ren had left the pack. 

In  Ren’s  absence,  Fourt  found  himself  with  too  much  time  to  think.  He  turned  to  his  journal, musing over the absurdity of his real name.  Benedict. Would they have called him Ben for short? Ben and Ren—oh, that was awful, Fourt decided. He changed course, scribbling thoughts of poor Talan, forced away from his pride and out into the world in search of safety. Fourt hadn’t known that Talan had left Fairview until Ren mentioned it in an offhanded way the night before. Fourt considered Ren’s tone when he brought it up. Did he dare to think that Ren said it as if he were trying to discern Fourt’s feelings for the panther? 

Fourt gathered—from their brief chats in the evenings—that Ren was conducting interviews with the  household  staff.  Outside  of  the  evening  hours,  Ren  seemed  to  pop  in  only  here  and  there. 

Unfortunately, just because the sightings were brief and rare didn’t mean they were easy…

On Tuesday morning, Fourt fumbled the pre-breakfast tray that was delivered to their room, spilling orange juice on the plush throw at the foot of the bed. When Fourt’s alarm level spiked over making a mess of the expensive blanket, Ren raced out of the shower on full alert, dripping everywhere and so haphazardly wrapped in a towel that the important bits were barely covered. 

“What happened?!” Ren demanded, clutching the towel. His gleaming, chiseled chest heaved with harsh breaths, ready to defend. 

“Orange  juice!”  Fourt  shouted  back,  so  shocked  at  the  gloriously  naked  man  before  him  that  he couldn’t put together any other complete thoughts. 

“I felt your panic response.” Ren slopped his way over to help. “I thought you were in danger!” 

The  only  danger  Fourt  was  in  was  the  danger  of  licking  Ren  clean.  Instead,  he  sputtered  and flailed  and  ended  up  bolting  into  the  bathroom  to  grab  extra  towels  to  mop  up,  praying  to  Fate  for enough mercy to prevent Ren from following. 

On  Thursday  morning,  Fourt  was  walking  with  Imogen  in  her  winter  garden.  Her  arm  was  looped through  his  as  they  strolled,  and  she  pointed  out  her  favorite  plants.  Fourt  had  picked  up  enough botanical knowledge from Reegan to hold his own, and he was quite enjoying the fleeting feeling of having a real mother. 

Without  warning,  Ren  raced  in.  He  was  flushed  and  out  of  breath,  still  covered  in  dust  from whatever exploits he was up to in the attic. He skidded to a stop in front of them. “Are you alright?” 

he demanded of Fourt as he clutched his chest, catching his breath. 

Fourt and Imogen both glanced about, searching for the threat. 

Ren’s gaze darted around the room. “My senses must have misfired.” Then, he left as quickly as he’d arrived, zooming away with Protector speed. 

As soon as he was gone, Imogen let out a soft, musical laugh. 

“What’s so funny?” Fourt’s eyes remained focused in the direction Ren had gone. 

“How  often  have  you  known  a  Protector’s  senses  to  ‘ misfire’?”  Her  lips  tilted  up  in  a  teasing smile. 

“To be fair, he’s the first Protector I ever met and still one of only a few I know,” Fourt said with a shrug. 

“Well, from a mother to her son, there’s nothing wrong with that man’s senses.” 

Fourt slanted a confused look her way. 

She chuckled. “He was looking for a reason to check in.” 

“I doubt that.” Fourt frowned. “He’s assigned to me. He has plenty of reasons to check in as much as he likes.” 

“Not if he’s worried about seeming overeager or desperate.” 

“If one of us is desperate,” Fourt murmured, “it’s me.” 

Imogen curled her arm tighter around his and leaned in, but before she could say anything more, Atticus’s jovial voice bounced off the glass walls. 

“Here’s  a  sight  I’ll  seal  into  my  soul.”  He  stopped  in  front  of  them,  framing  them  up  with  his fingers as if he were lining up a photograph. It was such a strangely paternal thing to do, and it made Fourt laugh. 

Imogen beckoned Atticus forward, and he joined them in a finishing lap around the room. Fourt fell quiet after that, still wary of opening up too much to them, despite the push from his wolf and his heart to do so. 

By Thursday evening, Ren had skipped lunch and dinner. He entered the bedroom in the early morning hours,  smelling  of  the  mustiness  of  the  attic  again.  Fourt  rolled  over  in  bed  to  look  at  him,  but  the Protector didn’t acknowledge him, instead heading straight for the shower. 

When  Ren  came  back  out,  damp  and  dressed  in  a  t-shirt  and  boxers,  he  flopped  down  onto  the sofa and tugged the thin sheet over his body. 

Fourt  felt  entirely  and  purposely  disregarded.  He  couldn’t  block  out  the  hammering  sound  of Ren’s heart, though, or the fragrance of Ren’s body wash mingling with the scent of desire. 

Fourt’s  heart  fell.  Perhaps  someone  else  in  the  house  had  caught  Ren’s  eye.  Most  of  the  times before,  when  Ren  had  passed  him  over,  it  was  related  in  some  way  or  other  to  another  man.  Fourt

turned  on  his  side  to  stare  across  the  room  at  the  top  of  Ren’s  head,  trying  to  figure  out  why  he deserved this new rejection. 

“You okay, mate?” Ren asked, voice tight and weary. The pace of his heart ratcheted up higher, pounding  in  Fourt’s  ears.  His  scent  shifted  through  a  baffling  range  of  desire  and  fear  and  defeat before  settling  on  consternation.  “I  can  feel  your  turmoil.  It’s  jabbing  my  chest  and  temples  like needles.” 

Fourt pulled the sheets up higher under his chin. “I’m caught up in trying to decide how I feel.” He swallowed and tacked on, “About the Northcotts, I mean.” 

“Of  course.”  Ren  tipped  his  head  to  look  back  at  Fourt  from  his  spot  on  the  moonlit  sofa.  “I’m working my ass off to help you find peace,” he said. 

And that was it. 

Ren was gone before Fourt woke the next morning. He didn’t see the Protector at all during the day. 

Finally,  at  dinner,  Inga  told  Atticus  that  Ren  was  still  up  in  the  attic  and  planned  to  take  his  dinner there. 

In the unexpected happiness Fourt had found during his first week with the Northcotts, he’d had a deluge  of  positivity  to  pour  into  his  journal’s  pages.  Now,  though,  he’d  held  onto  his  lingering conflicted confusion for too long, and his thoughts were beginning to overwhelm him. Knowing Ren would  be  otherwise  occupied,  Fourt  stole  away  from  the  table  early  to  go  back  to  their  room.  He planned to use the quiet time to empty his mind with the aid of his journal. 

Just  as  he’d  gotten  comfortable,  the  bedroom  door  crashed  open,  startling  Fourt.  He  shot  up, coming back to reality. He was surprised to find he’d been settled for longer than he thought. His neck was  stiff,  and  his  hand  ached—he  hadn’t  realized  he’d  been  writing  for  so  long  and  without  light, relying on his heightened sight. Thick darkness had fallen outside the open curtains. 

A cart laden with food rolled into the room before Ren appeared around the door. 

“Heard you didn’t finish dinner.” Ren’s tone was lightly scolding. He pushed the cart all the way into the room and shut the door behind him. “Teiran, Queen of the Kitchen, told me your plate went nearly untouched.” 

“I  had  other  things  on  my  mind,”  Fourt  said,  still  surprised  by  Ren’s  sudden  appearance.  He stuffed his journal and pen into the top drawer of the dresser. 

Ren threw open one of the sets of doors that led out to the balcony before putting both hands on his low back and arching to stretch out. “Come eat outside with me,” he said, waving a hand for Fourt to follow. “It’s not too cold tonight.” 

Fourt  made  his  way  across  the  room  to  the  cart,  and  Ren  passed  him  a  plate.  They  served themselves  by  the  light  of  the  moon  from  the  covered  dishes  before  sitting  at  the  quaint  two-seater table on the balcony. 

“This is nice,” Ren murmured. “I needed some fresh air after being cooped up in that bloody attic for so long. I blame the indecently long lives we members of the R & B get to live. You’d think the records we need should be right at the forefront, wouldn’t you? But alas. The last Tracker Attie and Gen-gen hired was on the job for more than twenty years. The human records they’ve had to store to maintain their cover have piled up in the meantime. Searching for anything specific amidst all that is a merry chase.” 

Fourt’s awareness prickled when Ren looked over, tracking Fourt’s fork. 

“Don’t like it?” Ren loaded his own fork with another bite of chicken schnitzel. “It’s not the same as Thorne or Asher’s meals, for sure, but Teiran has her own flare.” He lifted his fork toward Fourt. 

“Try this.” 

The  fork  and  the  words  hung  heavy  in  the  air  as  Fourt’s  eyes  shot  up  to  meet  Ren’s.  His  gaze darted  from  the  food  to  Ren  and  back  again  before  he  swallowed  hard  and  opened  his  mouth  to explain why he couldn’t take that bite. 

Ren  cut  him  off  before  Fourt  could  force  the  words  from  his  throat.  “I  know  what  kind  of statement food makes to a wolf. It’s not a declaration I’d make if I didn’t mean it, mate.” 

Fourt shivered at that word rolling off Ren’s tongue. 

Food was sacred among wolves. Making food to share was a labor of love—a gift straight from the heart. Providing food to a mate was a rite of passage in a relationship. To a wolf, a bite of food offered  from  one’s  fork  was  somewhere  between  “Will  you  go  out  with  me?”  and  “Will  you  marry me?” 

Fourt lurched from his chair, backing away from the situation. 

Ren  put  his  fork  down  and  followed.  “I  didn’t  mean  to  throw  you.  I  know  it’s  coming  out  of nowhere.” His voice was soft, his hands up as if he were trying to calm a startled animal—which, of course, he was. “I’m just so exhausted, and it’s getting so damned hard to remember why the distance between us is important.” 

“It   is  important,  though.  You’ve  said  so  yourself,  many  times.”  Fourt  knew  his  eyes  were  wide and wild. Should he run? Should he stay? The air thickened with tension, and blood rushed to all sorts of  places  that  weren’t  attached  to  Fourt’s  brain.  His  capacity  for  sensible  thoughts  shorted  out, leaving Fourt stuck in place, staring, gaping, waiting. 

Ren scrubbed a hand over his stubbled jaw. “I bloody well know I have, Fourt.” He seemed to be at war with himself, brow clenched and shoulders tensed. “The thing is, I don’t care anymore. Maybe I’m weak. Maybe I shouldn’t be giving up, but I’ll be damned if I can find a single fuck to give or a substantial reason to fight this any longer.” 

Fourt  reeled,  trying  to  pull  together  all  the  reasons  Ren  had  given  in  the  past.  “The  world  is dangerous.” His voice shook, silently begging Ren to disregard those previous arguments against the chemistry  between  them.  “That’s  what  you  said  before.  It’s  not  good  for  people  to  think  we’re together,  especially  not  with  the  Dissidents  in  charge.  They’ve  already  stopped  granting  mating certificates for couples who aren’t  approved.” 

“Didn’t stop you from dating Talan,” Ren pointed out. 

“I’m only reminding you of your own excuses!” Fourt sputtered, searching for something to hold onto and finding only Ren, closing in on his personal space. “And I only dated Talan because of you.” 

The  low  blue  light  of  the  pool  highlighted  Ren’s  features,  making  him  even  more  ethereal  and beautiful than usual. “I know. That was my fault.  My bloody fault, and I hated myself for every second you  spent  with  him.  I  despise  all  that  wasted  time  when  you  were  in  his  arms  instead  of  in   mine where you belonged.” Ren’s fist went to his chest, hammering home that message as if he could send it to the deepest parts of himself. 

Ren  was  gaining  ground,  countering  two  steps  for  every  one  Fourt  took  back.  The  wall  was  so close Fourt felt its coolness seeping into his shirt. “You’re admitting your feelings?” His words were a broken plea. 

Ren  took  another  step  in.  “Have  I  ever  done  a  good  job  of  hiding  them?  This  is  a  fight  I  won’t win. I’m surrendering.” 

Fourt’s heart soared. They’d tiptoed close to this before, but Ren had never spoken so openly. The

steady resolve Ren always held between them was a tangible thing—and it was slipping. 

“Acknowledging your feelings and giving in to them are two very different things.” Fourt’s tongue swept out to dampen his lower lip. 

Ren’s  eyes  raced,  tracking  the  motion.  “What  if  I  want  to  do  both?”  Ren  whispered  back,  the words punctuated by a ragged breath. 

“Why now?” Fourt’s hand flew up between them to hold Ren at a safe distance. 

Ren stepped right up to Fourt’s hand, heart pounding into Fourt’s palm. He angled his face toward Fourt’s, their breath mingling. “Roxy warned me I was blurring lines, and she was right. The more I do for you, the more I want to do.” He took another step in, pressing against Fourt’s hand and lifting his own hand to cover it, locking it against the rushing  whoosh of his heart. “The more I feel you in here. The more I need you to fill up the spaces only you can fill.” 

Fourt  trembled,  muscles  quaking  at  Ren’s  words.  “No  more  hot  and  cold?”  The  words  were pained and begging. Somewhere, deep inside, he knew he should question it further. Shouldn’t he be worried that Ren felt the need to fight the attraction at all? In that moment, though, and in the glorious sweetness  that  followed,  reason  and  logic  slipped  away,  and  Fourt  was  more  than  happy  to  let smoldering passion take hold. 

“No more hot and cold.” Ren gripped Fourt’s belt loop with his free hand. 

“Prove it.” Fourt issued the challenge to the fraction of space left between their lips. 

With a groan, Ren cupped Fourt’s jaw and sealed his lips over Fourt’s. The kiss was scorching, delivered with a hunger and desperation that sent scores of butterflies soaring in Fourt’s belly. 

Soft lips, rough stubble, a sweet stroke of Ren’s tongue over his, the hint of dust and sweat that lingered on Ren’s skin—Fourt clung to every detail, savoring the moment. Tears sprung to his eyes, but he refused to shed them. He wouldn’t let them into this moment of pure bliss and perfection, even if they were the happiest of tears. 

Ren broke away with a hard breath, still clasping Fourt’s cheek and staring down at him as if he were seeing him for the first time. 

“Forbidden fruit,” Ren whispered on a frayed breath, searching Fourt’s face and finding…what, Fourt didn’t know. Whatever it was caused Ren to smile with dark promise before he dove back in, claiming Fourt’s mouth for a second time. “Worth it,” Ren groaned against Fourt’s lips, tangling his arms around Fourt. The Protector spun them, so his own back hit the wall. 

Fourt clung to him, body molded to Ren’s, arousals warring, rubbing and pressing into each other, drawing moans from them both. 

“Bloody hell.” Ren nipped a trail down Fourt’s jaw. “I should make you eat. I should put you to bed. I’m a selfish prick.” 

“I  don’t  want  anything  but  you  right  now,”  Fourt  told  him,  letting  one  sweet  truth  fly  free.  He’d guarded his heart for too long—the love now refused to be contained. “Be selfish,  please.” 

Ren’s  hands  raced  down  over  his  ass,  scorching  through  Fourt’s  clothes  as  he  gripped  him  and lifted  him  with  ease,  carrying  him  to  the  bed.  They  both  tumbled  and  tangled,  but  sensual  as  the change  of  scenery  was,  Ren  didn’t  push  the  connection  any  farther.  He  kissed  Fourt  until  both  their lips  were  swollen  and  red,  and  neither  could  breathe  without  the  other  providing  the  oxygen.  Then Ren  held  him,  stroking  the  safe  places—his  cheeks,  hair,  shoulders,  and  arms—with  soothing caresses. 

“I’ll chase all your nightmares away,” Ren vowed, sweeping a gentle kiss over Fourt’s lips. 

Fourt  let  his  fingers  wander  without  haste,  savoring  the  searing  heat  that  met  each  stroke.  Ren wasn’t slipping away. If anything, he held Fourt closer with each passing second. Fourt’s body was

warm  and  heavy  with  desire  but  light  with  relief.  Drowsy  in  the  cozy,  safe  bubble  of  strength  Ren wrapped around him, Fourt found his deepest sleep. 

C H A P T E R   N I N E T E E N

FOURT  WOKE  ALONE, BUT  THIS  TIME  HIS  HEART  DIDN’T  PROTEST  THAT  FACT.  THE  BEAUTIFUL  WARMTH

of  Ren’s  affection  surrounded  him  as  he  showered  and  dressed.  He  floated  through  the  house  on clouds, feeling his mate’s presence above in the attic and wrapped around him at the same time. Fourt ate breakfast with Atticus and Imogen before following them into the parlor where they finished their coffee in the mornings. He’d already become familiar with the routine in their home. 

Atticus had explained that, before Fourt’s return, he spent those morning hours scouring the papers and internet for pictures, hoping to find any man he might recognize as his son. “Had I known I was meant to  be  searching for  a  younger version  of  my  own face…”  he’d  said before  his  words  trailed off, and tears gathered at the corners of his eyes. 

Imogen had gone to sit with him then, and Fourt felt as if he were getting a brief glimpse into the sorrow they’d shared over losing him. 

That morning, still soaring high on a frothy, fizzy, effervescent cloud, Fourt found himself both at peace and restless. 

“Is everything alright, son?” Atticus poked his head around the corner of his paper after the third time Fourt had changed positions. 

Fourt  abandoned  the  book  he  was  reading  and,  immediately,  both  his  parents  gave  him  their attention. 

“Would you really not mind if I had feelings for Ren?” 

Imogen tossed her knitting aside with a soft squeal. “I knew it!” 

Atticus reached for her, pulling her closer on the loveseat and tucking her into his side. “We’d be delighted you were willing to share that part of your life with us and pleased you’d found someone you care for.” 

“And  thrilled  that  certain  someone  cares  for  you,  too,”  Imogen  added,  beaming  and  snuggling closer to her husband. 

Fourt drew a shaky breath, sucking in some of the kindness and courage they sent his way. “I’ve known for a long time that Ren was my mate, but I feel like this visit has helped to…solidify things between us,” he confided, heart bursting with joy. 

“That’s wonderful.” Atticus was all smiles and warmth. 

“But then why are you here with us when you could be with him right now?” Imogen teased. 

Fourt’s gaze skittered away. “I feel torn between you two and taking part in Ren’s investigation.” 

Atticus tilted his head. “Proof would settle things between us?” 

Fourt sighed, swinging his eyes back to his father. “I don’t want that to be the case. But I hope you can understand there’s no such thing as too much certainty or security in my mind.” 

“Of course there isn’t.” Imogen ran a delicate fingertip under her eye to catch a tear. “We know that feeling.” 

“We  only  want  to  be  here  for  you  whenever  you’re  ready.”  Atticus  pressed  a  kiss  to  Imogen’s temple before turning his smile on Fourt again. He tipped a chin toward the door. “Go on, then. We won’t take it personally.” 

Fourt studied them for a moment. Convinced their responses were genuine, he grinned and ducked from the room to go find Ren. It took a few tries, convoluted as the layout of the house was, but he knew the general directions for getting to the attic, and he could sense when he was getting closer. He found Ren at last—thanks, in part, to the music blaring from the Protector’s phone. 

The stairs up to the attic creaked and groaned with each step Fourt took. The vast attic came into view.  Windows  let  in  natural  light  on  one  side,  highlighting  dancing  dust  motes.  He  sneezed  at  the sight. 

“Bless you,” Ren called, jumping up to grab his phone. He was surrounded by chaos. He lowered the volume of the music, eyes glued to Fourt as Fourt picked his way across the room. 

“I  can  see  why  it’s  taking  so  long  on  this  search.”  Fourt  glanced  around  him.  Boxes  were everywhere. 

“They’re labeled well,” Ren said, “but apparently the most recent ones were stacked out of order. 

Attie was dismayed by the mess when he gave me the tour.” 

Fourt stopped a few feet away, suddenly aware and self-conscious. What if last night had been a fluke? Was it now a regret in Ren’s mind? “Can I help you?” Fourt couldn’t escape the need to cross his arms protectively over his chest. 

Ren’s sinful lips twitched with a smirk. “You can come here.” 

Fourt stepped around the boxes that separated them. As soon as he was within reach, Ren caught his hip and tugged him forward until they were chest to chest. 

“That’s  better.”  Ren  slipped  a  hand  to  the  small  of  Fourt’s  back,  tucking  him  closer  as  his  lips descended on Fourt’s. 

Fate, that felt good. Fourt moaned into Ren’s mouth, curling his arms around Ren and holding on. 

Ren chuckled, breaking off the kiss and taking Fourt’s hand to tug him farther into the fray. He led him to a sofa covered with a dusty sheet and sat, pulling Fourt down with him. 

Fourt sneezed at the dust that puffed up. 

“I know.” Ren laughed. “You should hear me up here whenever I move a new stack of boxes. I’m thinking  I  could  star  in  a  tissue  commercial.”  He  put  his  forehead  against  Fourt’s,  nuzzling  Fourt’s itchy nose. 

“You’re not pushing me away,” Fourt whispered, clinging to Ren’s shoulders. 

“No more hot and cold, remember?” Ren traced a thumb over Fourt’s cheek. “You’re perfection, mate.” 

“What changed?” Fourt leaned back to look at Ren. 

Ren held his hand, pulling their fingers between them and studying their entangled grasp on each other. “My ability to keep my bloody distance.” He met Fourt’s gaze again. “I shouldn’t be doing this. 

There’s a whole side of my life that… My family is…” 

Fourt pressed a finger to Ren’s lips. A streak of boldness flashed through him, and he lifted onto his knees, swinging one leg over to straddle Ren’s lap. “I’ve got family enough for the both of us.” He ran his fingers up the back of Ren’s neck into his hair. 

Ren roughed a hand over his hair with a sheepish grin. “I cut it short for you.” 

“Seriously? Why?” 

Ren shrugged. “Off-handed comment you made one time about not liking long hair on guys.” 

Fourt  smirked,  trying  to  recall  making  that  remark.  Ren’s  shorter  hair  suited  him—but  then,  his long hair had, too. It wasn’t about the hair. Ren was…well, Ren was  Ren. He was well on his way to being Fourt’s everything. 

Fourt caught Ren’s jaw, tilting it up and brushing his lips over the Protector’s. Ren moaned and shifted,  settling  lower  into  the  sofa.  Fourt  went  with  him,  pressing  into  Ren  as  their  kiss  deepened, and tongues darted with need. Ren slipped his fingers beneath the band of Fourt’s t-shirt, callused tips trailing in fiery circles over Fourt’s heated skin. Fourt rocked his hips, and Ren arched up into him, hanging on tighter, taking more. 

With a growl not unlike that of a wolf, Ren tore away. “Bloody hell, you’re going to make me fire off,  mate.”  His  cheeks  were  flushed,  and  his  pupils  dilated.  He  gripped  Fourt’s  shoulders,  slowing their passion. “I don’t want to rush through any of this. Don’t get me wrong, I’ll kiss you all damn day if you’ll let me. But, despite the years we’ve had between us, there’s so much left to learn about each other. Much as I might want to tear your clothes off and bend you over this sofa, I haven’t gotten the chance to woo you.” 

Fourt blinked in surprise. “Woo me?” he repeated. 

Ren chuckled. “Yeah, mate. You deserve to know how deeply I cherish you.” 

Fourt  made  to  move  from  his  lap,  but  Ren  groaned  and  caught  his  hips,  tucking  Fourt  into  his embrace. The thick bulge in Ren’s jeans twitched against Fourt’s belly. 

“Maybe don’t go just yet,” Ren murmured, thumbs skating the bare skin under Fourt’s shirt again. 

“You wanted to help, right?” 

Fourt nodded, leaning back. His hands landed on Ren’s biceps. He hadn’t had a lot of reasons to touch  Ren.  The  Protector  was  chiseled  from  stone,  every  muscle  more  sculpted  than  the  last.  The scorching heat ebbed and flowed, teasing him with what a joyous relief he would feel when he gave in and claimed his mate. 

“I’ve  got  my  next  scheduled  chats  coming  up  in—”  Ren  chuckled.  “Hell,  probably  right  now. 

Would you want to stay here and keep sorting through boxes while I go knock the interviews out?” 

“Of course,” Fourt said, glancing over his shoulder. 

Ren took his hands, helping him back to his feet. “Come on. I’ll show you my system, haphazard as it is.” 

Ren  left  Fourt  after  one  last  kiss  and  a  hint  that  the  interviews  were  going  in  favor  of  the Northcotts. Fourt sat amidst the stacks of boxes and began to look through the pages in the next pile Ren had pointed out. 

Lips  still  swollen  and  tasting  of  Ren,  Fourt  couldn’t  believe  how  content  he  was.  Unbelievable happiness  was  finally  his.  He  was  falling  in  love  with  the  family  around  him.  He’d  fallen  for  Ren long ago, but the pieces were finally slipping into their proper places. All he needed was evidence of the truth to prove all this and move on. 

Visions of incorporating the Northcotts into his current family danced through his head. He saw himself and Ren greeting them at the door of the pack home, welcoming them into the life they’d built together. 

Fourt was so deeply insulated in the radiant warmth of his bubble, he didn’t see the dangers all around him, jutting and thrusting into the bubble’s path, just waiting to pop it and send him tumbling. 

C H A P T E R   T W E N T Y

FOURT  WASN’T  SURE  HOW  LONG  HE’D  BEEN  AT  WORK  WHEN  FOOTSTEPS  ON  THE  STAIRS  BROKE  HIS

concentration. 

“You weren’t joking about the time it takes to go through one of these boxes,” he called to Ren. In his excitement, he popped up from the floor and bounded around the stacks, drawing a startled yelp from the male servant who was rounding the stairs at the same time. 

“Oh, Fate!” Fourt clutched his chest in surprise. “I’m so sorry. I thought you were Ren.” Fourt’s heart fluttered at the mention of Ren’s name. 

The man waved off Fourt’s apology. “I’m sorry to seem so surprised. I knew you were up here, of course, but I must have gotten lost in my thoughts. I’m Cedric. Teiran sent me to deliver a snack, as requested by the Protector.” 

Cedric opened the small tin he carried and set it down atop one of the many boxes before glancing around.  “Mercy  me,  I  don’t  get  up  here  often.  Could  I  help  you  with  anything?  It  looks  like  quite  a chore.” 

Fourt  brushed  his  dusty,  grimy  hands  down  his  jeans  before  peeking  into  the  tin.  It  was  full  of cookies, and he eagerly grabbed a chocolate chip. “Would you like one?” 

Cedric grinned. “That’s kind of you.” He took an oatmeal raisin. 

“I’d love a hand, if you have time to spare,” Fourt told him. 

Cedric  beamed,  excited  to  assist.  Fourt  quickly  brought  him  up  to  speed  on  Ren’s  process  and what types of things he was looking for. 

They  worked  in  companionable  silence  for  a  while,  sharing  the  tin  of  cookies,  before  Cedric moved  from  standing  to  sitting  on  the  floor  next  to  Fourt.  He  brought  the  box  he  was  going  through with him. “It’s a bit odd that they don’t have the paperwork right on hand.” Cedric’s brow furrowed. 

“I didn’t know it was so disorganized up here. I suppose that’s on purpose, though. It would make it tougher for any old person to walk in and make sense of it all.” 

Fourt glanced over. “That’s what Ren told me Atticus said.” 

The servant bobbed his head in acknowledgment. 

Fourt swallowed the trace of doubt that touched his throat. The records they kept back home for the pack were scattered and hidden all over the place, too. If an untrusted source ever broke in, there should be no easy way to trace how long they’d lived there or how old any of them truly were. Most of the vital records members of the R & B had—like driver’s licenses and human birth certificates—

were forged. Bills were paid through companies and shell accounts. The digital age had only recently touched the R & B, and most still didn’t trust it. Even the pack had been behind on digitizing things, but that had changed thanks to a push from their young tech-geek Tracker friend in Flagler. 

“Do you like living here?” Fourt asked, shoving away his concerns. 

“I love it.” 

Fourt hesitated before asking his next question. “You don’t mind the work? The—the servitude?” 

Cedric’s  shoulder’s  stiffened.  He  pressed  his  lips  together  before  shrugging.  “It’s  not  like  what you’re  thinking.  It’s  an  honest  job  with  a  better-than-honest  income.  I  don’t  feel  like  I’m…um…

enslaved.” His eyes darted away from Fourt’s when he answered. 

Fourt did his best to breeze past the awkwardness. “Were you around when I was here? Before?” 

Cedric shook his head. “No, I joined the household as a runner about thirty years ago.” 

“And you stayed.” 

Cedric chuckled. “I did.” 

“Because you liked it so much?” Fourt prompted. 

Cedric offered a crooked smile. “Well… I had nowhere else to go. I’d have had to withdraw from everyone  I  knew  if  I  wanted  to  leave  here.  I  couldn’t  have  gone  back  down  into  Fairview  because people knew me there and, of course, I hadn’t aged.” 

“You’re from Fairview?” The mention of Fourt’s home squeezed his heart. 

“I am,” Cedric said. “But I like Ashe Valley just as well now.” He fell quiet, sifting through more papers. “Back then, I—I stayed because I didn’t feel like I had much choice.” 

His honesty struck a chord with Fourt. Before he’d met Avery, he’d felt stuck in a similar manner. 

Of course, he was a prisoner—right down to being well and truly shackled in place at times. But even if he’d had the gumption to risk an escape, he’d had nowhere to run to. 

“It was only in the time after I made the choice to stay that I discovered this is exactly where I was meant to be. Now I can’t imagine my life without this place.” Cedric glanced over at Fourt. “You know what I mean?” 

Fourt  sighed.  “Yeah.  I  know  exactly  what  you  mean.”  Thoughts  of  home  invaded  his  heart  and soul. Although he’d been enjoying his time getting to know the Northcotts, it wasn’t the same as the time he spent with the pack. He cared for the people here, but it wasn’t his home. 

Cedric grinned. “Home finds you,” he said, gesturing around him. 

Fourt smiled back. “I like that. Home finds you,” he repeated. 

Without warning, blue lights began to flash around the perimeter of the room. 

“What the hell?” Fourt set aside the papers he held. 

Cedric jumped from his seat, sending his stack of papers and the nearest boxes skittering. “That’s the internal alert system. We have to go,” he told Fourt, waving an insistent hand. “Right now.” 

“There’s  no  sound.”  Fourt  rushed  to  his  feet  in  the  face  of  Cedric’s  sense  of  urgency.  “Is  it  an emergency or only a drill?” 

“It has sounds when it goes off at night—to wake us up,” Cedric explained. “Come on, I’ll show you where we have to go when this happens.” He hurried for the stairs, and Fourt hastened to follow. 

Together, they made their way down, down, down, cutting across the middle of the house through a  series  of  crooked  corridors  and  false  walls.  After  descending  a  narrow  set  of  steps,  Fourt  found himself in a root cellar. Another hidden door stood open from where it would have sealed seamlessly into the wall. The sounds of low voices and shuffling feet could be heard from a narrow passageway ahead.  Fourt  followed  Cedric  through  the  passage  and  into  another  smaller  chamber.  There, floorboards had been pulled to the side, and a ladder led down. 

When Fourt’s feet touched the floor, he found himself in a dank, earthy room where others from the  household  had  already  gathered.  More  continued  to  follow  until  one  of  the  wolves  finally announced that she was the last. Another wolf climbed back up the ladder to slip the floorboards into

place. 

Bodies pressed in around Fourt as Ren pushed his way through the crowd to his side. Dust, grime, and darkness touched every corner, but Ren was a light in the cramped, crowded space. Fourt met and held his gaze, counting on Ren to keep him from suffocating. 

Across  the  room,  Atticus  cleared  his  throat,  calling  them  all  to  attention.  “I’m  sorry  to  use  the emergency  system.”  His  voice  was  constrained,  his  words  low  and  quiet.  “This  will  ensure  the utmost privacy on an urgent and grave matter.” He spotted Fourt, brows creasing. 

“What’s happened?” Ren found Fourt’s hand, twining their fingers and holding on. 

“There’s news from the Magistrate’s office,” Imogen answered. She looked up at her mate from where she stood, clinging to his arm. 

“When  did  that  come  in?”  Ren  demanded.  “No  one  new  arrived—I  would  have  noticed.  Your guards, at least, would have seen something.” 

“It was announced in one of the private channels online,” Atticus said. “And I’ve gathered you all here because we’re not going to take any risks. We won’t let anyone take our son away from us again. 

Not without a fight.” 

Ren’s grip on Fourt’s hand tightened to the point of pain, and Fourt tugged. Ren instantly loosened it. 

“Who’s  trying  to  take  me  away?”  Fourt’s  mouth  filled  with  the  metallic  tang  of  fear.  “I  don’t understand.” 

“Snelgrove has announced a bounty on all former and escaped slaves,” Atticus told him. 

The  room  filled  with  gasps  and  murmurs  before  it  fell  deadly  silent.  Fourt  felt  all  the  eyes  that touched him. The walls closed in tighter around him. 

“But  I’m  free.”  Fourt  took  a  turn  at  trying  to  crush  Ren’s  hand  in  his  grasp.  “I  have  the  paper saying so.” 

“Snelgrove  was  clear.  They’re  making  no  concessions.”  Atticus  sounded  as  if  he  might  be deciding between crying or launching into a murderous rampage. “Not even for those freed by former Magistrates.” 

“What the fuck?” Ren ground out the words like dust between his molars. “That’s impossible.” 

“Apparently not.” Atticus’s hand fisted at his side. 

“Surely UNITY will launch an attack,” Teiran said, wringing her apron next to Fourt. 

“If  they  can  find  enough  people  brave  enough  to  stand  with  them,”  Ren  muttered.  Though  Fourt could feel waves of energy pulsing out from the Protector, Ren’s body was a pillar of stone beside him. “What are the terms of this certifiable bullshit?” 

Atticus swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing against the strained muscles at his throat. “It appears there’s a grace period for individuals to turn themselves over. After that point, anyone who hasn’t come forward will be considered a fugitive. And anyone who houses them will be at risk of a charge for harboring a fugitive under the new laws.” 

Fourt wished he could make himself very, very small. He felt the heat of the eyes swinging back to him. 

Beside  him,  Ren  let  out  an  inhuman  sound.  It  held  no  semblance  to  any  animal  Fourt  had  ever heard, either. This was the sound of glass breaking against the dome of the sky. Ren’s body shuddered and  rippled.  The  few  dim  lightbulbs  strung  overhead  flickered  and  flashed  out,  popping  with  the sounds of their filaments bursting. 

It plunged the room into full darkness, a condition remedied only by the fact that everyone, aside from the Protector, was a wolf. Fourt’s sight kicked into overdrive, offering him a dim gray view of

the space around him. 

Ren’s body continued to pulse with tremors. Standing so close, Fourt could make out the rush of scents  pouring  from  him,  his  protective  urges  on  overdrive,  mixing  love  and  longing  with  fear  and determination. The smell of electrical fire was so strong Fourt wondered if something might  actually be on fire this time. 

“Are you okay?” Fourt whispered, squeezing Ren’s hand. 

“Protective mode activated, mate.” Ren’s tone was tight and sharp as a blade. “Gotta focus on not tearing the limbs off everyone in this room just for being close to you.” 

Fourt’s wolf trembled within him, reaching out for the rabid beast his mate had become. He was desperate to get out. To run and run and escape whatever this new, encroaching hell might bring. 

“Is it safe to go for a run? How long is the grace period?” Fourt demanded, voice cracking in the darkness. “My wolf needs out of here.” 

“That’s not clear yet,” Atticus said. 

A few scattered mutters rang out to the effect of, “Fucking Snelgrove” and “Of course it’s unclear. 

It’s a trap.” 

“Let us run with you,” Imogen pleaded. “To keep you safe.” 

“I’ll keep him safe.” Ren twitched and shuddered in the darkness. “I’ll keep you all safe. I need to draw extra energy, but I can create a shield.” He angled his body toward Fourt. “I’m not as good at them as Roxy, by far, but I can hold one long enough for you all to run together. I only need to charge up first.” 

He  went  into  management  mode,  but  his  gaze  stayed  locked  on  Fourt,  fingers  still  tangled  with Fourt’s. “Attie, do you have a generator?” 

“Several.” 

“Take me to the nearest one.” Ren tightened in closer to Fourt, reaching up to clasp Fourt’s neck. 

“First,  you’ll  run  with  your  family.  Then  we’ll  figure  out  exactly  how  we’re  going  to  handle  this steaming shit pile. As long as I’m on this earth, you’ll be safe with me.” The sensuality of his touch was replaced by the raw strength of his purpose and power. It felt as if Ren were ten feet taller and broader than he usually was. He hulked over Fourt in full Protector mode, rounding himself around Fourt like an indestructible barrier. 

Fourt  wanted  to  take  comfort  in  it.  He  was  desperate  to  feel  the  warmth  and  joy  again,  but  his sense of safety and security had been ripped out from under him with Atticus’s announcement. What did  this  mean?  What  was  he  up  against?  He  would  do  anything  to  avoid  ending  up  back  in  one  of Snelgrove’s  facilities.  The  thoughts  of  seeking  proof  about  his  kidnapping  were  cast  aside  as concerns about Snelgrove’s new laws overtook his mind. 

The universe tipped on its ear, and no remnants of Fourt’s burst bubble remained in sight. 

C H A P T E R   T W E N T Y - O N E

REN HAD SAPPED ENOUGH  POWER  FROM  ONE  OF  THE  GENERATORS  TO  BOOST  HIS  ENERGY  SO  HE  COULD

shield Fourt and his parents while they ran together. He’d always envied the freedom Fourt seemed to find in his wolf form. Ren wished he could’ve taken pleasure in the nudity Fourt put on full display before and after his shift, but he was tuned too close in to his Protector powers. Sexual energy wasn’t chief among the currents pouring out of him. 

Even  after  expelling  so  much  energy  to  uphold  his  shield,  Ren  felt  too  highly  charged.  He  was ready to launch an attack around every corner, and he was more magnetized to Fourt’s presence than ever before. He barely managed to take the lead, guiding an exhausted human Fourt back up to their room to regroup in private. 

Ren  closed  the  bedroom  door  behind  them  before  rushing  to  the  balcony  doors  and  windows, checking the locks and dropping the curtains. 

“I need some time to figure this all out.” Fourt collapsed onto the bed. “I have to decide if I’m going to stay here or go back to the pack.” 

Ren sat next to Fourt, though he kept his weight in his feet, ready to spring back up. His senses remained on high alert. 

“I know you’ll protect me.” Fourt sat up and roughed his hands through his hair. “But is it better to take  the  danger  back  to  the  pack?  Or  should  I  keep  it  contained  here?  If  Atticus  and  Imogen  are  as good as I want to believe they are, they could be in serious danger for continuing to house me.” 

Ren reached for Fourt’s hand, focusing his spiked energy on soothing his charge. “I get the sense that you’re trying to take the whole decision on yourself like it’s your burden to bear. None of this is your  fault,  Fourt.  You  didn’t  ask  for  Snelgrove  to  wreck  your  life.  And  you  certainly  didn’t  ask  for him to waltz back in and dangle your freedom in front of you like a choice cut of meat.” Frustration bubbled in Ren’s throat, but he swallowed it down. Fourt needed his strength right now. Keeping a level  head  would  give  Fourt  confidence  that  Ren  knew  exactly  how  to  proceed  here—even  if  he didn’t yet. “I’m wearing my professional pants right now, but on the inside”—he pressed Fourt’s hand to his chest—“I’m in this with you. Every step of the way.” 

“Then  will  you  help  me  decide?”  Fourt’s  fingers  tensed  over  Ren’s  chest  as  if  he  could  draw courage and calm from Ren. 

Ren soaked in the comfort of that closeness. The closer Fourt was, the easier it was for Ren to think straight. Blurred lines, indeed. He gathered Fourt in, hugging him tight and pressing his forehead to Fourt’s temple. 

“Which family do I risk, Ren?” Fourt whispered, clinging to the arms Ren wrapped around him. 

Ren could only imagine what it must feel like for the wolf, holding on so tightly to burning embers. 

“Do I put this household or the pack in danger?” Fourt shook his head, sniffling. “It’s not fair that my mere existence dumps the people I care about right in harm’s way.” 

Ren leaned back to look down at him. “How would you feel if we pulled the plug on this visit and headed out?” He searched Fourt’s face for a response to that idea. 

Fourt bit his lip, clearly torn. “I don’t know. Is that the right choice? Or are you asking because you’re still embroiled in the investigation? Is there a chance you’re being cooler to the Northcotts and their servants than you need to be?” 

Ren groaned and shook his head. “Bloody hell. We can’t blend my brand of indecision with your brand of manipulability. It’ll never work.” 

Fourt stiffened. “I’m not manipulatable. And I think this is working fine.” 

Ren did happen to think Fourt was rather tractable, although he didn’t think that was necessarily a bad thing. He saw it as a mark of Fourt’s kindness. He hadn’t let his dark past spoil his pure heart. 

But  Ren  didn’t  push  the  matter;  it  wasn’t  worth  fighting  when  the  time  to  savor  this  nearness  was limited. Instead, he branded Fourt’s lips with a kiss. “That’s not what I meant isn’t working,” he said as  he  pulled  back.  “I’m  only  pointing  out  we’ve  got  to  make  a  decision,  and  it’s  better  to  decide sooner rather than later.” 

Ren  let  out  a  soft   hmm  as  he  started  to  work  through  his  thought  process  aloud.  “Snelgrove’s people will go to the pack first, and there’s no way Lathan can pretend you don’t exist. Who’s going to  believe  them  outright  if  they  say  you’ve  left?”  He  scratched  a  hand  over  his  stubble.  “I’ve  got  a nasty feeling you’re at the top of Snelgrove’s list of people to retrieve. If the Dissidents—or bounty hunters or whoever the hell else—are determined to get to you, they’ll come up with the connection to Attie and Gen-gen eventually. They’ve got the advantage of the records at their disposal.” 

“Then what do I do?” Fourt rubbed agitated hands over his thighs. “I can’t turn myself in. I can’t go back to that life, Ren.” 

“Too right,” Ren said. 

Suddenly, all he could see was the need for more help than he could offer. It was a blow to Ren’s heroic ego, if he were honest, but it was true. Snelgrove had already proven he’d go to great lengths to get what he wanted. Reegan’s ghost mate was only the latest example of Snelgrove’s twisted reign. 

No, if Ren had a chance at keeping Fourt safe, he would need the biggest advantage he could get. A wicked smile touched his lips as realization struck. 

“I’ll tell you what we’re going to do.” Ren bounced back to his feet. Now that the energy had a focal  point,  it  felt  like  a  song  of  relief  in  his  muscles  and  bones.  He  rubbed  his  hands  together, imagining himself to be a master of devious plans. “We’re going to call in the biggest damn firepower I’ve got in my pocket. I’m owed a tribute, and it’s time to collect.” 

Fourt sniffled and ground the tears from his eyes with the heels of his palms. “Okay.” His voice was shaky but regaining strength. “So we’re not going to the pack?” 

“No. There’s someplace else we need to go right now—and no one will find us there.” 

“But what about everyone else?” Fourt whispered. 

Ren felt the way Fourt backed away from the decision, locking up and lacking conviction. Fourt couldn’t make the call on what they should do, but Ren could, and he realized that was part of his job as Fourt’s partner, no matter how temporary their situation. 

He  leaned  down  and  cupped  Fourt’s  cheek,  sweeping  a  thumb  under  Fourt’s  eye  to  wipe  away another tear. “I know you believe in the Northcotts. I’m so sorry I haven’t found proof yet, but if it makes you feel any better, I haven’t found evidence against them, either.” 

Fourt  shook  his  head  in  Ren’s  hold.  “Me,  either.  I  was  talking  to  one  of  the  servants  earlier. 

Everyone here seems so happy, as if they’re a part of the family. And I guess they are—more than I deserve to be, considering they’ve been here, taking part.” 

“Listen to me.” Ren drilled Fourt with a meaningful look. “You have every right to take up space here. To be noticed and cared for. You  belong, mate.” With that, he pulled Fourt up and into a kiss, consuming his lips with what he hoped was enough passion to steal away Fourt’s pain. 

Ren was aware, deep down, that he’d given in too easily to his feelings for Fourt. The weight and pressure  of  what  he  faced  had  crushed  him,  and  he’d  been  desperate  for  relief.  He  knew  his  future was meant to take him in a different direction, but every time a slippery reminder of that slithered in, he batted it right back out of his mind. This connection with Fourt was too right. Too comforting and healing and soothing and necessary. How could Ren’s destiny demand anything other than for him to protect this man forever? 

When they parted from the kiss, still panting and clinging, Ren whispered along Fourt’s temple. 

“Tell me what you wanna do, darlin’.” 

The words slipped out in his real accent—the soft, Southern drawl his sister Roxy still used all the time. He didn’t care for it; at one time, it had gotten him terrorized and beaten by vile men who thought it made him soft. In a moment of weakness, it reared back up. 

The shy smile Fourt offered was enough to soothe the fear in Ren’s soul—though Ren vowed not to let that voice come through again. Fourt lifted Ren’s hand and pressed a kiss to the inside of his wrist. “The pack has more firepower and more allies. I want to be here to help this family if the heat comes their way.” His words wobbled, uncertainty shaking them, but Ren so loved when Fourt spoke for himself. 

“Then this is where we’ll return after our little side trip,” Ren said. “We’d better call Lathan and Avery to let them know the plan.” 

The  call  tore  Ren  apart.  It  felt  false  to  tell  Fourt’s  family—with  well-practiced  confidence—to stay together, to keep the pack tight and safe. Inside, Ren felt jerked in every direction. His feelings for Fourt were cast out far into the world. Coming from all different directions were his connections to the pack, his concerns about his sisters and the Flagler community, and even his newfound loyalty to the Northcott household. His heart felt too large, too full, spread too wide across the universe as he tried to shield every angle. The threads of his heart were stitched all over the earth. He couldn’t stand to imagine how much it would hurt when he had to pull away. He’d be ripped out of the fabric of the world and left threadbare. 

“We’ll let Atticus and Imogen know as soon as we end the call with you,” Ren assured Lathan. 

“Tell them we’ll send them any help they might need.” There Lathan went, impressing Ren again with  the  alpha  he’d  become.  It  was  a  strong  man  who  would  support  those  he’d  never  met,  purely based on Ren’s assessment and Fourt’s hopes. 

Ren prayed he didn’t have the Northcotts pegged all wrong. 

“They’ll be fine,” Ren said, sharpening his resolve. “If anyone levels accusations that the law has been broken, I’m going to step forward and take full responsibility.” 

Next  to  him,  Fourt  gasped  and  yanked  back  to  stare  at  him.  In  the  video  call,  Lathan  frowned while Avery smirked. 

“No one else will have to take the blame. I’ll keep Fourt with me at all times. I’m staking my life on keeping him safe.” 

“You can’t do that,” Fourt whispered. 

“Watch  me,”  Ren  whispered  back  before  returning  his  attention  to  the  phone  screen.  “I  need  to reach out for extra assistance of a very specific variety. I’ll be taking Fourt with me, and we might be

out of touch for a few days.” 

“Anything  we  should  know  about?”  Lathan’s  brows  dipped,  giving  him  the  grave,  determined appearance of a much older wolf. 

Avery’s  reactions  were  comical  in  contrast.  “Or  help  with?  Hot  damn,  I’d  love  to  get  in  on  a mission right now. My blood is boiling for it.” 

“Unfortunately,” Ren told her, offering up a dark grin, “there’s only room for two on this mission, love.” 

As  soon  as  they  ended  the  call,  Ren  pointed  to  the  dressing  room.  “Get  packed.  We’ve  got  to roll.” 

“You can’t sacrifice yourself for me,” Fourt told him, holding his ground. 

Ren snorted and grasped Fourt’s chin between his thumb and forefinger, laying a chaste kiss on his nose. “Can and will, mate. For your sake and everyone else’s.” 

“Why?” Fourt gripped Ren’s wrist though the contact made him wince. 

Ren  leveled  him  with  a  gaze.  “You  have  no  idea  what  I’d  give  up  if  it  meant  you  could  finally know untouchable happiness. My dedication and protection know no measure when it comes to you.” 

“But—” 

“No buts.” Ren sidestepped Fourt, heading for the dressing room. He only needed to toss his body wash and toothbrush into his knapsack before he was ready. 

“It’s  so  strange  the  way  you’re  right  here  with  me,  but  you  feel  like  you’re  slipping  away,  too. 

Please  stay  in  one  place,  Ren.”  Fourt  followed  behind  him.  “You  say  you  want  me  to  know untouchable  happiness,  but  I  don’t  think  you  really  get  it.  My  vision  of  happiness  will  never  be complete without you.” 

The  words  hit  Ren’s  back,  making  his  spine  shoot  ramrod-straight.  He  turned  to  look  over  his shoulder and found Fourt standing tall and proud, unashamed of the words he’d laid at Ren’s feet. 

Ren felt the same way, and it gutted him to know he could never grant that vision to either of them. 

He  made  the  choice  then  to  continue  stealing  moments  from  destiny  for  as  long  as  he  could.  If  the Realm was determined to cram time and space between Fourt and him, he’d purloin every available second of nearness in return. 

He  rounded  on  Fourt,  crashing  them  both  into  the  wall  so  hard  the  doors  on  the  mirrored wardrobe shook. He swallowed Fourt’s gasp and moan in a claiming kiss. 

Oh, how desperately he wished it was the claim to end  all claims. 

C H A P T E R   T W E N T Y - T W O

AFTER HEARING THAT  REN  WASN’T  SURE  HOW  LONG  THEY’D  BE  GONE,  FOURT  BEGGED  OFF  TO  TAKE  A quick shower. 

The  two  things  Ren  needed  to  pack  were  both  in  the  bathroom.  Despite  their  newly-developed kissing  habit,  he  and  Fourt  weren’t  on   if-you-need-to-come-into-the-bathroom-while-I’m-showering-that’s-cool  terms  yet.  So,  Ren  busied  himself  by  circling  the  room,  scrutinizing  its security. He was rechecking the window locks when everything dissolved around him, and he found himself spinning out into the Portal—but not of his own volition. 

Instead of flowing along with the current of the neon stars, he was dragged against the stream. Ren flapped his arms, attempting to right his course. It was as pleasant as floundering in a choppy ocean, sucking down seawater because the waves weren’t cooperating. 

All too soon, Ren found himself pressed against the thick border at the dark outer reaches of the brilliant  Portal  light.  Panic  clutched  him  in  a  smothering  grasp,  its  hazy  edges  teasing  him  with  the idea that he might suffocate. Before asphyxiation set in, though, the heavy shield gave way around his body, surrounding him with the sensation that he was being slurped up through a straw. The barrier stretched and tugged him, running him through the wringer before finally spitting him out on the other side. 

Ren rushed to get his bearings when his feet touched a ground he couldn’t see. Unfortunately, the darkness  around  him  was  absolute,  providing  no  horizon  line  to  orient  with.  The  sightlessness  was soul-crushing. It felt sinister. Ren shoved his arms out in front of him, patting his hands around in the nothingness. An eerie sensation touched his fingertips, as if the darkness were pushing back against him from every direction, closing in and trapping him in a tighter hold with each move he made. 

Out of the pitch-black, whispers touched his ears. Wait, no. Was he actually hearing anything, or was that how quickly the madness came on in this dreadful place? Because realization hit him like a shot, and he suddenly knew exactly where he was. 

Elsewhere. The Rift. The Void. The Slip. 

Whatever name you wanted to give it, it was the opposite of the Realm. 

Off in the distance, a light flared in and sputtered out, like the flick of a lighter in a dark room. It sparked again, catching and lingering this time, growing stronger. 

Ren opened his mouth to shout for help, then clamped it shut with an audible  clack of his jaws. 

Someone  or  something  had  pulled  him  into  the  Portal.  Had  the  same  force  shoved  him  out  of  the Portal and into this place? He’d never been here before, and he certainly didn’t belong. It was the last place a Protector was meant to be. 

Ren pressed a hand to his lips, holding back a screaming surge of fear that came from nowhere

and everywhere all at once. 

The  light  in  the  distance  grew,  taking  on  the  shape  of  a  man  who  strode  with  an  air  of  self-assuredness Ren recognized, even from afar. 

“Bloody hell, this will be nothing but bad news,” Ren muttered. 

The  golden  glow  surrounding  Gabriel  was  like  a  spotlight  shining  down  on  him.  The  cone  of  it reached out, touching enough of the darkness to illuminate Ren as well. 

“Renford!” Gabriel had a galling tendency to be jovial almost to the point of bursting. 

Ren  shuddered,  both  at  the  use  of  his  full  name  and  at  the  greedy  way  the  darkness  tried  to swallow it before it reached his ears. 

“Gabe.” Ren knew the nickname vexed the Dominion Protector as much as the full version of his own did him. 

A thin smirk touched Gabriel’s lips as he glided to a stop in front of Ren, hands adjusting the open front of his casual seersucker jacket. 

Ren  pressed  back  the  urge  to  tug  the  wrinkles  out  of  his  thin  t-shirt.  “To  what  do  I  owe  the pleasure of this visit?” Ren slipped his hands into his pockets. “Or should I call it a visit when the reality is I’ve been kidnapped from my post and dragged into hostile territory?” 

Gabriel swept a hand over his styled blond hair. “You look well, Renford.” 

Again with that bloody name. 

“Loads better than I would have expected, given what I’d heard about your last trip through the Portal. Didn’t go so well, did it?” 

Ren ground his teeth. There was no point in lying. One of the most annoying things about Gabriel was the way he always seemed to know more than you wanted him to. 

“Did you bring me here to gloat? Because I don’t have time for that.” Ren shot a look around them into the oppressive shadows that threatened to close in at any moment. 

Gabriel rolled his shoulders back, dropping the squeaky-clean frat boy act as he stepped closer. 

“No, Ren. I wanted to tell you, old friend to old friend, that your time really is running out this go-round.  The  Guardian  of  the  Gates  is  getting  twitchy,  and  I’m  serious  when  I  say  he’s  not  going  to tolerate any further delays. You have to report in at the appropriate time.” 

Ren  scoffed  and  took  a  step  back,  shaking  his  head  in  frustration.  “You  can  tell  the  bleeding Guardian of the—” 

“No. Please just shut up and listen for once.” Grim gravity replaced Gabriel’s affable demeanor. 

“I have it on good authority that if you don’t report in on your own, you’re going to be taken by force and,  believe  me,  it  won’t  be  pretty.  It’ll  make  the  last  round  look  like  an  angel  food  cakewalk,  my friend. It’ll be nothing compared to what you experienced before. That was only a taste. The situation is  exigent,  and  you  have  no  idea  how  much  worse  it  will  become  if  you  don’t  do  what  you’re supposed to.” 

Ren cocked a brow, studying Gabriel, trying to figure him out. “Why are you helping me? Must be something big in it for you.” 

Gabriel held his hands out, gesturing around him. “Look where I’m meeting you. I wouldn’t have risked coming here—and going through the trouble of bringing you here, too—if this weren’t dire. I’m endangering my own ass to warn you.” 

“And that’s what I want to know.  Why? Why would you go through that trouble to meet with me? 

What would the high society of the Realm say if they knew you were meeting with one of the gays?” 

Ren whispered the last word, lifting a hand to his mouth and shielding it in mock horror. 

Gabriel  pursed  his  lips  as  if  he’d  sucked  on  a  lemon.  “You  can’t  put  this  off  forever,  Ren.  You

know you can’t.” 

“I’m noticing how you’re not answering my questions, old friend,” Ren countered. 

Gabriel rolled his eyes. “It doesn’t matter what’s in it for me. You’ll either listen or you won’t, but the Guardian is serious this time, and you’ve got a job to do. You’ve always known it would come down  to  this.  Your  glory  days  on  Earth  have  been  running  out  for  centuries.  Your  hourglass  is officially down to its last few grains of sand.” 

Ren sighed. “That’s how humans live all the time, you know. With the knowledge that each day could be their last on Earth.” He smiled. “I imagine it’s rather freeing.” 

Gabriel smirked. “Too freeing, perhaps.” 

A dark chuckle ripped from Ren’s throat. “Why don’t you take that matter up with the Guardian and his ilk?” 

“Why don’t you?” Gabriel retorted, plucking an invisible speck of dirt off his pristine white polo shirt. “You’ll be in the Realm soon enough.” 

Ren shook his head. “No, I don’t think so.” 

Gabriel offered a benign smile. Of course, the nosy Nellie knew too much. 

“I need another extension.” Ren lifted his shoulder in false apology, pulling out his ace anyway. 

“I’ve recently been assigned to a new charge, and the current management down on Earth just made a choice  that  directly  impacts  my  charge’s  safety.  I’m  afraid  I  simply  have  to  stick  around  to  see  this through.” 

Gabriel shrugged, unfazed. “I don’t know what to tell you, my friend. The Guardian has been quite clear  and  quite  vocal.  He’s  not  planning  to  make  any  further  allowances  for  you—especially  not  in this circumstance.” 

Ren’s  brow  ticked  with  annoyance.  “This  circumstance?”  he  repeated.  “Because  the  charge  has the same  proclivities I do, you mean?” 

Gabriel  shrugged  again,  the  epitome  of  casual  deflection.  “If  I  were  you,  I’d  get  my  affairs  in order.  I’d  get  someone  else  I  can  trust  lined  up  to  watch  over  that  charge,  too.  The  Guardian  isn’t going to take no for an answer any longer.” 

Ren  let  his  head  fall  back  with  a  sarcastic  laugh.  “Come  on,  Gabriel.  Protecting  is  our  sacred duty. How would the rest of the R & B feel if they knew the Protectors have other agendas?” 

Gabriel slashed a hand through the air in frustration. “This isn’t a damned agenda, Ren. It’s your birthright.  Plenty  of  members  of  the  R  &  B  have  those,  alphas  not  the  least  among  them.  That’s  an example you have at least a little experience with, isn’t it?” He cocked his head. “And speaking of wolves, you should know that I can see through your defense here. Do you honestly think it’s fair to your charge that you’re using his circumstances to put off this next step in your life?” 

“What if I’m using it as a chance to decide what I actually want the next step in my life to be?” 

Ren demanded, clutching his chest in an earnest plea for Gabriel to understand—hell, maybe to tell him what to do. 

A harsh laugh jetted from Gabriel’s lips. “We don’t get to decide.” 

Ren  shot  forward,  into  the  Dominion’s  space.  “That’s  not  true,  though,  is  it?  There  are  ways.” 

Desperation laced his tone. 

Yes,  there  were  ways.  Reckless,  dangerous  ways  that  were  final  and  irrevocable.  Ren  felt  no relief in admitting out loud that he’d ruminated on them, even a little. Wild card though he imagined himself to be, Ren would never have considered something so heedless and foolhardy before Fourt crossed his path. But, oh, how the stakes had changed when that wolf had come into his life—and it was  worse  now  that  Ren  had  given  in  to  a  modicum  of  his  longing.  The  moments  he’d  shared  with

Fourt were beautiful, full of love and promise and passion and  care. What could be wrong with any of that? 

Gabriel took a stumbling step back in his buttery brown leather loafers, balking at Ren’s honesty. 

“Be serious, man. Don’t do anything rash.” 

Ren laughed out loud. “Rash might as well be my middle name at this point, Gabe.” 

The  Dominion’s  face  clouded,  and  his  features  darkened.  His  voice  dropped  low,  pleading  in earnest. “Honestly, Ren. Consider well exactly what you’re insinuating. There’s no coming back from the wrong move here.” 

“I know,” Ren said, offering little more than a grim nod. 

Gabriel released an exasperated sigh. “Too much time on Earth has turned your brain, old friend.” 

He gripped Ren’s shoulder, securing Ren’s attention. When was the last time any Protector who lived permanently within the Realm had touched him? They were too afraid of him—scared witless that his

“defect” might taint them. “It would be in your best interest, for  every reason, to come home at least briefly before you make such a choice.” 

Ren  shrugged  out  from  under  Gabriel’s  hold.  “What’s  the  point?  I  doubt  things  have  changed much. If they had”—he pointed at Gabriel—“you wouldn’t have to meet with me secretly like this.” 

Gabriel  adjusted  his  jacket  again  before  addressing  the  tidy  tuck  of  his  shirt  in  his  sporty  khaki pants. “Guess you’ll have to come see for yourself, because believe you me, it’s happening this time.” 

He held a hand out to shake with Ren. Ren hesitated before accepting it. 

Gabriel backed away, flashing two fingers in the air. “Peace,” he said with a wry smile. 

Ren  watched  Gabriel  retreat  into  the  shadows,  taking  the  cone  of  light  with  him.  The  darkness swallowed  him  before  sputtering  out  into  nothing.  Then,  the  familiar,  sharp  tug  took  hold  of  Ren’s spine, hauling him back through the sludgy barrier and into the stars. 

In a wink, the Portal spit him out in the dressing room at the Northcott home. Ren found himself stumbling across the carpet and into the steadying hands of a shower-damp—and thoroughly confused

—Fourt. 

“Oh, thank Fate! Where the hell have you been?” 
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“YOU’VE  FINISHED  YOUR  SHOWER.”  THE  WORDS  POPPED  FROM  REN’S  MOUTH,  REVEALING  HIS

surprise. 

When  he  traveled  using  the  Portal,  very  little  time  passed—fractions  of  seconds,  if  that.  It  was hardly long enough for anyone to notice if you slipped in and out. Clearly, holding a conversation in the Rift had a different effect on time. Fourt, who had been in the shower when Ren was sucked away, was now dressed. Judging from the empty wardrobe behind him, he was almost finished packing his things, too. 

“Ren?” Fourt’s hands remained clamped around the Protector’s biceps, the only thing grounding him and holding him upright. “You were gone for a while. Is everything okay?” 

Flustered,  Ren  nodded  and  pulled  away.  “Yeah,  mate.  All  good.  Just  needed  to  check  a  few things.” A lie. Another quick little lie tied onto the long string of lies between him and the wolf. But how would he ever explain what had happened, or what it meant about his future?  Their future. 

Fourt  didn’t  let  him  get  too  far,  catching  Ren’s  hand  and  giving  it  a  squeeze.  “You  sure  you’re alright?” 

Ren  leaned  in  to  kiss  Fourt,  letting  the  intimate  contact  sweep  away  his  twisted  thoughts  and residual  anxieties.  What  he  couldn’t  shake,  though,  was  the  heightened  concern  he  felt  about  this mission. Gabriel’s warning magnified the need for Ren to work this connection. He reluctantly pulled himself away from Fourt’s lips and pointed at Fourt’s suitcase. Tongue-tied and barely holding back the panic he felt on the inside, words tripped from Ren’s tongue, lost and unbidden. “I’m going to go see if anyone here has a hiking pack to fit all that.” 

Fourt glanced back at his suitcase. “What’s wrong with my packing?” 

“Nothing. It’s the suitcase that isn’t terribly adaptable. I’d like to have something lighter weight and easier to tote.” 

Fourt frowned at his luggage. “Should I leave some stuff behind?” 

