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Preface

 Angel in Embers is a coming-of-age shifter paranormal romance and is the final book in the Supernatural Community series. Buckle up and enjoy the last ride! Recommended reading age is 18+. 

Chapter 1

I leaned back in the front passenger seat of Logan’s car as we drove on a barren, winding gravel road through Wyoming’s wilderness. The car dipped when we hit a pothole. The road wasn’t exactly user-friendly. 

A sign flashed by my window.  Hidden Creek, 10 Miles.  My heart rate increased. We would be in Logan’s hometown within fifteen minutes. 

“Hidden  Creek.”  I  played  with  a  lock  of  my  long  blond  hair.  “That’s  quite  fitting.  I  suppose that’s why your pack chose this area? Because it’s so remote?” 

Logan gave me a crooked smile. “That and this area is heavily infused with magic. A number of portals are around here, more than what is considered normal.” 

“Oh, right,” I replied as my knee jittered like a jackhammer up and down. 

Logan traced a finger across my cheek, halting my nervous movements. “I know this isn’t easy on you  since  you’re  worried  they  won’t  accept  you  because  you’re  not  a  werewolf,  but  I  think  they’ll come to love you.” 

 You mean if they don’t demand you stay with Crystal? 

But I kept that comment to myself as my dark and light powers stirred at his touch. “I hope you’re right.” 

“I am. You’ll see.” 

With that, I turned back to the window, biting my lip despite his confidence. 

It was hard to believe we’d been on a remote mountain north of Boise only the previous night. 

That trip had been a surprise, and Logan had carried me in his arms to the top. At the peak, a vivid view  spread  out  before  us,  searing  into  my  memory  as  he  laid  out  a  blanket  and  made  love  to  me beneath the stars. 

After several hours alone on the mountain, in which we had enjoyed our last night as a couple shielded from his pack duties, reality had called. 

So much had changed in so little time. Only a few months had passed since I met Logan. At the beginning of August, I’d been a supernatural healer who toured the country and healed the sick. I’d thought I was the only supernatural in the world. 

That  all  changed  when  the  man  who  I  believed  was  my  father  began  threatening  me.  I’d  hired Logan to be my bodyguard, and Logan Smith had blown into my life like a tornado, destroying all of my ill-conceived perceptions of reality. Once my pseudo-father had been dealt with, I traveled with Logan to the supernatural community’s main location in Boise, Idaho. 

Boise  held  not  only  the  Supernatural  Forces’  headquarters—the  community’s  version  of  law enforcement and military combined—but also the marketplace. Supernaturals from around the world traveled to  Idaho  to mingle  in  the marketplace,  because  as  it turned  out,  I was  one  of   thousands  of supernaturals. 

However, I was unique in one aspect. As I’d recently learned, I was only half witch. The other half of me descended from a full-blooded angel and not just any angel but an archangel. 

I still didn’t know much about my true father, only that he’d met my distant grandmother, a full-blooded witch, in the Mediterranean over a thousand years ago, but I still carried his mark. My long blond hair, turquoise eyes, and unique light and dark powers came from him. 

Those angel powers had given me the ability to heal and provided me with a means to make a living, but my full family’s history continued to elude me. 

I  still  intended  to  find  out  what  happened  to  the  Gresham  women  and  why  we’d  lost  our  dark power for generations, but first, I needed to stop a wedding so Logan and I could actually be together. 

I tried again to calm the nerves fluttering in my stomach before tilting my head his way. “I know it’s  not  easy  on  you  either.  It’s  not  like  being  forced  into  a  marriage  is  something  everyone  dreams of.” 

A  veiled  look  covered  his  warm  brown  eyes,  but  with  a  blink,  that  haunting  emotion disappeared. “We’ll find a way to stop the wedding. I won’t marry her.” 

An image of who  her was flashed through my mind. Crystal, with her tall, lithe build and long brown hair, had been Logan’s betrothed since he was a child. 

“I  wish  it  were  as  easy  as  you  saying  no.  Then  I  wouldn’t  have  to  come  home  with  you  only weeks before your wedding.” 

“I know it will be awkward, but I want them to see that I’m serious about you. I wish I could say no to this marriage and all of my responsibilities would disappear, but you know what happens if I refuse.” 

“Right.  Your  family  would  be  dishonored.  Crystal’s  family  would  be  dishonored,  then  you would all be duty bound to go to war with one another.” 

“Not necessarily duty bound. Crystal’s family may be angry enough that they would  want war.” 

“And what about your family?” 

Logan  stiffened,  his  hands  tightening  around  the  steering  wheel.  We  sailed  around  a  turn, weaving deeper into the mountains. “My parents would be angry too.” 

I grumbled. 

“You know,” he said, “when I talk about this arranged marriage stuff aloud, it all sounds rather

—” 

“Barbaric? Archaic? A bit  behind the times?” 

“All of the above, I guess, but tradition is tradition. The only reason werewolves have survived as long as we have is because we’ve followed our traditions. Long ago, those traditions kept us alive and hidden.” 

“Well, your hometown is most definitely hidden. I mean, look at this place.” I gestured out my window  at  the  thick  trees  and  mountainous  terrain.  Snowy  patches  graced  the  shaded  areas.  Even though  it  was  only  October,  winter  was  coming  to  the  Wyoming  mountain  range.  “Your  pack  is already  detached  from  normal  society,  and  you  guys  are  barely  involved  in  the  supernatural community way out here. Why the need for arranged marriages in today’s world, even if it kept you safe in the past?” 

Logan  scowled,  his  handsome  features  twisting  into  a  look  of  disgust.  “It  all  boils  down  to dominance.  Arranged  marriages  within  the  dominant  families  are  still  highly  valued  in  werewolf packs because their offspring are more likely to be dominant and carry on the alpha title.” 

“Right.” I sighed. “And dominance means power, and who wouldn’t want that.” 

He settled a large hand on my thigh, his warmth seeping through my jeans when he squeezed. 

I’d  experienced  Logan’s  dominance  firsthand.  Even  though  I  didn’t  carry  a  drop  of  werewolf blood, I still responded to his power, as did every supernatural creature within his vicinity. The first time he’d unleashed his full alpha magic it was enough to bring me to my knees. 

I could understand a family’s motivation to keep that power. 

 Ugh.  I took a deep breath as aching frustration rushed over me. “How are we ever going to be

together?  How  are  we  ever  going  to  convince  your  family  and  Crystal’s  family  that  your  marriage isn’t in everyone’s best interest, dominance or not?” 

Logan’s eyes glowed with that golden light that indicated he was feeling a heightened emotion. 

He squeezed my thigh again. “I don’t know, Dar. I really don’t know, but I’ll be damned if I don’t try to find a way.” 

Energy emanated from Logan like a pulsing star the closer we got to Hidden Creek. 

I leaned forward to peer out the window when the first signs of human habitation appeared. An old barn and some rusty equipment stashed in the woods flashed by the window. Next came a house hidden deep within the trees with a gravel drive and an old Ford parked by a swing set. 

A well-kept sign came next as more houses appeared.  Hidden Creek, Population 9,927. 

“We’re here,” Logan said, his tone apprehensive. 

He drove into the small town, and I took a deep breath, bracing myself for what was to come. 

Chapter 2

A grid of streets appeared as we cruised into the town’s center. 

“The entire business area downtown is only five blocks by five blocks.” Logan’s hands gripped the steering wheel tighter, making it squeak. “We’re a ranching community so most of the pack lives outside of town, but the community center is where everyone gathers.” 

Logan pointed at a large building with a sloping roof a few blocks away. The building covered two  blocks.  “All  pack  members  are  welcome  there.  Breakfast  is  served  every  morning  and  dinner every night by the Omegals—the least dominant wolves’ wives. Anyone can stop by for a hot meal at the beginning or end of their day, and on weekends, three full meals are served.” 

 Omegals?  “So the Omegals are women married to the least dominant men and they cook for the entire pack?” 

“That’s right.” 

“But  doesn’t  an  omega  in  a  wolf  pack  mean  it’s  the  punching  bag  of  the  pack?  That  the  more dominant wolves take out their aggression on the omegas? Is that how the Omegals are treated?” 

He  made  a  disgruntled  face.  “Nobody  gets  punched,  but  you’re  right,  the  word   Omegals  does derive from omega, which in a wolf pack means the lowest-ranking wolf.” 

“So if the low-ranking wives do the cooking, what do their husbands do?” 

“They work as ranch hands.” 

“And their daughters? Are they in the kitchen too?” 

“Usually, unless they need an extra set of hands ranching or are needed for other duties.” 

I grumbled. “That sounds so sexist.” 

Logan grimaced. “I know. Most of the guys in my generation are aware that we’re a few decades behind the rest of society, but again, tradition—” 

“Rules all. I’m really starting to see that now.” 

“It’s not all bad, though. We look after our own, women and men. You mess with one of us, you mess with all of us.” 

A shiver ran down my spine. The edge in his tone, hinting at the alpha within, always did that to me. 

“So  is  the  community  center  like  a  soup  kitchen  or  something?”  I  asked.  “For  those  that  don’t have enough money to eat?” I craned my neck to see the building better as we sailed passed it. Two kids, not much older than seven or eight, played on a jungle gym outside. 

“It’s  not  a  soup  kitchen,  and  no,  it’s  not  for  those  with  less  money.  It’s  for  anyone.  Its  main purpose is to give us a place to socialize. You have to remember that werewolves are pack animals. 

We’re very social. And remember what happens if we don’t stay with our packs and stay social?” 

“You become rogues and turn murderous.” 

“Exactly. Socialization is not only encouraged but necessary.” 

My gaze drifted to the shops lining the next street. A hardware store, a craft store, a small grocer, and several clothing stores encompassed the block. Small but simple storefronts filled my view. 

Essentially, everything one needed to live a comfortable life could be found in the tiny town. 

At the next street, a group of teenage girls sat inside a diner, around a corner table, all four of them slurping milkshakes. 

“What happens to werewolf women if they don’t socialize?” I asked. “Do they go rogue too?” I tried to imagine the group of girls turning into murderous rogues but couldn’t. 

Logan shook his head and turned the corner, waving at a small group standing by the crosswalk. 

Only one man stood in the group. His eyes widened before he nodded respectfully. 

Logan shifted his attention back to me. “No, women won’t ever turn into rogues if they leave the pack,  but  depression  is  common  in  werewolf  women  who  leave  to  marry  a  normal  human.  Even though  werewolf  women  don’t  turn  into  wolves,  they  still  carry  the  werewolf  gene.  They  can’t  run from their true nature any more than men can.” 

“Your true nature being the need to stay with your own kind?” 

“Yeah, that’s part of it.” 

I  leaned  back  as  Logan  drove  past  the  last  downtown  street  in  Hidden  Creek.  In  front  of  us, houses lined the road, and a residential neighborhood appeared. 

Ahead of us, a hill rose in the distance. At the top, a large log home-style mansion stood amidst thick trees. A porch wrapped around the front of the home, and windows galore lined the walls. 

I pointed at it. “Is that the town hotel or something?” 

“No.” Logan smiled wanly. “That’s my parents’ house.” 

“Seriously?” I gulped and slid lower in my seat. “Why is it so big?” 

“The alpha always lives in a large house. Pack meetings can take days at a time, in which case, the  higher-ranking  pack  members  stay  with  the  alpha.  Rooms  are  also  offered  to  lower-ranking wolves who hit hard times. The alpha’s job is to look after and provide for his pack. Sometimes that means giving pack members a place to stay.” 

“Are we staying at your parents’ house?” 

“No. I have my own house in the neighborhood. We’ll just be at my parents’ for the evening.” 

I let out a sigh of relief but still played with my shirt collar, my wool sweater suddenly feeling scratchy.  “It’s  too  bad  Jake,  Alexander,  and  Brodie  couldn’t  have  joined  us.  At  least  then  I  would have known a few people.” 

“They’ll be here in a few weeks. Pack duties require them to be here for—” He made a face and cupped the back of his neck. 

 For the wedding . . . 

He didn’t say it, but I knew that was the duty he was referring to. 

“Have you heard from them since we left?” I asked. 

“No. They’re probably too busy with construction right now to bother with me.” 

Logan’s SF member pack brothers had stayed behind to help with building and cleaning up the SF headquarters. Most of the Supernatural Forces’ buildings had been demolished in Stephen’s attack the previous week. The crazy, power-hungry sorcerer who’d unleashed dragons and demons from the underworld had been hell-bent on destroying the SF. 

Luckily, he’d failed. 

But  Stephen’s  destruction  had  stretched  far  and  wide.  Because  of  all  that  had  happened  in  the battle, almost all SF members had been displaced since the barracks had been destroyed. 

Mike, Cecile, and I had welcomed Logan and his pack brothers into the bus following Stephen’s attack.  My  home  on  wheels  had  survived  the  battle  thanks  to  Daniel,  my  full-blooded  angel  friend who’d had the foresight to whisk Cecile and Mike to safety. 

Other  SF  members  either  were  living  in  makeshift  refugee  tents  within  the  SF  headquarters  or had  returned  to  their  home  states  to  continue  working  in  their  SF  positions  while  headquarters  was rebuilt. 

In one way or another, everyone was helping with cleanup, rebuilding, or maintaining the peace during reconstruction. 

Thankfully,  the  witches  knew  rather  useful  spells  that  put  my  telekinetic  magic  to  shame. 

Whereas I could lift small objects with my witch magic, they could lift entire slabs of concrete and reconstruct buildings that hadn’t been completely turned to ash by the dragon fire. 

Xanthia’s dragons had come in handy too. Before the sorcerers had helped to return the dragons to  the  underworld,  the  dragons  had  burned  all  of  the  debris  under  her  command.  Since  dragon  fire could burn anything—literally  anything—charred ground and ash had filled the headquarters’ fields before we left. A week ago, the fields had been mountainous piles of rubble. 

Most of the dirty work had been done by the time we’d departed that morning, but the rebuilding had  only  just  begun.  Even  with  all  of  the  magical  abilities  the  elite  SF  members  governed,  to  fully rebuild would take at least another month. 

“Almost there.” Logan slowed the car. The large hill stood directly to my right. 

As  the  driveway  appeared,  I  briefly  pictured  my  dragon-trainer  friend,  Xanthia  Cummings.  I wished  she  could  have  joined  us—anything  not  to  face  Logan’s  entire  pack  on  my  own—but  she’d flown back to California earlier in the week. She lived near her mom there when she wasn’t training dragons in the underworld. 

I pulled out my cell phone. I’d texted Xanthia half a dozen times in the past week with no reply. 

Logan had said she would forgive me eventually for killing her dragon Quaneely during the battle, but it was starting to feel like she never would. 

Still… I could hope. 

I sent her a quick text. 

 Just arrived in Logan’s hometown and about to meet his parents. Wish me luck. 

I bit my lip before adding:

 I miss talking to you. Hope to hear from you soon? 

I frowned. A part of me knew I was starting to sound desperate, but I didn’t think I’d imagined the friendship budding between Xanthia and me. 

After all,  we’d  been through  a  lot in  a  very  short time.  Killing  demons in  hell  together  wasn’t something most friends could claim they’d experienced. 

Before I lost my nerve, I hit Send and was about to stuff my phone back into my purse when it dinged. 

“Is that Xanthia?” Logan asked as we drove up the steep driveway. 

My excitement was dashed when I saw the text. “No, just Cecile.” 

I  figured  she  was  checking  up  on  me,  probably  wanting  to  make  sure  I  arrived  safely,  but  my frown grew as I read it. 

“What’s  wrong?”  Logan  asked  when  we  reached  the  top  of  the  drive.  He  swung  around  the paved turnaround and backed into one of the parking spots at the side of the huge home. Heavy-duty pickup trucks filled the other spots. 

I read the text again before replying. “Cecile said there’s only a few hundred dollars left in our checking account, and she got a message this morning from one of my clients that I was supposed to see on my last tour. A little boy with cancer that I should have healed weeks ago was just given less

than a month to live by his doctors.” 

My  heart  thudded  as  my  powers  stirred.  Guilt  flooded  me,  again  reminding  me  of  my  true purpose. 

I was a Gresham. Our life’s work had always been dedicated to others, and since I’d discovered who my true father was, I understood why. 

My light and dark powers roiled beneath my skin, in sync with one another, and for a moment, my skin lit up as my angel powers rushed to the surface. 

“Crap,” I whispered when my hands suddenly resembled a soft-glow lightbulb. 

Logan cut the engine and put his hand over mine, his large, warm palm completely covering my skin. “It’s all right, Dar. Just take a moment.” 

I  closed  my  eyes  and  focused  on  the  radiant  energy  and  cool  power  flowing  simultaneously through my veins. During the past week, when my dark and light existed freely, I’d slowly adjusted to the feeling of absolute power rippling through me at all times. 

To feel like a volcano that was capable of exploding at any moment wasn’t exactly easy to adjust to, but according to Daniel, that was how all “normal” angels lived. 

However, I hadn’t been a  normal angel for more than a week. 

Breathing deeply, I imagined pulling in the molten lava of my light and the icy rivers of my dark until  they  existed  away  from  my  skin.  A  few  more  deep  breaths,  and  my  skin  didn’t  tingle  quite  as much. 

Opening my eyes, I breathed a sigh of relief. 

My glow had disappeared. 

“Oh good. It worked.” The last thing I wanted was to meet Logan’s family while looking like a nightlight. 

“So . . .” Logan pulled his hand back then cleared his throat. “Do you need money?” 

“No,” I replied immediately. “We’ll manage.” 

Logan sighed but didn’t argue. He knew I hated taking anyone’s handout, but still, if Cecile had texted me about money, then things were getting bad. 

Another text from Cecile dinged. 

My eyes widened. “Double crap,” I whispered. 

Cecile had sent a picture of our latest bank statement. We currently had $398.21 in our account. 

That was barely enough money to buy gas to start a new tour. 

A  feeling  of  dread  formed  in  the  pit  of  my  stomach  just  as  the  front  door  to  Logan’s  parents’

home banged open. A young woman flew through the door, long brown hair flying behind her. 

“Logan!” she called and waved before bounding down the steps toward us. 

I typed a hasty reply to Cecile, telling her that I would call her later, before shoving my phone into my purse and doing a quick check of my appearance in the visor’s mirror. 

“That’s my sister, Lila,” Logan said, a smile on his face. “Are you ready to meet everyone?” 

More  people  appeared  on  the  porch,  coming  from  the  log-home-mansion-that-was-really-a-hotel’s front door. 

“I thought you only had one brother and one sister.” 

At least a dozen people stood on the porch. 

“I do. Those are higher-ranking pack members. They probably heard I was coming home.” 

My  stomach  flipped  just  as  a  squeal  came  through  the  window.  Lila  wrenched  open  Logan’s door and did a happy dance. 

“Oh my gosh! It’s so good to have you home!” 

Logan  laughed  and  stepped  out,  wrapping  his  sister  in  a  hug.  I  opened  my  door,  and  the  cold mountain air flowed across my cheeks. With a hammering heart, I waited. 

Lila  kept  babbling  nonstop  to  Logan,  completely  holding  his  attention.  That  wouldn’t  have bothered me at all, if not for the dozens of pack members staring at me like I was last week’s garbage someone had forgotten to take out. 

One particular set of eyes caught my notice. They shot daggers at me as her tall, lithe body and familiar brown hair moved within the group and pushed through the crowd, coming to the front. 

Crystal crossed her arms when our gazes met. 

The  dread  in  my  stomach  grew.  Not  only  would  I  be  meeting  Logan’s  family  but  apparently members of the pack, too, and  that would all happen while his fiancée watched. 

Chapter 3

 Awkward. Awkward. Double shit. Awkward. Why is this my life? 

It  took  everything  in  me  not  to  loosen  the  scratchy  collar  of  my  sweater  and  take  off  at  a  run down  the  driveway.  At  least  two  dozen  people  stared  at  me  from  the  house  that  really  should  be called a hotel. 

But then I remembered why I was there. Logan wanted to be with me, and I wanted to be with him. We would have to work together to make that happen. 

I smiled and squared my shoulders. Even if Crystal was watching, I wasn’t going to cower in the corner. 

“Oh! Hi there!” Lila finally released Logan and cast a curious glance my way. “I didn’t see you. 

I’m Lila.” 

“Hi, I’m Daria,” I replied. 

Logan waved my way. “Lila, this is Daria Gresham. She’s my girlfriend. I brought her home to meet everyone.” 

“Girlfriend?”  Lila’s  eyebrows  shot  to  her  hairline  as  another  giggle  escaped  her.  She  leaned closer to Logan. “Does … um … Crystal know?” She said the last bit under her breath. 

“She knows.” Logan didn’t lower his voice. I was pretty sure the entire pack had heard him. 

The tension in my shoulders eased more when I realized Logan wasn’t backing down from his relationship with me.  We can do this. 

Logan came around the front of the car and put his arm around my shoulders. “You ready?” He gave my shoulders a soft squeeze. 

“Yeah, I’m ready. Should we go meet everyone?” 

Lila’s vivid hazel eyes watched my every move, her innocent curiosity somewhat endearing. She stood around five-eight and had an athletic build. Small, firm breasts pushed against her shirt, shiny hair hung down her back, and a few blemishes graced her cheeks. All of it hinted at her youth. 

If I remembered right, Logan had said she was sixteen, nine years younger than he was, and for whatever reason, if her expression was any indication, she seemed fascinated by my presence. 

Logan gave one of his drop-dead gorgeous, make-my-knees-go-weak smiles as he squeezed my shoulders again. “Here we go,” he whispered. 

As Logan and I walked toward the house, his arm didn’t drop. I leaned into his warm hard side and tried to ignore Crystal’s seething stare and the shock that emanated from his pack. 

A low murmur of conversation erupted among them. People’s heads dipped toward one another as whispered words flew in the breeze. 

Logan stiffened. I hadn’t caught anything that anybody said, but I guessed he had. A low growl rumbled from his chest. 

At  the  sound  of  that  low  warning,  several  pack  members  stopped  talking,  their  shoulders straightening and their postures growing rigid. However, a few men in the back continued whispering to one another. One even gave me an appreciative leer. 

A  comment  drifted  my  way  when  we  reached  the  stairs.  “I’ve  never  heard  of  a  future  alpha bringing his mistress to meet the pack, but that rose scent smells damn good.” 

A chuckle followed his comment, followed by another person’s laugh. 

Someone else murmured, “I heard she was a virgin.” 

“Ah, that explains it.” 

I stopped, my feet glued to the pavement. I wanted to wither and disappear right there. 

 Mistress? Freakin’  mistress ? And they know that I was a virgin when Logan and I met? 

I glanced up at Logan. His square jaw had set in a rigid line, the muscle in the corner ticking. 

Blood pounded through the artery in his neck as he stared hard at a few men in the back. A push of alpha power emanated from him. 

Everyone shuffled their feet and dropped their gazes, including the men who had spoken. Their mouths clamped shut. Nobody uttered another word. 

A  moment  passed  before  Logan  sucked  his  power  back  into  his  body.  Strangely,  I  hadn’t  felt overly affected by it, but I didn’t have time to ponder that, since Crystal sauntered down the steps. 

“Logan,”  she  purred  and  shot  me  another  contemptuous  glare.  “I  see  you  returned  for  our wedding.” She reached for his hand. 

As if I didn’t exist. 

But Logan pulled back before she could touch him, and the crowd’s intake of breath followed. 

“Yes, I’ve returned home, and I’ve brought somebody very special with me. Everybody, I’d like you to meet Daria Gresham. She’s my girlfriend, and she’ll be staying here with me while we visit.” 

 Visit?  That was how he categorized our presence for his upcoming wedding celebrations? 

Man oh man, how I wished he’d prepared me more for what was to come. All I thought would happen  when  we  arrived  was  that  I’d  meet  his  mom,  dad,  sister,  and  brother,  and  heck,  maybe  a family dog or two, if werewolves even kept pets … but two dozen pack members and his fiancée? 

 Holy awkwardness. 

“Logan?” a woman said from the back of the crowd. 

The pack parted, some dipping their heads, as a regal-looking woman drifted to the front of the porch.  She  descended  the  stairs  and  moved  to  Crystal’s  side,  her  hand  sliding  down  Crystal’s  arm until their fingers intertwined. 

“I see you’ve brought a guest for dinner. I’ll make sure another place is set.” 

Even though the woman hadn’t looked at me, I still felt her angry energy. It simmered in her, like a kettle about to blow its lid. 

“Mother.” Logan smiled and dropped his arm from around my shoulders before stepping toward her. He dipped his head and kissed her on the cheek. 

His  mother’s  face  softened  when  she  embraced  him.  “It’s  good  to  see  you  home  safe.”  She hugged him tightly, holding him for a moment longer than most mothers would with a casual hug. 

But  as  soon  as  she  let  go,  the  warmth  in  her  expression  disappeared.  She  eyed  me  again disapprovingly before interlocking her fingers with Crystal’s again. 

Logan returned to my side. “Daria, this is my mom, Laura.” 

I  swallowed  self-consciously,  but  before  I  could  say  hello,  she  turned  her  attention  back  to Logan.  “Your  father  is  away  at  the  moment,  tending  to  something  with  the  cattle,  but  he’ll  be  back soon. I hope you’re hungry. The Omegals have prepared a feast for your return.” 

Logan frowned, his mouth opening, but Lila rushed forward. 

“You’re  going  to  love  it!”  she  gushed.  “Cream  of  asparagus  soup,  beef  tenderloin,  buttermilk biscuits,  crème  brûlée,  and  a  whole  slew  of  your  other  favorite  dishes.  The  Omegals  have  really outdone themselves this time. You know, with the wedding coming up and all of the cooking they’ll do for that, and the cooking for the celebrations, they’ve been practicing—” 

Her cheeks turned pink when she darted a glance my way. “I mean…” She shuffled from foot to

foot, looking as awkward as I felt. “I just mean you’re going to love the food.” 

After that, everyone fell quiet again, the pack staring down at us like portraits in a museum. 

I  stepped  forward  and  extended  my  hand,  hoping  against  hope  that  my  angel  powers  would continue behaving. “Thank you for inviting me into your home, Laura.” 

Hand  extended,  I  stood  there,  because  I  had  to  say   something   to  defuse  the  situation.  The  last thing I needed was to give his mom, sister, and pack members a reason to think I was a tongue-tied moron whom Logan only kept around cause of her big boobs. 

Laura stiffened, but at least she looked at me when she replied icily, “Of course. We’d never be so rude as to turn away a guest.” 

With that, she twirled away, Crystal still at her side. I dropped my hand, humiliation burning my cheeks. Crystal smirked at me over her shoulder before climbing the steps hand-in-hand with Logan’s mom. 

At the top, the pack parted for the alpha’s wife and future alpha’s fiancée like the Red Sea. 

It didn’t take a genius to see that the pair commanded respect. 

I swallowed down my anger and embarrassment at being so blatantly snubbed. 

If their response was any indication of what was to come, I had no idea how Logan thought his pack accepting me was even possible. 

∞     ∞     ∞

“That was seriously the most awkward introduction I could have imagined.” I sat on Logan’s bed in his childhood bedroom. 

Logan  stood  with  his  hands  in  his  pockets.  Around  us,  rock  posters  hung  on  the  walls,  an  old dresser stood by a large desk, and a small TV with an Xbox sat in the corner. 

The window revealed the setting sun. Outside, the beautiful Wyoming mountains turned purple. It was nearly seven o’clock, the designated time for the big homecoming dinner. In other words, the fun had just started. 

Logan’s brow furrowed, and he crouched at my side. “I know. I’m sorry. That went worse than I thought it would too.” 

As soon as we’d climbed the porch steps, Logan had ushered me into the house only to find more pack members waiting inside. 

A  sea  of  luxurious  furnishings,  numerous  rooms,  murmured  conversation,  and  ever-watchful glances  had  passed  by  us  as  Logan  showed  me  to  his  room.  He’d  obviously  realized  I  needed  a moment. 

I ran a hand through my hair. “How could we have thought this would go well at all? You were coming  home  for  your  wedding  celebrations  and  brought  your   girlfriend  along.  And  to  them,  it’s probably a double insult, since I’m not even a werewolf.” 

The bed dipped beside me, and I slid against Logan’s side. 

My  angel  powers  rolled.  Thank  goodness  they  hadn’t  pushed  to  the  surface  when  my  anxiety spiked.  Silver linings, I suppose. 

If anything, the nerve-wracking introductions had shown me that I’d become more competent at existing with my powers. 

It  would  have  been  beyond  embarrassing  if  I’d  started  glowing  like  a  firework.  I  could  have even  exploded like a firework if the situation had gotten bad enough. A few weeks before, I would have. 

Logan  brushed  a  finger  across  my  cheek  tenderly.  “They’re  just  shocked.  I’m  the  first  future alpha  that  has  ever  brought  a  girlfriend  that  wasn’t  his  intended  fiancée  home.  Most  people  in  our pack have accepted the arranged marriages when the time comes. I’m the first to outright shun it.” 

I angled toward him. “I heard someone call me a mistress.” 

Logan stiffened, his expression darkening. “I know. I heard that too.” He opened his mouth to say something more, but a soft knock on the door interrupted. 

“Are you guys ready for dinner?” Lila popped her head in. 

Behind her stood another pack member. He appeared to be in his early twenties, stood around Logan’s height, and had dark hair and dark eyes. He was also a younger-looking version of Logan. In other words, I was about to meet his brother. 

Logan grinned. “Hey, Lucas.” 

Lila pushed open the door, and she and her brother barreled inside. 

I watched them laugh and hug each other in greeting. 

Logan hadn’t been kidding when he said that werewolves were affectionate people. There was no awkwardness or hesitation when they touched. All of them embraced, kissed, and stood close to one another. 

Only last month, I would have jumped out of my skin if someone had tried to stand that close to me. 

I  toyed  with  my  fingers,  a  low  pulse  of  anxiety  again  making  my  stomach  churn.  My  powers strummed in response, that ever-present feeling of absolute power strangely comforting as it slid in hot and cold rivers through my veins. 

Maybe, just maybe, I could learn to be comfortable with Logan’s pack and interact like they did. 

At least I could touch people. I was pretty sure if I had never learned how to touch others, everything about our  visit would have been a complete and total disaster. 

“So you must be Daria Gresham.” Lucas pushed past Logan and cocked an eyebrow at me. 

“That’s me.” I stood and held out my hand. 

He looked at it, an amused expression filling his face, before he ignored it and pulled me into a hug. 

The  breath  flew  out  of  me  when  he  crushed  me  to  his  chest.  Thankfully,  my  angel  powers continued  to  swim  in  harmony  together,  giving  no  indication  of  growing  out  of  control.  Daniel  had been right. As long as I didn’t try to control them, everything stayed fine. 

Lucas  squeezed  me  one  last  time  before  letting  go,  his  eyebrow  rising  again  as  he  held  me  at arms’  length  and  looked  me  over.  “They  said  you  were  good  looking,  and  damn,  they  weren’t kidding.” 

My jaw dropped with surprise as Logan elbowed Lucas, a growl coming from deep in his throat. 

But  Lucas  just  laughed.  “Calm  down,  bro.  I’m  not  hitting  on  her.  Just  making  an  observation. 

Besides, you have nothing to worry about. I’ve got someone now too. Didn’t ya hear?” 

Logan’s eyebrows shot up. “Who?” 

“Amelia Saunders.” Lila played with a lock of her hair, a grin on her face. “They’ve been dating for over six months. You know, if you came home more often, you’d already know that.” 

“And last week, we got engaged,” Lucas added. 

“Engaged?”  Logan  thumped  his  brother’s  back  in  another  hug.  “Shit,  Lucas.  I  had  no  idea. 

Congratulations! Why didn’t you call to tell me?” 

Lucas laughed. “I wanted to tell you in person. Otherwise, I would have.” 

“Well, I’m home now. So fill me in on what I’ve missed.” 

Logan  slung  an  arm  around  my  shoulders  as  Lucas  launched  into  an  in-depth  account  of  how amazing Amelia was. 

The four of us left the room and headed toward the stairs. I couldn’t help but look around. The inside of their parents’ home was as extravagant as it was huge. 

An entire wing of the house was designated for guestrooms. Another wing had been dedicated to Logan,  Lucas,  and  Lila,  and  the  entire  top  floor  encompassed  their  parents’  rooms.  I  could  only imagine what was up there. 

Obviously,  being  alpha  came  with  its  perks,  but  I  honestly  didn’t  know  if  I  could  ever  feel comfortable living in such a big house. It was the complete opposite of my tour bus. 

As we approached the stairs, conversation from below drifted up the stairwell. Heavenly scents accompanied it too. 

“I  hope  you’re  hungry,”  Logan  murmured  as  we  began  to  descend  the  wide,  curving  staircase. 

“These dinners can last several hours, and there’s always a lot of food.” 

My eyebrows shot up.  Several hours?  Somehow, I managed a tight smile. 

I did take comfort in Logan’s unwavering support, though. It didn’t seem to matter what his pack or family thought. He was staying at my side even if it was unheard of. 

When we reached the bottom of the stairs, the conversation around us hushed. 

“There’s someone I would like you to meet,” Logan said. 

An older gentleman stepped away from the crowd. Everybody hustled to get out of his way. 

Considering his tall, strong build, dark hair, chocolate-brown eyes, square jaw, and firm lips—

all of which made a striking resemblance to my boyfriend—I knew he had to be Logan’s father. 

His father’s expression gave away nothing as he approached, but his gaze flickered over me. 

When he reached Logan’s side, he embraced him, showing no lack of hesitation. “Logan. You’ve returned at last.” 

“Dad, how you been?” Logan returned the hug, but a tense energy hung around him. The earlier ease with which he’d embraced his mother was absent. 

“Good, and it’s nice to have you back.” His dad pulled away, his tone taking on an edge. “It’s about time you stepped up to your duties.” 

Logan’s mouth tightened, but he didn’t respond. 

His  father  glanced  my  way  with  an  impossible-to-read-expression.  “And  who  do  we  have here?” 

“This is my girlfriend, Daria Gresham. Daria, this is my father, the alpha of the Wyoming pack, Samuel Smith.” 

Samuel squinted. “Why is that name familiar?” 

“She’s rather well known in the community,” Logan replied. “Daria’s a supernatural healer and world renowned for what she does.” 

“Really?” Lila’s hazel eyes turned to saucers. 

Lucas continued to watch, his hands stuffed into his pockets as an enlightened expression filled his face. “Oh yeah. I think I’ve heard of you. You can cure anyone of any disease, right?” 

“That’s right,” I replied. 

Samuel nodded. “Of course. That’s where I’ve heard the name, but I thought you weren’t part of the community. So how did you meet Logan?” 

Apparently,  news  didn’t  travel  very  fast  to  Hidden  Creek,  only  adding  to  my  suspicions  that Logan’s  pack  was  somewhat  removed  from  the  everyday  community  gossip.  And  it  appeared  that Logan did not feel the need to keep his parents informed on who he dated.  Lovely. 

I cleared my throat. “Up until a few months ago, I didn’t know about the community, but when I hired Logan to be my bodyguard, that all changed.” 

Lila’s jaw dropped. “Why did you need a bodyguard?” 

I gave her a wan smile. “It’s a long story.” 

Samuel held out his hand. “Well, it’s nice to meet you, Daria Gresham.” 

I couldn’t tell if he actually found it  nice to meet me or not. That veiled expression still covered his eyes. 

Regardless, I placed my cool palm into his, feeling proud of myself that I had learned to shake hands without going haywire. 

Samuel pumped my hand twice, his gaze never drifting away. 

The intensity of his stare made me want to fidget, and my dark power stirred, the coldness of it increasing. A subtle push of alpha power strummed from him. 

I  had  the  most  ridiculous  urge  to  drop  my  gaze  to  the  floor,  but  I  held  my  ground  as  my  dark power grew, and I didn’t look away. 

Another stronger push came from him. 

The  desire  to  look  away  increased,  but  I  continued  to  make  eye  contact  as  my  dark  power created a protective shield around me. 

Samuel’s  eyebrows  drew  together  so  faintly  that  I  almost  missed  it.  After  a  moment,  he  said quietly, “Interesting,” before dropping my hand. 

He  finally  shifted  his  attention  away  from  me,  and  that  crazy  urge  to  submit  disappeared.  I released the breath I’d been holding as my dark power calmed. 

But  before  I  could  ponder  what  exactly  had  just  happened  between  Samuel  and  me,  Logan’s father  turned  to  his  pack  and  spread  his  arms  wide.  “Our  future  alpha  has  returned.  Let  the celebrations begin!” 

Logan put his arm around my shoulders again, a subtle glow lighting his eyes. “That was rather impressive,” he whispered. His tone held a hint of pride. 

“What was?” 

But the crowd had erupted into cheers, and everyone was raising their drinks, making any further conversation difficult. 

Logan just squeezed me and pulled me forward. 

I swallowed the lump in my throat as all of the pack members’ gazes once again fell on me. 

Laura and Crystal still stood side by side toward the back of the room. Both of their icy stares made my stomach flip. 

“You ready for this?” Logan asked as the pack slowly encircled us. 

I  figured  it  was  a  rhetorical  question  but  squared  my  shoulders  and  shoved  my  previous insecurities down. Enough was enough. I was a grown woman, and no pack was going to run me off just because I wasn’t one of them. 

“No, but I’m not about to run away. I’ve been through hell and back, literally, so there’s no way I’m not giving this a decent shot.” 

Logan grinned. “That’s my girl.” 

Chapter 4

Logan  ushered  me  through  the  crowd.  “I  want  to  introduce  you  to  a  few  people,  then  I’ll  show  you where we’ll sit.” 

Everyone  parted  as  we  approached.  Men  and  women  alike  dropped  their  gazes  when  Logan’s attention slid toward them, but I still caught them peeking up at me when we drifted past. 

It only struck me then that no children were present, only adults—and Lila. 

“Where are everyone’s kids?” I asked as Logan pulled me toward a couple. 

“Probably downstairs in the game room. Or if they’re old enough, at home on their own.” 

 A game room?   Why does that not surprise me…

When  we  reached  an  older  couple,  they  both  forced  brittle  smiles.  The  man  looked  similar  in age  to  Logan’s  father.  Like  all  werewolves,  he  was  huge.  Light-brown  hair  covered  his  head,  and deep wrinkles lined the corners of his eyes. His face appeared weathered, as if he spent most of his time outside. 

The woman at his side appeared of similar age. Her tight smile didn’t abate. I had to look up, since she stood a few inches taller than me. Despite her age, she had a strong, fit build. 

“Daria, this is my father’s beta and his wife, Phil and Roslyn McCormick. This is my girlfriend, Daria Gresham.” 

As  soon  as  Logan  uttered  the  word   girlfriend,  a  disapproving  hiss  emitted  through  Roslyn’s teeth. 

Phil  shook  my  hand,  but  considering  his  furrowed  brow,  his  displeasure  mirrored  his  wife’s. 

“It’s nice to meet you, Daria. Although I have to say, it’s rather unusual for a future alpha to bring a girlfriend home, especially when a wedding is just around the corner.” He gave Logan a sharp look. 

Logan stiffened. “The wedding hasn’t taken place yet. Let’s not forget that.” 

Phil  stepped  closer  and  said  under  his  breath,  “You  know  what’s  expected  of  you.  As  your father’s  beta—and  perhaps   your  future  beta  until  you  choose  your  own—I  can  only  advise  you  on what’s expected. You know the ways of werewolf packs.” 

“Thank you for the history lesson, Phil. If you’ll excuse us.” Logan pulled me away. “Sorry about that,” he muttered under his breath. 

“It’s okay. I knew this wouldn’t be easy.” 

I  glanced  around  the  room,  only  then  realizing  the  werewolf  women  appeared  just  as  fit  and strong as the men, simply on a smaller scale. 

Compared to my petite build, everyone towered over me. 

I gulped, realizing that was only one more trait they could add to the list of  things-that-mean-Daria-Gresham-doesn’t-belong-here. 

Logan walked us through a group of werewolf men of various ages standing loosely in a circle. 

All of them looked me up and down as we passed. 

One of them inched closer to the man next to him and said under his breath, “Part of me doesn’t blame  him  for  bringing  her  home.  With  a  mistress  that  good-looking  and  with  a  smell  like  that,  I’d keep her close by too.” 

Logan stopped midstride as heat rushed up my neck. 

Logan swung toward the guy. “What did you say?” he asked in a deadly calm tone. 

The man shrank back, his gaze dipping to the floor. “Nothing, Logan.” 

A wave of alpha power surged off Logan. All of the wolves within a five-foot radius stepped back and dropped their gazes to the floor. 

My shoulders rose and fell, my breathing fast. I felt Logan’s power. It wafted around me, filled with heavy potent magic. 

The one other time I’d felt him release his power like that had been in the SF’s healing center following an explosion of my dark power. At that time, I’d wanted to hide under the bedsheets. 

But just as I expected the urge to cower, my dark power once again rushed up. Strangely, even though  I  felt  Logan’s  demand  to  submit,  I  didn’t  step  back.  It  was  similar  to  when  I’d  felt  the  same alpha magic from his father. 

My jaw dropped as that implication set in. I only then realized that my trip home with Logan was the  first  time  I’d  felt  alpha  magic  since  becoming  fully  in  sync  with  my  angel  powers.  Apparently, when I existed as a “normal” angel, I was immune to magic I previously  hadn’t been immune to. 

I sucked in a breath. A subtle glow appeared on my skin. My dark power had risen up so much that I’d lost my tempered hold on it. 

Stuffing my hands into my pants pockets, I closed my eyes and concentrated on tempering them again. With enough concentration, my dark power calmed, and my glow disappeared. 

Finally, Logan sucked his alpha magic back inside, blessedly clearing the air. A collective sigh of relief came from everyone. 

“Thank goodness he stopped, but did you see  her?”   a  woman  whispered  behind  me.  “Did  she just glow?” 

Another woman replied, “I thought I was seeing things.” 

I swung around, but whoever had spoken had hurried off. 

Logan clenched his teeth, still looking irritated. 

Against my better judgment, I glanced toward where I’d last seen Crystal and Laura. Laura was nowhere  to  be  seen,  but  Crystal  stood  by  the  wall.  A  group  of  women  surrounded  her,  all  young looking. Crystal smirked at me, a knowing glint in her eye. 

One of her friends leaned in and whispered in her ear. Crystal laughed. 

“Tough crowd, eh?” A young woman around my age drifted closer to my side. Dark-auburn hair swept back from her face in a stylish bun at the top of her head. Several escaped tendrils framed her heart-shaped  face.  “Try  not  to  let  them  bother  you.  Logan’s  stirred  things  up  by  bringing  you  home, and the elders don’t like change.” 

Before  I  could  ask  who  she  was  or  introduce  myself,  she  squeezed  my  arm  gently  and  hurried off. 

Logan  entwined  his  fingers  more  firmly  through  mine.  “Come  with  me,  Daria,”  he  said  tightly. 

“There are a few more people I’d like you to meet. Ones who know how to show  respect.” 

The crowd kept their gazes down as they shuffled their feet, and a few even bared their necks. 

I smiled stiffly and made my legs move forward. 

The  next  twenty  minutes  became  a  haze  of  introductions,  awkward  glances,  and  not-so-subtle disapproving glares from almost all of the wives. I gave up trying to memorize everybody’s names. 

There were simply too many people to meet. 

After Logan finished his latest round of introductions, in which a wife actually turned her back on me, I squeezed Logan’s arm. “I’ll be right back. I need another moment.” 

I  spied  a  door  at  the  end  of  a  hall  that  looked  like  it  led  to  a  restroom.  I  hurried  to  it  before Logan could stop me. 

Once inside, I locked the door and leaned against it. Closing my eyes, I inhaled deeply.   What the hell have I gotten myself into? How did Logan ever think things could work between us? 

Deep, aching sadness welled up inside me. My angel powers responded, and my wings, tucked magically within my human body, ruffled. 

If  I  wanted  to,  I  could  call  them  forth  and  fly  right  out  of  there,  far  away  from  Hidden  Creek, Wyoming, with its werewolf pack full of unwelcoming women and leering men. 

My heart pounded, and I concentrated more on connecting with my angel powers. 

I took comfort in the warmth of my light and the coolness of my dark. They hummed and flowed in perfect synchronicity while alerting me to their awesome power. My heart rate slowed. 

Once I felt like I could actually breathe again without hyperventilating, I cracked the door open. 

Just  down  the  hall,  the  welcoming  party  swirled  around,  everyone  talking  and  visiting.  Logan stood near the wall, cornered by two couples. From his tensed shoulders, I knew he didn’t want to speak to them, but I wasn’t in any place to rescue him. 

They weren’t my people, and it wasn’t my welcome-home party. I fit in here as well as a square peg fit into a round hole. 

But I couldn’t hide in the bathroom forever.  Time to buck up, Dar. 

I slipped out of the room and steeled myself for what was to come, but as I was about to return to the party, distant childish laughter rang from farther back in the house. I stepped closer to where the sound had come from and peered around the corner. 

A  stairwell  opened  to  below,  and  the  sounds  of  kids  laughing,  talking,  and  goofing  around filtered up from the lower level. 

A slow smile spread across my face. I gripped the railing and began to descend. 

When I reached the bottom, at least a dozen kids, ages ranged from five to fifteen, were playing and hanging out in what I assumed was the game room. A ping-pong table, a pool table, a TV with an Xbox, and various other games filled the large area. 

I stayed as I was, soaking up the positive and fun energy emanating from the youngsters. 

But my presence didn’t go unnoticed. 

The kids playing ping-pong stopped and glanced curiously my way. That garnered the attention of a couple of teenage girls huddled together around a smartphone. 

They watched me and began whispering. 

“Who are you?” A boy who couldn’t be older than twelve set down his pool cue. 

Since there was no point in hiding, I stepped around the corner into the room. “I’m Daria. I’m here with Logan.” 

Silence followed. 

“Are you the one he’s dating?” one of the teenage girls finally asked, her smartphone forgotten. 

“Yep. That would be me.” 

More silence. 

 Well, this isn’t awkward at all…

I  was  about  to  head  back  up  the  stairs  when  I  noticed  one  of  the  younger  kids  sitting  on  the couch. He cradled his arm, encased in a large cast, in his lap. 

Given  his  forlorn  look  and  wistful  glances  toward  the  other  elementary-school-aged  kids roughhousing on the floor, I knew he was nursing his injury. 

My angel powers hummed, and I felt my calling rise to the surface. 

I stepped confidently toward him. All of the other kids watched me walk across the room, their gazes glued to me. 

When I reached him, I crouched down and offered a tentative smile. “It looks like you hurt your arm.” 

A lock of dark hair fell across his forehead, and he eyed me warily. “Yeah. I broke it two weeks ago.” 

“I  can  help  with  that  if  you  want.  I  could  heal  your  arm.  Then  you  could  have  your  cast  taken off.” 

A few whispers erupted behind me, probably the teenage girls again. 

“Is that okay?” 

The boy shrugged. “I guess so.” 

“My  healing  powers  will  feel  hot,”  I  explained,  “but  they  won’t  hurt  you,  they’ll  heal  you.”  I placed my hand above his arm, hovering it in midair, and let my angel powers course to the surface. A subtle glow lit up my skin. More gasps came from behind me. 

Surprisingly, when I let my angel powers flow from my body into the young boy as I searched for his ailment, it didn’t hurt.  Weird. 

I pushed that thought aside and concentrated. The boy suffered from a fractured radius that was already partially healed. It wouldn’t take me more than a minute to fully heal his broken bone. 

“You may feel some heat now.” 

The boy’s wary look remained, but he leaned forward more, curiosity seeming to trump his fear. 

“What are you doing?” Someone’s sharp question cut through the air like a knife. 

I barely had time to register that Crystal seethed at my side before she crouched next to the child. 

“What  are  you  doing  to  him?”  she  asked  accusingly.  Her  eyes  widened  in  shock  when  she  saw  my glowing skin. 

“I was trying to help him.” 

She nudged the child off the sofa. “You’d better get back to your mom before I tell her that you were talking to Daria.” 

The  kid  scampered  off  the  couch,  his  eyes  wide  as  silence  descended  around  the  rest  of  the room. 

“You know I would never hurt him,” I said when Crystal rose. 

Standing at her full height, she towered over me. “I  don’t know that you wouldn’t hurt him,” she replied, staring down at me with accusing eyes. “You pursued my fiancé, even though you knew about me. What kind of person does that make you? For all I know, you intentionally hurt other people.” 

My lips parted with shock.  Is that really what she thinks of me?  But before I could reply, she stalked back to the stairs and jogged up them. 

A dozen kids eyed me. They all stepped back, their previous curiosity turning to apprehensive distrust. 

I took in the new energy flowing through the room. What had initially been happy and positive feelings of fun had become reproach and distance. 

“I’m sorry. I really was only trying to help.” But their distrustful stares remained. “I’m sorry,” I muttered again before hurrying up the stairs. 

