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      “Call off your wolf, and we can talk.”

      “Like hell,” Jon Hawkins growled through clenched teeth.

      I could barely hear anything. It was like this world had gotten sucked into a seashell and everything was being drowned out. I didn’t know how else to describe it. I blinked, hoping what I was seeing was some kind of magic or something I was imagining. There was no way my grandfather was involved with this. He was dead, he was supposed to be dead.

      But I knew those periwinkle blue eyes anywhere. Deep down, in my gut, I knew it was him.

      My grandfather stayed silent, even though Jon tried to bait him. It was like he didn’t even notice Jon’s presence, like he didn’t care, even though Jon could shift into a wolf and tear out his throat. In fact, I was surprised Jon hadn’t done that yet. Even though my grandfather had his weapon drawn, even though I was pretty sure there were silver bullets in that barrel, and one would put down Jon easily.

      I couldn’t let that happen.

      “You know you have a lot of questions,” he said. “I have a lot of answers.”

      “On the record?” I asked. Because if he was going to talk, might as well push him to tell me everything he could so I could then tell the city of Perry how high the corruption went. The new mayor, everything that had happened with Stephanie Guzman, all of it was because of some secret shadow agency deeply embedded in the government.

      My grandfather barked out a laugh. It was the only time he took his eyes off of me. I swallowed, not expecting that reaction from him. I reached up and began to fiddle with my cross. It did nothing to stop the erratic beat of my heart, but it gave me something to focus on, and that was enough for me. For now.

      “Oh, yes, I forgot you were a journalist,” he said. “You’ve been on a roll with what you’ve discovered, haven’t you?”

      “That’s neither here nor there,” I said, trying to brush off his statement. I wasn’t sure if it was supposed to be a compliment or if it was more along the lines of remarking on what a pain in the ass I had been. “If you want to talk, I want it to be on the record. The people have a right to know what’s going on.”

      My grandfather laughed again. Jon shifted next to me, tense and hulking, waiting to see what was going to happen, waiting for me to direct him. I wished he didn’t leave it up to me to make that decision. I didn’t feel like it was fair. There was too much riding on this for him; for me, it was personal. I wanted answers for Jon, but I wanted answers for me as well. And more than anything, I wanted to finally find out what happened to Richard.

      “You know, I didn’t think you’d be this funny,” he said. “But you are. You have Richard’s sense of humor.”

      “Don’t.” My voice was low, biting. How dare he bring up Richard, his own son, to me directly, knowing that I was trying desperately to solve what happened to my uncle.

      “Don’t what? I thought you came for the truth.” He nodded at Jon. “Now, send your dog away and you and I can talk.”

      “I’m not leaving,” Jon said, growling. “The only reason I haven’t ripped you to shreds is out of respect for her.”

      I didn’t need to face him to know that he meant me. I clenched my teeth together. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. I didn’t want Jon to hold back. This was what he had been after for so long – revenge. Revenge against the people who made him what he was: a monster. At least, he thought he was a monster. It turned out, my grandfather was the person responsible for what Jon was. How could he still care about my feelings, knowing someone in my family was responsible for what he was?

      “Son, you don’t have much of a choice,” my grandfather said. His entire demeanor changed once he spoke to Jon rather than to me. Everything about him tensed, his eyes darkened, and his lips twisted into a scowl. Sometimes, when people got angry, they looked ridiculous due to an exaggeration of their feelings. My grandfather did not. He looked scary even though Jon beat him in height and weight. There was something about the air of experience and knowledge he had that intimidated me in a way I couldn’t explain. “Either let me speak to my granddaughter – alone – or I’ll take you out right here. Why don’t you run off to your friends, the hacker and the witch, hmm? I’m sure they’re waiting to see what’s going on.”

      How did he know what they were? How could my grandfather know that Robby was a hacker, that Gwen was a witch? Unless he had been keeping tabs on me all this time… But how?

      “See?” He looked back at me and that twinkle came back into his eye. “I’m sure you have questions. I can give you the answers.”

      “No.”

      “Jon.” I pressed my lips together. The last thing I wanted was to upset him. At the same time, I didn’t want Jon to throw away this one opportunity to get vital information.