“No,” Ren said, resolute in at least this decision. “Bring it all. You might need the layers, and we might need to be just as mobile when we make it back here. There’s no way Snelgrove launched his latest hijinks without a plan in place. The Dissidents will act fast, and I don’t want to put a lot of trust in the idea of this ‘grace period’.” 

Fourt’s handsome features tightened with uncertainty. 

Ren  clasped  the  wolf’s  shoulder.  “Stick  with  me  on  this.  We’ll  get  through;  we’ve  just  got  to manage it as it comes.” 

Fourt nodded, and Ren squeezed his shoulder. “I’ll go see about that pack. Finish gathering your things. We’ll leave as soon as we can.” 

With Fourt back in action, Ren rushed from the room. He needed to put some space between them so Fourt wouldn’t catch on to the extra pressure Ren suddenly found himself under. Fourt would try to help, which would only make things harder. Gabriel hadn’t gone into specifics, but Ren was capable of reading between the lines. He got the feeling any extra involvement or effort on Fourt’s part would only cause the Realm to separate them sooner. The last thing Ren wanted to do was to bring Fourt into the direct line of fire. Ren was already the subject of the Guardian’s ire—that was  his eternal lot in life, not Fourt’s. 

Gabriel’s visit saddled Ren with a deep sense of dread. He’d been playing at his time on Earth up to now, but this was a  problem. The Guardian had always allowed him extensions and exceptions. No matter how Ren dallied and dawdled, he’d always been able to buy more time. Gabriel had no reason to lie about the Guardian’s intentions. There was only one reason Ren could come up with for why the Realm was mandating his return after so many previous concessions. 

Ren rubbed his belly, trying to soothe away the ache that settled there. He knew it was selfish on every level for him to keep the truth to himself. The thing was, though, he only wanted to feel good and do good until his time ran out. If he couldn’t ensure freedom for himself, he was damn sure going to ensure it for Fourt, even if it was his last act on Earth—because that was his reality. At this point, Ren might as well consider his situation terminal, and he couldn’t see any kindness in forcing Fourt to count down with him when he could give the wolf something good instead. 

Ren  longed  for  a  different  reality.  Fate,  how  he  didn’t  want  to  leave  behind  the  only  man  he’d ever seen himself falling for. 

 Fate, he thought again, chuckling out loud to himself. She was the cosmic equivalent of the cheeky little  sister  of  the  forces  he  was  dealing  with.  Ren  had  never  met  the  gal;  he  wondered  what  She would  think  of  him.  Had  She  ever  thought  of  him?  She  must  have,  at  least  to  some  extent,  if  She’d made him Fourt’s mate. Or was it all one-sided for Her, like it was in the Realm? Had She taken a shine to Fourt and hand-selected Ren to stand at his side? Perhaps She had simply closed her eyes, pointing Her finger out into the universe and stopping at random on Ren. How did any of that impact the necessity of his return to the Realm? 

Ren snorted out a derisive scoff. No need to focus on that until he was on his very last grain of sand, and that wouldn’t be for at least a day or two, yet. Right? 

Hiking  pack  secured  and  stuffed  with  Fourt’s  possessions,  they  said  their  goodbyes  and  loaded into  Fourt’s  car.  Ren  found  himself  hoping  and  praying  it  wouldn’t  be  the  last  time  they  saw  the Northcotts. His desire to finish the investigation for Fourt was strong; his attachment to Fourt’s kindly parents was growing stronger by the second, though. 

He wished they didn’t have to go on this ill-conceived ride—with any luck, it wouldn’t be a wild goose  chase.  He  was  already  sharpening  his  skills  toward  the  prospect  of  pulling  this  particular bunny out of his hat. It  had to work. Between Snelgrove’s looming bounty and the call of the Realm, Ren had no other choice. The importance of this little visit had just turned its volume up to eleven. 

Inside,  he  was  conflicted  and  warring  with  so  many  different  emotions.  Outside,  he  projected  total certainty and confidence. 

“It’s …um…been a while since you’ve driven, huh?” A bemused grin graced Fourt’s lips as his eyes darted to Ren’s hand on the gear shift between them. 

Ren frowned. “I might be grinding the gears more than I should so far, but I’ll get the hang of it again soon enough. I’m well-versed at driving a stick, thank you very much.” 

Fourt’s expression morphed, turning naughty with a smirk that made Ren’s heart skip. “I have no doubt about that,” Fourt murmured, cutting his eyes away. 

It was all Ren could do not to slam on the brakes. “What was that?” He was shocked to feel his cheeks flushing. 

Fourt offered nothing more than an innocent bat of his lashes. “What?” 

“Where’d this cheekiness come from?” Ren narrowed his eyes, studying the wolf like a science specimen. “Is this something I’ve unlocked by kissing you so many times? 

Fourt tossed his head back with a laugh. “Maybe. I’ve been doing my fair share of kissing, too. 

Are there any new levels of you I’m unlocking?” 

Ren cocked a brow. “You’ve no idea the levels I have. There’s far more to me than my fantastic taste in music or my ability to eat endless amounts of ice cream without gaining weight.” 

Fourt made a pointed glance in the direction of Ren’s crotch. “Yeahhhh.” He drew the word out in a tease. “I’m aware.” 

Ren’s eyes bulged, and he tightened his grip on the wheel. “Bloody hell, mate. I thought you liked this car.” 

“I do.” 

“Then why are you trying to make me wreck it?” Ren peeked over at him. “You’re dirty. D’you know that?” 

Fourt held up his hands in surrender. “Okay, okay. I’ll back off.” 

Ren snorted out a laugh. “Well, I don’t trust that, now, do I?” 

“Seriously.”  Fourt  sat  up,  making  a  show  of  sobering  his  expression.  “I’m  done.  Where  are  we headed? What’s the plan?” 

If the wolf was truly that capable of switching gears so quickly, Ren thought he might need to up his game. He’d never keep pace with the sensual, self-possessed man he knew Fourt could be. 

Ren  licked  his  lips  at  the  thought  of  all  that  teasing.  What  he’d  give  to  have  the  luxury  of  time. 

He’d  swing  the  car  off  the  road  and  find  a  place  to  demonstrate  to  Fourt  just  what  all  those  heated words had done to him. Instead, he collected himself in an effort to answer Fourt’s questions. “Well,” 

he  said,  stuffing  away  the  remainder  of  the  lust  that  boiled  at  the  base  of  his  spine.  “If  you  want  to keep  the  pack,  the  Northcotts,  and  yourself  as  safe  as  we  can,  this  is  how  we  do  it.  I’m  hoping  the particular ally I’m seeking out can give us an advantage no one would expect.” 

“So it’s a person, then?” Fourt guessed. 

Ren chuckled. “Not exactly.” 

Fourt tilted his head, considering that before he voiced any more theories. “This  individual, then, must be isolated. Is that why I’ve got the rucksack? We’ll have to do some hiking?” 

“Maybe. Probably.” Ren glanced over. “Not entirely sure, actually, but I’m picking it up as we go along.” 

Fourt’s  brows  knitted  with  confusion.  “You’re  not  sure  where  we’re  headed?  You’re just… going?” 

“Basically.” Ren shrugged. “I have a connection to him, but it’s from quite a long time ago. Since it’s not an active bond, and proximity is an issue, it’s not as easy for me to know where he is as it was for me to know where you were at Attie and Gen-gen’s. What I do know is that he’s on this continent, so that’s one problem solved. And we’re headed in the right direction so far. The longer we stay on course, the closer I’ll be able to get us to his exact location.” 

Fourt smirked. “Yeah, your skills aren’t weird at all.” 

Ren grinned over at him. “I resemble that remark, mate.” 

Fourt shook his head with a laugh. “You just know from looking at you.” 

“Know what?” 

“That you’re the kind of man who has a pocket full of dad jokes,” Fourt replied. 

Ren’s smile drifted from his lips on the backs of hopes and dreams he would never realize. “Not sure how I managed that one, considering I haven’t had the most hilarious of paternal influences. And I’m not the type to go about becoming a father.” 

“Well, maybe not biologically.” Fourt said. 

Ren glanced over. It wasn’t the first time he’d heard Fourt mention children. 

Ren had clued in to the idea that Fourt might be interested in men pretty early on. Fourt’s chatter about one day having kids of his own had led Ren to believe, though, that Fourt had plans to form a bond with a female wolf for the sake of starting a biological family. That happened often enough. But then, Fourt had come out and started dating men—one of the better developments in the universe, if Ren were honest about his feelings on the matter. 

“Kids,  huh?”  Damn  him,  but  Ren  reached  across  the  console  to  stroke  a  finger  over  Fourt’s knuckles. 

Fourt  blushed  like  crazy,  but  he  didn’t  back  away  from  the  edge  of  the  cliff  they  were  facing. 

“Yeah. One day. Adoption is the clear option, especially considering our connection to Flagler.” 

Ren  fell  quiet,  letting  himself  feel  the  weight  of  Fourt’s  words.  Their  connection.  Not  Ren’s  or Fourt’s.  Theirs. Like a proper couple who talked about those things as if they were inevitable shining stars on the backdrop of the future. 

Ren loved kids. A surprising few Protectors got to settle into that kind of life, though, so it wasn’t fair for him to vocalize his thoughts on the matter. He might be a selfish asshole, but he wasn’t  that kind of selfish asshole. Instead of making promises he could never keep, he smiled over at Fourt. At the  same  time,  he  silently  pleaded  with  anyone  and  anything  out  there  in  the  cosmos  that  might  be willing to take pity on him and show him the way. He twined his fingers with Fourt’s, holding on and wishing that connection alone was enough to tether him to the real world. 

C H A P T E R   T W E N T Y - F O U R

THEY  DROVE  UNTIL  WELL  AFTER  NIGHTFALL,  BUT  REN’S  SENSES  SHARPENED  WITH  EACH  MILE, preventing  him  from  stopping  for  unnecessary  breaks.  Not  only  were  they  headed  in  the  right direction, they were getting close. 

Ren  wasn’t  sure  of  exactly  when  the  terrain  had  changed,  but  they’d  been  going  for  a  while  on increasingly twisty mountain roads. As they neared a narrow pass to the right, Ren’s senses bolted out ahead of him, yanking him in that direction. With a harsh gasp at the sensation, he jerked the steering wheel to make the sharp turn before they missed it. 

Fourt sat up at the sudden motion and braced his hands on the dash, leaning forward to squint out into  the  darkness  beyond  the  headlights.  To  Ren’s  eyes,  only  a  few  feet  were  visible  in  front  of  the car. That short distance filled rapidly with low-hanging branches and brambles. The gnarled, twisted limbs and vines reached out like ghostly fingers, angling to claw anyone who came within reach. The tires  crunched  over  the  rocky  path,  and  Ren  and  Fourt  bobbed  in  their  seats  with  the  wobble  and weave of the car as it crawled over roots it wasn’t meant to tackle. 

Ren  slowed  to  a  stop.  “We’re  not  getting  any  farther  without  wrecking  your  paint  job  and alignment,” he said, pulling the parking brake and cutting the engine. 

Fourt  frowned  at  him.  The  interior  lights  cast  their  glow  over  the  deep  creases  in  his  forehead. 

“What  are  you  getting  me  into?”  He  moved  about  in  his  seat,  agitated  and  wiggling  like  he’d discovered a herd of ants in his pants. Fourt flattened his twitchy hands over his chest, pushing back against his own body. “My wolf’s right on the edge, Ren. He wants to come out.” 

“Good. That’s what I need him to do.” 

Fourt  undressed  and  shifted  at  the  trunk  of  the  car  while  Ren  geared  up.  He  dug  through  his knapsack, piling on extra layers and locating a headlamp. The light was more suited to close-up work, only  cutting  a  thin  beam  over  the  landscape  ahead.  There  was  no  trail;  the  terrain  was  rugged  and overgrown,  untouched  by  humanity.  Any  progress  from  this  point  forward  would  be  a  blindfolded search for a needle when they weren’t sure where to find the haystack. 

“I’ll tell you which directions I’m feeling pulled in, but I’m trusting you to be my guide through the mountains,” Ren told Fourt’s wolf. He situated his knapsack before tugging Fourt’s pack on, too. 

“You’ll give me a little warning if we’re nearing any drop-offs, right?” 

Fourt’s wolf snorted as if to say, “Obviously.” 

With that, Ren pointed ahead, and Fourt’s wolf began to pick a steady pace through the wild black forest. 

They hiked through the night, making their way upward with Fourt’s wolf bravely taking the lead. 

They  stopped  only  once,  after  they’d  made  it  through  a  particularly  treacherous  mountain  pass. 

Fourt shifted and sucked down water from one of the bottles they’d packed while Ren powered his phone  on  to  check  a  satellite  map.  He  did  it  mostly  so  he  would  keep  his  mind  sharp  and  on  task while Fourt stood naked in the woods. Ren quickly discovered he didn’t have enough service to be of much use and spent the rest of the brief break focusing on the bark of a nearby tree. He powered the phone back off to preserve the battery in case they needed it later, shuddering to think of having to use the Portal, especially after his chat with Gabriel. 

Fourt passed Ren the bottle, but Ren waved it off. Unless he was injured, he didn’t need food or drink the way the wolf did. He could stand a bit of dry mouth to ensure Fourt had enough to keep him going. 

At last, the faint light of dawn reached over the peak of the mountains to touch the tips of the trees behind them. The mountains’ shapes took form in the early morning sun. 

Ren reached up to cut his headlamp off as they crested another ridge. His senses sharpened with alarming  clarity,  tugging  at  that  strange,  unascertainable  place  within  him  where  he  always  felt reactions related to his charges. 

Ren froze in place, moving only his eyes as he shrugged out of Fourt’s pack. He placed it on a low boulder next to the wolf. “Might as well shift back. We’re so close, we must be right on top of him.” 

Fourt shifted, nostrils flaring as his dark brows dropped low over his eyes. “There are loads of scents here, but they’re all muddied. Lots of animals around, so it’s hard to pinpoint one unless I have a clue what I’m searching for.” He opened his pack to unearth clothes and shoes. 

Ren let his internal senses take over. He shuffled around in a circle, like a hound on a trail. A few steps this way, then that way, playing an infernal game of Hot or Cold while he zeroed in on the pull coming from… coming from…  Where was it coming from? He closed his eyes, put his hands out in front of him, and used his mental compass like a divining rod. 

“Watch out, you’re going to—” 

Before  Fourt  could  finish  the  sentence,  Ren  crashed  into  a  rock.  His  eyes  flew  open,  and  he latched  onto  the  enormous  boulder,  hands  tracing  over  its  surface.  He  frowned,  tilting  his  head  one way, then the other. 

“Stupid senses,” he grumbled, rubbing his palm, which was scraped from where he’d connected with the stone. “That’s nothing but a useless bloody rock.” In a moment of pure frustration, he kicked the  thing.  Unsurprisingly,  the  rock  didn’t  budge,  and  Ren  reared  back,  hopping  on  one  foot  and howling at the pain in his toes. 

Fourt  grabbed  him  and  helped  him  sit.  “Dummy,”  he  teased.  “What  did  you  think  that  would accomplish? Did you break anything?” 

Ren  scoffed.  “I’d  like  to  see  that  rock  try.”  He  wiggled  his  toes  inside  his  shoe  just  to  be  sure. 

“I’d have to work a lot harder than that to break bones. Nothing’s permanently scarred, it just hurts like the devil.” 

Fourt chuckled and gripped Ren’s hand where he knelt before him. “You’re really okay?” 

Ren nodded, left speechless by the open care and concern in Fourt’s eyes. 

Fourt’s lips tilted up at one corner before he turned and went to examine the rock. “Uh, Ren?” He pointed to the side of the boulder. “You’re onto something. This isn’t actually a part of the mountain, it only looks like it belongs.” 

Ren jumped up to join him, hissing at the tenderness leaving his toes as he hustled over. 

Fourt ran his finger along a narrow fissure. “I’m pretty sure it’s covering an entrance.” He leaned into  the  rock  and  sniffed  before  jerking  his  head  away  in  surprise.  He  skittered  back  a  few  steps, glaring over at Ren as he went. “Whoever this person is, they smell downright foul.” 

“Never said he was a person, mate,” Ren reminded as he thrust a shoulder into the boulder. “Help me budge this, will you?” 

Fourt jumped to the ready, squeezing in beside Ren and putting his weight behind the rock. With a volley of grunts and mighty heaves, they managed to inch the boulder aside enough to reveal a man-sized cave opening in the mountain. 

They put their heads together, peering into the darkness. 

“Shall we?” Ren switched his headlamp back on as he took the first step into the narrow tunnel. 

Fourt followed, shoes scraping over loose stones and debris. The wolf tugged the long sleeve of his  sweatshirt  down  over  his  hand,  covering  his  nose  and  mouth  with  the  makeshift  mask.  “Fate. 

Something stinks.” He looked over at Ren to gauge his reaction. “I don’t think I like this place.” 

Suddenly, the thin stream of light coming from the rocky opening behind them was blotted out with a jarring sound of rocks grinding against each other. Ren’s headlamp flickered and died, shorted by the surge of energy that swept past him. 

“Oh, look. Someone just sealed us in here.” Fourt’s deadpan response cut through the darkness. “I totally couldn’t have guessed that was going to happen. Thanks for bringing me to the creepy murder cave, Ren. Best road trip ever.” 

“Yeah, yeah. It’s been nice knowing you, kid,” Ren replied, sharpening his internal senses again as  he  reached  blindly  for  Fourt’s  hand.  He  caught  it,  weaving  his  fingers  with  Fourt’s  so  they wouldn’t get disconnected. “Can you see anything?” 

“Gray fuzz, like static. There’s not enough light for me to make out shapes. What do we do now?” 

“Our  best,  I  guess,”  Ren  muttered.  “Pretty  sure  this  is  forward.”  He  tugged  on  Fourt’s  hand  to draw him in the right direction. 

A  sudden  rush  of  power  engulfed  them,  and  Ren’s  directional  guess  was  proven  correct  when torches sputtered to life to their left and right. Their glow revealed the rocky hallway they’d entered, ending in a pinpoint of black in front of them. A quick glance behind showed the boulder firmly back in its place, concealing the exit. 

Ren lifted his brows at Fourt. “This is definitely the place. Come on.” 

“You’re  sure  we  should  go  this  way”—Fourt  pointed  into  the  dark  hallway—“instead  of   that way?” He hooked a thumb over his shoulder at the cave’s entrance. 

Ren chuckled and tugged Fourt’s hand, leading them farther into the hall. With each step they took, more torches lit to guide the way. 

“Is that supposed to be happening?” Fourt whispered. 

“It’s likely meant to give us a false sense of—” the next words never made it past Ren’s lips. His breath  left  his  body  on  a  wheeze  as  his  feet  were  swept  out  from  under  him,  and  he  felt  himself soaring away into darkness. 

 The Realm! Too soon! he thought. 

But the electric star field didn’t touch his skin with its oddly palpable colors. Instead, a mighty roar  rattled  Ren’s  eardrums,  and  a  rush  of  fire  illuminated  his  surroundings,  showing  he’d  been hauled  into  a  massive  cavern.  The  fire,  he  discovered,  was  pumping  from  a  nearby  mouth.  It intensified, threatening to singe his hair as the air filled with the heavy stench of morning breath. Ren realized the pressure he felt around his chest, squeezing his breath away, had nothing to do with the Portal. The crushing sensation was delivered by a hand. No—not a hand. A  claw. 

C H A P T E R   T W E N T Y - F I V E

“BLOODY HELL,” REN  RASPED  OUT,  WIGGLING  TO  FIND  AN  ANGLE  WHERE  HE  MIGHT  GET  A  BODY  PART

free. None found, he tried pressing his arms outward against the green, rubbery claw that gripped him. 

He  peered  back  over  his  shoulder,  narrowing  his  eyes  at  his  ham-fisted  assailant.  “Bleeding,  vile dragons!” 

The claw led up to an enormous—and equally green—body. Instead of skin, scales covered the beast, and the ovoid plates glistened in the dying fire still slipping from the dragon’s mouth. Jagged teeth  rose  from  his  underbite,  giving  him  the  appearance  of  a  crocodile  in  need  of  serious  dental intervention. 

“Dammit, Torval, put me down!” Ren’s words were mere puffs of precious breath, thinner than a gnat’s eyelash. 

The dragon roared and lurched, bending to look down toward the floor of the cave. Ren careened with him, helpless to do anything but go along for the ride. A nasty, wobbly, seasick feeling gripped him  when  the  dragon  began  to  shake  one  of  his  stocky  hind  legs.  Snarls  joined  in  unison  with  the motion,  and  when  Ren  squinted,  he  spied  Fourt’s  gleaming  lupine  fangs  latched  firmly  onto  the dragon’s thick ankle. Shreds of fabric from Fourt’s shift swirled in the air. 

The  distracted  dragon  loosened  his  grip  enough  for  Ren  to  gather  a  breath  and  let  out  a  huge bellow. “Fourt, no! Down boy! Drop it!” When that had no effect, he turned his attention back to the dragon. “Torval! Put. Me. DOWN!” 

The  dragon’s  head  jerked  back.  Steam  puffed  from  his  huge  nostrils.  He  lifted  his  claw  toward one  of  his  lemon-colored  eyes,  which  narrowed  into  a  slit  as  he  brought  Ren  right  up  to  it. 

Recognition lit there, and Ren found himself plunging toward the ground where the dragon released him gently. Ren raced to Fourt’s wolf. He grabbed the beast by the scruff and hauled him out of the way as the enormous green dragon shrank before their eyes. 

Fourt’s wolf snarled and twisted out of Ren’s hold. In a rush of gold light, he morphed back into a man—a stunned, angry, and very naked man. 

“You couldn’t have told me we were hunting down a Fateforsaken dragon?!” Fourt dove for his hiking pack, digging into it for the first replacement clothes he could find. 

Ren  felt  it  was  a  pity  that  Fourt  had  to  get  dressed  in  such  a  rush,  but  dragons  were  touchy, temperamental creatures who offended easily. A gloriously nude man strolling around the cave was likely the last thing Torval wanted to see, no matter how much Ren might enjoy it. 

“A  heads  up  would  have  been  nice!”  Fourt  grumbled  when  Ren  shoved  the  wolf  behind  him, covering him while he dressed. 

Ren  tore  his  attention  from  Fourt’s  rippling,  flexing  shoulders  and  returned  it  to  the  dragon

deflating in front of him. 

Unlike  true  shifters,  dragons  tended  to  have  a  recovery  period  during  which  they  weren’t  quite beast or humanoid. It took them extra time to switch their senses from one mind to the other, too. Ren knew the moment had passed when Torval shook out his shaggy blond hair, and a grin broke over his strange, saurian face. 

Before Ren could respond, he was in the dragon’s clutches again—this time constricted in a rib-crunching hug. Ren found himself pressed into a broad, reticulated barrel of a chest, which rumbled with laughter on the dragon’s next breath. 

“Mother  Ren!”  Torval  bellowed  cheerfully,  lifting  Ren  right  off  his  feet  thanks  to  his  superior height. Even in humanoid form, the dragon towered well over eight feet tall. 

“Mother Ren?” Fourt repeated, crossing his clothed arms over his, sadly, clothed chest. 

Still  in  the  dragon’s  embrace,  voice  muffled  by  his  pungent  armpit,  Ren  called,  “Fourt,  this  is Torval. Torval, my—erm—friend. Fourt.” 

Torval returned Ren to his feet. His smile—full of teeth as sharp and crooked as it had been in dragon form—fell flat when he slanted his eyes in Fourt’s direction. “Friends don’t bite.” 

Torval’s derisive tone drew a sharp bark of laughter from Ren. How many times had Ren had to repeat those  words  to the  dragon  when he  was  teaching  him how  to  behave in  society?  The  dragon had been the chomp-happiest of all Ren’s charges. 

“You’re  right.”  Ren  cast  an  equally  admonishing  look  Fourt’s  way,  though  his  was  teasing. 

“Friends don’t bite. Fourt didn’t  know we were friends, though.” 

“No,” Fourt ground out. “Fourt did not.” He shot Ren a withering, what-the-hell look. 

Torval dropped a beefy arm over Ren’s shoulder, effectively pinning him where he stood. 

Ren  glanced  up  at  the  dragon  before  offering  Fourt  an  apologetic  grin.  “Torval  was  one  of  my earliest charges.” 

“Mother  Ren  raised  Torval.”  The  dragon  ruffled  one  of  his  inhuman  hands  over  Ren’s  hair. 

“Torval needed protection. Torval was only a wee little egg.” 

Fourt gulped. “Egg?” 

Torval heaved an exasperated sigh. “Torval wasn’t born—” 

“Torval hatched,” Ren finished. “Yes, we had to go over that many times when Torval was a baby, didn’t we?” He couldn’t help the rush of affection he still felt at the onslaught of memories of the tiny, toddling dragon. 

 My, how things change, Ren thought. 

The dragon was now two feet taller and three feet broader at the shoulders than Ren was. He’d also clearly lost most of his humanity, right down to his speech, as evidenced by the way Torval used his given name to refer to himself in the third person. It meant that Torval now saw the creature within him as a separate thing from the humanoid man standing before them. 

Torval  nodded  and  repeated  his  own  understanding.  “Torval  hatched.  Keep  up,  tiny  wolf.”  The dragon tapped his temple, indicating Fourt needed to focus. 

Something  between  sheer  confusion  and  bemused  understanding  crossed  Fourt’s  face.  “Ah. 

Mother Ren. I get it now.” 

“Never was partial to that nickname,” Ren told him, “but it stuck.” 

“Did you sit on the nest?” Fourt chuckled. 

Torval issued a snort of steam, a sign of displeasure at Fourt’s joke. 

Fourt hastened to ask, “So you guys have kept up with each other all this time?” 

Torval released Ren with a bolt of laughter and a clap to the back. It sent Ren stumbling forward

in Fourt’s direction. “No, no. Mother Ren and Torval parted ways when Torval was strong enough to set  out  on  his  own.  Torval  had  to  spread  his  wings  and  fly,  didn’t  he?”  He  snickered  at  his  own dragon  anatomy  joke.  “Torval  had  to  learn  what  dragons  do  best:  collect  treasure.”  He  cocked  his head, eyeing them with his right eye like a curious bird. “Torval is  very good at collecting treasure.” 

“And burning down villages?” Fourt muttered as he reached for his hiking pack. 

Another burst of steam puffed from Torval’s nostrils and Ren elbowed Fourt in the ribs. The wolf wouldn’t continue to scrape by unscathed if he kept it up. 

“What? Damn, sorry.” Fourt rubbed the spot Ren had jabbed. 

The  dragon,  seemingly  placated  for  now,  turned  and  waved  his  hand,  beckoning  them.  “Follow Torval.” 

Without  another  word,  he  strode  away  along  the  narrow  path  that  circled  the  perimeter  of  the cavern, guiding them down in a spiral to darkness below. Ren and Fourt had to move at twice their normal speed to keep up. Flaming torches gave way to modern lighting, but the bulbs shot to life as they passed each one, the same as the torches had done. 

“Are you doing that?” Fourt side-eyed the bulbs. 

Torval laughed, emitting a thin burst of fire from his lips. “Of course not, tiny wolf. They’re on motion sensors. Can you imagine Torval spending his days and nights turning lights off and on just to look at his treasure? How annoying that would be—and foolish!” 

Fourt shrugged. “I wasn’t aware caves were capable of allowing such modern conveniences.” 

Torval glared back at him. “Caves aren’t capable. Torval is capable. Torval affords these things for himself. Torval has treasure.” 

Fourt held his hands up. “Okay, okay. Sorry.” 

Ren sighed and rolled his eyes. Nothing was worse than a butt-hurt dragon. 

Fourt  stared  at  the  dragon’s  back,  clearly  trying  to  make  out  what  he  was  seeing.  Ren  glanced between them, trying to picture Torval through Fourt’s eyes, as someone who’d never seen a dragon so far advanced. 

Dragons  had  a  great  many  strengths,  but  hearing  wasn’t  one  of  them.  They  had  only  minuscule earholes, despite their normal-looking ears. Ren took advantage of that knowledge. “Wondering why he looks like that?” Ren whispered. He knew the only dragon-types around Fairview were dragon-kin or domesticated and, therefore, far more human-looking. 

Fourt peeked over and offered a subtle nod. 

“Untamed dragons in the wild always look more like dragons than humans, even when they’re in full human form,” Ren explained. “Some prefer to give in to their dragon urges rather than conforming to the human norms that would allow them to fit in among the R & B. Especially those who become obsessed with treasure—the more treasure a dragon holds, the less time they’re likely to spend away from their hoard. The more time they spend with their treasure, out of touch with humanity, the more they change.” 

Fourt’s eyes darted back to Torval. “He must have a  lot of treasure. Or at least he spends most of his time with it.” 

Ren nodded his agreement. “He’s among the most advanced I’ve ever seen. There’s no chance he could go back to living in society again. His appearance won’t revert at this point—his dragon form has too strong a hold.” 

Naked  as  the  dragon  was,  they  could  clearly  see  he  had  no  human  reproductive  organs  on  the outside. There were low, bony vertebral ridges along his back that echoed the long, sharp spines he had  in  dragon  form.  His  hands  and  feet  were  elongated,  toes  and  fingers  curling  into  claws  at  the

ends. His eyes remained yellow, and his teeth gleamed where the lower canines jutted out between his  lips.  His  skin  even  had  a  bumpy,  scaled  appearance  and  a  green  cast  to  it  under  the  lights  they passed.  When  a  dragon  took  on  any  more  lizard-like  qualities  than  that,  they  usually  ended  up relegated to the depths of the Rift where the fire was. 

A hint of sadness touched Fourt’s eyes when he glanced back over at Ren. “He must be lonely. All that treasure, but no one to talk to or share it with? I don’t think I’d want to live that way.” 

Ren  chuckled.  He  doubted  Torval  thought  of  things  like  sharing  his  treasure;  it  wasn’t  a  very dragon mindset, but it was a very Fourt mindset. 

Their  journey  downward  ended  in  another  cavernous  room  set  up  as  a  combination  kitchen  and dining room. The rock walls and floor were so highly polished they gleamed like costly marble. Even set as it was in a cave, the space held grandeur, and Torval had managed to accumulate every modern convenience his dragon heart could desire. 

Ren eyed the standing stainless steel freezer, and his stomach rumbled. 

Torval chuckled and went forth, retrieving a tub of ice cream and a spoon the size of a small oar. 

He set both on the table in front of a chair for Ren. 

Torval tapped a curved, clawed finger to his temple. “Torval remembers.” 

The dragon lumbered around the table to a massive throne-like chair. He retrieved the plush black robe hanging from the chair’s back and slipped it on before heaving his heavy weight into the seat. He settled  in,  propping  his  chin  in  his  hand  and  studying  them  before  flicking  a  crooked  finger  coolly toward the kitchen. “Feel free to help yourself, tiny wolf.” Clearly, Fourt had offended the dragon on multiple levels and was earning no favors, not even meager hospitality. 

Fourt glanced at Ren, looking for guidance. 

Ren nodded. “You might as well. If a dragon offers you something, it’s quite rude not to accept it.” 

Fourt nibbled his lip but slipped away without a word to peek in the pantry and fridge. 

Torval turned his gleaming yellow gaze on Ren. “What brought you to Torval’s lair, Mother Ren? 

If you’ve searched Torval out, you must want or need something.” 

“True enough,” Ren allowed. 

Fourt returned to the table with a bag of chips and an apple. He’d hardly drawn a chair back to join  them  before  Torval  slapped  his  hands  on  the  table  and  pushed  away  from  it.  The  sound  of  his massive throne shoving across the stone floor rumbled through the cavern like thunder. “Torval wants to go for a ride.” 

“A  ride?”  Fourt  peeked  over  at  Ren  for  help,  but  Ren  was  at  a  loss  on  that  one.  The  enormous dragon would never fit in Fourt’s tiny car. 

“A ride,” Torval insisted. “Torval has many cars but can’t drive them. If Mother Ren has a request to make, Torval will hear it in a car.” 

“Ah. Dragons,” Ren offered to Fourt, rolling his eyes with a chuckle. He lifted his chin at Torval in agreement. “Go get the keys, little egg.” 

Torval released a huge, booming laugh. “Little egg! Torval is not so little now. Torval is twice as big as Mother Ren!” 

“Indeed,” Ren called after the swiftly retreating dragon. He jerked his head Fourt’s way, lowering his voice as he snatched his ice cream from the table. “Bring your snacks, and let me take the lead. 

You’ve already offended him enough.” 

“Me? How the hell was I supposed to know what to do? A primer on dragon etiquette might’ve been useful.” 

They grabbed their things and hurried to keep up with Torval’s long strides as the dragon led them

deeper into his system of caves. 

C H A P T E R   T W E N T Y - S I X

“TINY WOLF IS NOT COMPLAINING NOW!” TORVAL SHOUTED WITH GLEE. 

Fourt laughed out loud. “No, I’m thoroughly enjoying myself right now, Torval,” he called back over his shoulder. “I never expected I’d get to drive a limo—especially not for a dragon.” 

Cold air rushed through Ren’s hair. Every bit of glass that opened in the limo was thrown wide, letting  in  the  icy  mountain  breeze.  Torval  apparently  had  no  concerns  about  being  spotted  on  the narrow, winding roads. When Ren had asked, the dragon replied, “This is Torval’s mountain. There’s no threat to Torval here.” 

The frigid wind tightened Ren’s joints as he turned in his seat to shout back at the dragon, getting down  to  business.  “There  are  big,  bad  things  happening  down  in  the  real  world.  There  are  people who have taken over the wolf magistracy. They’ve thrown the entire R & B world off-balance, and they’re angling to undo everything UNITY worked for.” 

Torval  shrugged,  not  taking  his  yellow  eyes  off  the  trees  that  flew  by  as  Fourt  took  the  narrow turns. “Torval doesn’t live among all that anymore. Why should Torval put himself out to help?” 

“Because  UNITY  is  the  only  reason  you  survived,  little  egg,”  Ren  said.  “Who  do  you  think brought you to me and assigned me to keep you safe?” 

Torval didn’t respond. He didn’t even blink. Stubborn old dragon. 

“There were slaves, remember?” Ren took a shot at a different approach. “They escaped or were freed, but these bad people are trying to reclaim them—to take away their freedom.” 

The dragon’s nostrils flared, and he cut his eyes at Ren. “Freedom is like treasure.” 

 Gotcha, Ren thought, rushing to reel the fish in on his line. “Freedom  is like treasure.” He put the full force of his personal belief in that sentiment behind his agreeing nod. “People who are important to me might lose their freedom.” 

Torval,  big  and  loud  but  never  dumb,  stroked  his  chin  before  sliding  his  eyes  to  the  left  and pointing wordlessly toward Fourt in the driver’s seat. His broad reptilian brow lifted in question. 

Ren nodded. 

Torval  returned  his  hand  to  his  chin,  running  his  clawed  finger  over  the  ridges  of  scales  there. 

“Torval  needs  a  moment  to  consider  what  services  he  can  offer.”  He  scooted  down  in  his  seat, spreading his legs wide to make use of the room there and closing his eyes. He tilted his head toward the  open  window.  The  sunny  morning  light  streaming  in  illuminated  the  gleaming  green  hue  lurking under his scaly, false human skin. 

Ren turned back around in his seat, putting up the partition to give the dragon some time to soak up the sun and air—and he and Fourt some privacy. He reached for Fourt’s hand. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you we were coming to meet a dragon,” he said, forgoing any preamble with his apology. “Dragons

are  feared  by  so  many.  I  worried  anyone  and  everyone  would  have  stood  in  the  way  of  using  this contact, but once you get to know him, he’s okay, right?” 

A laugh hacked up from Fourt’s throat, and the wolf did a poor job of trying to rein in the reaction. 

“You  know,”  he  said,  when  his  laughter  was  contained,  “maybe  he’s  an  acquired  taste.”  He  grew serious and glanced over at Ren. “Do we really need his help? No question, he looks big and badass, but what else are we getting out of it?” 

Ren considered how to answer that truthfully while still keeping his real agenda hidden. “Like I said  before,  if  you  want  to  keep  the  pack,  the  Northcotts,  and  yourself  safe,  he’s  the  best  answer. 

You’ve already seen he’s got a huge arsenal of literal firepower. And he can travel like I can, but his ability to do so is stronger than mine. Protectors aren’t meant to stick around in the Portal. We’re only supposed to use it for transportation.” 

“Okay.” Fourt drew out the word in an attempt to follow. 

“Dragons  can  not  only  linger  in  the  Portal  itself,  but  they’re  also  able  to  stay  in  the  Rift,  too, because they’re keepers of fire. They can lurk out of sight from the real world and still be right there, at the ready to help with even greater speed and accuracy than a Protector, like me, could. He’s less susceptible than all of us to basically anything we might come up against. And our skills complement each other. If worse comes to worst, he’s about the best trick we can pull out of a hat.” 

“Keepers of fire?” Fourt had clearly gotten caught up in the part of the explanation Ren had blazed

—har har—through. 

That was alright with Ren. It meant Fourt was buying the weak explanation Ren was selling. The less the wolf dug, the easier it would be for Ren to keep his secrets buried. 

Ren  glanced  over  his  shoulder,  making  sure  Torval  was  still  in  his  own  little  world  behind  the partition.  “Dragons  descended  from  demons,”  he  said,  turning  back  to  Fourt.  “Just  like  Protectors spawned from angels. He’s like me, but a much stronger opposite—the dark to everything light about me. I thought you’d boned up on your R & B history since you’ve been with the pack.” 

“Not that part, I guess.” 

It took a moment for Ren’s words to catch up with Fourt, and he waved a hand in the air. “Wait, wait. Are you telling me your ancient ancestors are angels?” 

Ren snorted out a laugh. “You don’t have to go as far back as that, mate. I’m centuries old, myself, remember?” 

Fourt did a double-take at him. 

Ren shrugged. “What did you  think Protectors were?” 

Fourt’s  eyes  widened.  “I  don’t  know.  Not   angels!  Oh,  Fate.  How  inappropriate  is  it  that  I’ve ridden your lap like I wanted a championship medal for staying on the mechanical bull?!” 

The outburst was interrupted by a sharp rap on the partition. Ren pressed the button to lower the glass. 

“Torval has considered what you said and is willing to help.” 

Ren clapped his hands together. “Excellent!” 

“For the customary fee,” Torval tacked on. 

Ren spun in his seat. “Customary fee? I’d think the care I gave when you were a baby might have earned me a favor.” 

Torval  cocked  his  head,  considering  it  before  he  narrowed  his  eyes.  “No,  Mother  Ren  was compensated for his Protector work.” 

“I wiped your reptilian ass, mate,” Ren shot back. 

Torval rocked in his seat, belly rolling with an enormous laugh. Instead of acknowledging Ren’s

sacrifice, though, he pointed a clawed finger to the left. “Turn there.” 

He gave directions to guide Fourt back into the side of the mountain to his garage. Fourt parked the car, and Torval cracked his door, unfolding himself to stretch back to his full height. He waited for them to join him, using the edge of his thick, plush robe to buff an invisible spot from one of the other nearby  cars.  “Torval  will  help,”  he  said,  “but  it  will  cost  you.  Torval  is  very  good  at  collecting treasure.” 

He  let  the  offer  hang  between  them,  reaching  up  with  a  curved  nail  to  pick  between  two  of  his snaggled  teeth.  He  pulled  the  nail  away  and  studied  it  before  sucking  whatever  he’d  plucked  from between the teeth down his gullet. 

“Gross,” Fourt whispered. 

Ren crossed his arms and dipped his chin, narrowing his eyes up at the dragon. “What would your assistance cost?” 

“Torval’s fee is hefty.” 

“How hefty?” 

Torval cocked his head, studying them both with one eye again. A sly grin slipped over his jagged lips. “Torval will take the most precious thing you each have in your possession right now.” 

Fourt held his hands out and glanced around him, indicating he had nothing of value on him, but Ren wasn’t as quick to shrug off the request. They’d left their bags near the entryway to the cavernous garage.  If  the  dragon  was  making  such  a  demand,  he’d  already  taken  stock  and  knew  they  each  had something with them that they didn’t want to lose. 

“Something precious…” Fourt tipped his head, eyes going to the ceiling as he considered what he had that was important. 

Torval strode down one of the tidy rows of parked cars, admiring his collection as he waved a dismissive  hand  over  his  shoulder.  “Make  it  something  good.  Torval  doesn’t  want  another  human. 

Torval has too many of those already.” 

Ren  hurried  to  catch  up  with  him.  “We’ve  talked  about  that,  Tor.  You  can’t  hoard  humans,”  he admonished. 

Torval  flashed  a  cheeky,  razor-sharp  grin.  “Torval  was  only  joking.  But  Torval  wants   real treasure. No garbage.” 

Ren drew in a soft, slow breath, hoping his plan worked—especially after that last remark. 

“Humans are garbage?” Fourt jogged along behind them. 

“Sometimes.” Torval shot them another teasing look. “Other times, they’re lunch.” 

Fourt  released  a  weak  laugh,  eyes  darting  Ren’s  way  as  if  to  ask  whether  the  dragon  really  ate humans. 

Ren  supposed  he  didn’t  know  the  answer  to  that  question.  What  he  did  know,  though,  was  that dragons  could  be  convinced  to  guard  anything  if  they  believed  it  was  valuable.  Of  course,  the  flip side  of  that—and  the  reason  most  of  the  R  &  B  didn’t  trust  them—was  that  they  were  also  all  too eager to  steal anything they believed had value. 

Ren had one shot to grift this grifter. 

Fourt followed Ren and the dragon toward the door that led back out into Torval’s caves. His mind raced with each step. What was he supposed to do about Torval’s request? 

The dragon stopped just inside the doorway, eyes flitting down to their bags. Fourt’s pulse spiked; he didn’t like the idea of the dragon touching his things. 

Instead of reaching for the bags, though, Torval tugged the tie of his black robe tighter and shuffled out of the boat-sized slippers he’d slid into before he’d entered the garage. “Bring your things along,” 

he said, sauntering through the door. 

His bare feet padded over the stone floor as he led them down a different series of tunnels than any they’d taken before. Lights came on as they went, and Fourt and Ren jogged to keep up. 

At last, Torval came to a stop in front of a high-security door. He shot a wary glance at them over his shoulder before he turned, blocking the door with his broad body and hunching over the keypad there. The pad beeped as he entered his code for the room. Next, he scanned each of his strange eyes and both of his bumpy palms. Finally, the heavy door rumbled with the sound of thick tumblers rolling free. It clicked and swung open. Torval led them into a room that was much like a safe deposit vault at a bank. 

A table, at standing height for the dragon, sat in the middle of the room. Torval patted the tabletop. 

“Put your bags here.” 

Ren tossed his knapsack onto the table right away, but Fourt curled his fingers around the shoulder strap of his bag. Ren shot him a  go on, do it look. He huffed out a sigh and slipped the pack off, laying it gently on the table. “You and I were just starting to get along,” he muttered, glaring up at the dragon. 

Torval chuckled and bent to lean his rough elbows on the high tabletop, clasping his hands, casual as could be. He speared Fourt with his gaze. “Then you can go first, tiny wolf. What comes to mind when Torval asks you for the most precious possession you have with you?” 

Fourt  swept  his  tongue  out  to  wet  his  lips,  buying  a  second  to  think.  He  cleared  his  throat  and unzipped  the  small  outer  pouch  at  the  top  of  the  pack,  retrieving  a  pair  of  sunglasses.  He  tried  to ignore the way Ren watched him, mouth tilting up at the corners. 

Torval  plucked  the  sunglasses  from  the  table  and  opened  the  stems,  examining  them  before  he tried to put them on his sculpted, scaled face. The dragon might well have been handsome at one time. 

The stems didn’t flex open enough to fit him. He wrinkled his strange, reptilian nose and returned the sunglasses to the tabletop, all but flicking them away. 

“Torval advises you to think harder, tiny wolf.” He lifted a finger in the air, indicating he had an idea.  Then,  he  reached  for  the  pocket  of  his  robe.  “For  example,”  he  said,  “the  most  prized possession Torval has with him right this second is this cell phone.” He extracted the thing from his pocket. It looked like a child’s dollhouse toy in his grasp. “It has a camera so Torval can take pictures of  all  his  treasure  and  show  them  to  people.  But  Torval  doesn’t  show  anyone,  because  he  doesn’t want anyone to steal his treasure. Torval only looks at the pictures himself.” 

“I mean, I’ve got a watch one of my brothers gave me,” Fourt said with a casual shrug, though he had to swallow twice around the acidic bile of the lie on his tongue. “You could have that if you like it better, but I’m more attached to the sunglasses.” 

Ren shifted on his feet, shoe sliding against Fourt’s and causing Fourt’s pulse to rocket again for another reason. 

Torval  pointed  a  crooked  finger  at  another  pocket  on  the  hiking  pack.  “What  about  what’s  in there?” 

Fourt bit the inside of his cheek to disguise his displeasure. 

Torval’s lizard lips curled into a sly smile. He tapped a curved finger to his temple. “You see, tiny wolf, Torval can tell what your most prized possession is. Torval already knows. Torval will take the book.” 

Not  just  any  book.  It  was  Fourt’s  journal  the  dragon  wanted.  Fourt  couldn’t  think  of  a  moment when  the  dragon  might’ve  searched  their  stuff—they’d  been  with  him  the  entire  time.  How  did  he know about the journal? 

Fourt speared the dragon with a look. “Can you read minds or something?” 

“No, tiny wolf.” The dragon chuckled. “Torval can read hearts, and your heart wants to protect the book. Torval will take the book.” He held out his scaly, bizarrely elongated hand, waiting. 

Fourt glared at Ren. “I have to give it to him?” 

Ren shrugged his acknowledgment. 

Fourt  retrieved  the  journal,  anger  rolling  at  the  thought  of  letting  it  go.  He  couldn’t  let  Ren  see how  much  the  book  meant,  though.  It  was  sappy  and  sentimental  and   too  much.  For  all  the  joy  of Ren’s  recent  affections,  Fourt  still  didn’t  have  much  confidence  in  the  idea  that  Ren  would  stick around.  The  thoughts  and  feelings  in  that  journal  were  only  meant  for  Ren’s  eyes  if  the  Protector stayed. If Fourt ever got to claim Ren, and his dreams of their future became a reality, Fourt would let him read it—but those were the only circumstances in which he’d feel comfortable with the Protector getting his hands on the thing.  That was the kind of sentimental and too much the journal contained. 

Fourt  swallowed  down  thick  waves  of  emotion  as  he  handed  the  journal  over,  hoping  to  throw Ren off about its importance. He shrugged with feigned indifference. “Not sure why you want this old thing.  I  mean,  one  of  my  brothers  gave  it  to  me  when  I  first  joined  the  pack,  but  it’s  not  that  big  a deal.” 

Mercifully,  while  Torval  took  the  book  in  his  claw,  he  didn’t  begin  reading  from  the  pages  out loud, revealing Fourt’s deepest, darkest feelings and desires. He didn’t even open the cover. 

Instead, he turned and placed a hand on one of the many locked compartments built into the walls around  them.  The  click  of  the  lock  echoed  through  the  otherwise  silent  room,  and  the  little  door popped open. Torval slipped the book into the compartment and closed the door soundly behind it. 

 That’s  it  then,  Fourt  thought,  staring  at  the  door  and  picturing  the  journal  in  there.  All  the memories of the first years of his life with the pack were lost to a dragon’s hoard. He didn’t know whether to laugh at the ludicrous turn of events or cry at the loss of the words he’d poured straight from the depths of his heart. 

Ren could feel the anxiety rolling off Fourt when the door closed behind the journal Torval had taken. 

He couldn’t help wondering at the contents. He’d seen Fourt writing in the thing on a few occasions but had managed to keep his nosy, well,  nose out of it. 

The  dragon  turned  to  Ren,  and  the  Protector  clamped  down  on  as  much  of  his  own  emotional output as he could. He supposed Fourt would still scent him, but he could do little to prevent it. He didn’t have the training to lock himself down in the way a skilled senior UNITY agent could. He’d never needed it. Anytime he’d been in a sticky situation before, he’d turned to the Portal and bolted away to safety. Perhaps that was why he was so good at leaving when things got tough. 

Now,  he  had  to  rely,  instead,  on  that  overblown  false  confidence  he  could  pump  out  in  cloying bursts. He slipped a hand into his knapsack and retrieved a piece of paper so well creased and worn that it felt like fabric. He passed the thing to Torval. “Hate to lose this, but what can I say?” 

The  dragon  didn’t  unfold  the  paper  or  inspect  it.  Instead,  he  studied  Ren  for  a  moment,  clawed thumb  rubbing  the  smooth  paper  absently.  His  free  hand  slipped  up  to  scratch  his  chin,  brow

furrowing in consideration. 

At long last, he nodded. “Torval is satisfied.” He ran his thumb over the paper again. “But Torval will only talk business with Mother Ren.” With that, he pointed to the vault door, which still sat open behind them. 

Fourt  blinked  and  glanced  back  and  forth  between  them.  “Oh…so  I’m  just  supposed  to  leave now?” 

Ren  gave  him  a  look.  “Wait  right  outside  the  door.  That’s  fine,  isn’t  it?”  he  demanded  of  the dragon. 

Torval nodded. “Torval will seal the door and cloak our conversation, though. To be safe.” His yellow gaze followed Fourt out the door. Clearly, the dragon still held a grudge. 

Fourt huffed and pulled the panel shut behind him. 

The  vault  door  sealed  behind  Fourt,  and  Ren  felt  the  subtle,  tickling  magic  of  a  cloaking  charm brush over his skin. For all intents and purposes, he and Torval were surrounded by their own little invisible bubble. Was it only Ren’s imagination, or was the dragon’s perma-morning breath stronger now? 

Torval held the folded square of paper up between them. “Why can’t Torval detect any difference between this paper and Mother Ren’s feelings?” 

“Because they’re one and the same.” 

Torval moved his right eye closer to stare Ren down. “Torval doesn’t understand.” 

Ren cast a glance at the sealed door. It was safe. It was private. He squared off to face the dragon. 

“I’m in love with Fourt.” 

Torval sneered. “Mother Ren’s taste is questionable.” 

Ren  gave  him  a  look,  and  Torval  shrugged.  “That  paper”—Ren  pointed  to  the  thing  Torval  still held—“contains the first sign I took as proof that Fourt might feel the same way.” 

“Why wouldn’t you simply admit these feelings to each other?” Torval examined the outside of the paper. 

Ren faltered over that. It would be lovely, wouldn’t it, if things were that simple? He couldn’t yet reveal  to  the  dragon  that  he  already  intended  to  push  Fourt  away  when  the  time  came.  He  needed Torval to be onboard before he told the whole truth. Torval had to know what Fourt meant to him if Ren was ever going to trust the dragon with the task he required. 

“We  have.  A  bit.  Sort  of.  But  it’s…so  difficult.  There’s  too  much—that  is  to  say,  it’s  quite—or rather—it’s  my—and  we  can’t,  because—oh,  bloody  hell.  Look,  the  point  is,  we’ve  tried.  We’ve danced  around  it,  again  and  again,  coming  closer  and  then  ending  up  farther  away.”  Ren  chuckled. 

“Life,  the  universe,  and  everything  else  all  have  a  tendency  of  getting  right  in  the  way  of  true  love, little egg.” 

Torval unfolded the paper to study it. “These scribbles mean a great deal to you.” 

“They do,” Ren said. “They mean everything.” He sighed, searching for the right way to explain. 

“Fourt is the true prized possession here, but he’s not a thing to be claimed. Well, not in  that way at least, so I can’t give him to you as a possession.” 

“Because freedom is like treasure.” Torval tapped a finger to his temple again. 

“Right.” Ren pointed to the paper in the dragon’s clutches. “I can’t give you Fourt, so I’m giving you the only thing I’ve had to hold onto in place of him.” 

“And you want something of value from Torval in return?” The dragon’s nostrils flared with his understanding. 

Ren  nodded.  “I  need  you  to  look  after  Fourt.  That’s  why  we’re  here—but  he  doesn’t  know  it. 

None of this is for my protection or our protection. It’s all about  his protection. That’s what I need from you.” 

Torval cocked his head. “Because the bad people down there want to take his freedom?” 

Ren nodded, suddenly gripped by the emotions he’d been staving off for hours. Hell, maybe for days  at  this  point.  “They  want  to  take  his  freedom  from  him,  and  that  means  they  would  take  my greatest  treasure  from  me.”  He  flattened  a  hand  over  his  own  pounding  heart.  “Fourt  is  the  most precious treasure any man could be lucky enough to be graced with.” 

Torval’s yellow eyes flared, disbelief tightening them. He shook his head, frown deepening and revealing more of his lower teeth. “But friends don’t bite,” he insisted. 

Ren  chuckled,  weary  but  hopeful.  “No.  Friends  don’t  bite—not  unless  they’re  trying  to  protect those they care about, and that’s all Fourt was trying to do. If Torval would be nice to Fourt, Fourt might try to bite for him, too,” Ren said, poking a finger at the big beast’s chest. 

Torval batted the finger away with an outrageous giggle. “Torval might like that,” he admitted of Fourt’s biting tendencies. “Torval sometimes misses having friends.” 

Ren  liked  the  idea  of  Fourt’s  biting  tendencies,  too,  but  he  stowed  that  thought  for  much,  much later.  “I  know  you  might  not  see  it  yet,”  Ren  continued,  “but  Fourt  is  precious  because  he’s vulnerable. Those who are vulnerable are supposed to be protected like treasure.” 

“Like Mother Ren protected his little egg.” Torval scratched his chin, interest growing. Then he frowned again and pointed a nail at Ren. “Why doesn’t Mother Ren just protect the tiny wolf?” 

Ren  scrubbed  a  hand  over  the  stubble  at  his  jaw.  He  glanced  at  the  door  again.  “We’re  totally soundproofed in here, right?” 

“We  are,”  Torval  said.  He  turned,  going  to  another  one  of  the  compartments  in  the  wall.  He opened the door and slipped Ren’s paper inside. 

Ren  followed,  saying  a  mental  goodbye  to  something  he  cherished  more  than  anything  else  he owned. “I can’t protect him because it’s quite likely I won’t be around forever.” 

Torval turned back slowly. “You’ll have to leave him like you had to leave your little egg?” His pronounced brows dipped dangerously low. “Torval didn’t like it when you had to leave him, Mother Ren.” The dragon put a scaled paw to his throat, massaging away whatever hurt he felt there. “Will the tiny wolf feel the same?” 

Ren offered a sad smile. “With any luck, yes. He’ll miss me very much. And he’ll need friends to watch out for him and make him feel better.” 

Torval’s frown deepened further. Then, without warning, he gathered Ren to him with one beefy arm, rubbing his paw over Ren’s hair. “Torval will watch out for Fourt. Torval will go where Fourt goes, but Torval must stay in the Rift unless he is needed.” 

“I know,” Ren said, patting the dragon’s robe-covered chest. “Thank you.” 

Torval bobbed his head in acknowledgment as he stepped away and led Ren to the door. 

Ren wondered what day it was—what hour. Logically, he knew, but the artificial light of the cave was disorienting. Besides, who knew what timeline the Realm would actually work on? He’d pulled so many different threads in so many different directions over the years to avoid going back there. He was probably due an unexpectedly early return. 

Was  there  time  to  make  it  back  to  the  Northcott  home  before  the  Realm  pulled  him  away?  He hoped, at least, that he had time to get Fourt back to a specific place, rather than leaving him on the road to fend for himself. 

The sooner they got back to familiar territory, the better for Fourt’s sake. 

As he waited for Torval to open the vault door, Ren couldn’t help wondering, again, what made

that  journal  so  important  that  it  would  be  Fourt’s  most  prized  possession.  And  had  Ren  been imagining it, or were those sunglasses Fourt had offered up first the same ones Ren had given him the very day they met? 

C H A P T E R   T W E N T Y - S E V E N

BY THE TIME REN AND FOURT MADE IT BACK TO THE NORTHCOTT HOME, REN HAD LOST COUNT OF THE

number  of  hours  he’d  been  awake.  He  could  go  without  sleep—biologically,  he  didn’t  need  it  the same way others did—but he didn’t  like to go without sleep. He loved a good nap or lazy morning in bed. He’d gladly give up sleep altogether, though, to see the wolf next to him getting rest. Fourt didn’t budge when Ren rolled to a stop at the Northcott gate, nor when he pulled the car into its former spot in the garage. 

Ren had thought the Northcott’s garage was a bit much until he’d seen Torval’s. This was almost laughably small in comparison to the dragon’s warehouse. Ren glanced up at the rearview mirror into the darkness outside. He could feel the nearness of the dragon, though Ren knew he wouldn’t see him out  there.  Torval  would  be  hidden  on  the  other  side  of  the  veil  that  parted  the  real  world  from  the Portal and the Rift beyond. 

Ren eased out of the car, lifting a silencing finger to his lips when one of the Northcott’s service wolves rushed around the corner into the garage, bleary-eyed and still buttoning the shirt he’d clearly thrown on in haste. 

The wolf nodded and slowed his approach as if he might be creeping up on a sleeping dragon— if only he knew, Ren thought. 

“Fourt’s asleep,” Ren whispered when the wolf got close enough. 

“I was meant to park the car.” The wolf took the keys from Ren and cast a politely disparaging look at Ren’s parking job. “The family has already gone to bed. Would you like me to have someone rouse them?” 

Ren  shook  his  head.  “No  need,  unless  there’ve  been  any  new  developments  we  need  to  know about.” 

“We’ve heard nothing,” the wolf advised him. 

That lined up for Ren. He’d kept his phone on since they’d gotten back to Fourt’s car. The ride home had been quiet, other than a text he’d popped off to Lathan in the middle of the night as they’d passed  by  the  interstate  exit  they  could’ve  taken  for  the  pack  home.  Lathan  had  responded  with  a thumbs  up  and  a  wolf  emoji.  Ren  found  the  little  pictures  to  be  both  quite  amusing  and  somewhat confusing.  What  was  he  supposed  to  make  of  that  response?  He’d  let  it  go—he  knew,  at  least,  that Lathan wouldn’t send a thumbs up if anything was wrong. 

“We’ll catch up with everyone in the morning.” Ren floundered when faced with the awkwardness of dismissing a member of the Northcott staff. How would he let one of the Magistrate’s wolves know he  needed  no  assistance?  It  was  always  tough;  all  they  wanted  to  do  was  help.  He  glanced  back toward  the  car.  “Actually,  mate,  would  you  mind  giving  me  a  hand  with  the  doors?  I  don’t  want  to

wake him if I don’t have to.” 

The wolf agreed and rushed to help while Ren lifted Fourt’s sleep-heavy body from the car. He’d seen other members of the pack do this same thing for their mates, and the thought warmed his heart. It made him feel drunk on the idea that he might be naturally falling into their family. 

He  admonished  himself  for  thinking  like  that.  Nothing  had  changed.  His  heart  hammered  as  if  it were counting down the seconds. He should have kept better track of the time. Gabriel was right; Ren had long-known this was coming. He’d grown over-confident in his ability to continue pushing it off indefinitely. 

With  the  young  service  wolf’s  help,  Ren  got  Fourt  all  the  way  up  to  their  room  without  waking him.  The  wolf  toted  their  belongings,  setting  them  back  on  their  tidy  luggage  racks  before  he whispered his goodnights and exited—probably to go re-park Fourt’s car. 

Ren shuffled across the room, lit by one of the small side lamps, to set Fourt down on the bed. He reached for Fourt’s shoes, untying the left one and slipping it free before he started on the right. 

Fourt’s lids fluttered, and he mumbled something incomprehensible. Then, his eyes flew open, and he  sat  up,  looking  around  with  the  drowsy  half-awareness  of  someone  realizing  they’re  not  in  the same place they were in when they fell asleep. 

“I  carried  you  all  that  way  without  waking  you.  There’s  no  sense  in  coming  around  now.”  Ren patted  Fourt’s  knee.  “Let  me  finish  with  your  shoes,  and  you  can  go  straight  back  to  sleep.”  He slipped the right shoe free. 

“No, ugh, my mouth is awful.” Fourt pushed up from the bed and beelined for his pack, where he grabbed his toiletries. 

Ren  smacked  his  lips,  tasting  the  dry  staleness  of  his  own  breath.  Or  was  that  leftover  dragon stench  clinging  to  his  clothes?  Bloody  hell.  Maybe  he  needed  to  do  some  maintenance,  too.  He followed  Fourt  since  the  wolf  left  the  bathroom  door  open.  This  also  felt  natural.  Standing  next  to Fourt, dipping his toothbrush under the water, glancing up at the wolf in the mirror. It felt like it could be any day—the first or three hundredth or seven thousandth day of the rest of their lives. 

Ren  scrubbed  his  teeth  like  he’d  suddenly  discovered  they  were  opposing  him  in  a  sparring match, movements jerky and unsatisfied. He spat the toothpaste out. Why couldn’t any of this be easy? 

Why couldn’t there just be a simple answer? 

He  trailed  Fourt  back  into  the  dressing  room,  leaning  in  the  bathroom  doorway,  seeking  and finally finding the strength to suck it up and ask the question burning his mind to cinders. “What was so special about that book you handed over to Torval?” 

Fourt  glanced  up  at  him,  lips  pressed  thin.  “What  was  so  important  about  the  paper  you  gave him?” 

Ren grinned. “I asked first.” 

Fourt’s  eyes  darted  away,  and  he  shook  his  head.  “It  was  a  journal.  I’d  scribbled  down  lots  of random thoughts and memories from my time with the pack so far.” 

Ren stepped closer. “Were there thoughts and memories of  me in there?” 

Fourt held his ground in the middle of the dressing room, not moving back even when Ren was so close their chests brushed with each breath. “Of course there were. We saw each other almost every day until—” 

Ren  nodded,  allowing  what  Fourt  was  going  to  say.  “Until  I  left.  Both  times.”  The  words threatened to cut off his air supply. 

Fourt studied him. “I don’t understand what’s happening here, Ren—where we stand. I feel like you want something from me, but I don’t know what.” 

Ren  chuckled.  He  knew  what  he  craved,  but  what  he   wanted  was  a  far  more  loaded  topic.  He shook that off. He was exhausted from the lack of time he’d had to shut his brain down. He might not need sleep, but dozing served as a convenient mental reset and a chance for thoughts to settle in and stow  away.  Now,  he’d  been  awake  for  too  long,  walking  a  live  wire  of  feeling  for  Fourt  every second. 

Ren traced a finger up Fourt’s forearm, almost punishing the wolf with the shocking feeling for the fiery  need  that  speared  his  gut.  Ren  didn’t  feel  the  heat,  but  still  got  the  sense  he  was  walking  too close  to  flames  every  time  he  got  this  close  to  Fourt;  there  was  probably  something  to  that,  but  he couldn’t be bothered to examine it in that moment. The tension was too delicious, and he needed it too much. 

“It’s a shame you had to give the journal up. Clearly, if it was important enough for Torval to want it, it must have contained very big thoughts.” Ren’s finger continued its lazy path up Fourt’s arm. 