Chapter 5

I ran up the steps two at a time. When I emerged back in the hallway near the bathroom, I took a deep, uneven breath as Crystal’s accusing words reeled in my mind.  She thinks I’m a horrible person who intentionally hurts others. 

That accusation cut so deep, I wanted to double over. 

“Daria?”  Logan’s  worried  tone  echoed  down  the  hallway  as  he  strode  toward  me.  “I’ve  been looking for you. Where did you go?” 

I shook myself, trying to brush off my reaction. “Just downstairs.” 

I knew he wanted to ask more when he caught my expression, but he nodded to the room behind us. “We’re all sitting down for dinner. Are you okay?” 

“Yeah,  I’m  fine.”  As  much  as  the  encounter  with  Crystal  had  rattled  me,  it  wasn’t  the  time  to explain that to Logan. Everyone was probably waiting for us. “I’ll follow you.” 

When we returned to the huge dining area, everybody was languidly walking toward the massive dining table, which could seat at least fifty people. 

Doors  opened  in  the  far  corner  of  the  room,  and  several  women  bustled  out,  carrying  trays  of individual salads that were placed on large serving platters. I figured those women were the Omegals Logan had referred to during our drive into town. 

As the Omegal women worked, Logan’s father stepped to the front of the room, Laura at his side. 

Despite  that  Samuel  was  standing  beside  Laura,  they  didn’t  touch.  At  least  a  foot  of  distance separated them. 

Everybody in the room grew quiet as their attention shifted to their alpha. 

“The feast is about to begin.” Samuel’s loud voice boomed through the room. “Everyone, please be seated.” 

Similarly  to  when  I’d  first  seen  her  on  the  porch,  Laura  looked  regal  and  composed.  Crystal stood just behind her, her tall lithe figure also proud. Crystal didn’t appear bothered by our encounter, if her expression was any indication. 

I  sighed  quietly  as  Logan  touched  the  base  of  my  spine.  The  warmth  from  his  palm  slipped through my sweater, making my insides hum. 

“This way. We sit at the head of the table.” 

 Assigned seating.  Funny how that didn’t surprise me. 

I followed him, cocking my head, as everybody went to various chairs. No name tags sat by the plates, yet everybody gravitated to a specific spot. 

“How does everybody know where to sit?” 

“Everybody  has  their  place  in  the  pack.  Those  higher  up  in  the  hierarchy  sit  near  the  alpha. 

Those lower sit near the foot of the table.” 

My brow furrowed when I spotted Lucas pulling out a chair at the end of the table. The auburn-haired woman who’d given my arm a friendly squeeze pulled out the chair beside him.  Amelia? 

When we reached the front of the table, Logan pulled out a chair for me. “Have a seat.” 

But before I could sit down, Crystal breezed by my side. “I don’t mind if I do.” 

She sat gracefully, moving so quickly that I knew I’d just witnessed her female werewolf genes in action. 

She batted her eyelashes up at Logan. “Thank you, darling.” 

My powers rattled, threatening to break their tempered bond.  First she accuses me of hurting people on purpose and now this? Who’s the true hurtful person here? Not me. 

I stood there awkwardly, realizing no more free seats remained at the head of the table. I inhaled deeply, my chest rising and falling quickly. 

 Breathe, Dar. Just breathe. Don’t lose it here. Not now. 

Logan’s jaw clenched as he gritted his teeth. He swung toward his mother. “I thought you were setting a place for Daria.” 

Laura  smiled  sweetly,  but  acid  dripped  in  her  tone  when  she  replied,  “I  have,  dear.  There’s  a spot right down there for her.” 

With humiliation burning my cheeks, I realized she meant the very   end   of the table was for me—

the lowest position possible. 

Beside that open chair sat an older couple, and across from it, Lucas and who I assumed was his fiancée, Amelia. 

Logan bristled, a subtle push of alpha power coming from beneath his skin. His hand locked onto my arm, keeping me at his side. “Mother, Daria will be sitting with  me.” 

“There’s no room up here,” she replied firmly. 

“Then make room.” Logan’s tone dropped, another push of alpha power coming from him. 

Laura  flinched  when  her  son’s  power  hit  her,  and  the  people  sitting  near  us  all  dropped  their gazes. 

“Logan,” Samuel said, a warning in his tone. “We’re welcoming Daria to the table, but you have to understand—” 

“I don’t understand anything,” Logan cut in harshly. “I want her at my side.” 

Samuel’s nostrils flared, and a wave of alpha magic rolled off  him. The man nearest Samuel’s side sucked in a breath, his jaw tightening. 

“You know the rules, Logan.” Another rush of power came from Samuel. 

Logan  flinched  but  held  his  ground.  Laura  sat  with  a  pinched  mouth  and  a  look  of  pain  on  her face as Logan and Samuel squared off. Even as the alpha’s wife, she wasn’t immune to their potent magic. 

But I was. My dark power swirled again, rising more to the surface to protect me, but anxiety still swirled in my stomach at the unfolding situation. Logan and his father were about to get  seriously into it. I wouldn’t have been surprised if clothes shredded and two wolves emerged. 

And while the two men faced off, Laura continually cast me scathing glares, as if all of it were my  fault.  Meanwhile,  everyone  else  around  the  table  was  suffering  the  consequences  of  the  most powerful  wolves  in  the  room  being  one  step  away  from  an  outright  fight.  Eyes  stayed  down,  necks were bared, and painful sounds came from a few. 

 Enough. 

I put my hand over Logan’s arm and squeezed. His muscles bunched. “It’s fine, Logan. I’m happy to sit wherever your mother would prefer.” 

“No.” Another surge of power flared from him. “You’re sitting with me—” 

“Logan,  it’s  fine.  I’ll  sit  where  your  mother  has  set  my  place.”  I  let  my  angel  powers  rise  just enough to let them come to the surface. 

A quiet zap filled the room as my energy shocked Logan’s arm. His arm flew away from mine, his eyes widening in surprise, but it was enough of a shock that his attention left his father. 

I turned before any more of a scene could be made. Still, whispered comments erupted around

the table. 

“What was that?” someone said under her breath. 

“I have no idea. Did you hear that?” 

I walked swiftly past all of them toward the empty seat. When I reached it, I pulled the chair out and sat stiffly. 

Keeping my spine rigid, I settled my napkin in my lap, refusing to give anybody the satisfaction of seeing how humiliated I felt. Once done with my napkin, I interlaced my hands and lifted my chin high. 

Crystal smirked as Logan angrily pulled out the chair beside her. Fury still lined his face, and I had a sneaking suspicion he would be having words with his mother later, but at the moment, Laura smiled serenely and resumed speaking with those around her as if a near fight had never happened. 

Samuel settled, too, but over two feet of distance separated him and his wife. Despite standing next to each other for most of the evening, not one glance or brush of hands or easy banter had passed between them. 

Thankfully, the Omegals resumed serving once it became apparent the drama was over. 

The high-ranking pack members picked up their utensils and began digging into the first course. 

Soft conversation drifted around the room, everyone’s attention slowly returning to one another. 

I breathed a sigh of relief. 

Across from me, the woman with auburn hair leaned forward. “Try not to let them bother you. 

It’s just the way things are here. Honestly, it’s not personal.” 

I smiled faintly. “Thank you. I appreciate that. I’m Daria, by the way.” 

She smiled. “I’m Amelia.” 

 So my guess was right.  “You’re Lucas’s fiancée?” 

Amelia nodded. “The one and only.” 

Lucas  chuckled  and  squeezed  her  thigh,  not  seeming  the  least  bit  perturbed  by  the  seating arrangement. A look of happiness and adoration filled his face. Amelia merely smiled daintily as a slight blush filled her cheeks. 

I wanted to ask him why he had a lowly chair way down at the end, but I didn’t have a chance, since two doors in the corners of the room flew open as a steady stream of Omegals paraded out. 

Each carried trays of food filled with mouthwatering appetizers and soups. 

They scurried around the table, starting with Samuel and Laura then moving to Logan and Crystal before working their way down. 

By the time they got to me, most of those at the head of the table were already finished with the first course. 

Though  I  wanted  to  ask  Amelia  more  about  how  she  and  Lucas  had  met,  an  elderly  woman beside me turned my way and began asking me every question under the sun, namely how  one of my kind had snagged an alpha’s son and how the heck we had  met in the first place. 

I answered her questions honestly, if reluctantly, as dish after dish appeared in front of us. 

“Your own father tried to kill you?” She brought a hand to her throat after I finished explaining why  Logan  had  been  my  bodyguard.  “My  goodness.  He  certainly  won’t  earn  a  father-of-the-year award!” She laughed before digging into the main course of beef tenderloin. 

I opened my mouth to explain that my  real father was an archangel but then closed it when the woman launched into how her daughter had married above her station, apparently wrangling a higher-ranking wolf because of her beauty. I had a hard time controlling my eye rolls over the ridiculousness of it all. 

As  the  Omegals  served  the  last  main  course,  I  glanced  at  the  large  clock  hanging  above  the mantel across the room. Over an hour and a half had passed since the awkward dinner had begun. The elderly woman at my side had talked almost the entire time, not seeming to notice that I barely replied to her endless monologue. And the few times that Amelia and Lucas had tried to rescue me from the conversation,  she’d  continued  talking  as  if  oblivious  to  those  around  her.  I’d  lost  count  of  the sympathetic shrugs Amelia had sent my way. 

 Last  course,   I  thought  as  the  minutes  ticked  by.  Even  though  the  food  had  been  delicious,  the entire dinner had not been what I’d envisioned when Logan said he wanted to bring me home. 

But  just  as  dessert  began  being  served,  three  shifters  emerged  from  one  of  the  side  rooms  and stealthily approached Samuel. They were of various ages, one appearing in his twenties, another in his forties, and the last easily in his sixties. 

They bent down and whispered into Samuel’s ear, and a frown grew on the alpha’s face. 

When they finished telling him whatever news they had, Samuel leaned toward Logan and made a gesture toward the back door. Logan frowned and glanced my way before saying something to his father. 

I watched it all as the Omegals whisked away our dinner plates before presenting small plates filled with a selection of desserts. Bread puddings, cheesecakes, chocolate cakes, apple tortes, and various other desserts stretched out before me. 

But my gaze stayed focused on my boyfriend. Samuel pushed away from the table, his expression grave. Logan did the same, but instead of following his father, he strode toward me. 

When he reached the end of the table, Logan crouched down and gently touched my arm. A whiff of  his  sandalwood  scent  drifted  to  me  along  with  the  scent  of  beer  on  his  breath,  but  his  gaze remained alert. “I’m sorry about all of this, Dar, and I intend to make it up to you, but at the moment, I need to step out.” 

“Why? What’s wrong?” 

“Just  a  few  pack  things  that  I  need  to  help  my  father  take  care  of,  but  I’ll  be  back  soon.”  He leveled his brother with a heavy stare. “Can you take Daria to my house when dinner finishes?” He nodded at Amelia. “And nice to see you again, and congrats on the engagement.” 

Amelia  merely  dipped  her  head,  murmuring  her  thanks,  before  Lucas  replied,  “Yeah,  no problem, bro. Everything okay?” 

Logan’s jaw locked. “I’m sure it will be fine.” 

Before leaving, Logan pressed a soft kiss to my neck and whispered in my ear, “See you soon, and I promise, what happened tonight will  never happen again.” 

With that, he stood and strode off. 

Chapter 6

True to his word, Lucas escorted me from the house with Amelia at his side. Even though most of the pack members lingered in the adjoining living areas with glasses of wine, pints of beer, or mugs of tea and coffee in their hands following dinner, Lucas and Amelia didn’t partake. 

“I  bet  you’re  glad  to  be  away  from  Martha,”  Amelia  said  under  her  breath,  referring  to  the elderly woman I’d spoken with at dinner. 

“I have to admit,” I replied with a shrug, “that was a long and awkward dinner.” I followed them to the front door but then paused. “Are you leaving early just for me?” 

Amelia  slipped  her  coat  on  after  retrieving  it  from  the  coat  room.  “No,  don’t  worry  about  it. 

These  dinners  can  go  on  forever.  It’ll  be  midnight  before  some  of  them  go  home  or  retire  to  their rooms in the house for the night.” 

“She’s right.” Lucas pulled his keys from his pocket. “Be right back. I’ll get the truck.” 

Amelia and I stepped outside to wait. On the porch, cool night air flowed over my cheeks, and I didn’t think I’d ever smelled anything so refreshing. It was such a relief to be out of Logan’s parents’

house. 

Amelia peered through the window to the dining area then gasped, a smile growing on her face. 

“There’s my mom! She’s out of the kitchen!” She turned her heart-shaped face toward me. “I’m going to tell her good night real quick since she’s on a break. Tell Lucas I’ll be back in a sec.” 

She dashed through the front door before I could respond, which left me standing alone on the porch. 

Not that I was bothered. 

A headache brewed in the back of my mind, and I wasn’t sure whether it was from the alcohol or the pack’s unwelcoming demeanor. Shivering, I wrapped my arms around myself, jostling my legs in the cold. 

“You must be Daria Gresham,” a man said. 

I shrieked and whirled around. 

At the end of the porch, a tall, broad-shouldered guy lounged against the house, his arms crossed. 

He pushed away from the siding and sauntered toward me. 

“You must be quite the catch if the prized alpha’s son brought you home.” He stopped a few feet away. 

He was young, probably around Logan’s age, and had wavy blond hair that hung to his shoulders. 

Deep-set eyes regarded me steadily. From his smirk, he obviously found himself clever. 

“Yeah, I’m Daria Gresham. And you are?” 

“Collin Ward.” He didn’t hold out his hand. Instead, he leaned closer and fingered a lock of my long hair. “I heard you were pretty, but pretty doesn’t do you justice. They should have said you were over-the-top beautiful.” 

 They.  I inwardly rolled my eyes. 

I didn’t even want to know who  they were. 

I flinched away from him, making his hand fall. My powers swirled inside me as an uneasy pit formed in my stomach at how closely he stood. 

“Do  werewolves  always  comment  on  a  woman’s  looks  like  she’s  nothing  other  than  a  pretty

face?” 

He  chuckled,  the  rumble  coming  from  deep  within  his  chest.  “Beautiful  and  feisty.  What  an intriguing combination.” 

“Daria?” Amelia called. She stepped through the front door. “Oh,” she said, pausing mid-step. “I didn’t see you, Collin.” 

Collin tipped his head at me, ignoring Amelia completely. “Good night, beautiful.” He fingered a lock of my hair again. “I’m sure I’ll be seeing you around.” 

Collin  sauntered  back  around  the  porch,  a  swagger  in  his  step.  My  angel  powers  hummed, another wash of disgust rolling through me at how casually he’d touched me, as if he could touch any woman as often as he pleased. 

I scowled in his direction, hating how the men in Logan’s pack seemed to view women as prized possessions and nothing more. 

“Are you okay?” Amelia asked as a diesel truck grumbled up the drive. 

Lucas pulled up to the stairs, his behemoth of a vehicle growling like an angry tiger. 

“Yeah, I’m fine. Who was that?” I asked as we jogged down the steps. 

“Collin Ward. He’s the first son of the Ward family. He and Logan have been rivals their entire lives.” 

“Why are they rivals?” I asked and opened the back door. 

“The  Wards  are  the  second-most-dominant  family.  There  was  talk  when  they  were  teenagers, before they went through their first shift, that Collin could be more dominant than Logan. The Wards had their eyes set on becoming the next alpha family.” 

We settled into the truck, and I slammed my door. “But Collin isn’t as dominant as Logan?” 

“As of the last match, nope, but it was close.” 

 Match?  My headache grew. Changing subjects, I said, “Thanks again for giving me a ride.” 

Lucas pulled away from the house and drove down the steep driveway. He glanced at me in the rearview mirror. “Not a problem. It was a good excuse to leave. Even though these dinners have the best food, some of us have to work tomorrow and need more than a few hours’ sleep.” He winked. 

I cocked my head. “Isn’t tomorrow Saturday?” 

“Yeah, but for those of us that work in the field, work can be every day of the week. Ranching isn’t a Monday-through-Friday, nine-to-five job.” 

“So that means you help with your father’s ranch?” 

“Yep.  I’ve  been  working  as  a  ranch  hand  since  meeting  Amelia.  It  pays  decent  and  keeps  me outside. Most days, I’m with my pack brothers so can’t complain.” 

“And  you,  Amelia?”  I  asked.  “Do  you  also  work  on  the  ranch?”  I  vaguely  recalled  Logan’s comments about Omegal-born daughters having to work in the kitchen, but since Amelia had sat at the table with the higher-ranking pack members I figured she no longer had to. 

Amelia swung around and smiled tentatively. “No, women aren’t allowed to work on the ranch unless  there’s  a  blizzard  and  they  really  need  help.  I  work  at  the  local  school.  I’m  a  kindergarten teacher—thanks to what Lucas and Logan did.” 

I cocked my head. “What do you mean by ‘what Lucas and Logan did’?” 

“If they hadn’t advocated for lower-born women, I wouldn’t be allowed to be a teacher.” 

My eyebrows rose. “You wouldn’t? Why not?” 

“That wasn’t an allowed profession for an Omegal-born prior to this year.” 

“The job requirements are something Logan and I are working to change,” Lucas added. “We’re trying  to  create  a  fairer  work  environment  that  doesn’t  require  less  dominant  families  to  serve  the

more dominant. Right now, there isn’t a choice. If you’re born lower in the pack, you have to work in the professions designated to serve.” 

“Seriously?  I  didn’t  know  birth  status  designated  what  kind  of  job  you  can  get  in  the  pack.”  I leaned forward. “So what are you and Logan doing to change it?” 

“Earlier this year, we were able to add a new profession to the lower dominant roles—teaching. 

Omegal-born women can now be schoolteachers, but we’re not done yet. That was the first step. Our ultimate goal is not to have any restrictions on anyone. Jobs will be based on skill only, not gender or birth ranking.” 

“And Logan helped to do that, even while he worked for the SF?” 

“Yep,” Lucas replied. “He’d come home to attend those meetings with me, even if they were his only days off.” 

My lips parted in a proud smile. I hadn’t realized my boyfriend had been doing that on the side. 

Amelia sighed wistfully. “That’s how I got my job, and it’s my dream job, so I’m over the moon about it.” 

“And lower-born men?” I asked. “What about them?” 

“They’re  still  required  to  work  as  ranch  hands,  but  again,  we’re  trying  to  change  that.”  Lucas eyed me in the rearview mirror. His eyes were the same color and shape as his brother’s. 

I frowned, realizing the hierarchy stuff Logan had warned me about really  did  rule  everything. 

“Can I ask an awkward question?” 

Lucas laughed and turned onto a road in town. “Well, you kind of just did.” 

My cheeks warmed, and I cleared my throat. “Sorry, it’s just that I couldn’t help but notice that both  of  you  sat  at  the  end  of  the  table.  You’re  the  alpha’s  son,  right,  Lucas?  Is  it  normal  for  alpha children  to  sit  that  far  away  from  the  head?  Shouldn’t  you  be  more  dominant,  given  your  family’s status?” 

Lucas and Amelia shared uncomfortable looks, and Amelia fidgeted, clasping her hands tightly together, but Lucas placed his palm over hers, quieting her movements. 

“No, it’s not normal,” Lucas replied. “Normally, I would sit with my parents, Logan, and Lila at the  head  of  the  table,  but  some  dynamics  have  changed  recently,  and  that’s  okay.  Honestly,  I’m  fine with it.” 

I squirmed, wishing I’d kept my mouth shut. “Of course, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—” 

“No,  it’s  okay,”  Amelia  cut  in.  “What  Lucas  is   really  saying,  even  though  he’s  trying  not  to because he thinks it hurts my feelings, is that he’s now at the foot of the table because of  me.” 

“Because of you?” Even though I told myself not to pry further, I couldn’t help my curiosity. 

Amelia swung toward me again. “My mother is an Omegal. She was working in the kitchen back there. Since I come from one of the least dominant families in the pack, Lucas has lowered himself by being  with  me.  Normally,  nobody  in  my  family  would  be  allowed  to  sit  at  that  table  at  all,  but  my status is now higher because of Lucas, even though his is lower.” 

Lucas  growled,  a  subtle  light  filling  his  eyes  as  he  drove  slowly  through  a  neighborhood.  “I didn’t lower myself by being with you. It’s horrible that anybody would ever think that. You are the most beautiful, hard-working, kind, and gentle soul that I’ve ever met. It’s fucking crazy that lineage is considered in our pack’s hierarchy. It should be based on merit, not birthright or dominance.” 

The venom of his tone reminded me of Logan’s anger. 

“But that’s how it is.” Amelia squeezed his hand. “It’s how it’s always been.” 

She returned her attention to me, a small smile lifting her lips. “You got a taste of that tonight, unfortunately.  Anybody  who  doesn’t  have  werewolf  blood  is  immediately  put  at  the  bottom  of  the

pecking order. Although I doubt some people know what to think of you. You’re the first woman who isn’t a werewolf a future alpha has ever brought home.” She laughed softly. “In a way, it was fun to see Logan stir up the elders tonight. Although he and Lucas are pretty good at that because the elders hate change or threats to our ways.” 

I somehow managed a wan smile, even though nerves fluttered in my stomach. 

If Amelia, who was a female werewolf of the Wyoming pack, had lowered an  alpha’s son to the bottom of the seating table, where did that leave me? 

I tried to imagine what my status would do to Logan. I wasn’t sure I wanted to know. 

∞     ∞     ∞

A short while later, Lucas pulled into the driveway of a home only a few minutes’ walk from the town’s center. 

Lucas put the truck into park. “This is Logan’s house.” 

“Really?”  I  couldn’t  help  my  surprise.  Considering  their  parents  lived  in  a  mansion,  I  half expected  Logan  would  live  in  the  same,  but  what  stood  before  me  was  a  very  modest  single-level home. 

“Logan doesn’t like frivolity. He was having none of my mother’s insistence that he buy one of the larger houses in the area.” 

“And what about you? Where do you live?” I grabbed my purse before opening my door. 

“A  few  blocks  that  way.”  He  hooked  his  thumb  to  the  west.  “Amelia  moved  in  with  me  a  few weeks ago, so we both live there now.” 

Amelia  unbuckled  her  seat  belt.  “We’ll  help  you  get  inside.  Your  bags  should  be  in  the  back since Logan put them there before he left. Hopefully, he’ll be back soon, but we can stay if you like, until Logan gets home.” 

“Oh  no,  that’s  fine,”  I  replied  as  I  stepped  out  of  the  truck.  “You’ve  both  done  enough  for  me. 

Really, thank you.” 

Lucas jogged up the porch steps to Logan’s house. In the street lights, the siding appeared dark red, the trim cream colored, and the shutters black. The peaked roofline and arched front door gave it a very homey look. 

I muffled a laugh. It didn’t exactly scream alpha power, more like Martha Stewart country abode. 

“What’s so funny?” Lucas asked after he set my bags inside. 

I shrugged. “I don’t know. I always pictured Logan in something modern and masculine. That’s how his apartment was back at the SF.” 

“I  don’t  think  Logan  was  fully  in  charge  of  the  decorating,”  Amelia  said.  “Even  though  he refused to buy a mansion, his mother still had a hand in this house’s setup. She does the gardening and keeps the house tidy while he’s away. Or rather, she orders the Omegals to do it.” 

Hearing that sobered my smile. Literally,  everything  was  based  on  hierarchy.  And  it  was  only another reminder at how foreign their world was to me. 

Lucas and Amelia gave me a quick tour of Logan’s house before Amelia pulled me into a brief hug at the front door and promised to see me again soon. 

“Thank you for being so kind,” I said when she pulled back. 

She shrugged. “I know how you’re feeling, probably more than you realize.” 

With that, they hopped down the steps to Lucas’s truck and drove off. 

Once  they  were  gone,  the  quiet  descended.  I  swung  around  to  the  small  living  room  with  its

simple décor and debated what to do. Considering I had no idea when Logan would return, I figured I could either go to bed or wait up for him. 

A ding from my cell phone stopped my debating. I slipped my phone from my purse, and a smile streaked across my face when I saw a text from Xanthia. 

 How’s the wolf’s den? Did you survive all of their misogynist bullshit? 

I laughed, a grin tugging my lips up as I tapped in a reply. 

I’m still in one piece, but this is harder than I thought it would be. They all hate me. 

Not sure if she would reply again, I bit my lip, but when I saw the three little dots below my text, I sighed in relief. Maybe Logan was right. Maybe Xanthia  was forgiving me for killing her dragon. 

 The wolves are always like that. They’re worse than the fairies when it comes to keeping

 things  within  their  own.  Don’t  take  it  personally.  They  would  treat  anybody  who’s  not  a

 werewolf like that. 

I sat on the couch, tucking my legs beneath me as I typed in a reply. 

How’s everything with you, by the way? Are you still in California? 

 Nope. I’m back in Idaho. Nothing pressing is going on in the underworld right now, and

 I kinda want to avoid that place anyway. You know our little escapade down there stirred things

 up a bit. I think it’s best if I lie low for a while, so I’m helping out back at headquarters with

 cleanup. 

Her  comment  had  me  sitting  up  straighter.  I  knew  how  much  Xanthia  loved  her  dragons.  I hesitated a moment before typing:

Does that mean you can’t go back to train your dragons anytime soon? 

 I could. I mean, it’s kinda fun to stir shit up down there, but I pushed things a little far

 with  our  visit.  Word’s  out  that  I  had  a  part  in  Rigarion’s  death.  Some  of  the  high-ranking

 demons  have  taken  notice  of  me.  That’s  never  a  good  thing.  I’m  waiting  till  Lucifer  gets  a

 handle on the situation before I go back. 

Wow. I’m sorry. I didn’t realize things were that bad for you. 

 LOL.  It’s  not,  seriously.  And  it’s  not  the  first  time  crazy  shit  has  happened  in  the

 underworld. It definitely won’t be the last. Don’t worry about it. 

Considering her blasé attitude seemed genuine, I leaned back on the couch again. 

We texted back and forth, catching up on what each of us had been doing during the past week. 

With  each  text  that  passed  between  us,  my  smile  and  confidence  that  our  friendship  would  remain intact grew. 

How long are you going to be in Idaho? 

 Probably a few weeks. There’s still a lot to do here, but it’s coming along. 

Maybe we can meet up sometime? 

 Yeah, that would be cool. 

I  was  about  to  ask  more  about  things  at  headquarters  when  a  key  sounded  in  the  front  door’s lock. The door opened, and Logan stepped inside. My heart rate picked up at the sight of him before I hastily said goodbye to Xanthia with promises to talk soon. 

“Is that Cecile you’re texting?” Logan closed the door behind him, a rush of cool air flowing into the living room. 

“No. Xanthia. She finally texted back.” I told him how we’d been texting ever since I returned from the dinner. 

“I knew things would be okay between you two. She’s a pretty level-headed chick. She probably just needed some time to work through things.” 

He sauntered toward me, a subtle swagger to his hips. A rush of desire flowed to my core as my angel powers hummed stronger. 

“Is everything okay with your dad?” 

He  sat  on  the  couch  beside  me,  the  cushion  dipping  in  his  direction.  “Not  really.  Somebody killed three cattle.” 

My eyebrows shot up. “Intentionally?” 

He ran a hand through his hair. “It appears that way. Their throats were slit. That’s not an animal attack.” 

I angled my body toward him. “But why would someone do that? Or is that a common problem around here?” 

“Nope. This is the first time anything like that has happened.” 

“Do you have any idea who did it?” 

“Not yet, but we’ll find out. Werewolf tracks were around the cattle, but the wolf’s scent is too old to pick up who it was. Although I heard a very faint ululate that I didn’t recognize in the distance so it may be a wolf from another pack.” 

“Ululate?  Oh  right,  those  are  what  you  call  a  werewolf’s  howl.”  Logan  had  explained  how ululates worked after I’d killed the rogues, when my dark power had first emerged. Apparently, every werewolf had a unique howl. 

Logan nodded. “I need to call Jake and tell him to come back. He’s the most talented wolf in our pack at memorizing ululates. If whoever that wolf was returns, Jake may be able to identify him.” 

Logan inched closer to me and pulled me into his lap. His hard thighs pressed against my ass as he gathered me in his arms. “But enough about pack drama. I’m sorry about tonight. That was an epic disaster.” 

I entwined my arms around his neck and leaned into him. I breathed in his sandalwood scent, and my  body  responded  to  his  hard  body  and  spicy  fragrance.  “It’s  okay.  I  know  you  didn’t  like  it  any more than I did, but honestly, Logan, how is this gonna work? I don’t think they’ll ever accept me.” 

His  grip  around  me  tightened  as  his  mouth  descended  to  press  soft  kisses  against  my  neck.  “I don’t know, but I’m not letting you go. I’m not, Daria. Fuck them. I won’t do it.” 

My blood ran cold to hear him speak about his family and pack that way. “No, Logan. Don’t say that. This is where you belong. These are your people.” 

His grip tightened more.  “You’re  where I belong. These fucking rules. They’re so archaic.” 

Hearing his anger reminded me of the bitterness in Lucas’s tone while Amelia had explained her lowered status. 

“Why is it this way? Why can’t it change?” 

“You know why.” 

My shoulders sagged. I  did know—tradition, dominance, and hierarchy. The three pillars of the werewolf world. 

Logan leaned down and kissed me again. A tingle ran down my spine. 

I arched my neck as he kissed along my collarbone. My voice turned breathy when I said, “But you know if we stay together and we have a child, it will be a girl just like me. My archangel father’s potent blood flows through my veins. It’s so potent that it will dilute your genes, so she won’t truly be your daughter. Have you considered that? Have you really considered what you’ll be giving up if you stay with me?” 

His kisses stopped, and he lifted his head, his forehead settling against mine. “Are you sure you can only have  one child?” 

“Yes.  That’s  how  it’s  always  been.  For  whatever  reason,  that’s  how  my  family  works.  I  don’t truly understand it, but it’s been that way for centuries.” 

He sighed angrily. “I don’t care. I don’t  fucking care, Daria. I’m not giving you up.” His anger and absolute conviction that he would forsake his lineage and pack for me made goose bumps pebble my flesh. 

“You need to think about what you’re saying, Logan. You need to think about what you’re saying you’ll give up. I don’t know if you’ve fully thought this through.” 

“But I have. I’ll give it all up for you.” 

The chill in me grew. Logan wanted me badly enough to give up his pack, but that truly wasn’t an option.  Logan  was  a  werewolf.  Werewolves  needed  to  stay  among  their  own  kind,  or  they  turned rogue. 

I pictured Logan as a savage, murderous man that I no longer recognized and shivered. 

Although  Logan  wanted  to  be  with  me  and  was  willing  to  turn  his  back  on  pack  tradition,  the reality was that he couldn’t. 

So it really came down to two options—either his pack accepted Logan and me as a couple, and Logan and I maintained a long-distance relationship while I did my healing tours, or…

I walked away. 

The thought of leaving Logan made an unbearable ache swell deep within my heart, but I knew which path I might ultimately have to choose. 

But at the moment, I didn’t want to think about that. 

Chapter 7

As if sensing my unease, Logan pulled me from the living room. “Come on. Let’s go to bed.” 

I chewed on my lip and followed him as he tugged me toward the bedroom. With each step, a deep urgency grew within me. I wanted Logan. I didn’t want to leave him, and I didn’t want to think of what a future without him would be like. 

But the reality was, a future with us together could prove impossible. 

My breathing increased.  No, don’t think that.  At the moment, I was with him, and I desperately wanted to hold on to that. 

He inhaled deeply when we stepped into his bedroom, no doubt smelling my fear mixed with my arousal. “Is everything okay?” 

 No. Yes. I don’t know.  I settled with, “I want you.” 

“Come  here.”  He  lifted  my  shirt  over  my  head,  his  hands  brushing  the  sides  of  my  breasts.  A growl rumbled his chest when my cleavage swelled over my satiny bra. 

He dipped his head to kiss me. 

I  parted  my  lips,  savoring  the  feel  of  his  tongue  when  it  slipped  into  my  mouth.  My  fingers danced up his chest, trailing along his hard muscles, which jumped and moved under my caresses. 

His cock hardened against my abdomen, and my sex clenched in need. 

“Dar…” he whispered. 

His kiss turned urgent, his emotions feeling as powerful as mine. He gripped the waistband of my jeans and pushed them down then cupped my ass. His long fingers wrapped around my thighs until they played against my lips, tickling my sensitive nub through my panties. 

A moan escaped me. 

He worked his fingers faster, and my panties dampened more. I threaded my fingers through his hair, grinding against him as his tongue plundered my mouth. 

He tasted  so good, and with his body pressed against mine, his hard arms encircling my waist, and his fingers creating a fire in my core … suddenly, I didn’t care about his pack. I didn’t care about my calling. 

I just wanted him. 

Squirming  even  more,  I  stepped  completely  out  of  my  pants,  and  with  deft  fingers,  I  undid  his jeans and pushed them down his lean hips. He stood in nothing but his boxers, while I wore only my bra and panties. 

My  breathing  increased  when  I  reached  for  his  erection.  His  velvet  steel  sprang  out  when  I lowered the waistband. 

He sucked in a breath when my fingers closed around him. “Fuck, woman.” 

I pumped my hand up and down his shaft. 

His  palms  grazed  my  breasts  again  before  he  reached  behind  me  to  undo  my  bra.  My  nipples responded,  poking  proudly  through  the  fabric.  Dipping  his  head,  he  teased  one  erect  nub  with  his tongue, flicking it through the fabric before pulling the material away and dropping it on the floor. 

When my boobs jutted out at him, naked and firm, my peaks standing proud, he panted and licked his lips. “You seriously have the most gorgeous tits.” 

“They’re all for you,” I said, pulling him closer until he cupped their heavy weight. 

His  eyes  glowed  brightly  when  he  rolled  a  taut  bud  between  his  fingers.  My  head  fell  back, another moan escaping me as desire pulsed low and hard in my core. 

“I want to claim you,” he whispered. “So bad. You have no idea how badly I want to.” 

Letting go of his erection, I shifted my attention to his chest. I kissed his pecs, my tongue trailing over the hard muscles. 

“What exactly does that mean?” I asked before straightening and meeting his gaze again. Desire clouded my vision, but I wanted to understand. “To claim me?” He’d said something similar before, but I still didn’t truly comprehend it. 

“It means that you’ll be mine. That no wolf will ever dare lay a finger on you. You’ll be bonded to me forever.” His eyes glowed brightly, and his hands encircled my waist. 

My  mouth  grew  dry  as  a  flash  of  sadness  settled  in  me—bonding  meant  being  tied  to  Logan, forever,  in  Hidden  Creek.  Yet  I  could  still  be  shunned  by  his  pack,  and  Logan  and  I  would  have  to maintain  a  long-distance  relationship  while  I  did  my  tours.  Because  if  I  didn’t,  my  family’s  legacy would be broken, and my angel lineage would be snuffed out of existence if I didn’t raise my daughter to do what I did. 

His eyes glowed more. I knew he’d sensed my hesitation and the swirling ache in my heart. 

The pulse in his neck leaped, and a subtle push of alpha power rolled off him. 

I  pulled  him  closer,  flattening  my  breasts  against  his  chest.  I  used  his  power  to  distract  me,  to push the sadness that wanted to consume me away. 

“You’re  doing  it  again,”  I  said  quietly.  “You’re  using  your  magic  on  me.”  As  before,  I  felt  his alpha magic commanding me to submit, but my dark power rose, and I held my chin high. 

“You’re right. Sorry.” He sucked his magic back inside him before reaching lower. “Now, where were we?” He found my clit again, and I spasmed in his arms. 

“It’s  like  it’s  second  nature  to  you  here,  among  your  kind,”  I  somehow  managed  through  the onslaught of heat washing through my sex.  Fuck me, I want him. “You never used your alpha magic so easily at headquarters or on the bus. You always kept it in check there.” 

“I know.” His fingers kept caressing me, and I could barely breathe. The slick heat growing in me begged for more. “I’m sorry. It’s just that here, with so many wolves around, I have to fight my nature more. I  hate that other wolves can smell your arousal.” 

A shiver ran up my spine when he picked me up and laid me back on his bed. My breath caught when his erection bobbed. 

“But enough talking, Dar. I want to fuck you until you scream.” 

We  fell  onto  the  cool  sheets,  skin  to  skin.  I  parted  my  legs,  and  he  settled  between  them,  his erection like steel against my thigh. I wrapped my legs around his waist, wanting him,  needing  him inside me. 

His shaft pushed against my entrance, and my slick folds parted. 

“Fuck, babe.” He pushed into me, filling me slowly with his hard length. 

I closed my eyes and lifted my hips, meeting his slow thrusts as he pumped into me again and again. 

His rhythm increased. The waves inside me built as I clung desperately to him while conflicting emotions  of  love  and  sadness  washed  through  me.  But  I  tried  to  ignore  all  of  that  and  instead concentrated on Logan’s scent, his thrusting cock, and the pressure of an impending orgasm. 

“Dar…” he said again, his eyes glowing. With each thrust, my body shook. 

“Yes, Logan.  Yes…” 

His cock slammed into me again and again as waves of pleasure grew higher and higher inside

me. 

“You feel so good,” he murmured. 

He  penetrated  me  so  deeply  that  it  felt  as  though  he  would  rip  me  apart.  I  grabbed  his  ass, begging him to go deeper and faster until we lost all control. 

And when his erection rubbed that sweet spot deep inside me, my world spiraled out of control. 

I screamed as an orgasm rocked me to my core. My limbs jerked, and my hips bucked. 

He  growled  before  slamming  into  me  one  final  time.  He  shouted  his  release,  and  my  sex clenched and spasmed around his pulsing erection. I kept my legs and arms wrapped tightly around him as I lost all sense of time. 

Logan’s entire body shuddered as he stayed buried within me. Slick sweat beaded on his skin. I clung to him as his harsh pants filled my ear. 

I didn’t want to let him go. Not then. Not ever. 

I shuddered beneath him one final time, my body still trembling as my orgasm slowly subsided. 

When he rolled on his side and gathered me in his arms, he placed his damp forehead against mine. 

“I’m never letting you go,” he whispered. 

I closed my eyes and laid my head against his chest. His heart beat strongly, a  lub-dub  against my ear. 

“I never want you to,” I replied. It was the truth. I didn’t want him to let me go, either, but the reality was that I already saw our future. It was a future neither of us could control, only neither of us was willing to accept. 

Logan’s  even  breathing  soon  filled  the  room.  I  closed  my  eyes,  allowing  myself  to  cherish  the time I had with him while I could. 

Because the day could come when we would have to part. 

And it wasn’t a day I wanted to see. 

∞     ∞     ∞

The next morning, Logan headed out early, saying something about having to attend pack meetings during the day while also helping his father look further into the cattle killings. I tried to rouse enough to understand what was going on when he kissed me goodbye as the sun came up, but my eyes barely opened in the early hour. 

“Sleep, babe. I’ll be back soon.” With another soft kiss on my lips, he stole from the room. 

Several hours later, I sat on the couch in his living room, my cell phone in my hands. 

While I’d been in the shower, Cecile had texted, telling me that the mother of the boy with cancer had contacted her again about her dying son, even though Cecile had told her I couldn’t work at the moment. 

Guilt  pulsed  through  me.  In  all  that  had  happened  the  previous  night,  I’d  completely  forgotten about the little boy who was going to die because I hadn’t healed him. 

A tree branch scratched against the window. In the front yard, dry leaves fluttered in the breeze as I debated what to do. 

I’d only been in Hidden Creek for one day, yet my true calling was already pulling at me. 

I needed to return to work. 

I needed to help the sick people in the world. 

It was my purpose—my legacy—and I couldn’t run from that. 

 “Stay strong, young angel. Something tells me that we shall meet again. Until then, you must

 continue to do our maker’s work while on earth.” 

Daniel’s parting words at the moment he left me following the battle at headquarters rang strong and clear through my mind. 

I knew what I needed to do. 

After  pulling  up  Cecile’s  phone  number,  I  pressed  my  phone  to  my  ear.  She  answered  on  the second ring. 

“Daria? How’s everything going?” 

“It’s  going  fine.”  The  lie  slipped  out  automatically.  It  was  best  to  shield  her  from  the  truth.  It would only fluster her more. “Say, I got your text about that mom, Katie Bastile. Can you give me her phone number?” 

“Why do you need that?” 

Cecile’s surprised response was to be expected. I never dealt directly with clients. That was her job, not mine. 

But  Cecile  was  hundreds  of  miles  away,  and  a  little  boy  was  about  to  die  because  of  me.  I wasn’t going to let that happen. “Please, just send it to me. I’m going to call her directly.” 

“From your  phone?”  Cecile screeched. “Daria, you can’t let them have your phone number!” 

I understood her concern. She’d lived through the time when my mother and my nan had tried to open  a  clinic.  It  had  been  a  disaster.  Once  clients  had  known  where  to  find  them  and  how  to  reach them, they’d been harassed twenty-four hours a day. Sick people would show up at their doorstep and refuse to leave. 

Those  lessons  had  been  why  I  never  spoke  directly  with  clients  and  let  Cecile  arrange everything. I’d learned that hard lesson from my mother’s teachings. 

“I  know,  but  I  need  to  reach  her.”  I  looked  out  the  window  toward  town.  In  the  distance,  the central  building’s  higher  rooflines  peaked.  Surely  a  landline  was  down  there  somewhere.  “I’ll  call from town. I won’t use my own phone. Can you send it to me?” 

Cecile finally agreed, and her text dinged through. “You should have it. But please, be careful.” 

After we hung up, I slipped my coat on and stepped outside. A brisk fall morning greeted me. 

Stuffing  my  hands  into  my  pocket,  I  headed  toward  town.  I  picked  up  my  pace  as  my  stomach grumbled. I hadn’t eaten breakfast since Logan had left so early, and I figured I could kill two birds with one stone—find a landline and get breakfast. 

 Too bad I don’t know exactly where Amelia lives. I could have just gone to her house. 

I  sighed  when  I  realized  that  if  I’d  done  that  then  Amelia’s  number  could  have  shown  up  on Katie’s phone. No, it was best to call from a business landline and press *67 or whatever they did in the olden days to mask a phone number. 

Brow  furrowing,  I  turned  the  corner  at  the  end  of  the  street.  The  buildings  from  the  tiny  town center came into view. 

Similarly  to  the  day  before,  pack  members  mingled  outside  despite  the  cold  weather.  When  I reached the first store, a gentleman stepped out, giving me a curious glance as I walked by. 

“Hello,” I offered. 

He merely stared at me. 

I headed toward the diner that I’d seen on the corner when we had arrived in town, figuring they would have a phone that I could use. If nothing else, they would have breakfast. 

Two blocks passed before I reached it, and I strolled by several pack members along the way. 

Like the previous night, they all watched me with distrustful yet curious stares. 

A part of me wanted to laugh at the absurdity of it all. I could only imagine how tourists felt if

they  stumbled  into  Hidden  Creek.  I  had  a  feeling  they  didn’t  stay  long.  The  open  hostility  and unwelcome vibe that radiated from the pack members made me feel like I carried the plague. 

A  bell  chimed  over  the  diner’s  door  when  I  stepped  inside.  Scents  of  yeast  and  fried  food greeted  me.  A  few  of  the  restaurant  tables  were  occupied  by  elderly  pack  members  sitting  around with cups of coffee as they either held newspapers or chatted with one another. 

However, as soon as they realized I stood among them, all conversation stopped. 

I walked uncertainly to the diner counter and sat on one of the stools then slipped my coat off. 

Setting it on the empty stool beside me, I picked up one of the many menus sitting on the counter. 

“That’s her. That’s the one he brought home.” 

The whispered statement had my spine straightening, but I ignored it and opened the menu. 

The waitress working behind the counter approached me warily. “Can I get you something?” 

“Coffee and pancakes. And is there any chance you have blueberry syrup?” 

She took the menu from my outstretched hand, her movements stiff before she slipped it back into the slot with the others. “Sure. We can do that.” 

She turned her back on me, and I glanced around the diner, looking for a phone. When I spotted one hanging on the wall near the restrooms, I hopped off my stool and headed toward it. 

“Do you mind if I use this? I need to make a call,” I said when I reached it. 

The waitress, who was in the midst of pouring a cup of coffee for me, glanced over her shoulder at my empty seat. “You don’t have a cell phone you can use?” 

“I do, but I can’t make a call from it.” 

She eyed me suspiciously before saying in a halting tone, “I suppose so, but make it quick.” 

I murmured my thanks and dialed the number Cecile had given me, being sure to mask my call. It rang a few times before a woman picked up. 

“Hi, is this Katie Bastile?” 

“Speaking.” 

“Hi,  Katie.  This  is  Daria  Gresham.  Cecile  told  me  that  you’ve  been  calling  about  your  son.  I hear that he’s become very unwell.” 

Katie  shrieked,  the  sound  so  loud  that  I  pulled  the  phone  away  from  my  ear  as  excited  chatter erupted from her end. “Are you serious? Is this really you, Daria? Is this really  the Daria Gresham?” 

The  hysterical  words  bubbling  from  her  lips  made  my  angel  powers  hum.  A  deep  sense  of longing and purpose filled me.  This is what I’m supposed to be doing.  Healing was my purpose, not hanging around a town full of distrustful, power-hungry werewolves. 

I pressed the phone to my ear again. “It’s really me. I want to help you. Would you be able to meet me?” 

“Yes! We’ll meet you wherever you can see us. Just tell us where to go.” 

Chapter 8

I’d already researched the small towns in a hundred-mile radius on my walk to the diner, so I replied, 

“How about Rawlings, Wyoming?” 

“Yes, of course, that works. I’ll search for a flight right now. We’re in Texas, so I don’t know how  soon  we  can  get  there,  but  I’ll  book  us  on  the  next  flight  to  Denver.  They  always  have  open flights to Denver even last minute, and that drive to Rawlings shouldn’t be too long, right? With any luck,  we’ll  be  there  tonight.  Where  should  we  go  in  Rawlings?  We’ll  go  anywhere.  Just  tell  me where.” 

“Any hotel will do. Do you want to book a room and let me know where you choose? I can meet you there.” 

“Yes.  Yes,  okay.  I’ll  find  something  and  will  let  you  know.  Oh,  wait!  How  do  I  get  ahold  of you?” 

“Just tell Cecile. She’ll get in touch with me. I’ll talk to you soon.” 

“Thank you. Thank you so much!” She was already yelling for her husband when we hung up. 

I turned around, and a deep sense of calmness filled me. 

The calmness was short-lived, however. Everybody in the diner was staring at me. 

I had no idea how loud my conversation had been, but from their startled glances and whispered comments, I figured everybody had heard it. 

 Of course they heard it. Freakin’ werewolf hearing. 

Suppressing  an  eye  roll,  I  walked  stiffly  around  the  counter  to  my  stool.  My  cup  of  coffee waited. I took a few sips, and the scalding brew burned my throat. 

I picked up my cell phone and began scrolling through my map app to see how far Katie and her family  would  have  to  drive  once  they  landed  in  Denver.  A  few  minutes  later,  the  waitress  returned and placed a pile of pancakes in front of me. I set my phone on the counter. 

“Thanks,” I said. 

She didn’t reply, so I picked my phone back up while grabbing the syrup with my free hand. 

The  drive  from  Denver’s  airport  to  Rawlings  would  probably  take  Katie’s  family  around  four hours. I wished I could have met her somewhere closer to Denver, if that was their only flight option that afternoon, but I still didn’t know how I was going to get to Rawlings as it was. 

Steam rolled up from the fluffy hotcakes as I poured a generous serving of blueberry syrup over them.  I  dug  in  and  tried  to  ignore  the  eerie  silence  that  surrounded  me.  The  waitress  still  stood closely, and I knew she was watching me. 

I  snorted  inwardly.  Considering  the  pack  members’  stunned  silence,  I  could  only  imagine  the reaction I would get if I’d invited the Bastiles  directly  to  Hidden  Creek.  The  pack  would  probably have run me out of town. Something told me they didn’t take kindly to strangers in their midst. 

The waitress still didn’t move away, so I expected her to ask me if I needed anything else, but instead she planted a hand on her hip, cocked her head, and said, “So is it true that you’re a famous healer?” 

I chewed my pancakes and swallowed before nodding. “That’s right. It’s what I do for a living.” 

“And that woman you were just talking to? Are you going to heal her?” 

I shifted my weight on my stool. “No, not her but her son. He’s very ill and needs help.” 

“You’re really going to drive to Rawlings to meet them?” 

I cut another bite of pancakes off and stuffed it into my mouth before nodding. 

“You must make a lot of money from that, huh? Being able to heal people who will travel to see you?  Doesn’t  really  make  much  sense  why  you’d  want  to  be  stuck  in  this  little  town  if  you  can  be doing something like that.” 

Her judgmental question, while offensive on some level, was also filled with genuine curiosity. 

I swallowed my pancakes and replied, “I don’t get rich from what I do. I never have. My family heals people because it’s what we were born to do. We don’t do it for the money.” 