      “You can’t be serious, Red,” he said. I could hear the disappointment in his tone and my cheeks pinched with shame. Regardless, I knew I needed to talk to my grandfather. I needed to understand what had happened. Because this was unacceptable. It made no sense. “He’s going to kill you.”

      “She’s my family,” my grandfather snapped. “Blood won’t kill blood.”

      “Richard?” I arched a brow. “Aren’t you the one responsible for what happened to Richard? You can’t expect me to believe that he had a construction accident.”

      “Of course I don’t expect you to believe that,” my grandfather said. “I didn’t kill him. Hugo did.”

      Jon snorted. Clearly, he didn’t believe my grandfather. I couldn’t blame him, either. But I needed information and my grandfather was willing to give it to me. Whether or not it was the truth, I couldn’t say for sure. But it might get me leads. It might get me a way to take down what was going on so it wouldn’t happen again.

      “Jon,” I said in a low voice.

      It took him a beat to rip his eyes away from my grandfather and fix them on me. He blinked once, as though he couldn’t quite believe what he was hearing, what I was saying. Guilt coiled around my heart, made of barbed wire, squeezing, pressing, choking my chest until it was difficult for me to breathe. However, I held Jon’s stare. As much as I wanted him with me, as much as I wanted him to hear this too, I needed him to understand that we weren’t going to get what we came for if we didn’t play the game.

      “No, Lara. No.”

      He never said my name unless it was a special circumstance. Unless he was serious about something. I knew this, and yet, it didn’t do anything except tighten the guilt around my heart even more. I sucked in a breath, trying not to let it show, trying not to show that this hurt me. I needed to be strong. I needed him to understand.

      “Jon, this is the only way. You know this.”

      His Adam’s apple bobbed up and down. He swallowed, uncertainty clear in his eyes. I wanted to pull him into my arms. I wanted to beg him to trust me. But I didn’t open my mouth. Instead, I waited.

      “We can find another way. We can.”

      “Can we?” I asked in a whisper, my voice cracking slightly. I swallowed, hoping to prevent that from happening again. “Jon, you want information.”

      “I want death for everyone involved,” he corrected through a growl. He shifted his eyes over to my grandfather. “Everyone. I want to make sure other men, other military men and women on the verge of dying never have to go through what I did. Never have to be turned into some sort of weapon to be used at the disposal of men who never fought in the field.”

      “Say what you want about me, but I was there on the frontline,” my grandfather said. His voice wasn’t exactly gentle, but he wasn’t offended at Jon’s incorrect assumption.

      For a moment, I had to take what was going on in. How was my grandfather still alive? How had Jon refrained from killing him, regardless of who he was to me? How was I talking to this person who probably killed my uncle – the only family I thought I had left until now – like we were talking about one of those forms I had to fill out at the doctor’s office? It was so surreal, it was difficult for me to wrap my head around it.

      “Where do you think I got the idea for Project Bloodshade in the first place?” my grandfather continued. “My friends died all around me. I had to carry body parts back just to be able to try and identify people with. You think I want others to have to experience that?” His voice rose with each passing word until he got to the part where he was barking. His passion for the project he created that had ruined Jon’s life seemed to be the only thing that could ruffle his feathers. I made a mental note of it. Maybe that might come in handy in the future, I didn’t know. “I know you would have died without the project. Is that what you would have wanted? To die?”

      “I didn’t get a choice,” Jon returned, his voice gravelly and low.

      “No, you didn’t,” my grandfather agreed. I didn’t know how, but he still held the gun without wavering. If it had been me, I was sure my arm would have tired out and I would have dropped it to the floor already. “We chose for you. No one who falls behind gets left behind.”

      “Don’t bullshit me with your moral choices, your moral decisions,” Jon returned. “You needed test subjects for this and I happened to fit your criteria. You killed me. You had Yvonne fucking find me and recruit me for your project. You purposefully killed my unit just to see who you could bring back to life. You and everyone involved, you’re all sick fucks, and I plan to bring down every single one of you. You know that, right? You’re dead. Everyone is dead.”

      My grandfather said nothing about Jon’s outburst. I was surprised he had one. Jon had always been cool and reserved, but apparently, my grandfather knew how to elicit a reaction from him just as Jon knew how to get one from my grandfather.