Ren couldn’t miss the quick dash of his eyes down to Ren’s crotch. Fourt snickered. “Yep. Very big thoughts.” He cleared his throat, sobering a bit and slipping out of reach. “Sorry, my filter’s still sleepy.” 

Ren’s fingers curled around Fourt’s arm of their own accord, holding the wolf in place while Ren closed the distance Fourt had opened between them. If he couldn’t stand the inches between them in the  same  room—the  same  world!—how  would  he  ever  bear  the  space  between  them  when  he  was forced to return to the Realm? “I warned you before that talking like that would cause me to wreck your car.” 

“There’s no car now,” Fourt said. 

Ren leaned in closer, breath brushing Fourt’s lips. “What do  you want, Fourt?” 

Fourt swept his mouth over Ren’s in a soft, lingering kiss. “You.” 

Ren closed his eyes, clinging to Fourt’s arm. “You don’t know what you’re asking for.” 

Fourt slipped a hand between them, tugging at the waist of Ren’s jeans, drawing Ren’s body flush with his. “You’re wrong. I do know what I’m asking, at least in this moment.” 

“Why me?” Ren’s body burned with sweet, deep, aching heat. “Why now?” 

Fourt  chuckled  and  leaned  back  to  meet  Ren’s  blistering  gaze.  “Well,  if  I  set  aside  the  years  of longing,  I  could  point  out  that  I’m  feeling  pretty  unstoppable  after  surviving  an  encounter  with  a dragon. A dragon who, by the way, you contacted to help protect my family and me—or is it families, now?”  He  smiled,  cocking  his  head.  “I’m  guessing  you  did  that  because  I’m  more  important  to  you than  any  old  charge.  And  you  carried  me  all  the  way  up  here  from  the  garage,  so  I  could  keep sleeping. What’s the distance on that? A mile? Mile and a half?” 

Ren’s  stomach  tensed  at  the  tease  of  Fourt’s  fingers  still  curled  in  his  waistband,  holding  him there.  He  nodded.  “It’s  a  vast  distance,  to  be  sure,  considering  the  sprawling  lands  and  size  of  the home.” 

Fourt gripped his waistband tighter, pulling the fabric devilishly taut against Ren’s aching flesh. 

“The better question is, why wouldn’t I want you, Ren? When haven’t I wanted this? And not because of your cocky attitude—but because of who you really are. In the quiet. In the night. With me.” 

Fourt’s  words  called  up  memories  of  so  many  other  times.  How  often  had  Ren  taken  the  Portal straight  to  the  wolf’s  door  because  he  couldn’t  keep  himself  away  any  longer?  How  had  he  ever managed to stay in Flagler as long as he did? Well, it wasn’t like he’d truly kept his distance, was it? 

He’d ducked back so often—under the guise of checking in on Chris and Allie, all those quick little trips once or twice a month or—okay, yes, fine—maybe more. He hadn’t caved to seeing Fourt, but just being in the same damn city again was a balm to his soul. 

Bloody hell. He’d never make it in the Realm, but he couldn’t stomach the alternative, either. Why couldn’t  just  one  world  belong  to  him?  Why  couldn’t  he  belong  to  only  one  world?  He’d  known  it wasn’t possible, had resolved himself to that fact years ago. Then Fourt had fallen over the doorstep at the Black home, and Ren’s whole universe had gotten dumped in a blender. He was so spun up he’d never found his bearings again. 

Fourt pressed his free hand to Ren’s chest, over the pounding of his heart. Ren felt sure the thing might leap right through his skin and into Fourt’s palm. Fourt already owned it, anyway. 

Ren swore and swayed into Fourt, lips finding, locking, consuming. Fourt’s hand skimmed up to grasp Ren’s shoulder, and a breathy, needy moan slipped from the wolf’s lips, carrying Ren’s name and chasing his resolve right out the window. 

Bloody hell. He was a bastard if he did it. He didn’t deserve to cave to this exquisite tease. Too bad he no longer had the strength to hold himself back. He’d been looking for a simple answer, hadn’t he? What if his name tripping from Fourt’s lips was the answer he needed? 

Fourt’s  hand  moved  from  Ren’s  waistband,  slipping  under  his  t-shirt  to  grasp  Ren’s  hip.  With every  move,  the  wolf  sucked  in  soft  breaths  and  released  pained  moans.  The  sounds  and  caresses caused Ren’s length to jerk and jump, each pulse twitching against Fourt’s body, still so close to his. 

If Fate was out there, anywhere, watching him, Ren knew She would throw her hands up in sheer exasperation at him for what he was about to do. Just this once, Ren would give in. He would give them both something to remember when the Realm stole him away. He allowed himself one rule: if it happened, Fourt had to be the one to initiate it. 

He closed his eyes and swayed deeper into Fourt’s touch, letting himself utter a truth he felt with every fiber of his being. “I’m yours, mate.” 

Fourt’s breath fluttered over his lips, as shaky and tentative as the touches on Ren’s bare skin. Ren groaned  into  Fourt’s  soft  kisses.  The  wolf’s  sweet  taste  filled  his  mouth  as  Fourt  took  the  lead.  He slipped his other hand under Ren’s shirt, nipping Ren’s lip in response to the way his muscles tensed against the heat Ren put out. He worked those warm, lightly calloused hands up over the muscles of Ren’s back, playing Ren’s skin like a glorious melody. 

Ren  pulled  back  only  long  enough  to  grasp  the  fabric  of  his  shirt  and  haul  it  over  his  head.  He tossed it aside, aiming to tug at Fourt’s shirt, but finding himself instead pressed into the wall of the dressing room with Fourt molded to him. 

Fourt  clasped  Ren’s  jaw,  worshipping  his  lips,  nuzzling  his  nose,  kissing  across  his  cheek  to nibble his earlobe. Ren’s eyes fluttered closed, head dropping back as a moan issued from his throat with deep, desperate need. 

Fourt chuckled at the sound. He was so damned full of himself—full of the knowledge that every bloody  thing  he  did  wound  Ren  tighter  and  tighter.  Ren  speared  his  fingers  through  Fourt’s  hair, following where the wolf led, which seemed to be down…

Fourt kissed a trail from Ren’s chest to his belly before dropping to his knees. Ren stopped him with  a  gentle  squeeze  of  Fourt’s  hair.  “You  don’t  have  to  do  that,”  he  said,  smoothing  a  hand  over Fourt’s cheek. 

Fourt smirked up at him, features lit like gold from the low light in the bedroom. “I know I don’t have  to.  Besides,  I’m  not  making  any  promises  about  finishing  what  we’re  starting  here.”  He punctuated that thought with a saucy wink, stealing Ren’s next thoughts. 

Ren  loosened  his  hold  on  Fourt,  moving  his  hands  away  while  Fourt  worked  his  belt  free  and started on his jeans. Ren was commando, as usual, and with nothing to restrict his aching, straining shaft, it sprang free the moment his zipper was down. 

Fourt released the jeans. They slipped to Ren’s knees while the wolf gazed up at him. 

No. No, this would never do. Fourt worshipping at his feet? Ren wasn’t worthy of that. 

Ren caught Fourt’s hand, ignoring his dick, which cried foul when Ren withheld Fourt’s touch. He caressed  Fourt’s  cheek  again,  tilting  his  head  so  their  eyes  met.  “I  don’t  want  this  to  be  only  about me.” 

“Oh,  for  Fate’s  sake!  Stop  being  so  selfish,”  Fourt  teased.  “It  won’t  be  only  about  you,  believe me. I’ll take as much as I give.” 

Ren laughed out loud at Fourt’s boldness, hands backing away in surrender. “Well, if that’s how it is, then.” 

“That’s how it is. Now shut up and let me do this. I’ve been practicing long enough.” 

Ren groaned and caught Fourt’s hand again. 

The wolf released a soft growl of frustration. 

Ren shook his head, still holding Fourt’s wrist. “You  cannot talk to me about the other men you’ve been with,” he warned. “Do you know what separates Protectors from Trackers?” 

“What?” 

“A pair of pearly Gates. That’s about it.” Ren stroked his thumb over Fourt’s skin, relishing the chills  that  blazed  up  his  spine  at  the  contact.  “I’m  not  saying  I  want  to  hunt  those  guys  down,  but  I could get there if I thought about it long and hard enough.” 

“Long and hard, huh?” Fourt bobbed his brows lasciviously. “Shut up and relax, Ren. Seriously.” 

With that, he jerked his hand free of Ren’s grasp and closed his fingers over Ren’s skin. 

Bloody hell, it was like sin-sweet lava dousing velvet in liquid heat. The combination of Fourt’s mouth and hands was almost overwhelming. Ren gritted his teeth and gripped the molding by his left hand so tightly it cracked. 

Fourt worked his tongue around the sensitive ridge of Ren’s shaft before dipping in to devour him. 

Ren caught his head once more, drawing a snarl from the wolf. 

“I know, I’m sorry! But look, mate. I’ve already splintered the wall here. If you keep that up, I’m likely to tear right through it.” 

“Then  where  do  you  want  to  be?”  Fourt  demanded.  “Fate,  I  don’t  want  to  stop  now  that  I’ve started.” 

“You think I want to stop, either?” Ren tugged his feet free from his shoes, socks, and the pants now drooping at his ankles. “Fate could damn me straight to the pits of the Rift, and I still wouldn’t want  to  stop.  Not  for  anything.”  He  paraded  his  nakedness  backward  into  the  bedroom,  beckoning Fourt to follow. 

Without  warning,  Fourt  shifted  in  a  flurry  of  shredded  clothes.  His  ebullient  wolf  chuffed  and dashed a circle around Ren before leaping onto the bed and pouncing forward with his front paws. 

This was what Ren had often heard the wolves refer to as a “play bow”—it was an invitation from Fourt’s wolf to engage. Ren snorted out a laugh. “Look, mate, I can get about as kinky as you’d like, but I’m not into animal play.” 

Fourt sat back with a distinctly derisive snort before he leaped from the bed to dash another circle around Ren. 

 Ohhhh. Message received, Ren thought. Fourt wasn’t trying to mount him in animal form. He was herding  Ren  to  the  bed  because  the  Protector  wasn’t  moving  quickly  enough.  Hell,  if  he’d  been comfortable using the Portal, he would’ve projected himself straight onto the mattress. Understanding, he hustled and—free-swinging though he was—dove for the bed. 

In a wink, Fourt’s wolf pounced, shifting as Ren got his bearings so that when he looked up, he

found  himself  pinned  and  gazing  up  at  Fourt’s  bare  chest.  “Does  your  wolf  always  come  out  like that?” 

Fourt cocked his head. “I thought you didn’t want to know the particulars.” 

“Ah. Indeed, I don’t.” Ren tucked and rolled, flipping their positions so he was on top. “You’ve teased me long enough. My turn.” 

Fourt made a show of slipping his hands behind his head, as relaxed as if he were on a pool float at a posh resort. Bloody hell, those snippets of confidence were more of a turn-on than anything. 

Well…

Ren  sent  one  hand  on  a  lazy  path  through  the  soft  hair  that  trailed  down  Fourt’s  lower  belly

— almost anything. 

C H A P T E R   T W E N T Y - E I G H T

TO  FOURT,  EVERY  TOUCH  WAS  ECSTASY  REDEFINED.  THE  SEARING  PAIN  BECAME  AKIN  TO  THE  SWEET

torment of a deep massage—with the exquisite pressure came the release of scorching agony. All the hurt, all the time they’d lost, all the confused, twisted, mixed signals. Fourt let them go, each one tied to another delicate kiss Ren placed on his skin. 

Fourt sucked in a breath when Ren lifted his arm to his lips. The Protector kissed his way around the intricate tree tattooed there, fingers caressing the acid-inked scars as if they, too, could massage away the pain that clung to those inches of skin. 

Fourt’s  dick  stood  at  full  attention,  aching  and  leaping  with  every  move.  The  glint  in  Ren’s  eye when  he  peeked  up  to  meet  Fourt’s  gaze  said  this  was  payback  for  the  way  Fourt  had  teased  him. 

Fourt smiled at that thought. He didn’t mind it one bit. 

Ren’s  hand  on  his  lower  belly  now  resumed  its  path,  pressing  Fourt  back  down  when  his  hips angled upward on their own, arching to meet Ren’s touch. 

Fourt growled out his frustration, which was only met with Ren’s laughter. “Oh, mate. The things I want to do to you.” Each word was an inescapable caress of breath across Fourt’s rock-hard shaft. 

Ren’s nimble fingers closed over the flesh, and Fourt threw a hand over his mouth to hold in his yelp. 

“Bloody hell!” Ren yanked his hand away, dropping immediately to his elbow to pull Fourt into a protective embrace. “I hadn’t thought of what a direct touch would do. It must be like a match striking against your skin! Are you hurt?” 

Fourt silenced him with starved kisses, grabbing Ren’s fluttering, uncertain hand, and pressing it back  between  them.  They  both  moaned  at  the  contact,  and  Ren’s  length  bobbed  against  Fourt’s  hip. 

“It’s  perfect.  Don’t  stop,”  Fourt  whispered,  taking  Ren  in  hand.  He  stroked,  encouraging  Ren  to continue. 

They  stayed  like  that,  tangled  limbs  and  tangled  lips  until  moisture  beaded  at  the  tip  of  Fourt’s shaft. Ren moved back down to lap it up. He lingered, running his lips, tongue, and gentle teeth over Fourt’s sensitive flesh. 

Fourt  gripped  the  sheets,  finding  Ren’s  skin  when  he  could,  clinging  to  it.  He  dipped  his  hands into Ren’s short hair, scraping his fingertips over Ren’s scalp and gasping at the shocking vibrations when Ren moaned around his cock. 

Ren  worked  him  with  expert  maneuvers.  Fourt  suddenly  understood  Ren’s  inability  to  consider Fourt’s  sexual  history.  Fourt  couldn’t  begin  to  comprehend  the  length  of  Ren’s  life—the  men  he’d touched,  the  experiences  he’d  had  as  a  result.  He  cast  those  thoughts  aside.  They  had  years—years and years and years—ahead of them to chase new experiences together. 

Fourt longed for his journal. He would have to find a way to record these thoughts and feelings. 


Then,  his  back  began  to  tingle,  and  he  lost  his  grasp  on  what  thoughts  or  feelings  those  might  have been. 

“Ren,” he ground out, tugging at the Protector’s hair. 

With  one  last  toe-curling  move,  Ren  turned  to  press  kisses  into  Fourt’s  palm.  They  molded together, bodies fitting, rubbing, and grinding, driving them both higher. 

Ren broke free from Fourt’s lips. “Do you want to take the lead on this one, or do you want me to?” His sweet, heated breath stroked the shell of Fourt’s ear. 

Fourt  gasped  and  arched  against  Ren,  overwhelmed  by  the  reality  of  fantasies  coming  true.  He clung  to  Ren,  trying  to  pretend  that  he  wasn’t  squeezing  his  eyes  shut  in  embarrassment.  The  act  of asking for what he wanted was still so hard for him, not only in sex but in life. He would never think he deserved any of this. 

Ren leaned back, face etched with concern. “Are you still with me? We don’t have to—” 

“Yes, I’m with you. Fate, you have no idea how with you I am.” Fourt scraped a hand over his jaw. “Do you have any preferences?” 

Ren chuckled, nuzzling a kiss into Fourt’s cheek. “Only the preference of living in the moment and seeing where things take me.” He stroked a hand over Fourt’s flesh before moving lower, eyes bright as he took in Fourt’s reactions to his touch. 

Each caress was fire. 

“I  want  you  to  lead,”  Fourt  admitted,  muscles  clenching  and  teeth  gritting  with  anxiety  as  he allowed himself to admit it. 

Ren didn’t tease him or scold him for speaking up. Instead, the Protector’s lips sealed over his again, filling Fourt’s mouth with a deep, hungry moan. Ren gently repositioned himself over Fourt’s body. “How’s that?” 

Fourt’s opinions were few and far between, outside of the demanding desire rushing his veins. He nodded,  wordless  with  scorching  need.  The  pounding  thrum  of  heat  amplified  when  Ren  eased himself  between  Fourt’s  thighs.  The  Protector  returned  his  attention  to  Fourt’s  shaft,  stroking  and working his flesh before slipping one hand down to caress the sensitive line of skin leading back to his crease. 

The  more  fluttering,  shocking  strokes  Ren  delivered  with  his  warm  fingers,  the  more  Fourt thrashed  and  opened  to  him.  He  gnawed  the  inside  of  his  cheek  to  keep  himself  from  crying  out  in rapture, uncertain of who might hear them. This was private. These moments were theirs. 

Ren  moistened  his  shaft  as  he  took  it  in  hand.  He  coaxed  Fourt’s  hips  to  a  higher  angle  before closing the distance between them on his knees. The first nudge of his length against Fourt’s entrance sent  Fourt’s  eyes  searching  for  Ren’s.  Their  gazes  locked,  emotions  tangling  and  swirling  as  Ren eased forward. 

Exquisite  fire  filled  Fourt’s  body.  He  arched  to  meet  the  press  of  Ren’s  hips,  drawing  Ren  in closer until they were fully connected. One. 

Ren shuddered, and, to Fourt’s surprise, a tear rolled down the Protector’s sculpted cheek. 

Fourt reached for him, tracing the tear’s path with his thumb. “What is it? What’s wrong?” 

Ren chuckled, hands moving to Fourt’s hips, grounding him there. “Nothing at all. Everything is right. It’s …divine.” 

Their  gazes  locked  again,  staying  that  way  while  Ren  began  to  move  with  smooth,  unhurried strokes.  It  was  as  if  they  had—and  would  take—all  the  time  in  the  world  to  enjoy  this  first connection. These were the most soul-searing, binding moments of Fourt’s life. 

At last, he belonged. 

Ren’s hips surged, and he shuddered. “Bloody hell. I’m already so close. I don’t mean to be, but this is out of the universe.” 

“I’m right there with you.” Fourt jerked and tensed, ready to let go. 

Ren continued his slow pace, moving one hand between them to match the action of his body to strokes on Fourt’s skin. 

Fourt had never gotten off like this—so deliciously slowly, he could feel everything. Usually, he took  it  fast  and  lost  himself  in  sensation,  which  was  the  point.  He’d  always  been  searching  for something, trying to forget he wasn’t with Ren. 

Now, though, fantasies bombarded him. At last, he was in Ren’s arms, and this slower approach was what he longed for. He could see how faster, harder, and wilder would be fun with the Protector, too. But this…this was  real. This was claiming. 

Fate, claiming was precisely what he wanted to be doing. 

The awareness of that fact zinged through him like electricity, and he bucked against Ren’s touch, pulling the Protector in tighter as they both teetered on the edge together. 

Ren’s lips parted to release gasping, groaning breaths. With one final thrust and one last stroke of Ren’s hand, they both shattered. 

Ren withdrew gently before collapsing onto an elbow at Fourt’s side and nestling his head into Fourt’s chest. They stayed like that for a few moments, catching their breath and floating back down, before Ren slipped away. The sound of the sink running in the bathroom preceded Ren’s return. He knelt on the bed next to Fourt, stroking a warm, damp washcloth over Fourt’s skin. Fourt watched in wonder. No one had ever done that before; even with Talan, there had been the mutual sexy shower or the awkward lone shuffle to the bathroom to wash up. This felt reverent and worshipful. 

Fourt wanted to return the favor, but before he could, Ren headed back to the bathroom, and the sink ran again. Fourt found his body was too heavy, limp, and relaxed to follow. The scent of cedar body wash filled the air, and when Ren returned, his naked skin gleamed, all washed and polished. 

He  slipped  in  beside  Fourt,  reaching  down  to  gather  the  blanket,  which  had  managed  to  twist  and tumble almost all the way off the bed during their ministrations. 

Ren  flapped  it  out  before  letting  it  fall  over  them  both,  then  he  gathered  Fourt  in  his  arms  and tucked him close. 

Fourt laughed softly. “I feel kinda like a stuffed animal being smothered in a kid’s arms. I never realized you were so solid.” 

Ren chuckled and loosened his hold, but Fourt clung to him. 

“I’m only teasing.” Fourt snuggled closer to where he wanted to be for the rest of his life. It was time, he supposed, to let go of a lie he’d told. 

He turned so he could see Ren’s face. “I lied when I told you Talan kept the nightmares away. He didn’t; only you do. I’ve slept so well since you came back. Better when I’m in close proximity, and the best when I’m in your arms.” 

Ren shifted, moving to clasp Fourt’s left hand. He lifted their arms out from under the blanket. “I know  what  this  says.”  He  leaned  up  to  press  kisses  to  the  tree  where  those  three  special  letters remained visible. 

Fourt had to force his body not to tense. He’d known all along there was a chance Ren could read the ancient lupine letters, though the alphabet had long fallen out of use. 

“I thought I understood it from the time you first got the ink done.” Ren freed his other arm, so he could  use  his  fingers  to  trace  over  the  letters.  His  name  was  there,  spelled  out  of  order  from  the wreckage of what had once been Snelgrove’s mark on Fourt’s skin. “I had a book in my training days

—they made us learn all sorts of languages back then. I got rid of the book when I completed training, saying to myself, ‘What a fat lot of good would this old book do me? Most of these languages aren’t even  spoken  anymore.’  But  when  you  got  your  tattoo,  I  remembered  that  book  and  all  its  ancient alphabets.  I  scrounged  a  copy  from  an  R  &  B  antiquarian’s  back  room.  Cost  a  fortune,  so  I  guess  I learned my lesson.” 

“Why’d you go to that trouble? Riley and Reegan know the alphabet.” Fourt relished the feeling of Ren’s fingers as they followed the branches and roots of the tree. 

“Chris  and  Allie  do,  too,”  Ren  said.  “I  didn’t  want  to  confirm  it  with  anyone  else,  though.  I wanted to keep it private.” 

Fourt  flinched.  Private.  That  made  sense.  Someone  like  Ren  wouldn’t  be  likely  to  go  shouting from the rooftops that he—

“Don’t go anywhere dark, mate.” Ren shook his head. “My desire for privacy had nothing to do with  you  or  your  background.  I…”  He  sighed  into  the  darkness,  a  solemn,  solitary  sound  that surrounded Fourt’s heart. “I knew what I wanted it to mean, and I didn’t want anyone to see my hope

—or my letdown—if I was wrong.” 

“Why didn’t you ever tell me? You’ve known for so long.” 

Ren  chuckled  and  let  Fourt’s  arm  go,  gathering  him  close  to  his  side.  “I  did  tell  you—not  in  so many words, not directly. But every time I held your gaze when a wise man would’ve looked away. 

Every  time  I  let  myself  call  you  ‘mate’…  I’ve  been  whispering  it  under  every  word  I’ve  spoken,  I think.” 

Fourt rested his head on Ren’s shoulder, tracing Ren’s features with his eyes. “Then why did you leave?” 

Ren turned his gaze to the ceiling, brow creasing so Fourt saw it in profile as hills and valleys. “I tried to explain it the last time—when I botched it all up by shouting out that nonsense about you not understanding  what  it’s  like  to  belong  to  a  family.”  Ren  tightened  his  arm  around  Fourt.  “The  real conclusion I’d come to is that  I don’t know what it’s like to belong to a family. Not the way I wanted. 

Not the way I needed if I…” He swallowed so hard the sound hammered Fourt’s ears. “I needed to get things right if I was ever going to find a way to be your mate. My background is—well, I mean, it’s nothing compared to what you’ve been through, but it’s not perfect, either. I knew it all had to start with me, so I went to Roxy. I wanted to see if there was a way to get closure with my family.” 

Ren  fell  silent.  His  muscles  were  bunched  in  knots  under  Fourt’s  touch,  his  shoulder  so  hard  it was stone. 

“Okay,” Fourt whispered, unsure of what else to say. “So—” 

Without  warning,  Ren  whimpered,  and  a  sob  tore  up  from  his  throat.  “Oh,  mate.  You  don’t understand.  I  don’t  know  how  to  explain  it.  I  have  so  much  work  to  do.  So,  so  much  bloody  work. 

And  I  don’t  want  to  go,  mate.”  Words  howled  out  of  him  in  frenzied,  babbled  strands  that  Fourt couldn’t keep up with. “I never wanted to, but now I have to, and I can stop it, but I  can’t stop it, and I don’t know what to do!” 

Fourt  was  speechless.  He  tugged  Ren  into  his  chest,  curling  his  arms  around  the  Protector.  He wished  with  all  his  might  that  he  could  grow  bigger  and  stronger,  that  he  could  expand  until  he encompassed and absorbed the shocking surges of pain pouring free. 

Ren clung to him, letting it all roll out of him in tidal waves of emotion. 

C H A P T E R   T W E N T Y - N I N E

REN CLUTCHED FOURT TO HIM. HIS WHOLE BODY SHOOK SO HARD HIS TEETH CHATTERED—SURELY, THE

wolf would think he was losing his very last marbles. 

“I don’t understand, Ren. What work do you have to do? Where are you going?” 

Ren froze. His own words came back to him, smacking him with the realization of what he’d said. 

His  emotions  had  gotten  the  better  of  him.  The  words  had  rushed  free  before  he’d  found  the  good sense to stop them. It was too much. He couldn’t put the whole burden of the truth on Fourt. He only wanted good things for them both while there was still time. 

Ren  made  a  conscious  effort  to  relax  his  body.  His  limbs  went  heavy,  sated  as  a  kitten  who’d eaten his fill and was now lounging in a streaming ray of sunlight. 

His  mind,  on  the  other  hand,  continued  to  tumble  about  in  a  whirlwind  of  pure  turmoil.  He’d gotten caught up in the moment. He’d done something he desperately wanted to do—but now what? 

He only wanted to do more of it, and he couldn’t! How had it all gotten so messy? So complicated? 

Being with Fourt was perfection. It shouldn’t be marred by any scuffs or scrapes. 

Before  Ren  could  formulate  a  response  to  Fourt’s  question,  the  wolf  sat  up,  locking  the  blanket around his waist. Fourt deliberately avoided eye contact. Guilt slithered over Ren’s skin. Fourt must scent  his  confusion—surely,  he’d  latch  onto  each  lie  Ren  had  ever  scattered  between  them.  But wouldn’t that be a good thing? Yes— yes! If Fourt called him out for his lies, Ren would be forced to unload the bitter truth, and then they could make a decision together! He’d let Fourt take the lead. It was so much easier when the future was in someone else’s hands—well, as long as those hands didn’t belong to the Guardian of the—

Fourt cleared his throat. “I want to claim you.” 

Ren’s  racing  thoughts  screeched  to  a  halt.  He  wasn’t  fast  enough  to  catch  them  all;  half  of  them slammed into the wall, crashing and splintering and flying apart in arcs of flame and bending metal. 

He shot up. Though he kept the blanket clutched around his own waist, he felt incredibly naked. “You what?” 

Fourt blinked in surprise and edged back by a millimeter. The space was too much. Ren reached for  him—only,  he  didn’t.  His  arms  seemed  to  be  locked  in  place.  His  mouth,  too,  was  bolted  shut, which  gave  Fourt  room  to  say,  “Oh.  Oh,  Fate.  I’m  moving  too  fast.  It’s  too  soon.  I  just…Fate,  I’ve been falling for you since the moment I met you, and I don’t want to let that go. You don’t have to say yes right now. You don’t have to say yes ever. I mean, I hope you will, but…wow. I’m fucking this right the fuck up.” 

Ren’s careening thoughts caught up, registering everything that was happening. Here.  Here was the answer he’d been looking for. Fourt was asking to claim him. To keep him and give him a family and

a  home  and  a  world  where  he  belonged.  Ren  opened  his  mouth  to  say  how  much  he  wanted  it,  to explain  what  Fourt  wouldn’t—couldn’t—yet  understand.  There  was  one  enormous  barrier  between them, but together, they could find a way to tear it down. He knew they could, all they needed was—

A fearsome pain grasped Ren’s lumbar spine and wrenched him backward with alarming internal force. 

No! Not bloody  now! He only needed five or ten more minutes.  Please! 

Fourt  and  their  room  blipped  out  of  view,  like  a  slide  in  an  old  projector.  The  next  blink  was black, then brilliant stars filled the periphery, surrounding a pinpoint of dazzling white light far in the distance. Ren couldn’t find it in him to make any of the ridiculous remarks he normally would into the colorful  darkness.  “Beam  me  up”  came  to  mind,  but  he  didn’t  chuckle  at  the  absurdity  of  it  now. 

Instead, he thrashed and roared. 

“Return me to Earth!” The stars perforated his shouts, making them thin and wispy. “I demand to be sent back to the Northcott home at once!” 

He had to tell Fourt the truth! 

 You stupid, selfish prick, he admonished himself. He would just do it. He’d make the choice right now—the big decision to avoid the Realm and never have to go there again. But he hesitated. Frozen. 

Torn  between  the  desperate  desire  for  acceptance  from  his  own  people  and  the  intense  need  to forsake them all for the love of one perfect man. 

Before he could make his choice, the vacuum suction of the Portal intensified, pulling him faster until he was spinning out in a white haze, unable to tell which way was up and which was down. 

Fourt  frowned  at  the  empty  space  where  Ren  had  been  only  a  second  before.  He  cast  a  wary  look around  the  room,  wondering  where  Ren  would  pop  out  from.  Because  this  was  a  joke,  right?  He’d just basically proposed to Ren. Not like full-on-let’s-get-mated-tomorrow, exactly, but still. Claiming was more saying that Ren was it for him and that he wanted to become mates one day. 

“Ren, this isn’t funny.” 

At first, the Protector had looked shocked—maybe even terrified. But then, he’d smiled so wide. 

He’d opened his mouth to accept, Fourt was certain of it. And then…

“No. No, no, no.” Fourt covered his own horrified mouth. “Ren,” he called out into the darkness, 

“don’t you dare have left me again after I admitted that to you.” 

Fourt jumped from the bed, grabbing the first clothes he found in his pack and yanking them on as he scanned the room for his phone. “Ren, I’m serious,” he warned the nothingness around him. “I’m going to call your sister to see if you’ve run away to her again. I’ll wake the pack up to have them search for you. If you’re teasing me, you’d better come out now before I make this hella awkward for all of us.” 

He  sniffed  the  air,  searching  for  clues.  It  was  as  it  always  was  when  Ren  disappeared  into  the Portal,  though.  There  were  only  the  residual  scents  he  left  behind,  nothing  fresh  to  indicate  he  was hiding in some dark corner, ready to pop out and shout, “Surprise! Yes! Come claim me, please!” 

Besides, Fourt could see into all the dark corners. No one was there. 

Dressed, he cursed and dumped his bag in search of his phone before he remembered that he’d put it  in  one  of  his  car’s  cupholders  like  he  always  did.  Ren  had  done  the  same.  He  bet  the  Protector hadn’t thought to get them out—his arms were full of Fourt at the time. 

A light knock sounded on the door, and relief washed through him. Fourt dashed across the room, ignoring the strip of t-shirt confetti that stuck to his foot from his earlier impromptu shift. He opened the door. “Thank Fate. You had me going there for a sec—” His words fell flat when he saw Cedric from the attic in the doorway, eyes wide and hands shaking. 

“Cedric!” Fourt glanced past the servant out into the hall. “Where’s Ren?” 

Cedric’s eyes bulged impossibly wider. “Isn’t he here? I was sent to get you both!” 

“Why?  What’s  wrong?”  Fourt’s  heart  hammered.  What  if  Ren  had  detected  something  nearby? 

Perhaps he’d picked up on some source of danger and had rushed away to help. 

“Please, you have to collect your things. We must get you down to the panic room right away, and you need to be ready to run!” Cedric insisted. 

“What  about  Ren?”  Fourt  glanced  around,  helplessly  searching  for  the  Protector.  “I  can’t  go without him.” 

Cedric hesitated, eyes darting back out into the hall. His brows knitted. “Can you remember your way to the panic room?” 

Fourt  said  he  could,  though  he  wasn’t  entirely  sure.  In  his  distress,  the  directions  were  already blurring in his mind. 

“Then, I’ll stay here. I’ll wait for Ren to return, and I’ll make sure he comes to meet you down there.” 

“Thank you!” Fourt spun, going for his bag and scooping up the contents.  Come on, Ren! he cried out in his mind.   Come on, Torval! The dragon was watching and ready, wasn’t he? Ren wouldn’t be alone in facing whatever dangers were at their doorstep. 

Fourt began cramming things back into his pack, not bothering with any rhyme or reason to what he  was  doing.  His  mind  flew,  battering  against  his  skull  like  a  trapped  bird.  Ren  and  Torval  were already on the case, protecting him because they knew something was happening. That was it—it had to be. Ren wouldn’t have abandoned him. Not now, not in a time of need. Not again. 

Right? 

Fourt pulled the drawstring down tight at the top of the pack, compressing his things. White-hot pain  struck  him  from  behind,  shooting  sparks  across  his  vision.  At  first,  he  thought  it  must  be  Ren grabbing him and hauling him to safety. But then, mottled red consumed the white in horrible, violent streaks behind his eyes. He crumpled forward helplessly over his bag, blacking out completely. 

It wasn’t until later that Fourt realized the alarm wasn’t going off when Cedric came to his door. 

C H A P T E R   T H I R T Y

AT FIRST, REN  WAS  ONLY  AWARE  OF  HIS  HEARTBEAT. THEN,  WITH  SCREAMING  SPEED,  THE  WHITE  HAZE

around him split into a gaping maw and belched him out like a dyspeptic whale. 

Ren  didn't  teeter  on  his  feet  from  the  sudden  tumble;  this  wasn't  his  first  rodeo.  He  stuck  the landing with practiced grace, knees bent to absorb the impact. Right away, his skin began to crawl, protesting the gentle caress of the Protector Realm's artificial breeze. 

The  weather  in  the  Realm  was  always  perfect.  Not  too  cloudy,  nor  too  clear-skied,  never  too warm or too cold. It didn't rain or snow or do any of the other inappropriate inclement weathering, of course, except on rare—anticipated and scheduled—occasions. Everything aimed to stay on its best behavior here. 

"Oh!  Welcome!"  The  young  Principality  Protector  at  the  desk  sent  papers  scattering  when  Ren popped into presence before him. 

Ren's  lips  pressed  themselves  into  a  thin  line  of  disapproval.  He  silently  repeated  a  mantra  to himself.  Don't forget who you are. Stay true to yourself. It can't change you if you don't let it.  His mind whispered the words over and over as he rolled his neck and shoulders, loosening the tension already knotting there. 

The  desk  agent  scrambled  to  collect  his  papers,  offering  a  nothing-to-see-here  smile  while  he gathered them in a heap. He tapped the stack on the desk with several satisfying and official-sounding thwacks  to  bring  them  into  order,  smile  brightening  magnanimously  until  his  eyes  finally  landed  on Ren for long enough to register that Ren was standing there as nude as could be. 

"Oh, my lands!" The desk agent leaped up—the papers scattered once more—and scurried around the glass wall behind him. He returned posthaste with a fluffy white robe draped over his arm and a white satin baggie dangling from his finger by its sky blue ribbon tie. 

Ren  withheld  his  snort.  Newbies.  He  accepted  the  robe  and  shrugged  into  it  before  untying  the baggie and dumping out a brand new pair of soft white spa slippers. He wriggled his feet into them while they tried to scoot away across the polished floor. 

"That's better." The desk agent beamed up at him. "Now, then. How can I be of service?" 

Ren slipped his hands into the deep pockets of the robe with a smirk. "I don't know"—he eyed the name badge on the angel's white polo shirt—"Julian. Why don't you tell me how you  think you can be of service?" 

Julian's innocent eyes bulged in alarm, indicating he hadn't been trained for the arrival of anyone who wasn't immediately in compliance. The agent stumbled over himself trying to figure out how to respond. His hands went back to the papers he'd flung about, scooping them up and shuffling them in search of an answer. "Ah. Hmm. Well, let me see here…" 

 This  could  take  a  while,  Ren  thought,  assessing  his  surroundings.  Little  had  changed  about  this lobby,  where  Protectors  returning  from  outside  the  Realm  stopped  first.  The  lobby  was  the inescapable  starting  point  for  reintegration  into  the  Realm.  For  most,  that  meant  the  arrival  of  a welcoming committee made up of whatever family and friends they had here. Not every Protector was welcomed  back,  though.  Some  were  brought  in  for  disciplinary  reasons,  and,  because  of  that,  the lobby was considered a controlled area. The returning Protector was meant to be listed on a register held  by  the  desk  agent.  The  papers  Julian  continued  to  shuffle  were  said  register.  If  the  desk  agent were doing his job properly, he was now likely rushing to identify which individuals were meant to greet  Ren.  Who  would  it  be?  Family?  Friends?  Disciplinary  committee?  Ren  amused  himself  by supposing he might get all of the above. 

He continued to repeat his mantra. 

 Don't forget who you are. Stay true to yourself. It can't change you if you don't let it. 

Options…options…what were his options? 

He could try to stroll out the glass doors behind him—or fling himself through one of the windows

—but he already knew he'd find it impossible to leave the lobby without being released. Every move he made would be as effective as repeatedly throwing himself against an impenetrable wall. 

No,  it  was  better  to  remain  cheerful,  oblivious,  and  blithe  about  the  whole  ordeal  for  the  time being. He needed to assess his situation, to see how bad things might get. 

A realization struck him with sudden force. He hadn't used his time in the Portal to make a choice. 

It wasn't only the short, sweeping seconds there, either, was it? He'd had all that time on Earth—years with Fourt—and he'd squandered it. What had he done with his life? Frittered away centuries eating ice cream and pretending it wasn't all some fabulous daydream. The thought of ice cream made his stomach rumble. 

"This  is  quite—well,  now—um…"  Julian  trailed  off,  throwing  an  obliging  smile  Ren's  way, though the edges of the expression were rimmed with uncertainty. The angel squirmed where he stood. 

Ren  glanced  at  Julian's  papers.  He  was  beginning  to  doubt  that  his  name  was  registered.  His return had been abrupt, and the circumstances surrounding it wouldn't make the Guardian of the Gates look good. The Guardian did his level best to  not put on record anything that might sully his image, the irony of which wasn't lost on Ren. The very fact that the Guardian kept things off the record was against the rules—a detail which, if discovered, would also tarnish the Guardian's good name. That was unlikely, though, considering everyone seemed to worship at the man's feet. 

 That's also ironic, Ren thought grimly as he continued his perusal of the space. 

"I'm  certain  I'll  have  this  all  cleared  up  for  you  momentarily,"  Julian  assured  him,  fidgeting  his papers with greater urgency. 

"Oh, by all means. Take your time." Ren found the angel's agitation rather amusing. Well, maybe that wasn't entirely true. In fact, he was starting to feel a bit bad for—wait. What was he thinking? He didn't sympathize with the Realm. He shook his head, forcing himself to focus on his mantra again. 

 Don't forget who you are. Stay true to yourself. It can't change you if—

The  wall  behind  the  desk  was  a  pane  of  wavy  glass  over  which  water  cascaded.  The  water tumbled into a basin of iridescent rocks below, the sound soft, musical, and oh-so-zenlike. 

The  lobby  overlooked  the  main  street  that  wove  its  way  through  the  Realm.  The  whole  street-facing  wall  was  glass,  and  the  enormous  window  panes—Ren  confirmed  upon  a  quick  glance  over his  shoulder—were  open.  The  two  doors—also  open,  also  glass—each  showcased  gleaming, jeweled  handles.  No  expense  had  been  spared  because  nothing  had  a  cost  in  the  Realm.  It  merely existed, all for their enjoyment. 

Ren cast a glare at the pristine lineup of crystal water dispensers to his right, each with its own blend of fruits or herbs or fruits and herbs. Blimey, there were vegetables in that last one! Horrifying. 

Ren's one saving grace was the ice cream shop down the main road, which was open at all hours and offered every flavor imaginable, even the otherworldly ones. 

His thoughts drifted to one of his favorite songs, and he cast a disparaging look back at the water dispensers, thinking pink champagne on ice would've been a more authentic choice. It wouldn't have been so bad if it were all genuinely as lovely and posh as it was meant to seem. No, he wouldn't mind that  too  much.  What  he  detested  was  the  way  the  whole  place  tugged  at  him,  chafing  him  like sandpaper. He felt the strike and sting of a threaded needle, stitching into his essence, drawing him in, bite by bite, sewing him into the fabric of this place. His skin felt foreign and assaulted. 

 Don't forget who you are. Stay true to yourself. It can't—

Bloody hell. What was the next part? 

The agent at the desk cleared his throat, and Ren turned his smirk back on the man. 

Julian  looked  around  helplessly.  "I'm  so  sorry,  but  I  don't  see  anyone  listed  for  arrival  or departure at this time." Despite the perfect temperature, a thin sheen of sweat glistened on the angel's brow. Poor fella. He had to be wondering why no one was bothering to come to his rescue. 

Ren realized he might use that to his advantage. He offered up his most charming smile, feeling something like a cartoon character—but that was the way in the Realm. Overdoing it on the kindness could get him far. "Well, I'll admit I'm as confused as you are, Julian." Ren tapped his chin, feigning deep  thought.  "You  know  what?  I  bet  I'm  not  supposed  to  be  here.  I  mean,  if  I  were,  my  family  or some authority figure or other would be here to greet me." He leaned over the desk, rolling his eyes with  conspiratorial  glee.  "It  must've  been  a  silly  mix-up  in  the  records  somewhere  along  the  line. 

Archangels, am I right?" 

Julian chuckled in agreement. 

"Guess you should send me on my way then," Ren tried. 

Unfortunately,  Julian  wasn't  so  easily  fooled.  "Certainly.  Well,  that  is  to  say,  of  course,  that  I would love to. But, as I mentioned, I've no one listed on the register for arrival or departure at this time." 

"Ah. Well, that is quite a conundrum," Ren said. "Maybe you could just check." 

The angel's brows lifted in shocked concern. "Oh, goodness. Of course. But…well, you see, the thing is that I've  already checked." 

"Why don't you have another little look-see?" 

Julian's smile faltered. "Right. Yes. It's probably something to do with the way I've sorted these papers. So sorry. You're right, I'm sure." 

Ren knew this delay, diverting as it was, wouldn't last forever. He reached out with his senses to see  if  he  could  pick  up  on  any  currents.  One  annoying  thing  about  the  Realm  was  the  lack  of  real electricity. It wasn't as easy as jumping into a live line and spinning away. It was back to the olden days of travel, slipping in through the gaps between space and time. Unfortunately, those gaps were smaller here, where they were controlled by people within the Realm itself. Worse, Ren couldn't feel any connections to the outside world. Maybe they'd upped the lobby's security since his last visit. If that  weren't  the  case—and  he  didn't  expect  that  it  was—it  meant  that  either  the  whole  Realm  was closed off or  he was. Not good. 

 Don't forget who you are. Stay true to—

The desk agent glanced up with an apologetic grin. He reached for the antique telephone on the desk, lifting its receiver from the cradle and wedging it between his shoulder and ear. "If you'll just

bear  with  for  a  moment,  I  think  I  might  need  to  call  the  Guardian  of  the  Gates  about  this  mix-up. 

Perhaps there was some confusion in his orders." 

 Jolly right, Ren thought. The Guardian would love to be corrected by this underling. Oh, but wait. 

This angel wasn't an underling. They were all equals here, weren't they? 

If  the  Realm  had  a  motto,  it  would  be,  "How  can  I  most  upend  my  own  life  to  help  you?"  Ren found it all rather exhausting—the way everyone tried to outdo each other with the helping. That was one thing he quite liked about the Earth-bound members of the R & B. Even at their kindest and most benevolent, they still had the capacity to be downright selfish if they so chose. Selfishness was not only frowned upon in the Realm; it was actively obstructed by the Realm's inherent power. Ren had to fight against the Realm's influence just to form a selfish thought; it was a horribly uncomfortable state of affairs. 

"Oh,  you  needn't  trouble  yourself,"  Ren  said,  schmoozing  and  oozing  as  much  helpful,  selfless gratitude  as  he  could.  He  considered  whether  he  should  reach  for  the  phone.  "I  could  handle  it  for you." 

At Ren's words, the desk agent's head swung up, forehead pinched in horror. The phone slipped, and Julian grabbed it just in time to keep it from clattering to the floor. "Oh no! I couldn't—wouldn't

—possibly ask you to do that. What did you say your name was, again?" 

Ren let out a dry laugh. "I didn't." 

 Don't forget who you are. 

"Oh,  too  right."  The  angel's  helpless  confusion  morphed  suddenly  into  an  expression  of  joy  and relief. He slammed the phone receiver down with enthusiasm. "Gabriel! What an honor! Welcome!" 

Ren turned in time to see Gabriel stroll in like he owned the place, navy striped polo tucked into his belted golf pants as if he'd just come from the green. 

"Thank  you,  Julian."  Gabriel  exuded  the  pure,  golden  aura  of  unimpeachable  beneficence  as  he slipped off his sunglasses. "I'll take it from here." 

Ren almost choked at the look of sheer gratitude on Julian's face. The poor angel was either so brainwashed that he didn't have a clue or so new he hadn't yet learned any of the valuable lessons Ren had. 

Gabriel jerked his head, indicating Ren should follow. 

Ren rapped his knuckles on the desk, sending Julian jumping in surprise once more. He thanked the angel, who offered a radiant smile full of relief—likely at seeing Ren go. 

Instead  of  leading  Ren  out  of  the  lobby,  Gabriel  stepped  off  to  the  side,  slipping  his  sunglasses into the collar of his shirt. Ren eyed the expensive pair. As soon as they left the building, he would wish for a pair of his own. Despite the Realm's perfect weather, they'd never quite gotten the artificial sun  right.  It  always  seemed  a  little  too  bright.  It  was  one  negative  thing  all  Protectors  allowed  and agreed upon, but with joyful complacency as if to say, "Well, if the worst thing to happen to us is the sun is too lovely, we're just that lucky, aren't we?" 

 Don't forget who—

Gabe glided over to the crystal water dispensers and helped himself to a glass of the lemon and lavender  water.  Of  course,  being  what  it  was,  the  water  level  never  dropped,  though  Gabe  filled  a large cup to the brim. "Help yourself," Gabriel said before raising his drink to his lips. 

Ren eyed the suspiciously herby water with distaste. "No, thanks. I'm trying to quit." 

He racked his brain for the words he was meant to be repeating to himself. They were there, he knew, but they'd already become so tenuous and nebulous. 

 Don't panic, he thought.  Just find the words and repeat them. 

The only trouble was, it was getting harder and harder to remember why he should even want to. 

"Did you have to toy with the new kid?" Gabriel cocked a brow at Ren. 

Ren shrugged. "What else was I meant to do while I waited for someone to show up?" 

 Don't—

Don't what? 

Gabriel  sipped  his  water,  the  false  breeze  ruffling  the  edges  of  blond  hair  that  stuck  out  from under his golf hat. "I'm surprised to see you." He said it in an offhanded, almost disinterested way. 

Ren realized the young desk agent was listening in, watching them with rapt attention. 

"After our last conversation," Gabriel tacked on, leaning closer to Ren when he murmured it. 

Ren  crossed  his  arms  over  his  chest.  "I  figured  I  didn't  have  a  choice  in  the  matter.  I  was  only jesting when we spoke before." 

"Or," said a deep, velvety voice behind him, "there wasn't anything on Earth strong enough to hold you there when the moment came, Renford." 

Ren  glared  at  Gabriel,  mouthing  the  word  "traitor"  before  he  turned  in  place  to  address  the Guardian of the Gates. 

"Well, if it isn't my dear old dad." 

C H A P T E R   T H I R T Y - O N E

REN’S  FATHER,  ARTEMUS  GALLOWAY,  TOWERED  HALF  A  FOOT  OVER  HIM.  HIS  FACE  HELD  A  FAMILIAR

angelic grace that reminded Ren of another thing that annoyed him about the Realm. On Earth, people broadcast  their  emotions.  Anger,  exhaustion,  elation,  betrayal—you  could  anticipate  potential expressions  on  each  face  around  you.  In  the  Realm,  negative  emotions  tossed  and  turned  like  a sleeping giant under the surface. You didn’t get much warning before the giant woke with a start and struck the nearest bystander. 

Artemus  turned  his  placid  countenance  to  the  desk  agent  whose  jaw  went  slack  as  if  he  were basking in the glow of glory itself. “Thank you for greeting our guest.” Ren’s father nodded at Gabriel next. “And thank you for entertaining him until I could get here.” 

With that, Artemus swept Ren out with a jovial, paternal arm around the shoulder. Only Ren was aware of Artemus’s clenching grip as his father muscled him from the building, beatifically playing bouncer. He released Ren to thrust him into his mother’s waiting arms. 

Theodora  Galloway  was  the  unquestionable  progenitor  of  Ren’s  gaggle  of  sisters.  Daintier  and more delicate than her mate, she was blonder, leaner, and definitely more prone to smiling, even if the expression was pinched—a pity, but all Artemus’s doing.  Well, no,  Ren  thought  as  he  stepped  back and studied his mother’s appearance with distant concern. He was likely the cause of quite a few of the  baby-fine  lines  that  spread  in  gossamer  webs  from  the  corners  of  her  mouth  and  eyes.  And,  of course, there was the other Galloway child—the one they no longer spoke of. 

Outside, the sun was, indeed, too bright. Artemus never wore sunglasses. He was among the false sun’s most vocal proponents, which meant Ren’s mother was, by design, also a sun supporter. 

Artemus  led  the  way,  taking  Ren  by  the  shoulder  again  and  strolling  like  the  proud  father  he wanted  everyone  to  believe  he  was.  Theo  followed  along  behind  them  as  they  made  their  way, unspeaking, down the middle of the street. 

Almost everyone walked or bicycled around the Realm. Distance meant little because time meant nothing, and physical exhaustion didn’t exist. Mental exhaustion wasn’t intended to occur, either, but Ren could feel unrelenting fatigue stretching out from the depths of his mind. The longer he spent in the Realm, the less he would feel that—until, at last, he felt nothing at all. He frowned and gave his head a subtle shake in a vain attempt to clear out the systematically encroaching tranquility. 

Main Street was lined with shops. Many had offices or homes above them. Each was quaint and lovely,  two  stories—three  at  most—in  various  colors  from  pastel  to  bright,  but  never  garish,  of course. Clean white shutters bordered the shop windows. Business owners swept the pristine paths outside and tended the grass—an unnecessary task, as it never grew. Other Protectors came and went with  parcels  and  garment  bags.  They  sat  outside  eateries,  consuming  delicious  foods  with  no

nutritional content at all. 

Artemus nodded to each person they passed. Every Protector in their path scurried out of the way

—not out of fear, but out of deference. Ren’s father was highly respected within the Realm. At times, Ren believed the only reason for Artemus’s aspirations was so that others were forced to admire him. 

Without  the  Guardian  of  the  Gates  title,  Ren  suspected  his  father  would  be  among  the  less  popular members of the Realm’s inhabitants. 

Artemus spoke at last, in a muted voice. “I find it quite unfortunate that I had to go to such lengths to bring you back.” 

“I  don’t  know  why  you  bothered  going  through  the  trouble,”  Ren  replied.  “We  both  know  you don’t want me here.” 

 We’re off to a rollicking good start, Ren thought, kicking himself for his gloomy response. Even when he wanted to be optimistic, his mouth seemed to say whatever it pleased. 

Artemus chuckled, smiling brilliantly as if there was nothing amiss. “I hope you took the time to say your goodbyes. You won’t be returning to Earth.” 

Ren might already be having trouble remembering why he should want to leave the Realm, but the desire  to  express  his  independence  ran  deep.  “While  I  appreciate  that  threat,  it’s  never  stopped  me before.” Ren grinned right back at his father. “I’ll wait until your guard is down and slip right out like I always do.” 

“Your antics won’t get you anywhere this time. I’ve been too lenient on you in the past”—Artemus ignored Ren’s dissenting snort—“in the hopes you might come to your senses of your own accord.” 

“Lenient?” Ren chortled. “We both know you let me stay on Earth as long as you did because it was  far  more  convenient  to  have  me  out  of  sight.  You  didn’t  want  anyone  here  catching  on  to  your only son’s ‘inappropriate’ behavior, now did you?” 

Theo sighed. “Honestly, darling, please consider yourself and your surroundings.” 

The fingers locked on Ren’s shoulder tightened like a vice. Artemus quickened his pace, forcing Theo to hustle to keep up with them. “We are finished waiting for you to make the right choice on your own. As parents, we’re meant to be your guides, and if that means taking the reins from you, so be it.” 

His voice remained a low murmur, though an unappealing plum shade began to creep over his skin, starting from his collar. 

Ren chuckled. “You don’t look so good.” 

“I’m furious,” Artemus replied. “You’ve chosen to shirk convention at every turn. Worse, you’ve done no preparation, which leaves us with very little time to put things in order.” 

“Put what things in order?” Ren frowned up at him. 

“For you to take over as Guardian of the Gates,” Artemus hissed, exasperated. 

At this, Ren jerked back to eye his father. “What’s the rush? You don’t look like you’re dead or dying.” 

Artemus  puffed  up  with  the  thrill  of  finally  getting  to  the  matter  at  hand.  He’d  always  loved  a healthy dose of pomp and circumstance. “I’ve been offered the promotion to become Guardian of the Guild.” 

“The highest, most sacred space in the Realm!” Theo clasped her hands in pride. 

Shock and disgust nearly choked Ren. “That’s why you pulled me away from my charge? Because you want a bloody promotion?!” 

Theo cleared her throat. “Language, darling.” 

Artemus’s skin flushed darker, but he straightened his shoulders with a brilliant smile. “I pulled you away from your ‘ charge’ because that filthy wolf was only getting you into trouble. Soiling you

and  sullying  you.”  His  nostrils  curled  with  obvious  revulsion.  “Renford,  it’s  time  to  see  things clearly. Your destiny is now upon you.” 

“My destiny is now complicated.” 

Artemus hauled him to a stop. 

“Darling, the public,” Theo warned, eyes darting around the street. 

Artemus changed his posture in an instant, putting both hands on Ren’s shoulders and facing him as if delivering heartfelt, loving, fatherly advice. He leaned in so close Ren could taste the mint on his breath. “I have had more than enough of your dalliances. We’ll be uncomplicating that destiny for you starting now.” 

“How?” Ren demanded. 

“By doing what Protectors do best. Going out of the way to be of service.” Artemus’s smile was bright,  but  Ren  spied  the  menace  lurking  in  his  father’s  eyes.  “We’re  fast-tracking  your  life  in  the Realm. Your mother and I have already selected a home for you, and your mate is preparing for your mating ceremony. Soon thereafter, you and I will participate in the Changing of the Guard. It will be better like this. You’ll see.” 

Ren’s stomach did a nosedive. “No fucking way.” 

Artemus’s grip grew so tight, Ren was sure it would’ve cracked his collarbones into splinters if he were human. 

“I’ll just leave,” Ren said. Before he could reach out for the Portal, though, his father laughed out loud.  The  sound  was  low  and  threatening,  growing  in  enthusiasm  as  he  squeezed  Ren’s  shoulders tighter still. “No. You won’t.” 

Ren’s stomach did another nosedive—a tailspin, a barrel roll. Why did his father seem so certain of that? 

“I’m  the  Guardian  of  the  Gates,  remember?  I  control  the  Portal  for  everyone  coming  and  going, and I’ve disabled your access. Of course, you can regain control if—” 

Ren  stopped  listening—partly  because  an  awful,  tinny  buzzing  sound  filled  his  ears  and  partly because he could finish the sentence himself. 

Ren could regain control of the Portal if he took on the Guardian of the Gates role. The catch, of course, was that the Guardian of the Gates was incapable of using the Portal himself to do anything other than access the Rift. 

Once  a  Protector  assumed  that  mantle,  he  was  locked  to  the  Realm  and  Rift  until  promotion  or death. The Guardianship was too crucial for the role to be totally abandoned for any reason. It was always handed off. Ren would have no access to Earth from this point forward. He was a prisoner. 

He would try to leave. Of course he would. But he wasn’t about to do it right here and now—not with his father present to witness yet another in a long line of failures. 

“But think,” Artemus said, breaking through Ren’s thoughts, “what this will do for you. You’ll be revered for stepping up and taking your place in what’s become quite the family business. This will clear away all your past transgressions. A clean slate, Renford. Your destiny will save you!” 

Ren  cast  a  skittering,  terrified,  claustrophobic  glance  around  the  broad,  day-lit  street.  His  eyes landed on the ice cream shop—only, it was no longer an ice cream shop. Now, a sandwich board sign sat  out  front,  a  delightfully  decorated  advertisement  for  The  Gourmand’s  Gallery  of  Gourmet Mustards. Ren’s heart pitched at the sight of such an abomination. 

Growing up, Ren had been told he would one day be asked to step into his father’s shoes. That lasted only until Artemus had discovered the truth about Ren’s sexuality. Then, he’d all but banished Ren from the Realm. Sent to spend time in the trenches, doing the hard, Earthly work of protecting, 

Ren had come to believe his father would never call him back. Surely, they would choose someone else to fill the role. Ren had thought, from early on, that if he conducted his life on Earth in all the ways the Realm despised, he would secure his freedom. 

He’d learned not to be so optimistic, though. As the years passed, his father sent other Protectors to check on him. The more visits he got from his father’s investigators, the fewer people Ren trusted. 

That had a way of happening when your own family wasn’t allowed to speak to you—or chose not to. 

The pack, though, they’d always…they’d always… Bloody hell. What had the pack done for him that was so good? He couldn’t quite seem to remember at the moment—

“So,” Artemus said, beaming with hateful glee when he followed Ren’s gaze to the travesty that was the mustard shop. “That’s settled, then.” 

With that, he returned his arm to Ren’s shoulders, guiding him off Main Street and onto the path that  led  toward  the  rolling  hills  in  the  near  distance  where  Ren’s  parents  and  his  father’s  parents before them had carved out a home for the Galloway clan. 

Ren had looked at properties once, in Flagler, dreaming of how he might get to do the same one day. For a brief, blissful second, he’d entertained the thought of finding a place to set up a home and settle down. He did recall that, still, quite clearly because of the immensity of the memory. It was a pipe dream, of course. He’d abandoned the idea almost as soon as he’d thought of it, but not before he’d found a gorgeous home that fronted the beach and had its own perfect, hilly and curvy boardwalk down to the water. 

He hadn’t bought it; he wasn’t that daft. He still lusted after the master bedroom, though, with its walkout  to  the  full  second-floor  balcony,  complete  with  its  two-person  hammock.  He’d  fantasized about  snuggling  up  with  Fourt  in  that  hammock—fantasies  his  mind  could  barely  touch  now  that  he was in the Realm. In fact, the memory of Fourt himself was fast becoming a blurry, distant thing. 

He’d  been  so  foolish  to  delay.  He’d  held  onto  the  desperate,  bleeding  hope  that  he  might somehow find both acceptance within the Realm  and get to be with the man of his dreams. 

Stupid, selfish prat. 

No one got to have it all. 

The worst part of this ordeal was the way he’d been hauled out of Fourt’s space. Right as Fourt had…Fourt had…

The  memory  frayed,  threads  pulling  away  and  flying  off  into  the  artificial  breeze.  No,  no!  Ren clung  to  them,  plucking  them  from  the  air  and  sealing  them  into  his  heart.  He’d  never,  ever  forget Fourt,  no  matter  how  the  Realm  tried  to  rewrite  his  mind.  He’d  always  remember  that  he’d  been forced  to  leave  without  saying  goodbye.  It  would  be  too  easy  to  remember  when  he’d  have  to  live each day knowing the Realm had stolen that chance. 

C H A P T E R   T H I R T Y - T W O

FOURT  SLUMPED  AGAINST  THE  WALL,  HIS  RIGHT  SHOULDER  ROUGHING  OVER  PEELING  GRAY  PAINT.  HIS

arm  barely  kissed  the  wall  before  he  was  jabbed  in  the  side  with  a  heavy-duty  stun  gun.  He  shot upright again. The problem was, it seemed impossible to stay vertical under the oppressive weight of the room around him. 

He  didn’t  feel  the  need  to  shout  or  scream  or  wail  or  moan,  though  he  seemed  to  be  in  the minority. Many wolves in the endless, winding line were doing their fair share of all of the above. 

He’d  known,  somehow,  what  was  happening.  Before  he’d  fully  come  back  to  his  senses,  he’d known exactly where he would find himself. This particular building, with its many metal gated doors and  rows  of  stanchions,  was  unfamiliar,  but  there  was  no  mistaking  the  general  feel  of  the  place.  It was what Fourt imagined lab rats must see when they peered with beady eyes out of their little cages. 

It  was  the  path  cattle  trudged  to  slaughter.  It  was  one-part  finishing  school  for  institutionalized children, the other part dog pound. 

The smells were the worst in Fourt’s opinion. He remembered that from the last time he’d been in this  hellscape  of  a  holding  facility.  People  stuck  in  human  form  with  nowhere  else  to  go  stood  or crouched, pissing themselves in fear, in agony, in plain physical need. Doing worse, too. What was the alternative? 

Terrorized  howls  echoed  from  somewhere.  Those  were  the  wolves  who  couldn’t  stand  the pressure  and  shifted,  despite  the  restraints  put  in  place  to  prevent  exactly  that.  Snelgrove  couldn’t have an all-out lupine riot on his hands, now could he? 

Fourt’s ribs and spine ached with the action of holding himself up. Or were those injuries from the bite  of  the  stun  gun?  He  could  no  longer  tell  the  difference.  While  he  kept  his  head  down,  his  eyes darted around, peeking out from under lashes and brows to take in his surroundings. 

Growing up in the holding facility, Fourt remembered going through phases. He hadn’t realized, at first—as a child—that there was any other way. He’d gone along with it all, despite the cruelties and drudgery. That, he believed, was simply life. 

Gradually, though, he’d gained an understanding. Some people got to leave the facility. They went elsewhere,  but  he  had  no  concept  of  home  or  family.  The  older  he  got,  the  more  information  he gathered,  and  the  more  he  longed  for  a  life  outside  these  walls.  He’d  never  expected  to  get  it,  of course. Still couldn’t believe he’d had it, even for a short time. 

 No.  He  wouldn’t  let  himself  think  like  that.  Falling  prey  to  despair  was  the  first  misstep  on  a slippery slope to hopelessness. The wolves who were choking themselves out on metal leads were already there. Someone had to stay strong. Someone had to fight. 

Fourt forced himself to look around again. He needed to take stock of anything or anyone who he

might use to his advantage.  I am no longer subservient, he told his terrified, hammering heart. 

He  didn’t  recognize  the  guards  he  shuffled  past.  They  all  seemed  to  have  the  same  voice  he remembered, though, blurring  into one monotonous  cacophony. Their utilitarian  black uniforms now had red accents, which made Fourt’s blood boil. They were all Dissidents; he wasn’t surprised. 

The facility was the literal stuff of his nightmares. Being back assaulted his senses in every way. 