“You don’t?” Her eyebrows shot to her hairline. “Huh.” 

With that, she sauntered off when someone called her from behind me. 

I continued eating my pancakes, and since I kept to myself, the pack members eventually returned to their breakfasts. By the time I finished, the conversation had resumed, and my presence didn’t seem quite as noticeable. 

Once I was done, I slid some money onto the counter and left. 

Outside, I crammed my hands back into my pockets and debated what to do for the day. I didn’t know how long it would take for Katie to arrange flights and get back to me, and I still needed to find a ride to Rawlings. 

Chewing on my lip, I debated my options. I already knew Hidden Creek didn’t have a rental car agency,  and  the  only  people  that  seemed  willing  to  talk  to  me  were  Lila,  Lucas,  and  Amelia,  but  I didn’t want to burden them with driving me around. 

I  bit  my  lip  more  and  tried  to  figure  out  what  I  could  do.  If  nothing  else,  maybe  Logan  would loan me his car. 

I texted him as I walked back to his house. 

Hey … can I borrow your vehicle? I need to go somewhere tonight. 

His response came readily. 

 Where are you going? 

As  succinctly  as  possible,  I  explained  what  I  planned  to  do  for  the  evening.  When  his  reply didn’t come, I figured he got caught up in something with his dad again. 

After I shoved my phone back into my pocket, my thoughts shifted to all that had happened in the previous weeks, how I still wanted to find out more about my family’s history, and how the psychic in the marketplace had known so much about me. 

 And  I  still  didn’t  know  what  had  caused  that  strange  voice  to  appear  in  the  back  of  my  mind when  the  rogues  had  attacked  and  Rigarion  had  swallowed  me.  Without  the  voice’s  instructions  on how to handle those two situations, I wasn’t sure if I would have survived, which only made me more curious about what caused it. 

I sighed. There was still so much I didn’t know. 

Once back at Logan’s house, I went to the kitchen to make a pot of coffee. While the weak coffee at  the  diner  had  warmed  my  system,  it  definitely  hadn’t  provided  the  caffeine  boost  I  was  used  to every morning. 

I was about to pour myself a cup when the front door opened and closed. 

“Logan?” I spun around as his alpha power washed through the room. I took a step back, my dark

power rising. “Whoa.” 

Logan stalked toward me as light ringed his irises. Given his balled fists and the magic swirling from him, I figured he hadn’t had a good morning. 

I  brought  the  mug  tentatively  to  my  lips,  my  angel  powers  again  stoking  like  a  fire  inside  me. 

Considering the same thing had happened the previous night when alpha power rolled off him, I knew this was my new norm, and it definitely  wasn’t a bad norm given the potent magic pouring from my boyfriend. Two weeks ago, his magic would have brought me to my knees. 

“Bad morning?” I sipped the hot brew. 

Logan  stopped  two  feet  away  from  me,  his  eyes  glittering  with  anger.  “You’re  leaving? 

Already?” 

With a start, I realized that the energy emanating from him wasn’t from problems with his pack but from anger with  me. 

I set my cup on the counter. “Yeah, a little boy needs my help, so I’m going to work tonight.” 

“And what about staying here? What about you finding your place here  with me so that we can have a future together?” 

Anger at his authoritative tone flared in me. “I’m not just going to sit here, Logan, while you’re out working with your pack. I have a life too.” 

His  nostrils  flared.  “I  know  I’ve  been  gone  a  lot,  but  I  thought  you  were  going  to  give  this  a decent shot. I’m supposed to marry Crystal in a few weeks, remember? I thought that you were going to stay awhile to see if you could fit in, not leave twenty-four hours after you got here.” 

My powers roiled, my dark rising more. I crossed my arms and faced him squarely. “And how do  we  make   this  work,  Logan?  I’ve  only  been  here  for  one  day,  and  you’ve  already  disappeared twice on me. Not to mention that anytime I interact with anybody in this town, they give me the cold shoulder or an unwelcome stare. And I know it’s only been a day, and I’m  not giving up, despite what you think. But at the same time, I’m not going to sit around and do nothing while everybody hates on me. A little boy is dying, and he needs me. I’m leaving so I can heal him.” 

“And you didn’t think to tell me you planned to do this  before you arranged it? You could have talked to me about it before returning to work so soon.” 

I  pinched  the  bridge  of  my  nose  and  breathed  in  deeply.  “I  didn’t  realize  I  needed  your permission to do things. Or is that how it works around here?” 

He bristled. I didn’t know why I was so surprised. 

Logan was the future of the Wyoming pack, he was amongst his kind, and he was used to being obeyed. The fact that I had gone against him in Hidden Creek clearly didn’t sit well with him. 

The  glow  of  anger  grew  in  my  core,  stirring  my  angel  powers  even  more.  My  dark  and  light flared, trying to break their tempered bond. I gritted my teeth, holding them back before saying in a mocking voice, “I’m so very sorry. Do I have your permission to leave to work for the evening, my sweet  alpha?” 

His nostrils flared again, and he stepped closer. Strong alpha magic pulsed from him. Slipping his arm around my waist, he dipped his head down. “Daria,” he said in a low warning tone. A touch of his alpha power surged through that single word. 

“Logan?”  I  challenged  back.  My  angel  powers  roiled,  as  if  sensing  that  his  alpha  magic  was trying to dominate them. 

He snarled, and his magic swelled, vibrating in the air. 

My dark power rose to the challenge, and icy rivers flowed under my skin, as if daring him to try to make me submit. 

A growl erupted from his throat, and the light in his eyes grew. “What are you doing?” 

Though  I  tried  to  control  my  body’s  reaction  to  his  growl,  my  sex  moistened.  Squirming,  I replied, “What do you mean?” 

“Things feel…” He lifted his head and sniffed. The glow in his eyes increased. “I can smell your arousal.” 

My voice turned breathy when I replied, “Well, that’s nothing new.” 

Logan  stepped  closer,  rubbing  against  me.  My  breath  hitched.  “But  something’s  coming  off  of you,” he added. “I can sense it, almost as if you’re challenging me.” 

“Maybe I am.” 

I tried to pull back, but his grip tightened. Despite my annoyance with him, desire flamed in my core. Damn, he could  always turn me on. 

“Do you know what a challenge does to an alpha?” 

I  could  barely  get  the  word  out  when  I  replied  in  a  whisper,  “No.”  Fuck  me.   I  wanted  him despite the fact that he was pissing me off, and he knew it. 

He gripped my thighs and hoisted me onto the counter, parting my knees and stepping between them. He rubbed his erection against me, and I bit back a moan. “You’re mine, Daria Gresham.  Mine. 

Don’t forget that.” 

“And are you mine, Logan Smith?” I asked as I locked my legs around his waist. “Mine to also command?” I ran my hands up his chest. His jaw clenched, and a small part of me felt satisfaction that my touch could also ruffle his control. “I won’t submit to you, Logan. Not now. Not ever. You may be the alpha here, but you are not  my alpha.” 

He  snarled  and  pressed  against  me  more.  My  breath  sucked  in  when  I  felt  his  rigid  length.  “I thought you wanted me, that you wanted to be with me.” 

“I do, but that doesn’t mean I’m yours to command.” 

His hard shaft lengthened against my belly even more, and my breath came out in shallow pants. 

“I can smell your arousal. You’re wet for me.” He nipped my earlobe. “You’re turned on.” 

“And you aren’t?” I rubbed against his throbbing erection. 

He sucked in a breath, and the glow in his irises grew brighter. The feel of our powers colliding made a fire rage in my core, one I couldn’t control. 

“Dar…”  he  said  gruffly,  “I  need  to  be  inside  you.  Now.”  His  dominant  alpha  tone  washed through his words, sending shivers down my spine. 

“Yes.” My head came up just as his mouth descended. Our lips clashed in a violent kiss. 

I pulled him tightly against me, rubbing myself on him as he lifted my hips and yanked my pants off. Following that, he ripped my shirt away while I unhooked my bra. 

Working just as frantically, our fingers fought and tore at his clothing until he stood naked. 

Before I could take another breath, his cock was parting my folds and sliding into me with one violent push. 

I  cried  out  at  the  painful  sudden  onslaught  of  his  massive  erection,  but  the  fire  inside  me  only grew, making me want him more. 

He grabbed my ass and slammed his cock into me again and again. I gripped his shoulders, my angel  powers  swirling  and  rolling  until  I  released  them  from  their  tempered  control,  and  they  shot free. 

My skin glowed as his alpha magic pulsed through the room. I moaned and writhed, wanting him in me.  Needing him in me. 

“Fuck, Daria. Fuck!” he said again and again as he banged me on the counter. 

We  both  came  fast  and  hard.  A  moan  parted  my  lips  as  a  ferocious  roar  came  from  his.  An orgasm shattered my insides, and I bucked wildly as he pumped his release into me while his alpha power soared. 

A few moments passed before our movements slowed. My body trembled, slick with sweat as I sat naked on his kitchen counter. 

He held me to him, his body shaking. Sweat beaded on my forehead, and I clung to him, my legs quivering and still locked around his waist. 

Logan  panted  and  dipped  his  forehead  down  to  touch  mine.  I  breathed  in  his  scent,  his sandalwood  fragrance  tinged  with  musk.  My  hands  continued  to  shake,  so  I  dug  my  fingers  into  his shoulders. 

“What  the  hell  is  going  on  between  us?”  he  asked.  His  chest  rose  and  fell  sharply  with  each breath. 

I shook my head and clung to him more. If I let go, I felt fairly certain I would slide right off the counter. “I don’t know. Our powers seem to be…” 

“Challenging one another?” 

I nodded. “Yeah.” 

That  one  word  summed  up  everything.  I  closed  my  eyes,  not  wanting  to  think  about  what  the future  held.  While  the  sex  between  us  was   amazing,  I  also  knew  that  stemmed  from  potential problems that could keep us from being together. 

And at the moment, I didn’t want to think about those problems. 

“So  what  time  are  you  meeting  your  client  tonight?”  From  his  tone,  he  seemed  resigned  to  the fact that I was going. 

I cinched my bra back in place and lifted my boobs into the cups. Logan’s eyes glowed brighter when he saw my erect nipples, but then he glowered when they disappeared behind my satiny bra. 

Biting back a smile, I replied, “I don’t know yet. I’m waiting for her to call me.” 

His eyebrows shot up. “She has your phone number?” 

“Not mine but Cecile’s. She’s going to call Cecile to let me know what hotel to go to.” 

A groove settled between his eyes. “I’ll come with you. I don’t want you there alone.” 

“What  about  your  pack  meeting  and  what’s  going  on  with  the  cattle?  Speaking  of  which,  have you figured anything else out about that?” 

“Not yet, but Jake and the boys should be back this afternoon. If the wolf that killed the cattle is still on our land, we’ll find him.” 

“And you still don’t know why he targeted your father’s herd?” 

“No, not yet, but we will.” 

Chapter 9

Logan lifted me from the counter but kept my legs wrapped around his waist. While I’d managed to put my bra back on, the rest of me remained unclothed. 

“I like having you naked in my house,” he murmured before carrying me into his bedroom. 

He laid me on his large bed then slid up next to me. I settled in the crook of his arm, savoring his warmth. 

Sunshine streamed through the windows, causing dust specks to light up in the air. 

I pulled his blanket over us. Despite Logan’s warm body, a chill had settled over me since our lovemaking had cooled. 

“By the way, when do the official wedding celebrations begin?” I stiffened and readied myself for his reply. 

“They  start  decorating  next  week.”  He  worked  his  jaw,  his  gaze  somber.  “But  the  official celebrations don’t begin until three days before the wedding.” 

“So we have a little bit of time.” I mulled that over. “And do you still think there’s a way for your pack to willingly accept me over Crystal?” 

A  low  growl  filled  his  chest,  but  he  didn’t  reply.  In  other  words,  he  hadn’t  worked  out   that detail either. 

“So what are we going to do, Logan?” 

“I don’t know, but I won’t marry her. I won’t.” 

“What if it leads to a pack war?” 

His jaw tightened. “Hopefully, it won’t come to that.” 

A heavy ache filled my chest as the impossibility of our relationship once again came to light, but I didn’t have time to think about it since a text dinged on Logan’s phone. 

He grabbed it. “Shit.” 

“What’s wrong?” 

“Another cow was found dead.” He scrolled through the text message, and I caught a few words. 

A tingle of unease ran down my spine when the words  slit throat and  wolf prints showed up. 

“How  is  it  that  you  haven’t  found  him?”  I  sat  up  straighter,  my  hair  falling  over  my  shoulders onto my breasts. “If a werewolf is killing cows, wouldn’t you be able to track him?” 

“If the killings had been recent, yes, we would be able to. But the ones we found last night had been dead for at least three days. Any lingering scent of a werewolf was long gone following that rain we  had  the  other  night.  And  unless  this  cow  was  killed  recently,  chances  are  we  won’t  be  able  to smell who did this either.” 

“But you heard an unusual werewolf howl, right? So doesn’t that mean he’s still on your land?” 

“Possibly, but wolf howls carry for miles. It’s hard to say exactly where he was.” He pressed a soft kiss to my forehead before disentangling himself from my arms. “I’m sorry, babe, but I have to go.” 

I sat up, frustration flowing through me as his broad shoulders and honey-colored skin filled my view.  He  slid  on  a  fresh  pair  of  jeans.  His  taut  abdominal  muscles,  as  hard  as  concrete,  caught  my attention even though I tried to ignore them. 

“When are you coming back?” 

“With any luck, a few hours.” 

“Have  you  seen  Crystal  again  since  last  night?”  I  tried  to  keep  the  jealousy  from  my  tone  but failed miserably. 

“I  saw  her  at  breakfast  this  morning  at  the  community  center.  That’s  where  we  met  before heading out. I would have taken you with me, but you looked so tired. Tomorrow, though, you should come. The Omegals put out quite the spread this morning.” A tinge of bitterness filled his tone when he  referred  to  the  Omegals.  Like  Lucas,  he  also  didn’t  seem  to  agree  with  how  the  women  were treated. 

Though I was happy to hear of Logan’s displeasure, my brow furrowed as a flash of annoyance filled  me.  “I’m  glad  you  enjoyed  breakfast  with   Crystal  while  I  wandered  down  to  the  diner  for  a pancake breakfast by myself.” 

A guilty expression filled his face, and he sat back on the bed, the mattress dipping. “I’m sorry. I should’ve told you to go to the center for breakfast. Only the old-timers go to the diner.” 

I picked at a thread on the bed. “Is the community center open for lunch too?” 

“Yeah, three meals a day on the weekend.” 

“Maybe  I  could  go  now.”  I  played  with  my  fingers,  debating  how  well  that  would  go,  but  if  I didn’t  try to fit into his pack, I never would. 

He brushed a finger across my cheek, the movement tender and fleeting. “That’s a great idea, and I  know  it’s  hard  because  you’re  not  one  of  us,  but  you’ll  win  them  over.  I’m  sure  of  it.  How  can anybody not love you?” 

I braved a smile for his sake, but doubt still filled me. The pack loved their alpha and the alpha’s son, but I wasn’t pack. 

However, Crystal was, but like Logan, I was damned if I wasn’t going to try. 

∞     ∞     ∞

I  stuffed  my  hands  into  my  pockets  as  I  trudged  through  the  cold  breeze  on  the  way  to  the community center. Logan had offered to drop me off, but I figured the walk would give my nerves a chance to settle. 

Or not. 

Butterflies  flapped  in  my  stomach  when  I  pushed  through  the  double  doors  to  the  large community building. I wished I knew how to get ahold of Lila or Amelia. With any luck, they would be there. 

Similarly  to  the  day  before,  kids  played  outside  on  the  jungle  gym.  None  of  them  gave  me  a second glance when I disappeared inside. 

I pulled my hat off and sniffed the pleasant smells wafting through the air. 

A  bunch  of  kids,  all  under  the  age  of  ten,  ran  past  me  as  they  raced  through  the  halls.  They carried  paper  airplanes  and  Nerf  guns,  yelling  taunts  to  one  another  before  they  disappeared  from view. 

A smile stretched across my face. I pictured a young blond girl with turquoise eyes running with that group. If she grew up in Hidden Creek, my daughter’s childhood would be completely different from mine. She would have a huge family, a community, a place she would forever call home, and a pack that would protect her with their lives. 

Maybe it  could work . 

 Perhaps I can work out some arrangement in which I do healing tours six months out of the

 year and spend the other six months in Hidden Creek. It’s not ideal, but it’s possible. 

But my smile faltered. Ultimately, however, it would only work if Logan’s pack accepted me and chose me over Crystal, and that was also only if Crystal’s pack didn’t demand war.  And Logan had to be okay with me traveling most of the year. 

I blew a strand of hair out of my eyes and squared my shoulders.  Minor details. 

Marching  down  the  hall,  I  let  my  nose  and  the  tantalizing  smells  lead  the  way.  I  rounded  the corner and stepped through a set of double doors. Before me waited a huge room, similar in style to an elementary school’s cafeteria. 

Row  after  row  of  tables  and  chairs  filled  the  large  space.  At  least  a  hundred  pack  members lingered  about.  Men  and  women  sat  at  the  tables,  eating  food  from  full  plates  while  they  chatted. 

Other pack members stood in small groups with cups of steaming coffee or tea in their hands. 

I continued to look around. So far, I hadn’t spotted anyone I knew. 

A  clattering  of  feet  came  from  behind  me  before  the  group  of  youngsters  dashed  past,  their airplanes zooming through the air. 

“Bradley! Get over here right now! You almost threw that paper airplane in Kenneth’s drink!” A woman with reddish-brown hair and a strong build stopped one of the boys short. She leaned down, reprimanding him, but from the eager expression on the boy’s face, I knew he wasn’t listening to his mother. 

For a moment, I let the pack’s energy and the sense of community suck me in. My smile grew. 

But  the  chatter  in  the  large  hall  slowly  died.  One  by  one,  pack  members’  attention  drifted  my way. A few of the men lifted their heads, sniffing. Several of the women’s expressions turned sour. 

I spotted Laura in the corner. She sat with a handful of well-dressed women of similar age off to the side, out of view from the rest of the pack. All of them eyed me before dipping their heads toward Logan’s mother. 

My hopeful mood faltered, but I reminded myself why I’d come. If I didn’t give it a decent shot, I would never know if a future between Logan and me was possible. 

Mustering more confidence than I felt, I stood up straighter and walked toward the serving line. 

When I reached it, I smiled at the group of Omegals standing behind it and serving food to the pack. 

“Hi. I’m Daria Gresham, Logan’s girlfriend.” 

“Girlfriend,  huh?”  The  scornful  statement  came  from  a  man  behind  me,  followed  by  someone else muffling a laugh. 

Bristling, I kept my attention on the woman in front of me. She stood around my height, but her broad  shoulders  hinted  at  her  werewolf  heritage.  Her  thick  eyebrows  knit  together  as  she  eyed  me suspiciously. 

“You’re that woman Logan brought home?” she asked. “And you said you’re his girlfriend, but don’t you mean his mistress?” 

I  clenched  my  teeth.  Seriously,  what’s  with  this  mistress  crap?   “I’m  his  girlfriend,  not  his mistress.” 

She grunted. “Well, is there something I can help you with?” 

Despite my growling stomach, I didn’t pick up a plate. “Can I help with anything? Serving the food?  Or  doing  the  dishes?”  If  I  had  any  chance  at  all  of  winning  the  pack  over,  I  knew  my  best chance started with the Omegals. They were as low as I was. 

Another  Omegal  shuffled  closer  to  the  woman  I’d  been  talking  with.  “You  want  to  help  with serving and dishes?” Her eyebrows shot up. “That’s the first time a mistress has ever offered  that.” 

She laughed, but it didn’t sound like a scornful laugh, more like a surprised one. 

I  resisted  the  urge  to  wring  my  hands,  and  my  earlier  hope  that  I  would  find  some  way  to integrate into their group started disappearing as quickly as the bread pudding at the end of the table. 

The  first  woman  sighed.  “Fine.  I  suppose  if  you’re  looking  for  something  to  do,  we  have  a mountain of dishes back there you can start on.” 

I bobbed my head. “Yeah, just show me where to get started.” 

I followed the broad woman around the serving line into the kitchen adjoining the cafeteria. The entire way, I felt Laura’s gaze follow. 

Startled glances from Omegals laboring over the hot ovens and stoves met mine when I stepped into the kitchen. 

“What did you say your name was?” the broad woman asked. 

“Daria. And yours is?” 

“Tracinda.”  She  stopped  at  an  industrial-looking  double  sink.  Piled  high  on  the  stainless-steel counter beside it, a mountain of dishes teetered. “Soap’s under the counter. Larger pots and pans need to  be  washed  here,  but  smaller  dishes  can  go  through  the  dishwasher.”  She  nodded  toward  another industrial-looking  contraption  that  had  a  conveyer  belt  and  racks  off  to  the  right.  It  was  certainly bigger and more complicated looking than any dishwasher I’d ever seen. 

“Any questions?” 

I swallowed. “No. I’ll manage.” 

She eyed me again, as if skeptical that I would actually stay and do the work. 

After pushing my sleeves up, I grabbed the soap and began to fill the sink. 

With another grunt, she lumbered back to the serving line. 

Behind  me,  I  felt  the  other  Omegals  watching,  their  curiosity  reminding  me  of  spectators  at  a circus. But every time I glanced over my shoulder, they would hurriedly avert their gazes and continue with whatever they were cooking. 

At least the vibe among the Omegals, while distant, didn’t hold the scorn that had been present among the higher-ranking women at Logan’s homecoming dinner. Most of the Omegals seemed either surprised by or curious about my presence. That beat resentment and derision any day. 

The  minutes  ticked  by  as  I  washed  large  pot  after  pot.  I  kept  eyeing  the  massive  dishwasher warily. I had no idea how to start that thing, so I figured I would do that last. 

Sweat dripped from my forehead and past my ear as the mountain slowly lessened. Between the steam rolling up from the sink and the hot water scalding my forearms, I wished I’d worn a T-shirt. 

“Want some help?” Hands dipped into the sudsy water next to mine. A tendril of the occupant’s auburn hair fell forward. 

“Amelia, hi!” I grinned. 

“Thought  you  could  use  an  extra  set  of  hands  …  or  two.”  Amelia  winked  as  another  woman, probably  in  her  fifties,  appeared  on  my  other  side,  grabbing  the  plates  and  heading  toward  the dishwasher. 

“That’s Wanda.” Amelia nodded toward the woman. “She’s one of my mom’s friends.” 

Pushing a strand of hair that had stuck to my cheek behind my ear, I said, “Thanks for helping.” 

“I  think  we  should  thank   you  for  helping,”  Wanda  called  over  her  shoulder.  Her  sweaty  skin shined, and her eyes glowed with fatigue. 

Regardless,  my  lips  curved  into  a  smile.  “It’s  not  a  problem.  I  would  rather  work  than  sit  in Logan’s house.” 

Wanda laughed. “Well, we got plenty of work if that’s what you’re looking for.” 

Another  set  of  footsteps  came  from  behind  me  before  a  middle-aged  woman  appeared  at

Amelia’s side. She grabbed a towel and began drying the pans. Like Amelia, she had auburn hair, but streaks of gray ran through it. 

“Hey, Mom,” Amelia said. “How’s it going out there?” 

Amelia’s mom sighed. “It’s wrapping up. We need to get these dishes done, though, so we can get started on the supper meal.” Amelia’s mother leaned forward. “Amelia told me she met you last night. You’re Daria, right? The woman Logan brought home with him?” 

“Yeah, that’s me.” My stomach gave another large growl. 

“What was that?” her mom asked. “Haven’t you eaten?” 

I slapped a wet hand over my stomach and shook my head sheepishly. 

“Tracinda!” Amelia’s mom yelled over her shoulder. “Would you get this girl a plate? She hasn’t had lunch.” When she turned back to me, she added, “Nice to meet you, by the way. I’m Jen, Amelia’s mom, and that’s Wanda over there.” Jen waved in Wanda’s direction. 

Wanda was stacking plate after plate into the dishwasher, already having returned for a second round. 

“I already introduced her, Mom.” Amelia handed her mother a dripping pan. 

Jen winked and nudged her. “Glad to see those manners I instilled in you are still working.” 

Amelia laughed and splashed suds at her mother. Jen shrieked and splashed her back. 

My mood lifted as I watched them. Their playful banter reminded me of how my mother and I used to act, which caused a wishful ache in my heart. 

A  moment  later,  Tracinda  handed  me  a  plate  of  steaming  food.  “Eat  while  you  can,”  she muttered. “You never know how things are going to go around here.” 

“Thank you.” I gratefully took the plate from her before stepping to the side and digging in. My taste  buds  sighed  in  bliss  when  the  mashed  potatoes  and  gravy  coated  my  tongue.  But  as  soon  as  I finished, I joined Amelia and Jen again. 

“Are you going to help with dinner too?” Jen asked me, after wiping a dollop of soap suds from her nose. 

I dipped my hands back into the hot water. “I can for at least part of it, but at some point tonight, I’ll have to leave to—” 

“Oh my god, she’s actually doing dishes!” 

A tittering of laughter followed. I stiffened as more giggles erupted from behind me. 

“She obviously doesn’t know that a true  alpha’s wife would never stoop to something as low as kitchen duties.” 

I glanced over my shoulder just in time to see Crystal flick her long brown hair behind her back. 

Logan’s fiancée stood outside the kitchen with two of her friends. The three of them smirked and made no attempts to hide that they were talking about me. 

My angel powers stirred, my dark responding to the sudden spike of adrenaline in my blood. 

“Just ignore them, Daria,” Amelia whispered. “We appreciate your help. We really do.” 

Jen’s  laughter  had  died,  her  movements  growing  stiff  and  mechanical  as  she  continued  to  dry dishes. 

Even Wanda had changed, her easier movements slower, as if ensuring she didn’t break a dish. 

“She  should  stay  in  the  kitchen,”  one  of  Crystal’s  friends  said.  “Since  she  gets  along  with  the Omegals so well.” 

“Birds of a feather!” the other friend added. 

“Exactly,” the first replied. “If she’s as low as an Omegal, she should stay with them, not with us.” 

Crystal smirked in my direction one last time before sauntering off with her friends. 

As  soon  as  they  were  out  of  our  line  of  sight,  Jen  let  out  a  sigh  of  relief.  “Let’s  just  get  these dishes done, girls.” 

Her earlier carefreeness evaporated as she, Wanda, and Amelia became robotic machines, doing the dishes dutifully until every last pot and pan gleamed. 

I wiped the sweat from my brow. Anger still lingered in me, but at least the dishes were done. 

“It’s wrong how they treat you. It’s so wrong.” 

Amelia bit her lip, giving her mother an anxious glance. 

“It may be wrong, but that’s how it is,” Jen replied. 

“It doesn’t have to be,” I murmured. 

Jen cocked her head and propped a hand on her hip. “Logan and Lucas say stuff like that too.” 

“Because it’s true,” I replied. “It doesn’t have to be this way. It’s not like the world will end or everyone will get struck by lightning if this messed-up hierarchy goes away.” 

“But…” Wanda said, a worried look in her eyes as she came up behind Jen. “How would we function without it like this? I don’t have an education. I don’t know anything else other than cooking and cleaning. I need to do this job so the higher-ranking wolves provide for my family.” 

I nodded. “I understand your concern, since this is all you’ve known, but wouldn’t it feel better to choose to do this for a living and get paid for it versus the higher-ranking wolves expecting it and only providing for your family if you do exactly as they tell you? What if another Omegal were your boss  instead?  And  if  she  provided  your  paycheck  for  you  from  money  paid  to  her  by  the  ranch owners.” 

Wanda laughed. “An  Omegal paying me?” She shook her head. “You’re not only pretty, Daria, but you’re also funny.” She laughed again before walking back to the counters. 

Jen and Amelia, however, shared concerned looks. 

I grabbed Amelia’s hand. “I’m serious. Really, I am. It could change.” 

Amelia shrugged. “But we’re used to it like this, and really, I’m just thankful that I get to teach during the week and don’t have to cook and clean for the rest of my life.” 

“So  you  grew  up  doing  this?”  I  asked,  noticing  a  few  other  girls,  who  couldn’t  be  older  than teenagers, cutting up fresh vegetables at one counter. 

Amelia nodded and led me toward one of the large ovens. “We all did. We’re from the lowest-ranking families, so this is where our place is unless we marry higher up.” 

“Then what happens?” 

“Then we can have more professional jobs, like working in retail or at the clinic.” Her eyes lit up. “You know, before Lucas and Logan changed the schoolteacher rule, I wasn’t allowed to teach, even though I spent four years earning my elementary teaching degree online. I had to do either kitchen duties, maid services, or childcare despite graduating from college. Now, I just help out when I can, since my mom’s always swamped with work.” 

“Maid services?” I stepped to the side of the sink just as one of the teenage girls dumped a pile of potato peels into the garbage beside me. 

“Yeah,  it’s  one  of  the  three  professions  we’re  allowed  as  an  Omegal-born—well,  four professions now that we can teach too. We either cook, clean the higher-ranking-women’s homes, or work as nannies for their kids.” 

I made a disgusted sound, unable to help myself. “So what exactly do the higher-ranking women do if you all do everything for them?” 

Amelia shrugged. “They host parties and organize celebrations. They’re professional hostesses, 

the dinner last night being an example.” 

“That’s it?” 

Amelia  cast  a  wary  glance  toward  the  open  counter  overlooking  the  gymnasium  area.  She lowered her voice as she said, “You need to be careful, Daria. You shouldn’t speak disrespectfully of them. You don’t want to cross a higher-ranking woman. She can make your life hell.” 

My angel powers stirred more, and I planted my hands on my hips. I thought about Crystal and her friends. So far, they hadn’t made my life hell, but they’d definitely made it uncomfortable, and I’d only been in Hidden Creek for a day. 

Who knew what they could do in the coming weeks, but all that did was make my powers roll even more. 

Chapter 10

I spent the afternoon with Amelia and the Omegals, and despite the hard work, I enjoyed my time with them. Growing up, I had spent plenty of afternoons helping my mom, my nan, Mike, and Cecile in the kitchen, so I wasn’t a complete stranger to what needed to be done. 

In  a  way,  chopping  vegetables,  stirring  soups,  and  baking  desserts  was  fun.  But  that  was  also because I  chose to be there. If I had to do kitchen duties day in and day out for twelve hours straight, I would probably look as fatigued as the women around me. 

At  least  one  good  thing  was  coming  from  my  endeavors,  however.  A  few  times  during  the afternoon, Omegals had approached me to make small talk as we worked side by side. As before, I didn’t feel shunned by them, and some of them even seemed to like me. 

Perhaps that was because they viewed me as one of them, since I was also lowest in the pecking order. But every time I remembered the freakin’ hierarchy, anger would spark my angel powers. More than a few times, I had to temper them as I worked at the Omegals’ sides. 

Luckily, nothing crazy happened, despite my volatile reactions. I imagined if I became a human firework again and exploded the kitchen, it would put a damper on the pack accepting me. 

“Is there a bathroom around here?” I asked Amelia as we kneaded dough on a long table. Flour covered my hands, and Amelia even had some in her hair. 

“Just down the hall, past the classrooms. You can use that door if you want.” She nodded toward a door in the corner. “It exits straight to the hall.” 

“Good idea. Then I can’t get lost.” 

Amelia laughed, and I grabbed a towel to dust the flour off my hands. I left the bustling kitchen, exiting to a quieter hallway. I didn’t spot any running children, but din from the large cafeteria around the corner carried to my ears. 

I was about to head down the hall when a woman said, “Daria?” 

I swung around to see Laura standing near the wall by the cafeteria entrance. 

Forcing my shoulders back, I stood straighter as she approached. “Yes?” I had no idea what she was going to say to me, but I wasn’t going to be as nice as I was the first night if she was rude to me again. Despite being Logan’s mother, she didn’t have a free pass to disrespect me. 

I bristled, readying myself for whatever was to come. 

But  instead  of  the  contemptuous  look  I’d  expected  when  she  reached  my  side,  her  expression was filled with genuine confusion. “Daria, what are you doing?” 

For a moment, I didn’t know how to respond, but I eventually got out, “I’m helping. What does it look like I’m doing?” 

“But  why are you helping? What are you trying to prove?” 

Similarly to how she’d looked the first night, her coifed blond hair sat just above her shoulders, looking freshly washed and styled. However, one thing about her looked different. The icy mask she had worn the first night was gone. Instead, I was looking at a woman with years of fatigue and defeat written across her face. 

I faltered, my earlier ire fading. “Um… I…” I stumbled over the words. “I’m trying to fit in here. 

I know I’m different, but I love your son, and I want to make this work between him and me.” 

Her lips turned down, her eyes growing forlorn. “Daria, I don’t know if Logan’s explained this

to you, but that’s not how it works here.” She placed her hand over mine and steered me closer to the wall so anybody who came around the corner wouldn’t immediately see us. “I can see that you have a good heart, and I’m sorry for how I treated you last night, but certain behaviors are expected of me.” 

My lips parted. Laura was acting nothing like the woman I’d met at the homecoming dinner. All of the spite and malice she’d thrown my way was gone. 

“But you’re wasting your time,” Laura continued. “Logan will marry Crystal. He may not want to, but he will, and all you’ll be is his mistress. That’s how things are. Is that really what  you want?” 

“But he doesn’t want to marry her. He wants to marry me. Doesn’t that count for anything?” 

A  sad  smile  lifted  her  lips.  “I  know  he  doesn’t  want  her,  probably  in  the  same  way  his  father never wanted me even though I was a virgin when we married.” She blinked rapidly before adding, 

“But  as  the  leaders  of  our  pack,  we’re  not  allowed  the  privilege  of  choice.  We’ve  all  had  to  make sacrifices.” 

I  shook  my  head.  “And  what  are  those  sacrifices  all  for?  Dominance?  But  is  that  really  worth it?” I stepped closer to her, realizing if I had any chance, any chance  at all of making it in the pack, I needed  the  women  on  my  side.  “Was  marrying  the  most  dominant  male  worth  what  your  life  has turned into? Is being the alpha’s wife worth an unfulfilling marriage and being the mother of a child who’s also being forced into a life of unhappiness?” 

The second I mentioned Logan, her lips quivered, but she squared her shoulders. “He’ll find a way to make a life with Crystal, just as Samuel and I found our life.” 

“But  is  that  really  the  life  you  want  for  him?  I  can  see  that  you  love  Logan,  and  he  loves  you. 

Don’t you want something better for him than what you’ve had?” 

She  shook  her  head.  “It’s  not  that  easy.  We  can’t  just  change  hundreds  of  years  of  tradition overnight. This is how it’s done.” 

“But does it have to  stay that way?” 

Her  mouth  opened,  and  she  looked  about  to  say  something  else  when  another  woman  came around the corner. “Laura! There you are.” 

The second Laura realized that our privacy had been compromised, any hint of sadness vanished from  her  expression.  With  wide  eyes  and  a  smile  plastered  on  her  face,  Laura  swung  around. 

“Charlene, sorry. I just ran into Daria and didn’t realize the time.” 

Charlene  slipped  her  arm  through  Laura’s,  a  wary  look  entering  her  eyes  when  she  glanced  at me. “I see. Well, shall we go? The girls were thinking of going to Beth’s for a few games of cards this afternoon. Are you interested?” 

“Yes, of course,” Laura replied. 

Charlene  steered  Logan’s  mother  away,  but  when  they  rounded  the  corner,  Laura  gave  me  one last look. For a fraction of a second, her mask slipped again, and I once again saw the haunted and lonely woman underneath. 

My shoulders drooped when they disappeared.  How can I possibly change things in the short time Logan and I have? 

Finally remembering that I’d left the kitchen to use the bathroom, I carried on down the hall, my heart heavy at how impossible everything felt. 

After  passing  several  empty  classrooms,  I  finally  spotted  the  bathroom.  It  didn’t  have  a  door, merely an open corner to walk around. 

I  hurried  around  the  corner,  my  feet  silent  on  the  smooth  linoleum,  but  stopped  when  I  heard someone talking and what sounded like quiet crying. 

“You need to stop! You can’t keep this up. They’ll catch you!” someone whispered. 

 Now what the heck’s going on?  I stood completely still at the entrance. Three stalls stood off to the right. The last one’s door was closed, and boots peeked out from it. 

I made a move to turn around and tiptoe out, but the woman’s next sentence stopped me cold. 

“I know you don’t want me to marry him, and I don’t want to, either, but I have to! You know what’s expected of me.” 

My eyes grew wide.  Marry? 

I didn’t dare move as the woman’s voice finally registered.  Crystal. 

She was talking to someone who was doing something wrong,  and he didn’t want her to marry Logan. And most surprisingly, Crystal didn’t want to marry Logan either. 

 Holy  shit.  Did  I  seriously  hear  her  right?  So  it’s  not  just  Logan  who  doesn’t  want  their marriage? 

A buzz in my pocket made me jump. 

The quiet crying coming from Crystal’s stall stopped. 

With a barely controlled gasp, I realized she’d heard my phone. 

I spun around and flew back down the hall, sprinting as fast as I could. When I was back in the kitchen, my chest rose and fell with unsteady breaths, and my mind reeled from all that I had learned. 

 Crystal  doesn’t  want  to  marry  Logan,  and  Laura  has  accepted  a  lifetime  of  a  loveless marriage. The problems in this pack go deeper than I thought. 

From  the  conversation  I’d  had  with  Laura,  I  could  see  that  it  wasn’t   me  she  was  against.  Her behavior  the  first  night  hadn’t  been  malicious  because  she  hated  me.  She  was  simply  honoring traditional rules, as was expected of her. And from what I’d just overheard in the bathroom, Crystal wasn’t actually head over heels in love with Logan, not like I’d thought she was. If that conversation was any indication of her true feelings, she didn’t want to marry Logan either. 

 Fucking-A. 

The  Omegals  continued  to  work,  some  giving  me  curious  glances  as  I  stood  there,  probably looking like I’d seen a ghost. 

“Are you okay?” Amelia asked. 

I forced a smile. “Yeah, I’m fine.” With a shaky hand, I pulled out my cell phone to see who had texted me. 

A message from Cecile popped up. 

 Katie  Bastile,  her  husband,  and  sick  son  are  in  Denver  and  en  route  to  Rawlings.  They

 anticipate being at the hotel they booked around eight tonight. What time do you plan on getting

 there? 

Right. Katie and her dying son.  That was what I needed to be focusing on, not hundreds of years of  messed-up  werewolf  traditions  and  whatever  drama  Crystal  was  going  through.  I  pulled  up  the hotel’s information and saw that it was just over two hours away. I shakily tapped in a reply. 

Tell them I’ll be there by eight. 

 Okay, will do. Do you want Mike and me to drive there and meet you? I only have an hour

 left of my shift, and Mike can probably get off work early. 

Considering  I  hadn’t  been  working  or  pulling  in  any  income  for  weeks,  both  Mike  and  Cecile

had  picked  up  part-time  jobs  in  Boise.  I  felt  guilty  about  that,  since  my  healing  tours  had  always provided for the three of us, but at the moment, with funds running so slim, they had felt it was best to seek outside employment. 

I tapped out another reply. 

No, Logan is coming with me. I’ll be fine, but thanks for offering. 

“Are you sure everything’s okay?” Amelia asked after I pocketed my phone and returned to the counter we’d been working at. She carried a few bread loaf pans over and set them down. 

“Yeah, everything’s fine, but I’m sorry. I need to get going. I just got a message about a client I’m meeting tonight.” I eyed the time again. 

“Client? I didn’t know you see clients. What are you doing?” 

“I’m a supernatural healer. Normally, I do healing tours, but there’s a little boy dying of cancer that I need to heal tonight. If I don’t, he’ll die.” 

Amelia’s  eyebrows  shot  up.  “Seriously?”  Her  eyes  widened  as  understanding  lit  them.  “Oh, that’s  right!  You   are  a  famous  healer.  I  almost  forgot.”  Her  expression  turned  sheepish.  “I  can’t believe I didn’t remember that sooner.” She shook her head. “We’re kind of isolated out here. That’s probably why a lot of people haven’t recognized you as  that Daria Gresham. Even though we’re part of the community, we tend to keep to ourselves.” 

“Honestly, I kind of prefer it, to tell you the truth. I didn’t really like the attention I got back at the SF headquarters or the marketplace. I never had that growing up, so it felt kind of weird.” 

Amelia laughed. “Well, that’s just another reason for you to stay here. Amongst the pack, you’re just a lowly visitor who is no more special than anybody else.” She winked. 

“When you put it like that, how could I not want to stay?” 

We  both  fell  into  a  fit  of  giggles,  and  a  warm  sensation  slipped  through  me  that  another friendship was budding between a young woman and me. 

At  the  moment,  Xanthia  was  the  only  true  girlfriend  I  had,  but  I  could  see  Amelia  and  me becoming fast friends if the opportunity was allowed. 

“I  should  be  back  late  tonight,  so  if  you  guys  need  help  down  here  tomorrow,  I  can  swing  by again.” 

“You’re leaving?” Jen sauntered up to her daughter’s side and blew a strand of hair out of her eyes. She’d been working all day, and it showed. Fatigue made her eyes dull. 

“I have to. I’m working tonight.” 

Before she could ask about my job, I squeezed Amelia’s hand. “I’ll see you all tomorrow.” 

The Omegals all waved farewell as I departed, and for the first time since arriving in Hidden Creek, I felt genuinely happy to be there. 

But as soon as I stepped outside and the cool autumn wind hit me, I nibbled my lip. Alone with my thoughts as I walked back to Logan’s, my bladder complaining the entire way, since I’d never gone to  the  bathroom,  I  returned  to  the  brief  conversation  I’d  had  with  Laura  and  the  conversation  I’d overheard in the bathroom. 

Just who exactly had Crystal been talking to? 

∞     ∞     ∞

An hour later, I was pacing Logan’s living room as I waited for him to return. I had texted him on

my  walk  back  to  his  house  that  I  wanted  to  leave  in  an  hour  to  meet  my  client.  He  had  responded readily, telling me he would be back to give me a ride, but he still hadn’t shown up. 

“Where is he?” I whispered to myself. 

My phone dinged, and I opened it eagerly, expecting to see a message from Logan, but Xanthia’s name scrolled across the top. 

 What are you up to tomorrow? Wanna meet up? I have Monday off too, so if tomorrow

 doesn’t work, we could meet up then. 

I grinned, some of my anxiety over the upcoming healing session fading to the background. 

I’d love to! 

I  was  about  to  tap  another  reply,  asking  where  she  wanted  to  meet,  but  then  I  pictured  the Omegals and their exhausted expressions. 

It was only on weekends that the community center was open fourteen hours straight. During the weekdays, the kitchen-duty Omegals only served breakfast and dinner and were off during the middle of the day. If anything, they could use my help more the next day than Monday. 

But I can’t tomorrow. Catch up Monday? 

 Sounds good, chica. See you then. :)

A giggle escaped me that Xanthia had used a smiley face. I was still laughing when a call rang through. Logan’s picture flashed on the screen. For a moment, I paused to admire it. 

I’d snapped the photo during our romantic getaway to the mountaintop in Idaho just two nights before. 

It  had  been  right  after  we’d  made  love.  His  hair  was  tousled,  his  eyes  hooded,  and  he’d  been lying back on the blanket, his head cradled in the crook of his arm while his huge bicep bulged as he smiled lazily up at the camera. 

He looked as sexy as hell. Just seeing the photo made desire course through my belly. 

I finally answered on the third ring. “Hey, are you almost here?” 

His growl followed. “No, dammit. I need to stay at this meeting. My dad is pretty pissed off at the thought of me leaving.” 

“Another  meeting?”  My  shoulders  fell.  “But  I  need  to  get  to  Rawlings,  so  can  I  borrow  your car?” 

“I don’t want you going alone. You don’t know those people, and you don’t know what they’ll be like. I’d rather send a few pack mates to drive you there.” 

While a part of me felt warmed by Logan’s concern, the other part rolled my eyes. 

As  an  ex-SF  member,  Logan  always  assumed  the  worst  of  people  and  erred  on  the  side  of caution. But considering Katie Bastile was simply a desperate mother wanting to save her son—not a psycho stalker like Dillon Parker—she hardly posed a threat. 

Still,  I  knew  Logan  wouldn’t  budge,  and  he  did  have  a  point.  Katie  and  her  family  were strangers, and I was a single woman meeting them at a hotel. 

Sighing, I gripped my phone tighter. “All right, what time do you think they’ll get here?” 

“I’m sending them right now. Keep an eye out for a dark-blue truck.” He rattled off the license

plate  number  and  the  description  of  the  two  men.  “Don’t  enter  any  vehicle  that  doesn’t  match  that description  or  license  plate.  Oh,  and  the  two  guys  are  named  Ramon  and  Evan.  They’ll  keep  you safe.” 

I saluted, even though he couldn’t see me. “Aye, aye, Major Smith.” 

He chuckled. 

I dropped my hand, sobering. “But are you sure they won’t mind? This is going to take the rest of the night with all the driving.” 

“They won’t mind.” 

My stomach churned anyway since I wondered if they truly  would  care.  I  had  a  feeling—from what I’d seen of how Logan acted in his hometown and how hierarchy meant absolute control—that if Logan had told them they had to drive me, then they  had to. 

Whether or not they wanted the job. 

“Babe? I gotta go. I’ll see you tonight when you get back. Okay?” 

“Yeah. Sure,” I replied. 

We hung up, and I nibbled my lip. I supposed there was only one way to find out if Logan made wolves do things against their will. 

I grabbed my purse and headed to the door. 

Chapter 11

Fifteen minutes later, the rumble of a truck drifted down the road. Two guys sat in the front of the cab as the sun dipped toward the horizon. I could make out their outlines when they swung into Logan’s driveway, and according to the license plate number, they were definitely my ride. 

The  driver  looked  to  be  middle-aged,  the  other  in  his  early  thirties.  Both  wore  annoyed expressions when I opened the door to the back of the truck. 

 Crap. 

Their looks confirmed that they’d been ordered to give me a ride, not asked. Awkwardly, I slid inside and slammed the door. 

“You must be Ramon and Evan?” I asked, hoping my forced cheer would defuse the tension that hung in the air like thick soup. 

The driver gave a curt nod, not cracking a smile. “I’m Ramon, and that’s Evan. Where exactly are we taking you, Ms. Gresham?” 

 Ms. Gresham? 

I cleared my throat. “Please, call me Daria.” 

“All right,  Daria. Where are we taking you?” 

 Double crap.  This dude definitely didn’t want to be giving me a ride. 

I fumbled with my phone until I pulled up the hotel Katie had booked. I showed him the address. 

When he saw where it was located, his jaw tightened. “So much for getting home for dinner tonight,” 

he said under his breath. 

The werewolf next to him also grumbled. Evan still hadn’t met my gaze or even said hello. 

I sank lower in my seat, feeling guilty that they had been made to drive me against their will. I hesitated on reaching for my seat belt. “You know, I can drive myself. If you take me to Logan’s car, I can go on my own. Then you won’t need to come with me or miss dinner at home with your family.” 

Ramon  swung  around,  his  eyebrows  knitting  together.  “Logan  told  us  to  drive  you,  so  we’re driving you.” For a moment, light flickered in his eyes. 

 Okay, the dude is definitely pissed.  I sank even lower in my seat. 

Evan flicked on the radio. Rock music drummed from the speakers. 

Resigned to my fate, I settled in the truck and stared out the window. Ramon shifted into reverse and pulled back onto the street. 

Frowning  at  the  awkward  ride  to  come,  I  stuffed  my  phone  back  in  my  purse  and  inwardly cursed Logan for putting me in such an unpleasant position. Not only that, but he’d also forced Ramon and Evan to do something against their will. 

Though I knew he had done it since he was concerned for my safety, I still grumbled under my breath.  If  he’d  only  said  no  to  staying  at  the  pack  meeting,  the  entire  situation  could  have  been avoided. 

Ramon headed toward town, taking the same road that Logan had driven into Hidden Creek, but just as we were about to exit town, a pack member standing on the corner of a block waved the truck over. 

I  stiffened,  realizing  it  was  Collin,  the  cocky  werewolf  I’d  met  just  before  leaving  Logan’s parents’ house following the disastrous first dinner. 

Ramon  smiled.  “What’s  that  troublemaker  up  to?”  He  pulled  over  as  Evan  rolled  down  his window. 

Collin  sauntered  up  to  the  truck,  his  large  build  lit  up  in  the  streetlight.  “What  are  you  fellas doing out? I thought you’d be at the pack meeting.” 

Ramon draped his forearm over the steering wheel, his smile still in place. “I could say the same about you. Samuel and your father were wondering where you were.” 

Collin shrugged. “I was going to go, but then—” He lifted his nose, his nostrils flaring. A slow smile spread across his face before he stuck his head into the truck. “Is that Daria Gresham you have back there?” 

My  hands  balled  in  my  lap.  Collin  had  obviously  detected  my  blooming-roses  scent  that  male werewolves seemed to find so appealing. 