      “Are you done?” my grandfather asked. “Because if you are, I’d like to talk to my granddaughter now, and I’d prefer to not have you present since you clearly can’t control your temper.”

      Jon snarled. I reached out and placed a hand on his forearm. He stilled under my touch and I swallowed, trying to keep my face a mask of indifference. I didn’t want my grandfather to know that I cared about Jon more than I should, that I was on the precipice of loving him, when I knew that there was no chance he would allow himself to feel the same way about me. How could he? Jon was a man on a mission, and I knew that the second we locked eyes and he saved my life. That didn’t stop me from caring. Hell, it made it even worse. But that wasn’t my grandfather’s business, even if he picked up on it, even if he figured it out.

      God, I did not want him to figure it out. I did not want Jon used against me. I knew I would do anything for his safety. Anything. He was my weakness through and through.  

      “First,” I said, taking a step forward. I hoped to position myself in front of Jon, almost as though I wanted to shield him from my grandfather’s view. If I could do that, hopefully my grandfather would stay focused on me and not Jon, especially since Jon was not keeping his mouth shut and making a spectacle of himself. I understood his reasoning behind it – hell, I could feel his fury from where I stood – but regardless, he needed to control himself, or else it was going to blow up in our faces. “You have to let Jon go.”

      “That’s what I said I’d do,” my grandfather pointed out. There was an edge of impatience to his tone, but he quickly swallowed it.

      I blinked. Even though I had been talking to this man the past ten minutes or so, it still struck me that he was in front of me, sporting a decorated beige uniform. There was a small part of me that longed to throw my arms around him, to ask him to tell me stories of the parents I barely remember, since he was my only living connection to my family now. But the other part of me, the one more prevalent and strong and unforgiving, reminded myself that he was probably responsible for Richard’s death. He could claim Hugo was acting independently, but how was I supposed to believe that?

      “I mean,” I pushed, “you can’t send one of your goons to grab him the second he steps out of the room. You think I don’t know how you people work?”

      “I suppose it depends on your definition of you people,” my grandfather said slowly. For some reason, admiration seemed to twinkle in his periwinkle eyes. “If I tell you something, you have my word.”

      Jon scoffed. I ignored him. I understood it was hard to take anyone involved with Project Bloodshade at their word, but the least Jon could do was let him talk. Talking might give us necessary information he might otherwise not intend to slip out. It was a classic trick journalists and other people who interviewed people used in order to get more information without asking for it: just sit there and shut up. Typically, the silence became overwhelming and people talked more than they otherwise might have.

      “You’re telling us that you want us to just believe what you say?” Jon asked. “Why the fuck should we trust anything that comes out of your mouth?”

      “Because I’m a man of my word,” my grandfather said. He kept his eyes on me. He didn’t want to give Jon any of his attention, like he was some annoying fly who kept buzzing around, and instead of trying to swat him, he refused to acknowledge the fly’s presence.

      “And how can we trust you?” I asked, repeating Jon’s question. “You say we can trust your word, but you’ve given us no reason to believe that that’s true.”

      “Haven’t I?” My grandfather raised his brows and nodded to the gun in his hand. “I haven’t killed him, even though I could have put him down ten minutes ago. But I know he means something to you, Lara, though I’m not quite sure what that is.”

      “I would have dodged your shot,” Jon said.

      “Unlikely.” My grandfather finally released his arm and let it fall, controlled, to his side. His finger was still on the trigger, and despite his age, I had a feeling that he was faster than either Jon or I anticipated. “You’re more concerned about her than you are about yourself. I respect that. She is my granddaughter after all. But I won’t hesitate to kill you if I have to.” He turned his attention back to me. “I think you know I’m telling the truth. His feelings for you have forced him to halt his desire to kill me, especially since discovering who I am to you, which means he’s lost his power. I will not kill him – my men will not kill him – but I want to speak to you alone. You have questions. I have answers.”

      “Whatever you say to me, you can say to Jon.” I fingered my cross again, knowing I was starting to waver. I did have questions. Jon had questions. And it seemed like the only way we were going to get to those questions was if I talked to him alone, if we did what he wanted. Jon might not like it, but it seemed like the only solution.

      “Maybe,” my grandfather allowed, “but that doesn’t mean I want to. I haven’t seen you since you were a baby.”