In his nightmares, the place loomed so large over him it was like a great, gobbling beast. It stuffed its face with his fear and shat out unholy terror so that his bad dreams were an endless cycle of running, succumbing, emerging, and running again. 

Now,  though,  oppressive  as  his  surroundings  were,  they  were  also  duller,  smaller,  and  less imposing  than  his  dreams  made  them  out  to  be.  This  room,  for  instance,  could  have  been  any  other industrial  space.  He’d  been  in  worse  places.  The   realness  of  the  space  struck  him.  It  was  so shockingly mundane. Was he trapped? Hell yes. Was this inescapable? Hell no. 

He  glanced  at  the  wolf  in  front  of  him.  The  woman  had  glossy  brown  hair.  She  wouldn’t,  soon enough. If they didn’t lop it all off, they’d make her go without showers. He wondered if she would miss the products she’d been using on the outside; he knew he would. The next time Fourt saw her, if he  recognized  her—if  she  hadn’t  yet  washed  out  into  the  waves  of  nameless  and  faceless  enslaved masses—her hair would be limp and dull. Scraggly, knotted, dirty. They all would be that way, and not only their hair. Everything about them would degrade. 

Fourt’s  feet  ached  from  the  frigid  cold  radiating  up  from  the  floor.  His  head  pounded  from  the constant barrage of phrases bellowing from the guards like horns. “Next. Keep moving. No talking. 

Stay in line.” 

This was how they did it, how they brainwashed them all into believing they belonged here. Fourt didn’t intend to stick around long enough for them to do that to him again. How to go about escaping, though? Now there was a thought. The weight of it piled on his shoulders, and he heaved in a breath, forcing his spine and ribs to keep supporting his leaden head and shoulders. 

He’d  risked  trying  to  talk  to  the  woman  in  front  of  him  once.  They’d  zapped  him  first,  then  her second, delivering a much stronger blow to her. She’d glanced up at him with tearful, pleading eyes, silently begging him not to speak to her again. 

 Stay in line. Keep moving. No talking. No thinking. No dreaming. No believing. 

In that moment—when the woman with the pretty hair had been zapped—he’d seen it. On her left arm,  she  had  a  mark  like  the  one  Fourt  had  concealed  with  his  beautiful  tree.  Hers  was  slashed through countless times, railroad tracks of scars distorting it into a jagged mess. Acid? Was that how she’d  prevented  her  body  from  healing  back  to  perfection?  He’d  gone  for  acid  ink  to  seal  his camouflaging tattoo into his cells. He couldn’t imagine the burn of pure acid on that raw, flayed skin. 

The desperation that would drive her to do such a thing, though? Now that, he could understand. 

The line continued forward. Fourt resumed peeking out from the corners of his eyes, searching for weak spots. He cheered himself with the thought that it might not be a matter of breaking himself out. 

Surely  the  pack  was  already  on  their  way  or  would  be  soon.  The  Northcotts  would’ve  raised  the alarm—shit. 

The alarm. 

It wasn’t going off when Cedric came to get him. 

Fourt shook that off. Maybe he was misremembering that part. It was a rush, a panic. 

Ren! Ren would know he was missing. He’d contact the pack. Avery and Lathan would ready the search party. 

But wait, no… Fourt shook his head, fingers trailing up to touch the bump on the back of his skull. 

It was huge and tender, and he was distinctly aware that it was having some effect on his memories. 

Ren disappeared. 

Torval never came. 

Fourt  had  regained  consciousness  in  the  back  of  a  van.  He  was  restrained  and  tossed  right  into this never-ending line. Each memory ramped his wolf up. The creature twitched at the base of Fourt’s skull, demanding to come out. 

 No,  Fourt  commanded  mentally.  At  least  he  could  still  communicate  with  his  wolf.  You  have  to stay in there, he warned. He flexed his neck against the collar at his throat.  Feel that? It will kill you. 

 Do not fucking come out here, do you understand me? His wolf cowered back into his mind. 

Fourt tried to soothe the creature.  I’m working on it, bud, I swear. Let me have some space with my thoughts here, okay? 

Something  must  have  happened  to  both  Ren  and  Torval.  Maybe  neither  of  them  could  alert  the pack. But the Northcotts would—wouldn’t they? Even if they didn’t, Lathan and Avery would realize something was amiss when they didn’t hear from Ren or Fourt. They’d send out rescue teams for both of  them.  Besides,  by  that  point,  if  Ren  were  in  trouble,  he’d  have  found  his  way  out  and  would pinpoint  Fourt’s  location.  But  what  was  strong  enough  to  hold  a  Protector?  There  were  ways.  Ren would be crafty enough to get out of each of them, though. 

Yes. A search and rescue team was definitely already on the way. 

Fourt calmed his wolf once more, this time for the joy the creature felt at the idea of escaping this dreadful place. 

The clanging metal door ahead slammed in front of Fourt’s face. 

“Wait there,” the nearest guard barked. 

Fourt  felt  like  barking  back,  but  he  didn’t.  He  kept  his  head  down,  refusing  to  make  waves  that might make his rescue harder on his pack. 

“Keep moving,” the guard barked again when the gated door swung open to admit Fourt. 

Three guards closed in to escort him. It seemed like overkill, but they side-eyed him with what he guessed  must  be  knowledge  of  who  his  pack  was.  They  shuffled  him  along  to  a  small  exam  room. 

There,  a  woman  with  a  perma-scowl  and  shockingly  ample  bosom  closed  the  door  behind  him  and directed  him  to  stand  under  a  light  like  he’d  seen  on  TV  in  surgical  suites.  The  light  assaulted  his sensitive eyes. He squinted against it while the woman sat on a squat stool and rolled his way. 

“Number.”  Her  demand  was  as  monotonous  as  those  of  the  guards,  but  Fourt  recognized  she wasn’t a lowly foot soldier. She was specialized. 

He knew what he was meant to say, but the word withered on his tongue. It turned to dust when he opened his mouth. 

She perma-scowled up at him. 

His  wolf  reminded  him  he  had  a  decent  shot  at  snapping  her  neck  if  he  moved  fast  enough.  He reminded his wolf to play along, at least for now. 

“Fourteen.” His throat closed. It came out as a croak. 

The woman’s brows popped, and he half-expected her to make a crack about being honored to be in the presence of one of the originals. 

 Not bred, he reminded himself.  Kidnapped. Stolen. Not given up or worthless. He’d been wanted. 

He kept his chin as high as he dared. 

Without  warning,  she  grabbed  his  arm  and  brought  it  under  the  light  as  if  the  half-sleeve  tattoo required  microscopic  examination.  She  clucked  her  tongue  in  disapproval  or  disappointment. 

“Disruption  of  a  perfectly  good  mark,”  she  muttered,  jotting  on  a  chart  with  a  cheap  pen.  Its  tip

scratched over the paper. Then, she jerked his right arm up and nodded her approval. She made more notes, murmuring under her breath, “Schedule procedure for a new brand. Right forearm.” 

 Like hell, Fourt snarled in his mind. 

She stood, stool rolling out from behind her and hitting the wall. “Strip down.” 

Fourt hesitated long enough for one of the guards outside to bang his stun gun on the door’s metal bars. Fourt swallowed hard, stuffing down the indignity of it all, and tugged off his shirt. 

The woman barely acknowledged him from the corner of her eye as she collected a pile of items from a compartment in a tall rolling cart. The compartment reminded Fourt about his journal, stashed away in the dragon’s hoard. He was, suddenly, quite happy that he wasn’t in possession of the book. 

He didn’t want to have to mar its pages with this particular turn of events. 

With clinical, impersonal eyes and harsh commands, the woman examined him. He felt like a mutt who had wandered in front of a judge at a dog show. She poked and pulled. She made him rearrange and bare his most private parts to prove he was hiding nothing in them. She prodded his mouth with a popsicle stick, forcing his tongue up and down and to each side while she aimed a flashlight—which seemed unnecessary, given the clinical lights overhead—at his tonsils and beyond. 

When  she  was  satisfied  that  he  was  in  good  shape  and  that  the  only  threats  he  carried  were  the ones in his heart and mind, she tossed him an outfit of gray—sweatpants and a sweatshirt, he already knew. Fate, this set was so much bigger than the one he’d burned in the fire pit at home after Avery had freed him. 

He was counting on her to do it for a second time. 

With no sense of ceremony, the woman pointed to the door, which opened to reveal Fourt’s three-guard entourage once more. This time, two guards took his arms, marching at his sides and keeping him moving while the third followed them, stun gun at the ready. 

Fourt chuckled to himself. They didn’t have to worry; he wasn’t going to run. No, it would be far more  fun  to  see  his  family  arrive  and  take  this  whole  shit  show  to  the  ground.  He  couldn’t  wait  to help. 

The private laughter died in his throat when the guards led him through a set of doors and out into the quad between buildings. Up to that point, Fourt had maintained an ironic sense of levity about the situation. A tongue-in-cheek acceptance, as if to say, “Oh, well. You’ve got me for now, I suppose, but just you wait until my family arrives. They’ll show you what’s what.” 

But when the wall of magical wards outside smacked him in the face, it sucked the breath straight from his lungs. 

How had he forgotten the impenetrable thickness of the spells that bound this place? In the joy and light of freedom, these details had evaporated from his mind. 

Avery knew where the facility was located—on a map, she could pinpoint it and bring people to the correct location. But when they arrived, they’d see nothing. They’d hear nothing and feel nothing. 

The  magic  would  force  their  minds  to  question  whether  anything  was,  in  fact,  there.  The  whole holding facility was cloaked with dark, heavy enchantments that prevented any unauthorized access. It simply didn’t exist unless it was  meant to. 

Fourt sucked  in  a slip  of  breath, as  if  through  a blocked  straw.  He reminded  himself  Avery  had done it before. She’d captured a guard, stolen her identity with an Advocacy, and gotten herself in—

but that single portion of her mission had taken almost nine months. And that was before the time it took her to infiltrate the inner workings of the prison itself so that she could begin to set people free. 

Surely this time, a rescue wouldn’t take as long, right? They’d find and storm the place somehow. 

They had to. It couldn’t take nine months. 

Fourt already knew he would never last that long. 

C H A P T E R   T H I R T Y - T H R E E

ONE OF THE ONLY  GOOD  THINGS  ABOUT  REN’S  FATHER  BEING  THE  GUARDIAN  OF  THE  GATES  WAS  THAT

he  spent  most  of  his  time   at  the  Gates.  He  took  breaks,  of  course,  because  “family  time”  was  a treasure  in  the  Realm.  Other  Protectors  stood  watch,  following  Artemus’s  strict  directives  to  the letter, while he ate meals with his mate and—Ren dreaded to think, despite being one of their children

—shared  their  bed.  Otherwise,  though,  Artemus  was  present  at  the  Gates,  guarding  the  Realm’s perimeter. 

Growing  up,  Artemus’s  absence  had  been  a  blessing.  Ren  found  similar  comfort  now,  watching his mother pull linens from the meticulously organized trunk before which she knelt. She passed him the sheets, and he ran his thumb over the familiar patterns of her handiwork. She’d spent each of her pregnancies crafting up a treasure trove of personalized items for her children. Over the years, she’d added to the stash, preparing them—even Ren—with a trunk of things they could take away when they went out on their own. 

Ren  had,  at  times,  been  sorrowful  that  his  trunk  remained  in  the  Realm.  The  sheets  for  his  bed were so pretty. They were cross-stitched at the top hem with a glorious stretch of swirling blues and grays,  encompassing  the  beauty  of  the  sky,  the  ocean,  and—Ren  now  knew—the  storm  clouds  on Earth. What he wouldn’t give for a great, rousing thunderstorm right now. 

The  room  of  his  youth,  spacious  as  it  was,  seemed  too  small.  It  suffocated  him  with  its  mere existence.  It  was  so  full  of  things,  and  he  didn’t  feel  like  he  was  the  person  to  whom  the  items belonged. Toys, books, and pictures were arranged on high shelves. Training awards filled the walls

—oh,  so  many  medals  and  trophies!  His  parents  had  taken  great  pride  in  his  early  years.  Ren  had excelled  at  every  level  and  subject,  proving  from  his  first  day  that  he  was  the  rightful  heir  to  the Guardianship position. 

Ren hated those medals and trophies now. They were nothing but reminders that a day had come when his parents’ pride disappeared. Memories he preferred to keep locked away assaulted him from every angle. 

He was barely aware of the dull  thunk of the trunk’s lid as his mother finished collecting what she needed. He lost himself to painful reminiscence. 

Ren’s  failures  had  begun  when  he  grew  too  attached  to  his  first  trial  charge,  a  handsome  young Tracker  named  Seth.  Ren  had  known,  by  that  point,  that  he  was  only  interested  in  men.  His  eyes always flitted toward the other male Protectors, never the females, no matter how lovely they were. 

He  could  see  and  comprehend  their  beauty,  but  it  was  the  men  he  was  attracted  to,  and  they  were, absolutely and unequivocally, off-limits per the rules of the Realm. 

Seth hadn’t seemed off-limits at all. Seth was funny and flirtatious, a born-and-raised Romantic

who  lived  so  large  he  was  impossible  to  ignore.  Ren’s  trial  runs  to  Earth  were  meant  to  be opportunities  for  him  to  “watch”  Seth.  It  was  the  equivalent  of  newbie-level  Protector  babysitting, though they were the same age. Seth was only a volunteer; he wasn’t in any real danger. Not then, at least. 

Over  time,  the  visits  gave  way  to  Ren’s  first  relationship.  It  was  informative  and  transcendent, and  it  blew  Ren’s  whole  universe  wide  open.  He’d  been  satisfied  with  the  Realm  until  his experiences with Seth. He knew there was a bevy of jokes about forbidden fruit in there, but he would never mine them. It wasn’t a laughing matter when Ren’s Trainer had found him out and reported him to his parents. There was no mirth in Artemus’s eyes or voice when he’d bribed the Trainer with a tribute to pay for his silence. 

And Seth. 

 Poor Seth. 

They’d  loved  each  other.  It  was  a  true  first  love  with  all  its  big,  bold,  dramatic,  tragic  ways. 

When  they’d  been  pulled  apart,  Seth  had  vowed  to  track  Ren  down—he  wouldn’t  let  anyone  keep them from each other. But Seth had taken it too far. That was how big, bold, dramatic, and tragic their love was. Seth had paid with his life when he’d tried to make good on his promise. He had managed to make it all the way past the Gates and into the Realm—a feat which was all but impossible!—only to be incinerated for his intrusion. 

Whose job was it to protect the Realm? Who had handed down the punishment for Seth’s—and Ren’s—indiscretions? Why, the Guardian of the Gates held that distinction, of course. 

“Renford?” Ren’s mother caught his attention, dragging him from his thoughts. 

He  realized  he’d  been  following  along  behind  her,  mechanically  offering  up  sheets  and pillowcases  while  she  did  all  the  work  of  making  the  bed.  Her  eyes  flitted  to  his  hands  when  he uncurled the fists they’d clawed themselves into. 

“Would you like to join me in the kitchen while I make dinner?” 

Ren felt a wry smile stretch his lips. “This is all so strange, isn’t it?” 

“What is?” Theo smoothed the sheets and fluffed the pillows

“All of it.” Ren circled a finger in the air. “The lengths of this whole charade are unbelievable.” 

He  ticked  offenses  off  on  his  fingers.  “Protectors  hardly  need  sleep.  We  don’t  require  sustenance here,  and  we  imagine  up  possessions  we  would  never  own  outside  the  Realm.  We  follow  rituals around  things  that  don’t  even  exist.  The  very  notion  of  homemaking  is  such  a  bizarre  construct  we keep up with. And for what?” He shrugged, dropping his hand in disgust. “Appearances.” 

Theo’s lips twitched, betraying a hidden, maternal smile. “That’s philosophical of you. But you’re forgetting that ‘this whole charade’ serves a purpose, darling.” She almost dropped the “n” at the end of the word, a soft drawl coming through. “It helps keep us in the right mindset for when we go out on jobs.  We  remember  to  fall  into  the  patterns  of  others  by  establishing  and  following  patterns  of  our own.” 

“You don’t have any jobs lined up, though, do you?” Ren knew he was digging a knife in. The way his mother’s spine stiffened did nothing to soothe the anger and hurt he felt. Sometimes, he wanted to shake her for her complacent ways. 

“That’s unfair.” She turned away, cutting a crisp path out of the room. 

What a baffling, frozen existence she led! Theo spent every day dressed as if she were on her way to or from a posh country club. She was locked in what had to be a mind-numbing routine of make-believe  chores.  Everything  stayed  clean  on  its  own.  Meals  cooked  themselves.  Groceries  were procured  with  almost  no  effort.  She  could  be  doing  so  much,  but  instead,  she  went  through  these

pointless motions, putting on an act. Ren could understand if any of it was necessary—he’d seen the pride and satisfaction of hard work done well. Did she find pride in pretending? 

Unfortunately, as Ren knew all too well, it didn’t matter. As the mate of such a powerful figure, Theo was relegated to the position that was expected of her. 

Ren admitted, to himself, that he saw it as a disappointment. He had inherited all his skills and prowess from his mother. His father had married up—way, way up. Artemus had mated himself right into the line of succession for the Guardianship, since Ren’s maternal grandparents had no sons. Oh yes, of course, the Guardianship had to pass to a male heir. Why wouldn’t it? 

Ren sighed, going after his mother because he wasn’t sure what else to do. He was stuck in limbo, with  the  Realm  tickling  his  mind,  stealing  away  bits  of  his  Earthly  memories.  It  was  becoming tiresome to fight. The idea of giving in was like the promise of a warm bath before bed. 

“I’m sorry I didn’t have everything ready for your arrival.” Theo tucked back a lock of her silky blond hair. “It took me by surprise.” 

That confession sent an odd shiver over Ren’s skin. “What do you mean? Hasn’t my return been planned for years?” 

“Well, of course. But…” She opened the fridge, peering in and assessing the contents, obscuring her face. She cleared her throat. “Artie had trusted eyes watching out for you.” 

Ren  scoffed,  all  but  jumping  away  from  the  stool  he’d  almost  sat  on  at  the  counter.  “You  mean eyes he can trust to report back to him but not to reveal the big gay truth to anyone else.” 

Ren  wasn’t  proud  of  himself  for  much,  but  he  did  take  satisfaction  in  the  fact  that  he’d  kept  his promise to honor Seth. After Seth’s demise, Ren had vowed to live as openly as Seth had. Until Fourt. 

Fourt’s entrance into Ren’s life had been a stern reminder that love came with a price. Ren had reeled in  his  vivacity,  dialing  it  down.  He’d  carefully  kept  distance  between  them,  from  the  start,  fearing someone would take notice of his interest in the wolf. He couldn’t bear the thought of Fourt paying the same price Seth had. 

Ren  thought  he’d  been  cautious  and  aware.  Instead,  he’d  become  complacent.  He’d  grown  so comfortable and relaxed, he’d forgotten that his father would still be watching, just waiting for him to slip up. 

Rage boiled up, bubbling over until Ren was pacing and shouting. “Stupid Portal! Blasted Rift! 

There’s  no  privacy  anywhere!”  Even  as  the  thoughts  assailed  him,  it  became  harder  to  force  the words out. The Realm pressed in on him, trying to shape and mold him to fit its form. 

Theo  gave  him  a  calm,  if  a  bit  beleaguered  head  tilt,  patiently  waiting  for  him  to  allow  her  to continue uninterrupted. 

Ren lodged himself on the stool, forcing himself to sit still. If he was going to find a way out of this mess—and he definitely was—he had to be open to all the information he could collect. 

Theo  glanced  conspiratorially  around  the  room  before  she  closed  the  fridge  and  approached, leaning across the smooth marble countertop. “I did argue with Artie on this subject. I promise I did. I don’t agree with how he chose to handle things. He’d made a plan, and he didn’t stick to it when he bumped up the timeframe.” 

Well, that was confirmation that his father had played, well, God. 

Theo reached over as if she might pat his hand but caught herself at the last moment. That’s right, they were alone. There was no one to put on a show for now. Touching him was unnecessary and—

Ren  knew—not  preferred.  As  if  he  were  walking  around,  spreading  his  sexual  preferences  like  a virus. He glared at Theo’s fingertips when they dropped to the countertop instead. 

“I told him he was only going to push you away with his rash actions, and I don’t want that. I want

my son back. Call me selfish,” Theo admitted, hanging her head in pious shame, “but I could forgive anything. Anything at all to have you back near me.” 

Ren  swore  the  sting  of  her  words  was  worse  than  any  blow  he’d  taken  yet,  including  his  most recent beating in the Portal. He put his hands on the counter, both gripping it to hold himself upright and shoving at it to push himself back. “Forgive?” He laughed out loud, sharp and bitter. “That’s one hell of a way to love your only son, Mother. But then, unconditional only counts in public, I suppose.” 

“What do you mean?” Hurt spread over her lovely features. 

Ren stepped backward into the attached living room. He spun in a slow circle, hands out to the walls, which were hung with family pictures. “You know what I noticed was absent from the walls outside  our  bedrooms?  Pictures  of  me.  Look  here,  though”—he  pointed—“and  there.  There,  too. 

There I am. On display, the good and perfect son showcased for all to see.” He clasped his hands to his chest, holding in his pain. “But in the private heart of this home, I’ve been erased. Even bloody cousin Rilda is in the family pictures in the hallway.” 

“There’s nothing wrong with Rilda,” Theo interjected helplessly. 

“No. You’re right. But there’s something wrong with me, isn’t there? That’s what you think. What he thinks. That’s why I’m not on those walls. You’ve done to me exactly what you did to Rosalyn.” 

Rather  than  arguing—they  both  knew  there  was  no  room  for  dispute—Theo  straightened  up, grabbing a purple sponge and scrubbing the already spotless counter. She attacked an imaginary spot while Ren stood in the middle of the living room, glaring at the family photos in all their stark, homey perfection. 

At long last, Theo said, with soft and loving determination, “You could do much worse than my forgiveness.” She sighed and tossed the sponge aside, rather than returning it to its holder by the sink. 

That was an anomaly she’d soon enough remedy, but it made Ren feel better to see her leave the thing there, inappropriately soggy on the counter. 

“I’m  worried  about  you.”  Theo’s  voice  lost  the  gentle  tone  her  role  had  shaped  over  the  years. 

Suddenly,  the  mother  of  his  early  childhood  stood  before  him—the  Theo  who  hadn’t  yet  fully  fit herself into the tidy box the Realm wanted her in. “It won’t be easy for people here to open their arms to you. They won’t forgive without penalty. You know that better than most. They’re cruel, and they’ll deliver their own brand of justice if they see fit.” 

Ren let those words wash over him. He’d taken that beating in the Portal, and Gabriel had warned him it would get worse if he resisted. Oh, shit. Gabriel had warned him, and he’d still blown right through that warning in favor of blowing…

Ren considered the cost Seth had paid. How much more would Fourt be penalized for the feelings Ren had for him? They were so much bigger, so much deeper than with Seth…Ren cursed and rubbed at the vice clenching his chest. 

Theo pulled her mommy mask back on abruptly and picked up a small notepad from the counter. “I need  to  dash  out  for  groceries.  Will  you  be  alright  sticking  around  here?”  Then,  on  second  thought, she  leveled  him  with  her  gaze  and  added,  “It’s  in  your  best  interest  to  do  so,  Ren.”  The  use  of  his preferred name told him she was serious. 

Ren nodded, and in the next instant, he found himself very much alone. He waited for a moment to see  if  she  would  come  right  back.  Perhaps  she  was  testing  him.  When  she  didn’t  reappear immediately, Ren reached out with his power and senses to prod the space around him. Artemus had no  reason  to  lie  about  cutting  off  Ren’s  access  to  the  Portal.  Still,  as  it  was  his  simplest  method  of escape, Ren had to try it. 

When he reached out, it was like standing on the rooftop of a building, right at the edge with the

street sweeping up at him from below, threatening to kill him not by fall, but by landing. Usually, Ren felt  the  energy  of  the  gaps  in  space  and  time  like  balloons  beneath  his  feet,  cradling  his  steps  and ushering him safely into the Portal. Now, though, when he lifted a foot to test the space, he felt a great, heavy  nothing  pushing  back  at  him.  He  got  the  sense  that  if  he  stepped  into  it,  he’d  suffocate.  Fear tightened at the base of his spine. Fourt was without protection, except for Torval. It wasn’t enough. 

He had to  try. 

He stepped out into the heavy nothing. 

It  shoved  him  back  with  so  much  force  he  stumbled  into  the  counter,  cracking  his  spine  and tumbling to his ass. 

 Great, he thought.  Only a matter of time until dear old Dad shows up to gloat. 

The Realm was a metaphysical place; it wasn’t like he could stroll out the front Gates and into the nearest town. His access was definitely blocked. He wouldn’t be going anywhere without the Portal

—which meant he wouldn’t be going anywhere. 

Behind him, rustling in the kitchen caused Ren to shoot straight up from the floor. 

“Oh,  there  you  are!”  Theo  set  two  fabric  grocery  bags  on  the  counter,  loaded  from  her instantaneous  shopping  trip.  She  cocked  her  head  and  offered  a  gentle  smile.  “You  tried  it,  didn’t you?” 

“Of  course  I  bloody  well  did.”  Ren  smoothed  a  hand  over  his  hair  and  adjusted  the  pressed clothes she’d given him from his closet. Who ironed t-shirts? Everyone in the Realm. 

Theo  tutted  at  him  and  pulled  a  tub  of  ice  cream  from  one  of  the  bags.  She  actually  smirked—

inappropriate!—when  she  collected  a  spoon  and  passed  it  his  way.  Then  the  expression  fell  away when  she  glanced  at  the  window.  “Better  to  eat  it  out  of  sight—Artie  doesn’t  allow  it  in  the  house anymore.” She jerked her head toward the windowless dining room, leading him that way. 

“Allow?” Ren sneered. 

Theo shrugged. “It is what it is. I’ll get rid of the evidence when you’re done.” 

Ren  gathered  the  ice  cream  and  followed  her,  feeling  all  sorts  of  mixed  feelings  about  her remembering  his  favorite  food.  It  was  her  job  to  remember,  the  same  as  it  was  her  job  to  sweep naturally spotless floors every day. Still, there was something there that tugged at him. This ice cream was contraband. They were accomplices in this minor sin. He suddenly no longer felt entirely alone. 

Theo pulled out one of the chairs and sat, first perching on the edge but then slipping back to slide down and get comfy. She leaned her cheek on her fist. “I’ve heard you reconnected with your sisters.” 

 Two of them, Ren thought. Instead of voicing that, though, he said, “They accepted me with open arms.” 

It was still unbelievable, even to him, but Roxy had fallen over herself in tears of joy when he’d shown  up  at  Flagler  with  his  hat  in  his  hands.  Rhodes  had  apologized  until  she’d  gone  hoarse, explaining she was out of contact with everyone for safety’s sake while she protected the safe home she’d  been  charged  with.  She’d  never  wanted  to  be  out  of  touch  with  him  at  all.  He,  Roxy,  and Rhodes were all in agreement that their parents were so invested in the Realm there was no way to fully bridge the gap again. 

“The way to thank them for that wasn’t to leave them in a lurch,” Theo said. 

Ren swallowed the first delicious bite of ice cream with a thick throat. He studied his mother for a moment. “I heard my most recent charge—the one Father took me away from to bring me here—was in trouble. I couldn’t keep myself away.” 

Worry creased Theo’s forehead. “What kind of trouble?” 

Ren explained, in short, the circumstances of the R & B on Earth. He watched Theo’s expression

morph. How much did the Realm shelter her from what was happening in the universe? 

The  lines  across  Theo’s  forehead  continued  to  deepen  as  Ren  spoke.  When  he’d  finished,  she sighed with the weight of it all. “I had heard a few rumors about all that.” 

Ren pushed, trying her. “It’s terrible, isn’t it? How bad things are? And this whole ordeal”—Ren motioned with his spoon to his surroundings—“caused me to leave Fourt in a lurch, too.” 

A sudden, sharp clenching pain caught his chest, stealing his breath. He plunked the ice cream on the table, dropping the spoon into the tub. Ren was still tied to Fourt, regardless of how the Realm tried  to  unravel  his  memories.  With  Fourt  assigned  as  Ren’s  charge,  the  Realm  couldn’t  erase  him completely. It would take time to unwind their connection—the feelings, the things they’d shared. But the pain Ren felt wasn’t about their relationship. Something was wrong. The thought filled him with a dull, gnawing sense of agony. Ren massaged the ache, realizing it was probably because of his own abrupt departure. Something important had preceded it, though blast if he could remember what. 

“You’re worried about him,” Theo said, eyeing Ren’s fingers as he worked to ease the tension in his chest. 

“I’m worried about what might happen to him without protection.” He withheld the detail about having enlisted Torval to help; it was better to keep a few particulars in his back pocket. 

Theo’s mouth tugged down at the edges. Her eyes swam with questions, but her lips didn’t form them. 

“He believes I’m his mate.” Ren reached for his snack and focused his attention on scooping out the perfect bite of ice cream. “Fate says so, at least.” 

Theo shifted in her seat. She cleared her throat, changing directions to steer them back to safety. 

“What about Fate? Can She still dictate anything? We’ve heard that She’s missing.” 

She  wouldn’t  like  where  this  topic  directed  their  conversation,  either,  Ren  knew.  “Fate  wasn’t missing  when  Fourt  imprinted  on  me.”  Seeing  no  reason  to  keep  the  theory  he  and  his  sisters  had formed  a  secret,  Ren  added,  “Roxy,  Rhodes,  and  I  have  gotten  the  sense  that  Rosalyn  might  be touching both Fate and the Rift.” 

Theo  went  as  still  as  death.  She  didn’t  blink  or  breathe,  but  her  throat  bobbed  with  an  audible gulp. 

“I’m surprised Roxy and Rhodes didn’t mention it,” Ren added, downing another scoop. 

“I  let  it  pass  once,  but  I  can’t  do  it  again.”  Theo’s  face  morphed  with  anguish.  “You  know  we don’t speak her name.” 

“Well,” Ren said with a shrug, “she’s still out there somewhere, whether we say her name or not. 

And she always liked to cause trouble. We had an encounter with her brand of harassment recently.” 

“You’re sure?” The words were a breath. 

Ren glanced her way, spoon poised in the air. “Looks like a duck, quacks like a duck.” 

“Heavens.” Theo pressed a hand to her cheek. The color had drained from her face, and her lips smashed together in a hard, flat line. 

Ren knew that look. She was trying to convince herself it wasn’t their problem because Rosalyn was long gone. 

“Don’t tell your father,” she finally murmured, pushing out of her chair and going to the sideboard where she needlessly tidied the spare dishes on display. 

“Of course not.” Mockery cut the edges of Ren’s tone. “I wouldn’t want to remind him—any more than my mere presence already does—that any of his children are imperfect.” 

Theo shook her head. “You have no idea what we’ve lost.” 

Ren concentrated on his ice cream. There was no way to reason with that. He believed he’d lost

far more, but if he argued that point, they’d each only become more entrenched in their own views. 

“Your father means well, Ren. You must know that.” 

“Respectfully,” Ren said, intending no respect at all, “I think he means to be a dick.” He polished off the last of the ice cream with a flourish of his spoon. 

“You,  out  of  all  our  children,  should  know  his  weakness  too  well.  Of  course  his  intentions  are good, it’s just that his care for others has gotten…” 

“Overblown?”  Ren  offered.  He’d  heard  this  argument  before.  According  to  everyone  else,  his father was a good man whose best traits had overwhelmed him. And, truthfully, there was no question that  Artemus  valued  the  safety  of  those  around  him.  He  just  did  so  to  the  point  of  cutting  out  every imperfection in that system—including his own family. 

“He wants you all to be safe. To be happy and loved and successful.” 

Ren  snorted.  “He  doesn’t  want   me  to  be  loved—not  the  way  I  want  to  be.  He  only  wants  to control me.” 

“Artie is—” 

“Don’t  call  him  Artie!”  Ren  snapped.  “It  makes  him  sound  like  an  innocent  child,  and  he’s  not. 

He’s  a  grown  man  who  makes  big,  bad  decisions.  He’s  dangerous.  You  can’t  see  it  because  you’re brainwashed by him and by this whole bloody place. Snap out of it, Mom. He’d rather see me dead than here in his house. The only reason I’m still alive is so he can advance in his own career. Isn’t it?” 

Theo’s spine stiffened again. She cast a glance over her shoulder at the empty ice cream carton before turning to collect it. 

“That’s right.” Ren jumped up to follow her as she gathered the lid, too. “Clean it all up, so he’ll never know  you dabbled in a bit of debauchery, too. Otherwise, you might end up in the same shitty boat as the rest of us he’s cut out like we’re a disease. Cast out to sea, hoping we might land on some other island where people will love and accept us.” 

With that, Theo disappeared into thin air, but not before Ren heard her sniffles. 

Great. His mother might be lost to this Realm, but the last thing Ren wanted to do was make her cry more than he already had by merely existing and being true to himself. He whirled, throwing his arms up in frustration. He couldn’t do anything right! 

The Realm poked and prodded him, fatiguing him further. 

It whispered in his ear, “Forget who you were. You’ll find a new self here. They can change you if you let them. All you have to do is give in. ” 

C H A P T E R   T H I R T Y - F O U R

REN  PUSHED  THE  FOOD  AROUND  ON  HIS  PLATE.  IT  WASN’T  THEO’S  COOKING—CONDUCTED  BY  THE

Realm as it was—that was the problem. The food was quite lovely; it was the conversation that was unpalatable. In fact, it was the whole bloody scenario he found himself in. This was what people must feel like when they were trapped in a dangerous cult, right on the verge of choosing to escape. 

Artemus shoveled food into his mouth between cheerful exultations over the plans for the next two weeks. 

 This man is completely unaware of what a prattling nutcase he is, Ren thought, as he tuned back in to his father’s endless chatter. 

“Once  you’re  done  playing  host  to  the  Archangels  and  Principalities,  we’ll  hold  a  second gathering for the Powers, Virtues, and Dominions.” Artemus paused to lift his napkin to the corner of his  mouth.  It  was  laughable,  the  dainty  way  he  dabbed  his  lips  after  eating  like  a  pig  at  the  trough. 

“And then, you must host the Thrones, my fellow Cherubim, and the Seraphim, of course.” 

“Oh, that will mean dear Raziel,” Theo interjected. 

Artemus  huffed.  “Yes,  it  will  mean  Raziel.”  He  leaned  on  an  elbow  to  confide  in  Ren.  “I  don’t agree with the decision for Raziel to have ascended to the level of a Seraph. Of course, it’s his age, isn’t it? That’s what’s gained him the notoriety he enjoys. Some of us have had to  work for the honors we’ve  earned.”  He  cheered  himself  in  the  next  moment  by  adding,  “A  party  hosting  the  Thrones, Cherubim, and Seraphim will also mean Marmaroth. Have you met him, Renford? What an example he is to the Realm.” 

Ren’s fork slipped in his hand and shrieked across the plate, drawing looks from both his parents. 

It didn’t give Artemus much pause, though, as he immediately resumed his babbling. 

Ren swallowed hard. All the names his father had rattled off during the evening were familiar. He fought  with  the  crushing  power  of  the  Realm  to  pull  up  and  cling  to  memories  of  terror  that  had birthed his fear and hatred of his Realm home in the first place. Ren glared at the food on his plate. 

Was it drugged? He should have thought of that before he took the first bite to appease his mother’s hopeful face. He cast a wary glance at his glass next. 

Where had his thoughts gone? Who was it he was meant to be thinking of? Oh, yes. Marmaroth. 

Marmaroth was among the worst. He’d been brought in by Artemus several times over the centuries to correct Ren’s path. He wasn’t of such distinguished rank back then, though. Ren wondered if the angel would have received such a promotion were his cruelty public knowledge. Then, it occurred to him  that  Marmaroth’s  cruel  measures  might  be  the  very  reason  he’d  received  the  promotion.  Ren catalogued the names in his head. Almost every higher-up his father mentioned had been involved in the attempts to “cure” him. And now, they ran the Realm. 

Ren’s brain was drained from fighting off the Realm’s inherent power to remove such judgmental thoughts from his mind. He ground his teeth and repeated the names to himself, trying to seal them in as another reminder of why he must stay present and not allow this place to pull him under. 

Artemus continued on. “Just think of all these great leaders in your home, Renford. In your own home.  Of  course,  your  mate  will  need  guidance  when  it  comes  to  preparing  the  place  for  these important parties. There are expectations to be met when your duty is to entertain such great men.” 

Theo smiled. “Of course. I’ll help. And Ren will, too.” 

“Ren ford will be busy,” Artemus reminded her. 

Ren was still hung up on this word they kept throwing around. “Mate”. Clearly, the mate was a she. And  she had been chosen for Ren. That wasn’t a usual custom in the Realm, so this was intended to be a heavy-handed encouragement. It was another of his father’s tactics to trap Ren right where he sat. 

Ren engaged his leg muscles and attempted to scoot his chair back. It went nowhere. He felt as if he were locked in place, though he wore no shackles or binds. But was that only in his mind? 

“Who did you say she was?” Ren’s ears were buzzing again, and he tasted a metallic tang on his tongue. 

His parents shared a smile before his mother responded. “We haven’t said. It’s a surprise.” 

Ren opened his mouth and found it incredibly challenging to force discourteous words from his mouth. “Surprise? A bloody”—the syllables almost choked him—“surprise? As in, ‘surprise, you’re mated to this gal, now’. Lovely, isn’t it? Perfect, in fact.” 

Except it wouldn’t be perfect. Nothing could ever be perfect, even though the whole of the Realm was  meant  to  be  precisely  that.  Fourt  had  asked  him  to…  Ren  shoved  at  the  confusion  and forgetfulness entangling and infecting his thoughts. Fourt had wanted to  claim him. There! He found it! 

The truth! Fourt wanted to pledge his love, to make a vow that they would mate when the time was right. When  they  were ready.  Ren  could have  bloody  well  mated the  man  right then  and  there.  Why hadn’t he? 

Ren’s muscles remained locked, engaged as if he would be able to spring up at any moment. The thought was only now reaching him, in the brief clarity he found as he shoved the fog of the Realm out of his senses: what if Fourt tracked him down? It wouldn’t be all that hard for the wolf to do, not with the connections the pack had, and especially not with Torval on his side. Fourt couldn’t come here. 

He  couldn’t  slip  his  way  into  the  Realm  without  facing  a  horrible  end.  None  of  them  could.  There could be no rescue mission. 

Ren’s overworked mind collapsed under the weight, and he shut his eyes, setting his fork aside to rub his lids with heavy fingers. He wanted to scream at his father. To tell him to shut up.  Shut up! It’s my future. It’s meant to be my choice. 

But it  wasn’t.  There was  only  one choice  he  could  make if  he  wanted to  escape  this  nightmare, and it was…

Wait. What was it? What was the choice? 

Ren  searched  his  mind  for  it,  trying  to  form  the  thought.  He  came  up  with  nothing  except  the sensation of a misplaced word waiting exasperatingly out of reach at the tip of his tongue. 

Artemus  was  still  going,  though  he’d  set  his  own  fork  aside  and  pushed  his  plate  forward.  Ren recognized  this  as  the  nonverbal  cue  for  Theo  to  pick  it  up,  take  it  to  the  kitchen,  and  return  with dessert. “I congratulate myself—I admit it, I do—on the home we’ve selected for you. This will all do  it,  son.  The  home,  the  mate,  the  parties.  This  will  be  the  perfect  blend  to  start  you  over  from scratch. People will see how well you’ll fit into your new role, and they’ll forget any other opinions

they’ve ever formed. As soon as they see that you’re on board, they’ll be glad to open their arms and accept you.” 

 Acceptance. 

In  a  nutshell,  that  was  the  one  thing  Ren  wanted  most.  From  the  day  he’d  been  born,  he’d  been striving  for  it.  He’d  longed  to  find  his  spot  among  his  peers,  all  of  whom  looked  askance  at  him because they knew what his future position was meant to be. He’d desperately tried to win favor with his Trainers, letting them work him harder, drive him longer and farther, because they took pride in preparing him. Ren had become aware, from early on, that his interest in men wasn’t acceptable. That his reckless sense of humor wasn’t appropriate. That his nature was too bright, too loud, too much. 

He’d learned to tone himself down, to reduce himself, to adapt because that was survival. 

So, he knew it was unrealistic to expect that any true acceptance would come from this place. The leadership  had  spent  centuries  trying  to  change  him.  Would  they  ever  believe  it  even  if  he  did conform? He knew. He  knew. 

And yet…

This was how the Realm worked. It drew you in, made you feel safe. Gave you a place to belong, as long as you were willing to play by the rules. Ren was feeling the pressure, but he wasn’t yet ready to  comply.  Not  if  it  meant  giving  up  what  he  truly  wanted.  If  only  he  could  put  a  decent  pair  of thoughts together to come up with how—

“Artemus!” The shout came from right outside the front door. 

Artemus shot up. “That’s Gabriel!” 

Heavy pounding followed, quaking the door in chorus with another shout of his father’s name. 

“Heavens, that doesn’t sound good.” Theo slipped from her chair. 

Ren followed. Ah, so he hadn’t been stuck in his chair after all. They rushed to join Artemus as he threw the door open. Gabriel shuffled on restless feet, hand lifted to knock again. 

The Dominion wasted no time conveying his message, even as he spun on his heel and began to lead Artemus away. “We’ve got an outsider at the Gates.” 

Artemus turned, beckoning Ren to follow. “Nothing like training in real-time!” he cried. Evidence of his dark pleasure at being needed this way shone in his eyes and his rosy cheeks. 

Ren shot a glance at Theo as he circled around her to get out the door and follow. 

“Tell me everything,” Artemus commanded Gabriel. 

“We noticed a presence outside, but it’s not trying to breach the walls or Gates. It’s only lurking at the perimeter, pacing back and forth.” Gabriel paused to catch a gasping breath. “You won’t believe this, Art. It’s a dragon.” 

Ren’s heart leaped. A dragon! Torval! Here to rescue him—only, no. That wouldn’t work. Blimey, the dragon better not try to make an entrance! 

“A  dragon?!”  Artemus  repeated.  “What  does  a  foul,  evil  beast  like  that  want  with  us?  What  a nuisance, interrupting during the dinner hour. Inappropriate, I say. Bad manners, indeed.” 

Gabriel hastily guided them to the Gates. He gestured out into the dimness of the artificial night. 

“You see, it’s—” 

“Mother Ren!” Torval called. As soon as he rushed toward the Gates, the angels on post took up their arms—flaming bows, fiery swords, and glowing embers of stones lodged in fire-lit slingshots. 

“Stop!” Ren dove toward the angels aiming their weapons at Torval’s barrel-shaped belly. 

Behind Ren, Artemus let out a breath like something from the nose of a great warthog. He hissed in  Ren’s  ear,  “What  do  you  think  you’re  doing?  You’re  not  the  Guardian  of  the  Gates  yet.  Stand down.” 

Ren whirled, hands lifted, putting himself between Torval and the aiming angels. “The dragon is a former  charge  of  mine.  I  raised  him  from  his  hatching.”  Ren  rushed  to  make  any  argument  he  could think  of  to  save  Torval’s  life.  “He’s  done  nothing  wrong.  Look  at  him.  The  beast  is  clearly  still  in need of help.” 

The angels paused to peer around their weapons at the creature before them. 

Artemus closed in on Ren again, eyes slitted in warning, argument at his lips. 

Ren  locked  gazes  with  his  father,  offering  his  best  look  of  calm  and  control.  He  lowered  his voice, negotiating for the dragon’s life. “Think of the impression it would make if we mistreat him, Father.” 

Behind  Artemus,  the  semi-circle  of  armed  angels  parted.  Their  fiery  weapons  lit  a  path  for  a hunched,  withered—yet  still  glorious—being  to  glide  forward.  Raziel,  the  elderly  Seraph,  leaned heavily on a pale wooden staff as if it were the only thing holding him up. His kind eyes smiled out from  the  crinkled  dark  skin  of  his  cheeks,  and  his  head  bobbed  because  he  could  no  longer  hold  it still. He nodded obligingly, over and over again, wrinkled lips parting to reveal gleaming teeth as he spoke.  “Well  then,  well  then.  Here  I  am.  And  here  you  all  are.”  He  squinted,  his  smile  broadening with his own amusement. “Goodness, what an occasion to draw us all from our beds.” 

Artemus paled at the insinuation that anyone would be in bed during the dinner hour. Of course, that would be downright unsuitable. 

Raziel leaned forward with the aid of his staff, weathered hands clenching and flexing around the wood as he studied the dragon from afar. He chuckled to himself, nodding as he tipped back the other way,  this  time  to  examine  Ren  and  Artemus.  His  thick  gray  eyebrows  bounced  when  he  recognized Ren. This man, among them all, had never said an unkind word to Ren. He hadn’t attempted to alter or shame him. “Well then, well then.” Raziel lifted his crinkled chin in Ren’s direction. “Learning on the job, then, shall we say?” 

Artemus  huffed  and  stepped  in,  taking  charge.  “Yes,  yes,  and  it’s  high  time,  too.  This  being  a sensitive  case,  though,  I’ve  already  made  a  decision.  Dragons  are  natural  enemies  of  the  Realm. 

There’s only one thing we can do.” 

“No!” The word left Ren before he could tame it. “It’s not as simple as you’re making it. He was my  charge!” 

Artemus snarled. 

Gabriel  cleared  his  throat,  intervening.  “To  be  fair,  Guardian,  we  don’t  know  the  dragon’s intentions.  As  I  mentioned  before,  it  hasn’t  tried  to  enter  the  Realm.  Perhaps  the  beast  has  lost  so much  reason,  it  cannot  determine  where  it  is.  It  may  have  strayed  by  accident,  drawn  by  some lingering memory of a Protector’s care.” 

Artemus, unused to being challenged, blustered—politely, of course. “There’s nothing to do here but destroy the beast.” 

Raziel chuckled. “Destroy? Well then, well then. No, I think not. Dragons love to tell tales. If we destroyed a stray dragon every time it crossed into our path on its way through the Portal and beyond, we’d  have  quite  the  reputation,  wouldn’t  we?”  Raziel  posed  the  question  like  this  was  a  common enough occurrence, though Ren was quite certain it was not. 

“And  yet,  and  yet,”  Raziel  continued,  patting  the  knobby  head  of  his  staff  as  if  it  were  a  pet  he rather liked, “I’ve never heard tell of Protectors as mighty dragon slayers.” He laughed out loud to himself, head bobbing as he tipped forward again, in the direction of Ren’s father. “Well then, well then. Your young son will soon be taking up your post, won’t he, Art?” 

Ren imagined his father’s teeth turning to dust as he ground his molars together. Artemus nodded, 

jaws still clenched. 

“Well then,” Raziel said, casting one hand out to the side as if there was nothing more to say. He did say more, though. “Our next Guardian of the Gates must learn to make decisions for himself.” He turned his gaze to Ren. “The dragon was your charge, you say?” 

“He was.” 

“Well then, well then.” There was a gleam of mischief in the Seraph’s eye. “Is he a good dragon?” 

Ren withheld his chuckle. “He’s about as good as they get. For dragons, that is.” 

Raziel’s thin shoulders shook with a dry, rough cackle. “Well then, well then,” he said between rolls  of  laughter.  “Quite,  quite.”  He  turned  his  attention  back  to  Artemus  and  the  others  before  he lifted  a  hand  free  from  his  staff  once  more  and  waved  the  weapons  down.  “The  dragon  seems  a pitiable character to me. So long as he’s not allowed  into the Realm, I see no reason we should attack him.” He smiled at Ren. “It’s a testament to your leadership on Earth that a charge would come such a long way to seek you. Even for a dragon. Well then, perhaps  especially for a dragon.” 

“But—b—but—” Artemus stammered. 

Raziel’s  hand  lifted  in  his  direction,  now  waving  Artemus’s  response  away.  “The  creature  is wretched, Art. Look at him. He likely seeks the guidance of one he trusts. Your son is right. It would make a poor impression if we turned him away. Let the boy deliver whatever aid the beast needs. So long as the dragon does not breach our Gates, we have no quarrel with him.” 

It was clear, from Artemus’s familiar plum shade, that he was well on his way to popping like a balloon. 

“Thank you,” Ren said, nodding his appreciation to Raziel. He was careful to avoid touching the sacred man as he made his way out of the cluster of angels who’d gathered in close to hear the elder speak. 

“Do you need backup?” Gabriel called. 

Ren glanced over his shoulder, a thrill of impishness racing through him now that he’d bested his father in this minor battle. “Better if I do it alone. Dragons can be so unpredictable, you see.” 

The  closer  Ren  got  to  the  Gates,  the  more  power  he  felt  from  the  magical  wards  of  the  Gates themselves. Only those of angelic and demonic descent could lay a finger on the gleaming wall that separated  them.  “What  are  you  doing  here?”  Ren  whispered  through  the  gold  bars,  which  glittered even in the evening’s darkness. “You need to go back. You’re supposed to be protecting Fourt.” 

Torval shook his head, hanging it in shame. “That’s the problem, Mother Ren. Torval lost you both in the same instant.” 

That  Fourt-related  pain  in  Ren’s  chest  returned  with  a  vengeance.  “What  do  you  mean?”  he demanded. 

“When you were hauled away, you zoomed right past Torval. Torval gave chase after you, but at the same time, the tiny wolf disappeared. Torval didn’t know he was taken. Not until Torval returned to peer out from the Rift—to make sure the tiny wolf was okay. So fast, but he was gone!” 

“What  do  you  mean   gone?  Like  someone  pulled  him  into  the  Portal?”  Dread  froze  Ren’s  feet where he stood. Surely his father wouldn’t have been so bold…

“Not into the Portal. Into a car. A big, black car. Not as big or black or nice as Torval’s, but it existed, all the same.” 

Ren  gripped  the  bars,  wishing  he  could  shake  the  dragon  to  keep  him  on  task.  “You  have  to  go back, then! Go search for Fourt. Contact his pack and tell them what happened. They’ll help you!” 

“Mother Ren will help me,” Torval replied. 

Ren’s fists tightened on the Gate. “I can’t. I’m  stuck here.” 

“Mother  Ren  will  come  with  me,”  Torval  insisted.  His  brow  dropped  low.  “This  place  does things to you. You don’t like it here. Torval remembers.” 

“I can’t leave.” Ren wanted to roar in frustration. It felt impossible to condense the complicated explanation—they were strapped for time! “Listen, just trust me. If I try to escape, I’ll be decimated by the protections they have in place.” 

“This is a bad place.” Torval didn’t question it. He was right, and he knew it. “You have to find a way out.” 

“I’m working on that,” Ren whispered, so low he wasn’t sure the dragon’s tiny ear holes would catch it. “You have to find Fourt,” Ren urged. “And you can’t tell him—or anyone else—about this place.  He  might—he  might  try  to  find  me,  and  he’ll  get  hurt  if  he  comes  here.  Worse  than  losing treasure.” 

Torval’s yellow eyes narrowed with the seriousness of that remark. 

Ren  glanced  over  his  shoulder.  The  angels  had  begun  to  disperse,  though  Artemus  still  waited back at the head of the path. “I’ve bought you some leniency today,” Ren explained, “but it might not be safe for you to return.” 

Torval puffed up. “It’s safe for Torval. Torval is mighty.” 

“Yes,”  Ren  agreed.  “But  my  father’s  friends  are,  too.  I’m  relying  on  you  to  help  me.”  Ren squeezed  the  bars  between  them,  wishing  he  were  strong  enough  to  rip  the  rods  apart.  It  was impossible, of course, and the thought made his palms buzz with energy—a magical warning against trying such a foolish feat. 

Fourt was in trouble, but Ren had no way of getting free to help. Except…what was that elusive reminder? It wouldn’t come to his mind, try as he might to mentally sweep away the clouds. 

Desperation filled him to the brim. 

Who knew how many Protectors would rise to Artemus’s aid if he signaled—even falsely—that he  was  under  personal  attack?  “Be  careful.  My  father  rules  these  Gates,  and  he  has  friends everywhere.” 

Torval  tapped  a  finger  to  his  temple.  “Torval  will  be  careful.  Discreet.  Torval  will  find  Ren’s treasure.” With that, the dragon disappeared into the Portal Ren desperately wished he could use. 

 The sooner, the better, Ren thought.  Before I lose my mind, end up mated to someone else, and find myself throwing a housewarming party for a whole heavenly host. 

C H A P T E R   T H I R T Y - F I V E

FOURT CURLED ON HIS SIDE, GAZE TRAINED ON THE WALL IN FRONT OF HIM. TURNING HIS BACK ON HIS

locked cell door didn’t help block out the noise or the smells, but if he drifted away into his mind, he could  almost imagine he was anywhere else. 

His eyes were fixed on a tiny scene scratched into the paint next to the horrible slab of his bed. 

He  hadn’t  remembered  it  until  he’d  seen  it  there.  Part  of  him  was  surprised  it  hadn’t  been  painted over by now, but why? The walls were coated in pale gray paint, the cement blocks beneath almost the same color, so the image was indiscernible to anyone who didn’t know to look for it. Fourt knew, though. It was how he recognized, for certain, he’d been stuffed right back into the same dark hole of a room he’d lived in before. 

Fourt  tucked  his  knees  up  closer  to  his  chest,  fully  fetal  as  he  reached  a  finger  out  to  touch  the wolf etched on the wall. It was as primitive as a cave drawing, but it still served as a reminder of who he was inside, despite where he found himself. 

He moved his head, trying to find a more comfortable position. The chain at his neck clanked, the sound raw in his ears. The skin of his throat was already chafed beneath the metal collar he wore. 

The pack wasn’t privy to that little detail from his previous time in captivity. Fourt had kept that unpleasant tidbit private. It was one thing to wear Snelgrove’s name on his arm. It was another to be collared like a common dog. Avery knew but had never told anyone. 

He  stretched  his  neck  to  the  side,  feeling  like  he  couldn’t  swallow  within  the  constraint  of  the thick metal band. There was hardly enough room to wedge a finger underneath, and that did nothing to reduce the pressure. Fourt closed his eyes, staving off the constant hum of panic that had settled under his skin. 

He  had  no  idea  how  long  he’d  lain  there,  restless  and  waiting.  There  were  no  windows  in  his room. The single dim light in its low-profile metal cage overhead seemed to come on and go off on its own  timeframe,  unpredictable  and  impossible  to  rely  on.  If  he  counted  back  in  meals,  he  thought  it might be three or four days but, in reality, Fourt supposed he had no real concept of the time. All he knew for sure was that he was still there. 

He hadn’t been rescued. 

He’d also had no opportunity to rescue himself, despite his efforts. 

So far, he’d determined that he was in his old cell, but the cellblock had been made over. When he’d been housed in this same facility for the first time, this area was the same as any of them, as far as he knew. Back then, they were housed by age and training level. Fourt had been counted among the younger  wolves  at  that  time.  Still  would  be,  he  supposed,  but  he’d  gathered  enough  information  to know there was now something different about this cellblock. 

He  opened  his  eyes  when  clanking  sounds  reached  his  ears—cell  doors  opening,  one  by  one. 

Another mealtime. Which one? The meals were as inconsistent as the overhead light. Sometimes, he felt his stomach gnawing at his spine long before his door opened for a meal. Other times, it seemed his last meal had hardly settled before he was plopped down again in front of a tray. 

He  uncurled  his  body  and  rolled  over,  careful  not  to  tangle  himself  in  the  short  length  of  chain bolted to the wall. He’d had no luck destroying the chain or extricating the bolt from the wall. He’d tried  yanking,  biting,  tearing,  twisting,  and  chipping—all  to  no  avail.  Though  the  paint  scratched easily, the wall and his shackles were less vulnerable. Magic protected everything. The chain wasn’t long enough for him to reach the opposite side of the small room. If he tried to stretch up on his toes to touch  the  metal  cage  around  the  light,  the  chain  held  him  in  place.  His  options  included  sitting  or sleeping on the concrete bed slab or the floor right next to it. 

Fourt’s  door  opened,  and  one  of  the  enormous  guards  hulked  in  carrying,  as  usual,  a  separate length of chain in his hands. Fourt tilted his head to the side to grant access to the loop on his collar. 

The guard hooked the chain lead there before taking up the ring of keys cable-locked to his belt. He released the elaborate lock at Fourt’s neck. The chain that was bolted to the wall fell away, and the guard jerked Fourt upright by his thick leash. Fourt stumbled and rushed to follow so he wouldn’t fall flat on his face. 

When  Fourt  had  been  here  before,  the  guards  hadn’t  kept  them  on  leashes  within  their  own secured cellblocks. Fourt had learned, at his first meal this time around, that he was being housed in a special  unit.  This  block  was  reserved  for  the  reclaimed  wolves  who’d  been  deemed  the  most dangerous or influential. 

“Lucky  us,  right?  We  must  be  something  special,”  one  of  the  wolves  he’d  sat  near  during  that initial meal had muttered. The lanky wolf had cocked a brow at Fourt, nodding his recognition. Fourt hadn’t recognized him in return, but he was beginning to realize people knew him and who his pack was—especially  who  his  sister-in-law  was.  “Bet  you’ve  got  a  plan,”  the  wolf  had  added  before they’d both been jabbed in the ribs with stun guns. 

The  guard  tugged  Fourt  to  a  table  and  pushed  him  down  onto  the  attached  metal  stool.  A  tray waited, loaded with what looked like slices of dog food. The cuisine smelled like dog food, too, but Fourt knew it wasn’t. It was some sort of highly nutritive loaf, meant to beef them up, to keep them strong. He hadn’t yet been assigned to a labor crew. He wondered if he would be. Maybe they just intended to keep him and his fellow menaces to society locked away here for the foreseeable future. 

Fourt  only  had  contact  with  the  other  prisoners—because  that’s  what  they  were—during mealtimes. They were allowed to talk, but their conversations were monitored. Anyone thought to be plotting was zapped straight out of consciousness and didn’t appear again for several meals. 

Fourt  didn’t  lean  forward  conspiratorially  toward  his  fellow  captives.  He  kept  his  head  down, eating his food in slow, steady bites so the guards wouldn’t yank him away from the tray. This, he felt, bought  him  time  to  listen  and  learn.  Unfortunately,  most  meals  had  become  quiet,  stoic  affairs.  He supposed many of his fellow prisoners were doing the same as he. Others seemed to have already lost their will or their minds. 

He was chewing a bite of tasteless, chunky cardboard-like loaf when the exterior gate to the block buzzed. A mountain of a guard led in a wolf in human form. The man snarled and jerked and howled as if he were in wolf form, though, and Fourt could have believed he was stuck somewhere between changes if he weren’t shouting in English. 

“Let me go! Bastard! I’ll fuck your mother and her mother too, you dickhead!” The wolf’s head flew back, hair flapping away from his face to reveal the strangest pair of pure gold eyes. 

Fourt’s  interest  was  immediately  piqued.  He  wasn’t  the  only  prisoner  peeking  up  from  under drooping  brows  or  limp  curtains  of  hair  to  see  what  this  newcomer  would  do.  Fourt  wondered, though,  if  he  were  the  only  one  who  recognized  the  man,  who  he  knew  as  Felix.  He’d  been  here before  with  Fourt,  and  they  had  worked  many  of  the  same  details.  There  wasn’t  such  a  thing  as friends here, but Felix had been one of the closest things Fourt had to a friend before. 

The zapping sound of one of the stun guns interrupted Felix, and his body shot straight from the shock.  One  of  the  medical  staff—denoted  by  their  red  scrubs,  vile  Dissidents—dove  in  and  jabbed Felix at the base of his collar with a needle. His muscles slackened, and his head lolled to one side as the guard ushered him forward and tossed him down on a seat. It was across the table and a few seats down from Fourt, but still close enough that Fourt could see the drool already puddling at the corner of Felix’s mouth. 

As soon as the guard backed away, the table erupted with hushed murmurs. 

“He okay?” 

“I’m guessing they hit him with a sedative.” 

Felix  slumped  to  the  side,  onto  the  shoulder  of  another  wolf.  The  guard  came  forward  again, shoving  Felix  upright.  When  he  flopped  to  the  other  side,  the  guard  cursed  and  took  Felix’s  hands, positioning  him  like  some  strange  rag  doll  with  his  arms  at  awkward  angles  on  the  tabletop.  This attempt failed, as well. 

“I’ve got him,” the wolf next to Felix said, glancing up at the guard. “It’s fine. It’s not like we can conspire while he’s in such a state, is it?” 

“See that you don’t.” The guard sniffed his disdain, but stepped back, satisfied that he no longer had to hold the wolf upright. 

 For Fate’s sake, Fourt wanted to scream.  We’re the same! Don’t you see that? You’re a wolf just like we are. How can you do this to us? 

Instead, he waited for the guard to walk away before he lifted his fork to his lips and murmured, 

“He’s Number One-Oh-Three. Used to call himself Felix.” 

The other wolves offered only grunts or single head nods to acknowledge Fourt’s words. 

Felix’s lids fluttered, and he blinked slowly at them, considering their faces with lazy, unfocused eyes. He grinned when he saw Fourt. “Hey, it’s you. I know you.” Then he tilted his head to peer up at the  wolf  whose  shoulder  he  leaned  against.  “Don’t  know  you,  though.”  The  words  dripped  off  his tongue, thick as molasses thanks to the sedative he’d been given. He pushed away from the wolf to examine the tray in front of him, lifting heavy hands to prod the table. 

“No utensils,” one of the other wolves told him. 

Felix harrumphed and gingerly lifted the block of loaf. He took a sniff…a small nibble. His nose scrunched. “It’s better in Block D.” 

“You’ve been in a different block?” asked another wolf down the table. 

They all, Fourt included, shifted with excitement at that news. He was the first to come in from a different cell area. Maybe he’d seen something useful—a clear escape route, for example. 

Fourt shot a glance at the nearest guards, who were leaning against the wall. They were definitely still paying attention, but they were also talking amongst themselves. One had a pouch of mixed nuts he was sharing with the others. Fourt’s stomach rumbled. What he wouldn’t give for a  good snack. 

“Yup.”  Felix  shrugged.  “I’ve  been  through  several  before  this  one.  Guess  they  finally  decided  I was riling everyone else up too much. But I can’t help it—I mean, all this is so tragically, ironically awful, isn’t it? We were out there, out in the  world. Living our own lives, being our own wolves. And now, this. What do they expect? That we’ll just forget what it’s like to be free?” 

One of the wolves down the table snarled and shoved her tray, sending it clattering to the floor. 

The cluster of guards flew away from the wall. One rushed to grab her leash. She shifted, her wolf’s eyes  flying  wide  and  wild  when  her  collar  constricted  around  her  thick,  furry  throat.  Gray  fabric floated  down  around  them,  confetti  at  the  world’s  most  dismal  party.  Another  of  the  red-dressed medical staff jabbed her with a needle, changing her back in an instant. She fell limp to the floor, and the guard hefted her up, cursing and carrying her away to her cell. 