“The one and only,” Evan replied. 

I bristled at his sarcastic tone. 

“What are you doing with these guys, Daria? Did you finally get sick of Logan?” 

I  leaned  forward,  not  letting  myself  be  intimidated  by  the  three  men.  “It  just  so  happens  that  I have  to  work  tonight,  and  Logan  insisted  on  my  being  escorted.  These  two  are  taking  me  to  see  a client.” 

Collin turned his attention back to Ramon and Evan. “How far away are you taking her?” 

“Rawlings,” Evan replied. 

Collin’s eyebrows rose. “That’s a long drive.” He scratched his jaw. A day’s worth of stubble covered his chin. Similarly to the previous night, his blond hair hung to his shoulders in thick waves. 

“You guys want some extra company? I don’t have any plans for the night.” 

Before anyone could protest, Collin was opening the back door to the truck and climbing inside. 

He slammed the door and gave me a crooked smile. “You look just as gorgeous as you did last night, and I forgot to tell you that you have the most beautiful eyes I’ve ever seen.” 

I inwardly gagged, not from the praise but from his blatant come-on. “Is that how you talk to all men’s girlfriends?” 

Ramon  pulled  back  onto  the  street  as  Collin  laughed.  The  truck  picked  up  speed,  and  Collin draped  his  arm  over  the  seat  back.  His  finger  grazed  my  shoulder,  although  he  acted  like  he  didn’t notice. 

“I heard you were a feisty little one. I have to say, I’m quite pleased to see it.” 

I narrowed my eyes. “So everyone’s talking about me?” 

Evan made a sound from the front, a laugh that he quickly muffled into a pretend cough. 

I  sighed  in  exasperation.  A  day  ago,  I  probably  would  have  done  my  best  to  maintain  my politeness to get along with Logan’s pack, but after seeing what I had in the mere twenty-four hours since I’d arrived, my intentions had changed. 

Screw politeness. 

I was sick of these motherfuckers treating women like crap. 

I sat up straighter. “You know, I have to say your pack really sucks at welcoming new people to its town. The only people that have been pleasant to me at all are the Omegals.” 

But Collin didn’t seem fazed by my sudden hostility. Nor did Evan or Ramon, although Ramon’s eyebrows lifted. 

Collin’s grin stretched. “I heard you spent the day with them. Anyone who knows how to cook is a winner to me.” 

I  smiled  sweetly  and  replied  in  a  saccharine  tone,  “Does  that  mean  you’re  looking  for  a  low-

ranking female to marry and tend to your kitchen?” 

Collin  laughed.  “Oh  no,  I  would  much  prefer  a  gorgeous  high-ranking  woman  who  knows  her place in this world, and something tells me you’re a woman who  definitely knows her place.” 

His comment left me speechless. Only a few months before, I would have known exactly where my place was in the world. I was a Gresham. I was a healer. My one and only purpose was to carry on my family’s legacy. 

But now, I felt so lost. 

I knew I needed to keep healing. Daniel had made that apparent the last time I’d seen him, but the life I used to lead wouldn’t be possible if I stayed at Logan’s side and never left Hidden Creek. 

My  chin  dipped.  Wanting  to  be  with  Logan,  feeling  the  pull  of  my  angel  powers,  and  knowing that my previous life did not exist unless we were forever long-distance…

For the first time in my entire life, I  didn’t know where I belonged. 

I turned, abruptly breaking eye contact with Collin. 

Silence descended in the cab, but the leather seat squeaked when Collin shifted. His arm still lay across the back of the seats, and his hand dipped down until his fingers grazed my shoulder. 

I stiffened and swung back around to face him. 

He pulled his hand back, just enough so he no longer touched me but not so far that he couldn’t easily make a move again. 

“I  heard  you’re   almost  as  dominant  as  Logan,”  I  said,  knowing  the  comment  would  probably irritate him and hoping it would. 

His  jaw  tightened.  “That’s  debatable.  I  almost  beat  him  at  our  last  match.  Who’s  to  say  I wouldn’t beat him in the next one?” 

Ramon and Evan shared worried looks in the front of the cab. I had a feeling I’d just stepped into dangerous territory, whether I’d meant to or not. 

“So what do you do in the pack, Collin?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Well,  from  what  I’ve  seen,  everybody  has  clearly  defined  roles  in  werewolf  packs.  I  know Samuel’s role, and I know Logan’s role—since he’s the future alpha—but what does someone such as yourself, who’s high-ranking, do?” 

Collin stiffened, apparently picking up on my challenging tone. “My father, brothers, and I own one of the ranches. My family’s owned it for decades, so I help manage the business.” 

I cocked my head, my curiosity getting the better of me. “And is it the ranch businesses that pay for  everything  in  this  town?”  I  couldn’t  help  but  wonder  who  paid  for  all  of  the  food  the  Omegals cooked. 

“That’s right. The ranch owners make the most money, and the funds trickle down from there.” 

 A true hierarchy.  “Do you live in a mansion, too, like Logan’s parents?” 

“My parents do, but I have my own house back in town. Maybe I can show it to you when we get back.” He smiled slyly then winked. 

I rolled my eyes, more irritated than offended, but from the ever-growing wary glances between Evan  and  Ramon,  along  with  their  bodies  shifting  uncomfortably,  I  couldn’t  help  but  think  that Collin’s flirting hinted at something deeper going on. 

Whatever the case, none of them would tell me what it was. If I had learned one thing in the past day, it was that the pack kept to themselves and didn’t divulge their customs to non-pack members. I would have to wrangle everything out of Logan the next time I saw him. 

If I ever saw him. 

Given how he’d been in multiple meetings since we’d arrived, I honestly wondered how much time he and I would actually be spending together. 

∞     ∞     ∞

The  rest  of  the  drive  flew  by  quickly.  Ramon  was  a  skilled  driver  and  cut  expertly  in  between traffic as we approached the small city. That helped us make good time. 

And Collin seemed intent on talking and flirting with me the entire way. He peppered me with questions and had inched over the farther we’d driven. He never put a seat belt on, so by the time we arrived at the hotel, he sat a few inches away from me. 

Even  though  I  hadn’t  flirted  back,  he  didn’t  seem  the  least  bit  perturbed.  If  anything,  I  had  a feeling my unwillingness to succumb to his charm had only made him more interested. 

What concerned me most, however, was the tension coming from the front of the cab. By the time all of us stepped into the hotel’s parking lot, Ramon and Evan were so stiff they resembled wooden planks. 

Evan shot Collin a wary glance then pulled his phone from his pocket and tapped in a text. He shoved it back into his jeans pocket before swinging his attention toward me. 

It was the first time Evan and I had shared direct eye contact all evening. “What would you like us to do from here?” he asked. 

Cecile  had  texted  me  during  the  drive,  letting  me  know  the  room  number  the  Bastiles  had booked. They’d arrived at the hotel half an hour prior to us, and according to Cecile, were chomping at the bit to see me. 

“You can wait in the truck or come along.” 

Ramon stuffed his truck keys into his jeans pocket. “Logan said we’re to stay with you.” 

“In that case, you can come along, but I’ll need you to keep your distance so you don’t disturb me. This healing session won’t take long. I should be done in fifteen minutes, then we can be on our way.” 

“Can we watch?” Collin asked. 

I shrugged. “That’s fine, but like I said, don’t get too close, and you’ll need to stay quiet.” 

“Pretty sure we can handle that.” Collin snickered. 

Since  the  hotel’s  rooms  were  all  accessed  from  the  outside,  I  strode  to  the  first  set  of  stairs before climbing up. The Bastiles’ room lay on the second floor, near the center of the hotel, according to Cecile. When I reached their room, I knocked. 

Pounding feet sounded on the other side before the door opened with a flourish. The woman who answered  stood  not  much  taller  than  me.  A  brown  bob  framed  her  round  face,  and  her  wide  eyes glittered with excitement. She looked middle-aged but tired, as if she’d been through a lot in life. 

“It’s you! It really is you. Bless you!” She rushed forward and wrapped me in a hug. Not long ago,  I  would  have  stiffened  and  pulled  back,  my  light  escaping  from  the  storage  chest  I’d  created, evoking painful jolts and electric sparks that would have shot down my limbs. 

But in Katie’s embrace, my dark and light continued to flow calmly. And thankfully, I was also able to keep my powers tempered so I didn’t start glowing like a Christmas tree. 

“Is your son here?” I asked when Katie finally disentangled herself. 

“Yes. Mikey’s with us. Please, please help him. He doesn’t have much longer to live, according to the doctors.” 

I  stepped  into  the  room,  dropping  my  purse  and  jacket  on  the  floor  when  I  saw  the  young  boy

lying on the bed. 

My heart broke. Dark skin rimmed his lower eyelids, and his eyes appeared sunken. He had to be  around  eight  years  old,  given  his  height,  but  his  bald  head  and  lackluster  complexion  made  him look decades older, as if he were a miniature eighty-year-old man. 

Ramon, Evan, and Collin all stepped into the room and closed the door. Katie eyed them warily. 

“They’re  associates  of  mine.  Don’t  worry.  They’ll  stay  out  of  the  way  while  I  heal  Mikey,”  I said to reassure her. 

Katie’s  husband,  whose  name  I  didn’t  know,  sat  on  the  bed  next  to  Mikey.  He  held  his  son’s hand. 

“Please save him,” the father said hoarsely. “You’re our last hope.” 

I went to the bed, and Mikey opened his eyes, but even that small movement seemed to pain him. 

Crouching at his side, I gently took his hand. His fingers felt cool, dry, and lifeless, as if his soul could slip away at any moment. 

“Hi, Mikey. My name’s Daria. I’m a healer, and I’m going to make you better, okay?” 

He nodded so slightly that I almost didn’t detect it. 

“When I start, you’re going to feel heat in your body, but don’t worry. That’s my light doing its job. It will heal you, and you’ll start to feel better. All I need you to do is lie completely still. Can you do that for me?” 

Mikey  gave  another  slight  nod  before  closing  his  eyes.  If  anything,  he  looked  so  resigned  and fatigued that a part of me wondered if he truly knew what I was saying to him. 

I glanced at his parents. “It’s very important that you don’t disturb me while I’m healing him. I need to concentrate.” 

Katie raced around the bed to where her husband sat. She perched beside him and gripped his hand. “We won’t say a word. Please, just save him.” 

I gave the three werewolves a firm look that I hoped conveyed that I expected them to stay put too. 

Ramon  and  Evan  hovered  near  the  corner.  Both  had  their  hands  shoved  into  their  pockets  and were still wearing uncomfortable expressions. I didn’t know whether those looks were from the truck ride or from finding themselves in such an unusual situation. 

Collin, however, looked more curious than uncomfortable. He leaned against the window with his ankles crossed. When we made eye contact, he grinned and winked. 

Internally, I shook my head. In some ways, he reminded me of Brodie, Logan’s friend and fellow SF  squad  member,  who  was  also  a  huge  flirt,  but  whereas  Brodie’s  teasing  had  always  been lighthearted and fun, Collin’s seemed more aggressive, as if he had an ulterior motive. 

I had a feeling if I had met Collin in a bar, he would have been plenty interested in a one-night stand but nothing beyond that. 

Shoving those thoughts aside, I turned back to Mikey and placed my hands over him, hovering them in the air. “I’m going to begin now.” 

I spread my fingers and closed my eyes. My lips parted when I realized that Mikey was the first client I would heal since my dark and light became one. 

Instead of that thought terrifying me, it brought a pleasant smile to my face. Healing had become second nature to me many years ago, and now that my angel powers existed as our maker intended, I had a feeling it would be even easier than before. 

I released the tempered hold I had on my powers and let them rise to the surface. They hummed and flowed through my blood, my light hot and my dark cold, mixing into the perfect temperature of

soothing power. 

A  gasp  came  from  Katie  while  the  three  wolves  shuffled  their  feet  behind  me.  Ramon  said something under his breath, but I didn’t catch it. 

I moved my palms over Mikey, shifting and swaying as my light dipped into his body. I cringed, waiting for the pain to shoot down my arms like it always had in my previous healing sessions, but similar to the boy I’d tried to heal in the game room during the disastrous first dinner, the pain didn’t come. 

 How odd. 

Not wanting to lose my concentration, I let my light travel through Mikey’s small body. It told me exactly where every cancer cell hid. 

My smile grew when my pain stayed at bay. Before, when my dark had been banished, healing sessions had always evoked intense pain in my limbs, but with my dark free in my body, its soothing coldness seemed to banish the fire of my light, as if dousing it inside me as my light worked. 

I sighed in relief. It was the first healing that didn’t hurt  me. 

The  coldness  in  me  grew  as  my  light  burned  hotter,  eradicating  those  painful  jolts  and  sparks. 

My light flowed through Mikey, and I quickly scaled out all of the cancer from his small frame. When I felt certain that I’d extracted every remnant of disease, I dropped my arms to my sides and let my head fall back. 

The ugly, gelatinous tumors that had been inside Mikey swirled in my blood. 

I  didn’t  even  have  to  think.  My  dark  and  light  churned  back  together  and  coursed  relentlessly through my body, destroying every cancer cell in its path. 

I  could  feel  when  it  finished,  a  surge  of  power  so  strong  that  I  felt  like  a  volcano  about  to explode, barreled through me. Light burst from my fingertips, and a shriek came from Katie. 

A few pants escaped me but nothing else. I opened my eyes, a triumphant smile curving my lips. 

A glow still lit up my skin, but I tempered my powers once more, calling my dark and light to exist closer to my bones and muscles. 

My outward glow disappeared, but inside, my fire burned bright. 

I knew once again who I was. 

I was a Gresham. My calling was to heal. 

And as much as my heart ached, since I knew what that ultimately meant for Logan and me, for the first time, I felt certain of what I needed to do. 

Chapter 12

Mikey stared up at me, a look of wonder on his face. He sat up in the bed and reached for his mother. 

“Mom? What just happened?” 

Tears were streaming down Katie’s face when she gathered him in her arms. Her husband pulled both of them to his chest and wept. 

The small family was once again whole, and my sense of purpose grew. 

“Thank you. Thank you so much. I can’t thank you enough!” Katie held Mikey as gratitude flowed from her like a river. 

“You’re welcome,” I replied before walking to the door to collect my things. 

“Wait!”  Katie  disentangled  herself  from  her  family  and  rushed  toward  me,  grabbing  her  purse along the way. She pulled her wallet out, her hands shaking, before extracting a thick wad of hundred-dollar bills. 

My eyes bulged. 

The  amount  of  money  she  thrust  toward  me  was  vastly  greater  than  anything  anyone  had  ever paid me. 

“That’s too much,” I said, pulling back. 

She placed the bills firmly in my hand and squeezed my fingers around them. “No, it’s not, and I know you normally don’t get paid much. I’ve done my research. I know you do this because you’re good and kind, but I also know living costs money. Please. Take it. I’m a professor at a college, and my husband runs an engineering firm. We can afford it, but to me, it’s still not enough. I would pay you the world if I could.” 

Tears still trailed down her cheeks as her hands held mine. 

My heart swelled. The money she offered would help so much. I could send most of it to Cecile and  Mike.  We  could  actually  afford  some  of  the  repairs  the  bus  needed  while  not  having  to  worry about feeding ourselves or paying for gas. Months of relief lay in my palms. 

“Thank you,” I whispered. 

Katie pulled me into another hug. “No. Thank  you.” 

I  departed  with  the  three  werewolves  a  minute  later.  All  of  the  men  wore  incredulous expressions, even Collin, whose earlier cockiness had disappeared. 

Once outside, I slipped my coat back on and turned to face them. “Ready to head back?” 

Ramon managed a nod, while Evan eyed me slack-jawed. 

Collin’s expression turned pensive, a new light entering his eyes. 

I didn’t know what to make of that, so I swirled away and strode toward the truck. But a smile curved my lips as a new lightness filled my step. 

For the first time in weeks, I felt like a healer again. 

∞     ∞     ∞

The drive back to Hidden Creek was quieter than the drive in. Several times, Evan glanced over his shoulder to look at me with a peculiar expression, and Ramon did the same but in the rearview mirror. The earlier irritation and contempt that had flowed from those two had vanished. 

Collin  had  also  done  a  one-eighty.  He  sat  next  to  me  the  entire  way  back,  his  body  brushing against mine at times while he constantly watched me. 

I  moved  away  on  occasion  when  his  torso  came  too  close,  but  I  quickly  deduced  that  half  the time, he didn’t even realize what he was doing. It was as if he drifted toward me on his own. 

My  mother  had  dealt  with  the  same  reactions  during  her  lifetime—men  wanting  her,  following her, being entranced by her turquoise eyes, golden hair, and magical ability. 

To those new to our powers, infatuation was as common as breathing. 

Thankfully, Collin’s amazement seemed to trump his earlier flirtatiousness, and for the first time since meeting him, he looked at me—really  looked at me—as though not viewing me as some woman to conquer but as a person to respect. 

“I’ve never seen a woman do anything like that,” he finally said as we left the small city behind us. “Your entire skin lit up, like you were glowing, then light shot from your fingertips. The only other species  I’ve  seen  that  can  glow  are  fairies,  but  their  glow  is  different  from  yours.”  He  angled  his body toward me as he once again draped his arm across the seat’s back. “What  are you?” 

I bent my arm and leaned it against the door before cupping my head. That effectively put another inch of distance between us. In the dim cab, I couldn’t make out Collin’s features, but his excitement was palpable. “I’m half-angel and half-witch.” 

Evan’s jaw dropped as his eyes grew wide. “Did you say  angel?” 

“Yep. I said angel.” 

He and Ramon shared more surprised looks. 

Ramon tightened his grip on the steering wheel. “I’ve never heard of an angel being on earth.” 

I shrugged. “Yeah, me neither.” I settled more into my seat, knowing we had a long drive ahead. 

According to the road sign we’d just passed, seventy miles lay between us and Hidden Creek. 

“So  how  did  you  become  an  angel   living  on  earth?”  Collin’s  hand  fell  forward  again,  and  he played with a strand of my hair. 

I  pushed  his  fingers  away,  but  he  wasn’t  deterred.  If  anything,  he  leaned  closer,  a  rim  of  light glowing around his irises. 

Giving him an irritated look, I replied, “I wish I knew.” I told them what the gargoyle scholars had told me, that many centuries ago, an archangel had fallen in love with a witch. “But I don’t know how he came to earth or how he met my distant grandmother or how my family’s existence came to be. 

But I carry his mark and his blood. That’s as much as I know.” I frowned, wishing again that I could learn more about my family’s history. 

“Fascinating,” Collin murmured. He twirled a lock of my hair between his fingers again. “Can you heal anyone? From anything?” 

I pulled my hair away from him. “Can you back off? Why do you keep touching me?” 

“Collin,” Ramon said in a warning tone. 

Collin  raised  his  hands.  “Sorry.  I’ll  stop.”  He  rearranged  himself  before  turning  his  handsome face my way again. “You’re just … I don’t know. You fascinate me.” 

Even though I didn’t fully believe his apology, he finally  did seem intent on giving me space, so I resumed  our  conversation.  “Anyway,  to  answer  your  question,  it’s  yes  and  no.  I  can  heal  people  if they’re alive, but I can’t bring people back from death.” 

“What if they’re close to death?” Evan asked. 

I thought of Phoenix. I’d almost killed the SF member when I blasted him with my dark power in an SF training room all those weeks ago. “Yeah, I can still heal them if they’re close to dying.” 

Collin scratched his jaw, his striking features dipping into shadows when we drove deeper into

the mountains. “No wonder Logan’s keeping you so close, even though you’re not a werewolf. He’s found a rare gem.” 

My eyebrows knit together. “When Logan and I met, I didn’t know I was an angel, and neither did  he.  I  couldn’t  do  half  then  what  I  can  do  now,  so  I  think  it’s  more  than  just  my  lineage  that attracted him.” 

“But  you  were  still  special.  He  must  have  sensed  that.”  Collin’s  tongue  flicked  out  to  lick  his lips, his gaze dipping to my mouth. “It wasn’t just your beauty that attracted him. There’s something about you, Daria Gresham. Something that calls to men.” 

I shifted uncomfortably, and Ramon and Evan shared more concerned looks. 

“How  about  some  music?”  I  said,  sitting  up  straighter—anything  to  stop  where  Collin’s conversation was heading. I wasn’t entirely sure what was going on with him, but whatever it was, my gut told me it was bad news. 

Ramon flicked the radio on and cranked it up. I turned my attention to the dark night outside my window and hummed along. 

From Collin’s curious stares and barely controlled touches, I knew he wanted to talk more. But each time he got too close, Evan peered over his shoulder, a disturbed glint in his eyes. Several times, Evan pulled his phone out, texting with someone each time Collin “accidentally” brushed against me or came so close that I could smell his sweet breath. 

But  Collin’s  actions  didn’t  sway  me.  Even  though  he  was  tall,  strong,  and  gorgeous,  I  wasn’t attracted  to  him.  My  heart  belonged  to  Logan,  and  whatever  game  Collin  was  playing,  I  wanted  no part of it. 

∞     ∞     ∞

We arrived back in Hidden Creek close to ten at night. Ramon swung the truck to the side of the road in town, near where Collin had jumped in. 

“You’d better get out here, Coll.” Ramon shifted the truck into park. 

“Is  that  right?”  Collin  raised  an  eyebrow.  “I  was  hoping  you’d  drop  me  at  home,  and  maybe  I could show Daria around.” 

I cocked my head. “Show me around what?” 

He grinned devilishly. “Show you around my house and, more specifically, my bedroom.” 

I rolled my eyes and groaned. I could only imagine the reply Xanthia would have had for Collin if she’d been present. 

 Dude, put your dick back in your pants and zip ’er closed. The lady ain’t interested. 

I could just picture her wry smile. 

“Thanks for the offer, but I’m good,” I finally replied. 

Collin gave me a crooked smile and winked. “Next time.” 

Tension was so thick in the air by the time Collin stepped out that I could have cut it with a knife. 

When Ramon finally swung the truck back onto the road, Evan’s hands lay fisted on his thighs, while Ramon’s hands gripped the steering wheel in rhythmic movements. 

Their discomfort grew as we neared Logan’s house. 

I frowned, wondering if I’d done something to cause their unease. 

But it wasn’t until we rounded the corner to Logan’s block that I understood their apprehension. 

A figure paced in Logan’s driveway, and the closer we got, the more I felt his power. 

A  rush  of  potent  alpha  magic  washed  through  the  vehicle  when  we  pulled  into  the  drive.  It

pummeled  me  in  the  chest,  sucking  the  air  right  out  of  my  lungs.  The  urge  to  cower  again,  drop  my head, and submit blazed through me, but just as quickly, my angel powers flared. 

My  dark  power  rose,  trailing  in  icy  rivers  along  my  limbs.  My  light  followed.  Any  hope  at tempering  them  vanished.  A  glow  lit  my  skin  before  I  could  finally  suck  in  a  breath  and  actually breathe. 

In the front seat, both werewolves looked as though they’d just drunk turpentine. 

“Shit.”  Evan  dropped  his  gaze,  his  chin  resting  on  his  chest.  “This  isn’t  going  to  go  well,”  he added in a pained voice. 

“I knew it wouldn’t,” Ramon managed, although from his ragged breaths, it also sounded as if Logan’s power had deprived his body of oxygen. 

In  three  prowling  steps,  Logan  was  at  my  door  and  wrenching  it  open.  “Where  is  he?”  he snarled, scanning the cab. 

Thick, virile, and vengeful alpha magic pummeled the truck. My angel powers responded, rising more until I could finally breathe, but still…

 Holy shit. 

I’d seen Logan angry before and knew what kind of power he wielded, but  never had I felt his magic so strong and volatile. 

I forced myself to take deep breaths as his power washed over me again and again like a violent hurricane pounding the shore. 

“Where is who?” I finally managed, since Ramon and Evan seemed more focused on trying to stay alive than answering their alpha. 

“Collin Ward,” Logan snarled. “Where is he?” 

Evan kept his gaze down, his body practically shrinking into the seat. “We dropped him off in town,” he gasped. “He’s probably home now.” 

Light  glowed  around  Logan’s  irises.  He  leaned  closer  to  me,  sniffing  around  my  neck.  The power exploded off him. 

Both Evan and Ramon yelped. 

“Was he touching you?” Logan demanded. 

My  heart  beat  harder,  turning  into  a  pounding  drum  in  my  chest.  “Not…”  I  cleared  my  throat. 

“Not really. He just touched my hair and shoulder a few times and leaned in close on occasion.” 

“He didn’t really touch her, Logan,” Ramon said through gritted teeth, as if each syllable pained him. “I swear. We told you everything that happened. We wouldn’t have let him actually touch her.” 

My eyes widened as I realized who Evan had been texting during the drive. “You were keeping tabs on me?” I swung to face Logan. 

Anger swirled in my gut, and my powers rose even higher. I reined them in, taking a moment to forcefully temper them so my glow subsided, but it was hard. Logan’s heightened power was insanely intense. 

“Logan,  what does that mean?” I asked sharply. “Do you not trust me?” 

For the merest second, the rage on Logan’s face faltered. “Of course I trust you.” The words tore from his mouth, and the vengeful mask again descended. “It’s  him I don’t trust.” 

 Fuck.  Logan was as scary as hell when he was like this. I remembered feeling that way before, after  Dillon  Parker  had  deposited  the  dead  bird  outside  my  bus.  At  that  moment,  I’d  also  seen  a glimpse  of  the  man  that  lay  within  Logan  Smith—a  man  who  promised  retribution  to  anyone  who crossed him—but even that had been  nothing compared to what I was witnessing now. 

“He didn’t really touch her. We swear, Logan,” Evan pleaded. 

“Yeah,” Ramon managed. “We kept a close eye on him, but you know what he’s like when he’s after a girl.” 

The magic soared off my boyfriend. “Oh yeah, I know what he’s like, but Daria’s  mine, and he knew what would happen if he touched what is  mine.” 

So  that was the game Collin had been playing. 

Logan  was  ready  to  rain  hellfire  on  Collin  Ward’s  house  and  maybe  even  Collin’s  family.  He was in full-blown territorial alpha mode, and if something wasn’t done to pull him in, I wasn’t sure how much would be left of the town come morning. 

And  considering  we’d  just  finished  a  war  with  a  very  unsavory  sorcerer  not  long  ago,  I  was kinda hoping for some peace. 

In other words, if I didn’t defuse the situation pronto, shit was going to go down. 

I unbuckled my seat belt and slid out of the truck, nearly forgetting my purse in the bloodlust rage that poured from my boyfriend. 

“Thanks,  guys,”  I  said  to  Ramon  and  Evan.  My  dark  power  continued  to  pulse  within  me, protecting me from Logan’s raging magic. 

“Bye,” Evan managed. 

I thought Ramon and Evan would tear from the driveway the second I was out of the truck, but they  eyed  Logan,  their  eyes  down  and  chins  dipped.  I  had  a  fairly  strong  feeling  that  if  they’d  been lying on the ground, they would have been belly up. 

“Logan?” Ramon asked. 

I  entwined  my  arm  around  Logan’s.  Heat  poured  from  him,  and  his  suffocating  magic  didn’t abate. 

“Logan, come on.” I gently tugged him, encouraging him to follow me and not hop in the truck to confront Collin. 

Thankfully, my soft words seemed to penetrate the rage flowing through his veins. His glowing eyes dimmed, and some of his magic abated. Not by much—I still felt its potent rawness pouring from him in powerful surges—but at least Ramon and Evan could breathe. 

Evan  sucked  in  a  deep  breath,  and  with  a  curt  nod,  Logan  dismissed  the  werewolves.  “Good night.” 

Ramon let out a ragged pant and threw the truck into reverse. It didn’t seem he could depart fast enough, given the squealing tires and how he stomped on the gas and peeled out of the neighborhood. 

I breathed a sigh of relief. 

The quiet night descended as Logan and I stood in his driveway. His large hands clenched into fists as corded muscles flexed in his arms. I still felt his fury, but when I slipped my arm around his waist and placed a soft kiss between his shoulder blades, some of his anger dipped. 

“Come inside with me,” I whispered. 

The  houses  around  Logan’s  were  all  dark,  but  a  few  faces  peered  through  the  windows.  The occupants all wore terrified expressions as they watched their future alpha wield his magic. 

I wondered how many of them had been disturbed by Logan’s power surges. 

Obviously, all of them. 

Using my angel powers to protect myself from Logan’s still-pummeling alpha mojo, I locked my fingers through his and propelled him toward his house. He followed, although his gaze kept drifting down the road, toward town—toward his nemesis. 

And  I  wondered  if   that  had  been  Collin’s  motive  all  along—to  push  Logan  too  far,  to  put  his scent all over me during the drive to enrage Logan upon my return. 

Logan was territorial with me when it came to other werewolves. The times we’d fooled around at  his  apartment  at  headquarters,  Logan  had  nearly  gone  berserk  at  the  aroused  scent  I’d  given  off. 

He’d been convinced that every male werewolf within a mile radius could smell me and would want to claim me, and it seemed that Collin knew that. 

When we reached the front step, Logan stopped. “He  touched you,” he growled. 

“No, he didn’t, not really. He fingered my hair, but that was it.” 

His  glowing  gaze  raked  up  and  down  my  frame.  “That’s  touching  you.  He  knew  what  would happen if he did that.” 

I shivered. The rage simmering off Logan was like a kettle waiting to blow its lid. 

“Logan, come on. Please.” I tugged him. “Come inside with me.” 

The  neighbors  continued  to  watch  through  peeked  blinds  and  parted  curtains.  I  practically  felt their sigh of relief when I finally managed to coax Logan inside. 

Once in his entryway, I firmly closed and locked the front door behind us. 

“Come here,” I said, pulling him toward me. 

As soon as the soft words escaped my lips, Logan was on me. He hauled me against him, curling my legs around his waist as we slammed into the wall behind me. 

My  back  pressed  against  the  wall  as  Logan’s  hard  chest  rubbed  against  me.  My  core  instantly flamed at the feel of him. 

“He  touched  you,  Dar.”  Corded  veins  stood  out  in  his  neck  as  a  deep  glow  lit  his  eyes.  “He smelled  you.  Touched  you.  No  doubt  wanted  to  fuck  you.  But  you’re   mine.  He  can’t  get  away  with that.” His cock lengthened against my belly, and I knew he was really close to losing it. 

“But he didn’t really touch me. Not really, like Ramon and Evan said. I’m still yours.” 

“Daria.” The word sound guttural—half human, half wolf. “I  need you.” 

“Then take me.” 

His  steel-like  arms  encircled  me,  and  his  eyes  glowed  like  embers  when  his  mouth  crushed mine. “That’s right.  Mine.  My angel. My witch.  Mine.” 

 The angel in his embers.  The thought was there then gone when lust shot through me, my core clenching in anticipation when I felt his massive erection grow even more, straining to be free of his jeans. 

My  nipples  stiffened  when  my  boobs  squashed  against  his  chest.  Too  many  clothes.  Too  many layers. Too many things stood between my mate’s naked body and me. 

Logan tore his mouth away, his eyes glowing brightly. 

“I  have  to  claim  you,  Daria.  Here.  Now.”  His  tone  turned  guttural,  and  I  saw  the  wolf  in  him shining strong and bright. “I  have to make you mine.” 

Chapter 13

Liquid heat shot between my legs at the thought of him taking me against the wall, marking me forever as his, but just as quickly, his savage words tore through my desire-ridden state. 

He wanted to claim me. 

Mark me. 

 Own me. 

But to his pack, I was only a mistress. I wasn’t one of them. I didn’t belong. 

Yet I was so much more. I was a Gresham, a rare blend of angel and witch lineage, the only one of my kind to walk the earth. 

Which meant I couldn’t avoid my calling. 

And I still didn’t know what our future held. 

“I can’t, Logan. Not yet and not like this.” I shoved my hips against his, needing to feel his hard length pressed against me. “But fuck me.  Please fuck me!” 

A vicious growl tore from Logan, and he attacked my neck, pushing bruising kisses and painful bites into my skin. 

Pain and pleasure zinged through me, and another jolt of desire raced between my legs. My sex grew fuller, slicker, and so very ready for him. 

He inhaled deeply, his eyes glowing so brightly that I saw the wolf within. 

“Take me. Now!” I commanded Logan. 

“I want to claim you! I  need to make you mine!” His voice was still guttural, more animal than human. 

“No, not yet, but take me. I need you inside me. Now, Logan!” 

Another vicious snarl rose in his throat, and with a giant rip, my jacket and shirt were falling off. 

We simultaneously reached for the waistband of each other’s jeans, and with a flurry of movement, our clothes disappeared until we touched skin to skin. 

Logan’s glowing gaze roamed over my naked body, his irises brightening. 

 Yes. It was all I could think.  Yes, I wanted him. 

I  wrapped  my  hand  around  his  massive  erection.  He  hissed  in  a  breath,  the  veins  in  his  neck bulging. A few black hairs sprouted through his skin, coating his entire body—wolf hairs—before he gained control again and sucked them back inside. 

Animalistic lust shot through me as Logan’s power washed over me again and again. I dropped to  my  knees  in  front  of  him  and  took  him  into  my  mouth.  His  steel  velvet  tasted  like  honey  on  my tongue  as  I  pumped  him  in  and  out  of  my  mouth  again  and  again,  my  tongue  sliding  along  his  sleek erection. 

He groaned, a guttural moan that vibrated through him as he leaned into the wall above me, his cock filling my mouth even more. 

I  cupped  his  balls,  their  hot  heavy  weight  filling  my  hand  as  I  licked  and  sucked  his  massive cock. 

Ragged breaths tore from his chest as his alpha magic filled the room. I knew he still wanted to claim me, mark me, and make me his, and for a brief moment, I wanted that too. I wanted to stand, bare my neck, open my legs, and let him to do to me as he wanted. 

But just as quickly, a dash of reality pummeled my desire-ridden state. 

I couldn’t. Not when our future was so unsure. 

Taking  one  long  last  lick,  I  stood  back  up  and  wiped  my  lips.  The  glow  in  his  eyes  hadn’t lessened. If anything, it had grown. 

Without saying a word, he picked me up and hauled me to the couch before throwing me onto the cushions. I bounced twice before settling in the middle, and he sank to the ground in front of me and parted my thighs. 

Sweat glistened on his chest when his head dipped down. 

My breath caught in my throat when I saw where he was headed. 

I arched my back, my body bucking when his mouth met my clit. He lapped and sucked at my sex like a dying man starved for thirst, and I lost all coherent thought as wave after wave of sensations rolled through me. 

“You’re mine, Daria.  Mine,” he murmured over and over. 

I nearly came when he pumped a finger inside me then two. I clamped my knees around his head, the urge to orgasm so strong that I cried out. 

He  tsked and withdrew his fingers. “I want to be inside you when you cum. You’re mine, Daria Gresham.” 

The wolf again shone through his eyes, and I wasn’t sure how much Logan had control over him, but all I could manage was “Yes!” when he straightened and stretched my legs. 

Cool air blew over my molten sex as I throbbed, waiting for his cock to enter me. He spread my legs even wider, positioning himself in front of me as his chest rose in unsteady breaths. Alpha magic continued to pulse from him, his need to conquer me in every rush I felt. 

I grabbed at his erection,  needing it inside me.  Fuck me.  I’d never needed anything so badly in my life. “Now, Logan. I need you now!” 

His tip penetrated the folds of my lips, and my sex was so damn swollen and aching for him that I practically came right there. 

“So wet. So tight,” he growled. He lowered himself, his mouth going for my tit. I arched more, giving him full access, and he sucked an aching, erect nipple into his mouth as his hard length pushed into me. 

I cried out again, nearly rising off the sofa as pleasure zinged through me. His entire length filled me to my core as need filled every fiber of my being. 

“Pound on me, Logan. Please… I need…” 

“I know what you need. You’re my mate.  My mate. I live to serve your body.” That guttural tone still filled his voice, and he pulled out his entire length, just the tip staying at my entrance. 

I whimpered. He was so big, so exquisite, and he’d just  freakin’ left me! 

“Logan!” I jammed my heels into his ass, his hard globes like rocks when I pulled him back to my core. 

“Mine,” he growled. He slammed back into me before drawing my other nipple into his mouth. 

One of his arms snaked around my waist as he thrust into me again and again. 

My boobs throbbed and my nipples ached, both wanting more of his delicious mouth sucking and licking them. 

And my sex…

 Fuck  me.  The  wave  built  higher  and  higher  as  Logan’s  throbbing  erection  filled  me  again  and again. I bucked beneath him, so close … so freakin’ close to reaching the precipice. 

“Scream for me.” 

“Logan!” His name burst from my lips as an orgasm rocked the entire world beneath me. Stars shone in my eyes. The galaxy spun. 

Pleasure like I’d never experienced before ripped through me. I screamed again and again as the waves crashed, rising higher and higher as my orgasm transported me to a new dimension. 

A guttural roar came from Logan when he buried his length in me one final time. 

“Daria!” That voice, both human and wolf, tore from his throat again. 

His  face  shimmered,  moving  between  that  of  a  man  and  a  wolf.  Veins  bulged  in  his  neck  as  a roar emitted from his mouth. Black hairs again sprouted along his skin before slowly receding back inside his body. Logan’s eyes shone so brightly when he opened them to stare down at me that I knew I wasn’t looking at Logan. I was looking at the beast within. 

“No,” he groaned through clenched teeth as if fighting with something. 

The image again switched between that of a man and that of a wolf as I still shuddered beneath him from the aftereffects of my orgasm. 

“No!” Logan yelled again. 

But  the  beast  again  shone  in  his  eyes.  Logan’s  mouth  opened,  his  teeth  elongating  before  he descended  over  my  neck.  His  cock  hardened  again  inside  me,  my  core  stretching  as  it  tightened around his growing erection. 

When Logan reached my neck, he bit down, breaking the skin. 

I cried out in pain and pleasure as he began to fuck me again. His hips wildly pumped his length into me over and over while a burst of magic shot into me, filling my body and coating my insides, before it wrapped around my sex and shot out my toes. 

He pumped into me viciously, hard and fast, his massive erection filling me to the point of pain. I clung to him, and before I knew what was happening, I was spiraling out of control as another orgasm rocked my core. 

Logan  snarled,  still  biting  my  neck  when  he  slammed  into  me  one  last  time  and  shot  his  seed inside me, filling me once again as his magic mixed with mine I  fluttered  my  eyelids,  panting  as  I  tried  to  return  to  planet  earth.  Our  second  round  of  fucking happened so fast that I wondered if I had imagined it. 

Logan dropped down on top of me, his mouth still on my neck, his magic strong and heavy. His massive chest covered me completely, his hot skin like fire on my breasts. 

“Wow,” I murmured. “That was—” 

I  cut  myself  off  when  something  stirred  inside  me.  What  the  hell?   Then  I  felt  it—his  magic

— inside  me,  but  the  haziness  of  my  second  orgasm  still  clouded  my  mind.  I  took  deep,  gulping breaths and tried to clear my thoughts. Slowly, I floated back to reality. 

“Logan?” I said uncertainly, when that strange sensation stayed in my belly. 

His arms still encircled my waist. He still held me close, but he released his hold on my neck. A twinge  of  pain  followed.  His  teeth  had  broken  the  skin  on  my  neck,  but  the  aftereffects  of  our lovemaking dimmed and dulled it. 

He moved to rest on my chest, my boobs like two grapefruit pillows he seemed intent on burying his face in. 

I  moved  uneasily  beneath  him.  His  erection  finally  grew  soft,  and  my  muscles  quivered  in fatigue. 

“Logan,” I said again, dread filling me. 

He finally lifted his gaze, and an apprehensive look filled his eyes. A subtle knowing. A look of fear. 

Gone was the potent alpha who had been intent on starting a war, rutting with his mate like an animal, and taking his rage out on a wolf who’d dared defy him. 

Instead,  the  man  that  lay  in  front  of  me  was  full  of  longing  and  remorse,  which  I  strangely  felt inside me. 

Then it hit me—what had just happened. My lips parted as the heaviness of his magic grew in my belly. 

 He claimed me. 

Logan had marked me. 

He’d  bitten me. 

His magic had infused with mine, and he’d  claimed me. 

My gasp filled the quiet room. 

“Daria,” he whispered. 

I  shook  my  head.  I  shook  it  back  and  forth  so  fast  that  I  thought  my  head  would  spin  right  off. 

“No, Logan. No! I told you  no!” 

“I know. I know, Dar. I’m so sorry. I lost control.” The remorse in his eyes grew. “Daria,” he pleaded. “I didn’t mean to, but I went fucking crazy, and my wolf took over. I lost control.” 

I  scrambled  out  from  beneath  him,  his  seed  spilling  onto  my  thighs  when  his  dick  slid  out. 

Shivers pebbled my body in gooseflesh as I hunted for my clothes. 

My clothes. 

My clothes. 

 Where are my fucking clothes? 

They lay in tatters on the floor when I finally spotted them. Our lovemaking—no, our  fucking—

had been so violent that we’d torn our clothes right off. 

I wanted to sit down and cry. I wanted to scream and wail that something that I’d said  no to had been done to me. 

To the rest of the werewolves throughout the world, I was Logan’s. Forever. Until the day I died. 

Touching me meant their death. 

I  thought  of  Crystal,  of  the  wedding  that  was  still  to  come,  and  of  the  sheer  chaos  Logan’s marking me would bring. 

Tears clouded my vision, and a look of such despair crossed Logan’s face that I couldn’t breathe. 

“I  told  you   no.”   I  could  barely  get  the  words  out.  Anger  and  betrayal  fired  through  me  so strongly that I shook like an enraged grizzly about to charge. 

Aching  waves  of  sadness  spilled  from  Logan.  I  felt  him,  actually   felt  him,  in  my  gut,  as  if  his feelings were mine. 

I guessed that was another weird trait that came from being marked. 

So  did  that  mean  he  could  feel  me?  Could  he  feel  my  hurt?  My  pain?  My   rage  that  I’d  been marked against my will? 

But I couldn’t stay to find out. I couldn’t stand to look at him. 

A part of me felt used and mistreated, as if my pussy were the only thing that mattered between us, even though I knew there was so much more between us than sex that at times I couldn’t breathe. 

But at that moment, I couldn’t face it. 

I  couldn’t   stand  his  fucked-up  werewolf  world  in  which  men  owned  women,  and  men  were required to tear each other apart if another male so much as looked at a claimed female. I couldn’t stand a world in which the wolves demanded that the men claim their females, even if it was against a female’s will. 

 No. 

That  wasn’t  my  world.  I  wasn’t  a  werewolf,  and  I  never  would  be.  And  as  much  as  my  heart ached to be with Logan…

Right now, I couldn’t. I just couldn’t. 

“I have to go,” I whispered as tears streamed down my face. 

“Daria,” Logan moaned as oceans of torment raged in his eyes. 

But  I  raced  from  the  room,  the  need  to  flee  growing  so  strongly  that  I  would  die  if  I  didn’t disappear. 

Chapter 14

I sprinted to the bedroom, one thought and one thought only battering my mind.  I need to leave, and I need to leave now. 

“Daria!” Logan called again. In less than a second, he was at my side, his hands closing around my arms, regret pouring from him so strongly that for a moment, I wanted to sink into him, reassure him, and let him know that I still loved him. 

But then I felt his mark. 

I felt his magic inside me, infusing with mine. And I felt  his emotions inside  me. 

A  part  of  Logan  was  inside  me,  and  I  had  never  consented  to  that.  I’d  never  even  known  that feeling him was part of being marked. 

Because he’d never explained it to me. 

He’d never told me what would happen if I agreed. 

And I’d  never agreed. 

Burning  rage  coursed  through  me  as  desperation  twisted  Logan’s  face  into  something  I  didn’t want to remember. 

When  he  realized  I  was  leaving  the  room,  he  grabbed  me  again.  “Please,  Daria!  Please  don’t leave!” 

But his magic coated my insides, infusing my power with his…

Knowing he’d done that against my will, even if he’d been fighting his wolf not to do it, made blinding rage turn my insides to an inferno. “I said  no!”  I unleashed a surge of my dark power. 

Logan’s hands flew off me, his body thrown back. He rocketed across the room and knocked into the far wall, his expression going fuzzy as drywall crumbled around him, but I didn’t stay to assess him. 

I knew I had hurt him, but he would be fine. Logan was an alpha werewolf. He would probably be fully healed in ten seconds flat. 

Before he could rise, I grabbed clothes from my bag, then I yanked them on as I dashed from the room. I clutched my bag precariously to my chest and fled out the front door. 

Cold nighttime wind washed across my cheeks as my boobs bounced like basketballs. 

“Shit!” I whispered when I stood at the end of the driveway. I was barefoot, and I didn’t have a car. 

Cold from the concrete seeped through my bare feet, but I took off at a run. 


The need to flee and put as many miles between Logan Smith and me as I could manage made me feel so desperate that I wanted to scream. 

“Daria!”  Logan’s  fear-filled  cry  cut  through  the  air  behind  me.  He  was  already  at  his  door.  I could  feel him as I sprinted past house after house. 

And I felt when he began to follow me. I felt his desperation, his anger, his regret, his love …

they were all wrapped up into one big fucking mess. 

I raced down the street even though I knew he would catch me. I could never outrun a werewolf, which meant I couldn’t leave. I would have to stay because I didn’t have a vehicle—

I  skidded  to  a  stop  as  a  crashing  realization  fell  upon  me.  No,  I  didn’t  have  a  car,  but  I  had wings. 

I had fucking  wings. 

Closing  my  eyes,  my  chest  heaving  so  hard  that  my  heart  threatened  to  give  out,  I  felt  for  my wings and let my angel magic flow through me in a raging torrent. 

The skin on my back rippled as I imagined my feathery appendages breaking free, then they were there. 

My wings spread out behind me, the glowing white feathers like soft clouds caressing my skin. 

“Daria!” Logan’s frantic call grew louder, and again, I  felt him. He was right behind me. 

I  sprinted  again  and  spread  my  wings  wide  before  giving  a  giant  flap.  A  hand  grabbed  for  my ankle, and I felt desperation and despair wrapped into Logan’s touch. 

But I didn’t stay. 

The  earth  disappeared  beneath  me  as  Logan’s  frantic  calls  vanished  into  the  void.  I  zoomed upward toward the stars, going fast,  so freakin’ fast. Faster than I ever had before. 

I didn’t know where I was going. I didn’t know what I would do as I clutched my things to my chest in my half-dressed state. 

But the world zoomed below me as cold atmospheric wind bit into my cheeks. 

I didn’t allow myself to think as I hurtled through space. 

∞     ∞     ∞

I didn’t even realize where I was headed until the lights of Boise filled my vision. Somehow, my body had known where to go. 

Mike. 

Cecile. 

Xanthia. 

My family and friend. I needed them. I needed my home. 

 Logan. 

His pain pulsed into me like a steady river. 

I pushed his emotions down as burning rage again threatened to choke me. So was this my new reality?  This was how my life would always be now? Forever, I’d be able to  feel him and know him while he married Crystal? 

I  almost  barfed  at  the  thought  of  feeling  Logan  fucking  Crystal.  Because  if  they  married,  they would  have  to   breed,   as  the  wolves  called  it.  The  entire  point  of  their  arranged  marriage  was  to continue the super dominance that each alpha possessed. 

“Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!” 

I landed on the ground by the bus. My feet felt like icicles, but at least Mike and Cecile hadn’t moved the bus to a new location. 

Pins and needles shot through my calves when I limped to the door. My home still waited on the road outside of the SF headquarters. The glowing red barrier waited ahead, just out of reach of the two humans inside so the sorcerers’ magic couldn’t affect them. 

A brief swell of nostalgia rose inside me. Logan had shown them where to park because he had cared about how Cecile felt after being manipulated by the sorcerers’ magic. 

I shook that thought off.  No.   Logan  had  claimed  me  against  my  will.  I  wouldn’t  forget  that  just because he cared about my family. 

A light shone through the bus’s front window as I folded my wings behind me. They dragged on the ground, my beautiful white feathers collecting dirt with every step I took. 

I still didn’t know how to clean myself. Daniel had left before he’d taught me that trick. My eyes brimmed with tears again.  Daniel. It felt like eons since I’d seen him, and I wished desperately that the huge angel were there with me. One touch of his hand would make all of my agony go away. 

I  squeezed  my  eyes  shut.  My  skin  rippled,  the  strange  sensation  still  foreign,  as  I  pulled  my wings back into my body for only the second time. 

When my back was nothing but smooth skin again, I opened the bus door and climbed inside, my precariously held belongings practically falling to the floor when a startled Mike and Cecile glanced up from the couch. 

“Daria!”  Cecile  exclaimed.  She  jumped  up,  flinging  the  cross-stitch  she’d  been  working  on  to the side. 

Mike tipped his Yankees cap up, his eyes wide with shock. 

I dropped my purse and bag and burst into tears. Cecile and Mike bolted to my side and hovered around me, murmuring nonsensical things as they helped me to the couch. 