      “A baby?” I asked. “Everyone thought you were dead – before I was even born.”

      My grandfather was silent for a long moment, but in that silence, I realized something. If a man I thought was dead was actually alive, there might be plenty more secrets I didn’t know. Which meant there was a chance he could have seen me as a baby. Obviously, I wouldn’t have remembered anything. He would, though. And maybe there were other people who would also be privy to the same information.

      “I saw you three times in your life,” my grandfather said. “When you were first born, the night before your third birthday, and the Christmas when you were five.” He paused. “I was also at your parents’ funeral.”

      I stepped back. Jon pressed a hand against the small of my back, offering me support. I was grateful because I desperately needed it.

      “Let me talk to you, Lara,” he said. “You want answers. I have them. And I won’t kill Mr. Hawkins. At least, not right now. Eventually, he will have to be put down like a rabid dog. But for now, I promise you, he will be safe.”

      I swallowed. “What answers do you have?” I asked in a low voice.

      “All of them,” he replied. “For one, who really killed your parents.”
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      “Can we have a minute?” I knew it was a dumb question. My grandfather was the guy with the gun, so clearly, he controlled the situation. At the same time, I needed time to think about this. I needed space to digest everything.

      “Fine,” my grandfather said, nodding once. He shifted his eyes over to Jon and kept them there, even though he was still speaking to me. “I’ll give you three. But if your dog tries to come after me, I won’t hesitate to put him down.”

      “He’s not a dog, Grandpa,” I said before I could stop myself. I didn’t bother hiding the annoyed tone in my voice. I hated when anyone called Jon a name, especially one that was so derogatory. But I wasn’t focused on that. I was more surprised that I actually called him grandpa. He seemed just as surprised because he nodded once, seemingly indicating that he would stop referring to Jon as such. I wasn’t sure if it was true or not, but he left the room.

      “I should kill him,” Jon said when the door shut softly, leaving the two of us alone. “I’m sorry, Red. I’m not trying to upset you. But he is the one I’ve been waiting for.”

      “I could say the same thing,” I replied, crossing my arms over my chest. The second the words came out of me, I knew this was going to be a fight. This wasn’t going to go well for the two of us. I knew that in my gut. But I pressed on. “Jon, this isn’t any random person. This is my family.”

      “You consider that guy your family?” Jon asked, before scoffing.

      “You wouldn’t understand,” I murmured, heading to the window. I wrapped my arms around myself, suddenly cold, even though nothing actually changed in this room.

      “What?” Jon asked, narrowing his eyes. “Because I don’t have a family?”

      I closed my eyes, tilting my head up to the ceiling, as though I could ask God for guidance on how to handle the current situation that was playing out in front of me. Except, I had no idea what to do.

      “You know that wasn’t what I meant,” I said, trying to keep my voice down, trying not to have a tone. The last thing I wanted was to start a fight with him, especially if my grandfather was right outside, listening. He would probably relish any conflict between me and Jon, and then try to use it against us whenever he could. I didn’t want Jon to be in the middle of it. Hell, I didn’t want to be in the middle of that.

      “Well, what did you mean?” Jon shot back. He defaulted to pacing, a purposeful step, aggressive but not quite stomping. I had seen him do it many times before now. “Because it sounded like you meant that you were conflicted because of personal reasons. You don’t think I got those too?”

      “Of course you do,” I said. I crossed the room to him, placing myself in his path. Instead of stopping, instead of letting me wrap my arms around him, he sidestepped me and went around me. That, more than a slap across my face, broke my heart. I closed my eyes. For some reason, tears pricked my eyes. The last thing I wanted to do was cry in front of Jon. It was pathetic and it made me seem like I was a child crying because she wasn’t getting her way. And I wasn’t. “I’m not saying you don’t.”

      “Then, what are you saying?” He was suddenly right behind me. Even though we weren’t touching, I could feel him there. Everything inside of me stilled. Everything inside of me tensed. I wanted him to touch me, to reach out and reassure me that everything was going to be okay. But he didn’t. He kept his distance. Even an inch or two away from me was too far away from me.

      I took a deep breath. I needed to figure out what I wanted to say without offending him. At the same time, he would know if I lied to him, and lying to Jon was one of the grave offenses he refused to tolerate.