An older wolf shook his head. “You can’t say things like that,” he warned Felix. “Not everyone got free.” 

Ice  hit  Fourt’s  veins.  That  couldn’t  be  true.  Avery’s  team  of  rogues  had  worked  en  masse  to liberate  all  the  slaves  from  the  facility.  Avery  had,  occasionally,  kept  Fourt  abreast  of  the proceedings. Of course…if Snelgrove or his people had transferred them elsewhere—keeping them off UNITY’s radar…

“I didn’t know.” Felix sobered, eyes round as he stared off in the direction of the cell as the guard locked the door, sealing the miscreant in tight. 

“It’s  no  laughing  matter,  for  sure,”  another  wolf  said,  gentle  and  placating,  “but  you  can’t  help what you didn’t know.” 

“I  thought…”  Felix  dropped  his  loaf,  face  pale.  “I  thought—you  know—I’m  here.  You’re  here. 

We’re  all  here,  but  we’re  going  to  get  through  it.  Our  families  and  friends  won’t  abandon  us.”  He glanced around the table before shrugging, head dipping forward in apologetic shame. 

“Hey, it’s okay.” Fourt’s heart went out to him. Fourt wasn’t the only one hoping for a rescue. He wasn’t the only one whose heart told him to act up and act out. “We’re all going to get through this. 

We’ll figure it out somehow.” 

The wolves next to him finished their food without responding. He wished for a way to prove it to them,  to  keep  their  morale  up.  The  more  they  succumbed  to  the  horrors  of  this  place,  the  harder  it would be for anyone to hold their head up high. 

Felix  peeked  up  from  behind  his  shaggy  hair.  “You’re  right.  We’ll  figure  it  out  somehow,”  he echoed, offering Fourt a shy, determined smile. 

C H A P T E R   T H I R T Y - S I X

“WELL,  ISN’T  THIS  LOVELY?”  THEO  TURNED  A  CIRCLE  IN  THE  SUNLIT  KITCHEN.  “YOU  COULD  PUT  A table here to turn this bay window area into a precious little breakfast nook.” 

Ren  eyed  the  spot  she  was  pointing  to.  In  the  back  of  his  mind,  a  picture  memory  tickled  his senses. An enormous table with enough room to fit a whole herd of people, loaded down with food and  surrounded  by  love.  This  room  didn’t  have  space  for  such  a  thing,  but  Protectors  didn’t  have families that large anyway. Ren’s own family was larger than most, but he supposed that worked in his parents’ favor. They’d had four, and two had turned out well enough to be proud of. 

“This  is  the  real  treasure,”  Artemus  called  out  from  somewhere  else  in  the  house.  “This  open flow between the dining room, living room, and parlor will give you plenty of space to entertain.” 

Ren  couldn’t  believe  they  were  all  acting  like  everything  was  fine.  They  were  wandering  an empty house, waiting for his chosen mate—a woman, no less!—to make her appearance. The morning had  been  filled  with  talk  of  furnishings  and  future  plans,  none  of  which  Ren  had  any  intention  of following through on, despite the reassurances he’d given his father the night before. 

After he’d managed to send Torval away, Ren had spent an exhausting evening dealing with the aftermath. His father had been livid, stomping around the house, terrorizing them. Ren had wanted to leave,  but  where  would  he  go?  Besides,  he  worried  for  Theo.  He  didn’t  think  his  father  would  get physically abusive—if that were the case, he’d have a harder time with the idea of leaving. In fact, he was beginning to question whether his father was abusive at all. Emotionally? Verbally? Was Artemus an  asshole,  or  was  Ren  too  sensitive?  Ren’s  brain  felt  more  thoroughly  stirred  than  a  frog  in  a blender. 

Thankfully,  the  turmoil  had  died  down  at  last.  In  the  heat  of  it  all,  Artemus  had  shouted  that  he could be more supportive of Rosalyn’s choices than of Ren’s. 

At that, Theo had disappeared into the Portal. 

They weren’t supposed to say Rosalyn’s name, after all. 

Thoughts of his baby sister tapped Ren’s mental shoulder, trying to remind him of something. She was gone, Ren remembered that. But where was it she’d run to? The Realm clouded his brain with the strangest fog whenever Ren tried to come up with the answer. 

Ren  had  finally  given  in  to  shut  his  father  up.  “I’m  in  this.  For  good.  Where  else  am  I  going  to go?” His current plan—his only plan—was to play a long game and hope like hell. 

“Good.  Good,” Artemus had said, satisfied. He was never happier than when he was getting his way. 

Really, though, where else was Ren going to go? He couldn’t travel, even with Torval’s help. All exits from the Realm remained sealed off to him. His hopes of escape were dwindling. And now he

was talking about which types of curtains would look nicest in the bloody breakfast nook.  For Fate’s sake, he thought to himself, with a dry chuckle at the swear that didn’t apply to him. 

He found himself forced to maintain composure, all the while feeling like he was being drawn and quartered  by  a  horse  with  only  one  good  leg.  His  heart  hammered  in  his  chest,  and  a  constant  cold sweat covered his brow. Achy chills raced over his lower back, making him feel clammy and twitchy. 

He’d  been  plagued  by  worry  since  Torval  had  told  him  that  Fourt  was  gone.  And  wasn’t  that  a curious situation? Not lost to the Realm, but taken off somewhere in a car—a big black car, but why? 

Ren knew he should know, but he couldn’t come up with it. Where would Fourt have gone? Back to the pack, probably. Ah, yes. That would be it. The pack had demanded Fourt come back home when Ren went missing. 

No…that wasn’t right. Nothing about that chain of thoughts alleviated Ren’s awful discomfort. It antagonized him like a lurking monster, a nightmare he couldn’t see, but also couldn’t escape. What was  wrong?  The  Protector  in  him  longed  to  be  freed,  to  have  the  chance  to  investigate.  He remembered, quite suddenly, that he hadn’t been officially released from the charge. Perhaps that was the cause of this persistent ache. Half of his brain was still on the job, trying to suss out what needed to be done to keep Fourt safe. 

Ren  tugged  the  collar  of  his  button-down  shirt.  He  longed  to  unbutton  the  top  buttons,  but  his mother swooped in to re-fasten them each time he did. 

“Ah, here she is!” His father’s cheerful voice rang out from the living room. It took on a strange tone—like  Artemus  was  trying  to  ensure  that  the  woman  he  spoke  to  was  impressed  with  him  and everything around him. He rattled off questions without pausing to wait for answers. “Have you had any  more  thoughts  about  the  paint  colors?  Have  you  picked  a  fabric  for  the  sofa,  yet?  Isn’t  it  more impressive every time you see it? This fireplace? That pool? Luxurious. Nothing but the best for you, my dear.” 

Oh,  gross. Did Artemus have a thing for Ren’s chosen mate? It wouldn’t be a total surprise. His father was in love with the role he wanted Ren to step into. Why wouldn’t he lust after the woman he wanted Ren to mate? Ren glanced back at Theo, but she was lost in her own rapturous study of the kitchen  cabinets.  Protectors  in  the  Realm  loved  little  more  than  perfecting  their  already  perfect spaces. This was a dream project for her. 

Heels  clicked  over  the  floor,  and  Ren’s  heart  leaped.  Em!  But  he  shook  himself  immediately.  It wasn’t Em. She was already mated, for one thing. She was also unknown to his parents, human, and somewhere back on Earth, too. Not that he’d want to mate the lovely human, anyway, but he longed for a friend. He wished for someone who would look at him with knowing eyes in mutual recognition of how fucked up all this was. 

The heels stepped into the room. They led up to toned legs, a peach sundress, and long golden hair so like Grace’s that Ren’s heart ached for the darling charge he’d called his niece. How long would the Realm let him hold onto the people he loved most? In some ways, it would be a blessing if the Realm  wiped  out  all  his  memories  of  those  he’d  been  forced  to  leave  behind.  No,  not  forced.  Not exactly. He’d had the chance to make a choice. 

The  thought  swept  away  as  the  woman  shook  her  wavy  hair  back  over  her  shoulder.  He  finally met her gaze, and he perked up in surprise. 

“Maeve!” Perhaps the Realm was listening to his prayers. He’d been longing for a friend, hadn’t he? 

“Hello,  Ren.”  The  short  strap  of  Maeve’s  small  purse  shifted  in  her  hands  as  she  worried  her fingers around it. 

He stepped forward to hug her—to grab onto this lifeline and hold himself to it. But then he froze. 

No. Why would he do that? He’d known her his whole life—how could she agree to this? Regardless, she wouldn’t want him to touch her. Bloody hell. Why would she accept this knowing she wouldn’t even want him to touch her? 

He crossed his arms to keep himself from tearing at the buttons of his shirt, where it circled his neck like two hands closing in to crush his windpipe. 

Theo came to both their rescues when the silence grew too awkward. “Why don’t we leave them alone  to  get  reacquainted,  Artie.  They  must  have  so  much  to  talk  about.”  She  circled  a  gentle  hand around Maeve’s forearm and pointed toward the kitchen island, which was laid out with neat rows of coordinating fabric swatches and paint samples. “I’ve left you some new things, my dear. Do take a look.” 

Maeve nodded, smiling. “Of course I will.” 

Artemus drew in a deep breath, no doubt winding up to dive back into his jovial chatter. Before he could speak, though, Theo took his arm. “Come along, dear,” she murmured, giving him a look that said he was trying far too hard to make this work. 

Ren and Maeve stood, silently assessing each other and waiting for the door to close behind his parents. 

“It’s  good  to  see  you,”  she  said  right  as  Ren  pegged  her  with  a  glare  and  grumbled,  “I  can’t believe you would agree to this.” 

Maeve crossed to the island, where she tossed her small bag. Why on Earth did she need to carry a purse around the Realm? It was all for looks, of course—unless she’d come from Earth just now. 

Ren eyed the bag, feeling himself growing envious of the potential that it had been to Earth more recently than he had. “Are you still working? Or have you gotten a jumpstart on mated life? I could make a mess if you’re desperate to tidy up.” 

Maeve rolled her eyes up at him. “Don’t try to make me feel worse about this than I already do.” 

She kicked off her shoes and shoved the tidy rows of the fabric swatches out of the way to pull herself up onto the counter. There she sat, crossing her legs most inappropriately so she could rub her feet. 

Ren’s  surprise  sent  him  a  step  back,  realization  mounting.  “Bloody  hell.  You  didn’t  sign  up  for this either, did you?” 

Maeve let out a pained laugh. 

“Ah, because I’m gay.” Ren clutched a hand to his chest, kneading the achy spot that held all the grief and hurt over missing Fourt. He closed his palm over that place as if he might stem the flow of it, prevent it from leaking out. “You’d be mating into a supreme position if it weren’t for my sullied reputation. How in Heaven did they get you to agree?” 

Maeve glared at him before kicking her feet out in front of her. “Rub,” she commanded. 

Ren cocked a brow, challenging her. She wouldn’t dare let him touch her delicate little toes. 

She  made  a  face.  “I  don’t  care  if  you  touch  me.  Not  all  of  us  in  the  Realm  are  glued  to  the  old ways. Change is on the horizon, believe it or not.” She pointed an indignant finger. “Besides, look at those shoes. Do you know how much agony I go through each day wearing them? Here I am, braving endless  makeovers  by  my  mother,  enduring  your  awful  father  trying  to  win  me  over,  and  this  is  the thanks I get? The least you could give me is a decent foot massage.” 

Ren laughed out loud. “You’re daft!” 

“I’m  exhausted  and  lonely,”  she  retorted,  wiggling  her  toes  at  him.  “And,  besides,  how  do  you know I wasn’t the only Protector left to mate? With all the interrelation around here, it’s gotten harder to find someone suitable who doesn’t share your family names.” 

Maeve’s  teasing  encouraged  him.  Ren  stepped  forward,  scrutinizing  her  expression  for  any revulsion when he grabbed her left foot and began to knead his thumbs into the baby-soft skin. 

Instead of jerking away, sickened by his touch, she relaxed into it with a moan that echoed through the emptiness of the house. “Yessssss,” she hissed, letting her head fall back. 

“I don’t understand. How did all this happen?” 

Maeve’s  head  popped  back  up,  and  she  pressed  her  lips  together,  considering  him.  “Don’t  you know how long I’ve been on hold for you? It’s been years, Ren. Years and years. Because we were friends, your parents came to mine when that dreadful business happened with the Tracker.” 

“Seth,” Ren said. 

“Seth,” she repeated. Her features softened. “I’m so sorry about…about what your father did.” 

Ren’s thumbs paused on her foot, and she shook it, jumpstarting his touch again. “You knew?” 

“Which part?” Maeve cocked her head. “I knew you were gay, and I knew you’d met someone. It wasn’t that hard to figure out, ducky.” 

Ren’s heart lifted at the old nickname. His father had been so strict about anyone shortening Ren’s name.  Maeve  had  gotten  around  it  by  giving  him  a  new  one  altogether—one  he  would  never,  ever allow anyone but her to call him. 

She  offered  a  politely  patronizing  smile.  “You  were  miserable,  and  then  suddenly,  you  weren’t. 

You came back from our training days all whistles and smiles. The change was so clear.” 

Ren frowned, rolling the conversation back. “You knew about my father?” 

A soft laugh flared Maeve’s nostrils. “Oh, ducky. Of course. It’s one of the many rumors around here. You know how Protectors gossip, though we’re not supposed to. Just whisper behind your hand, 

‘I’ve heard’ and you’re off to the races.” She lifted her hand to her mouth in demonstration. Then she flipped it around and studied her manicured nails. “I knew enough from you about what your father was actually like to believe that rumor, though. And, as I said, I’m sorry. He shouldn’t have used your heart to control you.” 

That was quite a way to put it, wasn’t it? Ren lowered her left foot and held his hands out for her right. 

She kicked it up into his grasp and sighed again as he started over. “When your parents came to mine, I saw… Well, I saw an opportunity.” 

“In  mating  yourself  off  to  a  man  who’ll  gain  a  great  position?  Sorry,  lass,  but  I  think  my aforementioned reputation outweighs the benefits.” 

Maeve  rolled  her  eyes.  “Heavens.  I  don’t  care  about  that  at  all.  And,  even  if  I  did,  I  have  no intention of going through with it.” 

Ren glanced around, wondering how many spies were listening in. 

Maeve smirked. “There’s no one else here. They’re far too concerned about this charade actually working to jeopardize it by upsetting me.” 

“So, you’re not going to see this through?” 

“Good  gracious.  No!  If  you  ask  me,  this  is  a  perfect  way  to  help  a  dear  friend  and,  perhaps,  to collect a tribute in return.” 

“Ah.” A genuine smile touched Ren’s lips. “You want something.” 

She tugged her foot from his hold and leaned forward, grinning coquettishly at him. “Now you’re on the right train, ducky.” 

“What is it, then, love?” 

Maeve tipped her head to the side. “How badly is the Realm affecting your brain? Do you still have your Earthly memories?” 

Ren cleared his throat, buying a moment to consider how he should answer. He finally went with, 

“Things come and go.” 

“Then  we’ll  need  to  work  fast.”  Maeve’s  eyes  shifted  up  to  the  ceiling  in  thought.  “Maybe  we should start with you telling me what you do remember, so I can help you keep those memories alive.” 

“Maybe we should start with you telling me what you want.” Ren countered. “I’d trust this more if I had collateral.” 

Maeve chuckled. “Fair enough. There are rumors that your father had a group watching your every move on Earth. That you were pulled back because you got too close to someone else.” 

Ren crossed his arms, waiting for her to get to the point. 

Maeve’s  expression  turned  stern.  “Artemus  is  still  trying  to  control  you  by  playing  with  your heart. You see that, right?” 

Ren cocked a brow, not responding. 

“That’s okay,” she said, giving him room. “The favor I want to ask you is a matter of the heart, as well.” 

“Go on,” Ren said. 

“I’m in love with someone. Someone very…well…not you, ducky. And considering we both have something we want, I thought perhaps this was the opportunity I’d signed up for so long ago.” 

Ren chuckled, catching on. “You think we can use each other to our own advantages.” 

“I do.” 

“I’m in.” Another genuine smile touched his lips. Ren knew he must be grinning like the cat who ate  the  canary.  This  was  what  he  needed—a  plan.  It  was  even  better  that  it  involved  intrigue  and mischief. He felt his soul begin to come back to life. 

Maeve  laughed  out  loud,  the  sound  bubbling  up  from  her  elegant  throat.  “Oh,  ducky,”  she  said, smiling right back at him with true, glorious impishness in her eyes, “I was so hoping you’d say that.” 

C H A P T E R   T H I R T Y - S E V E N

AS  IT  TURNED  OUT,  THE  NUTRITIVE  LOAF  FOURT  HAD  BEEN  EATING  FOR  DAYS  WASN’T  MADE  OF

cardboard.  It  was  made  of  grains  and  vegetables,  harvested  right  there  in  the  vast  and  plentiful greenhouses  of  Snelgrove’s  holding  facility.  There  hadn’t  been  greenhouses  before,  that  Fourt  knew of. Then again, substantial changes had been made all over the place in the time since he’d escaped. 

He supposed at least some of the changes were meant to keep everyone, including the guards, onsite. 

He remembered the few times nicer guards had let him go along on errand runs—on the auspices of needing an extra lifter for heavy bulk pickups of supplies. There would be few reasons for such trips now, which Fourt knew was by design. 

Fourt was put on greenhouse duty with the rest of his block. The mealtime rules applied to work hours, so there was quiet chatter, but no allowances were made for collusion. Fourt still wasn’t sure how long he’d been in the holding facility but, thanks to the sunlight outside, he knew he’d been on greenhouse duty for two days. There was still no sign of his pack, Ren, or Torval. 

Fourt dug deeper into the raised planter bed in front of him. He was supposed to be planting beet seeds, but he’d found mindless interest in digging instead. 

“You  won’t  find  the  way  out  through  there,”  someone  whispered  from  nearby.  Felix  dropped  to his knees on the opposite side of the planter, offloading a hefty bag of seeds beside him. 

“Not looking for a way out,” Fourt muttered. 

Felix snorted as he opened the burlap seed bag “Right. Me, either.” 

Fourt glanced around them, eyeing the guards from beneath low lids. The guards leaned back in chairs at the far edges of the planter rows, chatting and disinterested. They could relax here because the greenhouse was in control. 

The  guards  traded  each  worker  into  a  shock  collar  upon  entry  into  the  greenhouse.  Then,  they locked  the  door  and  punched  a  code  into  a  panel  on  the  wall,  which  armed  the  collars,  turning  the whole place into an electronic jail cell. The low, buzzy hum of the collar so near Fourt’s ears made his head hurt constantly. Ren would have a field day with that much power, if only he were around. 

Fourt returned his attention to the dirt before him and jerked his hand back in surprise. A small handful of cherry tomatoes rested in the hole he’d been digging. 

“Be quick about it.” Felix spoke so quietly the words almost didn’t carry over the hum of Fourt’s collar. 

He glanced up, and Felix made a gesture of bringing his fingers to his lips. “Real food for once, instead of  loaf.” His shoulder shook with a shudder that may, or may not, have been feigned disgust. 

“How…” Fourt stared at the tomatoes. 

“They’re harvesting them over there.” Felix jutted his chin over Fourt’s right shoulder. 

Fourt  glanced  back  to  see  a  group  of  wolves  gathered  around  a  planter,  filling  mesh  baskets  as they plucked the plants clean. He side-eyed Felix, who flashed a quick grin. 

“I’ve learned a trick or two on the outside,” Felix said, grinning back. “Go on, then.” 

Fourt  nabbed  the  tomatoes  and  rolled  them  around  in  his  hand  to  release  the  soil  that  clung  to them. He’d have eaten them complete with the dirt, hungry as he was for something non-loaf. Feigning a cough, he lifted his fist to his mouth to cover it and slipping them between his lips. He worked his jaw  carefully,  both  to  conceal  that  he  was  eating  them  and  to  savor  the  taste.  He  offered  a  quick, thankful nod before continuing with his work. 

The  next  day,  Fourt  found  Felix  sneaking  extra  water  to  those  who  needed  it.  They  were  given infrequent  breaks,  during  which  they  were  allowed  to  gather  around  large  buckets  and  ladle  water into their dry mouths. Felix had been charged with pushing a cart loaded down with supplies. 

He  stopped  the  cart  next  to  Fourt  and  reached  over  it,  passing  him  a  small  bag  of  seeds.  “Oh, wrong ones. Shoot, let me find them…” He leaned far over the cart, using his body to block what he did  from  the  view  of  the  guards.  He  tapped  a  quick  finger  on  a  watering  can  and  gave  Fourt  a meaningful look as he pawed through the various bags and boxes on the cart. Fourt grabbed the can, tipped it to the side, and sipped from it, returning it as Felix lifted a box and announced that it was the right one. Fourt caught and held his gaze. Felix raised his brows and grinned before he continued on, each time finding a way to block them all, so they could steal extra sips of water. 

When he’d made his round, he took up a spot too far from Fourt for them to speak, but they shared another look. Fourt felt like Felix was stretching a hand out to him after he’d fallen over the edge of loneliness and despair, and Fourt felt bold enough to reach up from the crumbling rocks and grasp it, to be pulled to safety. 

It  continued  on  like  that  for  five  more  days.  One  whole  week,  by  Fourt’s  count,  since  he’d  been working in the greenhouse; that meant at least one week since he’d been missing. The pack must know by now that he was gone. They were searching for him—they had to be. It was just that…the longer time stretched on, the more doubt crept in. What if the Northcotts hadn’t reported it? What if they’d all been in on it together? Their servant had done the dirty work, but perhaps they’d all gained from the bounty.  He  tried  to  think  back  to  the  pictures  Atticus  and  Imogen  showed  him.  The  child  in  those pictures had looked like him, but what if it was all fake? A ruse of some sort? He should never have left the pack to meet them. Look where he’d gotten himself. 

Without warning, Felix plopped down right next to Fourt and put his hands in the dirt. “I think it’s time we had a chat.” 

Fourt reached up to scratch the beard that was growing in along his cheeks and chin, peeking over at Felix from the corner of his eye. “About?” 

“How we’re all getting out of here.” Felix lifted a hand from the dirt to reveal a small drawstring pouch.  Hands  concealed  in  the  hole  he’d  dug,  he  slipped  the  knot  and  opened  the  bag  to  dump  its contents into his palm. It was a strange dust, like pyrite ground to a coarse powder. He winked before lifting his hand to his lips, whispering words Fourt couldn’t understand, and blowing the dust into the air. 

The  dust  took  on  its  own  life,  dancing  about  in  a  weightless  swirl  that  grew,  stretching  and

creeping  over  the  whole  greenhouse.  It  sprinkled  the  shoulders  of  everyone  it  touched,  from  the nearest workers to the farthest guards. 

Felix said, in full voice, “There, that’s better.” 

Fourt jumped in surprise at the volume. He hadn’t heard anyone talk at a normal level in days. The guards always shouted while the workers always murmured. 

“Their ears can’t hear, but their eyes can still see.” Felix kept his attention trained on the soil in front of them. “How are you holding up?” 

Fourt tested out speaking, quietly at first, but then with increased volume when he realized no one around  them  was  paying  any  attention  to  their  conversation.  “I  want  to  get  the  hell  out  of  here, mostly.” 

Felix chuckled. “Don’t we all.” 

Fourt cast a glance around the greenhouse. “It must be even worse for the people who never made it out. How did I not know about that?” 

Felix shrugged. “When you’re living high and large on the outside, this place becomes a shadow. I wasn’t exactly searching for information after it was all said and done, either.” He dug some more, reaching into the box between them for an onion bulb. 

“When did you get out?” 

Felix’s face darkened with the memories replaying in his head. “Not too long after you.” 

“That’s  good.”  Guilt  tightened  Fourt’s  shoulder  blades.  He  couldn’t  voice  the  truth—that  he’d hardly thought of the people he knew once he was free. Individual faces didn’t stick out. They’d all blended into a nameless, faceless mass in memory just like they did in person. 

“Not that it was anything quite so epic as your escape,” Felix said, face brightening again. “Do you see the way people around here watch you? You’re a hero. You give them hope.” 

Fourt shook his head. “I don’t know why. Look at what you’ve been doing for everyone this week. 

I didn’t think to do any of that.” 

Felix prodded the dirt with an absent finger. “Everyone has a different style. Observing and taking the lay of the land is still making an effort.” 

Fourt chewed the inside of his lip. “Maybe.” 

“It’s true,” Felix assured him. “You’re not sitting back and letting this all happen to you. I’ve seen the way you watch what’s going on around us. I’m not the only one who knows you’d take part in the effort to escape this Fate-forsaken place. I hope that’s not too bold—I can’t help myself. You’re kind of a legend. But, well …you’ll see it for yourself when the gifts start coming your way.” 

“Gifts?” Fourt grabbed another onion bulb and continued his work. 

“Um, hello,” Felix teased. “You’re the only one who was rescued by the Magistrate herself. She took you into her family—of course, you’re going to get gifts. They all want to be in your good favor. 

Who wouldn’t love a chance at whatever holy water you’ve been drinking.” 

Fourt frowned as he smoothed the dirt around the bulb. 

“Hey,  don’t  think  too  much  about  it,”  Felix  told  him.  “It  might  not  happen.  I’ve  just  been,  you know,  hearing  chatter.”  His  eyes  swept  the  perimeter  of  the  greenhouse  before  he  pulled  a  pointed trowel  closer  to  his  body.  With  a  quick  movement,  the  thing  disappeared  into  the  waistband  of  his pants. 

“What are you gonna do with that?” Fourt whispered. 

“I’m gonna sneak it back with me and stash it in my room.” 

“Where? How?” Fourt demanded. 

“I’ve made a hidey-hole behind the blocks under my bed. Believe me, none of these assholes are

going to trouble themselves with getting on their hands and knees to check down there. They wouldn’t want to soil their pretty little Dissident uniforms with our dirt.” 

“You carved it out?” Fourt felt a thrill at receiving this information. “How? I couldn’t do anything to the blocks in my cell, except chip the paint off.” 

Felix grabbed another bulb, casual as ever. “They’re protected, no doubt. I had the same trouble until I started thinking with science.” 

Fourt cocked a brow. 

“Bones,” Felix said with a shrug. 

“Where did you get bones?” 

Felix gave him a blank stare. “From my body? I’m not beyond breaking my own parts to pilfer a piece or two. Our bones are sharp enough to carve through a lot more surfaces than you’d expect. It’s impressive, really. Plus, it comes with perks because when I’ve done it, they’ve had to come in and let me shift to heal back.” 

Fourt let out a startled laugh, shocked at the horror, impressed by the resolve. “Fate, man.” 

Felix laughed back. “What? I’ll take whatever opportunities I can get. And I’ll definitely save my ass at any cost. Wouldn’t you?” He shoved up his sleeves and started digging a new hole. 

Fourt’s eyes landed on his arm. “Your brand. You never did anything to it?” 

Felix shook his head subtly, still careful with his body language since the guards could see them. 

“I didn’t change it because I  wanted people to see it. To remember that freedom for all is rarely true freedom for all. Their lives were made easier on the backs of our hard work. The people who helped free our fellow workers have been targeted in attacks. As long as there’s corruption, there’s no real freedom.” 

“Oh.” Fourt gnawed his lip as he glanced down at his own tattoo, thinking of Ren. 

Felix’s boldness reminded him a lot of Ren, actually. 

“The  lengths  people  have  gone  to,  though,  to  remove  them.  I  feel  like  a  poser  sometimes  not having carved it out of my skin or tattooed over it like you did. Great work, by the way.” 

“Thanks. My brother designed it.” 

“You think your pack will come for you?” Felix planted another bulb. 

Fourt’s shoulders tightened. “If they know, they’ll be looking.” He dug for a few seconds before tacking on, “I was away from home when I was taken. Under the care of a Protector, but he…um…” 

He wasn’t confident enough in what had actually happened to finish the thought. 

“Let me guess. It got complicated?” 

Fourt chuckled dryly. “Something like that.” 

“I get it.” Felix rubbed his forehead with his arm, smearing dirt across it. “I feel like life is kinda complicated for all of us, because of this place. We’ll never be quite like anyone else, you know?” 

Fourt nodded his agreement. That hit way too close to home. “You got anyone out there?” 

“I do, but what I don’t have yet is a solid plan on how they might get in or how I might get out.” 

“You were in with the general population for a while, right? Any ideas there?” 

Felix  reached  into  the  bulb  box  again.  “Not  as  many  options  as  we  might’ve  exploited  before. 

And they’ve all but done away with the time anyone gets to spend outside.” 

“Yeah, they’ve upped the number of collars and collared activities, for sure,” Fourt agreed. 

“They’ve changed a lot since the last time.” Felix paused in his digging to glance over at Fourt. 

“Hate to admit it, but it’s impressive.” 

“So, what do we do, then?” 

Felix tipped his gaze back down toward his waistband. “We arm up. There are  way  more  of  us

than there are of them.” 

“You want to riot?” Fourt watched the dirt sift over his fingers. “How would we manage it? The protections were far more relaxed before, and no one ever managed to get a riot off the ground then. 

Not in the decades I was here.” 

Felix bobbed his head. “We’re all smarter now, though, aren’t we? Enough of us have been away from  here.  We’ve  learned  a  thing  or  two.  Even  better,  we  know  what  we’re  missing  being  stuck  in here. Right? It’s a good life out there, isn’t it?” 

Fourt sighed out a dismal laugh. “Yeah. It’s the best.” 

“So, then.” Felix patted his waistband. “We fight for what we want.” 

“What about when the guards and staff call in the other Dissidents to help?” 

Felix offered up a devilish grin. “Let them. We can take them all down at the same time. How can they prosecute any of us if everyone is involved?” 

“Um…they could kill us all?” Fourt pointed out. 

“We won’t give them a chance. We’ll work it out. We’ll bring our people from the outside.” 

“Who?” Fourt glanced at him. “Your people and mine?” 

“Nah.” Felix tilted his head toward the others. “All of us.” 

“How will we manage that?” Fourt peeked around the greenhouse. 

“I’m  already  working  on  it.”  Felix  trailed  his  fingers  through  the  soil.  “It’s  slow  going,  but  I’m getting messages to the other prisoners. I’m asking them to send out a sign if they’re prepared to fight this  out.  Anyone  who’s  interested—anyone  who  thinks  they’ve  got  people  outside  who  would  help. 

We won’t be stupid about it. We’ll see how much support we have before we make a plan. But it’s a starting place, right?” 

“Yeah,” Fourt allowed. “It’s that much.” 

“And as long as we have some kind of plan in the works, it’ll keep morale high.” Felix grabbed the  last  bulb.  “We’re  not  going  to  be  stuck  in  here  forever.  We  know  better  now.  We’ll  make  this work.” 

“What kind of sign are you asking for?” 

Felix grinned. “Not sure yet. But I like that you’re curious. Does it mean you’re in?” 

“Hell yeah. I’m in.” 

Later that night, a strange scratching sound drew Fourt’s attention to his door. He watched as a folded slip  of  paper  slithered  under  the  door.  He  had  to  reach  it  by  stretching  his  leg  out  and  sliding  the paper his way with his toe. No sooner did he have the thing in his hand before another followed. Then another. He unfolded the pages. In the first was a thin-sliced piece of meat saved from the surprisingly bountiful dinner they’d been served. The next was a beautiful drawing of a beach scene entitled “The View  From  Home”.  The  third,  a  poem  about  happier  days—the  letters  slanted  down  to  the  right, scribbled on a scrap of cardboard from the greenhouse. 

 Gifts, Fourt realized. A few of his fellow workers had jobs that took them from their cells at night

—cleaning the dining tables, sweeping and mopping the floors, sanitizing the bars at the main gates to the block, so the guards didn’t have to touch any dirty thing the prisoners might have. 

He turned on his side in bed to face the door, watching through the night as more trinkets and notes slid through the crack. This must be part of the sign Felix had mentioned, he realized. 

But the next morning, he saw that the gifts were just that—gifts. 

The sign was something else entirely. 

As his block made their way in chained succession to their greenhouse post, a strange, beautiful sight welcomed them. All along the towering, razor wire-topped fences, strips of gray fabric had been tied. There were so many strips they gave the appearance of ribbony leaves ruffling in treetops. The fabric,  he  saw,  had  come  from  their  gray  sweatsuit  uniforms.  The  guards  frowned  and  stared  and shouted amongst themselves, but it didn’t matter. The sight couldn’t be unseen. 

For the first time in days, Fourt found his real smile. If this was the sign he’d been waiting for, they  would  be  no  small  army.  They  might  all  come  from  different  families  and  backgrounds,  they might be at a disadvantage for now. But he absolutely, positively was not alone. 

C H A P T E R   T H I R T Y - E I G H T

BY THE END OF THE DAY, ALL THE FABRIC STRIPS HAD BEEN TAKEN DOWN FROM THE FENCES. NOTHING

could  be  done,  however,  about  the  new  energy  buzzing  around  the  holding  facility.  Fourt  was exhilarated by the possibilities. There was an air of hope and togetherness that hadn’t existed before. 

They  had  a  power  that  hadn’t  existed  before,  too,  and  they  all  knew  it.  Fourt  began  to  believe  they might have a chance of rallying help from everyone who had tied the fabric. All he needed was to talk to Felix, to dig deeper into developing a plan. 

Unfortunately,  as  Fourt  caught  the  eyes  of  the  other  workers  when  he  glanced  around  the greenhouse, their small, encouraging smiles weren’t enough to prevent him from noticing that one face was starkly absent. It had been hours, and Fourt hadn’t spotted Felix anywhere. His friend’s absence dulled his sense of excitement. 

He made his way down a row, closer to where several other wolves were working. “Has anyone seen Felix?” he murmured as he set his tools down at his new spot. 

The  wolves  shook  their  heads,  continuing  their  work.  Fourt  joined  them,  mind  racing  though  he tried  to  calm  it.  There  was  no  need  to  panic  yet—other  wolves  had  been  moved  to  different greenhouses to fill in as needed. That was rare, especially for their higher-security block, but it did happen. 

Fourt  continued  to  search  the  faces  for  Felix  while  he  trudged  through  the  day.  Meager  water breaks  were  the  only  thing  that  disrupted  the  backbreaking  effort  and  monotony  of  building  new planters now that they’d filled all the others. Fourt wasn’t bothered by the work—it reminded him of being on the job with his brothers—but his concern grew when Felix failed to show up. 

Close  to  quitting  time—it  had  to  be,  because  the  sun  was  low  in  the  sky—one  of  the  guards approached. “Number Fourteen, come with me.” 

Uneasy murmurs rippled over the room. Fourt felt every eye on him. Instead of leashing him up and dragging him away, the guard led him to the door and swapped his shock collar out, almost gently, before nodding to another who took him from the greenhouse. 

As  Fourt  moved  to  follow  the  second  guard,  something  rough  and  crinkly  fell  over  his  head, blocking  out  his  view  of  the  world  around  him.  He  gasped  and  gagged,  overwhelmed  by  smells  as someone  cinched  the  bag  down  tight  at  his  neck.  It  must  have  been  one  of  the  empty  fertilizer  bags because it reeked of chemicals and manure. The earthy scent invaded his nostrils and filled his throat, thick and rich and overwhelming. 

Fourt  was  so  disoriented,  he  struggled  to  keep  up  with  what  was  happening.  He  grasped  at  his awareness, realizing his hands and feet were being shackled simultaneously. Fate, how many people were on him? In the next breath, he was hauled upward, feet landing and dragging over rigid metal. 

He’d been in the back of Diesel’s truck often enough to recognize the feel of a truck bed, especially as he  was  jerked  down  to  sit.  He  slipped  and  slid  when  the  motor  gunned,  and  the  vehicle  lurched forward. 

He tried to sniff out his companions but to no avail. Fourt was hit with the sudden, vain hope that his  brothers  might  be  rescuing  him,  but  this  was  too  rough  and  purposeful.  There  were  no  snarky jeers, no joyous laughter at what they’d accomplished. Whoever had hold of him seemed to dislike touching  him,  which  indicated  it  was  one  of  the  guards.  But  why  would  they  keep  him  from  seeing where he was going? 

The ride was brief. As soon as the truck came to a stop, Fourt was jostled once more, tugged in what  he  supposed  must  be  the  direction  of  the  exit,  because  his  feet  fell  into  nothingness  before  he stumbled  over  the  ground.  The  guards  clutching  his  arms  hauled  him  to  the  side.  A  series  of  metal doors grated open and closed. Several rounds of bars rolled, giving Fourt the impression he was still on the premises of the holding facility. The guards didn’t communicate with each other at any point, which was unnerving. Either they conducted this kind of drill on the regular, or they’d rehearsed to handle it once, with him. 

Another  door—an  extremely  secure  one  from  the  sound  of  its  many  tumblers  and  the  grunt  of whoever maneuvered it—opened. Closed. Fourt was tugged forward and shoved into a seat. This one wasn’t  like  anything  else  he’d  felt  in  the  facility.  It  was  warm,  soft—cushy,  even.  His  arms  were jerked upward, hands still shackled together. The sounds of chains and locks being moved, released, and reengaged all surrounded each unseen movement forced on his body. 

At long last, someone loosened the bag and jerked it away. Fourt sucked in fresh air and blinked against  the  grit  that  clung  to  his  lashes.  The  room  smelled  of  wood  smoke  and  leather,  and  the tantalizing fragrance of fresh bread in an oven wafted in from somewhere in the distance. Flecks of dirt rained down from his hair and beard to land on the gleaming surface of the table before him. The table  was  wood,  its  polished  top  marred  by  a  thick  metal  loop  where  his  hands  were  cuffed.  He jerked back on the chains, but nothing budged. 

“It’s magically-altered Lignum Vitae. The metal you see is a reaction to particular applications of magic that, when done correctly, extract new properties from the soul of the wood itself. That loop is now a part of the wood’s makeup and, therefore, impossible to remove. Only a few wizards remain on this earth who are capable of the process. Impressive, isn’t it?” 

Fourt’s  heart  flew  forward,  trying  to  tear  itself  from  his  chest.  Terror  rushed  his  veins,  turning them to ice. 

Nicholas Snelgrove stepped toward the table. Fourt had been so distracted by what was right in front  of  him,  he’d  failed  to  see  beyond  the  chains.  The  room  around  them  was  large  and  well-appointed.  It  reminded  Fourt  of  Lathan’s  office  back  at  the  pack  home,  filled  with  heavy,  cozy furniture and surrounded by shelves of knickknacks and books. 

Fourt  swallowed  and  clenched  his  hands  into  fists  to  control  the  trembling  in  his  fingers.  He’d faced Snelgrove several times in his life. It had been no secret that Fourt was free and roaming the streets  thanks  to  Avery’s  actions,  and  the  pack  kept  having  run-ins  with  the  man—Grace’s imprisonment,  the  Halloween  party,  the  showdown  in  the  Magistrate’s  mansion.  Fourt  had  been frightened  in  all  those  instances,  but  he’d  had  the  pack  backing  him  and  protecting  him.  He’d  been under no immediate danger or threat. 

This was different. He felt as if they’d strapped him down naked and vulnerable, though he still wore the dirty, stained sweats they’d put him in the first day he’d returned to the facility. 

“There’s no need to be afraid,” Snelgrove told him. He pulled out the chair opposite Fourt, a good

distance down the table. The chair was cushioned in a dark, buttery leather. Fourt’s eyes darted down to see he was sitting in a matching one. Upon that inspection, he noted his feet were chained to either leg of the table, and the table itself was bolted to the floor. 

“Nothing to fear?” Fourt urged the tremors from his voice. “You’re not sitting where I’m sitting, you asshole. Don’t know if you’ve ever been chained to a table, but let me tell you: it doesn’t inspire confidence.” 

Snelgrove chuckled. “You’ve learned your speech from the wolves who harbored you, I see.” 

“My family, you mean,” Fourt retorted. 

Snelgrove ignored him, lifting a hand and beckoning someone forward. 

A man in a suit came away from one of the walls, his red pocket square gleaming when he stepped into the cone of light from the chandelier that overhung the table. 

Snelgrove instructed the man to have dinner brought in. The man nodded and disappeared. Then, Snelgrove leaned forward in his chair, scrutinizing Fourt for a moment. It was everything Fourt could do to stay still. 

“I  have  a  rather  love-hate  relationship  with  your  position  in  life.”  Snelgrove  smoothed  a  hand over his tie. “I respect that you attained freedom before, but I find it disappointing that you required help from the Wells girl to achieve it. Would you ever have attempted escape without her assistance? 

I’m not convinced that you would have. And, anyway, I believe you’re back where you belong now.” 

“I never belonged here to begin with,” Fourt said. 

Snelgrove chuckled, self-satisfaction evident. “I’ll entertain that thought. Go on.” 

“I was taught that I’d been born into your programs here, but that’s not true, is it?” 

Snelgrove’s expression remained stock-still. 

“Why was I assigned a number if I wasn’t born here?” Fourt continued, prodding. 

Snelgrove frowned, giving all the appearance of being politely confused. “I’m not sure what you were told while you were running about in the world, but I can assure you that you were, indeed, a part  of  the  program’s  earliest  days.  We  have  records  that  prove  your  provenance.”  He  leaned  back into his chair, a king on his throne. “I know I wasn’t involved much in your upbringing, and that has proven to be a mistake. In retrospect, I can see that I wasn’t as...  immersed...as I should have been in all the proceedings before. But, then, of course, I had to spend most of my time putting on a good face. 

Behaving  myself  under  Thalia  Wells’s  reign,  forced  to  watch  her  obliterate  our  freedoms  with  the help of her UNITY friends.” His lips twisted with a twitchy, snarling smirk. “Now, though, I have the ability to devote myself where I see fit, and I’ve seen the importance of being here, on-site, building up relationships.” 

“Building  up  relationships?”  Fourt  snorted  out  a  harsh  laugh.  “You’re  not  exactly  fostering goodwill by turning us all back into slaves.” 

Snelgrove  waved  a  hand  in  the  air,  dismissing  Fourt’s  words.  “That’s  a  twisted  version  of  the truth. I house you all, feed you, give each of you a vocation.” 

“To what end?” Fourt demanded. “You’re not being benevolent by forcing us to do your bidding.” 

“We each have our lot in life,” Snelgrove said, placating as if Fourt were missing the whole point, and  he  was  desperate  for  Fourt  to  see  his  vision.  “True  enough,  many  of  you  will  go  out  into  the world  to  be  under  the  care  of  my  followers,  but  that  doesn’t  mean  you  are  mere  serfs.  You  are soldiers. Don’t you see? You each have a purpose and a place. You can learn to advance and achieve greatness. All you have to do is fall in line.” 

“Just  because  you  point  to  a  pile  of  shit  and  call  it  gold  doesn’t  make  it  so,”  Fourt  argued.  His chains clattered against the table with the motion of his hands. 

Snelgrove  tipped  his  head,  making  a  conscious  effort  to  dial  back  his  intensity  as  he  rested  his temple on his fist. “Where do you think security comes from? True security—not merely the  feeling of freedom,  but  the   certainty  of  it.”  He  paused  for  a  moment  and  waited  for  Fourt’s  response.  When Fourt glowered at him in silence, Snelgrove continued, unfazed. “Allow me to simplify your options. 

Does it come from the love of a family? Or does it come from a position of power?” 

“From the love of a family,” Fourt answered. 

“Ah,  but  family  can  be  taken  away  so  easily.  Your  own  false  leader  proved  so  when  she slaughtered  my  only  child.”  Snelgrove  sat  upright  in  his  seat  when  the  man  he’d  earlier  dismissed returned,  followed  by  several  wolves  in  gray  sweatsuits.  Their  eyes  darted  to  Fourt,  seeing—

disbelieving—as  they  placed  loaded  plates  and  silverware  wrapped  in  linen  napkins  before Snelgrove and Fourt. Fourt was given a tall glass of water, so icy and fresh that condensation trickled down its smooth sides. 

“Friends”—Snelgrove paused to eye a lineup of wolves holding wine bottles before he pointed to one and watched the wolf pour the wine into his glass with shaky hands—“disappear, too.” 

Snelgrove waved the staff out of the room with a flick of his wrist, while Fourt jerked back in his chair, catching on to what Snelgrove was saying. “Where the hell is Felix?” 

The man in the suit settled back against the wall, blending in. Unseen. Unheard. 

Snelgrove took a thoughtful sip of wine before tipping his chin toward Fourt’s plate. “You should eat the lovely meal provided to you. Growing wolves need their strength.” 

Fourt glared at the plate, eliciting a chuckle from Snelgrove. 

“It’s  not  poisoned,”  the  older  wolf  told  him.  “You  there”—he  motioned  to  the  wolf  in  the  suit

—“come take a bite of each item on that plate.” 

His henchman did so without hesitation, picking up Fourt’s fork and tasting the thin cuts of meat, the potatoes, the roasted vegetables. 

 Grown by our hands, Fourt thought. 

The man chewed, swallowed, and backed away again without issue. 

Snelgrove nodded his satisfaction and returned his attention to his plate for a moment, delicately slicing his meat into small bites. “What do you think I want in this world, Number Fourteen?” 

Fourt  forced  himself  to  consider  it,  rather  than  firing  off  the  first  snarky  comment  that  came  to mind. Despite his fear, he could see this was an opportunity—maybe he could learn something useful. 

“I think you want to be in charge of everything. To make it all lawless, so nothing is preventing you from being in complete control.” 

Snelgrove  set  his  fork  aside  and  sipped  from  his  wine  glass  again.  “I  doubt  I  have  that  kind  of reach or power. I’m only one man from one race, after all.” 

“But the Dissidents are many people from many races,” Fourt pointed out. 

“That’s true.” Snelgrove set his glass aside and steepled his fingers in front of him. “I wonder: do you have any concept of the way humans conduct their government and laws?” 

Fourt shrugged. He’d picked up a general understanding in his efforts to catch up with the world since he’d joined the pack. 

“Consider  the  Dissidents  as  lobbyists,  each  with  the  interest  of  their  own  people  in  mind.  I’ve learned,  from  listening,  that  what  the  people  of  our  universe  really  want  is  an  end  to  the  petty, relentless regulations.” 

“A deregulated free-for-all,” Fourt said, shrugging. Wasn’t that what he’d said? 

“Not  a  free-for-all,  per  se.  More  of  a…path  toward  attainment  of  the  epitome  of  personal freedom. You know something about desiring freedom, don’t you?” 

“Of course I do. Because I’m here at your pleasure.” 

Snelgrove chuckled. “Have you considered that I would let you leave at my pleasure, too?” 

Fourt released a very Em-like, “Pfft. Yeah, sure. What would that take?” 

Snelgrove switched directions again. “Do you know what I see when I look at you, young wolf?” 

Fourt froze, not wanting to give any hints to the weaknesses he personally saw when he looked at himself. 

But it was as if Snelgrove were in his head, reading his thoughts. “I see a naive boy who lacks confidence. A boy who has let that lack of confidence lead him into complacence. You want to feel valued. Secure.  Free. But, you see, those things aren’t given to you by the world. The world outside you will only manipulate you, taking what  it wants and needs. In order to meet your own wants and needs, you must reach out and take them for yourself.” He clasped a hand in the air, reaching for some invisible desire. “I can help you with that. I can guide you toward everything you’re looking for. I’ve lost my daughter, but I haven’t lost my hope. It would comfort me greatly to have someone step into the shadow she left in my heart.” 

Fourt’s  blood  blistered  with  rage.  Reegan  and  Graham  had  shared  with  the  pack  the  truth  about Cassandra  Snelgrove—the  twisted  ways  she’d  been  forced  into  the  shifter  life.  She’d  endured shocking  science  experiments  imposed  upon  her  at  Snelgrove’s  direction,  all  because  he  was desperate to create an heir he could call his own. 

“Did you offer Felix these same options?” Fourt snarled. 

Snelgrove licked his lips. “I did not. Number One-Oh-Three, or ‘Felix’ as you call him, seemed to be spearheading efforts to disrupt the policies and procedures here. I’d have no use for someone like that. As I said, in order to move forward with what I want to do, I need people to fall in line.” 

“So he’s dead?” 

Snelgrove smiled benignly. “I won’t dignify that with an answer. I’ll merely say that everything is under control and that you would be wise not to follow in his footsteps.” 

“You  seem  awfully  damned  inclined  to  pick  off  all  my  friends.  Doesn’t  give  me  a  whole  lot  of incentive to ‘fall in line’.” 

“Doesn’t it, though? You don’t know what I have in store. My reach is limitless. After I murdered that  human,  Graham  Floyd,  the  punishment  I  received  from  what  remains  of  UNITY  was  almost nothing. A slap on the wrist by leaders too weak to lead. It’s as if they don’t  want control back. They can see how good things could be with a fresh start.” 

“I know plenty of people who don’t want that,” Fourt objected. 

“Perhaps.  But  where  are  they?  You  see,  by  my  count,  you  have  two  options.  Either  you  can believe the Black pack will come for you—thereby luring them into a trap. Or you can believe they won’t  come  for  you,  thereby  proving  that  they  are  working  only  in  their  own  interests.”  Snelgrove traced a finger around the rim of his wine glass, eyes focused on the liquid inside as if he were seeing his vile plans play out on its surface. “The former would get them conveniently out of my way. The latter  would  discredit  them  in  the  eyes  of  those  who  continue  to  believe  in  their  wayward  mission. 

Either option works to my advantage. I don’t care for rabble-rousers. Number One-Oh-Three was the same, and he paid the price for failing to comply.” 

Snelgrove took another sip of his wine, sharp teeth gleaming and stained red when he grinned at Fourt. “You see, I don’t have to convince you or the Black pack to join my cause. I only need to use one as a means to destroy the other.” He let those words linger in the air for a moment, taking up his napkin to dab his lips. He folded it neatly and placed it back beside his plate. “Of course, it doesn’t have to be that way. I think you can still be saved if you’re willing to listen and learn.” 

Fourt  didn’t  want  to  feel  an  ounce  of  self-preserving  interest  in  what  Snelgrove  said,  but  the twinge  was  there,  jabbing  him  with  the  reality  of  his  situation.  He  knew  he  shouldn’t  listen  to  or believe  a  word  of  it,  but  his  escape  mission  was  over  before  it  could  even  begin.  Desperation clouded his thoughts. 

He was left with a gutting moral argument. Should he risk the lives of those who loved him? Or should he give in to save them all? 

C H A P T E R   T H I R T Y - N I N E

REN  ADJUSTED  HIS  KNAPSACK  UNDER  HIS  HEAD,  THEN  CLASPED  HIS  HANDS  OVER  HIS  CHEST.  HE

supposed he must be very nearly content. The smooth floor was  almost inappropriately chilly beneath his back, and he’d found the ceiling of his future kitchen to be quite mesmerizing. If he stared at the textured white landscape for long enough, he could find pictures in it, like picking out constellations in a night sky. And, anyway, it was far better than staying in his parents’ house for a second longer. 

They only had themselves to blame for acquainting him with his new surroundings. 

The clicking of heels announced Maeve’s arrival. He leaned up on his elbows, watching her come to a stop at the kitchen island. 

“Heavens.” A soft laugh left her nostrils when she looked over at him. “You’ve only had one day, and  already  you’ve  covered  the  place  in  shit,”  she  said,  smirking  as  she  returned  her  eyes  to  the palette of brown fabric swatches and paint chips he’d spread out over the kitchen island. 

“Felt appropriate.” Ren gave her a cheeky grin. 

“Your mother will never believe I chose these.” 

Ren  shrugged.  “We  can  tell  her  we’re  weeding  out  the  ones  we   don’t  want,  then.”  He  pushed himself up to standing and crossed to join her. “Did you talk to him?” 

“I did.” Maeve averted her eyes, choosing a few creams and blues from the pile of swatches and taking them over to put them in the sill of the bay window. “We should make it look like we really are trying,”  she  pointed  out,  “otherwise,  they  won’t  have  a  reason  to  believe  we’re  spending  so  much time together here.” 

Ren chuckled. “So, you’re already under scrutiny?” 

“Perhaps we should have waited a day or two before we formally agreed to this arrangement.” 

Maeve sighed. “My parents are suspicious. Or maybe I’m projecting. Either way, I guess I might as well get used to this feeling if I’m going to undercut my family the way I’m planning to.” 

After  they’d  discussed  Maeve’s  proposition  the  night  before,  they’d  gone  together  to  tell  their families  they  were  willingly  moving  forward  with  preparations  for  their  mating  ceremony.  It  was  a calculated maneuver. According to Protector rules and customs, as soon as they’d both agreed to the mating, their future home had become sacred. No one could observe them without permission or enter without  announcing  themselves.  To  do  so  would  mean  facing  severe  consequences,  since  “family time” was revered. They’d decided this home was the safest place to meet—the only private space where they could hatch their plot. And, as it turned out, Maeve was quite the little plotter. Still, Ren couldn’t stop himself from teasing her. 

“You know, I’m happy I can be of service, but I don’t understand your taste, lass.” 

“Oh, ducky.” Maeve’s face was aglow with the glory of love. “I honestly couldn’t tell you how it

came to be.” 

“I can,” a voice said from behind them both. 

Maeve’s face flushed with joy, and she spun, rushing forward in her classic nude pumps to throw herself into the arms of the angel waiting for her. 

Gabriel sealed her into his embrace. They connected with the desperate air of lovers meeting for a  secret  tryst—which,  of  course,  they  were.  “This  is  me  announcing  my  presence,  by  the  way,”  he said offhandedly, never taking his attention from the woman in his arms. “Rules are rules.” Gabriel closed his eyes, one hand delving into Maeve’s golden hair as he held her close. 

Ren  loved  to  tease,  but  he  could  see  the  fondness  between  them.  What  a  charming  couple  they would make—far better than Maeve and Ren. The Realm would be thrilled. Or would it? 

“I know exactly how it came to be. I loved her from the first moment I saw her.” Gabriel gazed down at Maeve with all the affection and devotion she deserved. “You were on the sidewalk outside the  flower  shop  with  one  hand  tucked  in  your  mother’s  and  the  other  grasping  the  biggest  bunch  of wildflowers anyone has ever seen. Your whole head was buried in that bouquet, sniffing, and when you lifted your face, your eyes shone with such excitement, my childhood heart filled with joy. I was done for, right then and there.” 

“Oh, stop it now, silly cabbage,” Maeve scolded lovingly. 

Ren snickered aloud at that nickname. 

But Gabriel was oblivious, swept away by adoration. “It’s true.” He shrugged. “Of course, back then, I was too shy to say a word. It wasn’t until much later, in training, that I managed to talk to you for the first time. Remember how I stumbled over my words?” 

“Bloody hell,”  Ren  muttered. “How  has  no one  ever  picked  up on  this  little love  affair?  It’s  so syrupy in here, my shoes are sticking to the floor. Please tell me you did what I asked. Enduring this has to mean something.” 

Gabriel  rolled  his  eyes  and  leaned  back  from  Maeve’s  embrace  briefly  to  slip  a  hand  into  his casual blazer. He retrieved something, holding it close to his chest. “You vow you’ll release Maeve from  your  mating  agreement  when  all  this  is  said  and  done?”  He  tightened  his  arm  back  around Maeve, protective and desirous. 

Ren recognized that gesture. There was someone he’d once longed to tangle himself around in that same way. A man…no…a wolf? At the thought, his head twinged with an unbearable shock of pain. It was getting worse. The pull from the Realm was sharpening its blade, a new stroke for each time Ren considered a life anywhere else. 

“I promise I will,” he told Gabriel. 

Gabriel tossed the book at him, and Ren caught it, turning it over in his hands. A piece of paper fluttered free from its pages. He grabbed the loose sheet, unfolding it with his thumb. He gasped and the edges of the paper crumpled in his fingers as he opened the book. The pages were covered in a familiar handwriting. 

Memories rushed back with agonizing clarity. 

 Fourt. 

Threads and slips of thoughts the Realm had stolen from him drifted back into view, close enough for him to grasp a few. 

The certificate of freedom signed by Avery had fallen free from the pages. Ren realized this was the journal Fourt had turned over to Torval. 

“Does  that  suffice  for  proof  that  I  made  personal  contact  with  the  dragon?”  Gabriel  released Maeve at last and stepped Ren’s way. 

Ren nodded, throat too tight to speak. 

“He  advised  me  that  he’s  still  looking  for  the  wolf.  He  attempted  to  tell  me  more,  but  I  was concerned there might be prying ears and eyes about, so I forced him to continue on his way. I can’t guarantee he understood when I tried to explain about locating the wolf’s family. ” 

Ren shook his head. “Torval’s smarter than you give him credit for.” 

Gabriel shrugged, noncommittal in his acceptance of that remark. “What will you do now?” 

Ren  slammed  the  book  shut,  tucking  it  under  his  arm  with  feigned  nonchalance.  “I’ll—”  The words left him, and he scrunched his brow as he tried to reach for them and recollect them. 

“Oh, for Heaven’s sake,” Gabriel grumbled. 

“What?” Ren frowned at the way Gabriel and Maeve looked at each other in exasperation. 

Maeve cocked her head. “I should think it would be obvious, Ren.” 

Ren huffed. “It should be, but it’s not as easy as you might expect. The mate you want is right here. 

The  Realm  adores  him.  Even  if  you  upset  your  parents  when  you  explain  you  won’t  be  mating  me, their next breath will be one of joy and delight when you tell them who you  are in love with.” He ran his free hand agitatedly through his hair. 

“How long are you going to hurt yourself and the man you love?” Maeve demanded, stepping right into his personal space. “You’ve always been a bit—Gabriel, how do the humans say it? Extra?” 

Ren chuckled in spite of himself. “No doubt about that,” he allowed. “But what am I supposed to do? I’m trapped here. Without access to the Portal, how can I get to Fourt? And he can’t come here.” 

Maeve  glanced  over  her  shoulder.  She  and  Gabriel  exchanged  another  look  before  she  turned back to Ren. “Don’t you remember? We’ve already talked about this.” 

“The Realm’s rattling his brain worse than we thought,” Gabriel said. 

“It is not,” Ren argued. “Is it?” 

Maeve nodded sympathetically. 

Ren frowned. “We already made a plan?” 

Maeve sighed. “Yes, ducky. We did.” 

“You have to fall,” Gabriel added. 

Ren took a stumbling step back. “I can’t do that!” 

“Of  course  you  can.  You’d  considered  it  before.  You  said  just  last  night  that  it  was  your intention,” Maeve told him. 

“No.” Ren grasped his hair with his free hand, tugging it and trying to gain some clarity. “There’s no way I said that.” 

“For Heaven’s sake.” Gabriel shot Maeve a helpless look. “You already discussed all of this with him, didn’t you?” 

Maeve nodded. “We went over it twice last night.” 

“Ridiculous.” Ren clutched the journal. “I have nothing to offer Fourt if I fall. Even if I did take the  chance,  what  guarantee  would  I  have  that  it  would  free  me  from  this  Protector  prison?  They’d drag me right back in. And—and—” Thoughts pummeled his brain. “I’d be letting my whole family down! That’s a far worse offense than letting down the one man I love. The Realm is depending on me!” 

Gabriel let out a sharp bark of laughter, but Maeve waved him down. “The Realm doesn’t depend on you.” Her voice was soft and soothing like she was talking to a man on the roof of a building, with one foot already hanging off in midair. “Try very hard to keep this in your mind, ducky. The Realm will do all it can to keep you here, in denial. Brainwashed and seeking acceptance. That’s the way it works.  You’ve  got  to  fortify  your  mind  and  hold  dear  all  these  thoughts  and  plans.  That’s  why  you

wanted the journal—you hoped it would tie you to your memories.” 

“And you should know,” Gabriel chimed in, “it was a devil of a chore to get the dragon to hand the thing over. He’ll be expecting you to return it whenever you see him again. He made me trade a tribute on your behalf as collateral.” 

Maeve  studied  Ren  for  a  moment,  brows  knitting.  “We  covered  these  points  before.  You’re  not helping  any  future  Protectors  like  you  if  you  roll  over  on  this,  right?”  She  put  a  hand  on  his  arm, which surprised Ren for a moment until he vaguely recalled that she wasn’t afraid to touch him. “You said  it  was  your  indecision  that  led  you  here.  That  you’d  been  selfish,  seeking  validation  and acceptance outside yourself. You don’t want to do that anymore, though. You want to stop relying on this place—on the Protectors, and especially on your father—for your self-worth.” 

“That all sounds wonderful, love, but I don’t recall a jot of it.” Ren touched the cover of the book with helpless desperation. He felt as if he were being torn in different directions, body ripped away from soul. 

Gabriel pointed at the book. “You had a big response to that. Do you think you can use it to keep all this in your mind? Maybe we should record this plan in there to help you remember.” 

Ren felt a rush of fear. “No! We can’t alter it. It’s…” He caressed the pages, letting them ruffle through his fingers and trying not to think too hard about the memories, lest they skitter away. Forcing the words out was like trying to push himself through a cement wall. “It belongs to Fourt, and it must be deeply important to him because he gave it to Torval as the most prized thing in his possession.” 

“You must keep it close,” Maeve reminded him. “Don’t let anyone get ahold of it. Use whatever it contains to keep your mind steady, so you won’t succumb to the Realm. We need you to stick with us if we’re going to bring about what we all want to get out of this situation. Ren. Are you listening?” 

The Realm was already tugging Ren’s thoughts away. 

Maeve  gripped  the  book,  but  Ren’s  fingers  closed  instinctively  around  it,  protecting  it.  “That’s right,” she encouraged. “Remember, you were never released from that last charge. This is  him. You must keep Fourt safe. Read every page if it will help you keep your mind in one place.” 

“I don’t think I should read it. It’s meant to be private.” 

Maeve sighed. “I think you might  have to read it. It could be the only thing that ties you to Fourt for long enough to escape. You need to connect yourself with your memories of him. Fill yourself with the  kind  of  desperation  and  determination  you  need  to  make  the  hard  choice  in  front  of  you.  If  you don’t, none of us will survive. Not Gabriel and I, for going against what the Guardian of the Gates has planned. Not you when you try to break free. And certainly not Fourt.” 

“The  Realm  doesn’t  have  him  in  its  grasp,”  Ren  countered,  dreamy  thoughts  touching  his  brain. 

Fourt  was  safe.  He  was  with  his  pack.  Everything  was  fine,  and  Ren  should  give  in.  The  Realm would accept him. 

Maeve shook her head. “You have to hear us, Ren. You’re in denial. The Realm will never accept you. Your father will  never accept you.” 

Ren frowned. “That’s not a very nice thing to say. The Realm is my home. This is where I belong. 

I’m following in my father’s footsteps.” 

Gabriel’s  head  shot  up,  and  he  stepped  back.  “I’ve  got  to  go.  They  need  me  at  the  lobby.  Can’t delay or they’ll come looking for me.” 

Maeve’s eyes flew wide, full of panic. “What am I supposed to do with him? He’s liable to run off and tell someone about all of this.” 