I let all of my anger, pain, and sadness go as sobs wracked my chest. 

It was only when I finished, sniffling as I sat curled on the sofa with the old afghan my nan had knit cocooned around me, my feet finally warm, that I was able to meet their gazes. 

Cecile tucked a piece of hair behind my ear as she assessed me with worried eyes. Mike sat on my other side, wringing his baseball cap in his hands over and over. 

“What happened?” Cecile asked, her eyes worried and her words soft. 

“Logan—”  I  paused.  How  did  I  explain  that  he’d  claimed  me?  Bitten  me  against  my  will  and marked me as his forever when we still didn’t even  know if we could truly make a future together? 

“We had a fight,” I finished lamely. Fresh tears stung my eyes as compassion and empathy filled hers. 

“Come here,” she said before pulling me close to her bony chest. 

Just when I thought I didn’t have any tears left in me, a fresh round started, and the pain came back all over again. 

But worst of all was that I could still  feel Logan. I felt his despair and his self-directed anger that rivaled a nuclear bomb, but more than that, I felt his shame. 

It was his shame that was nearly my undoing. 

His  regret  felt  like  an  ocean  of  sadness  pressing  down  on  me  so  heavily  that  the  pressure threatened to crush me. Just when I thought I couldn’t possibly survive my  own feelings, I had to feel his too. 

Shaking  my  head,  I  once  again  tried  to  push  it  all  away,  wishing  so  desperately  that  I  could recreate that storage box that I’d spent years storing my light in. Something.  Anything not to feel such intense emotions anymore. 

Because I didn’t know how to live in the new reality Logan had created for us, a reality he had forced upon me when nothing in our future was right. 

∞     ∞     ∞

A text on my phone vibrated my pillow the next morning. I opened an eye groggily. My hair stuck to my face because of the tears I’d cried  again as I fell asleep the night before. 

I fumbled for my phone, apprehension filling me as I prepared myself for a message from Logan, but when I saw the sender, I breathed a sigh of relief. 

 Word on the street is that you gave the wolf the middle finger before flying your ass outta

 there last night. Is that true? 

I laughed and sobbed at the same time as I typed in a reply. 

More or less. 

 You okay? 

I  took  a  deep  breath  and  tried  to  come  up  with  some  brave  response.  Instead,  I  went  with honesty. 

No. 

 Yeah, figured as much. Wanna meet up? 

Xanthia and I arranged to meet an hour later, which gave me time to shower and get something to eat. I hadn’t done either the previous night, and hunger pains made my stomach rumble. 

In the shower, Logan’s sticky seed still coated my thighs, but I washed it all away and refused to think about him. 

I didn’t want to remember the love and pain that had raged between us as we shared the most incredible sexual encounter of my life. 

At the moment, I just wanted to forget it all. 

“How are you doing, sweetie?” Cecile asked when I approached the front of the bus. 

Wet  hair  dripped  down  my  back,  a  clean  sweater  covered  my  top,  and  a  pair  of  fresh  jeans adorned my legs. “I’m functioning.” 

“You look a little better.” 

I forced a smile and plopped onto the couch next to her. “Where’s Mike?” 

“He’s just outside. We, uh …” She paused. “We had a visitor this morning.” 

I tensed, my entire body growing rigid. 

“He just wanted to make sure you were okay,” she continued in a rush. 

“Logan’s here?” 

“No, it’s an SF member that Logan sent to make sure you got home safe.” 

I swallowed the lump in my throat. Even after I’d run from him, he was still worried about me and wanted to make sure I was okay. 

Voices came through the window, then whoever Logan had sent walked away. I didn’t catch his face, and I didn’t recognize his stride, so I had no idea whom Logan had called at headquarters. 

But he shouldn’t have had to call anyone, because he shouldn’t have marked me. 

Already, I felt Logan’s emotions stirring in me again, tugging and beckoning me to come back. I questioned if he’d slept at all. His endless remorse came through stronger than ever. The only emotion coming close to that was his unending self-disgust. 

Sighing angrily, I stood and went to the coffeepot. It was bad enough having to deal with Logan’s emotions on top of mine, and I had no idea how long the intensity of them would carry to me. 

Cause  the  truth  was  that  I  didn’t  know  anything.  I  had  no  freakin’  clue  how  the  claiming  thing worked. 

I poured myself a cup of coffee, my hand shaking, then grabbed a bowl of cereal. “I’m going to meet up with Xanthia in a bit. Is that okay with you?” 

A look of relief washed over Cecile’s face. “Oh, yes, that’s just great. I need to start my shift at the restaurant in an hour anyway.” 

In  other  words,  she  was  worried  enough  about  me  that  she  didn’t  want  me  to  be  alone  at  the moment. 

I  finished  my  cereal  then  set  my  coffee  cup  down,  some  of  it  sloshing  over  the  sides  when  I spotted  my  dropped  purse  at  the  front  of  the  bus.  “Oh,  I  almost  forgot.”  I  retrieved  my  purse  and withdrew the wad of five thousand dollars. 

I returned to the couch and thrust it toward Cecile. “Here. We have some money now.” 

Cecile’s jaw dropped. “Where did you get that?” 

“Katie Bastile. She insisted.” 

Cecile laughed softly just as Mike opened the bus door and climbed aboard. 

“We’re rich!” Cecile exclaimed. Her joy-filled laugh became contagious. Before I knew it, I was laughing beside her. 

“What’s so funny?” Mike asked. 

“Look what Daria’s brought home!” Cecile waved at the money. 

I held up the bills, fanning them in the air. 

“Holy balls!” Mike shrieked. “Where did you get all that?” 

His response only made us laugh more. When we finally dried our eyes, I divided the money and gave the majority to Cecile to put in our small safe in the back of the bus, leaving a few hundred for each of us to keep in our wallets. 

My phone dinged with a message from Xanthia, letting me know she was on her way. Since she was staying inside headquarters, it would only take her a few minutes to reach us. 

“See you guys later?” I asked as I grabbed a scarf from the back of the bus. With my money, I could buy myself a new jacket in the marketplace. I certainly needed one, considering my old one lay in shreds on Logan’s living room floor. 

An image of my tattered jacket came to mind. Next came the despair on Logan’s face when he realized I was leaving. 

But I shoved those feelings down as far as they would go. 

Mike and Cecile waved goodbye as I stepped out of the bus. 

I took a deep breath. I had no idea what the future held for Logan and me, but given all that had happened, at the moment, I didn’t want to give him a second thought. 

Chapter 15

The marketplace teemed with life as Xanthia and I strolled through it. She wore a long leather jacket, black leggings, and a ripped T-shirt with some heavy metal band on the front. Her delicate porcelain skin, shiny jet-black hair, and soft beauty contradicted her tough exterior. It was crazy how happy I was to see her, and I tried to focus on that, since it helped keep my emotions in check. 

Because inside, I felt Logan’s despair and self-loathing and my anger and feeling of betrayal, but I didn’t want to feel any of that. So instead, I concentrated on Xanthia’s wry comments, the scent of jasmine  as  we  passed  a  perfume  shop,  and  the  steady  thrum  of  conversation  from  the  supernaturals around us. 

In a way, it was surreal to be back in the community. More than a few supernaturals watched me as  I  passed  them  on  the  cobblestone  lanes.  A  knowing  glint  entered  their  eyes,  and  respectful  nods dipped their chins. 

“Um, Xanthia? What the heck’s going on?” I murmured as an older woman nearly bowed to me when we approached the peddler’s booth lined with finely woven scarves and tightly knit mittens. 

“You haven’t heard?” Xanthia replied as she picked up a pair of red mittens. “Everyone knows that you’re part angel and that you and Daniel are the reason Stephen didn’t conquer the SF to spray fire and brimstone upon the earth.” She snickered and set the mittens down. 

I snorted a laugh. “Ah, what?  We are the reason Stephen didn’t kill everyone. We couldn’t have done it without you and everyone else in the SF.” 

I  paused.  It  was  the  closest  we’d  come  to  discussing  the  battle—the  battle  in  which  I’d  killed Quaneely, causing Xanthia to refuse to speak to me. I set the mittens I’d been feeling back down. “You know, I’ve been wanting to talk to you about what happened … with Quaneely.” 

A flash of pain crossed Xanthia’s face, but she quickly masked it. “Can we not? I mean, I know I was pissed at you initially, but after thinking about it and hearing more from others on the ground, I can  see  now  it  was  the  only  way  to  get  Stephen.”  She  picked  up  another  pair  of  mittens,  turning slightly  so  I  couldn’t  see  her  face.  “I  just  had  a  hard  time  accepting  that  at  first,  but…”  She  set  the mittens back down and made a sound of disgust. “Can we just not talk about it?” 

I swallowed the lump in my throat. “Okay. I get it, but please know how sorry I am.” 

She gave a stiff nod and took a deep breath. I’d never seen Xanthia cry, but at that moment, I saw the depth of her despair. Her dragons truly meant everything to her. 

But  I  also  knew  that  some  people  dealt  with  grief  privately.  They  didn’t  want  to  wear  their hearts on their sleeves or have the world see their tears. 

And Xanthia’s not wanting to talk about Quaneely’s death didn’t surprise me. 

“Hey, let’s go check out that booth.” I forced a smile and waved toward a table featuring brightly colored wigs that, not surprisingly, were sold by a fairy. 

Xanthia snickered, relief crossing her features. “Yeah, you should totally buy the hot-pink one. 

You would rock that.” 

We carried on down the lane, and with each step, Xanthia seemed to breathe a little easier. 

When we passed another booth by the corner, jars of spices and strange-looking plants filled its shelves. A man lounged against the brick wall next to it. He had to be at least six-two and had broad shoulders.  An  old-fashioned  bomber  jacket  covered  his  upper  half,  and  judging  by  his  frame,  I

guessed he was a werewolf. When he lifted his nose to sniff as we walked by, I rolled my eyes. 

 Definitely a werewolf. 

I felt his gaze follow me, so I turned back to face him, wanting him to know that I  knew he was watching me. 

He quickly averted his eyes, and I sighed. 

I didn’t know whether it was my newly branded mark or merely being caught gawking that had caused his skittishness, but whatever the case, I much preferred my lower I’m-nobody-special status in Hidden Creek. 

We carried on down another lane until Xanthia strolled up to a booth sporting women’s clothing. 

“Hey,  what  do  you  think  about  this  one?”  She  fingered  a  brown  suede  jacket  with  a  slim  cut. 

“This seems like it would fit your style.” 

A  woman  working  in  the  shop  bustled  forward.  “Oh,  yes,  that  one’s  lovely!  It’s  infused  with cleaning  magic.  Even  if  you  spill  a  drink  on  the  suede,  it  won’t  stain,  and  it  will  dry  within  a  few minutes.” She pulled it from the rack and held it up to me. “Would you like to try it on?” 

I looked at the price tag and made a face. Even though several hundred dollars were burning my pocket, I wasn’t going to spend them foolishly. “It’s a bit too much for me, but thank you.” 

“We  have  a  few  in  the  back  on  sale.”  The  saleswoman  nodded  toward  the  corner  of  the  shop. 

“Let me show you.” 

Xanthia and I were following her to the back when a text dinged my phone. I pulled out my cell, expecting to see a message from Cecile, but Logan’s name appeared at the top. 

 Can we talk about what happened? Please, Dar. 

A deep swirl of anger fired in my gut, disturbing my dark power.  What happened?  Was that how he was referring to what occurred the previous night? 

 What happened was that Logan had claimed me against my will, and even though we’d had the most mind-blowing sex of my life when he did it, and even though his wolf had taken over when he bit me, he’d still marked me after I’d explicitly told him not to. 

I  shoved  my  phone  back  into  my  pocket.  No,  dammit,  I’m  not  going  to  talk  about  what happened!  I was still so freakin’ mad at him that I couldn’t think. 

“Everything  okay?”  Xanthia  arched  a  black  eyebrow,  her  blue  eyes  wary  when  she  caught  my expression. 

I forced a smile. “Yeah, it was just a text from Logan.” 

“Let me guess. The alpha wants his woman back?” 

I  laughed  and  groaned  at  the  same  time.  “Maybe,  but  I’m  not  really  his  woman.  He’s  still engaged to someone else.” I frowned, remembering the encounter I’d had with Crystal in the bathroom at  the  community  center.  I’d  never  told  Logan  about  it.  I  meant  to  after  I  got  back  from  the  healing session with the Bastiles, but things obviously hadn’t gone as planned. 

“But he claimed you, didn’t he?” Xanthia flipped through the jackets and peeked up at me. “So doesn’t that mean you  are his woman to other werewolves, even if he’s still engaged?” 

“How do you know he claimed me?” I hadn’t told Xanthia anything yet about the previous night. 

Xanthia  eyed  the  shopkeeper  and  waited  until  she  moved  to  the  front  to  help  another  customer before  she  lowered  her  voice  and  said,  “Cause,  um,  you’re  marked.  It’s  on  your  neck.  Haven’t  you seen it?” 

My jaw dropped.  “What?” 

I  raced  to  the  dressing  room  mirror.  Tilting  my  head,  I  gazed  in  horror  at  the  marking  on  my lower neck. 

A faint crescent moon, like a barely visible faded tattoo, marked my skin. The perfect crescent sat just above my collarbone where he’d bitten me and was roughly an inch long. Since I’d taken a quick shower and hadn’t really looked in the mirror that morning, I hadn’t seen it. 

Boiling anger erupted inside me, and my dark power rolled, causing my skin to light up when I abruptly lost control of my tempering. “He left a fucking mark on my  skin?” 

A few customers several racks over jumped at my screech. 

Taking a deep, uneven breath, I tempered my powers again, but it was hard. Damn hard. 

As  I  stalked  back  to  Xanthia,  all  of  the  rage  I’d  felt  the  previous  night  returned  in  full  force. 

Xanthia  kept  out  of  my  way  when  I  grabbed  the  jacket  I’d  been  looking  at  and  went  to  the  front counter. 

After I’d paid and we’d returned to the street, Xanthia asked hesitantly, “So … I, uh, take it you didn’t want him to claim you?” 

“No. He did it after I specifically told him  not to.” 

Her eyebrows shot up. “Well, shit. So  that’s why you’re so pissed. What a fucker.” 

“Yeah, exactly.” 

She made another face. “That sucks, like really sucks, cause isn’t the mark permanent?” 

My shoulders slumped as some of the anger diffused out of me. “Yeah. It’s permanent as far as I know. There’s nothing I can do about it.” 

I felt Logan again. Worry tinged with restlessness coursed through me. He’d probably sensed my outburst. 

I shoved his feelings away again and gripped my shopping bag tighter. 

Xanthia fluffed her long black hair behind her shoulder. “Not to change the subject—or maybe we  should change the subject so you don’t have to think about Logan—but how was it while you were in Hidden Creek? Did they start treating you better?” 

I  shrugged.  “Some  did.”  I  told  her  about  cooking  with  the  Omegals  in  the  community  center.  I frowned  again,  realizing  I’d  promised  them  I  would  help  that  afternoon,  and  instead,  I  was  at  the marketplace with Xanthia and had no intention of returning to Hidden Creek by then. “I was supposed to help them again today.” 

“That’s one thing I never understood about the wolves. Their damn hierarchy rules everything.” 

“Has it always been that way?” 

“As far as I know. How were his parents and his siblings? Did you meet them?” 

“His brother and sister were really friendly and welcoming, and his dad was…” I tried to figure out how to describe Samuel. “He didn’t make me feel unwelcome, but he doesn’t seem like a person I could easily talk to.” 

“Considering he’s the alpha, I’m not surprised. What about his mom?” 

I made a sour face and went on to describe how I’d been humiliated at the welcoming dinner. 

Xanthia  rolled  her  eyes.  “That’s  super  bitchy  of  her  not  to  seat  you  by  him,  but  I’m  sure  she didn’t  mean  it  personally.  Being  the  top  woman  in  the  pack  isn’t  easy.  She  probably  did  it  to  save face,  since  showing  the  pack  that  you  were  high  enough  to  sit  with  them  could  have  made  other women fight for higher status. Part of the alpha’s wife’s job is to keep order among the women.” 

“Like the alpha keeps order among the men and the entire pack?” 

Xanthia nodded. “Yeah, it’s kinda like that.” 

I thought about how Laura had been in the hallway at the community center. She’d been nothing

like the bitchy woman I’d met the first night. Xanthia was right. “How do you know so much about werewolves and how their packs work anyway?” 

She  shrugged.  “I  like  to  read,  and  my  mom  encouraged  me  to  check  out  books  from  the community’s libraries. I grew up reading about this stuff.” 

“Sounds like I need to check out the community’s library.” 

A  smile  curved  her  lips.  “It’s  a  good  place  to  get  well  versed  on  all  supernatural  species, including half demons.” She elbowed me playfully. 

I laughed, loving the easy banter that had grown between us again. But thinking about how easily Xanthia  and  I  joked,  smiled,  and  touched  made  me  remember  how  awkwardly  Logan’s  parents  had acted. 

“Do you think his parents also had an arranged marriage?” I asked as I picked up a candle from a booth  we’d  wandered  to.  Laura  had  alluded  to  that  when  we’d  spoken  in  the  community  center’s hallway, but I didn’t know for sure. I told Xanthia how they’d never touched in the time I’d seen them together,  barely  spoke,  and  didn’t  even  look  at  each  other.  “There  doesn’t  seem  to  be  much  love between them.” 

“Most likely their marriage was arranged. I think all the high-ranking families in the werewolf world come from arranged marriages.” 

My  shoulders  slumped,  and  I  set  the  candle  down.  “Then  how  did  Logan  think  anything  could ever work between us long-term? I don’t come from a high-ranking anything.” 

Xanthia wrapped an arm around my shoulders and squeezed. “I don’t know, but even though you two are fighting right now, I do know one thing. That dude really loves you, and alphas aren’t known to be pushovers. If anyone can find a way for his pack to accept a non-ranking, non-werewolf female, it’s him.” 

I forced a smile, but for the life of me, I couldn’t see that happening. 

She  removed  her  arm  and  nudged  me  again.  “Anyway,  enough  about  Logan  and  fucked-up werewolf  societies.  I  can  see  it’s  getting  you  down,  so  how  about  we  do  something  completely different from anything you’ve been doing in Hidden Creek?” 

My  mood  brightened,  a  warm  feeling  sliding  through  me  at  how  thoughtful  she  was  being. 

“You’re a good friend. You know that?” 

She rolled her eyes. “I’m your only friend.” 

I laughed. “Still, you’re a good one.” 

“Yeah, yeah, now instead of getting all mushy, let’s have some fun. What do you feel like doing?” 

I bit my lip. I’d wanted to do something all week but hadn’t had the opportunity. 

“This  may  not  be  super  fun,  but  do  you  mind  if  we  go  back  to  headquarters  and  pay  Master Gregor a visit? I’ve been wanting to ask him if he’s uncovered anything else about my family.” 

Xanthia laughed. “Not be fun? Dude, I just told you I spent my free time in libraries growing up, and you think I don’t find the SF’s world-renowned library a good time?” 

A genuine chuckle escaped me as she rolled her tongue piercing before a grin spread across her face. 

Grabbing my hand, she pulled me back toward the portal. “Let’s do it. I always love visiting the library, and Master Gregor always has something up his sleeve. Maybe he’s even found more about your family in the time you’ve been gone.” 

“I doubt it. He had to turn all of his attention toward finding things about the demons and red-eyed rogues last I heard.” 

“Yeah, but that shit’s over. The courts probably reverted his time to the original sentencing.” 

My heart raced at the thought of discovering family’s lost history. “Seriously?” 

“Yeah, let’s go.” 

∞     ∞     ∞

Master  Gregor  grinned  when  he  saw  us,  his  stone-like  gargoyle  face  spreading  wide  to  reveal rows of pointy teeth. “Daria Gresham! What a pleasure!” 

Xanthia and I strode into the SF’s library with its floating shelves and hundred-foot-tall walls. 

As before, the shelves zoomed up and down, floating in midair, as the gargoyle scholars used ladders to ascend the ginormous bookshelves when needed. 

“It’s good to see you too.” I bent down to shake his hand. The gargoyle’s palm felt like rock in my grasp, cool and rough. 

He  pulled  his  hand  back,  being  mindful  not  to  get  me  with  his  claws.  “And  I’m  delighted  that you’ve returned. I have some news for you, so I was hoping you would come back.” 

My eyes widened. “You do?” 

Xanthia propped a hand on her hip. “I kinda wondered as much. What did you find?” 

“Come  with  me.”  Master  Gregor  beckoned  us  before  hobbling  over  to  a  table  in  the  far  back corner. 

I had to duck when a shelf zoomed past us only a few feet from the floor. The gargoyle strolled beneath it. 

“It’s  here.”  He  stopped  in  front  of  an  old  parchment.  As  before,  a  language  I  didn’t  recognize flowed across the old paper while scents of damp foliage rolled up from the ancient scroll. He tapped a long claw on a particular line of text. “This speaks of a ring that held great power—a ring that was specifically made for your family.” 

My jaw dropped.  The parchment spoke about my family’s ring?  I nearly stopped breathing in my haste to say, “Does it describe it?” 

“Oh yes. It speaks of a large emerald cut with fire.” 

I grabbed Xanthia’s hand. “That’s the ring that my family lost long ago.” 

“So you know of this ring?” Master Gregor’s bottomless black eyes turned up to me. 

“Yes. We’ve been searching for it ever since it became lost.” 

I  still  remembered  a  time,  not  many  weeks  ago,  when  I’d  raced  with  glee  to  Dillon  Parker’s mobile  home,  thinking  I  was  about  to  find  my  family’s  lost  ring.  That  hadn’t  gone  as  planned, obviously. Dillon had attacked me before Logan jumped through the window in his wolf form with his pack mates hot on his heels. 

 Logan. 

That  was  the  day  I’d  learned  of  the  community  and  that  Logan  was  a  werewolf.  Even  then,  I knew I was falling in love with him. 

The mark on my neck tingled, and I felt Logan stir. 

“Dar?” Xanthia’s loud question snapped me back to the present. 

“Sorry, what?” 

“Master Gregor asked if you knew that the ring was linked to your dark power.” 

My  heart  beat  faster  when  I  remembered  how  the  mysterious  psychic  in  the  marketplace  had alluded to my family’s ring when I’d asked her about my dark power before the battle with Stephen. 

Master Gregor bobbed his head. “It says something here about the ring and darkness, something about  how  they’re  linked,  but  it’s  very  vague.  When  I  found  this  bit  of  text,  I  wanted  you  to  know, 

since you seek information about your powers and your past.” 

“Yeah, I do! So how are they linked?” 

“That, I do not know.” 

My  shoulders  deflated,  like  balloons  being  popped.  “In  other  words,  I  still  don’t  really  know what happened to my ancestors and how their dark power left them, but maybe that ring is the answer. 

A ring we don’t have…” 

Master  Gregor  smiled,  the  image  reminding  me  of  a  wicked  monster  scaring  children  on Halloween nights. “If you find that ring, you may find your answers.” 

I  made  a  dejected  face.  “But  how  can  I  possibly  find  my  family’s  ring  that’s  been  missing  for centuries?” 

“Have you tried a seer?” Xanthia asked before lounging against the wall, her feet crossing at the ankles. 

“Yes, precisely. I was going to recommend the same,” Master Gregor added. 

“What’s a seer?” 

“A  psychic  with  additional  abilities,”  Xanthia  replied.  “They’re  rare,  but  if  anyone  can  find something you’ve lost, they’re your best bet.” 

My eyes widened. “That’s how she knew so much about me!” 

 “Who knew so much?” Xanthia arched an eyebrow. 

I grabbed her hand before bending down to give the gargoyle a kiss of thanks on his cheek. “The psychic I met when I was a teenager! The one who knows so much about me and my family! Come on, we have to find her!” 

I  pulled  my  friend  toward  the  door,  excitement  racing  through  me  like  a  puppy  gallivanting through wrapping paper on Christmas morning. Perhaps I would  finally have answers to all that my family had lost. 

If only I could find the psychic. 

Chapter 16

I told Xanthia more about the psychic on our mad dash back to the marketplace. 

“It was she who first told me about my dark power and she who told me how to find Daniel.” 

Xanthia grinned. “If she knew that much, she’s got to be a seer.” 

Trees  flashed  by  our  windows  as  we  sped  down  the  foothills  toward  Boise.  Once  downtown, we pulled up to the alleyway that led to the portal to the marketplace, and we almost forgot to pay the meter. 

“Damn  human  money-sucking  contraptions,”  Xanthia  mumbled  before  pulling  her  credit  card from her wallet. 

I pulled ten dollars from my purse and shoved it into her hand. “This should cover it. Come on!” 

My second venture through the portal was as easy as the first that morning. Since I’d become a

“normal”  angel,  portal  transfers  weren’t  as  jarring.  Still,  I  didn’t  feel  the  need  to  make  portal transfers a daily occurrence. 

Once  the  portal  spit  us  out  inside  the  marketplace,  we  jogged  down  the  streets,  zigzagging through the crowds to reach the psychic’s booth. I silently prayed that she would be there. On more than one occasion, her son or some other member of her family had been manning the booth, and she hadn’t been anywhere to be found. 

We rounded the final corner, but we were going so fast that I collided with a man. 

“Oomph!” I muttered when I smacked right into him. 

He backed up, holding his hands up, a wild look in his eyes. “Sorry. So sorry about that.” 

I shook my head, dazed for a moment. “No, that’s okay. It was my fault—” 

I cocked my head. The man stood around six-two and wore an old-fashioned bomber jacket. He looked familiar, and it took me a second to place him. He was the same werewolf I’d seen watching me that morning, but I didn’t have time to think about it. 

“Come on.” I grabbed Xanthia’s hand again and pulled her down the cobblestone lane. 

A few minutes later, we reached the psychic’s booth. It looked exactly as I remembered it from my previous visits. Oriental rugs hung in the back, covering the hidden room that the psychic loved to escape to. 

The same teenage boy that I’d seen before was manning the booth. He held his phone and turned it sideways as he played a videogame. The sound of screeching tires and gunshots blasted from it. 

“Is your mom here?” I asked, panting. I could have sworn that Xanthia and I had sprinted the last few blocks. 

He  looked  up  from  his  game  with  an  annoyed  expression  before  yelling  over  his  shoulder, 

“Mom!” 

The  Oriental  rugs  parted  like  sheets  on  a  clothesline  flapping  in  a  breeze,  and  the  psychic emerged. Onyx hair hung down her back, and her eyes were so blue that they shone like sapphires. 

When her attention landed on me, a knowing glint lit her eyes. “Miss Gresham. Nice to see you again.” 

Suddenly,  I  was  thankful  that  I  hadn’t  burned  through  all  of  the  money  in  my  pocket.  If  our encounter was going to be anything like our last one, I would need the hundreds in my pocket to learn about my family’s ring. 

I stepped closer to her. “I’m hoping you can help me.” 

The psychic beckoned me to the room behind the rugs. “Of course. I can tell you all about your family’s ring. I’m assuming you brought more money this time?” 

“I did.” 

Her full lips parted, revealing a gap in her front teeth that, if anything, only added to her beauty. 

“Then follow me.” 

Xanthia and I both darted around the booth, and the psychic lifted an Oriental rug and gestured for us to go through. When the rugs swished closed behind us, my eyes took a minute to adjust to the dimness. 

A table and chairs waited. The psychic pulled out one of the chairs and sat. She waved toward the empty one. “Have a seat, Miss Gresham.” 

“So  you  know  why  I’m  here?”  I  sat  down  while  Xanthia  backed  up  to  the  wall  and  leaned against it. 

“Of course I do. You’re here to seek the ring you’ve lost. The one I told you about on your last visit.” She held out her hand. “It will be two hundred dollars to find the information you want.” 

I barely suppressed an eye roll as I dug the money from my pocket. Hoping it was worth the cost, I placed the cash in her hand. Regardless, I sent up a silent thanks that I’d met the Bastiles and treated their son. Otherwise, I would’ve had no way to pay her. 

“Give me your hands.” The psychic laid her arms, palms facing upward, on the table. 

Tentatively, I placed my hands in hers, giving  another silent thanks that I was able to touch her without my gift going haywire. A few weeks ago, I wouldn’t have been able to. 

Her  warm  soft  hands  closed  around  mine.  My  powers  immediately  stirred  as  I  felt  something from her course into me. 

She closed her eyes and began to sway. “Yes, that’s it,” she whispered. “Give me your energy.” 

I  had  no  idea  what  was  happening  as  the  psychic  held  on  to  me  and  drifted  like  a  leaf  in  the breeze. But  something fluttered around inside me, like a subtle undercurrent of energy pulsing through my veins. 

A moment later, her eyes snapped open. Her vivid blue irises blazed. “The ring you seek resides in the fae lands.” Her voice took on that monotone pitch that I’d heard one previous time, when she’d warned me about the battle with Stephen. “A vampire holds it in his antique shop in the capital.  That is where the treasure you desire waits.” 

She blinked, and that strange daze in her eyes disappeared. After she removed her hands from the table, the strange energy stopped flowing from her into me. 

I flexed my fingers, my palms still tingling. 

She ruffled her hair behind her shoulder, the serene expression back in place. “Is there anything else you’d like to know?” 

I  bit  my  lip,  knowing  any  further  information  would  require  money  that  I  didn’t  have,  but  for once, I knew exactly what I needed to do. 

“No, that’s all. Thank you.” 

“Of  course.  Do  come  again.”  She  winked  slyly  before  rising  from  her  seat  and  moving  to  the back of the room to fuss with some things on a shelf. Her long black hair swayed against her butt, the strands’ thickness something one would often see on a much younger woman. 

Xanthia pushed away from the wall. “All right, girl. Let’s get a move on.” 

I gave the psychic one last look before we lifted the Oriental rugs and stepped through them. “So we need to go to the fae lands?” 

Xanthia grinned. “Yeah. Sweet, huh? I haven’t been there in a while. This should be fun.” 

“What about your car and the parking meter?” 

Xanthia waved her hand dismissively. “Time moves slower there. We could be there for hours, and only five minutes would pass here.” 

“Oh, so basically the opposite of time in Emunda and the underworld.” 

“Yep,” she replied as we hurried down the cobblestone lane again. 

“Do  you  know  what  she  was  talking  about  in  her  trance?  About  the  vampire’s  shop  in  the  fae lands capital?” 

“There are a few antique shops in the capital. Three that I can think of and one that’s manned by a vampire. That’s probably the one she’s referring to.” 

The excitement in me grew as I realized the answers to my family’s secretive past lay so close to my grasp. 

It  was  only  when  I  turned  the  corner,  intent  on  heading  toward  the  portal  back  to  Boise’s alleyway, that I realized the werewolf in the bomber jacket was  still lounging against the brick wall. 

I felt him watching me again and realized he might be following me.  But why? 

My eyes narrowed when I realized why that could be.  Logan. 

 Ugh. 

But  I  didn’t  stop  to  think  about  it.  I  had  more  important  things  to  do  than  to  go  off  on  some werewolf following orders from his alpha. 

 Still … freakin’ werewolves. Seriously! 

We made our way back to the portal, but Xanthia tugged me down a different lane away from the marketplace’s entrance. 

“This way. There’s a portal to the fae lands at the end of this alley.” 

I grinned, my skin tingling with excitement. 

∞     ∞     ∞

The portal  transfer  to the  fae  lands wasn’t  as  easy  as the  one  into the  marketplace.  However,  it wasn’t as painful as my transfers to the other realms, but I still landed on all fours on the other side. 

I pushed myself up, grumbling, and dusted my knees off. 

My hands brushed against tall stalks of grass, flowers at their tips. 

Xanthia laughed. “Still getting the hang of transfers, huh?” 

“Yeah, you could say that.” It was all I could manage as my eyes widened with awe. 

We’d landed in a field, and a warm breeze brushed by me. I inhaled, my nose tingling. The wind carried  pleasant  scents  that  I  didn’t  recognize,  and  a  pale-green  sky  stretched  across  the  horizon. 

Ahead, a grove of trees waited, laughter carrying from it. 

And beyond that…

I sucked in a breath. Beyond the grove, a huge city sat on a large hilly mound that swelled and stretched  upward  like  a  mountain.  Houses  and  shops  lined  the  rising  landscape,  thousands  of  stone and thatch buildings stretching along zigzagging streets. 

And at the top of that large hill waited a castle. My lips parted. 

The  castle  shot  up  from  the  ground,  its  spires  like  thin  rockets  ready  to  launch.  The  beautiful golden walls of the exquisite castle reminded me of fairy tales and Disney movies. 

“Is that for real?” 

“Yep, most definitely for real, but we have to get through the gates before you can see any of it.” 

My gaze dipped down from the city that seemed built on a small mountain. At the mound’s base, a tall wall encircled the entire city. Even though we’d emerged from the portal a quarter mile away from the capital, I could still make out the giant gates ahead. 

“Pretty impressive, huh?” Xanthia asked. 

All I managed was a nod. 

“Stick close to my side, and you’ll be fine. The fae lands are a bit different from Earth. The SF

doesn’t monitor anything here—it’s out of our jurisdiction—so if anyone tries anything funny, I can’t use my SF rank to do anything.” 

I scrunched my nose. “What kinds of  funny things would happen?” I asked as we began walking through the grass. A few steps later, we emerged on a golden paved walkway. 

She shrugged. “Petty thefts, usually, but demons can transfer to this realm, too, so things can get a bit hairy at times. They tend to leave the fairies alone because they know if they don’t, the fairies will seal the portals to the underworld, so it’s usually just other supernaturals the demons pursue.” 

I shuddered, not wanting to have another encounter with a demon. Of all people, I was the most equipped  to  handle  one,  but  they  were  terrifying.  Twice  in  the  underworld,  I  didn’t  think  I  would escape with my life. “Noted. Avoid demons. Got it.” 

She offered a smile. “I say that because demons are always good-looking when they’re in this realm, since they cloak themselves. I have yet to meet an ugly demon here. If they  were ugly, they’d never get what they came for.” 

“Dare I ask what they come for?” 

She laughed. “Isn’t it obvious? An easy fuck.” 

My eyebrows shot up at her crass words, which only made her laugh more. “How do you think I was conceived?” 

“Your mom and dad met here?” 

She nodded. “My mom met him one night at one of the fairy bars. She said there was something about him that drew her.” Xanthia snickered. “And since he had such dashing looks, that should have been her second clue, but she was too caught up in the moment. Either that, or she was too drunk.” 

“Can’t vampires do that too? Compel people or whatever?” 

“Yep,  but  demons  are  different.  They  don’t  need  eye  contact  to  compel,  and  the  person  has  to want  what  they’re  offering  for  their  compulsion  to  work.  With  vampires,  it  can  be  entirely  against someone’s will.” 

“You seem to know a lot for someone so young, even for someone who grew up in libraries.” I frowned, realizing in all the weeks I’d known Xanthia, I’d never asked her age. “How old are you, anyway?” 

“Twenty-two. You?” 

“Twenty-one.”  Curiosity  strummed  through  me  as  the  gates  grew  closer.  “So  what  was  it  like having a demon for a father?” 

She  shrugged.  “Wouldn’t  know.  Demons  don’t  stick  around  to  raise  their  kids.  Pretty  sure  he doesn’t give a shit about me. After he knocked up Mom, he was never seen again.” 

“And your mom’s a psychic, right?” 

“Yep, which makes me a half demon  and a half psychic, but my demon blood is too strong, so I don’t  really  have  any  psychic  abilities  other  than  a  pretty  good  gut  instinct.  But  since  my  mom’s  a psychic, I have her magic in my blood, even though I don’t sense it.” 

“And your mom really didn’t know your dad was a demon?” 

Xanthia shook her head. “Mom suspected it, but she wasn’t sure, and since she was so drunk, she

probably didn’t care. But once I got a bit older and she learned of my affinity for fire and the fact that I can’t burn, she knew for sure he was a demon.” 

I grazed my hand across the tops of the stalks of grass that lined the paved road as the fairy city grew closer. To the right, the grove of trees loomed. A long swing hung from a particularly large tree with pink leaves, and a fairy child swung as her friend pushed her.  So that was where the laughter came from. 

“Have you ever met your dad?” I asked Xanthia, looking away from the children. 

She  shrugged.  “Once,  but  since  he’s  a  demon  he  didn’t  really  care  when  we  met.”  Her  tone sounded very matter-of-fact, as if she knew her father’s disinterest essentially had nothing to do with her. He was a demon, after all. 

“So we both had deadbeat dads,” I said. 

She laughed. “You mean deadbeat asshats?” 

I giggled. “How’s your mom doing, by the way?” 

“She’s good, still in Cali, doing her thing.” Xanthia stopped walking and pulled me to the side of the road. In front of us, the gate’s large golden bars rose from the paved walkway with two sentries standing at its sides. The sentries held long spears, their sharp points visible in the bright sun. 

“Expect to be questioned by the sentries,” Xanthia said under her breath. “But just tell them the truth—that we’re here looking for your family’s lost ring that’s supposed to be in an antique shop.” 

I gave her a quizzical look. “Why wouldn’t I tell the truth? Is there something that happens if you lie?” 

Xanthia  eyed  the  sentries  again.  “They  have  weapons  for  a  reason.  Let’s  just  say  they’re  not afraid to use them.” 

My eyes bulged. “So lying means they’ll kill you?” 

Xanthia chuckled. “Not quite, but they will escort you to the fae courts for a formal testimony. 

They’re very good at picking up on deception. It’s part of the reason they guard the capital.” 

I  glanced  behind  us  at  the  children  still  swinging  near  the  grove  of  trees.  Around  the  city,  the field and flowers stretched for miles, but I didn’t spot any houses and figured the kids had ventured out of the city to enjoy the wilds. “Is this the only city in the fae lands?” 

Xanthia shook her head. “No, but it’s the biggest one. There are around a hundred cities, but the fae lands aren’t as big as earth, and there aren’t separate countries within this realm, so it’s all one big singularly governed land.” 

“How big is this realm?” 

“About the size of Europe if you want to compare it to Earth, but the fairy population is slow-growing so that’s why it’s mostly wild.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Most fairies only have one or two children. They can’t conceive every year like humans. They can only conceive once every ten years or so.” 

My eyes bulged. “So little?” 

“Yep,  but  they  usually  live  until  they’re  two  hundred,  so  they  have  more  decades  to  try  and conceive.  Still,  conception  is  harder  for  fairies.  Anyway,  the  capital  is  where  most  fairies  reside since this is where the king and queen live.” 

 King and queen?  That would explain the castle, but once again, I realized I had so much to learn about the supernatural community. 

“Come on.” Xanthia pulled me back into a walk. “Let’s find that ring.” 

When we reached the gates, the sentries stood alert, having watched us approach for the past few

minutes. Their large builds were humanlike, but there was something  other about them. 

Their  dark  irises  stared  down  at  me  from  their  imposing  height.  Both  had  heavily  muscled exposed chests, and they had strange leather strap-like clothing that covered their lower halves and part of their shoulders. Golden helmets adorned both of their heads. 

When  we  stood  only  a  few  yards  away,  they  widened  their  stances  and  extended  their  spears toward the center of the gates, creating an X. 

When  their  spears  touched,  a  loud   clang  reverberated  through  me.  A  push  of  strong  magic barreled into me. I tried to walk forward but couldn’t. It felt as if we’d hit an invisible wall. 

“State your reason for visiting the capital,” the sentry on the right said. 

Xanthia hooked a thumb in my direction. “A seer told us that her family’s ring is being peddled at an antique store here. We’re here to buy it back.” 

The sentry’s gaze shifted from Xanthia to me. “Is that true?” 

“Yes,” I squeaked. 

Something  changed  in  his  eyes  as  he  studied  me.  His  dark  irises  whirled,  turning  to  shimmery silver  before  becoming  inky  darkness  once  again.  Another  rush  of  magic  stole  over  me,  making  my dark power stir, but just as quickly as it came, it passed. 

With a swift move, the sentries pulled their spears back to their sides. 

“Proceed.” 

Chapter 17

The  golden  gates  opened  silently.  Xanthia  and  I  hurried  forward,  and  once  we  were  inside  the  city and the gates closed behind us, I nudged her. 

“What the heck was that thing with his eyes? They changed colors.” 

“Remember  how  I  said  they  were  good  at  picking  up  liars?  When  his  eyes  changed,  he  was scanning  your  senses,  looking  for  deceit.  Since  you  were  telling  the  truth,  he  obviously  didn’t  find anything.” 

I exhaled with relief. The last thing I needed was to end up in the fae courts with no family ring and no hope of getting back to earth. 

“Now, as for that ring of yours, if I remember right, that antique shop run by the vampire is on the east side of the city.” Xanthia grabbed my hand. “This way.” 

Her  hurried  movements  didn’t  give  me  much  time  to  gawk,  but  I  did  my  best  to  study  our surroundings, and my lips curved up more and more. 

Behind  the  giant  gates  and  the  tall  walls  lay  an  endless  sprawl  of  delightful  gardens,  colorful houses, and a bustling city. 

Fairy men, women, and children scattered about, other supernaturals amongst them. Nobody paid us any attention. 

We stepped forward on the golden walkway, which had widened into a street. Off to the right lay a small park. Unlike the fairy swing near the grove of trees outside of the capital, it was bursting with jungle gym equipment and miniature castles, bridges, and play houses. Dozens of small fairy children with pointy ears and glowing skin darted about. 

The  jungle  gym  must  have  been  infused  with  magic.  The  bridges  sometimes  shifted,  taking squealing  children  from  one  part  of  the  playground  to  the  other.  Miniature  holographic  dragons appeared  through  the  pebbles  on  the  ground,  rising  and  blowing  smoke  then  sinking  back  into  the rocks. And the plants and flowers all seemed alive. They would sway and dip down to let little kids smell their petals while dropping shimmery fruits into their hands, which the children bit right into. 

All the while, the fairy mothers and fathers sat around the park on golden benches, chatting with one another or reading books. 

In one word, it was delightful. 

“You’re slowing down, Dar,” Xanthia said with a wink. “Come on. We’ll have plenty of time to look at stuff  after we get your ring. Shops here aren’t open past late afternoon, and I’m not sure what time it is.” 

Hearing that made me return my attention to the street as we left the giggling children behind us. 

But as we tried to round a corner, a woman sauntered up to us, carrying a basket of freshly cut brightly  colored  flowers.  They  looked  similar  to  roses,  but  sharp  edges  lined  the  petals.  She  lifted one to my nose. “Care to buy one?” 

I leaned down to sniff, but the woman pulled the flower back. “Not before you pay.” 

Before I could ask how much it was, Xanthia snatched me away. “No, thanks. We’re good.” 

The woman’s gaze narrowed in her direction before she strolled off, her hips sashaying. 

“Why did you do that? I wanted to smell that flower.” 

Xanthia tugged me around the corner, looping her arm through mine. “Because she was trying to

sell you a  peteesium, an enchanted flower. Trust me, you don’t want to smell that.” 

“What would have happened if I’d smelled it?” 

“Let’s just say a good sniff from that flower means you won’t be returning to planet Earth or the fae lands anytime soon.” 

When I gave her a quizzical look, she laughed. “Sometimes I forget how sheltered your life has been. Ever heard of a hallucinogen?” 

My eyes bulged. “Oh,  that kind of plant. I see.” 

Xanthia  snickered.  “Exactly.  Fairy  hallucinogens  are  ten  times  more  powerful  than  anything  in the human world. You need to be careful. Now, about that family ring of yours…” 

She  pulled  me  along  the  golden  streets,  weaving  her  way  in  and  out  of  the  neighborhoods  and corner shops as if she’d grown up there. 

I  panted  and  wondered  if  the  fae  lands  had  Ubers.  We’d  been  steadily  climbing  uphill  as  we wound our way through the rising city. “How do you know your way around here so well?” 

Xanthia shrugged. “My mom took me here a lot when I was growing up. She loved the capital, which is half the reason she got knocked up here.” 

She gave me a cheeky grin, and I laughed. 

We  got  to  the  top  of  a  large  hill,  the  castle  growing  larger  by  the  second,  and  Xanthia  pointed down  a  busy  street.  “The  antique  shop  is  right  down  there.  If  your  seer  is  right,  that’s  where  your family’s ring is.” 

I  was  so  excited  that  I  could  barely  breathe,  and  I  picked  up  my  pace  as  we  jogged  down  the sidewalk. 

The street in front of us was wider than the previous ones. Shops and what appeared to be cafés lined  both  sides.  Unlike  the  previous  street,  in  which  little  stores  dotted  the  corners  of  fairy neighborhoods, the one before us looked more like the beginning of a business district. 

Xanthia skidded to a stop in front of the antique shop. A group of kids ran by us on the sidewalk, nearly  knocking  me  over.  I  spun  around,  trying  to  regain  my  footing,  when  the  sight  of  a  familiar bomber jacket caught my eye. 

I  righted  myself  just  in  time  to  see  the  werewolf  duck  into  an  alley.  I  seethed  inwardly  and opened  my  mouth  to  yell  at  him  and  ask  him  how  Logan  was  doing,  but  Xanthia  tugged  me  into  the shop. 

The words caught in my throat when the door shut behind us. All concerns about the werewolf vanished as I took in the rows of glass cabinets that stretched around the room, each of them holding precious-looking gems and artifacts. 

“Well, well, what do we have here?” The man lounging near the back of the store rose gracefully to his feet and sauntered toward us. His movements were as fluid as a waterfall, his pale skin was as shiny as snow, and his eyes were so piercing that they reminded me of arrows. 

In other words, we’d found our vampire. 

“May I help you lovely ladies with anything?” He stopped near one of the display cases at the front and leaned against it. His gaze settled on me, and his eyebrow arched. 

His full head of dark hair made him look young, maybe in his late twenties, but then again, he was a vampire. For all I knew, he was a thousand years old. 

The vampire crossed his arms over his chest, yet his crisp shirt didn’t even wrinkle. 

“I’m looking for rings,” I replied. “Specifically ones with emeralds in the center. Do you have anything like that?” 

“I have many emerald rings. Could you be more specific?” 

I told him about the swirly Celtic pattern that was supposed to be on the band. “And my mom said there’s an inscription inside. A  “G”  for our last name.” 

The vampire leaned closer, and he seemed to only be half listening. “Do you know you have the most beautiful eyes I’ve ever seen?” 

I resisted the urge to roll them. “Yeah, I get that a lot.” 

His nostrils flared when he inhaled. “And your scent…” He took a deep, shuddering breath. “My oh my, so delectable.” 

His  reaction  reminded  me  of  the  one  other  time  I’d  encountered  vampires.  It  had  been  with Logan in the alleyway outside of the marketplace. They’d also had a similar response to my scent and looks, but they’d been a bit lewder. 

“Anyway, Romeo,” Xanthia said, snapping her fingers in front of his face. “As we were saying about the ring, do you have what we’re looking for?” 

The vampire’s gaze stayed on me as his tongue darted out to lick his lips. A new light grew in his eyes, his pupils dilating as he continued to stare at me. “I have quite a few rings with emeralds. Most of them are in the back room.” 

Xanthia looked at the display cases in the front. “You’re sure there aren’t any out here? There are a  lot of rings around here.” 

The vampire didn’t even glance her way. He took another deep inhalation and inched closer to me. “Would you like me to show them to you?” 

A subtle vibration ran through me at the sound of his voice. I stood up straighter, and with a start, I realized he had a  beautiful voice—alluring, even. I smiled, a warm feeling growing in me, but just as quickly, my dark power awoke, shooting in cold rivers through my veins. 

I shook myself.  Beautiful voice?  He didn’t have a beautiful voice. “Yeah, that would be great. 

I’d love to see them.” 

I felt Xanthia follow me, although my attention stayed on the vampire. He had a thin, lean frame, very different from the werewolves I’d grown accustomed to. 

The vampire glanced over his shoulder when we stepped through a small doorway in the back corner of the shop. He led us into a second room, similar to the shop’s front room but less crowded. 

“They’re  right  over  here.  As  you  can  see,  I  have  quite  the  selection.”  He  waved  toward  two expansive cases. One hung on the wall on one side of the room, the second on the opposite side. Each held mainly rings but a few necklaces too. 

I stepped closer to the one on the left, my gaze eagerly soaking up every piece as I scanned row after row, while Xanthia stepped in front of the one on the right. 

Something brushed against my arm, and I realized the vampire had done one of his whizzing fast moves to my side. He smiled down at me as his tongue darted out to lick his lips again. 

“Has  anyone  ever  told  you  that  you  have  the  most  delicious  smell?”  He  leaned  a  little  closer, inhaling as his pupils dilated more. 

That strange vibration ran through me again, and my eyes fluttered closed as a rush of desire took me completely by surprise. I licked my lips and leaned closer to him, but my cold dark power shot up. 

I straightened into a rigid position, all desire leaving me. 

My  breaths  came  faster.  The  vampire  continued  to  watch  me  expectantly,  his  pupils  black saucers. 