Gabriel frowned, determination cutting his features. He surged forward, gripping Ren’s shoulders and guiding him to the square of sunlight casting through the bay window. He tugged Ren down to sit

next  to  his  knapsack,  leaning  his  dreamy  ass  back  against  the  wall  and  thrusting  the  book  into  his hands, open to the first pages. “Make him read it. Use force if you have to, but keep him there until he’s read the whole damned thing. Make him read it twice—three times if you must. We have to hope and pray that this is the key.” 

Ren’s eyes skated over the first lines, aiming only to satisfy them with his acquiescence. But the words, the familiar handwriting, gripped him. He felt himself tumble forward into the pages, only to fall  out  on  the  back  deck  at  the  Black  pack’s  home  four  years  earlier,  staring  down  at  the  young, uncertain wolf who gazed up at him, shielding his eyes from the sun. 

 Fourt. 

 Family. 

 Home. 

C H A P T E R   F O R T Y

FOURT’S  EXIT  FROM  SNELGROVE’S  OFFICE  WAS  REMINISCENT  OF  HIS  ARRIVAL.  THE  BAG  WENT  BACK

over his head, and the guards released him from the table with his shackles still in place. They hauled him into the truck, driving him away. 

When the bag came off his head again, he found himself outside the barred door to his cellblock. 

This was the same path they took for greenhouse duty. The guards escorted him as if he were returning from work, but instead, they marched him into the cellblock in the middle of dinner. 

“What do you think?” One guard asked the other, loud and showy enough for all to hear. “Does this one need dinner?” 

“No,”  the  other  replied,  breath  stinking  when  he  leered  at  Fourt.  “He  should  be  full  and  happy, thanks to his feast with Magistrate Snelgrove.” 

Heads popped up. Eyes studied Fourt with a mixture of incredulity and vindication. The murmurs that reached his ears were hushed:

“Why did he agree to meet with Snelgrove?” 

“He didn’t agree. No doubt he was forced.” 

“Maybe, but where’s Felix?” 

Many  of  Fourt’s  fellow  prisoners,  especially  those  who  had  never  tasted  freedom,  believed  he would  turn  traitor—that  he  was  so  weak,  he  would  sway  under  any  pressure  or  promise.  And  they weren’t entirely wrong, were they? Fourt hung his head, letting the guards shove him into his cell, not resisting  when  they  jerked  him  forward  and  secured  his  chain  to  that  immovable  hook  in  the  wall. 

How could he argue with the others around him when he  knew he’d considered Snelgrove’s words? 

But  that  was  all  on  purpose,  wasn’t  it?  Snelgrove  had  calculated  the  timing,  no  doubt,  to  sow seeds of mistrust by parading Fourt as a potential turncoat. 

Fourt  collapsed  on  the  bed,  curling  in  on  his  side  and  pulling  his  knees  up.  He  tucked  his  arms around  them.  As  a  wolf,  he  was  supposed  to  run  warm;  why,  then,  was  he  always  freezing  in  this horrible place? 

Logically, Fourt could step back and see that Snelgrove had orchestrated this. Snelgrove meant to isolate him from the others, and it was working. Fourt felt desperate, forlorn, and alone. The hurt and validated  faces  of  his  fellow  prisoners  lingered  in  his  mind,  even  when  he  closed  his  eyes.  They would turn their backs on him now. 

There  had  been  a  different  air  in  the  facility  when  he’d  first  returned.  A  hopeful  air,  one  of knowing what it was like outside, of certainty that they would all be rescued soon enough. 

That air had grown stale. It cycled out through the vents and intakes in the barren, industrial walls, replaced with an atmosphere he was far more familiar with. When he’d grown up in the facility, there

was  no  positive,  hopeful  feeling.  The  undercurrent  was  laced  with  hopelessness,  every  set  of shoulders tightened with the need to save oneself. That’s what it was returning to now. The optimistic trust they’d placed in each other this time was seeping away. Left in its place were paranoia, scrutiny, and suspicion. 

But  how  could  anyone  believe  he  would  side  with  the  Dissidents?  And,  without  the  help  of  the others, how would he ever escape? 

Fourt tried to come to grips with the grim reality before him. He could no longer rely on help from outside. He didn’t know if his family was safe. Even if they were, how long would that last? If anyone came  to  his  aid,  he  had  no  doubt  Snelgrove  would  bring  harm  and  destruction  as  he’d  threatened. 

Fourt had set himself up to be the lure, the bait. If anyone was hurt because of him, he’d never forgive himself. 

Oh Fate, what if Snelgrove and his ilk were somehow able to convince the pack or the Northcotts that Fourt had no desire to leave the facility? That he’d joined the ranks of the Dissidents? 

It all came down to his fear. His desperate need for more and more proof of his freedom. How could he have been so stupid? 

Hatred pumped through Fourt’s veins. He abhorred Snelgrove, despised him with every cell in his body. His wolf, despondent in his mind, hardly bothered to acknowledge the sentiment, though Fourt could feel the rage radiating from him too. How he wished he hadn’t frozen up. It would have been a pleasure to paint his muzzle with Snelgrove’s blood. 

Fourt  scoffed  out  loud  at  himself.  He  could  think  that  now,  in  the  relative  safety  of  his  solitary cell. When faced with Snelgrove, though, that bravery disappeared in a thick wave of terror. Even if he’d had the chance—a clean line to the man’s throat—he didn’t have the guts to take action. 

The mealtime ended. The cellblock grew quiet. Night stretched on, he supposed, though his sense of  timing  was  skewed  by  the  lack  of  natural  light  in  his  cell.  Doors  had  long  stopped  opening  and closing.  No  notes  of  praise  or  confidence  slipped  under  his  door,  but  he  was  grateful  for  that;  they only would have soured his mood further. 

He lay on his unyielding bed, counting his breaths and trying to will his mind to give up its grip of shame  around  his  throat.  He  wanted  to  sleep—needed  to,  if  he  were  going  to  be  clear-headed  and worth anything the next day. The manual labor in the greenhouse should have exhausted him, but his visit with Snelgrove had keyed him up. 

The  sound  of  the  exterior  bars  rolling  open  drew  his  eyes  toward  the  door,  thinking  it  must  be another mealtime. But when no additional doors opened, Fourt strained his ears to listen. Footsteps scratched  over  the  floor,  rushing  and  whispering  in  the  direction  of  his  cell.  He  propped  up  on  an elbow. What was this? Another of Snelgrove’s tricks? 

Keys jangled, fumbled, found purchase in the lock on his door, and he sat up, body going rigid and defensive, mind shoving his wolf away. The fool sometimes forgot about the deadly collar around his neck. 

A slice of dim light cut the darkness, and Fourt gasped when Felix slipped in. 

“Where  have  you  been?”  Fourt  whispered,  joy  rushing  at  the  return  of  his  friend.  The  scents  of fear,  fighting,  and  blood  thickened  the  air,  and  Fourt’s  empty  stomach  churned.  “What  the  hell happened?” 

Felix’s chest was pumping with breaths of massive effort. He hurried Fourt’s way, a cable-locked ring of keys in his hand, still attached to a belt loop on a torn piece of fabric. When he drew close, Fourt could see the red of the blood that coated Felix’s hands and his dirty gray sweats. The pungent, rusty-scented  smears  were  still  glistening  and  damp.  “I  got  taken  away  to  another  cellblock—even

worse  than  this  one.  Someone  must’ve  tattled  that  we  were  plotting  and  dropped  my  name  to  save themselves. I don’t guess I blame them.” 

“It wasn’t me,” Fourt assured him. 

Felix  stifled  a  laugh,  sifting  through  the  keys  as  he  hurriedly  tried  different  ones  in  the  lock  at Fourt’s neck. “I know that. Why would you even say so?” 

“Snelgrove had me brought in for a meeting,” Fourt admitted. 

Felix shook his head and rolled his eyes. “Of course he did. That bastard is so twisted. Probably tried to threaten your family and friends, right? They did the same to me when they locked me up in solitary, but I didn’t see Snelgrove. I figured you might end up in there with me. I took a quick look when  I  got  out.”  He  unlocked  Fourt’s  chain,  and  Fourt  jumped  free  when  the  heavy  length  dropped from his neck. 

“I don’t suppose you’ve found a key for these yet?” Fourt pointed to his collar. 

Felix  tilted  his  head  to  the  side,  the  sliver  of  light  from  the  door  catching  his  collar,  also splattered with blood. “No, but that’s a good thought. The master keys they use on us must be housed separately. It’s not any one of these—believe me, I’ve tried them all.” Felix roughed a hand through his  grungy  hair,  spreading  the  blood  into  it,  so  it  clumped  together  and  stood  on  end.  “So,  are  we doing this?” 

“Hell yes. But we might have a problem.” Fourt quickly relayed the perceived mistrust he’d felt coming off the others regarding the Snelgrove situation. 

To his surprise, Felix grinned. “I think we’ve got something to overpower that issue. Turns out, my little trip to a new cellblock wasn’t all that bad. They put me in a tiny, stinky cell, which sucked, but it had a small window. You’ll never fucking guess what I saw from my perch.” 

He didn’t give Fourt a chance to guess. 

“A dragon! I wouldn’t have believed my eyes—solitary will make you batty. But almost as soon as I’d seen him, the guards raised an alarm. I overheard a couple of them saying it wasn’t a dragon they know. He’s not a Dissident!” 

Fourt gripped Felix’s arm in excitement. “Torval!” He whispered, heart leaping. “I know him!” 

“You do?” Felix’s glee grew. His white teeth shone, contrasting his blood-smeared cheeks. 

“What happened, then?” Fourt asked. “How did you get out?” 

“I  raised  a  fuss,”  Felix  admitted,  almost  bashfully.  “When  I  spotted  the  dragon  and  heard  he wasn’t on their side, I hollered and howled and banged on that little window. By that point, a bunch of the guards had already gone out to deal with it, but the dragon dashed before they got to him. He never heard me, I guess.” 

“Not a surprise,” Fourt said. “Dragons don’t hear very well.” 

Felix shrugged. “They came to get me out. To move me so I wouldn’t cause a disturbance, I guess. 

I  just…  I  don’t  know.  Something  in  me  snapped.  I  couldn’t  stand  losing  someone  who  might  be willing to help us when they were that close. When the guards unhooked me, I went berserk. Used an energy trick I learned to burn the shit out of two of their faces.” 

“And the blood?” 

Felix’s smile was slow and dark. “That happened as soon as I found the key for my cuffs.” 

“Holy Fate. How many did you take down?” 

Felix snorted out a laugh. “Every single one who got in my way.” 

“What now?” Fourt grabbed Felix before he could dart for the door. 

“I say we go try to find that dragon.” 

“By ourselves?” 

“It’ll be too obvious if it’s more than a couple of us trying to make our way out there. Besides, it’s a  dragon. If he’s on our side and we can get him in here, we won’t have anything to worry about, will we?” 

“Do you know the way?” Fourt asked. 

Felix  smirked.  “Yeah.  I  can  figure  it  out.  Quiet,  now.  We  can’t  risk  rousing  the  others  if  we’re going to do this right.” 

“What do we do if we get caught?” 

“Don’t worry.” Felix seemed more than ready for the challenge. “We won’t be.” 

They  bolted  from  the  cellblock.  The  block  guards  were  all  slumped  on  the  floor  or  propped against walls. Fourt crept past, but Felix rushed him on. “Trust me. They’re out cold.” 

Felix had left the outer gates cracked enough for them to squeeze through. The corridor beyond the cellblock was dark and quiet. Fourt withheld his questions, eyes flitting up to the cameras he knew were there. 

“Handled them, too,” Felix whispered, catching Fourt’s eye. “No lights or anything in here, see?” 

He  pointed—even  the  emergency  lights  were  down.  “That  was  easy.  Plus,  it’s  reduced  staff  since most of us are locked up at night. It’s like they were begging me to break out and have my way with their system.” 

Fourt thought they might be home free, as easy as their escape down the hallway was. Once they were  outside,  they  could  slip  around  the  perimeters  of  buildings  and  lurk  under  cover  of  shadows. 

They  wouldn’t  have  that  far  to  go  to  get  to  the  thick  exterior  wall—Fourt  knew  that  much  from  the transfers between their cellblock and the greenhouse. He could see the wall then, in the distance. 

Unfortunately, Felix’s magic touch had only given them control of their own cellblock. Broaching the doors beyond wasn’t as easy. 

They’d barely slipped through the exterior door of the cellblock before they were set upon by one guard each. The skeleton crew didn’t stand a chance against Felix, though Fourt froze initially. Felix wasted  no  time  tackling  the  first  guard  and  choking  him  out.  Fourt  grappled  with  the  second  before Felix yanked the beefy man from his hold and took him down like his companion. Then, Felix fished deep into his pants, hand going only Fate knew where, to retrieve a pouch like Fourt had seen him use before. 

Fourt eyed the pouch while Felix emptied some of the contents into his hand, whispering foreign words as he blew the dust over the guards he’d shoved side by side. 

“You really did pick up some tricks on the outside,” Fourt muttered when both guards fell into a deep sleep, as evidenced by their heavy snores. “What was your pack into?” 

Felix  stashed  the  baggie  back  within  the  depths  of  his  pants,  wiggling  his  brows  with  a  grin. 

“Never said I lived with a pack.” He nodded to the guards. “They’ll be out for hours, just like all the others. And they won’t remember shit when they wake up.” 

The adrenaline flooding Fourt’s veins made him shake his head. Was he happy or angry to hear that the guards weren’t going to be removed from the earth? Their wolves could heal them and bring them back from the Forest, but he longed for the vindication of seeing them snuffed out, if only for a while. 

They  encountered  two  more  sets  of  guards  along  their  way  to  the  outer  wall.  Felix  took  charge both times, but by the last set, Fourt had his feet under him. It wasn’t even a challenge to withhold his wolf  while  he  fought  the  guard  into  Felix’s  clutches.  He  watched  with  pleasure  as  the  unconscious guard slumped and snored. They were doing this—they would succeed! 

They came to the final building that shaded them from the spotlight which swept the yard. 

“It’s a steady interval, like a lighthouse,” Felix said, watching the light. 

“Predictable,” Fourt agreed. “We’ll have to run hard, though.” 

“Your wolf gives you extra speed, right? Faster than a human?” 

“Sure, in short bursts,” Fourt replied. 

“Then we’ll count on that and hope.” Felix pointed. “At the top of the next rotation, let’s aim for that gated alcove there. I’ll be able to keep us out of view if we can get to it without being seen.” 

They waited, breathing in and powering ahead, sprinting in unison the moment the field was clear. 

Felix  readied  another  handful  of  his  strange  dust,  turning  when  they  dove  into  the  alcove  and murmuring “Obscuros” as he blew the powder across the entryway. 

He dusted his hands off on his bloody shirt. “That will mirror the landscape. They won’t know we’ve hidden ourselves here, even if the light falls directly on us.” 

“I can’t see any difference,” Fourt told him. 

Felix shrugged. “Magic,” he said, heading toward the bars that blocked their escape. 

Fourt followed, leaning forward to peer out into the darkness of a dense forest, eyes searching for Torval. He hadn’t realized he was lifting a hand toward the thick bars until Felix caught his wrist and jerked it back. 

“Don’t touch those. Can’t you feel that energy pulsing from them? They’re electrified or enchanted or something.” 

Fourt eyed the bars warily. Why hadn’t he thought of that? 

The sounds of twigs and branches crunching caught his attention, drawing him closer to the bars again. Now he felt it—there was definitely an energy in the metal, though he couldn’t tell whether the source was manmade or magical. 

Yellow eyes gleamed out from the darkness beyond, and Fourt’s heart leaped. “Torval!” 

Even separated by the prison wall as they were, relief washed over Fourt at the sight of salvation. 

“Don’t touch the bars,” he warned as the dragon rushed toward them. 

“Tiny wolf? Are you there?” Torval’s yellow eyes searched everywhere. 

“Yes! Right here!” Fourt waved, trying to line himself up with where the dragon was looking. 

Torval’s  lizard  brows  bounced  and  pitched,  eyes  darting  all  around  before  they  landed,  for  a moment,  on  Fourt.  “Torval  can  hear  you,  but  he  cannot  see  this  place.  He  can  hardly  focus  on  you, either. If Torval looks right at you, you disappear. He can only see you by not looking. This is strange magic.” 

“I’m so glad you’re here,” Fourt whispered. 

Torval bobbed his head, glancing around to locate Fourt again. “It took Torval far longer than it should have. Even now, if he turns his back, he might not find his way to you again.” 

“Then you have to get us out of here,” Fourt said. 

Torval shook his head. “Torval can hardly hear you through the veils cloaking these walls.” 

“That’s okay.” Fourt rushed to keep the dragon’s attention so they wouldn’t be lost to him. “Just do whatever you can to get in here. What would be best? Fire? Transforming and using your claws?” 

Torval  cocked  his  head,  right  eye  spying  them  once  more,  tracking  Fourt  and  Felix  where  they stood in the shadows. “Torval has already tested the magic. He cannot breach the facility’s walls on his own. The wards protecting it are too powerful. Torval must get help.” 

“No!”  Fourt  cried.  “There  must  be  something  you  can  do  to  help  us  right  now!”  He  turned  to Felix. “You obviously know magic. Can’t you do something?” 

Felix gripped his arm. “You have to listen to yourself. You’re desperate.” 

“Of course I am. I want out of here.” 

Felix  glanced  back  at  the  prison  with  a  meaningful  look.  “What  about  the  others?  We  can’t  let them rot in there. You heard the dragon—what if we leave and can’t ever find the place again?” 

Fourt opened his mouth to argue that if Torval left, the dragon might never find the place again, either, and then they were  all  screwed.  But  he  suddenly  felt  the  power  of  the  words  Snelgrove  had flung at him earlier. Was he so selfish he would seek his own freedom and security over all the others inside? Weren’t they equally deserving? 

“Are there many others?” Torval asked. 

“A great many,” Felix said. 

“We’d be more helpful to them from the outside.” In that moment, self-serving desperation filled Fourt’s heart, and he chose to give into it. All he wanted was freedom. 

Fourt saw every ugly flaw he possessed in the way Felix’s face fell as if he’d met his hero and discovered he was only a man—and not a very good man, at that. 

He saw it flash across Torval’s expression, too. The dragon was disappointed in Fourt, shocked that he could be so cruel. 

Torval spoke as if he were trying to explain the concept to a young child. “Torval wants to protect you, tiny wolf. But Torval cannot leave other innocents to rot. What if Torval had been abandoned as a wee little egg? You’re wrong, tiny wolf. Torval must go and get help.” 

“The dragon’s right,” Felix said, hand clutching Fourt’s shoulder. 

“But if he leaves—” 

“If he leaves and can’t find us, we’ll work out another way. If  we leave, there’s no guarantee we could make our way back here to help the others. I’m not risking that,” Felix insisted. 

Fourt’s hope was caught up in a giant fist, crushed to dust, and scattered over the yard. “Fate,” he whispered, clutching his chest. He couldn’t believe his own response. This place made him so out of his mind he would disregard the safety and freedom of others just to find safety and freedom himself. 

His  heart  ached  where  it  pounded  under  his  palm.  He  turned  to  Torval.  “If  you  leave,  can  you  get help? You’ll need to bring back as many people as you can.” 


“And  we  need  witches,”  Felix  advised  the  dragon.  “They’re  most  likely  to  have  a  chance  at seeing through the wards.” He rattled off the names of several witches for Torval to locate. “We’ve got a plan in here. A large number of the workers are willing to riot.” 

“What about your pack, tiny wolf?” Torval asked. 

Fourt clenched that hand over his heart tighter. “I—Snelgrove said he would use me to trap them. I don’t think I can risk it.” 

Torval  cocked  his  head.  “Perhaps  you  should  allow  them  to  make  the  choice  of  whether  or  not they put themselves in danger.” 

Fourt swallowed hard. “What about Ren?” 

Torval’s yellow gaze skated away. “Mother Ren is unavailable.” 

Fourt frowned. “What the hell does that mean?” 

Torval  didn’t  answer,  but  rather,  slipped  a  hand  into  the  baggy  pants  Fourt  had  just  realized  he was wearing. He withdrew the hand and eyed the gates. “Can Torval pass a magical item through?” 

Felix eyed the dragon’s claw. “If we’re ready to part ways, I don’t see the harm in trying.” 

Torval nodded. “Find a way to hide this coin, tiny wolf. When this riot your friend mentioned is set to begin, use the coin to call on Torval. Torval will bring back the aid he has collected. The coin will help Torval find you.” 

Felix’s eyes bulged. “A hoard ducat?” 

Fourt stared at it. “What is that?” 

“It’s a cherished piece from his personal stash,” Felix said. “It’s embedded with properties that will naturally call out to him.” 

Torval nodded. “Anyone in possession of it who needs Torval will grant the coin enough power that it will scream Torval’s name out into the Rift. Torval will come running,” he vowed. With that, he flipped the coin with his elongated, reptilian thumb. It seemed to hang in the air for a moment before arching its way into Fourt’s waiting palm. 

It hummed with energy as Fourt closed his palm around it. 

“You should make a slit in your waistband,” Felix told him. “Stash it in there, so no one finds it.” 

Fourt slipped the coin into his pocket until he had time to do so. 

“Torval will return soon,” the dragon promised. And, with that, he was gone. 

Fourt hated to see him go—to know immediate escape wasn’t an option. 

“Come on.” Felix hurried back into the shadows, waiting for a chance to cross the yard. 

Without warning, a shrill alarm cut the air. 

“Shit! How’s that for timing!” Felix threw himself against the wall. “They know at least one of us isn’t where we’re meant to be.” 

“What now?” 

Felix’s head darted in both directions before he jerked it to the right. “We run like hell.” 

Fourt didn’t hesitate to follow. 

They made their way far around the outsides of the buildings before ducking into what looked like an older, defunct cellblock. Indeed, the hallway was silent, with no flashing alarm lights or lights of any  kind,  in  fact.  Ceiling  tiles  crumbled  and  hung  down  from  overhead.  Exposed  electrical  wires without  power  speared  out  from  walls  like  nimble  fingers.  But  Fourt  wasn’t  fooled  by  the  outward appearance of the place. It was meant to look unused, but the dust was cut with footprints, tracking in a path up and down the hall. 

“What the hell?” Felix whispered. “Do you feel that?” 

Fourt  nodded.  There  was  a  current  so  strong  it  buzzed  like  they  were  in  the  middle  of  an electronics  store,  only  this  was  magnified  hundreds,  if  not  thousands,  of  times.  He  didn’t  feel  the electricity itself, the way he supposed Ren would. Instead, it put his other senses on alert. His ears rang, his fine hairs lifted, and his skin bristled at the movement of his clothes against it. 

The  farther  forward  he  and  Felix  crept,  the  stronger  the  sensations  became  until  they  turned  a corner. From halfway down the hall, a stream of pulsing, shifting light poured through the tall, narrow strip of a window set in a door. A thinner beam glowed from under the door. 

Fourt  cringed.  “I  don’t  like  that,  whatever  it  is.”  He  was  repulsed  by  the  light.  Not  terrified, necessarily, but certain that the light was  wrong—like it didn’t belong, somehow. 

Felix cocked a curious brow. “I’m going to check it out.” 

“I don’t think you should.” 

But  Felix  wasn’t  listening.  He  was  drawn  forward,  mesmerized  by  the  light,  pulled  in  by  its shifting colors of pink, purple, blue, green, and gold. 

Fourt gnawed his lip. He couldn’t let Felix—quite possibly his one and only remaining friend in the facility—go in without backup. 

Felix  made  it  to  the  door  just  before  Fourt.  Back  pressed  to  the  heavy  metal,  he  turned  to  peek through the window. Then he fell back, clutching the wall. 

“What is it?” Fourt whispered. “Someone coming?” 

Felix’s  eyes  were  wide.  He  shook  his  head,  mouth  hanging  open  and  wordless  at  first.  Then  he focused on Fourt. “What the  fuck is  that?” 

Fourt pushed past him, intrigued now. He followed Felix’s approach, pressing himself against the door and peeking in around the edge of the window. 

The whole room was awash in brilliant colors, all of which poured from a vast, rotating unit set against one wall. He couldn’t take his eyes off the thing. The longer he stared, the more he wanted to stare. But what, exactly, was he staring at? He got the feeling it wouldn’t be hidden like it was unless it were incredibly important—or incredibly dangerous. 

A door clanked open within hearing distance, but still, Fourt couldn’t take his gaze off the tunnel full of… stars. 

Felix grabbed Fourt’s shoulder, wrenching him away from the room and dragging him down the hall  while  the  footsteps  behind  them  increased  in  number  and  nearness.  They  darted  out  the  door, Felix blowing more of his special dust into the air to blot out the sound of the metal slamming behind them. 

Still  dazed,  Fourt  allowed  Felix  to  guide  him  safely  back  to  his  cellblock.  He  slipped  into  his room, easing the door closed behind him, and taking up his own chain to lock it back at his neck. They might come looking for him, but could they prove he’d gone missing? They could assume he’d had a hand in the mess of unconscious guards Felix and he had left in their wake, of course, but a chance at escape was worth any punishment they could dole out. Well…short of death. But then, was it worth living if this was his future? No. He was beginning to think not. 

Fourt curled in on himself in bed, not at all lost to the irony of the fact that he’d locked himself up in his own prison by his own choice and hand. 

C H A P T E R   F O R T Y - O N E

REN LET FOURT’S JOURNAL FALL CLOSED, TRAPPING HIS FINGERS BETWEEN THE LAST PAGES FOURT HAD

covered in ink. 

The journal held his hand like a lover, which felt fitting, filled as it was with thoughts and words of love. A wretched ache wrenched Ren’s heart as his mind reeled back through everything he’d read. 

He shut down the guilt he knew he should feel at having stolen glimpses into Fourt’s private thoughts. 

One day, dammit, he’d grab his beloved wolf by the shoulders and tell him how much those words had done to pull him back from the brink of disaster in this fool world. 

His breath shuddered as he recalled the heartbreak Fourt had poured into the pages when Ren had left before. He hadn’t understood any of Ren’s reasons for going. Fourt had tried to throw himself into his relationship with Talan, but it was clear—from Fourt’s written recounting of their breakup—that Fourt  hadn’t  fooled  Talan  with  his  attempts.  The  pages  were  gripped  with  Fourt’s  unquenched yearning. 

For  him. 

How could they have shared such passionate feelings and not succumbed to the burning flames of their desire? And more than just desire—devotion, adoration, loyalty.  Love. 

For  Fourt’s  part,  Ren  thought  that  showed  the  wolf’s  strength.  For  his  own  part,  though,  it highlighted his every weakness. 

Ren hugged the journal to his chest, dropping his nose to the pages, breathing Fourt in. He wished he  could  will  Fourt  into  existence  right  there  by  his  side.  He  groaned  as  he  pushed  forward  to  sit upright. His back ached where he’d slumped lower and lower against the wall by the bay window, the daylight fading out long ago. 

Maeve  had  turned  the  lights  on  for  him  before  disappearing  somewhere  deeper  into  the  house. 

Ren  vaguely  recalled  his  mother  arriving  at  one  point.  Maeve  had  drawn  her  away—upstairs, perhaps? Yes, that was it. They’d taken all the swatches and paint chips up to the second floor. Maeve had granted him private peace while he read Fourt’s words. 

How  could  he  have  let  the  Realm  draw  him  in  so  deeply  and  easily?  No,  he  couldn’t  place  the blame on the Realm alone, could he? 

Long before his time on Earth had run out, Ren had known he had the option to change his future. 

He’d  been  unforgivably  selfish!  Clueless  and  unaware!  He’d  allowed  himself  to  give  in,  to  let  his course  be  so  misguided,  only  playing  at  the  sweetest  edges  of  a  pool  into  which  he  should  have cannonballed. He should have given himself over to the emotions he felt. 

Wondrous love! 

In  his  hesitation,  he’d  hurt  Fourt.  Fourt’s  words  had  grown  increasingly  devastated  and

despairing.  He’d  begun  to  believe  they’d  never  be  together.  And  just  when  Ren  had  taken  a sledgehammer to the walls between them, he’d made Fourt’s fears come true. 

If only Ren had been honest! In all his selfishness, in his quest for acceptance, he’d managed to deprive himself—both of them—of the beautiful thing trying so hard to grow between them. Instead, their love went untended in the desert of Ren’s own fears. 

He  lurched  forward,  wincing  and  hissing  at  the  sharp  pain  the  movement  caused,  but  he  pushed through  the  ache  to  jump  up.  “I’m  finished  allowing  destiny  and  fate  to  fight  their  silly  battle  in  my heart and mind,” he muttered to himself, stamping his feet to bring feeling back into them. “Let them wage their wars elsewhere. The only thing that matters now is love.” 

Ren now saw that he’d had all the love and acceptance he could ever want right there. Like a fool, he’d kept reaching past it in search of something more. 

Maeve was right. The Realm and his father would never accept him. Not as he was, which was who he wanted and needed to be. No amount of approval from the Realm would ever replace what he’d felt with Fourt. Fourt made him want to be a better man, not a better lemming. 

Fourt and his family had already accepted that authentic version of Ren. They’d taken him in long ago, allowing him to be one of their own. 

Ren flipped the journal open again, no longer needing to fight the pull of the Realm. No, Fourt’s words would clear his mind and rescue him. He didn’t need to reassure himself that the words were still there, and he didn’t have to re-read them to connect with Fourt. He only wanted to savor them once more. 

His  searching  fingers  tripped  over  his  favorite  pages.  One  sheet  was  covered  in  doodles,  little swirls  and  squiggles  that  didn’t  amount  to  anything.  But  in  the  middle,  Fourt  had  used  all  those drawings to obscure a private thought. Ren read it again. 

 “If I could have anything in the world, it would be a family of my own. A real family—my own offshoot of my pack’s deeply-rooted tree. Ren and I would be little birds on the branch, tending a nest of one, maybe two. Ren’s so good with the twins—we could have a daughter of our own. We could find a little girl with red hair, all coppery and pretty like Morgan’s. 

 We can’t have kids of our own, so I can dream big, right? That’s all it is, anyway. A dream.” 

Ren  slammed  the  journal  shut,  squeezed  it  close  again,  and  whispered  with  utmost  conviction, 

“No it’s bloody well not.” 

He  blinked  and  suddenly  saw  the  Realm  around  him  through  new  eyes.  He  heaved  a  sigh  and shook his head, whispering with newfound amusement, “Ahhh, shit. I’m gonna have to burn this place to the ground, aren’t I?” 

The  Realm  wasn’t  going  to  let  him  out  without  a  fight;  this  was  going  to  be  a  revolutionary maneuver. He went to the kitchen island, slipping the journal into his knapsack. 

A sudden flurry of commotion sounded overhead. He yanked the knapsack onto his shoulders. 

“Ren!” Maeve cried out to him from above. 

He rushed for the stairs, but Maeve and Theo zoomed into his path before he reached the bottom step. 

“What  is  it?  What’s  wrong?”  He  hoped  it  was  nothing  too  serious  and  time-consuming.  On  a whim, he whispered a request to Fate, begging Her to allow nothing to stand in his way now that he knew what he had to do. 

Ren took one look at Theo, though, and his heart dropped. “Tell me what’s happened.” 

“I don’t believe it. I  can’t believe it!” Theo wrung her hands. “But I don’t know if I can doubt it, either.” 

“What’s she saying?” Ren looked to Maeve for interpretation. 

“Gabriel came to us.” Maeve’s brows knitted as she paused. “Oh…ducky. I don’t know if I can repeat the words!” 

 Not Fourt, Ren begged in his mind.  Don’t tell me I’m too late. 

“Gabriel  said—he  said”—Maeve  shook  her  tense  shoulders,  ridding  herself  of  the  fright  that locked her tongue. “He heard a foul rumor and didn’t want to believe it was true, but the source was so trusted he couldn’t let it go.” 

Ren clung to her every word, breath frozen, lungs burning. 

“Artemus  struck  a  deal  with…well,  we’re  not  entirely  sure  who  yet.  He  guaranteed  a  certain number of Protectors would be loyal to the Dissidents in return for putting the slave bounty in place. 

They agreed to work together, orchestrating the recollection of those who were free.” 

Ren’s throat caught fire. “Nicholas Snelgrove,” he wheezed, rocking on his feet. “That’s who he dealt with. It must be true.” 

“Why would Artemus do such a thing?” Theo demanded, dubiously shaking her head. But on the next  breath,  she  changed  directions,  whimpering  hushed  truths.  “Oh,  but  Gabriel  doesn’t  lie.  He wouldn’t  have  spoken  any  of  this  out  loud  if  he  didn’t  believe  it.  There  must  be  compelling evidence.” 

“Gabriel says it’s confirmed. I’m so sorry, but he said Artemus was desperate to get Fourt out of the  picture,”  Maeve  confided  in  Ren,  putting  her  arm  around  Theo’s  shaking  shoulders.  “So  you’d

‘stop dallying and grow up’.” 

Theo’s quiet sobs turned to a wail. “He wouldn’t. He would  never deliberately put someone in harm’s way.” She clutched Ren’s hand, lifting pleading eyes to his. “Would he?” 

Ren’s shoulders heaved with the weight of this news. He turned to his mother, trying to keep his voice  even  and  level.  It  was  clear  she  didn’t  know  about  this—the  extent  to  which  her  own  mate would go to rule over those around him. “Of course he bloody well would,” Ren told her. “He didn’t hesitate with—with Seth.” 

“That was never proven,” Theo objected. 

Maeve nibbled her lip. 

“Something you want to add?” Ren demanded. 

She opened her mouth, but hesitated, eyes sad as she studied his mother. “Forgive me, Theo, but I must speak plainly. The Guardian’s lack of hesitation in how he dealt with the Tracker could be the reason he would go to these lengths.” 

Realization rushed Ren, sweeping his gut with icy fire. “He can’t go to Earth, and he’d be under too much scrutiny here. He needed a middleman to do the deed for him, someone he could meet in the Rift. Snelgrove already had at least one Protector working with him, that we knew of. It would have been an easy connection for Snelgrove to mine, and my father was all too willing to fall right into that trap.” 

“I can’t believe it,” Theo whispered again, pressing trembling fingers to her lips. 

“Think about it, Mom. After Rosalyn, he wouldn’t risk losing another of us—least of all his only son. He’d do anything in his power to keep me from making the choices he doesn’t want me to make. 

But that ends  now.” 

C H A P T E R   F O R T Y - T W O

REN’S STEPS CARRIED HIM WITH SWIFT DETERMINATION OVER THE GLOSSY, GLEAMING, PERFECT GRASS

of the backyard. He might not have access to the Portal, but he wasn’t without power. He could feel the  humming  connection  that  marked  his  father’s  location  within  the  Realm,  and  he  traced  that shimmering, electric thread to its source. 

Theo  and  Maeve  scurried  along  behind  him,  but  it  was  Gabriel  who  stopped  him  short  by appearing in his path. 

“Consider what you’re planning,” Gabriel said. 

Ren  all  but  barreled  through  him.  “You  know  what  I  have  to  do,  Gabe.  Haven’t  you  and  your ladylove been trying to help me stay on task for this very action?” He didn’t bother to drop his voice, though he realized he might be shining a light on Gabriel and Maeve’s secret relationship. 

“I don’t deny my part in that, Ren, but this new information does complicate things a bit.” Gabriel jogged alongside him to keep up. 

A harsh laugh jetted from Ren’s lungs. “This whole ordeal has been complicated from the start. 

I’m  only  seeking  to   uncomplicate  it.  I’m  finally  clear-headed  enough  to  comprehend  this  unending case of heartburn I’ve been suffering. No doubt, my mate’s been tossed back into servitude, and guess who I have to thank for that.” 

Gabriel  growled  out  a  frustrated  sound,  so  like  a  wolf  that  the  noise  fueled  Ren’s  feet.  He propelled himself even faster, racing toward the end of this nightmare. 

“Artemus is dangerous,” Gabriel warned. “If he’s working with the Dissidents, even a fall won’t mean you’ve seen the last of him.” 

“How could he?” Theo demanded. 

Gabriel cast an uneasy glance behind them. “Your mother’s clearly taking this well.” 

“You’re the one who brought her into it,” Ren accused, but lightly. If anything, Ren was pleased his mother was finally getting a glimpse of the real man behind Artemus’s mask. 

“Power can be intoxicating,” Maeve told Theo, attempting to reassure her. 

“You’ve  chosen  well,”  Ren  said  to  Gabriel  as  their  feet  hit  the  path  that  led  to  the  outermost reaches of the Realm—to the Gates. 

“I  daresay  you  have,  too.”  Gabriel  smiled  at  last.  “I  doubt  your  father  would  have  taken  such radical action if he didn’t know there were strong feelings between you and Fourt.” 

“I’ve been a fool,” Ren admitted. 

Gabriel chuckled darkly. “Love has a tendency to make fools of us all.” 

“I acted purely out of self-interest, though. Fourt might not forgive me. I may be too late.” 

“Perhaps you acted selfishly before, but this action isn’t for you. It’s for him.” 

Ren  fortified  himself  with  that  sentiment.  Whatever  he  faced  now  was  for  Fourt.  He  could stomach any accusation, any amount of rejection, any pain to earn Fourt’s trust and love. 

Artemus came into view at the end of the footpath. He turned upon hearing their approach. Even from  afar,  Ren  caught  the  upward  tick  of  his  father’s  brow,  the  surprise  at  seeing  them  all  heading toward him. It was the haughty way he disregarded them, though, that sent Ren surging forward. 

He knew better than to grab his father by the collar, which was what he most wanted to do. The Guardian of the Gates received a massive increase in power when he took up his position; Ren was no match for that kind of strength. He took pleasure, though, because his nearness caused his father to send the other Gate guards away with the flick of his hand and a sharp, “Leave us.” 

It wasn’t Ren who got in the first word. It was Theo, who squeezed between them, glaring with wifely suspicion. “Tell me it isn’t true, Artemus.” 

Artemus’s nostrils flared as he regarded his mate. “What would you accuse me of?” He directed the question over Theo’s head at Ren. 

“The  Realm  is  all  atwitter  with  a  disgraceful  rumor,”  Ren  said.  “Are  you  working  with  the Dissidents? Did you plot with them against Fourt? Don’t you dare deny it if any part of it is true, you bastard.” 

Artemus’s  eyes  flicked  to  Maeve  and  Gabriel  before  narrowing  with  fury.  “I  have  no  reason  to deny my intervention, but I didn’t go searching out the Red Cloaks on purpose. They were merely a convenient means to an end.” 

“What end?” Ren demanded. 

Theo had frozen between them, shrinking in on herself in light of her mate’s admission. Artemus stepped around her to face Ren with his chin jutting high and proud, determined and unrelenting. 

“Did you think I wouldn’t have you under observation, Renford? I knew you were vulnerable after your lapse in judgment with the Tracker those many years ago. I couldn’t risk you setting fire to the Galloway  name  in  your  quest  to  satisfy  your  own  whims  and  fancies.  You  thrust  your  finger  in  my face,  but  it’s  you  who’ve  brought  about  this  action.  Your  interest  in  that  male—in  that   mammal—is unacceptable. It was unreasonable to believe I wouldn’t intervene if you strayed from the appropriate course.” 

“What have you done?” Ren’s fists clenched reflexively at his sides. 

Artemus waved a dismissive hand. “All I’m guilty of is cleaning up your mess.” 

“What have you done?” Theo echoed, clutching her torso as if she had to hold herself together, to contain her ribs and guts within her skin. “What in Heaven’s name have you set in motion?” 

“I helped put the bounty on that wolf’s head.” Spittle flew from Artemus’s lips. “I sent my own men to help take him down. The mutt is out of the way now, and all for the better. I handled what my son could not.” 

Theo  gasped.  Behind  Ren,  Maeve  and  Gabriel  both  shifted  on  their  feet,  shock  and  uncertainty rolling off them. 

A Protector’s job was in their name. It was their sacred duty to safeguard those in need, to shield and defend the innocent, the helpless. Certainly, they’d always had other motives alongside that, but the  fact  that  Artemus  had  worked  outside  the  confines  of  the  Realm  to  deliberately  put  someone  in danger  was…  Well,  it  should  have  been  punishable,  but  that  wasn’t  how  the  Realm  worked.  True enough, they delivered their own justice. Unfortunately, it was dealt from a warped sense of guidance. 

The  best  Ren  could  do  was  make  a  case  against  his  father—a  legacy  to  leave  behind  as  he  threw himself out the window. 

“How many Protectors did you promise to the Dissidents? How many bounty hunters did you send

out in search of Fourt?” Ren demanded. 

Artemus shook his head, lips pressing into a thin line. 

“How  many?” It was a roar, seated in the heart of Ren’s power and stoked by his need to protect his charge—his  mate. 

“I don’t know!” Artemus’s response was equally thunderous. 

“How can you not know?” Theo shook her head, still hugging herself and shying away when he reached for her. 

The first sign of a crack in Artemus’s façade came then, when his mate flinched from his touch. “I only meant to rally aid for my particular situation.” His voice cracked with a sudden wave of what was almost mistakable for deep, dark regret. “I succeeded, quite easily. But when the Protectors I’d gathered discovered that the Dissidents have taken a stand against the things we denounce, many more offered their help than I’d intended.” 

“You egotistical, power-hungry prat.” 

“I didn’t mean for them to hurt you, son. I never meant for that to happen.” Artemus lifted a hand in reassurance or placation. 

“You bloody wanker.” Ren scoffed. “You set them on the man I love like…like wolves!” 

“But  you were never intended as a target!” 

Ren  stopped  dead,  fists  turning  to  stone  at  his  sides.  He  had  been  targeted,  whether  his  father intended it or not. “The Portal,” Ren whispered, words dry and full of grit. “One of the last times I used it, I was intercepted and given a beatdown. That was one of your bounty hunters, wasn’t it?” 

Gabriel made a startled, choked sound behind him. “Heavens. It  was one of the Gate guards who did  that.  I  knew  it  was,  but  I  never  would  have  suspected  anything  more  sinister  was  going  on.  I thought it was only meant to be a warning to you, Ren.” He turned on Artemus, tone full of reproach. 

“That was a blatant misuse of power, sir.” 

 Bingo, Ren thought. Gabriel could take that evidence and run with it. Perhaps Artemus would face some sort of discipline, perhaps not. At least Ren had tried. 

“How  was  I  to  know  what  else  they  might  do?”  Artemus’s  indignant  rage  returned,  proving  he was  learning  no  lessons  here.  “That  guard  was  only  meant  to  be  spying  on  the  deviant  wolf  in preparation  to  intercept  him.  He  intercepted  Renford  instead,  but  I  might  point  out  that  my  son  was heading that direction with immoral intent. The guard’s cover was blown, and he had to act swiftly to save the mission.” 

“The  mission.”  Ren  scoffed,  rounding  on  his  father.  What  had  happened  to  him  was  nothing compared to what had been done to Fourt. “The mission to take my mate from his home and return him to a bloody slave facility, you mean. Because that’s what you’ve done, isn’t it?” 

“It is where he belongs!” Artemus roared. 

That  confirmation  in  place,  Ren’s  heart  burned  as  if  he’d  sent  it  straight  into  the  sun.  “Are  you fucking kidding me?!” 

Gabriel latched onto him, holding him back from his father. 

“Are  you fucking kidding me?!” Artemus retorted, mocking. “Your  predilection  is  a  black  mark on  our  people.  How  would  Protectors  continue  to  exist  if  they  all  followed  your  path?  Pulling  you from  that  wolf  will  save  you.  I  told  you  that  before,  Renford.  You  refused  to  wipe  your  own  slate clean, so I wiped it for you!” 

Ren shook his head, taking a deep breath and drawing himself up tall and strong in the face of his father’s rage. “And in doing so, you’ve forced me to take a stand. You’ve given me only one choice by taking away all the others.” 

Artemus nodded, grinning maniacally. Misunderstanding. “That’s right. You’ve seen sense at last. 

This is how it must be done. I’ve already called back the Protectors who’d gone out into the world. 

All will be restored, and no one is any worse for the wear.” 

Ren  cocked  his  head,  smirking  in  disbelief.  “Bloody  hell,  you  are  one  daft  tosser,  d’you  know that?  You  think  they’ll  come  back  now,  just  because  you’ve  commanded  it?  You  gave  them  a  direct line to a herd of raving lunatics who share their views and who currently control the mortal world. 

What reason do they have to look to you for guidance now? You’ve lost control here.” 

Gabriel squeezed his arms before releasing him. 

Artemus’s self-assured bravado slipped by an inch. 

“No, Father. I won’t be doing your bidding any longer.  I’ve got to go clean up  your mess. My only choice  is  to  fall.”  Ren  shrugged,  nonchalant  now  that  he  knew  he  had  the  upper  hand.  “I  won’t conform any longer. Do you think I’m the only one? The only Protector who chooses to love whoever makes their heart sing, and not who the Realm demands? If I choose to continue this charade, I help no one. Changes won’t come for others here if someone doesn’t take a stand. If that person is me, so be it. If you and your ilk would see me dead, you’ll have to chase me down.” 

“This is your destiny,” Artemus snarled. 

“No. This was your plan for me—your way to get what you wanted. All along, this destiny was your doing, and I’m done with it.” 

“I won’t stand for this,” Artemus said, though his fire was starting to sputter out. 

Ren laughed. “Oh, don’t worry. You won’t have to. Once I’ve fallen, I’ll no longer be the Realm’s concern. You can stop mentioning my name. You can pretend I don’t exist, just like you do your fallen daughter, Rosalyn. And if you think she’s tumbled far from the family tree, allow me to enlighten you: she  hasn’t.  All  signs  point  to  her  working  deals  with  the  Dissidents,  just  like  you.  Isn’t  that  a  cozy father-daughter picture?” 

Artemus  launched  himself  at  Ren,  and  Ren  threw  an  arm  out  to  defend  against  the  attack.  But rather than landing upon Ren, the blow glanced off a shield around him—a brilliant gold shield that was held up with grace and ease by his mother. 

“No,”  Theo  said,  the  word  resounding  loud  and  clear  as  a  church  bell.  From  the  clench  of  her shoulders,  it  was  clear  she  wanted  to  say  more.  Sometimes,  though,  when  a  woman  said  “no”,  the universe granted that one word all the power she needed. 

From around the shell of Theo’s shield, Artemus bellowed like a toddler in tantrum-mode. “If you fall, you will  never gain acceptance. I will see to it that the wolf learns you’re the root cause of every bad thing that has happened to him since the day he came under your spell. He won’t open his arms to you. And the Realm will be closed to you forever. Choose wisely, Ren.” 

The use of his preferred nickname would have once been enough to give Ren pause. 

Now, though, he saw it for what it was—the desperate, last-ditch effort of a narcissistic man who was terrified of losing power. 

Behind  him,  Ren  felt  the  warm  rush  of  the  Portal—the  teasing  tug  of  its  sea  of  neon  stars.  He glanced over his shoulder to find both Gabriel and Maeve with their hands outstretched, physically tearing at the Realm’s artificial wall, ripping a hole in it to grant Ren blessed escape. 

“No!” Artemus roared. His hands shot out toward them, eyes slamming shut as he fought against them to contain the tear and prevent it from fraying any farther. 

“Go! Now!” Gabriel shouted at Ren, the words echoing into the funnel they held open. 

Ren didn’t know how it would work. He knew he hadn’t regained the Portal access his father had taken  from  him.  But  he  found  himself  wrapped  in  such  a  strange  feeling  of  commitment  and

determination, it somehow didn’t matter. His mind and body knew exactly what to do. This, of all the things he’d done in his life, was his most bizarre and backward leap of faith. 

Ren  lifted  his  chin—a  gesture  he  knew  was  so  like  his  father—and  spread  his  arms  out  to  the side,  palms  up.  He  planted  his  feet  firmly  and  held  his  spine  tall  and  strong.  Then  he  shifted  his weight, putting it all in the straight-as-an-arrow back of his body, so he teetered onto his heels in what felt like a never-ending trust fall. 

His body touched the gaps between space and time. Those fine, filtering holes stretched around him, reaching up to meet and cushion him. This wasn’t like when he stepped into the Portal. This was like floating, weightless, the sea of stars supporting and cradling him like a feather on a lazy gust of wind. Shooting stars. Falling stars. 

Colors spun and swirled around him. Warmth caressed his body. 

“You’ll regret this!” Artemus cried into the tunnel of darkness pulling Ren away. The words were swallowed, tinny and thin. They held no power over Ren. 

“No,” Ren called back, voice lifting into the air like a dream. “You might repent your actions one day, but this is a choice I’ll never regret.” 

And in that moment, he knew it. He was falling in every way, and it felt like the first right thing he’d ever done. 

But in the next moment, he couldn’t focus on the joy of the freedom he felt. Hands reached out to him from the darkness, grabbing and clawing, trying to get a hold on him, to bruise, beat, and batter. 

Power  Protectors—the  enforcers  of  the  Realm,  the  ones  who  carried  out  the  will  of  the  Realm itself. 

Ren reached out with his power, finding blessed currents of electricity at long last. He might not be  in  control  of  his  plunge  through  the  Portal,  but  his  inherent  power  was  still  at  his  fingertips.  He latched onto a bolt of lightning in the troubled sky like a rope swing over water. He wrenched it free from  the  walls  of  the  Portal  and  cracked  it  like  a  whip,  lashing  out  at  the  hands  that  clawed  him. 

Hisses and shrieks filled his ears, angels and demons taking their punishment and shrinking away into the darkness. 

“That’s right!” Ren rediscovered his joy, his amusement, his true self. He was  enjoying this fall. 

This was the fight for what he knew was home. “Come get me! Fight me for this! I’ll cut you all down to nothing. It will be my pleasure!” 

The  long  tunnel  of  light  from  the  Realm  began  to  fade,  then  it  flickered  out,  leaving  him  in  the dimming  cone  of  a  spotlight  with  no  source.  He  whipped  out  with  his  cord  of  lightning  again,  each time freeing himself more fully from the binds that tried to tangle around him. 

When he finally felt he was alone in the darkening circle, he reached out with the tendrils of his raw, bleeding heart to search for Fourt’s presence. He touched something sweet—a warm beacon of hope  that  had  dimmed  but  never  extinguished.  It  stretched  out  to  him,  beckoned  him,  and  as  the darkness swallowed him whole, it cradled him. He fell unconscious in its hands, knowing not where he’d end up, but trusting love to show him the way. 

C H A P T E R   F O R T Y - T H R E E

REN’S  BACK  HIT  THE  GROUND  WITH  A  JARRING  CRUNCH,  KNOCKING  HIS  TEETH  TOGETHER.  AN

unforgiving  pressure  gripped  him,  clenching  his  whole  body  as  the  Portal  spit  him  out  like  an unsavory trespasser. He groaned against dizzy, disorienting sickness. Shock and pain twisted his body and  bones.  His  breath  jetted  from  his  lungs  in  a  harsh  wheeze,  and  an  extreme  wave  of  nausea followed.  Ren  groaned,  trying  to  flip  over—to  turn  his  head,  at  least,  so  he  wouldn’t  choke  on  his own vomit. 

Hands grabbed him, removing his knapsack and repositioning him. He fought with weak, useless thrashes, moaning. 

“Shhhhh. Mother Ren is safe.” 

Ren’s lids fluttered, and he caught of glimpse of Torval above him before the world was spinning, the dragon rolling him over gently onto his hands and knees. 

Vomit sprayed from Ren’s mouth, stinky and vile. 

“Mother Ren is here!” Torval rubbed Ren’s back in awkward, hesitant circles. “But how?” 

“Fell.” The word croaked from Ren’s lips between heaves. 

Torval gasped. “It is no wonder Mother Ren is ill!” 

In an instant, the world blotted out of view. Ren searched with unfocused eyes, before realizing that Torval had cast a shield around them both. 

A dragon’s shield was different from the kind Protectors cast. It resembled an egg, though it was invisible from the outside. On the inside, its milky green ovoid walls emitted their own ethereal light. 

The light suffused Ren’s muscles, filling them with warmth and flowing into him with a gentle trickle of replenishment. 

“How...long...gone?” Ren wasn’t sure how many days had passed on Earth since he’d been taken to the Realm. 

“Two  weeks.”  Torval  helped  Ren  ease  onto  his  side.  “Mother  Ren  must  rest.  Recover  within Torval’s shield. Torval must go.” 

Ren grabbed the dragon’s wrist, fingers almost too weak to capture it. “Fourt?” 

“Torval has just seen the tiny wolf. Moments ago—he is near. Torval was on his way to get help when you appeared. Rest now. Torval will return right away, and you’ll be well.” 

With that, Torval vacated the dome, leaving it up around Ren to heal him. Ren gave in to the draw of sleep, feeling as though he would be waiting for precious hours when he knew it would be seconds

—minutes at the most. 

Still, it seemed as if days had passed when Torval returned, tearing through time and space, his chest heaving in great breaths as he caught his bearings. 

Ren sat up, alive, alert, and ready. He bounced to his feet, reaching for his knapsack. “You should market this healing power of yours, Tor” he advised when the dragon approached to inspect him. “I feel like a new man.” 

“Mother Ren  is a new man, truly,” Torval replied. “How do you feel?” 

“Like it’s time to kick some ass.” 

Torval laughed, delighted by this energy. “Mother Ren must take it easy.” 

“Mother Ren must save his mate,” Ren retorted. He snapped his fingers, eager and insistent. Fourt was imprisoned; there was no time to waste. “Now let me out of here, you beautiful beast. We’ve got a wolf to rescue.” 

“Does  Mother  Ren  want  to  wait  for  reinforcements?  Torval  went  to  get  help.  The  tiny  wolf’s pack. The other family. Torval was meant to summon some witches as well, but they were nowhere to be found. The others will be on their way, though.” 

“I think you’ll understand if I don’t hesitate here, Tor. I’ve waited too long to do the right thing. 

Besides”—he grinned up at his dragon friend—“a Protector and a dragon teaming up? That’s a once-in-a-lifetime chance to a wreak a kind of havoc they’ll never see coming, innit?” 

Torval’s saurian lips curved up into a smirk as if he’d known that would be Ren’s response. The shell of the egg cracked around them, revealing a dark forest. 

“Where are we?” Ren scanned the landscape before him. He could tell something was there, but it wasn’t  quite  visible.  If  he  turned  his  head  just  right,  he  could  capture—only  for  a  second—a shimmering in the air. 

“Snelgrove’s prison.” 

“Concealed by magic?” Ren tilted his head, trying to sneak up on the place with his eyes. 

“Strange magic,” Torval confirmed. 

“It’s electric.” Ren laughed to himself as he danced forward. With each step he took, the hairs on his arms lifted more until they stood straight, vibrating with the energy pulsing around him. “Fourt’s inside?” The wards prevented Ren from feeling their connection. 

Torval nodded, tapping a clawed finger to his temple. “Torval gave the tiny wolf a hoard ducat. 

Torval can feel the call of his treasure pulsing from within.” 

“Good thinking.” Ren clapped Torval on the back. “What say we kick the door in?” 

Torval quirked a look at Ren. Ren shrugged in return. “What? I feel brilliant. And that’s my mate in there. You and I are about to become legends.” 

Ren crouched on the ground, placing his hand there and reaching into the earth with his power. He might  not  be  able  to  trace  the  walls  with  his  eyes,  but  he  could  follow  the  patterns  of  the  residual energy around them. He moved, quick and sure, closer to the greatest sources of power he could feel. 

Then, he stretched a hand out to grasp what he knew was there but couldn’t see. 

Torval wrenched Ren’s wrist away. “The tiny wolf warned Torval not to touch the bars.” 

“He was right to. The power here would roast your bloomin’ arse.” Ren grinned, brows bobbing. 

“I’m different. This is just the rush I need.” 

With  that,  he  latched  onto  thin  air—only,  when  he  did,  his  hand  clenched  around  an  electrified metal bar, and he shot ramrod straight with the force of the surge that pulsed through his skin. Sweet power, delicious electricity. He drew it in like a slow, measured breath, deeper and deeper until his belly and lungs were full to the point of exploding. Then he pushed it out, an exhalation of energy that overloaded the system, destroying every spell and ward in place. 

“And  the  walls  came  a-tumblin’  down!”  Ren  sang,  yanking  his  hands  back  as  the  entire  outer perimeter of the facility became visible, shaking, quaking, and crumbling. Before him, a heavy metal

gate hung off its hinges, warped, charred, and twisted from the surge he’d sent through it. 

Mischief  gleamed  in  Torval’s  eyes.  “Torval’s  treasure,”  he  hissed,  shoulders  hunching  in anticipation of the return of his precious coin. 

Ren  laughed  out  loud.  “Priorities,  little  egg.  I’m  going  after  Fourt.  You  go  gather  the  other prisoners. As many as you can.” 

“Divide  and  conquer.”  Torval  tapped  his  temple.  “Torval  remembers  this  tactic.”  With  that,  he narrowed his yellow gaze on the buildings, pinpointing the location of his gold. He pointed a curved finger—the  sharp  tip  of  which  was  already  elongating  and  refining  into  a  dragon’s  claw.  “The  tiny wolf is there.” 

“See you on the other side, then,” Ren said, taking off toward the building the dragon indicated. 

He  could  already  sense  Fourt’s  presence  there,  and  it  filled  him  with  sweet  relief  and  renewed determination. 

As they parted ways, each fell under the flare of a spotlight. Alarms began to blare, their chorus striking Ren’s heart like the thrashing notes of his favorite songs. Shouts joined in, as did the pounding beat of footsteps when guards rushed his way from every direction. 

The spotlight caught on metal weapons—firearms appeared, wolves shifted, and from somewhere to  the  right,  Torval  roared.  Strange.  Had  someone  else  already  begun  a  rescue?  Ren  raced  past  a felled guard he hadn’t touched, no time to inspect the scene. 

Ren  threw  up  a  defensive  shield  around  himself,  blocking  out  bullets  as  he  forced  his  legs  to pump, carrying him faster across the yard. But his energy was fading! Bloody hell, he was using it up too soon. Between his rapid-fire recovery and the enormous amount of power he’d expended to break down the barriers around this place, he was already drained. If he could only reach the doors—

As his fingers brushed the door handle, he was jerked back and set upon by some unseen force—a vampire, he thought, from the feel of it. His shield had flickered out! He was pummeled and pulled, chains  locking  around  his  body,  cocooning  him  to  contain  him.  He  shoved  his  energy  out,  trying  to burst through the metal, but he was struck by an explosion of white light. 

Then it all went black. 

Ren woke in agonizing pain for the second time that day, and still, his first thought turned to rescuing Fourt.  He  tried  to  lurch  forward  only  to  find  himself  strapped  into  the  universe’s  least  comfortable recliner. He froze, slitting his eyes to take in the imprisoning contraption. The closest things he’d ever seen before were the hilarious chairs he’d discovered when he’d accompanied his human charges to the dentist’s office. Unfortunately, his current predicament left little room for laughter. 

He wasn’t sure how long he’d been out. Long enough for his body to begin to recharge, but not enough time had passed to restore his full strength. 

Directly  ahead,  he  spied  a  pile  of  dirty,  bloody  sweats.  To  his  right  was  a  metal  railing  which bordered a ramp that led up the length of the wall. Panels of blinking lights and glowing buttons and switches  covered  the  wall,  each  begging  to  be  toyed  with.  A  multitude  of  wires  hung  from  various ports in the wall, and Ren traced them with his eyes, finding they led all the way…back to him. 

Bloody hell, his arms were covered in sticky electrodes. 

To the left, it sounded like an oscillating fan was running at warp speed. Voices filtered over the roaring white noise. Suddenly aware that he wasn’t alone, Ren slammed his eyes shut and let his body

go limp as if he were still unconscious. He trained all his focus into his ears, picking up the sounds of tools clanking against metal and strains of conversation that carried over the endless hum. 

“So we might not even need the book to power the module?” one voice asked. 

“Not  now  that  we  have  the  Protector,”  another  answered.  “As  soon  as  Number  Fourteen mentioned him in the frame of a relationship, I began to hope we might get lucky.” 

“As a vampire, I’d still like to see the  Stăpânire Se Aprinde returned to our race.” 

“If  it  wasn’t  part  of  your  original  deal  with  the  Magistrate,  I  don’t  know  what  to  tell  you.” 

Whoever was talking seemed confident to the point of being flippant, a theory confirmed with his next words. “But stop this endless chatter, now. There are more diverting things to attend to. It appears our new friend is awake.” 

Something hit the left side of Ren’s chair, jarring him. 

“Wakey wakey!” the waggish voice sang. 

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you. The Magistrate would be displeased to see you using his special treatment chair, much less attempting to damage it with your carelessness.” 

Ren slitted his eyes to glare up at whoever was in the room. 

A wolf stood next to the chair, wiping a heavy metal wrench on the leg of his coveralls, leaving oily  streaks  of  grime  behind.  He  lifted  strange,  stark  gold  eyes  to  Ren,  smirking.  “I  doubt  the Magistrate will have any complaints if I can get this tunnel working, and I think I’ve got the tool for the job now.” 

Ren stared blankly up at the wolf, attempting to assess this situation. He tried to press out with his powers,  to  see  if  he  could  pinpoint  whether  Fourt  was  still  nearby.  He  could  feel  nothing  of  Fourt now,  but  then  he  realized  he  couldn’t  feel  much  of   anything.  Despite  being  quite  certain  this  room was an epicenter of energy, he didn’t feel an overwhelming buzz from it. He was only picking up on the equivalent of a faint trickle of power far off in the distance. 

The wolf tossed the wrench aside on a cluttered table and circled the chair, looking at Ren this way and that. “You know, I wonder what he sees in you. Fourteen, that is.” He leered at Ren, knowing he was thrusting a knife between Ren’s ribs by merely mentioning Fourt’s name. And as a number? 

No. Ren would have none of that. 

“You don’t look like much to me, but then I’m not a twisted, degenerate fuck.” 

“Might want to take another look in a mirror.” Ren’s neck strained up as he pulled hard against his restraints. 

The  wolf  leaned  over  the  chair,  a  menacing,  maniacal  grimace  stretching  his  lips.  “Oh,  I  know who I am. Unlike Fourteen, I’ve earned my name.” 

“Felix, perhaps you shouldn’t antagonize him,” the other voice said. Apparently, it belonged to a short, squirrelly vampire with a bowl cut. 

 Bloody hell, Ren thought,  I’m never going to admit it if this was the vamp who took me down. 

The  wolf—Felix—glared  at  his  companion.  “Perhaps  I  should  send  you  away.  You’ve  done  the job  of  bringing  the  Protector  to  me.  I  don’t  recall  asking  you  to  stick  around.”  Then,  he  leaned  in closer, and Ren tried to lurch forward again, but Felix didn’t flinch. Instead, he laughed out loud and pointed  to  Ren’s  body.  “You  think  I’m  afraid  of  you,  Protector?  The  first  thing  I  did  was  strap  you with  a  limiter.  You’re  powerless.  But  go  on,  keep  trying  to  break  free.  The  readings  I’m  getting  on your abilities are quite useful.” 

Ahh. That was why Ren’s power felt so far out of reach. He might actually be recovered, but he couldn’t  test  his  strength  to  find  out.  Limiters  had  long  been  made  illegal  by  UNITY  except  in  law enforcement  situations  and  rarely,  even  then.  He  wondered,  briefly,  if  his  father  had  known  the

Dissidents were equipped to steal their power. 

“This  is  working  out  better  than  I  could  have  expected.”  Felix  eased  away  from  the  chair  and turned to beam lovingly at the enormous metal contraption to Ren’s left. “Not only have I figured out the  advantage  we  need  to  make  the  Magistrate’s  plans  finally  come  together.  I’ll  also  serve  sweet revenge at the same time.” 

“Felix, I think you might be wise to ask the Magistrate before you do anything rash.” 

Felix rolled his eyes toward the vampire, face morphing like a monster’s. “Do you see how many potential weapons there are in this room, bloodsucker? I could destroy you at least a dozen different ways. Shut up or get out.” 

The vampire’s face soured, but he quieted down. 

“Now, then.” Felix leaned an elbow on the machinery next to him. He ogled Ren with malicious glee,  eyes  tracing  the  wires  and  cables  webbing  out  from  Ren’s  body.  “I  think  this  calls  for  an experiment  or  two.  I’ll  need  metrics  to  prove  my  theory  is  correct.  You’re  going  to  be  quite  the addition  to  this  little  project  of  mine.”  He  patted  the  metal  barrel,  which  rose  at  least  twenty  feet higher  than  Felix’s  head.  Then  he  pushed  away  from  it,  tapping  his  chin  and  circling  Ren’s  chair again, considering his options. “It’s quite fitting, I think. Even if Fourteen finds freedom again”—at that, a familiar, mighty roar sounded nearby, and the shouts of people could be heard in response to the  dragon’s  attack—“as  it,  unfortunately,  appears  he  likely  will,  there’s  poetic  justice  in  depriving him of the life he wanted with you.” 

Without  warning,  Felix  shot  away  from  the  heavy  equipment.  His  movements  were  erratic  and twitchy as he rushed up the ramp to Ren’s right, chattering numbers and equations, shouting something Ren  didn’t  catch  about  “amplitudes”.  The  wolf  laughed  out  loud,  clapped  his  hands,  and  threw  a switch on the wall, causing a sudden surge of pain to pulse through Ren. Ren’s back shot straight off the chair as it arched against the sensations. 

“Venturo, if you’re just going to stand around being nosy, you might as well make yourself useful,” 

Felix shouted, a mad scientist in action. “Toss me a pencil and that notepad so I can take down these readings.” 

The wolf rattled off another series of numbers, scribbling hard and fast on the paper the vampire sent his way. Formulas of madness or recipes for destruction—Ren didn’t follow. The pain was too intense,  tearing  through  his  body  and  sucking  out  his  energy.  Felix  returned  to  the  panel  of  controls and flipped the switch the other way, cutting the source of Ren’s debilitating agony. 

Then, he turned to the railing, peering down at Ren, studying Ren’s reactions. Ren tried his best to show no further pain than the display he’d already given. He gritted his teeth and sucked in shallow breaths, willing away the howl that was clawing his throat. 

“We  were  friends,  you  might  say,  at  one  point.  Fourteen  and  I,  that  is.  Loyalty  runs  dry  on  the outside,  I  suppose.”  Felix  cackled  to  himself,  hardly  seeming  to  be  in  the  same  room  with  them anymore.  “Of  course,  what  would  I  know  about  the  outside?  I  never  did  escape.”  He  mugged  a sickening,  over-exaggerated  sad  face  at  Ren.  “Fourteen  skipped  right  out  of  here,  handpicked  by Avery Wells. Forgot about the rest of us. Left us to rot.” He said Avery’s name in a thick, nasty, sing-song  way.  “Well,  he’s  not  the  only  one  who  can  be  handpicked  by  a  Magistrate.”  He  whirled  back around to tilt his head at his meters again, jotting notes and forgetting Ren or the vampire were in the room. 

Ren could hear Torval at work outside. All he wanted to do was buy enough time for the dragon to finish the job. If Torval razed all the buildings and freed all the prisoners, Fourt had a fighting chance. 

Ren wasn’t sure if enough time had passed for the pack to arrive—it would depend on how far they

had to travel. Roxy and Rhodes would help if they could. They would all rally together, they’d come to Fourt’s rescue the way Ren couldn’t. He’d already fallen, but maybe that wasn’t enough. He would do what it took, willing to sacrifice himself for the chance—even the slimmest opportunity—for Fourt to see freedom again. Maybe even to love again, after Ren was gone. 

Ren  recovered  enough  breath  to  hack  out  a  dry,  hard  laugh.  “That’s  what  all  this  amounts  to? 

You’ve got a beef with my boyfriend?” 

Felix turned back to nail Ren with a devious smirk. “My revenge on that traitor wolf is only the cherry on top of the victory sundae I’ll bring my master. All I need is the right charge to drain you of every last drop of your magic. So”—he scraped his teeth over his bottom lip, picking a new dose of poison—“which one of these pretty little buttons should I press next?” 

C H A P T E R   F O R T Y - F O U R

IT BEGAN WITH A MASSIVE EXPLOSION OF SOUND. FOURT JUMPED UP FROM HIS BED, HEAD JERKING BACK

when he reached the end of his chain. 

 Ren! 

He could feel the Protector’s presence! 

“Ren!” he shouted into the darkness of his room. “Torval!” he tried, hoping the dragon had made contact. 

He  wasn’t  the  only  one  raising  his  voice  to  the  rafters.  From  the  other  cells,  shouts  and  cries lifted. The sounds of gunfire outside tightened Fourt’s throat, and he shoved his wolf away. A mighty roar echoed in the distance. 

 Yes! Torval! 

This was it! The long-awaited rescue! 

But it didn’t happen. Instead, the sounds of chaos and melee carried on outside. It seemed to go on longer than it should have as Fourt stood there, helpless and waiting. What if his people were losing? 

He was all but defenseless if an attacker entered his cell, and he was still rooted into the wall by that Fateforsaken chain! 

His only comfort was the hope-rimmed touch of Ren’s light in the darkness—until, suddenly, that presence blotted out like a storm cloud swallowing the sun. 

“No,”  Fourt  whispered,  horror  filling  him.  He  forced  his  wolf  back,  clutching  the  collar  at  his throat. He had to get free! Fourt whirled, jerking at the bolt in the wall with renewed vigor, fueled by pain and rage. He was to the point he thought he might start gnawing on the thing when his ears were assaulted by the shrill sound of heavy metal being rent. His door rattled and rocked so hard, dust fell from the otherwise impervious walls around it. 

“Tiny wolf!” Torval shouted from just outside. 

In the next second, claws pierced through the metal, and the door crunched in on itself like a slice of bread folded in half. It clanged as the dragon tossed it away outside and lumbered in. He glanced about, yellow eyes bright with mischief. “Where is Mother Ren?” 

Fourt trembled in joy at the sight of the dragon within the walls of the prison complex. The joy was shuttered by the reminder that he’d sensed Ren nearby, until he hadn’t. “I don’t know, but he was close. I felt him!” 

“Mother Ren instructed Torval to go a different way. Torval has been lighting fires.” He burped, the stench of blood on his breath. “Apologies. Torval also got hungry.” He patted a clawed hand to his lips, brows lowering over his eyes. “Torval didn’t feel any movements from the coin he gave you. He came  to  help.”  He  cast  his  gaze  about,  pinpointing  something  on  the  wind.  “Mother  Ren  is

elsewhere…weakened.” 

Fourt’s heart pounded. Had Ren been hurt trying to get to him? “Something’s wrong. I can’t feel him now,” he told the dragon. “We have to find him right away!” 

“Torval will guide you.” With that, the dragon leaned down and grasped the bolt in the wall. 

“Careful, it doesn’t—” 

The  thing  tore  free,  bringing  with  it  a  four-foot  section  of  concrete.  The  wall  shuddered,  and Torval scooped Fourt out of the way. He rushed Fourt from the room, carrying him, concrete anchor and  all,  as  he  bellowed  out  for  the  rest  of  the  cellblock  to  hear.  “Fear  not,  tiny  wolves.  Torval  the Protector will return to free you all!” 

“Torval the Protector?” Fourt asked, clinging to the dragon’s shoulders like a damsel in distress. 

Torval smiled, almost sheepishly. “Torval thinks it has a nice ring to it.” 

The room whirled and tilted with the speed at which the dragon moved. When they reached the main hallway leading out of the block, Torval set Fourt down gently. 

“Hold still, tiny wolf,” he said as he pulled on the chunk of wall, tugging the length of chain tight. 

He breathed a slow, steady stream of fire from his lizard lips, cutting through the chain like a hot knife through butter. 

When  it  fell  free,  only  a  few  links  remained  attached  to  Fourt’s  neck.  The  relief  was instantaneous. 

“Torval  cannot  risk  it  on  the  collar.”  His  nostrils  curled  in  distaste.  “This  is  a  bad  place,”  he added, throwing the chunk of cement and its remainder of the chain away from them. 

“What about the others?” Fourt glanced back into the cellblock. “We can’t leave—” 

“We must get you to Mother Ren now. Then, Torval will come back for the others. You still have Torval’s coin. Torval swears on it, no good soul will be left behind here.” 

The dragon, himself, had a good soul, Fourt realized—once you got to know him. 

The  guards  Fourt  had  encountered  with  Felix  earlier  in  the  evening  remained  slumped  and sleeping. Others, though, weren’t so lucky. Fourt spied mangled and scorched limbs—both attached and unattached to their respective bodies—as they ran. When he tore his eyes away from the grisly sights, though, he saw something so utterly beautiful he would have fallen to his knees, if not for the fact that Ren’s life was on the line. 

People  were  everywhere—gray  sweatsuits  clashing  with  red-dotted  Dissident  uniforms.  In  the flashing spotlight, Fourt could see the exposed forest beyond the walls, which looked as if they had been blown open by packs of dynamite. Freedom was within their grasp, and they fought to open the way for others to escape. Yes! This was the way to win! The greater the number they had willing to rise up, to fight back, the better their chances! 

“Torval!” a few wolves cheered as they rushed and raced. 

Torval the Protector. Maybe this was a legend in the making. 

“This way!” Torval shouted, dodging to the left. 

Fourt  recognized  the  direction  they  were  going—they  were  approaching  the  farthest  outbuilding where he and Felix had spotted that strange, dazzling light. 

Suddenly, Torval lurched unnaturally to the right. 

“Torval!” Fourt shouted, seeing the snare caught around the dragon’s leg. 

An engine gunned, and Fourt looked over in time to see a beastly truck with its winch running, a steel cable leading straight to Torval’s leg. 

“Shift!” He shouted at the dragon. “Shift!” 

“Find  Mother  Ren!”  Torval  shouted  back,  even  as  his  body  began  to  morph  and  grow,  lifting

straight off the ground on wings that sprouted with a painful-sounding  squelch from his scaly flesh. 

Fourt turned back only once as he gave chase, just in time to see the dragon in flight, dragging the truck through the air. The vehicle collided with a series of generators, sending sparks flying, cutting most of the lights and the alarm sounds around them. 

Fourt doubled down, running for the building with the bizarre light. 

What the hell would he find beyond those doors? 

The sounds of disorder outside grew closer and louder. All at once, Ren felt a surge that didn’t come from the horrible cables and wires Felix had him tangled up in. 

His power! It was back! 

Felix didn’t seem to notice, poring as he was over the papers he scribbled on. He scratched out notes with fierce strokes of his pencil, jotting new things with frenzied moves of his hand. 

The lights flickered, and the humming thing to Ren’s left sputtered. Then, every ounce of power in the room went out. Ren felt the second the electronic restraints on the chair slackened. This was his moment. 

In the time it took Felix to rush for a breaker box on the wall, Ren bolted from the chair, taking all the wires and cables with him. He dipped down, engaging his powerful thighs, preparing to pounce on the rabid wolf, but as he sprang up, a tug on the tangle of lines jerked him back. 

Venturo, the vampire, reeled him in like a fish, and Ren let him, not showcasing his full potential. 

He waited until the last second, until the vampire drew him close enough to the table of disorganized tools. Then, Ren lashed out, grabbing the first things his hands touched—a pipe and a chain. 

He could work with that. 

The  lights  buzzed  as  they  came  back  on.  The  huge  metal  barrel  against  the  wall  whirred  and revved, trying to turn over. 

Ren  and  the  vampire  caught  each  other’s  eyes—the  moment  hung  in  the  balance  before  the vampire  bared  his  fangs,  and  Ren  spun  the  pipe  in  his  hand,  sending  a  blow  in  the  vampire’s direction. 

The metal contraption to Ren’s left finally came to life. He stumbled back in surprise at the rush of colors that suddenly sprayed over the wall. The vampire’s face was awash in…neon stars. 

Felix yelped, catching sight of the events playing out below. 

“What  the  hell  are  you  thinking?”  Ren  shouted.  “You’ve  given  Nicholas  bleeding  Snelgrove access to the Portal!” 

The  vampire  preyed  on  Ren’s  distraction  by  grasping  the  few  cables  still  dangling  from  Ren’s skin. Ren yanked backward, the sticky electrodes tugging free. The action brought Venturo closer. 

Felix launched himself into the fight. 

That was when Ren lost his mind, and the famed Protector in him came out to play. 

Lights  strobed.  Distant  battles  crashed.  The  hammering  of  Ren’s  heart  pounded  a  steady  beat, racing and ready to find its home. 

He swung the chain overhead, looping it around Felix’s neck while he blocked another blow from the  vamp.  The  sound  was  a  deafening   crunch,  bone  on  bone  between  two  beings  who  were practically made of stone. 

Ren coiled the chain, quick as a whip, around his arm, using the leverage to bring Felix in closer

while spinning himself nearer the vampire. In a flourish of motion—the creature no match for his full speed or strength—Ren staked the vamp with the metal pole, driving it in deep. 

Felix cried out when vamp blood splattered his face. 

Ren  twisted  himself  out  from  the  coil  of  chain,  keeping  it  lassoed  around  Felix.  He  whirled, hoping the devilish grin on his face was every bit as cruel as Felix had worn when he thought he was in power. He yanked on the links, causing them to jangle. “Here, doggy doggy,” Ren sang, stalking the wolf at the end of this makeshift leash. 

Now that Ren wasn’t strapped down, the mangy mutt looked far more fearful. 

“We can talk about this,” Felix said. 

“I can only imagine what you’ve heard about Protectors recently.” Anger flooded Ren’s veins at the fresh reminder of his father’s horrible deeds. “But this angel doesn’t make deals with the devil.” 

Felix’s eyes darted, searching for a weapon or a way out. If he shifted, Ren could easily choke him  out.  If  he  found  a  weapon,  Ren  could  disarm  him.  But  what  Ren  couldn’t  do  was  block  every microscopic particle of dust the wolf was suddenly blowing in his face. 

Ren’s vision blurred. His ears hummed, everything as muted as he felt after he’d stood right next to the speakers at a rock concert. 

He  lashed  out  in  one  direction,  hitting  nothing.  The  chain  pulled  tight,  the  wolf  angling  to  get somewhere, to grab something. 

Ren didn’t plan to give him the chance—but he also didn’t want to take the time to dispatch the bastard the way he deserved. Ren was desperate to get to Fourt. This scoundrel was standing in his way. 

Ren felt around, searching with one arm while struggling to keep the chain tight. Tug-of-war was usually his game to win based on strength. The disadvantage of his murky view was maddening. He blinked hard and fast, trying to clear his sight. 

At last, his fingers connected with something—smooth like a bowl, but hairy like a pet. 

The vampire! 

Ren raced his hand over the vampire’s lifeless form. The muddiness in his eyes began to clear. 

His  fingers  tripped  over  the  exposed  end  of  the  pipe  that  protruded  from  the  vamp’s  chest.  Ren latched  on  and  spun,  putting  the  vamp’s  body  between  him  and  the  wolf.  He  managed  to  hook  the chain  around  the  pipe,  using  it  as  a  reel  to  tangle  the  length  of  metal  around  and  around  Felix—

trapping his hands first. He twisted the heavy chain like a spider weaving its web around prey. 

The  wolf  didn’t  was  no  match  for  Ren,  who  moved  with  such  speed,  it  was  as  if  Felix  stood frozen in time. Ren jerked his bundle against the thick metal railing by the ramp and twined the chain, again and again, locking Felix tight to the poles. Then, he tore open one of the panels on the wall and tugged a live wire free, gripping it in his hand, teeth locking, while he discharged the power into the free length of chain, controlling it and welding the chain to the railing, better than any makeshift lock and key. 

The last thing he took the time to do was to collect a handful of the conductive wires the bastard wolf had used on him. He slapped them onto Felix’s flesh willy-nilly before plugging them in as Felix had done, though his configuration was random. 

“Now, you sit here and think about which of those pretty little buttons  I plan to press when I come back for you,” he spat in the wolf’s face. 

Satisfied the wolf was going nowhere, Ren barreled up the stairs that led to the only way out and crashed  through  the  metal  door.  He  raced  down  a  dusty  hallway  that  was  littered  with  debris, slamming out of a pair of doors under a defunct exit sign, the clanging of them still blunted to his ears. 

He didn’t stop running until he sucked in lungfuls of fresh air. 

Outside,  the  destruction  was  a  sight  to  behold—once  he’d  rubbed  the  remaining  dust  from  his eyes. Buildings toppled. Wolves in human form were fighting everywhere. Firearms discharged, their dull   bangs  like  fireworks  many  miles  away.  And  there,  in  the  middle  of  it  all,  was  a  dragon bellowing and belching fire. 

But Fourt was nowhere to be seen. 

C H A P T E R   F O R T Y - F I V E

“REN!”  FOURT  SHOUTED  AT  THE  RETREATING  PROTECTOR’S  BACK.  THE  DOORS  THROUGH  WHICH  REN

had just disappeared banged shut, and Fourt bolted for them. “Ren!” he cried again—so close. They were  so close! Why hadn’t Ren heard him? Why hadn’t he turned around? 

It struck Fourt with breathtaking force that Ren might not be there for him. He might have come only  as  a  Protector,  there  to  champion  the  greater  good.  After  all,  Ren  had  never  affirmed  any commitment between them, and he’d run when Fourt had tried to. 

“Fourt?” a voice called, echoing down the hall. “Fourt! Help!” 

Not Ren. 

“Felix!” Fourt raced toward the sound which carried from the room where that wild light danced like a disco party for one. 

The door hung open, and inside was a hellish scene. Felix was tangled in chains, trapped against a  railing.  Near  him,  a  vampire  slumped  over,  white  phosphorescent  blood  oozing  around  a  pipe driven through his chest. 

“Help me!” Felix cried, eyes wide and fearful. 

“What the hell happened?” Fourt rushed for a table where tools were scattered, seeking something he could cut the chains with. 

“They caught up with me when I tried to get back to my cell. Every angle was blocked, so I had to run back here. This asshole wouldn’t leave me alone. We fought, and I staked him. But then, this other guy was right on top of me. It was a nightmare. He chained me up here, thinking no one would find me. Thank Fate you’re here. Please, hurry!” 

Even with the sturdy pair of bolt cutters Fourt found, it took great strength to cut through the metal. 

“This  must  be  the  same  stuff  they  used  to  link  me  to  the  wall,”  he  grunted,  pushing  down  on  the handles with all his might. 

The chains slipped free in segments, until Felix was finally able to scurry out from under them. 

But  before  either  of  them  could  race  from  the  room,  the  heavy  metal  door  at  the  top  of  the  stairs slammed shut. 

Fourt spun and froze. 

Nicholas Snelgrove stood there, hand cupped to his lips, blowing a stream of gold-gray dust over the door. 

Fourt watched in stunned silence as the powder filled every seam, sparking and melting, welding the  door  shut.  His  eyes  darted  around  the  room,  searching  for  another  escape  route.  “Come  on,  we have to—” His gaze landed on a discarded pile of dirty gray sweats, covered in blood. 

Fourt’s stomach bottomed out. Snelgrove had more power than he or his pack had realized. And

Felix…

Beside him, the wolf reached up and popped his own collar off without a key. Fourt was close enough to see the whole thing was a fake, the lock dangling from it like a charm. Felix flourished it in Fourt’s face before he tossed it away, smirking at Fourt in silent, malevolent glee. 

“What  the  fuck?”  Fourt  whispered,  hands  rushing  up  into  a  defensive  position.  But  the  surprise and betrayal were too much for his wolf. Before he could throw the first punch or block any attacks, the beast surged forward, bursting free. 

The  collar  at  his  neck  squeezed—too  tight!  It  sliced  his  wolf’s  flesh,  but  the  beast  didn’t  care. 

Teeth bared, he lunged for Felix. 

“I’ve got him!” Snelgrove raced their way. 

Something  sharp  bit  the  back  of  Fourt’s  neck.  In  an  instant,  his  wolf  collapsed  inside  his  mind, crumpling away and forcing him back into human form. 

Fourt  didn’t  have  a  chance  to  reorient  himself  before  Snelgrove  and  Felix  had  him  in  their clutches. They wrestled him into a chair, his muscles growing heavy and floppy. Out of the corner of his  wild  eyes,  he  saw  the  syringe  Snelgrove  tossed  aside.  The  soporific  force  of  the  dizzying tranquilizer made him woozy, threatening to pull him under. 

“Help!” Fourt shouted. Forcing words out was like trying to roll a boulder uphill using only his tongue. “Ren!” 

“I’ve  got  it.”  Another  palmful  of  that  powder  appeared,  and  Felix  whispered  something  as  he blew  it.  “Soundproofed  the  room,”  he  told  Snelgrove  as  they  stepped  back,  having  secured  Fourt’s body in the chair. 

He tried to fight, to launch himself up, but his limbs were shackled—ankles, calves, and thighs, wrists, forearms, and biceps all bound by cuffs that hummed internally with dangerous power. More restraints encircled his belly and chest. No being was meant to break free from this chair. 

Fourt’s throat ached, and his neck was raw from the collar, which had cut through his flesh when he’d shifted. His skin tingled, his body trying to put in the work to heal him. 

“Cover  him  up,”  Snelgrove  snapped,  waving  a  hand  at  Fourt’s  nudity.  “Even  prisoners  deserve their dignity.” 

“You  helped  me.”  Fourt’s  head  lolled  uselessly  to  the  left  while  he  watched  Felix  throw  a  few rags over him to cover his important parts. “I thought you were on my side.” 

Felix sneered down at him. “On your side.” He scoffed. “Who was on my side when you escaped here  and  never  looked  back?  Who  was  on  my  side  when  you  were  out  there  living  your  life?”  His voice grew louder with each word, gold eyes growing cold and feral. He slashed a finger in the air toward Snelgrove. “He  gave  me  my  freedom.  He  recognized  my  talents,  saw  my  potential.  He  paid for my training. As far as I can see, he is the only one on my side.” 

“I  don’t  understand.  The  food,  the  water,  the  sneaking  out—the  witches.  You  sent  Torval  to  get help.” 

“I sent the dragon to chase down a dead lead, literally. I thought the more authentic it sounded—

the more helpful you found me, the easier you’d swallow every lie I fed you.” Felix laughed out loud, withdrawing his magic pouch from the pocket of the coveralls Fourt had just realized he was wearing. 

“I did spend some time with witches. They trained me and taught me everything they knew. But then, they  tried  to  lure  me  away  from  this  family.  They  had  to  go.  I  burned  them  with  their  own  powers. 

They’re nothing but soot now.” He pinched out a bit of powder from the pouch, letting it scatter. The dust screamed and wailed in pyrexial terror as it swirled into the air, sucked up by the whirling tunnel to Fourt’s left. 

Felix turned to face Snelgrove. Fourt forced his senses to stay aware, though his vision swam, and his stomach churned from the drugs they’d pumped into his system. 

“The tunnel was down for only a few moments when the power tripped earlier,” Felix explained to Snelgrove as if he were reciting an operational report. “The good news is, I’ve figured out a way around  our  power  issue,  so  we  won’t  need  to  rely  on  the  grid  and  all  these  generators  for  much longer. We won’t need that old vampire book. This new wellspring could be limitless.” 

“An infinite source?” Snelgrove seemed pleased with this news. 

“Thanks to the networking you’ve done, I’d say so. I already ran preliminary tests on—” 

“What are you yammering about?” Fourt asked, the sedative loosening his tongue. Fate, it sounded like they could be at a mundane office meeting rather than—

“—The Protector, and I have to say, the results are astonishing.” 

Wait—Protector? 

“Which Protector?” Fourt growled, muscles straining viciously against the restraints that held him down. 

Felix and Snelgrove hardly cast him a look. Was there no sound coming from his mouth? 

“I  think  the  power  they  hold  within  their  bodies  is  far  more  than  anyone  has  realized,”  Felix continued, pitching the idea to Snelgrove. “It should have been so obvious to use a person, rather than a power source. Protectors have the inherent ability to move between realms at will—we should tap into that. And with Galloway, it’s not only perfect. It’s  personal. ” 

Fourt  fought  the  tranquilizer  and  battled  the  imprisoning  chair,  growling  and  snarling,  spittle flying. He had to get free! He would do anything to put a stop to this. If only he could reach his hand with his teeth. He’d gnaw his own paws off to break loose! 

“Your friend will be pleased she has a way into this world at last.” Felix’s grin shifted, turning unsettling. 

“And I into hers,” Snelgrove replied, nodding in pleasure. “How do you suggest we proceed?” 

At this, Felix did finally look over at Fourt. “We already have the bait. Now, all we need is the Protector.” 

Snelgrove  chuckled  and  faced  Fourt  as  well,  reaching  out  to  place  an  almost  paternal  pat  on Fourt’s  naked  shin.  “You  see?  I  can  admit  when  I’m  wrong.  Even  when  you  don’t  choose  to  fall  in line, I might find a use for you.” He turned back to Felix with a sly smile. “Work your magic.” 

Felix wasted no time going to collect sticky electrodes from a bin along the ramp that led up the wall  on  Fourt’s  right.  Next,  he  gathered  handfuls  of  thin  wires  from  a  rolling  cart.  Fourt  urged  the drowsiness  from  his  system,  forcing  himself  to  focus  as  Felix  plugged  the  cables  into  a  panel  of controls on the wall, dangling them down over the railings until they touched the floor. 

Snelgrove  stood  back,  watching  with  immense  self-satisfaction.  “You  know,”  he  said,  smiling benignly  over  at  Fourt.  “I’m  not  even  upset  that  you’ve  incited  the  ruckus  out  there.  It  seems  your meddling  might  have  brought  me  exactly  the  solution  I’ve  needed.  And  with  my  followers  holding majority  control  over  official  decisions  now,  true  power  is  ours  for  the  taking.  To  continue  the conversation we began over dinner, I’ve realized I don’t need to rid myself of the Wells girl or any of the other rulers. I only have to be a more effective leader than they are. What a shock it must’ve been for so many to disappear all at once, returned back to my custody. Who do you think they’ll look to in this desperate time?” 

Snelgrove moved back to give Felix room to attach the wires to Fourt’s skin. Fourt moved about as much as he could, trying to slow or prevent Felix’s progress, but it was of no use—he had nowhere to go. 

“Do  you  know  one  mark  of  a  good  leader,  Number  Fourteen?”  Snelgrove  didn’t  wait  for  an answer.  “He  learns  from  his  mistakes.  Before,  I  believed  you  slaves  would  go  nowhere.  I underestimated you, seeing you all as obtuse as cattle. This life was all you knew—why would you chase  anything  more?”  He  chuckled,  looking  almost  fondly  down  at  Fourt.  “You  changed  that.  You should see this—all of this—as a learning opportunity for yourself, young man. If you hadn’t escaped, if your pack hadn’t made such a fuss, I may never have considered the deal the Protectors brought to me. A bounty. Simple, but brilliant. We must thank them for their usefulness in this new era.” 

Fourt flinched, trying to comprehend what Snelgrove was saying and fighting against the words at the same time, so they wouldn’t drag him under. 

“That’s  right,”  Snelgrove  continued.  “This  was  all  made  possible  because  of  you.  If  you  hadn’t caused  the  Galloway  boy  to  turn  from  the  right  path,  this  might  never  have  come  to  be.  Perhaps  I should  thank  you,  as  well.”  His  smile  was  patronizing,  demeaning  and  cruel.  “Unfortunately,  of course, you’ll one day learn that you only enslaved yourself to something new.  UNITY.” He sniffed in derision. “Their  laws  are more  binding  than the  chains  I’ve  used here,  don’t  you see  that?  But  I’ve figured out a way to combat that issue of misplaced loyalty. All I have to do is provide the vampires with  enough  incentive  to  mind-wipe  you  all,  and  vamps  are  so  easily  swayed."  He  glanced  at  the deceased vampire slumped against the railing. "Pity about that one, but plenty more where he came from.  Would  you  like  to  know  how  little  it  took  to  bring  them  to  my  side?”  Snelgrove  laughed  to himself. “A mere promise of their fair share of the new world in return for implanting you all with thoughts that guide you on the right path.” 

“They’ll never go for that,” Fourt said, gritting out the words on a wave of fear and frustration. 

“They already have.” Snelgrove motioned with pride to Felix. “And look how well it’s working!” 

Holy Fate, Fourt realized. Felix was nothing more than a drone, then. His free will stripped and replaced with Snelgrove's bidding. People would do anything for power. He wasn’t like that…or was he?  Fourt  hadn’t  wanted  power,  but  he’d  wanted  control  of  his  own  circumstances,  and  he  was willing to do anything—even stupid, reckless things—to achieve it. He understood Snelgrove better than he wanted to admit. 

“But UNITY won’t let you get away with it.” Fourt’s mind filled with horror at the thought of the mindless soldiers Snelgrove wanted to create. Those people would lose their memories! Would there be any coming back from what he intended to do? 

“UNITY won’t have a choice,” Snelgrove retorted. 

“Fate will stop you, then.” 

Snelgrove threw back his head, cackling out loud. “Fate won’t have a choice, either,” he said, too knowing.  What did he know about Fate? She’d been missing—had he imprisoned her somehow, the same way he’d imprisoned Fourt and all the others? 

Something much larger was at play here than what was visible at the surface. 

“We  won’t  let  you,”  Fourt  said,  at  last.  Fate  and  UNITY  might  both  have  fallen,  but  the  people were still there. They could still fight for themselves. “You think we’re cattle, but what if we don’t let you lead us to slaughter? Don’t you hear it? They’re already stampeding outside. You’re safe here in this room, but when that door opens, what will happen?” 

“They’ll  fall  in  line,  the  same  as  you  will.  This  is  where  they  belong—where   you  belong,” 

Snelgrove replied, though his eyes did skitter toward the door. 

Fourt shook his head. “It’s a lie, and we both know it. I don’t care what you say, but none of them belong  here,  and  neither  do  I.  You  claim  I’m  the  one  who’s  meddling?  Ha!  You  stick  your  grubby fingers into everything. You want me to believe you—that all the wolves here are a product of your

programs. Even if that’s true, how will you spin it to keep people on your side? Will you admit you forced wolves to mate to build your army? Or will you have to hide the truth about those of us you kidnapped?” 

“I already told you, we have—” 

“I don’t trust your records,” Fourt sneered. “I don’t need your paperwork or anyone else’s to tell me where I belong!” 

The  building  shook  with  an  enormous  impact.  The  walls  groaned,  the  lights  flickered,  and  the tunnel at Fourt’s left wheezed, grinding and slowing. 

“What’s wrong? What’s happening?” Snelgrove demanded of Felix. 

Felix rushed to examine the equipment, hands going to his hair. “The power draw is too high. We were already running at a reduced capacity—we’re overloading the system.” 

“Do something!” Snelgrove shouted. 

“What do you want me to do? Something must have damaged the last generator!” 

“Then go fix it!” Snelgrove snarled. 

“I can’t get out. You’re the brilliant asshole who decided to weld the door shut!” 

Fourt fought against the restraints, pushing through the last of the haziness in his system. He rattled the chair so hard he thought it might come unbolted from the floor. He was almost certain he’d felt the restraints give a bit when the power blinked. 

“I didn’t think we’d need to escape that way. You were meant to have the Portal ready long ago.” 

Snelgrove rushed to grab up another handful of dust, blowing it at the door and shouting words Fourt couldn’t comprehend. 

“I can’t help that you decided to build your facilities way out in the middle of nowhere. I’ve done the best I could with limited resources. We need the Protector now if we’re going to sap him for all he’s worth.” 

The  powder  traced  the  cracks,  erasing  Snelgrove’s  earlier  welding  job  as  if  it  had  never happened. He flung a hand at the door. “Then, get out there and find Galloway!” 

The door flew open in response, and Ren stormed through, shoulders heaving. 

He  was  the  most  glorious  sight  Fourt  had  ever  seen.  He  was  an  avenger,  a  man  possessed.  An angel of death, hellbent on destruction. 

“You rang?” 

C H A P T E R   F O R T Y - S I X

REN TOOK  IN  THE  SCENE  BEFORE  HIM,  BODY  SUPERCHARGED  FROM  THE  GENERATOR  HE’D  JUST  TAPPED

into for fuel. His eyes were drawn to Fourt by forces too powerful to resist, those threads weaving them together in a bond no amount of time or space could sever. 

“No!” Fourt shouted, struggling against the restraints that had held Ren earlier. “It’s a trap!” 

Ren appreciated the warning, but he was under no illusions about the danger he faced. His vision tunneled  until  Fourt  was  all  he  could  see.  The  image  of  the  wire  leads  stuck  to  Fourt’s  body,  and Ren’s physical knowledge of the pain they intended to inflict, pushed him over the edge. This wasn’t his charge they were tinkering with; this was his mate, which meant this was war. 

Ren cleared the stairs in a leap. 

Felix rushed up the ramp, hand flying to a row of switches. “Don’t come any closer. I’ll do it. You know I will!” 

“Let him!” Fourt cried. “Don’t worry about me. Shut that thing down!” He threw his chin toward the Portal access point. “They want to use your power to make it work! You have to shut it down!” 

Ren  had  known  it  was  wishful  thinking  to  hope  he’d  drained  enough  power  to  take  down  the Portal entrance. It was clear the thing required massive amounts of energy to run, and even he wasn’t reckless enough to overcharge his own batteries. Ren knew it was up to him to disable the machine. 

 Apologies, universe, he thought,  but Fourt comes first from now on. 

Ren  veered  toward  Fourt,  rather  than  the  tunnel.  Snelgrove  seized  on  the  opportunity  to  bolt around Ren for the door. 

Ren  lashed  out,  grasping  Snelgrove  by  his  throat  and  lifting  him  off  his  feet.  “Awww,  are  you going home already? But we haven’t had a chance to play.” 

“Ren, look out— arggggggggggh!” Fourt’s body arched up from the chair. 

Felix had thrown that bloody switch! 

Ren dropped Snelgrove and delved deep into his power to throw a shield up. It was so strong, it sent both Felix and Snelgrove flying back into the walls behind them. The older wolf collapsed to the floor. Ren tightened the shield’s edges in around himself and Fourt, leaving Felix and Snelgrove on the outside. He might not have the skills Roxy or Theo had in this particular Protector talent, but he knew how to make it count. 

Ren rushed to Fourt, grabbing the wires and taking the hit himself. 

So much for not overcharging his batteries. 

He  tore  the  lines  from  Fourt’s  body,  sending  them  to  the  floor.  Then,  he  gripped  Fourt’s  cheeks and gazed down at him. “Fourt. Please, mate. Are you okay? Are you with me?” He wasted no time moving his hands over Fourt’s restraints, sending power into them, and causing them to fail as he had

with the walls around the prison. 

“The  shock  wasn’t  that  bad—it  only  caught  me  off  guard,”  Fourt  said.  “They  drugged  me.  The worst of it’s already passed through my system, but I’m still sluggish.” 

Ren’s heart hammered as he finished with the restraints. He gathered Fourt up, soul soaring as he curled the wolf into his embrace. 

But Fourt flinched in his hold. 

“You must hate me,” Ren whispered, pain lancing through him as he eased back. “Listen, mate, I don’t think I should take the time to explain it all right now, but…just… please don’t push me away until you’ve heard me out.” 

“It’s not about you, Ren!” Fourt protested with a laugh. “It’s that I’m naked!” 

His shocked laughter lifted Ren’s heart. 

“Yes, and the sky is falling, and the world may well be ending, but I’ll be damned if anything will keep  me  from  you  one  second  longer,”  Ren  said,  fingers  lashing  into  Fourt’s  hair.  It  had  grown shaggier in the last two weeks, unkempt and ungroomed. Fourt’s face was thinner, his usual stubble grown into a beard. “You have no idea how good it is to see your face.” He inched back in, unsure if Fourt would push him away. 

“You’re here,” Fourt whispered, eyes swimming with tears. He gripped Ren’s wrists with shaky hands. “You came for me.” 

“I  did,”  Ren  said.  “And  the  journey  took  far  too  long.”  He  traced  every  one  of  Fourt’s  features with his  eyes  quickly, aware  that  the rampage  was  still  carrying on  outside  their bubble.  It  was  the worst timing in the worst place, but Ren wasn’t willing to lose the moment. He poured as much truth as he could into those precious seconds. “I’m gonna kiss you now, mate. And when all this is over, I’m never gonna stop.” 

Fourt gasped out a joyful, needy sob of relief, and Ren made good on his promise. He sealed his lips over Fourt’s, searching and finding the home he’d been longing for. No destiny, no power—not even Fate—could give him this. It came from the two of them, and now that Ren could see it clearly, he knew he’d never seen anything more beautiful. 

“What say we get the hell out of here?” Ren murmured against Fourt’s lips. 

“Hell yes.” Fourt turned, grabbing up the dirty, bloody sweats nearby and yanking them on. Ren’s chest tightened at the sight of his mate in those awful clothes. He caught Fourt’s hand and tugged him back in. Lips clashed, and tongues collided in the most inappropriate of times for no other reason than they refused to let anything keep them apart. 

Perhaps  it  was  the  kiss,  perhaps  it  was  his  rising  need  for  Fourt,  hell,  perhaps  it  was  Ren’s continuous use of energy draining him once more, but his shield slipped, letting the outside world in. 

Felix didn’t bother with wrestling Ren back to the chair. He slapped a handful of sticky electrodes on the back of Ren’s neck, and the surge was instantaneous. 

Ren went rigid, mouth locked open in a soundless scream of agony. 

Fourt released him, eyes wide in horror. “What have you done?!” 

Felix provided no answer. His attention was on his equipment, demanding of it, “What the hell? 

Why isn’t it working? Why can’t I draw your power?” 

“Oh. Is that what you’re trying to do?” Ren let his faux agony slip into a smirk, relaxing out of his exaggerated pose to turn on Felix. “Figured you were trying to zap me again, so I thought I’d better play along.” 

Felix’s eyes rounded. He glanced at the panel of controls along the wall. “What—why?” 

Ren sent the wolf flying, spine cracking against the railing behind him. “If you thought I was your

key to the Portal, you’ll have to think again, you wanker. I bloody fell from grace. I can’t dive into the Rift any more than you can!” 

A riotous crash hit the building, so strong it seemed to shake the thing onto its edge. A massive roar sounded, quaking the walls. Dust fell from the ceiling. The lights flickered, flashed—went out. 

Purple emergency lights spun in their cones around the walls. An alarm wailed to life, unlike any other Ren had heard on the premises, somehow both melodic and squawking. 

“Ren! Watch out!” Fourt dove for the nearby table of tools, hands grappling to grab something to defend against Snelgrove. 

“Magistrate!” Felix shouted the warning out as Ren spun, facing Snelgrove down. “You have to go in now! If they destroy the building, we’ll lose the tunnel!” 

Something soared through the air, whizzing past Ren’s ear. Fourt leaped to intercept it but wasn’t fast enough. 

The thing was small, silver, and flat—it reminded Ren of a makeup compact. Snelgrove caught it and flipped it open. 

“No you don’t, you bleeding bastard,” Ren shouted, not knowing what the thing was, but launching himself toward it all the same. 

He  was  close  enough  to  tackle  Snelgrove.  Instead,  he  collided  with  a  wall—no,  not  a  wall.  A shield. 

Whether it was coming from Snelgrove or from the thing he held in his hands, Ren couldn’t have said, but the wolf had a Protector’s shield around him, untouchable. 

Ren raced after him, but it was too late. 

Snelgrove dove into the mouth of the tunnel, disappearing into the sea of stars. 

“Where did he go?” Fourt cried, looking around in disbelief. He’d barely blinked, and Snelgrove was gone. 

Ren  released  a  roar  of  frustration  as  the  remaining  light  pouring  from  the  tunnel  sputtered  and died. “Into the bloody Portal!” 

“Will he survive it?” Fourt’s eyes flew to Felix, who was attempting to creep down the ramp for a stealthy exit. Hell no, he wasn’t letting that traitor use him and get away without punishment. 

“Of course he will.” Ren released his fists in irritation. “He’s the crowned king cockroach of our apocalypse.” 

Without  warning,  Felix  shifted.  His  blond  wolf’s  paws  skittered  over  the  tile  floor  as  he  tore down the ramp, angling for Fourt. 

Ren threw a hand out, a shield invisible to Fourt’s eyes sending the wolf slamming backward into the wall. 

“Don’t!” Fourt shouted, fixing Ren with his eyes, vengeance replacing the blood pumping through his veins. “That one’s mine.” 

Fourt snatched up the tool he’d used to save Felix earlier and tossed it to Ren, who caught it with a wicked grin. “Get this Fateforsaken thing off me.” Fourt tilted his head to the side, offering one of a wolf’s most vulnerable spots up to his mate. 

Ren licked his lips, face deadly serious. “With pleasure.” 

The cool metal of the bolt cutters grazing Fourt’s throat came as an exquisite release. The ringing

sound  of  the  collar  dropping  to  the  floor  in  two  pieces  was  a  strain  of  music  Fourt  would  never forget. 

As  soon  as  it  fell  to  the  ground,  he  shifted,  his  wolf  refusing  to  be  contained  any  longer.  He snorted  at  Ren,  telling  him  it  was  safe  to  drop  the  shield.  Then,  Fourt’s  wolf  moved  like  a  viper, striking with precision and speed. Felix’s wolf didn’t stand a chance. Fourt tore into him, nipping and gnashing, not stopping until he was chewing through bone. The warm red heat that slicked his muzzle was a statement signed in blood: Fourt would never be manipulated again. 

He shifted back, lungs still heaving from the attack as he swept his forearm over his lips, wiping away  the  blood  that  lingered  in  his  beard.  He  knew  what  his  wolf  was  capable  of,  but  still,  he shuddered when he looked at the destruction he’d wrought. 

Ren glanced at the lifeless body on the floor. “Bastard got what he deserved. You paid him back for the both of us.” 

Fourt frowned up at him. “Something I don’t know yet?” 

Ren chuckled. “We’ve got a thing or two to catch up on.” He slipped his arms around Fourt and held him there. 

They fed off each other’s support. 

“Maybe I was too hasty.” Fourt frowned at Felix’s body. A pang radiated through him—were they so different? 

“Doesn’t make you feel any better to see him that way?” Ren guessed. 

“Not really,” Fourt admitted, scrubbing his face with his hands again. “But I’m not sure I expected it to. Sometimes, you’re just  done. You know what I mean?” 

Ren eased Fourt’s hands from his face and took over on the cleanup. He swept his thumbs gently over  Fourt’s  cheeks,  wiping  away  whatever  evidence  of  violence  remained.  “I  do  know,  mate.  I absolutely do.” 

The sounds of battle raged on outside. The fight continued. 

“This isn’t over yet. We need to go help.” Fourt glanced around, searching for more clothes. 

“Don’t bother,” Ren said. “We might need your wolf again before it’s all said and done.” Then, he held  a  finger  up.  “Actually,  tell  you  what.  You  can  wear  these  when  it’s  over.  I've  just  spied  my knapsack stashed over here.” Ren turned, stripping down as he went. 

Fourt watched him go, appreciating Ren’s rippling muscles even though he knew they were both too exhausted to put them to use for anything fun. “But what are you gonna wear?” 

Ren kicked off his pants, ass on glorious display before he disappeared around the other side of the  tunnel,  which  no  longer  spun  or  spit  out  light.  Ren  returned,  dressed  in  a  white  lab  coat  that covered  his  important  parts,  but  not  by  much.  “I’ve  always  wanted  to  wear  one  of  these,”  he  said, stuffing his clothes into his knapsack. 

“Oh,  for  Fate’s  sake!”  Fourt  cackled  out  a  laugh  that  brought  tears  to  his  eyes.  He  leaned  over, pressing his hands to his knees as he caught his breath. His eyes landed on the pieces of his discarded collar, and he kicked them away. One of the pieces got tangled in the mangled shreds of gray sweats on  the  floor,  revealing  a  nugget  of  gleaming  gold.  Fourt  snatched  it  up—Torval’s  hoard  ducat.  He chuckled and handed it to Ren. 

Ren grinned and slipped it into his knapsack. “I’ve never been happier to know a dragon.” 

“Yeah,” Fourt said, scraping his hand through his dirty, matted hair. “He’s not so bad.” 

He glanced at his friend, Felix, one last time. Was it right to act as he had? Fourt couldn’t find it in himself to regret it. Maybe Felix was the wrong target, but the stance Fourt had taken in that action wasn’t something he could repent yet—not for the reasons he was probably supposed to. 

“That could have been me,” Fourt murmured. “I understand the desperation that drove him to that point. I hope he finds better opportunities waiting for him if the Forest ever lets him return.” 

“They’ll  think  we’ve  killed  Snelgrove.  Again.”  Ren  said,  eyes  on  the  Portal  entrance.  “They’ll label us all outlaws.  Again.” 

“Maybe,” Fourt said with a shrug. “But at least we’re free.” 

Fourt had spent most of his life yearning for freedom. He’d fantasized about it for so long it had become too large—a dream he could never reach, a state of being he could never attain. Even when his  body  had  been  free,  roaming  around  outside,  living  with  the  pack,  he’d  let  his  mind  remain  a prisoner to the fear of losing those liberties. 

He had a choice to make. He could leave that room with his head hung, forever watching over his shoulder for the next attack. Or he could hold his head high, knowing he was true to himself and who he wanted to be. 

In that moment, Fourt chose to be truly unfettered for the very first time in his life. 

“If we were watching the movie of our lives right now, this would be the part where the good guys stroll  out  the  door  in  silhouette,  with  some  badass,  bass-heavy  music  pumping  in  the  background,” 

Ren told Fourt. He gripped the wolf’s hand so hard he feared it might hurt, but Fourt didn’t shy away. 

“You think so?” 

“Picture it.” Ren hooked a thumb over his shoulder. “We just left an enormous bloody mess back there—literally—that someone’s going to have to clean up. Now we’re going into who knows what out here, pumped up and ready for action.” He jabbed a few left hooks with his free hand. 

“Ohhh, yeah. I see it now. It’s your cute little white coat that sells it. Yes, definitely badass.” Fourt snorted, beaming like he’d won a prize when he looked over at Ren. He leaned in, grabbing the lapel of Ren’s lab coat. “Please don’t let anyone scratch or dent you up out there. Drive like I just brought you home off the lot.” 

Ren chuckled, sweeping his lips over Fourt’s. “Have you seen this jawline? I only ever treat this body with the respect it deserves.” 

“You  drive  it  like  you  stole  it,  and  we  both  know  it,”  Fourt  teased,  nuzzling  his  nose  against Ren’s. “Fate, I can’t wait to get home, so I can eat ice cream off your abs.” 

Ren  choked  with  desire  and  gripped  Fourt’s  shoulders  to  keep  himself  upright.  “Well,  now  we both know what mental image I’ll be working toward until this bloody battle is done. That better be a promise, mate, because I’m holding you to it.” 

Suddenly, the doors flew open, and a Dissident guard charged in, only registering their presence when it was too late. He shouted and barreled toward them, shifting in midair. 

“You are ruining a beautiful moment!” Ren shouted, flinging the wolf so hard against the wall, he tumbled  to  the  ground,  unconscious.  He  branded  Fourt  with  one  last  kiss.  “To  be  continued—and  I won’t forget about the ice cream.” 

He thought Fourt  must feel their mutual badassness when they burst through the doors. 

Someone else was already celebrating the formidable vibe, but the party wasn’t being thrown in their honor. Torval galloped past them, two wolves clutched in each of his beefy dragon arms—they looked minuscule in comparison. Smoke billowed from his nose and mouth as he roared in triumph, proclaiming himself to be “Torval the Protector!” 

“What in the bloody—” 

“Don’t ask,” Fourt said with a snort and a shake of his head. “You ready for this?” 

Ren nodded. Fourt shifted. They both dove in. 

Everything contained within the walls of the facilities was a wreck. People scattered all around, battling each other. Dozens of metal collars littered the ground. Scorch marks covered the earth and marred the buildings. 

Across the grounds, jovial shouts and laughter poured from a work truck doing donuts in the grass. 

Em was behind the wheel! 

Fourt’s wolf let out an enthusiastic howl and shot in that direction. When the truck circled back around,  Ren  took  off  running,  too.  To  his  surprise,  Maeve  stood  in  the  bed,  braced  against  the  cab with her bow drawn, shooting flaming arrows at any Dissident who came near. 

“Fourt!”  Em  maneuvered  the  truck  closer  to  him.  Fourt’s  wolf  beelined  for  the  vehicle,  leaping and diving into the bed. “Ren!” Em shouted, seeing him next. 

But before Ren could reach the truck bed to fling himself in, a hulking guy in red scrubs blocked his way, syringe lifted and at the ready. 

“I don’t think so!” a voice shouted. 

The sharp tug at Ren’s spine caused him to gasp as he was ripped from one place and deposited in another. The truck bed—but how—

“Are you alright?” Theo demanded, gripping his chin in her motherly grasp and lifting it to inspect him. 

Ren nodded, dumbfounded. Was he actually seeing her there? On Earth? 

“Hold on!” Em shouted out the window, putting the pedal to the floor. 

Ren  saw  Em  was  aiming  the  truck  for  an  opening  in  the  perimeter  wall.  It  was  navigable  at  a reasonable  rate  in  a  truck  like  this,  but  at  their  crazy  rate  of  speed,  it  seemed  like  a  death  wish. 

“You’re not going to try to jump that—” 

“Yes, she is! And we’re helping!” Gabriel popped into view with a grin. “Ladies?” 

The three Protectors who still had their Portal powers joined together to assist them in clearing the opening. One moment, the truck was careening over rocks, jostling everyone onboard. In the next instant,  the  lot  of  them  were  soaring  through  the  Portal  like  a  comet.  Theo,  Maeve,  and  Gabriel collectively carried the whole shebang straight into an opening between space and time. It might, Ren mused,  have  been  the  first  interdimensional  vehicular  transport,  but  was  there  really  any  way  of knowing? 

“Ohmigod! Ohmigod!” Em shrieked, hands flying up from the wheel as the vehicle went out of her control. “Ohmigod!” 

“Hands  back  on  the  wheel,  lass!”  Ren  shouted  as  he  felt  the  change  in  power  around  them. 

“Prepare for landing!” 

On  the  next  blink,  they  were  back  out  of  the  Portal,  and  the  truck’s  tires  touched  ground  again outside the walls. Em brought it all skidding to a stop while a pack of black wolves howled, racing to catch up, each leaping and soaring gracefully over the rubble. 

Waiting outside the truck on standby were other familiar faces. Asher, Morgan, and Graham were grouped together, and even Morgan was strapped and loaded with firepower. 

Wolves shifted. Graham and Asher clambered into the truck, taking it back into the fray to gather more  people.  Morgan,  Maeve,  and  Gabriel  circled  the  group,  weapons  aimed  in  defense  against anyone dressed in red coming over the walls. 

It was Lathan who collided with Fourt first, the entire concept of nudity forgotten in the way he

hugged his baby brother to him, alternating feverishly between leaning back to inspect him and tugging him in to clap his back. “You’re alive! Oh, Fate! You’re  alive!” He shouted commands to the others, not yet ready to release Fourt from his hold. 

When Diesel forced his way in to grab Fourt next, Lathan spun on Ren. Ren lifted an arm to block the  blow  he  felt  was  coming—it  was  his  foolishness  that  had  endangered  Fourt’s  life,  after  all. 

Instead, Lathan wrapped him up in a hug as brotherly and affectionate as the one he’d given Fourt. “I don’t  know  what  I  would’ve  told  my  mate  if  we  hadn’t  found  you!”  he  scolded,  grabbing  Ren’s shoulders and shaking him. “Thank Fate, we did. Thank Fate  you found  him.” 

 Yes, Ren thought.  Thank Fate, indeed. 

“Come on!” Avery’s voice called from a copse of trees in the distance. “Over here!” 

“Damage control,” Lathan explained, turning and jogging that way with all his netherbits bouncing and bobbing. 

The rest of the pack got in their hugs as they made their way to Avery. The dirty gaggle of wild wolves waltzing through the woods took Ren back to those glorious days when hippies swarmed the planet, dancing around outside to some of the greatest musicians of the modern age. 

Fourt  returned  to  Ren’s  side  when  they  closed  in  on  the  massive  group  clustered  around  Avery. 

The  wolf  quickly  tugged  on  the  clothes  Ren  had  stashed  in  his  pack.  The  other  wolves  collected clothes, too, yanking them on as they spread out to check on the freed prisoners gathered there. 

Fourt  gripped  Ren’s  hand.  “They’re  out.  They’re  safe,”  he  whispered,  wonder  touching  his beautiful features. “We helped do this.” 

“And look,” Ren said, squeezing Fourt’s hand and pointing to the opposite side of the group. 

Atticus  and  Imogen  were  there,  handing  out  clothes,  blankets,  food,  and  water  to  the  huddled wolves. 

“Fate.” Fourt looked up at him, eyes dancing with tears. “Do you think it’s all true, then?” 

Before  Ren  could  answer,  trees  crashed  around  them.  He  ducked,  putting  Fourt  behind  him  to protect him from whatever horrible forces came their way. 

“Mother  Ren!”  Torval  shouted,  stooping  to  set  down  the  shifter  he’d  been  carrying  on  his shoulder. “Tiny wolf!” He scooped them both into a hug, whirling them around to face a pile of odds and ends at the edge of the clearing. “Look at Torval’s new treasure! Torval is  very good at collecting treasure!”  His  latest  hoard  was  nothing  but  bits  and  baubles  which  must  have  once  decorated  the institutional offices of the Dissidents who ran the place—the same Dissidents who were being picked off one by one thanks to the UNITY group stationed at the walls. 

What remained of the facility and grounds had been reduced to smoldering wreckage. 

Torval put them down, and Ren reached for Fourt. He embraced him from behind, molding every soft and hard place of himself against Fourt’s back and dropping his cheek to Fourt’s as he pointed at the  smoking  rubble  in  the  distance.  “I  vow  to  you,  mate,  that  this  place  will  never,  ever  harm  you again.” 

C H A P T E R   F O R T Y - S E V E N

FOURT STOOD UNDER THE SOOTHING SPRAY OF THE SHOWER WITH HIS HEAD BOWED, WATCHING MUDDY, bloody water sluice off his body and disappear down the drain. He imagined it was every last dirty reminder of his time in Snelgrove’s facility—both the memories in the far past and the ones he’d left behind that day. 

Goodbye, prison. Goodbye, fellow former slaves. 

He  chuckled  to  himself  at  the  reminder  of  bidding  farewell  to  them.  In  the  wake  of  all  that  had happened, most of the prisoners had chosen to leave with Torval, of all people. 

Once the facilities had been cleared, Avery, Lathan, and the other UNITY leaders who’d joined in the  fight  had  gathered  everyone  together  to  collect  their  stories  and  make  a  plan  for  how  to  move forward. Fourt ended up providing most of the information they needed because he’d been right in the middle of it all. He’d explained Snelgrove’s plans to turn the prisoners into his own personal army. 

This  news  had,  for  obvious  reasons,  not  gone  over  well.  It  was  too  dangerous  for  everyone  to return  to  their  families  and  the  places  they  were  from.  If  they  went  out  into  the  world  without protection, they’d be vulnerable to recapture, and none of them wanted that. 

It was that word—“vulnerable”—that had caused Torval to step forward. “Torval has vast caves with many rooms. Torval’s caves are high-tech, secure, and lavishly comfortable because Torval has treasure. If the tiny wolves can put up with Torval, who is not so tiny, they can come to stay.” 

“What’s the fee?” Ren had called across the group, drawing chuckles from the crowd. 

Torval  grinned  sheepishly,  but  his  eyes  sent  a  meaningful  message  back  to  his  Mother  Ren. 

“Vulnerable people are like treasure. Treasure must be protected.” 

Most already saw Torval as a superhero, given the way he’d almost singlehandedly destroyed the prison to set them free. A dragon on a mission. Torval the Protector—he’d more than earned the name. 

Connections were made between UNITY and Torval, plans to help rehabilitate those the dragon would take under his care. Eventually, when UNITY regained control, the people could return to their families—if  their  families  hadn’t  joined  them  by  then.  Torval  seemed  open  to  anything.  The  lonely, grouchy dragon had beamed at everyone who gathered around him, and he even let them look at his treasure. Maybe all he’d really needed was the same as any of the rest of them—a sense of respect, a bit of common decency and kindness. A place to belong. 

The aftermath seemed to drag on forever and ever. Fourt found it hard to believe that, by the time they  all  stumbled  back  into  the  pack  home,  bedraggled  and  exhausted,  there  was  still  more  to  do. 

Lathan had taken Ren immediately to his office for a debriefing. 

Fourt’s heart took flight. The vision of Ren bursting into that room, racing to rescue him, was one of the only things Fourt wanted to keep in his mind. Ren had come for him—Ren wanted him. Could it

be true? 

The water began to run clear. Fourt reached for his shampoo, the familiar scent of it bringing him back home. 

He  imagined  what  Ren  and  Lathan  must  be  discussing.  There  were  so  many  options.  As  they’d unraveled the mess of the day, so much had come to light. The victory had gone to UNITY, but how much longer would that be the case? 

Protectors were working with the Dissidents. Up until now, most Protectors had remained neutral or had taken up with UNITY. Losing the exclusive advantage the Protectors had provided them was a blow to what survived of UNITY. And to think Ren’s father was behind it. 

Fourt’s  chest  clenched.  Ren  must  be  carrying  so  much  pain  from  that  betrayal.  It  was  clear  the relationships  between  Ren,  Theo,  Maeve,  and  Gabriel—the  last  three  of  whom  Fourt  had  only  just met—were  strained.  Ren’s  mother  didn’t  seem  to  know  which  way  was  up,  tossed  as  she  was between a son she’d loved for centuries and a mate she’d loved for even longer. Still, Fourt thought it must  be  a  good  sign  that  she’d  shown  up  to  help  get  his  pack  to  and  from  the  prison  grounds.  And she’d hugged Fourt before they’d parted ways, begging him to take good care of her son. 

Fourt had vowed to do so. 

He rinsed the shampoo from his hair, then lathered again. He’d taken for granted the luxury of a long, hot shower, so he made up for lost time. 

It  wasn’t  over.  Fourt  knew  that.  Despite  Snelgrove’s  outward  appearance  these  days,  he  was madder than ever. Snelgrove was convinced that he had Fate under his control—or on his side—Fourt wasn’t sure which. He had to dig into his own faith to determine how much he allowed Snelgrove’s madness  to  affect  him.  Despite  it  all,  or  maybe  because  of  it,  Fourt  still  believed  Fate  would  pull through for them. He hoped She could do so before Snelgrove reared his ugly head again. And who knew when that would be? 

Snelgrove’s disappearance into the Portal—the Rift or the Void or whatever they wanted to call it, as  all  sorts  of  names  had  been  tossed  around  by  different  members  of  the  R  &  B—left  far  more questions than answers. What was Snelgrove doing? What was he gaining, and how would he use it to lord over everyone else? 

UNITY  had  destroyed  the  Portal  access  point,  but  there  was  always  another  follower.  Another Felix would crop up soon enough to step into the space vacated by the last. Now that the Dissidents had done it once, everyone was working under the assumption that they could do it again. 

Fourt  rinsed  the  last  of  the  shampoo  from  his  hair  and  washed  his  body  until  he  was  satisfied every part of him sparkled. After this shower, he decided as he cut off the water, he wouldn’t let these experiences sully him any longer. From this point forward, he belonged to himself, to his family, and to Ren. He would allow no one else to claim any part of him without his permission. 

He dried off and tucked his towel around his waist before using the blade of his palm to clear the fog from the mirror over the sink. Other than the beard, which he was still undecided about, he didn’t look any different. He also didn’t look the same. A new lightness touched his face, a sense of peace. 

He styled his hair quickly and hurried out into his room, where he’d already laid out clean clothes. 

He couldn’t help but lift his button-down to his nose, breathing in the sweet, homey scent of the fabric softener they used. 

On the bed, there were several tidy stacks of papers. The wolves in the Magistrate’s mansion had managed  to  smuggle  records  to  Avery  and  Diesel.  There  Fourt  had  it,  in  writing,  that  he  was  the natural-born son of Atticus and Imogen Northcott. He had records of the reports they’d filed when he was  taken,  of  the  aid  they’d  sought  over  the  years  to  get  him  back—it  was  all  there,  just  as  they’d

said. They, too, had found the receipts Ren had been looking for in their attic. They’d torn the place apart  after  learning  it  was  their  servant,  Cedric,  who’d  called  in  the  bounty  on  Fourt.  Atticus  and Imogen were afraid they’d lost Fourt forever— again. 

They’d contacted the pack right away. Fourt now knew he was free to believe every good thing he had wanted to believe about them. He touched a finger to one of the pages—his baby footprints were inked onto it. He’d been that little once, running on tiny feet through the halls of their strange, lovely home. 

The  Northcotts  had  banished  Cedric  from  their  home.  Fourt  couldn’t  help  but  feel  bad  for  the wolf, though Cedric had turned him in. Cedric loved the Northcotts—had loved the family he was a part of with them so much that he’d been terrified of what would happen to them all if the Dissidents found  out  they  were  harboring  Fourt.  He’d  acted  out  of  fear  and  panic.  How  many  times  had  those same emotions guided Fourt’s actions? Still, Fourt liked to think he landed on the right side when he faced those choices. Moving forward, he planned to take his example from the Black pack. Loyalty, compassion, strength, and love. Fourt had been the interloper crashing into their lives once, too, and they’d  chosen  to  shelter  him  instead  of  trying  to  save  themselves.  That  was  the  kind  of  person  he wanted to be, now that he knew he was free to choose. 

He  stacked  the  papers  on  top  of  the  next  set—smoky-smelling  and  charred  at  the  edges,  these were from the prison facilities. They did provide Fourt’s provenance, as Snelgrove had mentioned, but everything else Snelgrove had said was a lie. 

Fourt   was  the  fourteenth  child  brought  into  Snelgrove’s  “programs”—the  last  one  to  be kidnapped,  before  Snelgrove  and  his  followers—only  a  small  group,  then—had  determined  that method was unsustainable. 