“Um  …  yes,  you’re  not  the  first.”  I  swallowed  around  the  lump  in  my  throat  and  tried  to remember what I was doing. 

 The ring. 

Right. I was there for my family’s ring. 

I dragged my gaze away from the vampire and realized that Xanthia was saying something. 

“There are two here with emeralds in the middle. Do you want to check them out?” 

I twirled around, and the vampire flew back. For a moment, I just stood there, still reeling from his presence. 

Xanthia’s  eyes  narrowed,  and  they  swung  toward  the  vampire  who  had  moved  to  lounge nonchalantly against the far wall. 

 Wasn’t he just standing beside me? 

Xanthia cleared her throat and placed her hands on her hips. “So, about those rings … Dar, do you want to look at these?” She pointed at two rings in the display. 

I approached her, briefly wondering why I no longer felt excited about my family’s ring. Instead, I glanced toward the vampire. He was watching me, a small smile curving up his lips. 

“Can you open the case?” 

Xanthia’s loud question made me jump. 

“Of  course.”  The  vampire  slunk  away  from  the  wall  and  approached,  pulling  a  key  from  his pocket, then opened the display case and pulled out the two rings. 

When  he  handed  them  to  me,  his  fingers  brushed  my  palm.  His  cool  fingertips  lingered, delicately caressing the skin on my hand. 

I briefly closed my eyes, another rush of desire dampening my panties. My dark power reared again, and I snapped my eyes open.  Seriously, WTF? 

The mark on my neck began to burn. I reached up and scratched it. 

“Would you like to try them on?” The vampire’s whispered question made goose bumps rise on my flesh. 

“No … I just need to…” I barely got my words out. 

“Dar, is one of those the ring or not?” Xanthia’s loud question penetrated my confused state. 

The vampire cast her an annoyed glare, and I fumbled with the rings as I wracked my brain for how to identify them. 

 Emerald. Celtic swirly pattern on the band. An inner inscription with the letter G. 

I  took  a  deep  breath,  trying  to  clear  my  head,  and  turned  the  first  ring  over.  It  was  hard  to concentrate, though. My neck was itching fiercely. 

“That one has a G on the inside!” Xanthia’s excited statement snapped my attention to her. “See! 

Look!” She turned the ring over and showed me the inscription. She was right. There was a G, and the ring held a large emerald and had a swirly pattern on the band. 

We’d found my family’s lost ring! 

“Would you like to purchase that?” the vampire asked. 

“Yes,”  I  managed  a  little  breathlessly.  I  scratched  my  neck  again.  My  skin  was  burning,  and inside it felt as if someone was yelling or raging or something. 

My gaze met the vampire’s again, and all concerns over my family’s ring, my burning neck, and the strange rage inside me vanished. 

Heavens, he was delightful. So lithe. So lean. So  male. 

I yelped when my dark power exploded again. A rush of coldness filled my mind, clearing my thoughts. I balked. Did I just think the vampire was delightful? Freakin’  delightful? 

Xanthia grabbed my arm when I leaned closer to him, her fingers digging into me. “Say, Dar? I gotta  ask  you  something.  Did  Logan  ever  give  you  the  potion  all  SF  members  take  every  day?  You know, the one that means we can’t be  compelled?”  She glared at the vampire, but he’d already turned

away and was boxing up my ring. 

“A potion?” I asked dumbly. I pulled my arm away from her, rubbing where her fingers had dug into me. 

“Yeah,  a  potion,”  Xanthia  said  loudly,  her  tone  growing  irritated.  “You  know,  cause  you’re acting kinda funny, not really like yourself.” 

“Yeah. I know.” I shook my head.  Compelled? Is that what’s going on?  I shivered at the thought. 

“I need a minute. I’m going to go to the bathroom.” I pulled the remaining money from my pocket. “I hope this covers it.” 

Xanthia winked. “I’m pretty good at haggling. I got this.” 

I  left  her  with  the  vampire  and  hurried  to  the  corner,  following  the  sign  down  the  hall  for  the bathroom. Once inside, I leaned against the closed door and sighed in relief. 

The skin on my neck still itched, but at least I’d put some distance between Dracula-dude and me.  Straightening,  I  looked  in  the  mirror  and  ran  my  fingers  through  my  hair,  but  a  soft  click  came from the door, then it slowly opened. 

I shrieked in surprise when the vampire stepped inside, a devilish smile curving his lips up. 

“I’ve never been more thankful for the secret corridor to the back of my store since your little friend doesn’t seem very pleased with me at the moment.” He closed the door behind him and slid the lock into place. “My oh my, you are sweet. One of the most delicious-smelling and delicious-looking creatures  I’ve  met  in  centuries.”  His  pants  were  fully  tented,  his  erection  so  large  that  I  gasped. 

“Come here, sweet thing. I want to devour you.” 

Chapter 18

I  tried  to  scream,  but  a  burst  of  desire  shot  through  me  when  the  vampire  looked  me  straight  in  the eye. 

A  fog  filled  my  mind  until  my  only  thought  was  him—his  cool  skin,  his  hard  cock,  and  the throbbing in my inflamed body that wouldn’t go away until he was inside me. 

No.  No!   That  wasn’t  me  talking.  I  closed  my  eyes  and  shook  my  head,  my  dark  power  again rising and protecting me. The fog cleared. 

“Get away from me!” I hissed. 

His head snapped back, a surprised expression filling his face. “My, you are a curious one. So strong. I can feel you trying to resist me, but don’t. You’ll enjoy it more if you don’t.” He cupped my face in his palms. “You want me.” His eyes turned completely black. 

The powerful fog threatened to descend again, then a banging sound came on the bathroom door. 

 Xanthia.  I lunged for the door, but my legs felt sluggish. My dark power coursed through me, fighting his compulsion more. 

My  mind  cleared  again,  but  the  vampire  caught  me,  a  chuckle  rumbling  his  chest.  His  gaze throbbed into me. “So strong. So tantalizing. Tilt your head for me, beautiful. I want to taste you when we fuck.” The vampire slid his arm around my waist, and any thought of Xanthia vanished when he snaked a hand under my shirt to fondle my breast. 

I shook my head, struggling to stay in control of my thoughts. “No. Let me go!” I shoved him, but he didn’t budge. 

“I’m  over  a  thousand  years  old.  You  don’t  stand  a  chance.  Although  I  have  to  say  that  your resistance is rather arousing. I’ve never had anyone resist before. You’re the first.” 

I squeezed my eyes shut and inched back. 

The  banging  increased,  and  angry  cries  penetrated  the  bathroom’s  thick  door.  Numerous expletives followed along with promises of what Xanthia was going to do to him if he hurt me. 

“Don’t mind her,” the vampire whispered before trailing his tongue down the side of my neck. 

“She can have you back when I’m done.” 

My neck burned when the vampire ran his tongue over my mark. 

Pushing against the vampire, I again called upon my dark power. If I pulled it to the surface, like I did when I killed demons, I could blast him across the room. 

I closed my eyes, concentrating on my powers, but groaned in frustration. My dark power was concentrating  solely  on  my  mind,  fighting  the  compulsion,  and  I  didn’t  know  how  to  also  pull  it  to fight the vampire. 

His grip on me tightened. It felt like steel bands held me in place. 

“Let  yourself  go.  You’ll  enjoy  this  if  you  stop  fighting  me.”  He  fondled  my  breast  again  and nipped  at  my  neck.  Something  sharp  grazed  my  skin,  but  then  he  pulled  back.  “What  do  we  have here?” he murmured, looking at my mark. 

“I’ve been claimed, and trust me, you’ll be sorry when he—” 

A vicious growl penetrated the hallway outside the bathroom and was so loud that for a moment, nothing but that ferocious growl filled my mind. The mark on my neck burned even more. 

 Logan! He’s here? How the hell is he here? 

“What in the realms?” The vampire lifted his head just as the door to the bathroom crashed open. 

The itching burn in my neck increased tenfold when Logan leaped into the room, light glowing from his irises. Heavy, pulsing alpha magic tore from him, coating the room and throbbing underneath my skin. The vampire jumped back, his teeth bared, and hissed. 

Logan lunged and pinned him to the wall with a hand locked around his throat. Alpha magic, so powerful that it rolled from him, made the vampire flinch. 

“You dared to touch what’s  mine?”  Logan snarled. 

The vampire cringed, a lock of his slicked-back hair falling across his forehead, but he didn’t look overly concerned by his predicament. “I beg your pardon, Alpha. I did not know it was you who claimed her.” 

I  stayed  by  the  door,  harsh  breaths  shaking  my  chest.  Logan  glanced  my  way.  For  the  merest second, the rage on his face cleared, worry taking its place. “Are you okay? Did he hurt you?” 

I  managed  to  shake  my  head  no  just  as  Xanthia  pushed  past  Logan  and  rushed  to  my  side.  She wobbled, barely able to stay upright because of the alpha magic. Logan’s magic was so thick that I couldn’t have cut through it with a chainsaw, but my dark power whirled through my body, covering me and protecting me now that it wasn’t fighting the compulsion. 

“Come on, Dar,” Xanthia managed. She reached for my hand. “I’m getting you out of here!” 

She pulled me to the door as Logan’s bright eyes flashed my way again. Veins bulged in his neck, and rage poured from him. He was as enraged as he’d been the previous night. 

The night he’d claimed me. 

“I’ll take her someplace safe,” Xanthia said as she pulled me past Logan. 

Logan nodded curtly. “Good. I don’t want her to see this.” 

Xanthia  dragged  me  from  the  room,  past  another  guy  in  the  hallway.  His  hands  were  clenched into fists, his bomber jacket fully unzipped. 

 So he  is  Logan’s associate. 

It was the only coherent thought I had before a horrific snarl came from the room and more magic pulsed from Logan, but my dark power shielded me. 

Still, I felt Logan’s power. 

And when a wolf’s snarl came next, followed by the sound of a hissing vampire, flying fists, and ripping flesh, my stomach dropped. 

“Don’t worry, Dar,” Xanthia said, squeezing my arm as she pulled me out the front of the shop. 

“Logan can take him.” 

“But he’s a thousand years old.” 

“And Logan’s an alpha werewolf protecting his mate. He’ll beat him.” 

So  when  the  sound  of  a  triumphant  werewolf  howl  came  a  moment  later,  and  I  saw  a  flash  of Logan through the window, blood coating his face, I knew what had happened. 

Logan had ripped the vampire’s heart out. 

∞     ∞     ∞

I nursed a headache so big it rivaled the Grand Canyon. Leaning forward in my chair, I cradled my head. 

Xanthia sat at my side at the outdoor café. The sun shone down on us as passersby wove through the narrow streets. 

Down the street lay the antique store. Two fae police stood outside of it, making notes while they

spoke with a very angry Logan and a subdued bomber-jacket guy. 

My suspicions about the bomber-jacket-guy had been right. Logan had asked him to follow me to make  sure  I  stayed  safe.  However,  unlike  how  I’d  felt  earlier,  at  the  moment,  I  was  grateful  that  he had  done as Logan requested, because if he hadn’t…

I  shivered.  At  least  any  lingering  compulsion  from  the  vampire  had  worn  off,  allowing  me  to understand when Xanthia explained a few things. 

Apparently, Logan had felt my compulsion and the desire I’d been fighting through our bond. She explained  that  the  itching  had  been  Logan  trying  to  warn  me,  and  when  Logan  called  the  bomber-jacket guy using some high-tech device SF members had that could transfer messages through the fae world and the human world, he’d learned of my location.  That was how he’d found me in the antique store. 

“Do you want another tea?” Xanthia asked, picking up my empty cup. “I can buy another special witch blend that helps with the aftereffects of vampire compulsion.” 

I shook my head. “I think that one’s helping. My headache is getting a bit better.” 

Sitting up straighter, I glanced down the street toward the police. Logan stood with fisted hands, his rage still strumming through our bond. But more than that carried through it. 

I  also  felt  his  steady  river  of  remorse  and  self-disgust.  He  was  still  angry  with  himself,  still appalled at what he’d done, but at the moment, his rage over what the vampire had done still overtook all of those emotions. 

Luckily,  he  wasn’t  in  handcuffs.  Apparently,  killing  someone  in  the  fae  lands’  capital  wasn’t necessarily a big deal. As soon as the fae police had learned that I’d been compelled and my mated werewolf had killed the vampire who’d compelled me, they’d nodded, as if such punishment for the vampire was to be expected, if not encouraged. 

I sighed and leaned back in my chair, wishing we could leave, even though I’d been enchanted initially  after  arriving  in  the  fae  lands.  But  thanks  to  the  vampire,  my  first  venture  to  see  where  the fairies lived had forever been tainted. 

And at the moment, all I wanted to do was go home. 

At  least  things  were  wrapping  up.  A  witch  had  been  brought  in  to  magically  seal  the  antique shop’s doors—until the authorities could work out who would take over the business—and other than the dead vampire, there wasn’t much to clean up. 

“How much longer till they’re done?” I asked. 

“Should  be  pretty  soon.  I  think  they  have  most  of  the  information  they  need.”  Xanthia  nodded down the street. “Actually, it looks like they’re done. Here they come.” 

I  tensed  when  Logan  strode  toward  us,  the  bomber-jacket  guy  behind  him.  My  heart  fluttered. 

Even though I was still mad at him for claiming me against my will, I was freakin’ over the moon that he’d shown up when he had. 

Logan’s alpha power flowed out of him with every step he took. People walking by gave him a wide berth, some even running the opposite way, and Xanthia gritted her teeth and muttered, “Fucking alpha magic,” before sliding lower in her seat. 

Logan’s  rolling  power  had  only  lessened  slightly  since  he  killed  the  vampire,  and  he’d  never fully reined it in. 

In other words, he was still enraged by what had been done to me. 

“Do you want to go home with him or come back to Boise?” Xanthia asked under her breath. 

I bit my lip, my eyebrows knitting together. A part of me still wanted to ignore Logan for what he’d done, but the other part remembered how he’d tried to fight his wolf so he wouldn’t claim me. 

And if I were being honest with myself, I felt incredibly thankful that Logan had shown up when he had. And if we hadn’t had our bond…

He never would have come. 

I gave Xanthia a reassuring smile. “I’ll go back to Hidden Creek. I should probably talk to him.” 

A look of relief washed over her face. “Sounds like a good idea, and I know you’re still pissed at him, but girl, that guy really loves you. I hope you two can work it out.” 

“Thanks for helping me today and hanging out with me. I hope we can do it again soon, minus creepy vampires.” 

“We will,” she replied. “I’ve got some time off coming up soon, so I’ll drive to Hidden Creek to see what kind of fucked-up shit the wolves are up to nowadays. But in the meantime, make sure you get that potion from Logan, okay?” 

“I will.” 

Heavy  magic  pulsed  into  my  torso,  making  my  senses  tingle  and  letting  me  know  Logan  had reached us. I tilted my head up. 

Logan’s  gaze  bored  into  mine,  light  rimming  his  irises.  More  turbulent  emotions  strummed through our bond, but I could tell that he was trying to stop it. Whenever a strong pulse would pummel me, he’d wince and rein it in. 

But amidst his swirling emotions, I still felt his remorse, and the pained look in his eyes nearly folded me inward. 

I hastily looked away as my breathing rate increased. 

“Are you ready to head back?” he asked, a catch in his voice. 

While  his  question  was  simple,  I  heard  the  double  meaning.  He  was  also  asking  me  if  I  was ready to head back with  him. 

Around  us,  other  patrons  dined  while  fairies  and  various  supernaturals  shopped.  All  of  them watched us, wary yet curious expressions filling their faces. 

“Yeah, I’m ready to go back.” 

A look of relief passed over Logan’s features before he offered me his hand. I slid my palm into his, and a tingle raced up my limb. 

Once standing, he asked me quietly, “Are you okay?” 

For the first time since he’d arrived, some of his alpha magic subsided. 

“I think so, but I’d really like to get that potion all SF members take to avoid compulsion.” 

Logan  encircled  my  waist  with  his  arm  and  pulled  me  flush  against  him.  He  leaned  down  and breathed in  my  scent. “I’m  getting  you a  year’s  supply  the second  we  get back.”  His  nostrils  flared when he detected the vampire’s stench on me, but he didn’t let go. 

And a part of me knew that no matter what happened between us, as long as I wanted him, he would never let go. 

Chapter 19

When  I  turned  to  say  goodbye  to  Xanthia,  I  gasped,  my  hand  coming  to  my  throat.  “What  about  my family’s ring?” 

An avalanche of despair fell down on me as I realized our entire trip to the fae lands could have all been for nothing. The antique shop’s doors were sealed. 

But Xanthia merely reached into her pocket and pulled out a little box. “Don’t worry. I grabbed it on the way out. You’ve got your family’s ring back and for free, no less.” 

I sagged in relief then laughed before taking the box. 

“Should we be on our way then?” Xanthia asked Logan. 

He nodded. “Thanks for trying to get her out of there.” 

She shrugged. “If I’d had one of my dragons around, I would have fried that fucker.” 

The bomber-jacket guy laughed before he and Xanthia took off down the street. I made a move to follow them, but Logan clasped my arm. 

“We go this way.” 

“We’re not going back?” 

“We’re taking a different portal.” 

He took my hand and steered me down a side street that went downhill. All the while, I felt the turbulent emotions from him strumming through our bond—rage, despair, guilt, regret. All of it was one big swirling mess. 

Ten minutes later, we jumped through a different portal and landed back on earth. After emerging in a meadow with cattle lowing in the distance, I breathed a sigh of relief. A nighttime sky stretched above, a full moon overhead, and cold wind blew through the surrounding trees. 

At least the portal transfer had gone relatively smoothly. I hadn’t landed on all fours. A win for once. 

A  chill  washed  over  me,  and  goose  bumps  erupted  on  my  flesh.  I  pulled  my  new  jacket  more tightly around me, shivering, then fingered my pocket to make sure I still had the ring. The comforting bulge told me it had survived the portal transfer and my first trip to the fae lands hadn’t been entirely in vain. 

“Where are we?” I asked, my teeth chattering. Cloudy puffs of breath blew around my lips. 

“About fifteen miles from my home,” Logan replied. “This is the closest fairy portal to Hidden Creek. You may have noticed there are a few portals around here. That’s part of the reason my pack chose this land. It’s heavily infused with magic.” 

“Right, I remember you saying that. You know, I wonder how I never noticed any portals before I knew of the community. They seem to be everywhere.” 

“There really aren’t that many. It’s not overly surprising you never saw one. Those that are in big cities are usually hidden.” 

I took in the remote location. “How did you get to me so fast after you realized the vampire was compelling me?” 

“I used a portal key.” 

My eyebrows rose. A portal key? Those were precious. “How many portal keys do you have?” 

“Now? Only three.” 

Someday, I would know how to acquire portal keys, and I would know where every portal lay, but at the moment, all I could think about was how freakin’ cold it was. Another shiver hit me. 

“May  I?”  Logan  placed  an  arm  around  my  shoulders,  hovering  it  just  above  my  body.  An uncertain expression covered his face. 

My lips parted. Only the day before, he wouldn’t have hesitated. He would have pulled me to him and wrapped me in his warmth, and I would have sighed in bliss. 

Had  that  much  really  changed  between  us  since  he’d  claimed  me?  No,  not  since  Logan  had claimed me but since his  wolf  had  claimed  me?  Since  time  had  passed  and  my  anger  had  cooled,  I was able to see the claiming more for what it was. 

Logan had tried to stop his wolf. He’d fought him in the height of his orgasm. But his wolf had won,  being  so  driven  by  bloodlust  because  of  how  Collin  had  acted  that  Logan  had  lost  control  of him. 

I  shivered  as  that  crashing  realization  finally  took  hold.  Logan  hadn’t  claimed  me  against  my will. 

His wolf had. 

That was a big difference. 

Logan still waited, arm hovering. I nodded, and his heavy limb settled around me, drawing me close. His warmth seeped through my coat, and I sighed in contentment. 

“I asked a pack member to drive a car out here for us so it would be here when we returned. It’s just up the road. Are you ready to go home?” 

 Home.  The way he said it was so convincing, as if he truly believed Hidden Creek was where I belonged. 

I stiffened slightly as we strode through the tall grass toward a car, but he didn’t drop his arm. 

“Hidden Creek isn’t my home, Logan,” I finally said quietly. 

“It isn’t yet, but it will be.” 

I  leaned  into  him,  loving  the  feel  of  him,  even  though  everything  between  us  was  still  so muddled.  “Logan,  we  need  to  be  honest.  I  don’t  know  if  it  ever  will  be.  Your  pack  isn’t  going  to accept  me,  and  your  wedding  to  Crystal  is  just  around  the  corner,  and  I  will   not  be  someone’s mistress for the rest of my life. At this point…” Tears filled my eyes. 

Logan stopped, the gentle sway of grass around our calves disappearing. He turned to face me, a glow emitting around his irises. 

“At this point … what?” An unreadable expression covered his face. 

“How can we ever make this work?” 

His jaw tightened. “You’re upset right now, so things seem worse than they are. I claimed you last night against your will—” 

“Not you. Your wolf.” 

His eyes softened in the moonlight before a haunted look entered them. “No, Dar.  I claimed you last night because  I lost control. I will carry that with me until the day I die because I took you against your will.” 

“But … you were trying to resist your wolf. I saw it. I remember that happening.” 

He  hung  his  head.  “Yeah,  I  tried  to  stop  my  wolf  from  taking  over—you’re  right—but  he  still won. His drive to make you ours overcame my resistance, but it wasn’t his mouth that bit you. It was mine.  And I am so incredibly sorry for that. You have no idea how sorry I am.” 

The agony in his voice and the sheer disgust for himself flowed through our bond. I could feel the  depth  of  his  remorse  and  despair  over  what  he’d  done.  And  on  top  of  that,  he  was  taking

ownership for it. Even though I’d seen that he’d been fighting his wolf, that his mouth had partially shifted,  and  that  he  hadn’t  wanted  to  claim  me  against  my  will,  Logan  was  still  taking  one  hundred percent responsibility for his actions. 

He wasn’t using his wolf as a copout. 

My  chin  quivered  as  I  realized  the  depths  of  my  love  for  him.  Even  though  I  still  wished  the claiming hadn’t happened, my love for him remained. Honor ran so deeply through Logan. And in that moment, I understood just how seriously he took that honor. 

Logan inhaled deeply, his nostrils flaring. “And then that bloodsucker nearly raped you after my wolf and I claimed you last night.” He made a disgusted sound. “You’ve been through a lot in the past day, and I know things feel impossible right now, but they’re not. We’ll find a way.” 

I wrapped my arms around myself, as if trying to protect myself from all that had happened. My mark on my neck tingled, and the anger, guilt, remorse, and disgust that seethed from Logan filled my belly. 

I placed a hand on my lower abdomen. “I can feel you so strongly right now.” For some reason, that brought a feeling of immense relief. 

“It’s because we’re so close.” 

“But I could also feel you on the bus even though you were here.” 

He nodded. “You’ll always be able to feel me if we’re bonded.” 

I shook my head, refusing to psychoanalyze why the thought of our bond being strong—a bond I claimed I didn’t want—soothed me. “I wish I had known that. Actually, I wish I had known what  all of this would bring before you’d marked me.” 

His face fell. “Daria, I’m so sorry. I will apologize to you every day for the rest of my life. If I could take it back, I would.” 

My stomach dropped. “You would?” 

His jaw tightened again, but he nodded. “I can see how much it hurt you, and the fact that I did it against your will and lost control—” His jaw snapped. “It won’t happen again.” 

“But that doesn’t really matter, cause you can’t undo it, right?” 

The glow around his eyes increased before he broke eye contact. “It can be … undone,” he said haltingly, “but it’s a painful process and is not to be taken lightly.” 

My eyes widened. It could be undone? 

 No! 

My  panicked  thought  took  me  completely  by  surprise.  I  frowned,  which  Logan  seemed  to interpret as my being unhappy about the painful part, when that wasn’t it at all. 

“It’s too cold out here to be having this conversation right now,” he said gruffly. “Let’s get back to my place.” 

He slung his arm around my shoulders again. Neither of us said anything else until we reached his car. Once inside, he cranked the heat up before doing a U-turn and heading back toward Hidden Creek. 

I mulled over everything that had happened on the way back, and when I pulled my phone out to text Xanthia to see if she was back in Boise, I saw three missed calls from Cecile. 

“Crap,” I whispered. 

“What is it?” 

“Cecile’s  worried,  probably  cause  I  never  returned  from  the  marketplace  with  Xanthia.”  I quickly texted her. 

She replied immediately, which only made my guilt grow. 

Cecile  wanted  to  know  where  I  would  be  staying.  When  I  replied  that  I  was  back  in  Hidden Creek, she merely replied to call her if needed. 

A  rush  of  gratitude  filled  me.  She  wasn’t  judging  me,  and  she  wasn’t  going  to  pester  me  with questions  either.  She  just  wanted  me  to  know  that  she  supported  me  no  matter  what,  and  she  was respecting the fact that I was an adult who could make her own decisions. 

It was exactly how my mother would have reacted. 

Tears moistened my eyes, but I blinked them back. “God, what a day,” I murmured before leaning my head against the side of the car. 

Logan placed his large hand on my thigh. “Do you want to talk about what happened?” 

“I don’t know.” I looked down at his strong fingers. Already, heat from his palm seeped through my jeans onto my skin. I shivered. 

He inhaled, his nostrils flaring and his eyes glowing. 

I  squirmed  in  my  seat,  pouting.  “It’s  not  fair.  You  can  always  smell  my  arousal.  I  can’t  hide anything from you.” 

“I’m just glad I still arouse you. After last night, I wasn’t sure if I would anymore.” 

“Of course you do.” 

We  swung  into  Logan’s  driveway  a  few  minutes  later.  The  quiet  street  was  dark,  only  a  few lights on in the surrounding houses. 

“Do any of your neighbors know about what happened between us?” I asked when we stepped out of his car and walked to the front door. 

“They  know   something  happened,  but  they  don’t  know  what.”  Logan  inserted  his  key  into  the lock. “And quite a few in town are already gossiping. It’s not every day an angel visits us then flies away on her wings after the future alpha chases her through the street.” 

My  cheeks  heated  as  I  remembered  my  frenzied  escape.  “You  weren’t  the  only  one  who  lost control last night. I haven’t used my wings since the battle.” 

Inside  his  house,  he  flipped  the  lights  on,  and  for  the  first  time,  I  really  looked  at  him  since coming back. 

Stubble lined his chin, and dark circles rimmed his eyes. “You look exhausted.” 

He shrugged. “I didn’t sleep after you left.” 

“Not at all?” 

He  shook  his  head.  “Come  on.  Let’s  go  to  bed,  or…”  He  suddenly  looked  unsure.  “Or  I  can sleep on the couch if you want me to.” 

He made a move to stop at the sofa, but my stomach lurched. 

“No.  Please  come  with  me.  I  don’t  want  to  be  alone  tonight.”  Even  though  the  vampire  hadn’t completely compelled me, he had entered my mind. 

I shivered. 

“Do you want me to turn the heat up?” 

“No. It’s not that. I just want to take a shower. I feel … dirty.” 

Logan’s jaw locked, and he led me down the hall. 

I  stepped  into  the  small  bathroom,  pulling  Logan  with  me.  His  tall,  strong  form  stood  in  the doorway. I reached for him before he could leave. 

“Shower with me?” I asked, sounding desperate. I didn’t want to admit to him how shaken up I felt, but he didn’t question my neediness. Instead, he pulled me closely to him and wrapped his arms around me. 

“I won’t let anyone hurt you,” he whispered in my ear. “Ever. I promised to keep you safe, and I

will.” 

Tingles of pleasure mixed with desire raced down my spine. I curled my fingers through his hair and pushed my body flush against his. 

He gripped me tighter. 

I breathed in his scent and soaked up the feel of him around me, holding me. My body molded to his, our breaths mingling together. 

“Logan,” I whispered, my breaths coming faster. 

“Yeah, babe, what is it?” 

“I need … I want …” I paused, not sure how to articulate what I was feeling. 

“Yeah, babe? What is it? Just tell me what you need.” 

“I don’t want anything from him on me. I need you to touch me, to help me forget what he wanted to do.” 

Logan’s breathing stopped, but his heart pounded next to my ear. “You still want to be with me? 

Even after last night?” 

I nodded against him. It was all I could manage. Desire flamed in my core. Just being near Logan always did that to me, but at the moment, it was different. More urgent. A vampire had attacked me, and  he’d  intended  to  rape  me,  and  instead  of  not  wanting  to  be  touched,  all  I  wanted  was  to  be  in Logan’s arms, to have his body coating my skin, to feel safe with him inside me. 

I needed a reminder that men could be good. 

Logan didn’t question me further. He slipped his hands under my shirt and lifted it over my head. 

Cool air washed across my skin, and my nipples hardened. 

I unhooked my bra and let my breasts spill out. He sucked in a breath, and his eyes glowed. He lifted his palms and cupped my breasts’ heavy weight, his thumbs flicking my erect buds. 

I moaned just as his mouth came down to claim mine. He slid his arm around my waist and shed his shirt with the other. When our naked chests touched, my nerves electrified. 

“Logan,” I whispered. 

“I’m here.” He shed his pants then unhooked my jeans so I could shimmy out of them. 

His body felt hot and hard. I pulled him closer,  needing him closer. 

With one fluid movement, he lifted me onto the bathroom counter and spread my legs. I inched closer to the edge until my ass perched on it, close enough to fall if not for his heavy weight that kept me in place. 

His erection prodded my entrance, and I squeezed my eyes shut, concentrating on the feel of him. 

“Are you okay?” he whispered. He panted, his breath hot against my skin. 

I shivered. “I’m okay.” 

He  gripped  my  ass  in  both  of  his  hands,  his  large  palms  kneading  my  flesh.  But  instead  of pushing into me, he leaned down to suck my tit. 

When  my  nipple  rolled  between  his  lips,  my  head  fell  back,  and  I  moaned.  He  moved  up  my chest, pressing kisses along my skin. When he came to the mark on my neck, his eyes glowed brightly. 

My  skin  tingled,  my  mark  itching.  My  core  clenched  more  as  something  swirled  inside  me, needing him, wanting him, and in a way, wanting to submit to him. 

He flicked his tongue over the mark, and a shudder wracked my body. 

A  growl  came  from  deep  within  his  chest,  his  erection  still  rubbing  against  me.  “Can  you  feel it?” he whispered. “The bond between us?” 

Was that the strange feeling inside me, fluttering when he was so near, wanting him to be close? 

Instinctually,  I  pulled  his  head  down  and  pressed  his  mouth  to  the  mark  on  my  neck  again.  A

savage growl tore from his throat as he bit down right where the crescent moon waited. 

My body jerked, my back arching as shooting pleasure cascaded through my limbs. 

“Our bond is strong,” Logan said. “I knew it would be.” 

He nipped my neck again, just enough to make my mark tingle as he slid his cock inside me. He did it slowly, filling me with his exquisite length inch by inch. 

My core clenched around him, throbbing with need. 

“You’re mine, Daria Gresham.  Mine forever.” 

All I could manage was a nod as he nipped and kissed my neck again and again. The mark on my neck tingled and throbbed in sync with his cock pumping in and out of me. 

I reached around him and grabbed his ass, needing him to fill me completely. 

“My mate,” I whispered. 

“Yes.  Yours.” 

His  movements  became  frantic,  our  lovemaking  turning  frenzied.  I  gripped  him  tightly  as  he slammed into me over and over, the bathroom cabinet squeaking in protest. 

My body quivered as the wave began to build. Logan crushed his mouth against mine as my slick folds grew so wet that his cock slipped in and out with ease. 

“I’m yours forever,” he whispered. 

I  screamed  in  release  when  he  slammed  into  me  a  final  time.  He  shouted  my  name,  his  body violently convulsing as we came together. 

And he was right. 

I was his, and he was mine, and I never wanted to let him go. 

Chapter 20

Logan lifted me into the shower following our lovemaking, since my body felt like Jell-O. He washed me from head to toe, treating my body like a deity he worshipped. 

His strong hands stroked my muscles and lathered my limbs, his movements slow and loving. I closed my eyes, letting him wash away the ugliness that had transpired in the antique shop. 

“You’re so beautiful,” he whispered when he knelt in front of me and slipped his hands around my waist. 

“You always say that.” 

“Because it’s true.” 

He pressed a kiss on my navel, his tongue poking out to run along my skin. My nipples grew taut, desire again pulsing in my belly. I leaned back, letting the warm water run down around us. 

When he looked up, still kneeling in front of me, his dark hair pressed against his forehead, and his broad shoulders nearly stretched the width of the shower. “You’re mine, Daria. Forever. And I’m yours.” 

“Yes. I love you, Logan.” I bit my lip, realizing it was the first time I’d uttered the  L word out loud. 

His hands stopped, a rush of magic pulsing from him, and his arms, as hard as steel, tightened around my thighs. “I love you too.” 

I  gripped  his  shoulders  as  he  continued  his  slow  torment  along  my  limbs.  I  was  clean,  but  he didn’t stop. 

When he soaped my thighs for the second time and cleansed my core’s slick folds, he slipped a finger  inside  me,  then  another.  I  arched  against  the  wall.  Warm  water  cascaded  down  my  body,  in between my breasts, and around the handsome wolf that stared up at me. 

Growling, he pressed a kiss to my mound, then he moved down until his tongue ran up my slit. I cried  out  again  as  he  began  making  slow  circles  with  his  tongue,  the  pressure  in  me  building  as  he subjected me to sweet torment. 

When  I  orgasmed  for  the  second  time,  Logan’s  fingers  were  buried  deep  inside  me.  After  I finished convulsing, he stood and bent me forward until my hands were splayed across the tiles at the front of the shower. 

Gripping me from behind, he pressed the tip of his erection into me, and I moaned, my body still tender from his touch. 

“Open for me,” he commanded hoarsely. 

I spread my legs more, and his cock slid in. He grunted, his hands tightening on my hips until he picked up a steady pumping rhythm. 

I thought for sure I couldn’t cum again, not after orgasming twice in such a short amount of time, but when my mark tingled and the pressure built, my core clenched as he pounded me from behind. 

We came together again, both crying out as my mark hummed on my neck, and our magic swirled and combined. 

The pulse of it left a heady feeling in my chest. My body felt limp and loved, our souls meshed so tightly together that I didn’t know where I ended and he began. 

Logan turned the water off, the squeak of the handle bringing me back to planet earth. He pressed

a soft kiss to my neck before lifting me and carrying me from the shower. 

His soft cotton towel slid along my limbs when he dried me from head to toe. His touch still felt reverent and sacred as a deep glow lit his eyes. When he finished, I took the towel from him and ran it over the planes and angles of his body, drying him as thoroughly and lovingly as he’d done to me. 

I took my time exploring the contours of his lean physique and taut muscles. My fingers moved as lightly  as  a  feather  across  his  skin,  my  gaze  soaking  up  his  smooth  honey-colored  complexion.  A contented sound came from deep within his chest when I finished and draped the towel over the rack. 

Dry and exhausted, I wrapped my arms around him and lay my head against his chest. 

He  held  me,  his  warm  skin  pressing  against  me.  “So  you’re  not  angry  with  me  anymore?”  he asked. 

I shrugged. “I don’t know. I don’t think so, but I still don’t know what to expect or how this will work. But feeling you today and knowing you could feel me in the antique shop when—” I hugged him tighter, using the steady beat of his heart to ground me. “I don’t know. It felt comforting, in a way, to have this bond.” 

He gave a heavy sigh, his shoulders relaxing. “You have no idea how much I wanted to hear that. 

I thought you were going to break the bond. I thought you were going to leave me.” 

I peeked up at him. “Well … I’m not going to. Not yet anyway.” I smothered a laugh when his expression turned stern. 

Chucking me under the chin, he shook his head before lifting me in his arms, a smile tugging at his lips. 

“Are we going to bed now?” I asked, barely controlling my yawn. 

“Yes, my love. I’m taking you to bed.” 

∞     ∞     ∞

I woke the next morning to the feel of Logan caressing my skin, sending delicious tingles along my limbs. Opening my eyes, I smiled lazily. He hovered above me, his elbow bent as he cupped his head in the palm of his hand. 

“I didn’t want to wake you, but I wanted to say goodbye before I left.” 

I  frowned,  the  aftereffects  of  sleep  vanishing.  “You’re  leaving?”  My  gaze  slid  over  his  fully clothed body. 

“I have to. We have an early pack meeting this morning.” 

“About the cattle killings?” 

His gaze shifted. “And a few other things.” 

I pushed up on my elbows, fingering the hair out of my eyes. “Do you know who killed them?” 

“We think it’s someone from the Montana pack.” 

My eyes widened. “Isn’t that Crystal’s pack?” 

He nodded and leaned down to kiss me, but I pulled back. A wounded look entered his eyes, so I cupped his cheek and pressed my lips against his in a brief kiss before saying, “I overheard something the other day at the community center that I meant to tell you about.” 

His  hand  moved  under  the  sheets.  He  slid  his  arm  around  my  waist,  pulling  me  closer  before nipping at my earlobe. “What did you hear?” 

I scooted back, knowing we would get nowhere if I didn’t put some distance between us. 

He glowered, which got a laugh out of me. “I can’t concentrate with you doing that.” 

“That’s the point.” 

“But this is important.” 

His eyebrows knit together, his expression sobering. “What did you hear?” 

I  told  him  about  walking  in  on  Crystal  hiding  in  the  bathroom  and  how  she  was  talking  to someone in muffled tones. “She said something about how the person she was speaking to needed to stop before they got caught, then she said something about your engagement—” I wrung my hands. 

“Go on.” 

“She  said  that  she  didn’t  want  to  marry  you,  but  she  had  to  because  it  was  expected  of  her.”  I waited  for  Logan’s  response,  figuring  he  would  be  as  shocked  as  I  was,  but  when  his  expression stayed neutral, I looked at him expectantly. “Doesn’t that surprise you?” 

“Not particularly. Our marriage is arranged. Crystal doesn’t actually love me.” 

“But the way she acts around you—” 

“She  acts  that  way  because  she  wants  to  keep  me.  And  the  reason  she  wants  to  keep  me  is because she wants to be an alpha’s wife, but she knows my heart’s not in it, and I don’t think hers is either.” 

“But I thought she loved you.” 

“No.  She’s  never  loved  me.  A  long  time  ago,  I  think  she  had  a  crush  on  me,  but  lately,  those supposed feelings seem forced. She doesn’t have that excited look in her eyes anymore when we meet up.” 

I  bit  my  lip,  mulling  over  that  information.  Logan  didn’t  seem  the  least  bit  bothered  by  his fiancée being as indifferent to him as he was to her. “What about that text she sent you when we first met, about how she missed you?” 

He  shrugged.  “She  would  say  stuff  like  that  on  occasion,  but  I  honestly  don’t  think  she  really meant it. It almost seemed like she was trying to make us be in love even though neither of us felt it. 

After all, a marriage based on love, not political gain, would be happier.” 

“Is that why your parents don’t look happily married?” 

A  sad  smile  lifted  his  lips.  “My  parents  have  learned  to  coexist,  but  you’re  right,  they’re  not happily  married.  They’re  married,  and  they’re  respectful  to  each  other,  but  that’s  all  they’ve  ever been.” 

I  frowned  more  and  tried  to  imagine  a  life  like  that,  being  with  someone  you  didn’t  love  but learned to live with. I finally understood exactly why Logan ran from his duties, why he joined the SF, why he was fighting not to marry Crystal, and why he wanted to be with me. 

The life destined for him was not one I would want either. 

“So what’s changed if she doesn’t feel that way anymore?” I asked. 

“I don’t know, but during the past year, she’s lost a lot of interest in me.” 

“And you haven’t wondered why?” 

He shook his head. 

I frowned. “Do you think whoever she was talking to that day in the bathroom is someone she does have feelings for?” 

“Sounds like that could be the case.” 

“And what about what she said about how he needed to stop doing what he was doing?” 

His brow furrowed. “Now  that is something worth looking into.” 

“Do you think it could be related to the cattle killings?” 

“It very well could be, which is why I’ll bring it up at the meeting today.” 

“Did any more cows die while I was gone?” 

“No, nothing new has happened.” 

“That’s good, at least.” 

Logan kissed me again, his firm, velvety lips parting mine, but something he’d said the other day suddenly  came  back  to  me  and  made  me  sit  up  straighter.  “Wait,  you  said  that  Jake,  Brodie,  and Alexander  were  coming  back,  specifically  cause  you  needed  Jake  and  his  talent  in  recognizing ululates. Are they here?” 

He chuckled. “You know, if I were a jealous man, I’d probably not like how eager you look at the thought of seeing my friends, especially when you’re still naked and in my bed.” 

I laughed. “But you  are a jealous man.” 

“Then it’s a good thing I trust all of you.” 

I slugged him playfully in the shoulder. “So are they here or not?” 

“Yes, they’re here, and I’m guessing you want to see them?” 

“Yes, please.” 

He laughed again and pulled me close before kissing me again. “I’ll bring them around tonight. 

Does that make you happy?” 

“Immensely.” 

He  chuckled  and  reached  behind  him  to  grab  a  small  vial  off  the  nightstand.  Placing  it  in  my hand, he closed my fingers around it. “Before I go, I want you to take this entire dose. It will stop any future vampires from compelling you.” 

The smooth glass vial felt cool to the touch. I lifted it to the light, studying the contents, which sloshed inside. Green liquid shimmered in the morning sunlight. “What does it taste like?” 

“Like an herbal tea. It’s not bad, and that’s a strong dose, so you shouldn’t have to take another one for a week.” 

“Will I feel anything after I take it?” 

“Nope.” He leaned down to nip my neck again. His tongue darted out, and tingles shot along my nerves in the most delicious way. “But take it now, all of it. I never want you in the position you were in last night again.” 

A  memory  of  the  antique  store  and  the  vampire  rose  in  my  mind.  With  a  start,  I  realized  my family’s ring was still in my jeans pocket. I hadn’t even properly looked at it yet. 

“Okay, bottoms up.” I popped the tiny cork and drained the potion. 

∞     ∞     ∞

Logan  gave  me  a  kiss  then  another,  and  before  we  knew  it,  we  were  tangled  up  in  a  morning quickie. When he finally left, I felt sated and spent, but my mind again drifted to the ring. 

After  the  hum  of  the  closing  garage  door  stopped  and  the  sound  of  Logan’s  car  driving  away faded, I pushed the covers off and searched for my bag of clean clothes. With dismay, I realized I had nothing  in  Hidden  Creek  anymore.  Since  I’d  carried  my  bag  back  to  the  bus  when  I’d  flown  away following my fight with Logan, I had  nothing clean to wear in his house. 

Grumbling, I wondered how I would get my clothes to Hidden Creek without a portal transfer or a nine-hour drive and went in search of my discarded jeans and rumpled shirt. 

I finally found them in the bathroom, exactly where they’d been when Logan pulled them off. It was crazy to think how many times Logan and I had made love in the past twenty-four hours. 

 Good thing I’m on birth control…

I  finally  retrieved  the  small  jewelry  box  from  the  front  pocket  of  my  jeans  and  flipped  the  lid open. My heart stopped. 

 It looks just like Mom described. 

The large emerald sat in a flush setting, and a swirly Celtic design encompassed the band. My heart rate picked up when I realized I had no memory of looking at the ring in the shop. 

 At least I took the potion. As long as I keep taking it, I won’t be compelled again. 


Still,  I  shuddered.  Just  as  quickly,  my  mark  hummed,  and  I  knew  Logan  had  picked  up  on  my spike of adrenaline. I closed my eyes, concentrating on our bond. His powerful alpha magic tingled in my mark. My pulse slowed. 

 Maybe this claiming thing isn’t so bad after all. 

Feeling better, I pulled the ring from the box and turned it over to study the intricate swirls and read the small inscription inside. 

My lips curved up as I admired the large emerald again. I was about to slip the ring on when a frantic knock came at the front door. I jumped, nearly dropping the ring. 

“Help!” someone yelled. 

“What the hell,” I whispered. “Now what’s going on?” Heart pounding, I pushed the ring back into  the  box  and  dropped  it  on  the  counter  before  scurrying  out  of  the  bathroom.  Another  round  of rapid knocking shot through the house. 

“Please! Please, help us!” a woman yelled. 

I jogged to the foyer as the panicked cry came again, then wrenched the front door open to see an older woman standing on the threshold, a middle-aged woman behind her. Tears streamed down their faces. 

“Daria  Gresham?  You’re  the  healing  witch,  right?”  The  older  woman,  probably  in  her  sixties, reached  for  me  with  both  of  her  hands,  beckoning  me  to  come  outside.  Panic  coated  her  eyes,  the woman behind her in a similar state. 

“Yes, that’s me. What’s wrong?” 

“Come  with  us!  Hurry!”  the  older  woman  replied.  “My  granddaughter,  she  fell  from—”  A choked sob stopped her words. 

The woman behind her, who I assumed was the injured girl’s mother, hurried down the walkway to the driveway. A running car waited with both doors flung open, as if the women had flown out of the vehicle in their haste to reach me. 

I grabbed my coat off the rack and slipped my shoes on. I was about to head out the door when I stopped. 

 Wait. Remember what happened last time you so easily trusted someone and answered a call for help? 

Memories of my father and Jayden tricking me halted my movements. Next came the memory of assaulting Phoenix when I’d run head first toward  that call for help. 

“Just give me a minute,” I called to the women. They were already at the car. 

“But we don’t have time!” the mother yelled back. 

Ignoring  her,  I  raced  to  grab  my  phone.  Logan  answered  before  the  first  ring  ended,  and  I realized my mark was tingling, alerting him to another surge of my adrenaline. 

“What’s wrong?” he asked. 

“Two  women  just  showed  up  here.  They’re  wanting  me  to  come  with  them  and  are  saying  a young woman is injured. I just wanted to make sure it’s legit, you know, because before when I trusted

—” 

“It’s true. They’re Karissa’s mother and grandmother. We just got a call about Karissa’s fall and were about to head down to the river, but it will take us a while to get there. I was going to see how

bad it was and come back to the house to get you if needed, but if they’re already there, it must be worse than I thought. Can you go with them?” 

“Okay, I’ll get in the car now.” 

I was about to hang up when Logan said, “Dar? Smart move on calling me first.” 

My lips lifted. “I may still be a trusting person, but I’m learning.” 

Hanging up, I raced out the front door. The women waited with panic in their eyes. 

I  slid  into  the  backseat,  and  Karissa’s  mother  was  backing  out  and  speeding  down  the  road before I could buckle my seat belt. 

“What happened?” I asked when the tires squealed around the corner at the end of the street. 

The grandmother turned in her front seat to face me. “My granddaughter and her boyfriend were fooling around in the woods during a sunrise hike by Wolf Crest Ridge, where the waterfall is. She was running near the cliff and slipped. She fell.” 

“How far did she fall?” 

“Around thirty feet.” 

 Shit.  That was far. I could be too late. “Is she still there?” 

Karissa’s mother shook her head and eyed me in the rearview mirror. “Paulson carried her back. 

They’re at the river’s bank by the highway, waiting for the ambulance. He ran as fast as he could, but she’s  in  bad  shape,  and  the  ambulance  is  still  forty  minutes  away,  and  I  don’t  know—”  Her  voice caught. 

“It’s okay. I’ll do my best to heal her. Just take me to her.” 

Chapter 21

A group huddled around the riverbank near the road. The river flowed lazily, its edges coated in ice. 

Farther up, through a narrow valley, a partly frozen waterfall tumbled over a steep cliff. The rocky terrain surrounding it looked purely vertical, and the bottom was covered in boulders. 

I gulped. The girl was lucky to be alive.  If she was still alive. 

The tires squealed again when Karissa’s mother brought the car to a lurching halt. We all flung our doors open and raced outside. 

Pack members parted, some of their eyes widening when they spotted me, but I didn’t slow. 

“She’s here!” the mother yelled, tugging me down an inclined embankment. 

At the bottom, a young man cradled Karissa in his lap. Blood rushed from a gash on her head. 

Someone held a rag to it, applying pressure. Karissa moaned. 

My heart leaped into my throat.  She’s still alive. 

I knelt at her side and realized with a start that the person keeping pressure on Karissa’s head was Crystal. Terror coated Crystal’s expression as tears ran down her cheeks. 

My eyes widened more when I  recognized Karissa. She was Crystal’s friend, the same woman who had make snarky comments about me at the community center. 

Paulson paled. “Is she going to be okay?” 

“Her leg—” an older gentleman interrupted. He held a large first aid kit and knelt near her feet. 

“Our supplies won’t help that.” 

I  grimaced  when  I  saw  the  broken  bones  protruding  through  her  jeans.  Both  lower  legs  had broken—open compound fractures, from the looks of it. 

“I’ll cut her pants off so you can get to her,” the gentleman said. 

“Not  necessary,”  I  responded  curtly.  I  held  my  hands  above  Karissa  and  closed  my  eyes.  My dark and light hummed to the surface, my tempered hold on them vanishing. 