These papers would be presented to UNITY, for whatever good it would do. Snelgrove’s people were too indoctrinated to listen, and most only had their own interests in mind, anyway. 

Fourt  took  all  the  papers  and  moved  them  to  the  dresser,  placing  them  next  to  the  hoard  ducat Torval had given him. 

“We are friends now, tiny wolf. You call, and Torval will answer,” the dragon had said. 

Ren had feigned offense at that. “Never gave old Mother Ren any gold, now did you, little egg?” 

The  dragon  had  laughed  out  loud,  puffing  clouds  of  steam  from  his  nostrils.  “Mother  Ren  can always find Torval. Now, Torval can always find Mother Ren, too.” 

Fourt suspected that meant it wasn’t the last they would see of the dragon. 

Finally, everything else in order, Fourt returned to his bed for the last item that remained there—a thing he’d believed he would never see again. He picked up his journal and headed for the door. It was time to make what he hoped would be his best memory yet. 

C H A P T E R   F O R T Y - E I G H T

REN  COULD  HAVE  RECKONED,  UPON  BEING  MARCHED  TO  LATHAN’S  OFFICE,  THAT  HE  WAS  IN  FOR  A verbal smackdown. What he would never have guessed was that he’d be greeted, instead, by a lovely lass with gold hair and aqua eyes. 

“Grace!” he cried, rushing into the room. He couldn’t stop himself from hoisting her right up into a hug and spinning her around and around. If Fourt was the center of Ren’s universe, this woman was the next closest star. 

“Put  me  down,  you  weirdo.  I’m  gonna  puke!”  Grace  laughed,  slapping  his  back  playfully.  “I’m still super, super dizzy from being stuck inside Blaze’s brain for so long.” 

“Yes, please put her down. I can literally see your ass peeking out of that stupid lab coat,” Lathan grumbled, chuckling as he threw a pair of sweatpants at Ren’s head. 

Blaze was the next in line for a hug, the big wolf jumping up to snuggle with her front paws on Ren’s chest. 

“What on Earth are you two doing, well, being  two of you?” Ren scratched the wolf’s soft ears. 

Lathan crossed to Grace and pulled her in for a kiss. “I could ask the same question, sweetheart.” 

“Are you kidding me? I’ve been going nuts stuck here with the twins and my parents. I had to get out!” She mugged a silly face at Ren, but Lathan wasn’t letting her off the hook. 

He cocked a concerned brow. “Do you think it’s safe?” 

Grace smirked as she leaned back to look up at him. “Actually, I’m glad you’re bringing that up. 

You remember, after the Halloween party, when we discussed the pros and cons of me being out here versus  in  there?”  She  pointed  at  Blaze,  whose  ears  perked  up.  The  big  wolf  cocked  her  head, knowing they were talking about her. 

“Uh huh,” Lathan said, drawing it out into more of a question. 

Grace stepped back and pushed herself up to sit on his desk. “Well, I think it’s safe to say we can throw all of that out the window. I get that you thought you were keeping me out of harm’s way, and  I thought it might help keep the pack secure. But none of that is working out for shit.” 

Ren chuckled, slipping the sweatpants on. Leave it to Grace to get straight to the point. 

“Okay.” Lathan’s response was slow and guarded. 

Ren got it—that feeling. The one where you wanted to give your mate all the independence in the world, but you also kind of wanted to chase around after them, making sure they were safe in every little  thing  they  did.  Like  right  now,  for  example,  where  was  Fourt?  How  was  he  doing?  Was  he making good choices? And was there enough ice cream in the freezer to actually make good on that promise from earlier? Ren flopped into one of Lathan’s chairs to hide the effect that thought had on his body. 

“Hear  me  out,  Lathan,”  Grace  continued.  “The  rules  haven’t  just  changed,  they’re  nonexistent now. If I’m ever going to find out the extent of Blaze’s powers and how to use them, I’m going to need to get back into the line of fire.” 

At  that,  both  Lathan  and  Ren  opened  their  mouths  to  argue,  but  Grace  cut  them  off.  “Nope.  Not gonna  hear  it,  you  two.  I’m  through  with  hiding.  We’re  all  going  to  need  to  work  together  to  bring Snelgrove down. So what if Blaze and I being separated brings the trouble right to our door? It’s not like anything has stopped that from happening so far.” 

“You’re  still  here,  though,  aren’t  you?”  Lathan  pointed  out.  “I’d  say  that  means  it’s  working. 

You’re alive, and I’d really, really like to keep you that way.” 

Blaze let out an unamused snort. 

“Exactly,  thank  you,”  Grace  said,  pointing  at  the  wolf  as  if  she  had  all  the  answers.  “You’re always  telling  me  how  beautiful  and  strong  I  am,  aren’t  you?  Let  me  do  this.  Snelgrove’s  reign  has gone on long enough.” 

Lathan turned his back on Ren, wedging himself between Grace’s knees. “I’m not trying to keep you out of it, sweetheart. I swear to Fate I’m not. I’m just terrified.” 

She slipped her arms around Lathan’s neck, stroking his skin in a claiming way. Ren was struck with  the  sudden  urge  to  remind  them  both  that  he  was  still  in  the  room  and  didn’t  need  a  show, considering he’d once played the part of her uncle. 

“So  am  I,”  Grace  said,  voice  lowered  to  match  her  mate’s  intimate  nearness.  “We  all  are.  But don’t you remember the way I freaked out before? Blaze and I took Snelgrove down that first time. 

And he would’ve stayed down if it weren’t for the psycho science experiments his followers pulled off with Reegan’s mate spirit.” 

“It was your choice to go deep,” Lathan tried one last argument, but Ren could tell he was losing the battle. 

“It was, but that was while a certain someone”—she poked her head around Lathan’s shoulder to make a face at Ren—“was gone.” 

Lathan turned to glance at Ren. “Hmm. That’s true.” 

“We’ve  put  our  families  and  our  lives  on  hold  for  long  enough.  Avery  and  Diesel  want  to  have another kid. Em wants to take on Thorne’s mate spirit. Morgan and Riley can’t live together until we move elsewhere. Poor Graham is still searching for whatever might remain of his sister’s soul. And I’m  ready  to  see  this  thing  come  to  an  end  so  I  can  have  my  mate  back,  instead  of  losing  him constantly to strategy meetings and covert ops.” 

Lathan heaved a sigh and ran a hand over his hair. “Alright. Of course you’re right.” 

Grace squealed and hugged him, latching on like a spider monkey. 

Lathan  turned  and  shrugged  at  Ren,  his  mate  still  tangled  around  him.  “It  was  always  going  to come down to that, anyway. I’ve just been waiting for the day.” 

Grace  slid  from  his  hold  and  smacked  his  chest  with  the  back  of  her  hand.  “You  calling  me stubborn?” 

“Is this where I plead the Fifth?” Lathan teased, going around to sit at his desk. 

“Good. That settles it.” Grace gave Blaze a satisfied pat on the head. “Now, who wants to fill me in? Because I was stuck here. On babysitting duty  and parent-sitting duty—which, by the way, is the worst. Do you know how weird it is to have to yell at your own parents to stay inside? Since when did those tables turn? And don’t even get me started on how hard it is to keep them entertained!” 

“Your parents or the twins?” Ren asked. 

“Exactly!” Grace answered. “Come on, I want to hear all the action! I want to know what’s going

on! And”—she glared at Ren, finger thrusting at him—“I want to know what the hell happened when you were supposed to be watching out for my little brother!” 

Ah,  yes,  here  came  the  tongue-lashing  he’d  been  expecting.  So,  Ren  drew  in  a  breath,  accepted responsibility, and began to lay it all out for her. 

As he spoke, others in the pack joined them, filling the office and adding in their own particulars. 

Ren  realized  he  was  probably  offering  too  much  detail,  but  he’d  been  silent  for  so  long  the  words seemed to fly from him without end. 

Lathan and Avery had worked more than their fair share of overtime in the field that day. Those who remained loyal to UNITY had come together, clearing the prison facilities, collecting evidence, and destroying the rest. 

“Diesel and I have already started on a strategic plan for how we can track down the last of the guards who escaped. We’ll be sending it out to those who’ve volunteered to help dispatch them to the Forest,” Avery said. She leaned against her mate, limp from exhaustion. 

Reegan  sat  on  the  floor  against  one  of  the  bookshelves,  her  mate  massaging  her  pink-palmed hands. She’d expended a great deal of Healer energy to put everyone right again. “Most of the injuries were  minor—more  from  the  fight  than  from  the  stay.  I  hate  to  say  anything  positive  about  the circumstances, but I’ll admit the prisoners were kept in decent shape. Well, physically, I mean. The mental and emotional abuses were worse, but Gabriel helped with that.” 

“How so?” Riley popped his head up from Morgan’s lap to peer curiously over at his twin. 

“Power of peace,” Ren answered, lifting his brows to check his assumption with Reegan. 

She  nodded.  “It’s  kinda  the  Protector  equivalent  of  Thorne’s  Sage  abilities,  I  guess.  Ren  can correct me if I’m wrong.” 

Ren sat forward so he could see Riley better. “It’s unique to Gabriel’s position. He can instill—or restore—a sense of calm in mortals who need it. It goes back to the olden days when humans used to panic quite a bit about angels appearing before them. We’re a lot less showy now that we’ve stopped with the wings and harps and halos.” 

“You’re still pretty showy, dude,” Asher muttered, kicking Ren’s foot lightly. He glanced around at the others. “Thorne and I talked to Torval. We’re gonna be on call in case anyone needs our brand of therapy going forward.” 

“So the big question we still have open is this Portal problem, right?” Lathan looked around the room to see if there were any other issues for the table. 

Avery  sat  up  from  Diesel’s  shoulder.  “I  talked  to  Theo  about  that  before  she  left.  She’s  hopeful they’ll shut down all Portal access to reduce the possibility of any other Protectors getting hijacked if

—or when—the Dissidents do try to rebuild. We’ll have to wait to hear.” 

Ren sighed and shook his head. “With my father getting a promotion, I wouldn’t count on them for help.” 

“Actually, it sounds like that might not be happening.” Avery grinned over at him. “Didn’t want to interrupt to tell you earlier, but Maeve said the council isn’t happy. They’ve already put Gabriel in charge of a search party to reclaim the lost Protectors. The three Realm-based Protectors who stood witness today are willing to testify to the council. Your dad’s in shit up to his eyeballs, honey. Guess the outcome of whatever justice they implement will tell us who’s on our side.” 

“No doubt,” Ren murmured. He’d need some time alone to decide how he felt about all that. 

“What about the  Stăpânire Se Aprinde?” Graham asked. “You said they mentioned it, right, Ren?” 

He glanced at Lathan, then Avery. “I know Aveleiyn’s trying to maintain her cover, but do we need to bring her into this? Should we destroy the book? I don’t love the idea of sitting on a time bomb the

Dissidents might detonate at any moment.” 

Avery held her palm out and spun up a ribbon of light. “If the powers at play here are as big as this all seems, I don’t think we should destroy it.” She glanced over at Morgan, the only one in the room who was capable of reading the book. “I think we’re going to have to find a way to use it.” 

“Did you have a vision you need to share with the class?” Lathan asked, sitting up in his chair. 

Avery and Diesel exchanged a look. “Let’s chat later,” she said, snuffing out the light in her palm. 

“Right.”  Lathan  met  each  of  their  eyes.  “We’re  going  to  get  through  this,  everyone.  I  know circumstances look bleaker every day, but we’ve got each other. We’ve got our allies. We’ll see this through to the other side.” 

“I  can’t  wait  for  things  to  get  back  to  normal.”  Em’s  sleepy  voice  was  muffled  by  Thorne’s sweater, where she was curled up against his chest. “Remember when our biggest complaints were things like how annoying it is to break in a new pair of heels?” 

Thorne chuckled and murmured against her temple, “Come on, woman, let me take you to bed.” 

“No, no,” she said on a yawn. “I’m awake.” 

“I don’t think there is any such thing as normal anymore. Not the old normal that we’re used to, at least.” Grace stroked Blaze’s ears. “But at least we’re all back together. I mean—” she pinned Ren with her gaze—“we  are all back together now, right?” 

Ren sat up in his chair, suddenly aware of every single eye on him. “Well…that depends.” 

“On?” Diesel cocked a brow, arms crossed. 

“Whether or not you’ll have me. As the outsider, I have to defer to you on this.” Ren motioned a hand at Lathan to bring him back into the conversation. 

“Ah.” Lathan steepled his fingers in front of him, the master of Ren’s new fate. 

“I  mean,”  Ren  rushed  on,  “I  fully  intend  to  become  Fourt’s  mate,  either  way.  If   he’ll  have  me. 

We’ve been kept apart by stupid reasons for long enough. Not that you’re all stupid reasons, that is. 

The thing is…I…oh, bloody hell.” 

He  swallowed  hard,  realizing  how  much  he  wanted  their  approval  and  acceptance—but  not  for himself. Fourt deserved to have a mate his family would welcome into their world. Ren might never get that, but he’d be damned if he’d be responsible for anything getting in the way of Fourt’s perfect happiness. 

“Ren,” Lathan said, breaking the uncomfortable silence that had fallen. “We’re fucking with you.” 

Laughter broke free, floating high. 

“Ohmigod, did you see his face? I thought he was going to melt right into the chair!” Em giggled, lazy and loopy. 

“Oh,  too  right.”  Ren  chuckled,  feeling  foolish  and  humbled,  but  also  very  nearly  delirious  with anticipatory excitement. 

“To  be  clear,”  Lathan  said,  sobering  up,  “yes.  Your  secrecy  got  Fourt  hurt,  and  that  was  selfish and stupid. But we’ve all been assholes. We’ve all kept secrets. The important thing is that now we all know better than to put each other at risk because we’ve learned from our mistakes. Haven’t we?” 

Lathan cast a suspicious glance around the room. “Everybody has all the secrets out of their systems now, right?” 

Ren spied at least Em and Thorne sharing a smirk. 

“You know,” Avery said, stretching her arms up overhead, “you should consider the thought that you’re  misguided  in  your  frustration  with  us.  You’re  the  pack  leader,  honey.  Maybe  all  these  trials aren’t meant to teach us—what if they’re meant to teach you?” 

That drew another round of laughter from the pack. 

Lathan rolled his eyes. “Hey, I’m trying to be serious here,” he said, though he was laughing too. 

He turned back to Ren. “Have you learned your lesson? Was the fall enough, or are you gonna need more time to prepare for what you’re getting into with this family?” 

“Does that mean you want me to mate him?” 

“Of course we want you to mate him if that’s what he wants. We just don’t want you to do anything stupid once you do,” Grace said. 

“Oh.”  Ren’s  shoulders  fell  in  mock  defeat.  “Well,  now  you’re  setting  me  up  for  failure,  lass. 

Everybody  does  stupid  stuff,  especially  when  they’re  in  love.”  He  hooked  a  thumb  in  Thorne’s direction. “His wolf nicks Em’s lacy pants all the time. Diesel and Avery snipe at each other about the twins. Riley drives a million miles a week to ferry Morgan to and fro. But it seems to be working out alright for you lot. I mean, if I take those examples, I’d much rather do stupid relationship stuff than nothing at all.” 

That seemed to meet with general agreement around the room. 

“What  are  we  doing?  Holding  a  vote?  Puh-lease,”  Riley  said.  “Ren’s  been  part  of  this  family since the day he took Grace in. We just didn’t know it yet.” 

There seemed to be a consensus around that, too. 

Laughter and love and light flooded Ren’s veins. 

“Yeah, yeah, all in favor, I get it,” Lathan said, waving them down. “So, are we done here?” 

Met with approval, he nodded. “Thanks, everyone. Class dismissed.” He held up a hand to keep Ren in place while the others filtered away. When they were alone, he said, “Let me walk you out.” 

Ren nodded and peeled himself from of his chair. His energy was coming back slowly. For once, he really would need sleep to properly recharge. 

“Why  don’t  you  go  on  out  to  the  cabin  and  get  comfortable?  Grab  some  food,  take  a  shower, whatever.” Lathan led the way. “Just do me a favor, and don’t settle on all this with Fourt until I’ve had a chance to touch base with him.” 

At  the  back  door,  Lathan  put  a  hand  on  Ren’s  shoulder.  “You  know,  it’s  funny.  When  it  came  to Grace,  I  wanted  anyone  but  you.  Now  that  it  comes  down  to  Fourt’s  safekeeping,  I  wouldn’t  want anyone else. You’re still a Protector. That’s in your blood and in your heart, regardless of what the Realm says.” He pulled Ren in for a hug. “You gave me my family, Ren. I’m glad I get to give you yours.” 

“If he’ll have me,” Ren pointed out. 

Lathan  looked  over,  and  Ren  followed  his  gaze  to  find  Fourt  in  the  doorway  between  the  great hall and the kitchen. “Pretty sure that’s a foregone conclusion.” He leaned in closer. “Maybe go get cleaned up really quick. Put on something a little—uh”—he eyed the lab coat Ren still wore—“more formal. I think it might be a special night.” With that, he winked and backed away. “Fourt, can I see you in my office?” 

“Yep,” the wolf answered, though his eyes didn’t leave Ren’s. 

Fourt looked like something out of a naughty dream. Clean and fresh, his hair still damp from a shower, his jeans slung low on his hips, that new beard of his making Ren’s fingers flex, itching for a feel. 

The cord of tension that had always been strung between them tightened, twining and spinning up until it had no give left as their gazes mingled, breaths coming to match. 

“I’m heading out to the cabin,” Ren said, forcing the words around the need rising in his throat. 

Fourt  nodded  and  crossed  into  the  kitchen.  He  stopped  at  the  fridge  and  opened  the  freezer, bending down, so he was obscured by the kitchen island. When he stood back up, he held a carton of

ice cream. “You should take that with you.” He put it on the island counter with a  thud. 

Then, he sauntered from the room, leaving Ren to melt in a puddle of joy and longing right there on the floor. 

C H A P T E R   F O R T Y - N I N E

FOURT  DREW  A  SHAKY  BREATH  AS  HE  STEPPED  OFF  THE  PATH  AND  CLIMBED  THE  CABIN  STAIRS.  DIM

light filtered from inside, and quiet strains of music floated on the air—not the usual wild and heavy stuff  Ren  loved  to  blast  at  top  volume,  but  something  softer,  sweeter,  and  more  Fourt’s  speed.  He touched a hand to his hair, smoothed his thin sweater, and knocked on the door. 

It flew open as if Ren had been waiting on the other side. And, Fate, maybe he  had been because the mood in the room was set in anticipation of something. It was lit by candles, and the music was romantic, mellow, and gorgeous. Fourt suddenly wondered who was about to propose to whom. 

Ren  swallowed  hard  and  stepped  back  to  let  Fourt  in.  “Hi,  mate,”  he  whispered,  the  words grating from his throat. 

“Hi.” Fourt stepped into the room and closed the door behind him. 

They settled where they stood, next to the kitchenette counter. 

Fourt held his journal out between them. “Torval said this was a prized possession for both of us now, so it was too precious for him to keep.” 

“Ah.” Ren glanced at the book, tongue slicking over his bottom lip. 

Fourt traced the motion with his eyes, so ready for another taste. 

“Dragons aren’t heartless beasts, as I guess we all saw today,” Ren explained, “but he didn’t give it back selflessly. Sometimes, when a treasure means too much to someone else, its value is spoiled for the dragon. He couldn’t add it back to his hoard happily because it’s too dear.” 

“Too dear to you?” Fourt asked. 

Ren nodded. 

“Did you really fall from the Realm so you could be with me?” 

Ren’s eyes settled on the floor, and he nodded again. “I did.” 

Fourt  took  a  step  toward  him,  the  journal  still  held  out  between  them.  Ren  looked  down  at  it, cheeks flushing. 

“Did you read this?” Fourt leaned around Ren to put the journal on the counter. 

“I did.” 

“So, then… You already know how I feel.” He took another step in, almost touching, soaking up the warmth that pulsed between them. 

Ren smiled, eyes still downcast. “I do. But it would be nice to hear it from you, all the same.” 

Fourt erased the space between them, reaching to trace his thumb over the Protector’s jaw, lifting Ren’s  face  to  meet  his  eyes.  “Being  with  you  has  shown  me  everything  I  want  in  life,  Ren.  Every dream I have for my future includes you.” He relished the sensation, the slow burn of that touch as he leaned in and brushed a gentle kiss over Ren’s lips. “I love you. I need you. And I don’t ever want to

be without you again.” 

Ren’s breath shook. “Bloody hell,” he whispered, hands going to clasp Fourt’s hips, keeping him close. 

The warmth of his touch was a balm to Fourt’s spirit and a brand on his soul. 

“I’m”—Ren  blew  out  a  hard  breath—“I’m  not  sure  how  good  I  am  at  romance,  Fourt.  Things happened in the past to close down my heart, and I never bothered to cultivate the best parts of myself after that. But any goodness in my soul belongs to you. In a raging sea of chaos, you’re my calm.” 

Fourt clung to him, savoring every word. “Not good at romance? Could’ve fooled me.” 

Ren chuckled, subdued and uncertain, as he leaned in and rested his head against Fourt’s. “We’ve been friends for ages, but there’s still so much I have to tell you—so much of me I haven’t shared. I’m not sure where to start.” 

Fourt nodded toward the journal on the counter. “You can start here if it helps. That’s what I use it for.” 

Ren surprised him with a huge grin. “You’d let me? In  your journal?” 

Fourt laughed. “Of course.” 

“I’d love that. I’ll do it.” 

Fourt  swallowed  hard  and  took  Ren’s  hands,  pulling  him  out  of  the  kitchen  and  into  the  living room  where  the  music  embraced  them.  “When  you’ve  lived  a  life  with  nothing,  you  gain  a  lot  of clarity,” he began. “You know—without a doubt—the things you’d want if you ever got a chance to have them. The things for which you’d give up what little you do have. For me, that’s my family, but I’ve already got them. What I don’t have yet is you.” 

Ren’s  eyes  swam,  and  he  drew  in  a  deep  breath.  “Fourt,  you’re  my  heart  and  my  home.  You’re where I belong. Please don’t let me go.” 

Fourt chuckled, squeezing Ren’s hands. “Be my mate?” 

“Yes. But you have to know that I always have been,” Ren whispered. He searched Fourt’s eyes, and  then  suddenly,  he  was  tangled  around  Fourt,  lips  sealing  with  sweet,  dizzying,  scorching possession over Fourt’s. He folded himself—big and mighty—into Fourt’s arms, his nose nuzzled into Fourt’s neck, breathing him in. “Are you sure you want me?” 

Fourt leaned back to capture Ren’s cheeks. “You are everything I want.” He glanced around the room.  “Come  here,”  he  said,  taking  Ren’s  hand  and  leading  him  to  the  sofa.  He  tugged  him  down, pulling Ren in to snuggle with him. 

Ren leaned up, reaching for the remote and dropping the music to a whisper in the background. 

Then, they curled up together, alternating between trading slow, needy kisses and letting their passion build as they watched the flickering light of the candle on the cedar chest Ren used as a coffee table. 

It  wasn’t  a  night  for  a  quick  flash  of  sexual  energy.  This  was  lovemaking.  Sweet,  gentle,  and  slow, savoring the first moments of forever. 

“From  the  first  day  you  left,  I  knew  my  family  would  never  be  the  same  without  you.”  Fourt stroked his fingers up and down Ren’s spine, trying to find the right words. “I didn’t realize the extent that  would  go  to,  though.  I’m  glad  I’ll  have  you  with  me  to  help  me  navigate  this  new  relationship with Atticus and Imogen. And this Snelgrove nightmare—” 

Ren  leaned  up  to  silence  him  with  a  kiss.  “No  need  to  bring  him  into  it  now,  mate,”  he  said. 

“Besides, I’m good with nightmares. Better than Talan, or so I hear.” He winked. 

Fourt  rolled  his  eyes,  digging  tickling  fingers  into  Ren’s  side.  “Don’t  go  getting  cocky  just because you know all the private thoughts I shared with my journal.” 

“Oh, but it’s so much fun,” Ren said. “I know all the things I do that annoy you,  and I know all the

things that turn you on about me.” 

“Oh, really?” Fourt challenged, hands sliding lower to curve over Ren’s ass. “Like what?” 

Ren rocked into him, eyes fluttering shut at the sensations. “I know”—he paused to stifle a moan

—“you  like  it  when  I  wear  blue.  And  you  think  it’s  weird  that  I  walk  around  the  house  while  I’m brushing my teeth. And you prefer my hair short—” 

“Actually, I liked it long,” Fourt admitted. “You’re the one who heard me talking about short hair and took it to heart.” 

“Alright, then, my journal knowledge might be imperfect, but it was a decent crash course in Fourt Black.” Ren helped himself to another kiss. “And it was the reason I fell. The Realm tried to steal you from me, and the journal gave you back.” 

“Which  is  why  it’s  a  precious  possession  for  both  of  us,”  Fourt  said,  gathering  understanding. 

“What does the fall mean?” He shifted, scooting lower, so their bodies were flush. 

Ren snuggled in against him, fingers coming to play with the bare skin under the hem of Fourt’s sweater. “It means I’m stuck where I chose to fall.” 

“Earth?” 

“Kinda,”  Ren  said.  He  fell  quiet,  letting  his  fingers  creep  lower,  dipping  into  the  waistband  of Fourt’s jeans. “The destination I chose was you.” 

Fourt’s heart skipped a beat. Then another. It felt suspended in midair, so light and high. 

“I wanted to kill Snelgrove,” Ren admitted. “If I’d gotten my hands on him that last time, I would have.” 

“I’m glad you didn’t.” Fourt shifted again, making more room for Ren’s roaming fingers. “I know that sounds crazy. I mean, his death is inevitable, right? That’s the only way to end all this. But it’s got to come when Fate permits it, and right now would have been the wrong time. Killing him, whenever it happens, will be an act of high treason for whoever does the deed. If you’d done it right after your fall  from  the  Realm,  they’d  have  had  no  trouble  convicting  you.  They’d  hold  you  forever  in  some other prison. Not exactly what I’d call a win.” He moaned and dropped his head back, falling under Ren’s spell. “No, the better end for Snelgrove is to dismantle his whole reign piece by piece while he’s still around to watch it happen.” 

“Enough of that now, mate. Can’t you see I’m trying to get in your pants?” Ren threaded his fingers into Fourt’s beard, teasing him by tugging lightly on the new hair. 

“What do you think about it?” Fourt asked. 

“I’ll grow my hair back out for you if you’ll keep it for a while.” 

Fourt laughed. “It’s a deal.” 

Then  Ren  flipped  them,  pulling  Fourt  up  to  straddle  his  hips.  “Now,  what  was  this  I  seem  to remember about my abs and ice cream?” 

That night, Ren slept in the cabin’s bed for the first time. He wished he had the forethought to keep a set of proper sheets for it, rather than the lone blanket he had. A second pillow would be useful, too—

not that he minded the way Fourt was curled up so close, head nestled on his chest. 

As much as Ren enjoyed sleep, he couldn’t keep his eyes closed. Fourt was in his arms at long last, and he couldn’t stop himself from watching over the wolf by candlelight. It was with awe and appreciation that he realized he’d be the one to keep Fourt’s nightmares away from that night on. 

He shifted a bit, the blanket sticking to the remnants of ice cream on his belly. First thing in the morning, he’d chat with Fourt about whether they wanted to share a joint space in the pack home or move in together out here. There was so much to do, to plan, to look forward to. He felt as if someone had filled his hourglass all the way from the bottom to the very top, so not a single grain of sand could move. This was his forever. 

He reached for the nightstand, picking up Fourt’s journal and slipping the pen from its holder on the side. 

Fourt snuggled closer, releasing a soft growl in his sleep. Ren chuckled and brushed a hand over Fourt’s hair again, soothing him back into a deeper slumber. “No nightmares,” he whispered. “Only dreams come true.” 

Ren studied the pen, uncertain of where to start or what to write. He wanted to give Fourt every bit  of  truth  and  honesty  about  himself.  He  wanted  to  call  up  centuries  of  memories—of  how  he’d found his way to Fourt. He would recount all the ways time and space had kept them apart, and he’d record all the yearnings of his heart that had finally been realized now that Fourt was by his side. 

A spark of inspiration hit him—he would write his side of their story, and he knew exactly how to do it. 

Ren flipped to the first blank page of the journal and wrote, “Once upon a time…” 

He studied the words with a satisfied nod. He was already off to a great start. It was a fairy tale, after all—it even included a dragon. 

 One week later

“See?  I  told  you  we  could  make  it  just  like  the  Three  Moons,”  Em  called  over  the  music  as  she strutted  back  into  the  great  hall  carrying  a  bottle  of  champagne  in  each  hand.  She  passed  one  to Thorne while she popped the cork on the other, eliciting cheers from the pack. She filled glasses for Fourt and Ren, handing them off before she and Thorne made the circuit around the room to pour for everyone else. 

When  they  all  had  a  glass,  Lathan  lifted  his  in  the  air,  leading  the  toast.  “To  the  happy  couple! 

Congratulations!” 

Fourt’s cheeks ached from smiling, but there he was, smiling even wider when Ren swooped in for a kiss that tasted of cake and ice cream and, now, champagne. 

“To the happiest couple ever,” Ren corrected, grinning against Fourt’s lips. 

“I’ll  take  that  paper.”  Avery  shouldered  her  way  through  to  the  coffee  table  where  their  mating certificate waited, freshly signed. 

“You  will  not,”  Ren  said,  leaping  away  from  Fourt  to  slap  a  hand  over  the  paper,  holding  it  in place. 

She laughed. “Don’t worry, honey. I’ve got a file for all the certificates I’ll be approving as soon as I’m back in charge. It’ll be safe with me.” 

“Paws  off,  lass.  Do  you  know  how  bloody  long  this  thing  has  been  in  the  making?  I’ve  already bought  a  frame.  We’re  hanging  it  on  the  wall  until  we  get  to  file  it  officially  in  our  Magistrate’s office.” Ren clutched the certificate, carefully moving it over to place it atop a crate of records he’d brought up from the cabin. 

“Outlaw Wedding Club!” Reegan cheered from the side, her sparkly gold dress shimmering in the party lights Em had strung up—or, rather, instructed everyone else to string up. 

“To the Outlaw Wedding Club!” Graham repeated dutifully, lifting his glass toward Fourt with a wink. 

Reegan  had  taken  up  the  idea  of  this  Outlaw  Wedding  Club  as  soon  as  Ren  and  Fourt  had announced that they’d like to sign a certificate. Fourt and Ren had a bet with Riley and Morgan that this  would  result  in  an  enormous  multi-couple  party  at  some  point  to  celebrate  the  mass-filing  of certificates when Avery was back in power. 

“Outlaw Wedding Club!” The pack toasted, laughter all around. 

The  whole  family  was  gathered  for  what  Em  had  deemed  their  “informal-formal  mating ceremony”. Given the state of the universe, they’d decided not to go to any great lengths or bring in any  extended  people.  It  was  just  the  pack,  plus  Chris  and  Allie,  though  various  phones  around  the room video-called others in—like Aveleiyn, Oma, Atticus, and Imogen. Lathan feared it wasn’t safe enough to collect so many in one place—and maybe he was right. 

Em  picked  up  a  fork,  licked  the  remnants  of  wedding  cake  frosting  off  it,  and  clinked  it  on  her glass to get their attention. “Okay, it seems like there are a few quick announcements?” She glanced over at Diesel. 

“How did we end up letting her plan all this, again?” Ren murmured into Fourt’s ear. 

Fourt shivered with delicious desire. “Um, because we love her, and she loves planning parties?” 

Diesel  proudly  hoisted  his  daughters  both  up  onto  his  shoulders  so  they  could  be  seen  over  the small  crowd.  “Rose  and  Dahlia  would  like  you  all  to  know  that   they  made  the  pink  and  purple cupcakes, but that’s only because we didn’t have any ‘better colors’.” 

The pack applauded the twins for their efforts, though Thorne still looked somewhat traumatized from assisting the toddlers in the kitchen. 

“Anyone else?” Em asked, glancing around. 

When no one spoke up, she grinned. “Well, Thorne and  I have an announcement.” 

“Ahhh.  So  by  announcements,  what  you  actually  meant  was  that  you  wanted  attention,”  Asher teased. 

“Good  one,  Ash-hole.”  Riley  snickered,  slipping  his  arm  free  from  Morgan’s  shoulders  to  high five his best pal. 

“Thank you, Poodle.” Asher gave a bow. 

“Okay, yes. Em wants attention,” Em said, sticking her tongue out at the Seer. 

Her  mate  slipped  in  behind  her,  curling  his  arms  around  her  middle.  A  proud,  gentle  smile  lit Thorne’s face. 

“Shut up!” Grace said, sloshing the remainder of her champagne. “You’re having a baby!” 

Gasps flew through the air. 

Thorne’s brows dropped, full of good humor. “Good guess, but no. We’re not.” Then he seemed to think about it and jerked back to look at Em. “We’re not, are we, woman?” 

Em laughed out loud. “You’d be the first to know, wolf, I promise. This is the other thing.” 

“Oh. Right.” His eyes darkened with lust, though his face began to turn pink. 

“I’ve finally decided to take on Thorne’s mate spirit.” 

Cheers and catcalls rang out in response. 

“I know we said we wanted to wait for things to calm down, but”—she held her hands out to the world in general—“that ain’t happenin’ anytime soon, so we’re just gonna go for it.” 

Reegan and Morgan squealed in their excitement. 

“I’ve got all sorts of things I can whip up to make the first transition easier,” Reegan said, rushing to Em’s side. “You just tell me whenever you’re ready to start trying, and I’ll fix you up a whole kit.” 

“Yeah, er…” Thorne’s ears went from pink to beet red. “Might be a little late on that.” 

“Yeah, that sexy ship sailed about…” Em glanced around like she was figuring out the time. “Four hours ago?” 

“TMI,” Lathan muttered. 

Grace giggled and swatted his chest. 

He rubbed the spot. “I already know too much about their sex life, that’s all I’m saying.” 

Ren tucked his arms around Fourt, nestling his cheek against Fourt’s. “Look at all this. Our family is so happy,” he whispered, kissing Fourt’s jaw. “Are  you happy, mate?” 

“Blissfully.”  Fourt  turned  in  Ren’s  arms  to  face  him.  “I’m  euphoric,  enraptured,  and  entirely content, all because of you.” 

“Me?” Ren feigned shock that he could be the source of all that joy. “Little old me?” 

Fourt snorted and leaned in to graze a kiss along Ren’s ear. “Not so sure I’d call you little, but who am I to judge?” 

Ren growled and curled his hands around Fourt’s back, drawing him flush so Fourt could feel just how not little he was. “You’re dirty, d’you know that?” 

“So my mate keeps telling me,” Fourt replied, rocking his hips into Ren’s. 

“You’re  the   only  one  who  gets  to  judge  that  particular  facet,”  Ren  growled,  nipping  Fourt’s bottom lip. “Tease,” he added with a wink. 

“Get a room,” Riley called, laughing at his own presumed hilarity. 

“Which  one?  Yours?”  Ren  shot  back,  sweeping  another  kiss  over  Fourt’s  cheek  and  sneaking  a quick  ass  grab  before  he  backed  away.  “Now,  then.  Who  chose  this  music?  It’s  disastrous.  Let  the groom show you how to party!” 

Lathan sidled up to Fourt as Ren headed for the stereo. “That’s your mate,” Lathan pointed out, as if Fourt might be having second thoughts. 

The  only  thoughts  Fourt  was  having  were  about  how  soon  was  too  soon  to  steal  Ren  away.  “I knew exactly what I was signing up for.” Fourt grinned at his brother. “But if he gets too rowdy, you can tell me. I’ll be more than happy to take him back out to the cabin. I can think of about a million ways to keep him occupied and out of your hair.” 

“Gross,” Grace teased, joining her mate. Blaze shuffled, moping, to her side. The poor black wolf had dutifully allowed Em to tie an enormous, floppy turquoise bow around her neck to match Grace’s dress. 

“I  used  to  think  he  was  my  uncle,  you  know,”  Grace  reminded  them.  “This  family  gets  weirder every  day.  My  mate’s  a  wolf,  my  best  friend’s  about  to  be,  my  sister-in-law’s  a  half-vamp,  my brother-in-law’s a ghost. Seriously. I’m glad you knew what you were signing up for because I sure didn’t.” 

Lathan smirked. “Says the woman whose wolf walks at her side.” 

“Well, that makes sense, though. The rest of this? Ridiculous.” 

Asher, Thorne, Graham, and Riley were clearing all the furniture away to make room for dancing. 

Lathan  grabbed  Grace’s  hand.  “You  haven’t  seen  ridiculous  until  you’ve  seen  my  dance  moves, sweetheart,” he said, leading her to the middle of the room. 

“I  have seen your dance moves, and they are definitely ridiculous,” she told him, waving to Fourt as Lathan spun her away. 

Avery took their spot at Fourt’s side, slipping her arm around his waist. “Hey, honey.” She smiled

at him, taking it all in. There was something in her eyes that caused Fourt’s wolf to sit up and take notice, but he couldn’t pinpoint what it was. “I want you to know how proud I am of you.” 

Fourt’s  heart  squeezed  tight,  warming  in  the  presence  of  the  ultimate  leader  of  his  race.  How could  anyone  believe  Snelgrove  was  the  true  Magistrate  when  Snelgrove  didn’t  give  them   this feeling.  Maternal  kindness  and  love  poured  from  Avery  like  a  fountain,  even  when  she  was  at  her toughest and most hardcore. 

“I’m glad my visions don’t show me everything,” she said, looking out over the room. “I didn’t see you and Ren getting together way back when I first found you. But it makes perfect sense now. The fabric  of  this  family  is  really  something,  isn’t  it?  Each  thread  plays  a  part.  I’ve  never  experienced anything quite like it.” 

“I haven’t either,” Fourt said, the irony not lost on either of them. 

Avery chuckled. “Well, you deserve it. Remember that.” 

“I  will,”  Fourt  said.  He  opened  his  mouth—to  thank  her,  maybe,  for  the  millionth  time.  He wouldn’t be standing there if it weren’t for her. But she turned to face him first, going quite serious, and the words stopped in his throat. 

He recognized what it was he saw in her eyes—it was a warning…and a goodbye. 

“I need you to listen to me now,” she said. “Something is about to happen. It’s going to be scary and horrible, and it’s going to seem like the world is ending, but I promise you it won’t last. They’ll need you to hold them together. You have to be strong.” 

“Wh—what?” Fourt grabbed her hand. “What’s going on?” 

She offered up a pained smile. “You know I’ll risk everything if I tell you.” 

“A vision,” Fourt said, blood running instantly cold with his realization. 

Avery nodded, reaching into the pocket of the leather jacket she wore over her sleek black dress. 

She opened Fourt’s hand and pressed something into his palm. 

An Advocacy. 

“For when you need it. You’ll know what to do.” 

“Avery—wh—” 

But  before  Fourt  could  finish  the  thought,  the  lights  and  music  flickered.  Rather  than  going  out, they  both  stopped  quite  strangely  in  the  middle—the  lights  at  half  power,  the  music  warped  and twisted, slowing and speeding in bizarre intervals. 

The temperature in the room plummeted. A bracing, gale-force wind swept around them, rattling the lights and sending decorations flying. 

“What  the  fuck?!”  Em  shrieked,  drawing  attention  from  every  direction  to  a  shimmering  mist  of gold  and  white  spiraling  into  the  center  of  the  room.  It  was  wispy,  pulsing,  and  shapeless,  and  it glimmered like a galaxy simulation on a space documentary. 

A tremulous otherworldly voice, eerie and haunted, poured from the swirling white-gold light and darkness. 

“Fate,” Fourt breathed. He knew, without any question, that he was staring at the very face of Fate Herself, though there wasn’t any real face to look at. 

The formless shape opened its mouthless mouth and screamed:

“RUN!” 

There  was  a  sudden  stillness—they  all  seemed  frozen  in  place,  unable  to  do  as  the  mist commanded. This was the calm before the storm. Then, brilliant flares of gold-white light fired off, like so many flashbulbs. 

Blaze bellowed and howled. 

The  lights  and  music  came  back  up  so  fast,  it  was  as  if  nothing  had  happened—but  when  Fourt looked  around  the  room,  it  was  impossible  to  miss  the  evidence  that  something  had  indeed  taken place. 

“Where’s Ren?” he demanded, heart flying for his throat. 

“Where’s Avery? Shit—where’s  everyone?” Diesel’s hands raced for the chest holster he wasn’t wearing. 

Grace and Em stood in the middle, still clutching each other as they had been when Fate’s strange light appeared. 

Grace stepped away, turning a circle, taking into account who was there—or, more importantly—

who wasn’t. She shook her head, glancing down at Blaze, who looked as confused as the rest of them. 

“What the hell do we do now?” 

C H A P T E R   F I F T Y

 Sometime in the future

FOURT’S  CHEST  WAS  SO  TIGHT  HE  KEPT  FORGETTING  TO  BREATHE.  REN  HELD  HIS  LEFT  HAND,  THEIR

elbows resting together on the center console of the parked car while Ren’s other hand clutched the steering wheel. Fourt ran his trembling free fingers over the soft tooled leather cover of the book that sat in his lap. He glanced at the clock on the dash. They’d killed what seemed like hours at the store, trying  to  pick  out  the  perfect  pen  to  use  with  the  new  journal  Asher  had  made  for  this  special occasion. They’d ended up with bags of pens. Ren scooped one of each kind and every color off the racks, tossing them in until their basket was loaded down. The cashier had lifted a brow, and Ren had been more than excited to share all about what they were up to. His sweet excitement filled Fourt’s heart with joy. 

Now  that  they  sat  parked  in  the  lot  outside  Roxy’s,  though,  it  seemed  like  Ren  might  be  more nervous than Fourt had been all day. There was a new dampness between their palms, and every time Ren swallowed, Fourt could hear the sound with deafening clarity. 

“I know we’re still early.” Fourt’s voice cracked, and he cleared his throat, trying again. “I don’t think I can wait.” 

Ren squeezed his hand and nodded, swallowing another one of those big, hard gulps. He made no move  to  get  out  of  the  car.  He  was  ready,  Fourt  knew.  This  wasn’t  about  indecision;  it  was  about savoring the moment. 

They both jumped in their seats when knuckles rapped lightly at the window. Will Floyd grinned as  he  peered  into  the  SUV.  “Holy  hell,  you  guys  look  nervous,”  he  called  through  the  glass.  He resembled his father, Graham, more than ever now, with each passing year bringing the similarities out in fuller force. 

“Get out here and give your nephew a hug, at least.” Will reached for Ren’s door handle. 

Ren winked over at Fourt. “Come on then, mate,” he whispered with one last hand squeeze. 

Fourt  threw  his  door  open.  Hot,  salty  air  swirled  in,  mixing  with  the  AC  they’d  been  working overtime since they’d left the rental lot. 

Will and Ren clapped each other on the back as they hugged. 

“You guys remember Maggie,” Will said, pointing over his shoulder. 

Maggie Cain, one of Flagler’s Healers, smiled where she stood a few steps behind Will. A heavy-looking supply bag was slung over her shoulder. “Hey, guys! Congratulations!” 

“Thanks, love.” Ren hugged her, kissing her on the cheek while Fourt pulled himself from the car. 

He turned back to place the journal in the seat and snorted out a laugh when he spied what Ren was

getting up to. 

“I can’t tell you how happy I am to hear you guys agreed to this,” Maggie said, adjusting the strap of her bag. “Such a tough combination.” 

“It’s not  that tough,” Will said, tugging Fourt into a hug. “They’ll have plenty of support.” 

“I’d  love  to  say  we’re  ready,  but  I  don’t  think  you  can  ever  be  too  ready,”  Fourt  said,  stepping around  to  hug  Maggie.  He  turned  back  and  touched  a  hand  to  Ren’s  elbow.  “But,  at  the  risk  of contradicting myself, you’ve checked that thing six times now,” he teased. 

Ren  had  thrown  open  the  back  passenger  door  and  was  tugging  and  testing  all  the  belts  and buckles on the car seat one last time. 

“I’m a Protector, mate. It’s what I do.” 

Maggie peeked in around Ren. “Ooh, that’s a great brand. I recommend their Grow-With-Me gear to all my new moms.” 

“It’s  the  same  brand  Em  and  Thorne  used  for  both  Pollock  and  Ellory,”  Ren  said  over  his shoulder, tugging one last strap. “Avery and Diesel turned them onto it when they used one for Quill, but that was years ago, of course. I figured, if it’s sturdy enough to hold up to a newly-shifting wolf pup, it’s more than suited for us.” 

He slammed the door and swept a hand through his shaggy chin-length hair. “Are we doing this or not?” 

Maggie chuckled at his enthusiasm. “I’ve got to get back to the training center. We’re stocking out the  new  clinic  space  over  there  today.  I  can’t  believe  we’ve  had  to  expand  again  already.  Best  of luck, guys. You’ll do great.” She blew a kiss from her fingertips and turned, sending her glossy brown hair swirling around her. 

“Sure you can’t find it in your heart to give that one a go, Will?” Ren nudged their nephew in the ribs with his elbow. 

Will  let  out  a  sharp  laugh  and  shook  his  head.  “I  think  a  certain  Tracker  would  destroy  my immortal soul if I even considered it, Uncle Ren.” 

“Fair enough.” Ren reached back to grab Fourt’s hand again. 

Fourt’s heart would never stop leaping at that touch. 

Will led them into the bar with its now-familiar dim lighting and collection of patrons watching the  road.  As  Ren  and  Fourt  passed  by,  they  were  greeted  with  calls  of  congratulations  and  well wishes. They nodded their thanks, but kept moving, heading for the double doors that led out into the courtyard. 

Ren put a hand on the door, then he froze. 

A  faint,  understanding  smile  touched  Will’s  lips.  “I’ll  give  you  guys  a  minute,”  he  said  with  a wink as he slipped around them to head outside, leaving them alone to face the doors. 

Fourt squeezed Ren’s hand. “If either one of us is going to faint right now, it had better be me. You know I can’t carry you by myself.” 

The words were barely out of his mouth when a peal of bright laughter chimed like a bell outside. 

Ren’s hand clamped reflexively around Fourt’s as he sucked in a breath. In unison, they rushed to peek out the round door windows. 

Golden  morning  light  spilled  over  the  courtyard’s  green  grass,  and  the  shadows  of  palm  fronds caressed the ground. A little girl with a cascade of red curls sat playing in the sun. 

Fourt gasped out a laugh as his heart filled with the most astounding sense of pride and joy. His wolf pawed at him from within, excitement rushing his veins. 

 Charlotte. 

They’d learned so much about her since Roxy’s first call, but seeing her in person was something else entirely. 

“She’s beautiful,” Ren whispered. “That fair skin and those pink cheeks, though, mate. I’m glad we bought sunscreen. We’re going to need to douse her in it if we plan to take her down to the beach.” 

They soaked in the moment, knowing life would never be the same. 

“You’re  still  sure  about  this?”  Ren  whispered,  tugging  Fourt  closer  and  tucking  his  arm  around him.  They  leaned  together  there,  peeking  at  their  future.  There  was  no  indication  in  Ren’s  voice  or posture that he doubted Fourt’s readiness. But this was the most significant decision they’d made as a couple, and it would affect their lives and the life of the pack from that day forward. 

Fourt nuzzled a kiss into Ren’s neck. “More than ready.” 

Ren dropped his voice lower. “You really think she’ll be okay with me as a dad?” 

Fourt  chuckled  and  reached  to  turn  Ren’s  chin,  bringing  his  mate’s  eyes  to  his.  “Of  course  she will. What’s not to love?” 

Ren’s words weren’t those of real fear. Fourt suspected they were born, instead, from the same concern every adoptive parent had before they met their child for the first time. 

When they’d gotten that initial call from Roxy, they’d known it was right. Instinct had struck them both, and the decision hadn’t been a hard one. Fate had brought it to them as soon as they’d decided, for certain, they were ready to start their own offshoot of the family tree. 

“Let’s go get our daughter,” Ren said. 

They pushed through the doors together, and neither one passed out. Fourt felt as if his feet moved forward on a cloud. The moment was unreal. And then, it was interrupted by the ring of his phone in his pocket. 

He let out a soft curse and scrambled to grab it. When he saw the screen, he chuckled and flashed it at Ren before answering. 

“Have  you  got  her?”  Imogen’s  face  appeared,  squished  next  to  Atticus’s  in  the  video  call.  “We need pictures, son! Videos! Don’t keep us waiting!” 

“Is that them?!” Theo’s voice rang out in the background, and she rushed into the frame. 

They were all so anxious to meet their first grandchild. Farther in the background, the sounds of the pack became clearer, and other heads appeared, dipping in and out to get a view of the screen. 

“They started without me!” Grace shouted, hurrying toward the screen. 

“What’s taking so long?” Em demanded. 

“Is her hair as red in person?” Morgan cried, excited to have another ginger in the family. 

“Is she as angelic as Roxy says?” Maeve shouted. 

“For Fate’s sake,” Ren muttered to Fourt. “The whole bloody universe decided to get together.” 

“Pictures, pictures, pictures!” The chant, started by Rose and Dahlia, drifted through the phone’s speakers, rising in volume as more people joined in. 

“Listen up, you lot.” Ren threw his arm around Fourt’s shoulder as he leaned in to be seen. “The longer you keep us on this bloody phone, the longer it will take us to get to her!” With that, he punched the button to end the call. 

She was so close! 

Charlotte  sat  on  a  blanket  in  the  grass  near  the  pool.  She  clutched  the  little  stuffed  black  wolf they’d  sent  her  when  they’d  told  Roxy  they  were  coming.  Theo  and  Imogen  had  crafted  the  thing together.  It  was  lovingly  stitched  from  scratch,  right  down  to  the  halo  of  gold  lamé  fixed  upon  the wolf’s  head.  Their  mothers  had  cheerfully  handed  it  over,  announcing  it  was  “The  combination  of fathers this lucky little girl is about to receive.” 

Roxy wasted no time rushing to Ren and Fourt and pulling them into a joint hug, peppering them with kisses on their cheeks. Then she hauled them over to the woman who was playing with Charlotte. 

“You guys remember Lucy Collins.” 

Lucy stood and brushed off her shorts, coming to meet them in the middle. In a flurry of words, she  went  over  everything  with  them  one  last  time.  The  young  woman,  who  was  all  big  brown  eyes under a faded baseball cap, was anxious for reassurances that all would be well. 

“They’ve  got  it  more  than  under  control,  Luce,”  Will  assured  her.  “Between  my  dad,  me,  and Asher, a kid with both Necromancer and Seer powers will be nothing for these two to handle.” 

Fourt  didn’t  take  Lucy’s  worries  as  an  insult.  From  everything  they’d  been  told,  Charlotte  was already exhibiting strong expressions of the unusual blend of traits she’d inherited from her parents. 

“I  know,  I  know.”  Lucy  offered  an  adorable,  apologetic  grin.  “I  can’t  help  it.  She’ll  always  be open to seeing and experiencing bad things. I feel for her.” 

Fourt smiled, reassuring her. “We’ve read all your notes about a million and a half times. We’re familiar with what she’ll go through. We can handle it.” 

“And there’s no question you’ll watch over her.” Roxy squeezed her brother’s arm. “You’re both so fiercely protective. You’ll give her a brilliantly happy life. She’ll want for nothing.” 

Lucy  beamed  and  nodded,  eyeing  the  way  Ren  and  Fourt  clung  to  each  other.  “Especially  not love.” 

Fourt  couldn’t  help  but  beam.  If  their  love  shone  out  from  them  like  a  beacon,  he  was  doing  it right. 

“Well,  then.”  Lucy  scrunched  her  shoulders  up  to  her  ears  in  excitement.  “Do  you  wanna  meet her?” 

They almost fell over themselves in their enthusiasm. 

Lucy slipped out of the way, and Ren approached first, as they’d discussed. Fourt was concerned his  wolf  would  make  a  break  for  it,  and  the  creature  did  paw  at  his  consciousness,  itching  to  meet their daughter. But Fourt had already made clear to his wolf that they’d wait until they were back with the pack to shift, ensuring the safest experience for Charlotte. 

Ren crouched next to her. “Hi, Charlotte.” 

She peeked up at him and studied him for a long moment before offering a timid smile. “I know you.” Her voice was soft and as melodic as a bird’s song, the words tripping off her four-year-old tongue with an inaccuracy that made Fourt smile so wide his cheeks hurt. “You’re in the pictures on Auntie Roxy’s phone. You make silly faces,” she added with a giggle. 

Ren mugged at her on cue, tongue lolling and eyes crossing until her whole tiny body shook with laughter. 

“I’m excited,” she whispered. 

“Why’s that, wee one?” Ren sat beside her. 

“Because they told me I was going to have  two daddies. Sarah-Grace has two daddies, and they love her so, so,  so much.” 

Ren cleared his throat and looked back at Fourt, eyes swimming. “Well, darlin’, I promise we’re going to love  you even more than that.” 

Charlotte cocked her head. Everything about her was a bit hesitant and bashful, but Fourt could already imagine how she would open up. As if to prove him right, she narrowed her eyes and leaned closer to Ren. “Are you  sure about that?” 

Fourt  stifled  a  laugh  at  the  sassy  little  face  she  made.  She  was  going  to  fit  in  so  well  with  her cousins—especially Em and Thorne’s impossibly cheeky daughter. Fate, give Charlotte twenty years, 

and she’d be knocking them all dead. His wolf grumbled at that thought, already gearing up to chase away potential suitors. 

Fourt crouched next to her. “Yep,” he said. “Way, way,  way more.” 

She  turned  her  gaze  to  him,  showing  off  the  bluest  eyes  Fourt  had  ever  seen.  She  spun  the  toy wolf, so its nose pointed at him, an inch from his own nose. “Your wolf looks just like this one. I can see  him  right  in  there.”  She  pointed  one  of  her  tiny  fingers  at  Fourt’s  chest.  Then  she  grinned, showcasing her teeth, and set the toy aside. She scooted closer on the blanket, leaning in to gaze up at them. Her pupils swallowed all the blue in her eyes, lighting up with sparks—the same way Asher’s did when he was using his Sight. She gasped, giggled, and grabbed Fourt’s hand. 

At the touch of Charlotte’s hands, all the anxiety and worry about meeting her slipped away from Fourt. It was replaced, of course, by all the other concerns a parent could face. He would spend the rest of his life looking out for her, trying to keep any harm from touching her. He’d never thought it was possible to be more grateful for the mate he had, but that moment took it to a whole new level. 

There was no way Ren Galloway-Black was going to let anyone lay a finger on the little girl in front of them. 

Charlotte  beamed  with  joy,  and  her  eyes  returned  to  normal.  “You  already  love  me.  It’s  bigger than I’ve ever seen before!” She moved to clasp both hands around Ren’s. The size difference was comedic. “And I saw you thinking about ice cream!” she cried, jostling his hand with hers. “It’s my very, very,  very favorite!” 

Ren threw back his head and laughed out loud. “She’s mine, alright,” he told them all, face full of pride. “What say we gather your things, and go get some ice cream right now, wee one?” 

“Yes! Please, please,  please!” 

Lucy  and  Roxy  were  ready  with  Charlotte’s  belongings—one  tiny  turquoise  suitcase,  as  ocean blue as her eyes. Rather than taking a long plane ride home straight away, they were staying in their beach house for the week. It had been an anniversary gift from Ren some years ago. 

They headed back to the car. Charlotte’s voice was music to Fourt’s ears as she called cheerful goodbyes to the bar patrons. She announced, several times and in different ways, that these were her fathers—it was as if she were trying it out, seeing how the idea fit. 

Fourt hoped she liked the room they’d set up for her at home when she finally saw it. Roxy had clued  them  in  to  Charlotte’s  favorite  color,  and  the  walls  back  home  almost  perfectly  matched  her suitcase. 

“Where  do  we  live?”  Charlotte  held  Ren’s  hand,  watching  with  curious  eyes  as  he  loaded  her suitcase into the back of their rental. 

“Well,  we  have  a  house  here,  but  it’s  for  vacations.  We  mainly  stay  on  the  other  side  of  the country,” Ren said, smiling down at her. “It’s a lot like Flagler, but different, too.” 

“Will I still have sunshine?” She studied him, expression turning serious. “And palm trees?” 

“Plenty of both,” he assured her as he collected the sunscreen. 

She dutifully allowed him to slather it all over her, shrieking with laughter when he let her dab a huge blob on his nose. Fourt watched on before taking a second to grab the leather journal and one of the  many  pens.  He  propped  a  foot  up  on  the  running  board,  putting  pen  to  paper  and  scribbling  the only thing he could think in that moment:  Our family—

 Family.  That  one  word,  with  all  its  many  definitions,  took  on  more  meaning  with  each  passing year. The pack had changed and grown and would continue to do so. The family tree branched up and out, their love so large it touched all the suns, stars, and moons in the sky. In return, it soaked up all the goodness the cosmos reflected back. 

Fourt’s heart warmed as he returned his focus to his new reality. 

Ren was telling Charlotte all about the cousins she was going to get to play with and about Blaze. 

She repeated all the names he told her, already winding up with questions about them. As Ren closed up the car, little footsteps rushed through the gravel around to Fourt’s side. 

A  tug  at  the  hem  of  his  t-shirt  caught  his  attention,  and  he  tossed  the  journal  and  pen  aside.  He slammed the car door, leaving the journal where it was. He could finish the thoughts he’d started to write later. What better way was there to fill that book than by making beautiful new memories? 

He  leaned  down  to  hear  his  daughter  whisper,  “I  dreamed  about  you,  and  I  was  so  happy  you were coming for me. I’m glad you’re finally here. You’re even better than in my dreams.” 

Fourt blinked away the tears that welled in his eyes, crouching before her. “I dreamed about you, too,” he whispered back. 

“Am I even better than in  your dreams?” 

Sweet laughter bubbled from Fourt’s throat. “A million, billion times.” 

Charlotte’s eyes rounded at the impossible number. “Really, really,  really?” 

Fourt nodded, giving her all his certainty. “No dreams I could ever have would have prepared me for this moment. That’s how happy I am.” 

When he opened his arms, Charlotte threw herself into them, delivering a hug so tight around his neck, he was sure he’d never felt anything like it. She planted a giant kiss on his cheek. “We’re going to get ice cream! What’s your favorite flavor?” 

“Hmmm. That’s a tough question.” Fourt scooped her up, pulling a sweet, musical laugh from her. 

“I  know,” she said, serious contemplation going on as she considered. “I like them  all.” 

“Then  we  should  try  them  all.”  Ren  led  them  to  the  sidewalk  in  the  direction  of  the  ice  cream shop. 

“That will take forever!” Charlotte told him with a giggle. 

“Sounds perfect to me,” Ren said, drawing another peal of delighted laughter from their daughter. 

He  leaned  in  close,  tucking  them  both  into  his  embrace.  “And  they  lived  happily  ever  after,”  he whispered to Fourt. 

And he was right. 
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Black Wolf

 A Black Wolf Series Novel:  Book One

Fifteen years ago, Grace witnessed a shocking event that changed her life forever. Ripped from her home and stripped of her memories, she has forged a new life and left the forgotten past behind. 

Then,  a  deadly  attack  drops  Grace  into  a  universe  of  magic  where  men  turn  to  wolves  and vampires are all too real. The encounter puts her face to face with Lathan Black - a man she believed existed only in her dreams. 

When a plot to overthrown Lathan's pack is uncovered, and Grace finds herself at the center, she chooses  to  enter  his  world  and  stand  by  his  side.  But  falling  in  love  with  Lathan  is  the  easy  part. 

Joining his pack means Grace must fulfill an extraordinary destiny she has never prepared for. 

Will she have the strength and courage to accept her fate and fight for true love? 
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Born Wolf

 A Black Wolf Series Novel:  Book Two

Avery is one tough wolf. Working and living on the outside of the law might be more fun, but it comes with dangerous side effects. When she gets backed into a corner and takes a risky shortcut to escape, she ends up gravely injured—and in the care of the last wolf she could ever want to see. Now she is stuck  depending  on  him  for  her  health  and  protection,  while  the  revolution  she  leads  is  moving forward without her. 

Diesel left behind his career as a law enforcement agent with UNITY to pursue a quiet life as the second-in-command of his family’s pack. Or, at least, that’s what he’s been telling himself since he retired. When Avery falls into his life, she brings with her memories of the job he left behind and the losses he has suffered. The only thing he wants is to get her out of his hair as quickly as possible. That might be easier if his pack leader wasn’t hell-bent on making him Avery’s private guard dog. 

A journey into Avery’s seedy world shows Diesel his beloved rules and regulations might not be as  perfect  as  he  thinks.  When  the  UNITY  universe  is  rocked  by  an  underground  movement  to overthrow the government, Avery and Diesel find themselves working side by side to defend the life they know. Only problem? They’re not defending the same ideals. 

In  the  midst  of  the  turmoil,  an  unexpected  passion  sparks  between  them.  Can  their  newfound feelings survive the biggest threat their universe has encountered? 
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Blood Wolf

 A Black Wolf Series Novel: Book Three

All  Emmeline  Lawrence  wants  in  life  is  perfection.  The  perfect  home,  the  perfect  car,  the  perfect career—everything would be flawless if she could just get one cantankerous shifter out of her mind. 

As her thirtieth birthday approaches, Em forms a plan to move past Thorne for good: find the perfect man—or  any  man—as  long  as  he  isn’t  a  wolf.  Fate  provides,  but  when  Em  gets  exactly  what  she wants, will it be what she needs? 

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

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

 A Black Wolf Series Novel: Book Four

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

From  the  moment  they  met,  Riley  Black  has  been  unable  to  ignore  the  way  Morgan  affects  him. 

One look at her, though, and all he can see is a past full of dark memories and secrets he must keep to save his own life. One touch and the truth is clear: she’s not his mate. It doesn’t stop his desire for her or his wolf’s urge to keep her safe. 

Chaos threatens to reign when dangerous truths are finally revealed. Morgan must decide which side  she’s  on  while  Riley  must  choose  between  owning  up  to  his  actions  or  losing  the  one  woman who might heal his broken soul. Will they find the strength and courage to fight the demons of the past in the battle for eternal love? 
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Bright Wolf

 A Black Wolf Series Novel: Book Five

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

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

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

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

The  Black  Wolf  Series  is  a  paranormal  romance  series  set  in  the  UNITY  universe.  It  revolves around  the  members  of  the  Black  pack  and  their  mates  as  they  find  their  ways  to  the  lives  Fate  has prepared  for  them.  This  series  is  all  about  the  courage  and  strength  it  takes  to  find  true  love—and learning who you truly are in the process. Each book in the series is HEA and mostly cliffhanger-free. 

It features strong female leads, hot men with occasional alpha tendencies, a warm and loving pack environment, LGBTQ characters, steamy hot sex scenes, and a humorous tone. 
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