My  skin  glowed,  and  a  few  gasps  came  from  behind  me,  but  I  focused  on  my  light  and  did  as Daniel had instructed me. I didn’t think. I simply let my angel powers do as our maker intended. 

My  light  dipped  into  Karissa’s  body  and  traveled  quickly  through  her  frame.  Similarly  to  my healing session with Mikey, I remained pain free. 

Concentrating on her injuries, I located them quickly. A ruptured spleen bled internally. Multiple fractures damaged her lower legs, and her spinal column was in a perilous state. It was a miracle she wasn’t paralyzed. Deep bruises were also forming, and cuts littered her body, the largest one on her head. 

“This will burn, but don’t fight it. My light will heal you,” I said to her, but she didn’t respond. A quick reassessment of her brain told me she’d lost consciousness, her blood pressure dropping, the torn vessels in her abdomen bleeding out. 

 Hurry, Daria! 

I  called  upon  all  of  my  light  and  shot  it  into  her  belly.  My  angel  magic  wove  around  her  torn veins and leaking arteries, pulling the lost fluid that had pooled in her abdomen back into circulation. 

My  healing  light  knit  her  blood  vessels  back  together,  as  if  thousands  of  tiny  threads  sewed  them together at once. 

As soon as her spleen was healed and her blood volume restored, I turned my light to her broken

bones. My insides hummed as my healing power glued her fractured bones back together one by one. 

More  gasps  came  from  behind  me  when  her  compound  fractures  realigned  and  the  protruding bones sucked back into her body. When I felt certain every fracture had mended, I made quick work of the cuts and bruises, healing every last small injury. 

And finally, I turned to her brain, saving that for last, as unconsciousness had kept her pain free. 

My golden light wrapped around her mind like a warm cocoon. I healed her concussion and checked her electrical synapses for activity. Her neurons fired rapidly. Any lingering injury had vanished. 

My heart beat harder. It was quite possibly the fastest healing I’d ever done and had been pain free for me  again. 

Karissa roused during the process, her eyes opening just as I finished. 

“Paulson?” she croaked. 

I leaned back on my haunches and breathed heavily, but I didn’t feel tired.  Amazing! 

Inside, my dark power flowed in cool rivers through my veins, as if soothing my light. My smile broadened.  So this is how healing sessions are supposed to be.  I remembered what Daniel had told me, how my dark healed me and my light healed others. 

The pain I’d felt previously during my healing sessions, throughout my entire life, had probably been from the absence of my dark. But during Mikey and Karissa’s healings, as soon as my light shot down my limbs, my dark had followed and soothed the pain my light had left in its wake. 

 Daniel would be proud. 

A brief pang of nostalgia filled me. I missed my angel friend. 

“Daria?” 

It took me a moment to realize Crystal was talking to me. Paulson still cradled Karissa as her mother  and  grandmother  crowded  around  her,  murmuring  their  thanks  and  beaming  with  happiness while Karissa sat up and asked what had happened. 

“Yes, Crystal?” I replied. 

She swallowed, her gaze shifting as her fingers twisted together. She rose from the ground, and I followed suit. Since we were standing, I had to look up. Like all werewolf women, she was tall, but although  her  build  was  strong,  she  was  lither  than  other  female  wolves,  making  her  frame  appear willowy. 

“Thank you,” she blurted. “I didn’t know if you would do it. Not after you saw who it was and that she’s my friend.” 

I cocked my head. “You didn’t think I would heal her because she made a few mean comments about me?” 

Crystal’s gaze shifted again before she shrugged. “Some people may not have.” 

I smiled sadly. I could only imagine what Crystal thought of me. In her eyes, I was trying to steal her future husband and claim a place in his pack that had always been destined for her. 

“I’m  not  like  that,  Crystal.  I  don’t  hold  grudges,  and  I  would  never  refuse  a  healing  from someone in need. All people deserve to be saved.” 

Her  anguished  gaze  met  mine,  and  I  pulled  her  to  the  side.  My  mark  tingled,  and  I  knew  that Logan  was  close—probably  still  en  route  to  the  river—but  I  wasn’t  about  to  relinquish  the  first opportunity I had to speak with Crystal privately. 

We stopped along the river’s edge, the pack behind us. If the wolves really wanted to hear us, they probably could, given their enhanced hearing, but I was too scared that Crystal would bolt, and any chance I had at talking to her would disappear as quickly as Karissa’s broken bones. 

“I didn’t know Logan was engaged to you when I met him,” I said bluntly. “I want you to know

that.  I  never  wanted  to  steal  him  from  you.”  The  wind  picked  up,  and  I  tucked  my  hair  behind  my shoulder. 

Crystal shuffled from foot to foot, still not making eye contact. “I know. He told me after I met you in the marketplace for the first time that you didn’t know about him and me, but then you ran…” 

She  didn’t  continue,  but  I  knew  what  she  was  referring  to.  The  first  time  I’d  truly  understood who  she  was  had  been  at  the  marketplace  after  the  psychic  encouraged  me  to  seek  Daniel.  Prior  to coming to Hidden Creek, that had been the one and only time I’d ever seen Crystal. 

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I never meant to hurt you.” 

Her  head  whipped  up.  “Hurt  me?”  She  gave  a  small  laugh.  “You  didn’t  hurt  me.  Logan  being with you doesn’t bother me. I don’t love Logan, just like he doesn’t love me.” Her lips thinned, and she  frowned,  the  expression  drawing  her  arched  eyebrows  together.  “I  love  someone  else,”  she whispered. 

She said the last bit so quietly, it sounded as if the breeze had whispered it. 

I took her hand, and she gave a sharp intake of breath. “Who do you love?” 

Several  long  moments  passed  before  she  replied,  “A  guy  from  my  hometown.”  She  shook  her head bitterly. “But it doesn’t matter who I love. I’m a woman. I have no power unless I’m high up in the  hierarchy,  and  I’m  not  like  the  men.  I  can’t  have  a  guy  on  the  side,  not  like  they  can  with  their mistresses.” 

 Mistress. That word again. It was such an ugly word. Suddenly, I hated it. 

“I’m not a mistress, and I never will be,” I said sharply. 

“I didn’t mean it like that.” 

“I know.” And suddenly, I  did know. The anguished expression on Crystal’s face showed that she was as torn up about our situation as I was. It was the first time I really saw how she was feeling—in a way, her pain seemed similar to Laura’s that day at the community center’s luncheon. 

“It’s not fair,” she said quietly. “Women in the packs have to be content with what we have. We don’t shift. We carry the gene and have advanced senses, but we’re still seen as lesser than the men since we can’t change into wolves, so the only way we’re able to have any status or power is through marriage.  If  I  don’t  marry  Logan,  my  parents  will  be  irate.  Our  marriage  is  supposed  to  result  in  a child  of  superior  dominance,  given  our  family’s  strong  histories,  but  I  don’t  want  to  marry  him  any more than he wants to marry me. It’s all so freakin’ unfair!” 

She took a deep breath and stuffed her trembling hands into her pockets. “Sorry. I’m just kind of emotional right now. When I heard that Karissa had fallen and could die, I kinda freaked out. She’s one of my best friends and the closest friend I have in the Wyoming pack.” 

“It’s okay. I get it. You don’t need to be sorry or explain. I’m no happier about this situation than you  are.  I  love  Logan  and  want  to  be  with  him,  but  werewolf  tradition  says  I  can’t  be  since  he’s destined to be alpha and I’m a lowly supernatural with no werewolf blood.” 

“I wouldn’t say you’re a lowly supernatural. You’re the only angel I’ve ever met.” 

“Half angel.” I smiled sadly. “But even here, I don’t think that matters.” 

“I don’t know. Maybe it does. Look at everyone. They’re all watching us right now.” 

I glanced over my shoulder to see that Crystal was right. Since Karissa was standing and acting normal and healthy again, the fear had passed, and curiosity had taken its place. More than half the pack seemed more interested in what Crystal and I were discussing than hearing Paulson recant what had happened during their sunrise hike. 

Their  gazes  were  stuck  to  me  like  glue,  but  two  dark-brown  eyes  caught  my  attention.  Logan stood near the river, his parents behind him. The elders had arrived too. Behind them I caught sight of

Brodie, Alexander, and Jake. Alexander dipped his head when we made eye contact. 

I nodded in return, but my gaze drifted back to Laura. She stood tall with pursed lips—her public mask in place. And I realized that the two most powerful women in the pack were both unhappy with how their lives had been affected by old traditions. 

Frowning, I turned back to Crystal. “You know, if the women ever want to change things in the packs, more than one will have to take a stand.” I paused to see whether she was open to hearing me or  not.  When  she  merely  cocked  her  head,  her  gaze  curious,  I  continued.  “You  and  Laura  are  both unhappy with how things are—and you’re  both powerful, high-ranking women—but I’m not. I’m still viewed as an outsider. The elders won’t listen to me, but don’t you think they may listen to both of you?  If the two of you worked together and convinced other high-ranking women to also speak out, the elders would have no choice but to change. Women make up  half of the packs. There’s power in numbers.” 

Crystal’s brow furrowed, but then she shook her head. “Making them change is easier said than done. They’re so stuck in their old ways.” 

I gripped her hand and squeezed. “But don’t you think you’ll regret it if you don’t at least try? 

For  centuries,  women  have  had  to  band  together  to  make  positive  change  for  our  gender.  And  it’s worked.  Who’s to say it can’t work in the packs too? And you’re a werewolf. You’ve grown up in the packs. If people are going to listen to anyone leading the way for change—it will be you.” 

She opened her mouth then closed it, a pensive look entering her eyes. 

I wanted to talk to her about it more, hoping to encourage her to lead the way, but a scuffle by the river shifted my attention. A figure stepped away from the group to approach Crystal and me. I sucked in a breath. 

Collin. 

I  hadn’t  seen  him  since  Mikey’s  healing  when  he’d  been  egregious  in  his  flirting  and  blatantly disrespectful to Logan. Logan’s rage when I’d returned to his house that evening was all too fresh in my mind. 

“Here comes trouble,” Crystal said under her breath. She ran a hand through her long dark hair. 

“He’s loving the new friction in the pack. Logan bringing you in has disturbed everything, and it’s no secret that Collin wants to be the next alpha.” 

I gulped. Logan was watching Collin like a hawk, his gaze narrowed, his hands fisted. 

When Collin reached us, he smiled down at me. His shoulder-length blond hair fluttered around his ears, and despite the fact that Crystal still stood at my side, he didn’t pay her any attention. 

He had eyes only for me. 

“That was pretty amazing what you did with Karissa.” 

I shrugged. “It’s what I’ve always done. I’m a healer.” 

He stepped closer, and out of the corner of my eye, I saw Logan step away from the pack to stalk toward us. Already, Logan was barely keeping his alpha power in check. A subtle wave of it hit me. 

Glancing over his shoulder, Collin didn’t seem disturbed by my boyfriend’s impending presence. 

Instead, a wicked gleam entered his eyes. “I can see why he wants you so badly.” He lifted a hand and ran his finger down my neck, just over my mark. 

Crystal gasped, and my mark tingled. 

“Collin!” Logan roared. 

But  Collin  ignored  him.  Instead,  he  leaned  closer  to  me  and  inhaled.  “You  smell  so  good.  I’d want to claim you too.” 

Logan’s snarl came next, but Collin seemed to anticipate it. Crystal whipped me out of the way

just  as  Collin  turned  and  both  men  shifted.  Heavy  magic  flowed  through  the  air  so  strongly  that  it threatened to take my breath away. 

“What’s happening?” I asked Crystal as both wolves snarled. 

Crystal’s fingers curled around my hand in a death grip, her breath sucking in. “Collin touched you,  and  he  touched  your  mark,  but  you’re  claimed,  Daria.  Doing  that  means  Collin  just  directly challenged Logan.” 

My stomach dropped. 

That meant Collin had gotten what he’d wanted … what he’d wanted all along—a rematch. Only the terms were different. 

I was marked, and he’d touched me. 

That meant it was a fight to the death. 

Chapter 22

It  all  happened  so  fast.  One  second,  Logan  and  Collin  faced  each  other,  only  yards  of  distance separating  them  on  the  river’s  edge,  and  the  next,  two  huge  werewolves  prowled  in  slow  circles around each other, the river bubbling at their paws. 

Logan’s  black  fur  looked  as  dark  as  ink,  while  Collin’s  golden  fur  shone  in  the  sun.  Shredded clothes littered the frozen ground, and powerful magic emitted from both of them. 

Crystal  and  I  scrambled  out  of  the  way.  My  dark  power  rose,  protecting  me  from  the  pulsing magic in the air, but the other pack members drifted back, bowing down, but the elders and Samuel stood their ground, their dominant status giving them more protection than the rest of the pack. 

My  heart  pattered  like  a  caged  bird’s  as  I  watched  with  trepidation  while  Logan  and  Collin readied themselves to fight. The steady stream of magic and power ebbing off them in strong waves showed that they were closely matched. 

“Are  they  really  going  to  fight  because  of   me?”   I  asked,  panic  running  through  my  veins.  My mark tingled more as Logan and Collin circled again, their snarls and growls filling the valley. 

“Yes. Collin touched you. He knew what would happen if he did that,” Crystal replied. 

The pack members standing near Karissa all backed up. Laura brought a hand to her throat, her gaze darting to me, while Samuel merely crossed his arms, a look of hard determination on his face. 

The other elders appeared similar, standing watch as a fight for their next alpha commenced. 

Crystal pulled me farther up the river’s embankment until we stood at the top. My heart pounded just as Collin lunged. He grabbed for Logan’s leg, but Logan moved so quickly that he turned into a blur. 

“But  why  does  touching  me  mean  they  have  to  fight?”  My  heart  felt  like  it  was  going  to  burst. 

The  only  other  time  I’d  seen  Logan  fight  had  been  when  the  SF  had  been  attacked,  but  that  was  to protect the Supernatural Forces, when fighting had been warranted. 

“Collin  just  challenged  Logan  by  what  he  did.  He  knows  you’re  marked.  We  all  do.  Any werewolf can sense Logan’s magic on you and knows that if he touches you or makes an advance on you, he’s directly challenging Logan. And Collin touching your neck and especially your mark was as insolent as it gets. He did it on purpose, knowing it would enrage Logan and knowing he’d have to fight him.” 

I cringed when Collin again jumped and attacked, only vaguely aware that Crystal knew Logan had marked me and didn’t seem bothered by it. 

Collin landed on Logan’s back and forced him into the water. I swallowed a yelp when Logan’s head disappeared into the river, but just as quickly, Logan rolled and dislodged Collin. 

Strong magic continued to roll off both of them as they snarled and growled, their hackles raised. 

The two large wolves stood belly deep in the river, but neither seemed bothered by the frigid water. 

“But  why is Collin doing this?” I asked then shrieked when Collin again attacked Logan. He bit into Logan’s shoulder before Logan spun and hit Collin in the haunches. The powerful blow dislodged the blond werewolf but not before he ripped off a piece of Logan’s flesh in the process. 

Blood  covered  Collin’s  muzzle  when  they  both  leaped  headfirst  toward  one  another.  What happened next was too fast for me to follow. Everything turned into a blur. 

Still … the sounds. 

Snarling. 

Yelping. 

Vicious growls. 

It was enough to make me sick. 

Crystal moved closer to me and said quietly, “Collin knows now is the perfect time to vie for alpha. With the unrest among the pack from your arrival and the uncertain future that conveys, he has the perfect opportunity to shift the tables and take control. Samuel is stepping down at the end of the year.  He’s  reached  the  age  where  an  alpha’s  reign  has  come  to  an  end,  and  everyone  knows  it, especially the Wards.” 

Samuel still watched the match, a hard edge to his jaw. Next to him stood another older man. The resemblance between him and Collin made it clear that he was Collin’s father. He also stood tensely. 

I could practically feel him urging his son on to win the fight. 

“I think I’m going to throw up.” Nausea threatened to overwhelm me. 

A  flash  of  fur  and  a  splash  of  water,  and  Logan  suddenly  stood  ten  feet  away  from  Collin.  I covered  my  mouth  to  control  my  yelp.  Blood  streamed  from  Logan’s  ear  and  back  leg.  The  only comfort I took was that Collin looked similar. Several patches of his golden fur were streaked red. 

But  just  when  I  thought  the  fight  might  let  up,  Collin  launched  himself  at  Logan  again.  He whipped  around,  and  at  the  last  second  slammed  his  haunches  into  Logan,  making  my  boyfriend’s back  legs  buckle.  Collin  again  leaped  for  Logan’s  throat,  but  Logan  dodged  left  after  regaining  his footing making Collin bound back and land in the river a few feet away. 

My  breathing  was  coming  so  fast  that  I  felt  faint.  Icicles  had  formed  on  both  of  them,  coating their underbellies, yet neither wolf seemed to notice. 

“Please, please,” I whispered. I had no idea who I was pleading to. 

I just wanted the fight to end. 

Another flash of fur and fangs filled my vision. They were moving so fast again, I could barely keep track of who was attacking whom, yet each time I caught a glimpse of Logan, his attention was laser focused on Collin, his teeth bared, his movements swift. 

Logan  lunged  toward  Collin  and  managed  to  sink  his  teeth  into  his  front  leg.  Yelping,  Collin whipped his head around and clamped onto Logan’s front paw. Another strong push of alpha magic shot from Logan, which brought Crystal to her knees. 

She whined, the sound more wolf than human. 

I  helped  her  stand  back  up  when  Collin  and  Logan  broke  apart  and  began  circling  each  other once  again,  but  their  movements  weren’t  as  fast  as  when  they’d  begun.  Both  moved  more  warily, blood trailing in their fur. 

As the seconds ticked on, they waded deeper into the river. My stomach twisted into knots again when I saw a flap of flesh hanging from Logan’s side. Collin didn’t look any better. A mangled ear dangled from his head. 

Another wave of nausea ran through me. 

But  just  when  I  thought  for  certain  their  battle  would  somehow  end,  Logan  pounced,  and  they again moved so quickly that their bodies blended into one. More yelps and snarls came from the fight, the sound threatening to haunt my nightmares forever. 

One thing I felt certain of—they were evenly matched, and I didn’t know if Logan would win. 

My attention darted to Samuel and Collin’s father again. Both looked grim faced, which didn’t help my anxiety in the slightest. 

With a ferocious snarl, Logan leaped and landed at Collin’s right side, bending low in the river, 

before lifting his open mouth and latching on to Collin’s throat. 

Collin yelped and tore himself free but not before blood spurted from his neck. I held my breath, waiting to see if Logan had hit an artery. 

But  instead  of  blood  spurting  in  pulsing  gushes,  it  merely  trickled  down  Collin’s  fur,  which meant the match wasn’t over. 

 Just finish. Be done! I can’t take this! 

My powers hummed inside me, my dark rising strongly and continually coursing through me in a cold  river  that  rivaled  the  raging  water  at  our  feet.  The  magic  emitting  from  Logan  and  Collin  had progressively  grown.  Most  of  the  pack  had  retreated  to  the  highway,  not  able  to  take  the  constant onslaught of heady power. Only the elders, Collin’s father, and Samuel stayed at the bank’s edge. 

Another yelp caught my attention. Collin stopped just long enough for me to see Logan latched onto his neck. 

Collin  fought  and  snarled,  but  Logan  refused  to  let  go.  Sidestepping,  Colin  pushed  all  of  his weight into Logan, and my boyfriend sank beneath the water. 

My breath stopped. 

Logan refused to let Collin go, even though he couldn’t breathe. 

Crystal gripped my hand tighter. 

My heart beat so hard that I thought it would burst from my chest. “Logan,” I whispered. 

I felt for our bond, but all I felt was rage, bloodlust, and an animal on the other end. 

His wolf had completely taken control. 

“Crystal.” I took a step forward. “Crystal, he’s still underwater!” 

“I know.” 

“Why doesn’t Logan let go of him? He’s going to drown!” 

At  least  a  minute  had  passed  since  Logan  had  submerged  in  the  river,  but  his  grip  hadn’t lessened.  Collin’s  movements  turned  sluggish,  and  I  realized  what  my  boyfriend  was  doing.  Logan was suffocating him, crushing his windpipe even though he might drown in the process. 

“No!”  The  yell  left  my  lips  before  I  could  stop  it.  I  felt  frantically  for  our  bond.  I  still  felt Logan’s lifeforce but again couldn’t find him in his wolf’s rage. 

Collin  stumbled,  his  eyes  rolling  back  in  his  head.  And  just  as  Collin’s  front  legs  gave  way, Logan surged to the surface, his grip still on his nemesis’s throat. 

With a powerful thrust, Logan whipped Collin over his body and pinned  him in the river. 

I  gasped  when  Logan  submerged  Collin  under  the  icy  current.  Seconds  ticked  by,  and  Collin’s kicks turned clumsy, but Logan’s hold didn’t lesson. 

“He’s going to kill him.” I sucked in a breath and gripped Crystal tighter. “Crystal, he’s  really going to kill him!” 

She  grimaced.  “Yeah.  He  will.  You’re  marked,  Daria,  and  Collin  knew  that  when  he  touched you. A fight to the death is what happens when another wolf touches a marked female.” 

I stopped breathing. I’d seen Logan’s rage firsthand, and I could  feel his rage now. I knew what he’d done to the vampire in the antique shop—someone who had dared to touch me. 

Logan wasn’t going to stop. 

Before I knew what I was doing, I was flying down the embankment to the river. Collin’s legs still kicked, but his movements were so slow, and Logan showed no signs of letting him up. 

“Logan!” I screamed and waded into the river. Gasps emitted from the pack. 

“Daria,  don’t!”  Crystal  yelled,  but  I  had  seen  enough  blood  and  death.  I  didn’t  want  any  more killings, and I didn’t give a flying fuck if I wasn’t supposed to interfere. 

I wasn’t a werewolf, and I didn’t revere their traditions. Never had I felt that more than I did at that moment as the cold water swirled up my calves. 

When  I  reached  them,  I  knelt  in  the  river  as  crushing  alpha  magic  wove  around  me.  My  dark power  surged  up  more,  creating  a  protective  bubble  around  me  from  the  unrelenting,  mind-numbing alpha waves rising off Logan. Water seeped through my jeans, and the glow in Logan’s eyes was so bright that I wasn’t sure if he even knew I was there. 

“Stop, Logan. Don’t do this.” I grabbed Logan’s neck, my fingers sliding through his thick black fur. Collin’s legs had turned clumsy, his limbs barely moving. 

I  threaded  my  fingers  more  through  his  fur  and  ran  my  hands  down  his  face.  Sharp  intakes  of breath came from Logan, his wolf’s bright eyes following my every move as he drowned Collin. 

More sharp gasps and murmured conversation erupted from the pack. 

“She’s touching him!” 

“Doesn’t she know how dangerous that is?” 

“How can she get so close when his alpha magic is pulsing like that?” 

The whispered comments flew on the breeze toward me, but I didn’t stop. “Logan, look at me. 

My love, don’t do this.” 

I concentrated on our bond. I closed my eyes and felt for our magic, which blended and flowed together. Power billowed in my being, linking me to him. 

I  concentrated  on  that  and  imagined  pushing  my  angel  powers  toward  him,  focusing  on  the healing strength of my light and warmth of its golden power. 

 Don’t do this, my love,  I pleaded. I thrust my powers into him. 

Logan’s eyes again lifted to mine. The bright light in them flickered. His mouth loosened, some of the carnal bloodlust lessening in our bond. With a start, he let go of Collin and stepped back as if he’d been burned. 

I reached into the icy water and grabbed for Collin’s head. His limbs had stopped flailing, and he was on the verge of drowning, if he hadn’t already. With a grunt, I lifted him above the water just as he shifted back to human. 

 Damn, he’s heavy. 

Logan stepped back more, still in wolf form. With a shimmer of magic, he shifted and stood over me, water rolling off his bronze skin and chiseled muscles. A shocked expression covered his face. 

None of the pack seemed to care that two heavily muscled young men were naked in a river. 

For the second time that morning, I called upon my angel powers until my skin glowed. Dipping my magic into Collin, I felt for his heartbeat. He still had a pulse, but his blood was dangerously low on oxygen. 

“Breathe,” I commanded softly. 

I pushed my light into his lungs and forced an inhalation. 

With a stuttering gasp, Collin opened his eyes, and he choked and wheezed. Water rushed out of his  mouth  as  violent  coughing  shook  his  frame.  I  waited,  gripping  him  tightly  until  all  of  the  water expelled  from  his  lungs.  Certain  that  he  would  be  all  right,  despite  the  numerous  cuts  and  gashes littering his body, I pulled my light back and let go of Collin when he was sitting on his own. 

He  continued  to  cough,  but  he  shook  his  head,  as  if  he  didn’t  fully  understand  what  had happened. 

Rising, I shivered as the cold rushing water seeped deep into my bones. With a reluctant turn, I faced my boyfriend. 

Given Logan’s disbelief coursing through our bond, I knew my intervention had surprised him, 

but I didn’t know if that surprise would morph into anger, since I’d just forced my way into a fight. 

Lifting my gaze, I braced myself for what was to come. 

Logan stared down at me with an unreadable expression. 

I reached for him and carefully entwined my fingers with his. “No more killings. Please, Logan,” 

I pleaded. “I know I don’t fully understand werewolf tradition, but I don’t want any more blood to be spilled.” 

As before, I felt for our bond. I pushed my light into him, letting him feel its power and warmth. 

I felt Logan’s rage over Collin’s advances on me, his frustration that someone would dare defy him, and his confusion over what I had done. 

But more than all of those feelings combined, I felt something else. 

His love for me shone bright and strong. I grasped onto that and savored his fierce, bottomless, and aching love.  My mate.  I savored the feel of his possessiveness, his protectiveness, and his never-ending commitment to staying at my side and staying true to our bond. 

A gasp of relief escaped me. I latched onto his love the way a drowning man clung to a raft. 

Logan’s  expression  softened,  his  rage  dissipating.  Lifting  a  hand,  he  cupped  my  cheek.  “What have you done to me, Daria Gresham? You’ve bewitched me.” 

Tears  sprouted  in  my  eyes  when  I  felt  the  Logan  I  knew  return.  Gone  was  the  murderous  wolf intent on destroying the man who’d dared to take what was his. 

I covered his hand with my palm. Even in an icy river, his skin felt warm. “I love you, Logan, and I’m yours forever. Nobody can take that away from us.” 

Collin still sat in the water, looking dazed and confused, but he was breathing and would be fine. 

His father stepped into the water at the river’s edge, looking unsure whether he should approach his son or not. 

And at the river’s embankment, the number of pack members had grown. It was as if the entire town had appeared. 

Everyone  talked  and  whispered,  their  heads  dipped  and  their  amazement  apparent.  I  had  just broken pack tradition by interfering in Logan and Collin’s fight, but dammit, I wasn’t one of them, and they all knew that. 

I sought Crystal again. She still stood where I had left her. Her long brown hair whipped around her shoulders, and a sad smile lifted her lips. When our gazes connected, she gave a nod, and I knew that she and I had taken a small step. 

Though I didn’t know what that step was toward, I knew that something had changed between us: an acceptance and an understanding of who we both were and what we both felt had been shared. She didn’t hate me any more than I hated her. She’d simply been cornered by all that I threatened to take away from her and had acted maliciously because of it. 

But Crystal had kindness in her. She loved Karissa and had only wanted her friend to be okay, and  she  didn’t  actually  wish  me  ill  will—she  simply  wanted  to  be  in  a  respectful  position  in  her future pack, since women had always been forced to marry for power. 

I  had  no  idea  if  she  and  I  could  overcome  what  the  packs  were  so  intent  on  forcing,  but  she didn’t want to marry someone she didn’t love any more than I would have wanted to. 

Logan placed his hand on my lower back. “Hey,” he said softly. “Let’s get you home. You’ve got to be freezing.” 

I almost laughed, considering he was the naked one in the river, but he was right. I  was freezing. 

When we walked to the river’s edge, again, no one seemed to care that their future alpha strolled around  in  his  birthday  suit.  The  pack  members’  gazes  seemed  to  be  trained  more  on  me  than  Logan

anyway. 

They all stepped back, some dipping their heads, others watching me with a new light in their eyes.  I  had  no  idea  what  my  interference  in  the  match  meant,  but  from  the  looks  of  it,  it  meant something. 

I smiled in relief when Jake, Brodie, and Alexander approached us. Seeing familiar faces made the tight feeling in my stomach loosen, but behind them, Laura and Samuel watched. 

For  the  first  time,  Logan’s  mother  seemed  to  really  look  at  me.  She  studied  me,  her  gaze skimming over my frame, her mouth pinched while a pensive look made her brow furrow. Her public mask was gone. Raw emotion glowed in her eyes. 

I nodded in her direction, and after a moment, she did the same to me. 

With  that,  Logan,  his  friends,  and  I  strode  toward  their  cars.  All  the  while,  I  felt  the  pack members’ eyes bored into my back. 

Chapter 23

“That was pretty badass, Daria.” Brodie snickered. “I have to say I’ve never seen a woman step into the  middle  of  a  match  fight  before  and  live  to  tell  about  it.”  He  leaned  back  on  Logan’s  couch, smirking. 

Jake snorted. In the morning sunshine, his high cheekbones created hollows in his face. “You’ve never seen a woman interfere in  any match fight, bro. Quit talking out of your ass.” 

Alexander laughed. 

I sat on the couch next to my boyfriend. After we’d all piled into Logan’s and Brodie’s vehicles following Karissa’s healing and the fight in the river, the pack had broken up, but that hadn’t stopped their talking. 

Alexander, Brodie, and Jake had received text messages nonstop from pack members since we’d returned to Logan’s house. The entire town was talking about me. 

“You  know,  Daria.”  Alexander  leaned  forward  and  pushed  his  glasses  up.  “Despite  all  of  the joking,  what  you  did  back  there  is  a  pretty  big  deal.  The  fact  that  you  were  even  capable  of approaching two dominant wolves during a fight is one thing. Most find their alpha magic too potent to even breathe, yet you strolled right through it. And if that wasn’t unusual enough, you then  touched the alpha and were able to break through his bloodlust.” He shook his head. “It’s like you’re immune to alpha magic when no other supernatural is.” 

I leaned back against the couch again. “I think it’s because I’m an angel,” I said lamely. I didn’t know how to explain it either. All I knew was that my dark power protected me. 

It always had. 

I  slid  a  discreet  look  at  Logan  again.  Since  returning  from  the  river,  he’d  sat  quietly,  not interacting, as if he were deep in thought. 

“Mmm, it’s starting to smell pretty good in there,” Brodie exclaimed. 

The doughy scent of cinnamon rolls rising in the oven filled the air. It turned out that Jake was quite the cook and had offered to make breakfast as soon as we returned. I took comfort in the fact that a  male werewolf actually knew how to cook. 

“Hey,” I said, nudging Logan. Since he’d let me heal him, his gashes and wounds from the match were  absent.  One  would  have  never  guessed  that  he’d  fought  for  his  life  that  morning.  “Are  you okay?” 

“Yeah, just thinking.” 

I wrung my hands. “About what I did?” 

He smiled and put an arm around me. “Yeah, about what you did.” 

Though Logan had been nothing but loving and attentive since we’d left the river, I could also tell that as each minute passed what I’d done weighed heavily on his mind. I could feel his amazement through  our  bond.  He  couldn’t  hide  it  from  me,  and  while  I  knew  that  I  wasn’t  supposed  to  have interfered in the match, at least one good thing had come from that disastrous fight—Crystal and I had reached an unspoken understanding. 

But despite that, the weight of Logan’s and my impossible future was no lighter than it had been on  day  one.  The  elders  still  controlled  how  the  packs  were  run,  and  they  were  still  stuck  in  their ways. 

Arranged marriages were par for the course, and Logan and Crystal’s upcoming wedding proved that. Already, decorations were being hung in the large park in town, and I had no doubt the Omegals were hard at work ordering food and putting together the menu for the upcoming nuptials. 

But one thing was clear—neither Crystal nor Logan wanted to marry each other. If they did end up marrying, they would only be doing it because it was expected of them. 

But that was an outcome I couldn’t live with. I would  have to break the bond if that happened. 

“How did you do it?” Jake asked, interrupting my thoughts. He sat on the lounge chair, curiosity filling his hazel eyes. “I’ve never seen a woman get through to her mate like that before. Even with the bond if they’ve been marked, once a male werewolf is intent on bloodlust, it’s always a fight to the death. Even though you’re an angel,  how did you do it?” 

I  shrugged.  “I  don’t  know.  My  dark  power  seems  to  protect  me  from  an  alpha’s  dominance.  I used my light to reach Logan through our bond. I pushed that into him until he responded.” 

Brodie chuckled. “Angels. Always keeping us on our toes.” 

I  ran  my  hand  over  Logan’s  broad  shoulders.  His  muscles  felt  like  rocks  beneath  my  fingers. 

“Are you mad that I interfered?” I asked, leaning closer to him. 

He shook his head. “No,” he replied quietly. “I’m more baffled. A woman has never been able to sway an alpha like that before. And, I won’t lie, it’s making me question everything about my power and status.” 

“Angels, dude,” Brodie said. “It’s because she’s an angel. She carries some serious mojo, bro.” 

Logan shrugged. “Yeah, maybe that’s it.” 

I ran my hands over his shoulders more. The timer in the kitchen beeped, indicating the cinnamon rolls  were  ready.  We  all  retreated  to  the  kitchen,  where  everyone  enjoyed  the  fresh  rolls  with steaming mugs of coffee. 

When empty plates and drained coffee cups littered the table, Logan’s friends stood to leave. 

At the front door, Jake slipped his shoes on. “Catch you guys later?” 

Logan nodded. “I’ll see you at the meeting later this afternoon.” 

“Sounds good.” Alexander nodded in my direction before heading out. 

Brodie and Jake followed suit, and the door closed behind them. 

After they left, I nibbled on my lip. “You know, Crystal doesn’t seem that bad.” 

Logan wrapped his arms around my waist and pulled me close. “No, she’s not bad. I just don’t want to marry her.” 

I leaned into him, savoring the feel of his body. “She doesn’t want to marry you either.” I played with the hair at the base of his neck. “Did you guys talk about anything at the meeting this morning, or did Karissa’s injury interrupt it too much?” 

“We’d barely gotten started, but one of the elders confirmed that a member from Crystal’s pack was behind the cattle killings. And guess what. He’s the guy that Crystal’s been seen hanging out with every time she’s home.” 

I thought again about the conversation I’d overheard between Crystal and her boyfriend.  So  my suspicion was right that her jilted boyfriend killed the cattle. 

“What  was  he  hoping  to  accomplish  by  killing  the  cows?”  I  threaded  my  fingers  more  through Logan’s hair, loving the soft texture and thickness. 

“Who knows. Maybe he was lashing out in anger, or maybe it was a petty grievance. Anything to take a swipe at my family. Only he can tell us his reasons.” 

“What will happen to him?” 

“He’ll be held accountable. For starters, he’ll have to pay my family back the livestock cost. As

for what his alpha decides to do with him, that’s his decision.” 

I tensed. “He won’t kill him, will he?” 

Logan gave me an amused look. “No, my little angel. He won’t kill him. We’re not rogues. We don’t just murder anyone who does something wrong.” 

A shudder ran through me when an image of Logan holding Collin down in the river surfaced. 

“You almost murdered Collin this morning.” 

Logan’s mouth tightened. “You’re right. I did.” 

“And  from  how  Crystal  talked,  nobody  would  have  thought  twice  if  you  killed  him.  It  would have been okay.” 

“That’s because you’re  mine.  I marked you, and Collin knew what the consequences would be when he touched you.” 

“I know, but do you really think that’s okay? To kill a guy just cause he hits on your woman?” 

“You don’t understand, Dar. It goes deeper than that. Claiming is sacred in the werewolf world. 

Collin doing that to you was a direct challenge to me. If I hadn’t fought him, or if I had lost, he would have had the right to take you and make you his.” 

 “What?” 

He let go of me and ran a hand through his hair. “At least, with a werewolf female, that would have  been  the  case.  Since  you’re  not  one  of  us,  obviously,  we  wouldn’t  have  stopped  you  from leaving.” 

“But you would have forced a female werewolf to be with him?” I stepped farther away from him,  making  a  disgusted  sound.  “No  wonder  Crystal  is  so  bitter.  This  is  outrageous,  Logan!  No woman should be treated that way.” 

“I know, babe. I know.” He reached for me again, but I kept my distance. “I would have fought it, too, but at the moment, this is how it works.” 

“Well, it shouldn’t, Logan. It really shouldn’t.” 

His  eyes  dimmed,  a  sad  expression  covering  his  face,  but  I  still  turned  my  back  and  walked away. 

∞     ∞     ∞

I sat on the bathroom floor, needing a moment to myself since I was so freakin’ mad. Between the Omegals, who were basically forced to serve the women higher up, and the higher-born women, who were  constantly  fighting  to  rise  to  the  top  in  the  only  way  they  could—loveless  marriages—I  was disgusted to the point of tears. 

I knew Logan hadn’t created the werewolf world but had been born into it, yet I was still royally pissed off. 

Rising  to  my  feet,  I  paced  the  small  bathroom  twice  before  something  shiny  on  the  counter nabbed my attention. 

My family’s ring. 

My breath caught when I remembered what that represented. The tiny piece of jewelry that my family had treasured for generations was finally back in my possession. 

Needing the distraction, I lifted the small box and pulled the ring out. Its heavy weight sat in my palm. My dark power stirred, moving coldly. 

I admired the ring’s beauty, turning it back and forth.  Finally,  we  have  it  in  our  family  again. 

 Mom would be so happy. 

Some of my anger left me, and a small smile tugged my lips up. I lifted the ring over my finger and slipped it on. 

An explosion shattered my insides. 

I screamed when chaos erupted inside me, and pain like I’d never felt before doubled me over as another scream tore from my mouth. 

I  cried  out  as  heat  and  fire  billowed  in  my  abdomen.  Searing  pain  raged  along  my  limbs, shooting out of me as a fissure split my body in two. 

“No!” I screamed. “No!” 

I fell to the floor, cradling my stomach as thick, powerful magic tore from the ring and through my body. It ate away my insides, tearing my dark from my light before dominating the angel powers I’d come to love. 

 No!   No! No! 

But it was too late. 

Already, I could feel my hold on my dark power slipping. It was disappearing, being sucked into some cavernous space deep within my body, a place I couldn’t touch, a place where I would never feel my dark power again. 

The door ripped open and Logan stood at its entrance. “Daria!” 

He dropped to his knees and pulled me to him, threading his thick fingers through my hair. I was only  partially  aware  of  him  as  I  whimpered  and  clawed  at  the  place  in  my  belly  where  my  dark power had gone. 

 Where are you? Where did you go? No! Come back to me! 

But the cavern had disappeared. Whatever void my dark angel power had been sucked into was sealed. 

Despair made my shoulders shake. My dark power was gone. 

“Babe? Babe, what’s wrong?” 

I  whimpered  as  the  heavy  magic  from  the  ring  slowly  subsided.  It  pulsed  from  the  emerald, coating  every  fiber  of  my  body.  In  a  panic,  I  ripped  the  ring  off  and  threw  it  across  the  room.  It clanked against the bathtub, landing near the toilet. 

But it was too late. 

The damage had been done. 

Taking the ring off hadn’t stopped its magic. My dark power didn’t come back. It had completely disappeared. 

My light stirred, shifting and swaying. On its own, heat built in my body, shooting pain along my nerves. My light felt like it had before my previous healing sessions, before I’d had the dark power to soothe it. 

That old familiar pain slowly grew in my body. 

I  scrambled  out  of  Logan’s  embrace,  but  even  away  from  him,  the  pain  didn’t  subside.  The storage box my mother and my nan had taught me to create in my belly, back when I’d been a small child before my light had matured, was gone. 

I had nowhere to store my light. 

I had nowhere to bury it and try to control it. 

And without my dark power to coexist beside it, agony ripped through me. 

I screamed again as tears poured down my cheeks. 

“Babe?”  Logan  said  again.  Light  lit  the  halo  around  his  irises.  “What’s  wrong?  What’s  going on?” 

Tears welled up in my eyes as the words from the psychic came back to haunt me. She had asked me  about  the  ring  when  I  inquired  about  my  family’s  history  with  the  dark  power.  I  should  have known. I should have  known that was what the ring would do. 

Another cry of pain tore from my lips as the inferno from my light grew. 

Logan watched me with frantic eyes. “Daria. Talk to me!” 

More  tears  rolled  down  my  cheeks.  “It’s  gone,  Logan.  My  dark  power  is  gone.  The  ring  just killed it.” 

Chapter 24

Logan slid his arms around me and cradled me to his chest. Pain continued to rip through my body, making me curl into a ball. 

 How did my ancestors live like this? 

“Daria, what do I do? Fuck, Daria, what do I do?” Panic flooded Logan’s words. 

The pain tearing through my body threatened to make me scream. 

“Daniel…” I managed to croak. “I need Daniel.” 

Before  I  knew  what  was  happening,  Logan  had  grabbed  the  ring  and  was  racing  us  out  of  the bathroom. 

My light continued to consume my insides. It ricocheted off my organs, burning my blood vessels and heating my mind. 

It felt like I was going to die. 

I moaned, and Logan raced into his bedroom. “Don’t worry. I’m taking you to the Emunda portal. 

We’ll use my portal key.” 

The pain was so consuming that I didn’t respond. Logan grabbed something from a box on his dresser. The room around us blurred. Time passed. My light roared. All I could do was stay curled in a ball, moaning and gasping as I felt burned alive. 

Cool wind washed over my cheeks the next time I cracked open my eyelids. Logan was carrying me  toward  a  booth  in  the  marketplace.  A  very  surprised-looking  Victor  jumped  up  from  behind  his table. 

I moaned again, biting my tongue so I wouldn’t scream when a burst of flames shot through my fingertips. 

Victor’s eyes widened before he ushered us behind his shop. 

“Daria, you have to go through the portal. I can’t go with you, not to a divine realm.” Logan’s voice shook, his hands trembling when he set me on my feet. 

Through my delirious, pain-filled state, I vaguely recognized the purple-rimmed portal. 

My knees threatened to buckle when Logan stepped back. Fear lined his face, and I could only imagine how I looked. 

“How  will  I  get  back  to  you?”  I  whispered,  nearly  doubling  over  when  a  burst  of  light  fired along my nerves. It felt like someone had plugged me into an electrical line and was frying me from the inside out. 

“I’ll send wolves to stay in shifts here so someone’s here when you return.” The groove between his eyes deepened. Time moved differently in Emunda. We both knew that. What felt like two hours in the land of lost angels could be a week on earth. 

For all I knew, by the time I got back, Logan would be married to Crystal. 

That realization cut fresh pain through my heart that had nothing to do with my raging light. 

I wanted to ask Logan if he would still be single when I returned, but the pain was too great. I could barely hold eye contact with him, let alone ask him the million questions that wanted to form on my lips. 

“Go, Dar. You look like death. Find Daniel. You need to find him.” 

I  was  about  to  step  through  the  portal  when  Logan  reached  for  me.  “Wait.  Take  this  with  you. 

They may need it.” He held out my family’s ring, and I instinctively recoiled. 

Slipping it into my pocket, he stepped back. A hard edge lined his jaw, terror still in his eyes. 

“Find Daniel, babe, then come home to me.” 

∞     ∞     ∞

I landed in a heap on the spongy ground of Emunda. The journey through the portal had been as bad as my first portal transfer, if not worse. Without my dark and light working together, and with my light raging out of control, it was amazing I’d survived at all. 

My  panting  made  my  chest  rise  and  fall.  Around  me,  swirly  white  clouds  stretched  as  far  as  I could see. As before, it felt like I rested in a foggy realm of nothingness. 

Pain continued to rip through my abdomen. Any hope I had that the pain would evaporate in the land of lost angels vanished. 

“Daniel?” I croaked. My mouth felt like sandpaper. My light was burning me alive. “Daniel!” 

A  second  ticked  past  then  another.  I  curled  into  a  ball  on  the  ground  and  waited  for  death  to come. 

“Young angel?” A figure appeared through the mist. 

I  lifted  my  head  and  saw  Daniel’s  familiar  dark  hair  and  turquoise  eyes.  He  rushed  forward, wearing his usual pristine white pants and top. 

“Daniel,” I whispered. “Please help me!” 

He  bent  down  and  scooped  me  up,  his  brow  creasing  in  concern.  He  laid  his  hand  across  my abdomen, his eyes widening with alarm. “What’s happened to your dark power?” 

He pumped his angel powers into me, and I sagged in relief when the soothing power from the full-blooded angel calmed the fiery inferno inside me, stopping death from claiming me. 

I  lay  quietly  for  a  moment,  the  intense  pain  from  my  light  ebbing  way.  The  memory  of  it  still lingered, but I relished the coolness flowing through my veins. 

And  to  think  that  what  I  had  just  experienced  had  been  what  my  ancestor  had  felt  when  she banished her dark power in order to avoid her job as an executioner. She’d donned that ring until her dark had disappeared from her body, but in its place, she’d been left with an angel power catapulting out of control. 

I shook my head. The Gresham woman who’d made the decision to forsake our dark power to save the lives of innocents had obviously been made of tougher stuff. I couldn’t fathom a life like that. 

“Young angel, what has happened? Why is your dark power lost again?” Daniel finally set me back on my feet, still touching me, and his stern expression made me smile. He looked like an older brother shaking his finger at a younger sister for doing something naughty. 

“I didn’t do it on purpose.” Reluctantly, I fished the ring out of my pocket and held it up to him. 

Since  my  burning  light  was  under  control,  I  could  actually  think  and  talk.  But  I  knew  once  Daniel broke contact with me, the likelihood of my light raging out of control would increase. 

“You’ve brought a ring?” He arched a midnight eyebrow in amusement. 

“It’s not just any ring. It’s the ring my ancestors used to get rid of their dark power. I think that’s why they treasured it. It stopped them from being forced to be executioners.” 

He frowned and took it from me, but the moment his fingers curled around the metal and stone, he recoiled. Dropping the ring, he stepped back. The heavy emerald landed on the spongy ground of Emunda, white mist flowing around it. 

“Where did you get that?” 

“From a vampire in an antique shop in the fae lands. When I put it on, my dark power vanished.” 

“Never touch that again,” he replied. He took another step back, pulling me with him. “That ring is infused with powerful dark magic. Somebody with evil intent created that ring.” 

My eyes widened, and my stomach lurched. “It’s evil? But how do you know that?” 

“I could feel it. It called to my dark power, trying to lure it away from me.” 

My breaths came faster. “Okay, so should we destroy it? Or find whoever created it? Or what? 

That ring made me lose my dark power, Daniel, but I need it back. I don’t want to live without my dark power again.” 

The thought of returning to my life as it had been previously, when I’d stuffed my light inside that internal storage box in my belly, when I couldn’t touch  anyone,  made a deep aching sadness fill my chest.  No.  That wasn’t how I was supposed to live. 

Daniel tapped his chin while his other hand stayed curled around mine. “I am not certain what action we should take.” 

My breath hitched. “But if you don’t know what to do, how do I get my dark power back?” 

In  deep  concentration,  Daniel  drew  his  perfectly  sculpted  eyebrows  together  and  placed  both hands on my shoulders. He faced me and closed his eyes, his angel powers humming through my body. 

I sighed. Being touched by an angel was really one of the most pleasant things I’d ever experienced. 

But when Daniel’s eyes opened, any relief I felt vanished. 

“I’m sorry, young angel, but I can’t help you. I tried to find your dark power inside you, but your dark is too far gone. Whatever that ring did to you, it completely banished it.” 

My lips parted. “What? But if you can’t find it—” Panic shot down my limbs, my heart thudding. 

“Then  what  do  I  do?  I  can’t  live  with  just  my  light.  I  don’t  have  that  storage  chest  to  shove  it  into anymore, and the pain when it’s freely moving in my body by itself is too great. It feels like someone is burning me alive, and—” 

Daniel  placed  a  finger  on  my  lips,  his  turquoise  eyes  bright.  “I  may  not  be  able  to  help  you, young  angel,  but  I  shall  find  someone  who  can.  Now,  I  need  to  leave  you  for  a  moment,  but  I  will return.” 

“Where  are  you  going?”  I  grabbed  his  hand,  not  wanting  him  to  let  go.  Once  he  did,  the  pain would undoubtedly return. 

Daniel’s eyes softened. “To heaven, young angel. But have no fear. I shall return. Stay strong.” 

And with a squeeze of my hand, he disappeared into the clouds. 

∞     ∞     ∞

The pain roared and consumed me in Daniel’s absence. I waited on the ground, writhing in agony. 

To think that the first Gresham witch had felt this when she’d put the ring on astounded me. I didn’t know how she’d survived, much less carried on to birth daughters and continue the Gresham legacy. 

 They must have found a way to bury their light like I once did. 

It was the only way to survive the pain. 

As  I  waited  on  the  spongy  ground,  moaning  and  rolling,  I  thought  for  sure  Daniel  was  never coming back. 

I didn’t know how long he had been gone, but it felt like hours. As the fire burned my insides, time took on another dimension. I screamed and convulsed, certain I was going to die. 

In a haze of pain and misery, I heard someone that sounded vaguely familiar calling my name. I opened my eyes, partly believing I’d imagined it, or worse, that I was hallucinating as the pain pushed

me toward insanity. 

But with a cry of relief, I saw Daniel looming over me. Another man stood at his side, but the pain was so great that I could barely see him. 

Bending over, Daniel offered me his hand. I grabbed it. Anything to stop my raging light. 

As  soon  as  our  skin  connected,  Daniel’s  soothing  dark  power  washed  into  me.  I  cried  in happiness, never so thankful to feel anything in my life. 

“Rise, young angel.” He pulled me to my feet, but as before, it took me a moment to stop shaking and breathe normally again. 

“Young angel, there’s someone I would like you to meet.” Daniel waved at the man standing next to him, and when I turned and looked upon his face, I gasped. 

Eyes and hair that mirrored mine graced the angel. He stood tall and proud, just like Daniel, but his features and coloring…

Tears sprouted in my eyes. 

 It can’t be. 

“Daria,” Daniel said. “This is your father, the archangel Xavier.” 

Chapter 25

I  stood  tongue-tied,  my  heart  thundering  again  but  for  an  entirely  new  reason.  My  father?  My   true father? 

My light had soothed and flowed languidly and warmly through my body again, as it had done when it coexisted with my dark power, but my mind had seized. My thoughts had scattered. 

“Is it really you?” I finally managed. 

“It is.” Xavier’s voice held the same cadence and tone of a voice I’d heard before. 

 But how could I have heard him before?  I’d never met him until that very moment. 

Still, I marveled at him. Xavier looked like a male version of me. Well, kind of. 

Xavier  stood  as  tall  as  Daniel  and  had  broad  muscular  shoulders,  but  his  flaxen  hair  was  the same as mine, we shared the same turquoise-colored eyes, and his eyebrows had the same shape and arch. 

“You’re really my … father?” 

Xavier  smiled,  and  in  that  smile,  I  knew.  He   was  my  dad.  He  had  the  same  straight  teeth,  the same curve of his mouth. 

I dipped my head, tears threatening to spill over. “I’m sorry, I just … I’ve never had a father.” 

He  placed  a  hand  gently  on  my  shoulder.  Soothing  feelings  washed  through  me:  love,  hope, divinity, and grace. 

I closed my eyes and let him work his divine powers into me. 

“I’ve been watching you your entire life, as I watched your mother and her mother before her. 

You are all my children, and I shall continue to watch over you until the end of time.” 

“But … how?” I lifted my head and blinked back the tears. “You’re an angel. How did you come to earth when you met my ancestor? I thought angels couldn’t travel to earth.” 

“We don’t anymore, unless”—he gave Daniel an amused look—“assistance is needed. Your case was an unusual circumstance. However, once, long ago, angels  did venture to earth. It was then that I met your distant grandmother.” A serene look covered his face. “But those times have passed. In the here and now, our maker took exception with you, since, through the generations, the Gresham women have stayed true. You and your entire family have dedicated your lives to helping and healing others, and when your dark power was born again inside you, we knew your angel powers must be retaught. 

You  carry  my  mark.  Therefore,  your  lineage  carries  great  responsibility.  We  do  not  want  that responsibility to be lost. That is why Daniel was allowed to return to earth with you so that you could relearn your true purpose.” 

 “Your purpose is to heal.”  My mother’s words came back to me. She had drummed that message into me over and over, as my grandmother had done to her and my great-grandmother had done to my nan. In all of the centuries the Gresham women had walked the earth, we’d never lost our true calling. 

“I  know  what  my  purpose  is,  but  without  my  dark—”  My  throat  tightened,  and  I  asked  in  a pleading tone, “How can I continue healing others if I can’t function myself?” 

Xavier  frowned.  “Daniel  told  me  you  put  on  the  ring—the  ring  infused  with  evil  magic  that banished your dark power, as it also did to your ancestors who once wore it. I watched the day that happened and  wanted  to warn  them,  to tell  them  what  would come,  but  our maker  forbade  it.  Earth still had free will, as it shall continue to until the end of time.” 

“Is  that  why  my  ancestors  treasured  the  ring?  Even  though  it  caused  them  great  pain,  they  still held on to it so they wouldn’t have to be executioners?” 

Xavier  nodded  sadly.  “For  several  generations,  each  time  a  Gresham  child  was  born,  the  ring was placed on the infant’s finger to ensure her dark power would stay banished and she would not be subjected to such a hideous occupation. But as the centuries passed, your ancestors’ dark power slid deeper and deeper away. Then the time came when it was so far lost that even the newborns did not have their dark powers. They only had their light. That was how you were born, dear Daria, as how your mother and grandmother were also born. Your dark powers were so far gone that the ring wasn’t needed.” 

“But it came back when the rogues attacked me.” 

“That’s true. It took a full-blooded demon and the threat of your life being lost to find your dark power again. That gives me hope that your power is still in you now. It’s simply lost once again.” 

“So if I get attacked by another demon, maybe it will come back?” I snorted quietly.  And if my dark power doesn’t return, the demon will kill me.  I wiped the tears from my cheeks. “So what do I do now if I don’t have my dark power anymore?” 

“First, we must destroy that ring. Daniel?” My father turned to him. 

Daniel stepped forward. “Yes? How may I be of assistance?” 

“Bring the ring to me.” 

With  a  grim  expression  tightening  his  lips,  Daniel  retrieved  the  ring  from  where  it  lay  on  the spongy ground. He held it at arm’s length, gripping it between the tips of two fingers. 

Xavier held his hand out, palm up. 

Daniel dropped it onto his hand then came to my side, touching me again, his soothing powers keeping my light under control. 

Xavier  curled  his  fingers  around  the  ring.  He  closed  his  eyes,  and  his  hand  began  to  glow. 

Golden light emitted from his fist as a look of fierce concentration came over his face. 

I  watched  silently,  slack-jawed.  The  light  from  my  father’s  hand  was  similar  to  the  light  that burst from my fingertips at the end of a healing session. 

The light grew around Xavier’s fist, and immense heat poured from his body. With a crack and a burst of light, the ring exploded in his grasp. 

I  gasped  and  jumped  back,  but  all  that  fell  from  his  palm  were  ash  and  smoke.  Whatever  had been inside that ring, whatever evil magic had infused it, my archangel father had destroyed it. 

“What was that ring?” I asked as the last particles drifted away in the misty fog. 

“It was pure evilness,” Daniel replied. 

Xavier nodded. “A distant ancestor of yours commissioned a dark witch to create it. Only evil summoned  from  Lucifer  himself  could  banish  our  dark  angel  power.”  His  eyes  dimmed.  “It  was  an agonizing day for me to watch what your ancestor had chosen. The day your ancestor donned that ring was the day I left your family. Our great father forbade that I stay, saying that the Gresham women had chosen to forsake their true angel powers.” 

“But they were forced to be executioners. That was why they did it. Surely our maker and you could have understood that.” 

Xavier nodded. “I know what was forced upon them. That was a terrible time in the Gresham lineage, but it was still a choice they chose to make, even if one believes it was a choice that was forced upon them.” 

“So what happened to those women?” 

“The first Gresham to don the ring barely survived, but eventually, she found a way to suppress

her light, similar to how you lived. From there, she traveled to the New World and went into hiding, but  despite  all  that  she  had  gone  through,  she  continued  to  heal  those  around  her.  I  followed  and watched over her, but I was no longer allowed to speak with her or my daughters that came.” 

“Wait…” I shook my head. “What do you mean, you no longer spoke with them? Did you use to visit us on earth?” 

“No, not on earth, but I spoke to your soul.” 

I cocked my head in confusion, my lips parting, when a voice suddenly spoke in the back of my mind. 

 I’ve always been here. 

Eyes  widening,  I  jumped,  finally  realizing  why  his  voice  sounded  familiar.  “It  was  you!”  I exclaimed.  “You’re  the  one  who  told  me  how  to  use  the  dark  power  to  kill  the  demon-possessed rogues, and it was  you who told me how to kill Rigarion, that demon in hell!” 

My  father’s  smile  returned.  “I’ve  always  been  with  you,  my  child,  but  when  you  did  not  have your dark power, I wasn’t allowed to coach you. I could only watch.” 

“But I don’t have my dark power now, so does that mean I won’t talk to you again after today?” 

“It’s true that I shall return to heaven after I leave you today, but our maker sees that your heart is pure and your intentions are good, so He’s allowed me to touch you with His grace.” 

Before I could ask what he meant, Xavier placed his hand on my abdomen and closed his eyes. I gasped as shock waves burst through me. My body convulsed as my father shot pure divinity into me. 

But Xavier frowned, his eyebrows furrowing. “Something is inside you … something foreign.” 

His powers encased the bond that linked me to Logan, wrapping around it like a silky ribbon. “You have another’s magic inside you.” 

“That’s Logan. He claimed me, and we’re bonded.” 

My father pulled his hand away, his eyes opening. The divine light that had been flowing through me disappeared. “I am unable to call forth your dark power with another’s magic inside you.” 

My heart stopped. “But I need my dark power back.” 

“Then you need to make a choice. I can sever the bond you’ve made with your mated werewolf and  instill  your  dark  power  once  again,  or  you  will  have  to  recreate  the  box  you  once  stored  your light in so you can live without your dark.” 

I felt for my bond with Logan, lovingly wrapping myself around it. In Emunda, it was harder to feel our bond, although that probably had more to do with my light bursting out of control before I’d found Daniel and my father. 

Still, I could feel it. I felt Logan’s love and patience as he waited for me to return to earth. And a part of me took comfort in the fact that even if we existed in different realms, we could still feel one another. We were still together, if only in our souls. 

But then I frowned. 

I needed my dark power back. I didn’t want my life to go back to how it had once been. 

“Can I bond with Logan again when I’m back on earth?” 

Xavier nodded. “Of course. It is only for this process that I will need to sever the bond. Once your dark power is reinstated, Logan may claim you again.” 

I smiled in relief. “Okay, then please sever the bond.” 

“As you wish.” Xavier put his palm back on my abdomen, and once again, divine light shot into my  body.  I  closed  my  eyes,  my  breath  stopping  at  the  sheer  power  coursing  through  my  frame.  My entire body vibrated, and I felt like a tuning fork. 

Xavier’s  immense  light  wrapped  around  the  bond.  Deep  in  my  abdomen,  Logan’s  magic  pulse

and swelled, but similarly to how he’d destroyed the evil ring, my father encompassed Logan’s magic with his. 

A moment of panic filled me when heat from my father burned in my belly, and I cocked my head when the panic grew. 

 But I don’t feel afraid. I feel hopeful. 

My eyes widened when I realized it wasn’t  my panic I felt. It was Logan’s. I mentally cried out to him, to try to warn Logan of what I was doing, but a burst of heat shot through my organs, and the bond disintegrated. 

I panted. I had no idea if Logan had felt my waves of reassurance. 

“Now, I shall instill your dark power.” 

I  didn’t  have  time  to  recover  from  the  shattered  bond  before  another  gasp  came  from  my  lips when  something  low  in  my  belly  cracked.  The  fissure  grew,  and  as  before,  when  the  rogues  had threatened my life, my dark power stirred. 

The crack widened, opening to a deep, hidden cave, then energy burst to the surface of my skin like a powerful earthquake. 

I cried in happiness when my dark power raged to the surface, seeking my light. As before, my light and dark blended together, coexisting—once again entwining in the way my angel powers were always meant to be. 

When I opened my eyes, my skin glowed, matching the beautiful hue of Daniel’s and Xavier’s. 

My father pulled his hand back, withdrawing his archangel light from within me. 

My  light  and  dark  powers  once  again  flowed  and  lived  in  perfect  harmony.  The  cavern  was gone, and the fissure was sealed. I felt healthy and whole again. 

I felt like the angel I was supposed to be. 

“Thank you.” I wrapped my arms around my father, burying my face in his chest. 

His strong arms enclosed my frame as tears of relief poured down my face. “I am always here,” 

he whispered. 

I  pulled  back,  the  tears  still  in  my  eyes.  “And  my  mom  and  my  nan?  Do  you  still  watch  over them?” 

His white teeth flashed in a smile. “I no longer have to watch over them. Faith and Alice have joined me.” 

My chin quivered as a fresh round of tears began. Hearing that my mother and my nan lived on in heaven, even if it was a land I was not allowed to venture to, made my heart burst with happiness. 

They still existed, and one day, I would see them again. 

“Thank you,” I whispered. 

He  placed  his  hands  on  my  shoulders.  “Now  you  must  go,  my  child.  Your  time  on  earth  is  not done. You still have many years ahead of you, and you must carry on your family’s legacy.” 

I  covered  my  lower  belly  with  my  hand  and  thought  of  a  child  growing  inside  my  womb—a single female child that would never be of male werewolf descent. 

“Why do we only birth one child, and why is it always a girl?” I asked him. 

“Because it is our great maker who determined your line. You are half archangel. Our kind is not supposed to walk the earth, but our maker allowed it under one condition—one female child and one child only. It keeps your lineage small and true. The Gresham women shall continue on as they have always been—one child per generation and no more.” 

I frowned, knowing what that meant for Logan and me. 

Xavier pushed me back just far enough so I could meet his turquoise eyes. “Remember who you

are,  Daria,  and  remember  what  your  true  purpose  is.  You  must  return  to  your  calling  on  earth.  It  is what you are meant to be.” 

I nodded as tears trailed down my cheeks. “I won’t forget. I know who I am.” 

When he let me go, I gave Daniel a hug too. “Will I ever see you both again?” 

“I  shall  always  be  here  if  you  need  me,  young  angel,”  Daniel  responded.  “I  reside  in  heaven once  again,  but  I  can  return  to  the  land  of  lost  angels  if  needed.  Simply  call  for  me  as  you  did  this time.” 

“And you?” I asked, turning to my father. “Will I be able to see you again too?” 

His eyes dimmed, his expression turning regretful. “Not until your time on earth is done. But I shall still be  here  if  you  ever  need  me.”  He  tapped  the  side  of  his  head.  “Now,  I  must  go,  and  you must return to earth. Your time here has already been too great.” 

He gave me one final parting squeeze before they walked me to the portal. 

“Goodbye, sweet Daria,” Xavier said. “Godspeed, my child.” 

With a final look at the two angels who had changed my life in ways I had never anticipated, I waved a final farewell before stepping through the portal and falling back to earth. 

Chapter 26

When I emerged from the portal into the back of Victor’s shop, I landed on my feet, not all fours like I usually did. My dark and light powers hummed, mixing and flowing together in perfect harmony. 

“Daria!” A woman sitting on a camp chair in Victor’s back room shot to her feet when the portal spit me out. “You’re here! You’re really here!” 

The woman looked middle-aged and had short blond hair and wide brown eyes. A winter jacket covered her upper body, and snow boots graced her feet. The camp chair sat toppled over beside her. 

I shivered and wrapped my arms around myself. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to frighten you.” 

“Oh, here. You must be freezing.” She slipped her coat off and draped it over my shoulders. It smelled of  yeast  and sugar.  “I’m  sorry. I  should  have  been more  prepared.  I should  have  thought  to bring you warm clothes. It’s just that … so many didn’t think you’d come back. We thought—” 

She shook her head. 

“Thank you.” I pulled her jacket closer around me. “What’s your name?” 

“Joelle Olson.” 

“Are you sure you’re warm enough without this, Joelle?” I asked, indicating her jacket. It was freakin’  freezing in the marketplace, so much colder than it had been when I’d left for Emunda. 

When Joelle nodded, I asked, “Can you tell me what day it is?” 

“December 11.” 

“I was gone for  two months?” 

But Joelle didn’t seem to hear me. She shook her head again, a distracted smile growing across her face. “We told him you would find a way to survive, but he wouldn’t believe us. Xanthia insisted you were made of tougher stuff, but Logan—” Once again, she cut herself off. “Anyway, come on. It’s cold. Let’s get to Hidden Creek. I can’t wait to see Logan’s face when we get back!” 

I cocked my head in confusion as Joelle pulled out a strange-looking key from her pocket. Before I could ask where Victor was or more about what had happened while I’d been gone, the shop around us disappeared, and we stood in a snowy field. 

The early-morning sun rose in the east. At least two feet of snow surrounded us. I brought a hand to  my  throat.  “That’s  how  portal  keys  work?”  I  asked  incredulously.  I  could  see  why  they  were  so precious. It was the easiest and fastest form of traveling I’d ever experienced. 

Joelle  grinned  and  nodded  up  toward  the  road.  In  the  distance,  a  parked  car  waited  in  the driveway of a rural home on a sleepy country road. “That’s my home. Come on! Let’s get in the car and drive to town.” 

Snow seeped into the tops of my shoes when we walked through it. Another shiver struck me. 

“I’m  guessing  that  Logan  asked  you  to  wait  in  the  marketplace  for  me  to  return?”  I  vaguely remembered him saying he would have pack members wait in shifts for me. 

Joelle’s eyes widened. “Logan? Oh no. Logan didn’t ask us. He thinks you’re dead.” 

I stopped midstride, any concerns over getting to the car and getting the snow out of my shoes forgotten. “What? He thinks I’m  dead?” 

She nodded vigorously. “He felt the bond sever. That only happens when a mate dies.” 

I bit my lip. He obviously hadn’t received my waves of reassurance before Xavier cut our bond. 

“We need to call him. He needs to know I’m okay.” 

“Of course.” She nodded toward the car again. “Let’s get inside and get the heater going. I’ll call him then.” 

We picked up our pace. Once we sat inside, she started the engine before pulling her gloves off. 

As the car warmed, she dialed Logan. 

“Logan? It’s Joelle. I’m back from the marketplace, and Daria’s with me.” She pulled the phone away from her ear, frowning. After putting it back to her ear, she said, “Logan? Are you there?” 

A moment passed, and I knew he was talking, but I couldn’t hear. 

“He wants to speak with you.” Joelle thrust the phone at me. 

With a shaking hand, I brought it to my ear. “Logan?” 

His haggard breathing came through the line. “Dar? Is that really you?” 

His tone was so gruff and hoarse, as if he were on the verge of crying. Tears moistened my eyes as Joelle put the car into drive. “Yeah, babe. It’s me. I’m back.” 

A sob came from his end followed by more choked breathing. “I thought you were dead.” 

“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. My father had to cut our bond to heal my dark power—” 

“Your father?” 

“Ugh, yeah, I have a lot to explain, but I’m safe, and I’m back.” 

Another  deep  breath  came  from  his  end,  and  my  heart  swelled  over  the  fright  I’d  given  him. 

“Joelle said I’ve been gone for over two months.” 

“You left sixty-three days ago.” 

“That long?” 

“Yeah, and the last sixteen days have been the longest in my life.” 

My heart broke to hear his haggard tone. “Did you think I died sixteen days ago?” 

“Yes. I felt our bond sever. I thought Daniel wasn’t able to help you, and you didn’t survive.” 

“Oh, Logan. I’m so sorry.” 

“It’s  okay.  I’m  just  so  glad  I  was  wrong.”  He  took  another  deep  breath.  “When  can  you  get here?” 

“Tell him we’ll be there in thirty minutes,” Joelle replied. 

With  a  start,  I  realized  that  her  enhanced  hearing  meant  she  could  hear  every  word  of  Logan’s and my conversation. 

“Thirty—” 

“I heard,” Logan replied. “Tell her to drive safe. I couldn’t go through losing you again.” 

After we hung up, I sank deeper into my seat and tried to comprehend all that had happened in my absence. “Logan really thought I was dead?” I asked Joelle. 

She nodded grimly. “The entire town felt it when your bond severed. Logan’s power completely unleashed and was out of control. It took Samuel being at his side for two days to calm him. Nobody else could get near him.” 

My  breath  stopped  as  I  tried  to  imagine  the  grief  Logan  had  gone  through,  but  then  I  frowned. 

“Wait. If you all thought I was dead, what were you doing at the portal, waiting for me?” 

Joelle smiled. “The Omegals didn’t give up on you. Your friend Xanthia didn’t either. She came to  town  after  she  heard  about  what  happened,  and  when  Logan  lost  it  after  thinking  you  died,  she insisted  that  wouldn’t  happen  in  Emunda,  and  you  would  find  a  way  to  survive.  Amelia  held  on  to hope, too, and well, so did all of us.” Joelle’s eyes softened. “You coming to our town was the best thing that ever happened to Hidden Creek.” 

“It was?” 

Joelle nodded. 

“But…” My eyes widened when I realized what else could have happened in the two months I’d been gone. My heart beat faster. “Are Logan and Crystal married?” 

“Married?”  Joelle’s  eyes  widened,  then  she  grinned,  shaking  her  head.  “No.  Oh,  right,  you haven’t heard  anything that’s happened since you left.” 

“Haven’t heard what?” 

She  just  smiled  more.  “I’m  going  to  leave  that  one  for  Logan.  He’ll  probably  want  to  tell  you himself.” 

∞     ∞     ∞

I played with my fingers in my lap the rest of the drive back. Joelle and I talked a bit more about how the Omegals were doing, but she refused to tell me anything about Logan and Crystal. 

Anxiety built in my stomach the closer we got to Hidden Creek. I tried to use the snowy winter wonderland as a distraction. The snow depth increased as we drove farther into the mountains. Frost covered  the  pines,  and  icicles  dangled  on  the  brook’s  banks.  Winter  had  gripped  the  land,  which meant I’d completely missed the fall season. 

Nervousness  strummed  through  me  when  the  familiar  houses  and  buildings  in  Hidden  Creek appeared. An older woman stood on a porch at one of the houses on the outskirts of town, shaking out a rug. She waved absentmindedly when we passed, but then her eyes widened when she saw my face. 

Joelle continued driving, her smile never lessening. 

The  small  coffee  house  near  the  town’s  edge  had  three  cars  in  the  parking  lot,  and  a  flashing Open  sign  hung  from  the  window.  Smoke  rose  from  the  small  chimney,  letting  me  know  the  wood fireplace was alive and crackling inside. 

A new building was under construction closer to the town’s center. From the looks of it, a new business  was  opening,  but  nobody  appeared  to  be  working  at  the  moment.  The  framed  skeleton structure sat forlornly in the cold breeze, its timber tinged with ice. 

Joelle drove through town past the community center. A few Omegals I recognized stood outside, watching  a  handful  of  toddlers  building  snowmen  and  playing  on  the  cold  jungle  gym.  They  waved when we passed, and when I waved back, one woman’s jaw dropped. After saying something to the other Omegal, she raced back inside. 

“Did everyone think I was dead?” I asked Joelle. 

“Most did but not everyone.” 

As we approached Logan’s house, I wondered even more what had happened between him and Crystal. Before I’d left, I’d seen cracks in the surface of the pack’s resistance toward me. Some pack members had been more open than others to welcoming me into their fold, but marriage between their future alpha and me was  never on the radar. 

But my tentative hope was doused in reality when my father’s final parting words came back to me. 

 “You must return to your calling on earth. It is what you are meant to be.” 

My  father  had  reminded  me  of  my  true  purpose  on  earth.  Whether  it  was  a  gentle  nudge  to indicate that I needed to return to my tours or simply an offhand comment, I didn’t know, but it was a reminder nonetheless. 

I needed to go back to work. 

I’d spent too long as it was avoiding my destiny and chasing a love so great that it swallowed me whole. But welcome homecoming or not, that fact hadn’t changed—my purpose was to heal, and

that was what I needed to do. 

I sat up straighter when Joelle pulled into Logan’s driveway. My heart beat harder when Logan appeared at the front door. The inevitable tears came, since I knew I would have to tell him goodbye. 

Logan  emerged  onto  the  front  step,  his  jaw  tight  as  he  searched  the  car.  When  our  gazes connected through the windshield, his shoulders rose and fell more as his breathing increased. 

My heart beat faster, my angel powers brimming to the surface. A subtle glow lit my body before I realized I’d lost my tempered hold on them. I pulled them back under the surface, my glow fading, and I opened the door. “Thank you for driving me back, Joelle, and for not giving up on me.” 

She nodded and opened her mouth to reply, but all awareness left me when Logan appeared at my side. His werewolf gene had obviously kicked in, because he was suddenly  there. 

Logan opened my door fully, his dark hair ruffling in the breeze as he looked down. He pulled me from the car and lifted me to him. My head swam when his arms enclosed around me. 

He held me so tightly that I thought my ribs would crack, but when I was finally able to pull back to see him, I noticed the weeks’ worth of beard covering his cheeks and the greasy hair on his head. 

“Dar,” he said hoarsely. “You’re really alive.” 

“Yeah, I am.” 

He crushed me to him again, and my nose wrinkled when the scent of sweat wafted up from him. 

“When did you last shower?” 

He just shook his head, still holding me. “I don’t know. I stopped caring about that stuff after…” 

His grip tightened. 

I kept my arms tightly wrapped around him. “I never died, and I’m still here.” 

“But the bond…” 

“I know. I tried to reassure you before it happened, but I guess it didn’t work.” 

A shiver ran through me when I pulled Joelle’s jacket off and handed it back to her. “Thank you again.” 

She nodded before shifting into reverse and pulling out of the drive. 

A groove appeared between Logan’s eyes as he looked me up and down. “So Daniel was able to help you?” 

“It  wasn’t  just  Daniel,  but  I  have  my  dark  power  back.  It’s  with  my  light  again,  and  I’m  as  I should be.” I told him about my father and how he’d severed our bond to restore my dark power. “I didn’t really die. That’s what you felt.” 

“You met your true father? The archangel?” 

“I did, but it must have taken longer than I thought for him to descend from heaven to help me. 

That’s why I was gone for so long.” 

Logan nodded then pulled me to him again, lifting me from the ground as if still unable to believe that  I  was  truly  alive  and  back.  “Your  pseudo  death  nearly  killed  me—but  you’re  better  now,  and that’s all that matters.” 

I clung to him and closed my eyes. Inhaling, I relished the strong feel of his chest. I didn’t know how much longer I had to be with him. In the coming days, I would have to leave, resume working, and return to my old way of life, but at that moment, I didn’t want to think about that. 

I just wanted to be with him. 

Logan  finally  set  me  down  then  clasped  my  hand.  His  hard,  callused  fingers  threaded  through mine  before  he  tugged  me  toward  the  door.  “Come  on.  You  must  be  freezing,  and  there  are  a  few people here that are eager for your return.” 

“There are?” 

He  smiled.  “After  we  talked,  I  invited  a  few  people  over,  but  in  hindsight,  I  probably  should have showered instead.” 

I laughed as we walked toward the front door. “I still love you, even though you’re stinky.” 

He laughed, but his voice caught. “I’m just so relieved you’re alive.” 

When we reached the front door, I said, “Joelle said you didn’t marry Crystal.” 

Logan shook his head and pushed the door open. “No. She’s back in Montana with What’s-His-Name … the guy she’s been dating.” 

“But how?” I asked. “I thought that if you didn’t marry, a pack war would ensue.” 

“That was before the elders saw what you were capable of.” 

“What I was capable of? You mean my ability to heal when I saved Karissa?” 

“That’s only part of it.” He opened the door and gestured for me to go inside. 

Chapter 27

As  soon  as  I  stepped  into  his  house,  a  squeal  came  from  my  left  before  Amelia,  Lila,  and  Xanthia barreled into me. 

“I knew you were still alive!” Xanthia exclaimed, her blue eyes bright. “I’ve been hanging out in this town for the past two weeks, waiting for you, trying to convince them that you wouldn’t die so easily.” 

My jaw dropped when I saw who else waited in Logan’s living room—Logan’s parents, Lucas, Mike, Cecile, Brodie, Jake, and Alexander. 

Mike and Cecile rushed forward. 

“We’re so glad that you’re back!” Cecile wrapped her thin arms around me before Mike pulled the two of us into one big hug. His Yankees cap fell off in the process. “I didn’t want to believe it either,” she added. “I couldn’t lose you, too, not after losing your mom and grandmother last year.” 

I squeezed her and Mike in return. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to frighten any of you.” 

When Cecile and Mike finally let me go, I went to Logan. “Somebody has got to tell me what’s going on. I came out of the portal, two months have gone by, the wedding never happened,  and you’re all here to greet me.  What happened?” 

“You might want to take a seat,” Laura replied. She hung back but seemed more confident than the  previous  times  we’d  met.  When  she  caught  me  watching  her,  she  smiled—a   genuine  smile  that transformed her face. 

“Here  ya  go,  Dar.”  Brodie  scooted  over  on  the  couch  before  gesturing  next  to  him.  “It’s  all yours.” 

I sat down, and Logan sank onto the cushion beside me. Samuel sat on the couch across from us, and Laura sat near the end, while everyone else took the remaining furniture or dropped to the floor to sit cross-legged. 

Raising my eyebrows at Logan, I asked, “Well?” 

“Perhaps I’ll start,” Samuel cut in. He leaned forward. “I’ll begin by saying that what you did in the river before you left changed everything.” 

“Do you mean when I healed Karissa?” 

“Yes, that, too, but more what you did  after it.” Samuel stroked his chin, eyeing me with a look of wonder. “I knew there was something different about you when we first met—special, if you will. 

You didn’t submit to my alpha magic when I let it seep out, and when I realized that and pushed more at you full force, you still didn’t submit. To any other supernatural, that would have brought them to their knees. It was at that moment that I knew you were different.” 

“So … what does that have to do with Logan’s intended marriage?” 

Samuel laughed, as did everyone else. “Nothing, really,” he replied. “That was simply the first time I realized my son had met an extraordinary woman, but it wasn’t until the river, when I saw you heal Karissa and watched you subdue an alpha in the midst of a battle, that I knew you carried magic and power stronger than any of us.” 

“And that was the tipping point.” Logan shifted closer to me. 

Samuel nodded, turning it over to him. 

Logan draped his arm over the couch back, pulling me closer to his side. “After I took you home, 

you  may  remember  that  we  were  supposed  to  resume  our  pack  meeting  that  afternoon.  Well,  you didn’t know this, but one of the subjects we had been discussing during those meetings was whether or not the elders were okay with breaking pack tradition. We’ve never had an alpha married to anyone other  than  a  high-ranking  werewolf  female.  You  would  be  the  first  that’s  not  of  werewolf  blood  to enter the pack.” 

My mouth went dry when I realized that all of those meetings Logan had been attending hadn’t just been about the cattle killings and regular pack business. He’d been trying to convince his pack to accept me and let a marriage between us take place. He’d been acting to  change his pack, just as he and Lucas had done earlier in the year. 

“But you all knew I was half angel,” I replied, still stumped. “What I did in the river shouldn’t have been that big of a surprise.” 

“The elders hadn’t  seen what that meant.” Logan hugged me closer. “You may not think it was a very  big  deal  to  interrupt  the  fight  between  Collin  and  me,  but  when  two  wolves  are  in  combat, especially  over  a  marked  female,  the  battle  doesn’t  end  until  one  is  dead.  That’s  how  it’s  been  for centuries. And any time someone has tried to stop one of those battles, they’ve been seriously injured. 

But  for  a  female  to  intervene,  considering  female  wolves  don’t  heal  like  we  do…”  He  paused.  “If Crystal had attempted to do that, she could have been killed.” 

I sucked in a breath. 

“Do you see what I’m telling you?” The rim around Logan’s irises began to glow. “The elders saw how strong you are, and they want you in our pack. They want you to marry me and be the next alpha’s wife. They want  your blood to flow through my offspring’s veins.” 

“Except  then  you  went  and  died,”  Brodie  cut  in  then  snickered.  “Don’t  make  a  habit  of  doing that. Everyone was gutted, especially Logan, obviously.” 

Amelia  rolled  her  eyes.  “Xanthia  and  I  didn’t  think  you  died.  Most  of  the  Omegals  refused  to believe it too.” 

A few laughed, but it was obvious everyone’s nerves were running high. Until an hour ago, most of the people in the room thought I was dead. 

“I’m  sorry  I  worried  everyone.”  I  squeezed  Logan’s  hand.  He  hadn’t  let  go  of  me  since  I’d emerged from the car. 

“Now that you’re back, it’s important that you know what a great honor has been bestowed on you,”  Laura  added.  Her  soft  tone  carried  through  the  room,  and  she  smiled  confidently.  “Change  is happening. You’re the first woman the elders have actively sought to marry an alpha. Before, it was simply something that was decided at birth based on birthright.” 

“But what about Crystal?” I asked. “What about Logan’s arranged marriage to her? Isn’t her pack angry?” 

Xanthia snorted. “This is where it gets good.” 

Logan angled toward me more. “It seems Lucas and I aren’t the only ones trying to change things. 

After the river event, Crystal pulled back from the wedding planning. She admitted to everyone that she didn’t want to marry me, that she just wanted to be an alpha’s wife, and as we all know, there’s somebody else that she loves at home.” Logan squeezed me harder. “She’s back with him, and while her parents aren’t happy about it, she’s dug her feet in. She wants things to change too.” 

“That chick means business.” Jake laughed. “Once she realized the elders were favoring you—

which she supported, by the way—she went back home and started raising hell. From what a buddy of mine has told me, she’s demanding change and rallying the women together.” 

My  breath  stopped,  a  smile  spreading  across  my  face  when  I  realized  Crystal   had  listened  to

what I’d suggested she try at the river. Of all of the women in the packs, Crystal was the one to create change as she led the younger generation. 

Alexander  rested  his  elbows  on  his  knees.  “She’s  even  rallying  the  lower-born  women.  She’s trying to band them all together to demand that the packs stop mistreating women.” 

Amelia  smiled.  “As  a  low-born  woman,  I’ve  found  it  amazing  to  see,  and  it’s  not  just  Crystal who’s  trying  to  change  things.  Logan,  Lucas,  Lila,  and  Laura  have  also  demanded  our  pack  start changing, too, and since Logan’s the next alpha…” She shrugged, eyeing Samuel warily. “It’s going to happen.  I  mean,  I  know  it’s  just  the  beginning,  and  some  of  the  elders  aren’t  thrilled,  but  it’s  about time we broke away from some of our ancient traditions.” 

Lucas slung an arm around her shoulder. “Isn’t that what I’ve been saying all along?” 

“We just needed a push in the right direction,” Lila added. She sat on the floor near her mother, her rosy cheeks glowing. “We needed someone like you, Daria, to come into the pack and stir it all up.” 

I could tell from Samuel’s rather reluctant and unsettled expression that not everyone shared the enthusiasm of the younger generation, but the young people would be the ones to lead the packs into the  future,  and  seeing  their  grit  and  drive  to  make  their  packs  a  more  inclusive  place  warmed  my heart. 

But as much as the thought of a future filled with equality elated me, one nagging realization still didn’t allow me to fully embrace the life Logan was offering. 

“I would still be gone most of the year, Logan, since I have to return to work and my tours. You know I want to marry you, but it would be a marriage in which we rarely saw each other. A marriage in which you rarely saw our child.” 

Lila  jumped  up,  an  eager  look  in  her  face.  “Oh  my  gosh,  she  doesn’t  know  what  you  started doing, Logan! And now that she’s not dead, you can get construction going again!” 

“Construction?” I asked. 

Xanthia laughed and winked at me. “Logan’s idea is a pretty rad solution to  that problem.” 

I swung my attention to Logan, my heart beating harder. “What was your idea?” 

His  lips  curved  up,  the  gesture  so  sexy  that  for  a  moment,  I  forgot  we  were  in  a  room  full  of people. It didn’t matter that he was unshaven and stinky and probably hadn’t slept in two weeks—he still looked sexier than any man I’d ever met. 

“Do you remember what I told you about sorcerer magic?” he asked. “About how it can toy with human memories and thought patterns?” 

“Yes, I remember.” 

“Well,  I  spoke  to  Wes,  back  at  the  SF,  about  our  dilemma,  and  he  agreed  to  dispatch  the sorcerers to Hidden Creek after the clinic is finished being built. He said it was the least the SF could do after the role you played in defeating Stephen.” 

My heart beat harder when I remembered the new building being constructed in town—the one in which construction had stopped. “A clinic? Here? You mean…” My heart pounded so fast I thought I was going to pass out. 

“Yes, Dar!” Cecile replied, clapping. “The dream you’ve always had of opening your own clinic and creating a home in one spot to raise a family … it’s going to come true!” 

Logan laughed when he saw my expression. “We started building the clinic about a month ago, but  then—”  He  swallowed  audibly.  “When  I  thought  you  died,  we  stopped  construction.”  A  tender look  filled  his  eyes,  and  he  pulled  me  closer.  “But  you’re  back,  and  you’re  alive.  We  can  start building  again,  and  the  clinic  can  be  open  by  spring.  When  it  does,  the  sorcerers  will  create  their

wards around it. Humans won’t be able to remember where it is or how they got there. Nobody will be able to find you or harass you.” 

“And  the  best  part  is  that  they  need  a  driver!”  Mike  said.  His  bushy  mustache  lifted  when  he smiled. “I’ll be shuttling your clients from Rawlings to here every day. Since I won’t be able to find the clinic, either, one of the wolves will take over at the magical border.” 

“You’re shuttling them from Rawlings?” 

“It’s an added protective measure,” Brodie replied. “We don’t want anyone to know the clinic is involved with Hidden Creek—you know, cause pack towns are so open and friendly to strangers.” He winked, getting a laugh out of me. 

“So that building I saw being constructed on the drive in, that’s really going to be my very own clinic?” I practically bounced in my seat at the thought of  that being where I did my healings. 

“That’s right, babe. It’ll be your clinic and yours alone. From here on, sick people will come to you. You won’t need to do your tours anymore, which means you can stay right here with me.” 

“The entire pack is pretty excited about it,” Lila added. “After seeing what you can do, everyone wants you to be their healer.” 

Tears  moistened  my  eyes  at  the  thought  of  what  the  future  held—a  future  I’d  never  thought possible. 

Chapter 28

Logan  and  I  stood  on  the  street  outside  of  the  clinic.  Construction  had  resumed  that  afternoon  once everyone knew I was alive and well and had returned from Emunda. The morning had been long and exhausting, as Logan and I visited with pack members before a lunchtime celebration was had at the community center. 

It was near evening, but that hadn’t stopped the construction. Banging sounds carried down the street, and snow flurries fell when Logan asked, “Have you heard from Crystal yet?” 

I wrapped my jacket tighter around me. “Yeah, we texted briefly over lunch. She sounded pretty fired  up  and  excited  about  being  back  home  in  Montana,  and  she  even  seemed  relieved  that  I  was okay. Her parents are still gobsmacked at the change in her, but it’s good for them. It’s good for all of us that the future will be different.” 

He grunted, his expression filling with pride. “See? I was right about my pack. I told you they’d love you. You should have believed me from the beginning.” 

I laughed and playfully poked his side. 

He threw an arm around me and pulled me close. Since he’d showered and shaved, he looked and smelled more like the Logan I remembered, but that haunted look still hadn’t left his eyes. He’d rarely let me out of sight or touching distance all day, as if afraid I would disappear. 

I had a feeling it would be a while before he fully believed that I wasn’t dead and was back to stay, and that there were no more threats to our future. 

“There’s something else I’d like to do.” He threaded his fingers through mine, and he tugged me back to his car. 

“What’s that?” 

His only reply was to open the car door for me. 

Fifteen  minutes  later,  I  still  hadn’t  pried  out  of  Logan  whatever  surprise  he  had  in  store.  All  I knew  was  that  wherever  we  were  going  it  was  out  of  town  but  not  too  far  from  his  parents’  house, since he pulled off the narrow highway onto a blacktop road only a quarter mile down the road. 

My eyes widened when he drove up the driveway to a small log home. “Whose house is this?” 

“It’s the new alpha headquarters.” 

I cocked my head at him. 

He shoved the car into park and turned it off. “I know you don’t like how big and grandiose my parents’ home is. Usually, an alpha would take up residence there when the power shifts in the pack, but I know you won’t accept the Omegals’ help with upkeep.” 

“Not unless they chose to help and we paid them fairly,” I agreed. 

He smiled. “Exactly. So I bought this place a few weeks after you left for Emunda, when I was still waiting for you to return. It’s small and easy for  us to care for but still close enough to the main house that we won’t have a hard time going there to help other pack members who need a place to stay.” 

“I  don’t  understand.  Even  if  we’re  not  there,  who  would  take  care  of  the  main  alpha  home  if pack  members  are  still  staying  there?  If  it’s  not  the  Omegals  doing  the  cooking  and  cleaning,  then who?” 

Logan shrugged. “Whoever stays there.” 

I raised my eyebrows. “What if it’s mainly  men staying there?” 

“Then I guess they’d better learn how to vacuum.” 

I laughed as we both stepped out of the car. 

“This way,” he said, coming to my side again before pulling me around the front. 

He gave me a tour of the property. The small home sat on five acres in the forest, near a bubbling creek. “There are four bedrooms. One for us, one for our future daughter, and one each for Cecile and Mike when they come to visit.” 

My smile grew when he unlocked the front door and we stepped inside. The small stone-floored foyer opened to a large living room with an open kitchen attached. The décor was similar to Logan’s old apartment at the SF—modern, sleek, and done in blues and grays. 

“Do you like it?” he asked, sounding worried. 

“I  love  it,  although  it  needs  a  few  pictures  on  the  walls,”  I  replied,  running  my  hand  over  the bare drywall. 

“I was hoping you could help with that.” He pulled me toward the back of the house. I peeked into  each  room  we  passed  as  more  tingles  of  excitement  ran  through  me.  My  own  home.  I’d  never thought such a thing was possible, but with each step we took, Logan grew tenser. 

“Is everything okay?” I asked him. 

He didn’t reply and instead pulled me into the master bedroom. 

My breath stopped when I saw the glow of a hundred candles and dozens of freshly cut roses all around the room. 

“Their  smell  reminds  me  of  you.”  He  slipped  his  arm  around  my  waist  and  pulled  me  flush against him. Pushing my hair back, he kissed my neck. 

I  instinctively  reached  up  to  wrap  my  arms  around  him.  He  kissed  me  again,  right  where  my mark used to be. The crescent-moon shape had disappeared when my father broke our bond. 

“How did you do all of this?” I asked in wonder. The room was truly magical. 

“You know at lunch when Alex, Brodie, and Jake left early? Well, they  may have been helping set this up.” 

My breath caught, my insides flipping at the romantic gesture. 

“I want to make you mine again, Daria,” Logan said softly. “If you’ll have me.” 

His whispered statement, laced with a twinge of apprehension, made my lips part. “You want to claim me again?” 

His dark eyes bored into mine as his alpha magic rose. He nodded then added, “If you’ll have me this time. I won’t ever force it on you again, not even if Collin turns up.” 

My brow furrowed. “What ever happened to Collin?” 

He frowned. “Nobody knows. After the river incident, he took off. Not even his family knows where he is.” A disturbed look entered Logan’s eyes. “Some say he’s gone rogue.” 

I shivered, hoping that wasn’t the case. 

“But wherever he is, I will  never force anything on you again, but if you choose to be with me here in Hidden Creek and stay with me, I will worship you until the day I die and spend the rest of my life trying to make you the happiest woman to ever lead a pack. If you’ll let me, this time when I claim you, I want you to willingly accept my magic inside you.” 

I melted against him, my love for him feeling stronger than it ever had before. “But I will never give you a son,” I said quietly. “And you know whose blood our child will truly carry. It won’t be yours. It will be my archangel father’s. Are you sure you can live with that?” 

“I’ve already thought of that, and I still want to marry you, even knowing I will never have a son

to take my place.” 

“Will you still love my daughter like she’s yours?” 

His grip tightened, his expression turning tender. “Of course I will. Just because she won’t be of my blood doesn’t mean she won’t be  my daughter. I’ll love her as much as I love you.” 

Hearing  that  solidified  that  Logan  truly  was  open  to  changing  his  pack  and  the  ways  of  the werewolf world. I lifted my chin, any lingering doubt over us having a future together vanishing in the blink of an eye. 

“Make  me  yours,  Logan,”  I  said,  curling  my  fingers  through  the  hair  at  the  nape  of  his  neck. 

“Claim me now. I’ve never wanted something more.” 

The light around his irises grew, and a soft growl came from his throat. He lifted me against him before laying me back on the bed, and amidst the flickering candles and blooming roses, he held me in his arms and made love to me as I spread my legs and bared my neck. 

That time, when his magic seeped into my veins, wound around my heart, and sealed me forever as  his  mate,  I  knew  that  our  bond  would  be  strong,  and  no  matter  what  life  threw  at  us,  we  would figure it out together. 

Epilogue

 Six months later

“Daria  looks  so  beautiful,  don’t  you  think?”  A  blond  angel  leaned  forward,  clutching  her  angel sister’s hand. 

“I  knew  she  would,”  Faith,  Daria’s  mother  and  the  newest  angel  to  join  the  Gresham  tribe  in heaven, replied. “I always pictured her in a simple yet elegant wedding dress. It suits her perfectly.” 

“She’s special, that one,” another ancestor said. “I knew she was when she had the strength to call forth her banished dark power.” 

Faith leaned closer to watch her daughter’s wedding taking place on earth. Her eyes misted over. 

“I always knew my daughter was special. I only wish she knew that I was watching her.” 

Alice squeezed her hand. “She knows, sweetheart. She knows. And when her time comes, she’ll join us here, just like the daughter she’s to birth will one day join us too.” 

“But hopefully that won’t be for many years to come,” Faith replied. 

Daniel chuckled from where he stood amongst the tribe of Gresham women. “I don’t think our maker is calling her home anytime soon.” 

Alice laughed. “Quite right. Daria still has many years left on earth. She’s only just begun all that she’s destined to do. Her life won’t be cut short, not like ours was.” 

“She’s done well,” Xavier agreed. “As you all did during your time on earth.” 

“And the wolves?” an ancestor asked. “How do you think they’ll react when Daria’s daughter is born?” 

“If  Logan’s  protectiveness  of  Daria  is  similar  to  how  he’ll  be  toward  his  daughter,  we  have nothing to fear,” Daniel replied. 

Xavier nodded in agreement. 

“We’ve  never  had  a  Gresham  born  from  a  father  of  alpha  blood.  Will  she  still  resemble  you, Xavier?” another distant ancestor asked as she stepped closer to the window in heaven to peer down at the wedding taking place on earth. 

“I don’t know, but only time will tell,” Xavier replied. “A child has never been born of angel, witch, and werewolf descent, and Logan’s magic is very strong. We shall all have to wait to see what she becomes.” 

Faith smiled, her lips curving up as she watched Logan place a ring on her daughter’s finger. 

Alice  laughed.  “Something  tells  me  that  my  great-granddaughter  is  going  to  be  even  more  than what we expect.” 

~   THE END   ~

Author’s Note

If you’re reading this part, I’m guessing that you read the entire Supernatural Community series. Thank you  for  reading  my  work!  And  I’m  also  guessing  that  after  that  ending,  you’re  wondering  if  there’s more to come with Daria, Logan, and the gang. Well, perhaps there will be. :) While this first series is complete, I’m not ready yet to leave this world, so I left a few teasers of potential  storylines  in  new  books.  The  Supernatural  Community  world  has  endless  possibilities  for stories and characters. I’m excited by the idea of creating a new series in the same world, and yes, don’t worry—if I do that, you’ll get updates on Logan, Daria, and their future daughter. 

If you’re interested in reading more about the Supernatural Community, visit my website to join my newsletter so you don’t miss future releases. 

Anyway, I’ll leave it with that. Thank you again, and while I return to the writing cave to create fresh  stories,  check  out  my  other  series  to  keep  you  busy  in  the  meantime.  Simply  turn  the  page  to learn more. 
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Also by Krista Street

If you enjoy Krista Street’s writing, make sure you check out her other complete series! 

 The Complete Makanza Series – Dystopian Romance A deadly virus. A brilliant young researcher. And an infected survivor who threatens to steal her heart. 

 The Complete Lost Children Series – YA Paranormal Fantasy Lena’s not the only one with a supernatural power and mysterious tattooed symbol. The dark-eyed man she’s drawn to may share her forgotten past. 

Thank you

Thank you for reading  Angel in Embers, the final book in the Supernatural Community series. 

If you enjoy Krista Street’s writing, make sure you visit her website. You can join her newsletter to hear about new releases and also learn about Krista’s other books and series. You’ll also be the first to hear about new books to come. Links to her social media platforms are available on every page. 

https://www.kristastreet.com

If you would like to follow Krista on Amazon, visit her Amazon Author Page and click on the yellow button labeled, “Follow.” Amazon will email you when Krista releases new books. 

Finally, if you enjoyed  Angel in Embers, please consider posting a review on Amazon. Authors rely heavily on readers reviewing their work. Even one sentence helps a lot. Thank you so much if you do! 

♥

Thanks again for reading Krista’s work! She hopes to meet you again in another novel soon. :)
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