      “I’ll tell you,” I said, “but you have to let me talk. You can’t jump in and interrupt me.”

      There was a moment of silence. Even though my back was to him, I knew he was rolling his eyes and maybe crossing his arms across his chest. “Fine.” The word was crisp, like a flake of snow, sharper than it appeared.

      I winced, suddenly glad he couldn’t see me or my reaction to him. I took another breath, hoping he couldn’t hear how shaky it was but knowing, with his supernatural abilities, he did.

      “You don’t have a family,” I said. He winced at my words and I immediately regretted them. I shouldn’t have pushed. It didn’t matter if I was right or wrong or whatever. None of it mattered. But they were out in the open now and I couldn’t take them back. If anything, I had to push forward. I had to at least respect him enough to tell him how I felt, even if it hurt him. “You don’t know what it’s like to lose something, someone who basically stepped up for you when…” I let my voice trail off. My eyes filled with tears and I flared my nostrils, trying to control myself. I didn’t want to start crying. Not here. Not now. “It’s just, my grandfather is my family. He knows what happened to my uncle, to my parents. I can’t not listen to what he has to say.”

      “Lara,” he said. “Maybe the men in my unit weren’t blood, but they were my brothers. I experienced things with them I will never experience with anyone else. And your grandfather killed them for his experiment.”

      “I’m not defending him,” I said quickly. “I just want to listen to what he has to say. I think we owe –“

      “We don’t owe him shit,” Jon bit out, throwing his arms out like he was pissed I would even suggest such a thing.

      I clenched my teeth together. “If you would just let me finish,” I said slowly, “I was going to say that we owe it to ourselves to see what he has to say. You’re the one who wants answers. You’re the one who wants to know what’s going on, who’s involved, and what the plan is for the future of Project Bloodshade, right?” When he didn’t answer, I pushed on, knowing that at least he was listening. “Well, I’m telling you what I think, Jon. I’m telling you that if anyone knows anything, it’s my grandfather.”

      Jon opened his mouth and I braced myself, waiting for his comeback. I crossed my arms over my chest tightly, trying to keep myself from saying anything stupid in front of him. I didn’t want to interrupt him and I definitely didn’t want to lash out with a raised voice or a dismissive tone. I had learned the hard way that Jon didn’t respond well to either of those things and if I wanted him to understand my point of view, I was going to have to control myself.

      “I know,” he finally said, catching me off-guard.

      I dropped my arms to my sides and raised my brows. “Y-you do?” I asked.

      He reached up and rubbed his forehead. It almost seemed as though he was trying to find the right words to say and was getting frustrated that he couldn’t.

      “He’s your only family, like you said,” he allowed, each word coming out slowly, softly. Tension rolled off of him in waves, like this was difficult for him to do. I wanted to reach out to him, to show him just how much I appreciated the effort because I knew it, but I kept my hand to myself. Touch could sometimes help a situation, and, at others, it could be gasoline on an open fire. I didn’t want to make things worse by touching Jon even though I wanted to. “I understand why you want to talk to him. I understand why you want to give him this chance. But I…” He shook his head. “I just don’t understand why you’re so willing to trust his word when you’ve thought he’s been dead for years and years, for your whole life.”

      He made a good point. As much as I didn’t want to admit that, I had to. My grandfather, at least, was a liar. He hid himself from me, from Richard. Richard had dedicated his life to getting justice for his father because he thought my grandfather was alive, and he got killed for it. If my grandfather knew and let that happen to his own son…

      I should be scared. I shouldn’t trust my grandfather. But I wanted to hear his side of the story. I wanted to give him the opportunity to talk to me, to tell me everything.

      “I just…” I rubbed my lips together, trying to find the words that would make sense to Jon, to get him to understand. I took a step back and turned my back to him, my eyes running up the gold wallpaper. I wanted to sit down somewhere, my body utterly exhausted, but sitting would put me in a vulnerable position and I couldn’t have that. “You experienced something like this with Yvonne. Did we not raid her office, looking for clues about what’s going on?”

      “Yeah, we raided her office,” Jon said, taking a step towards me. “It wasn’t like the two of us went to some café and chatted over her betrayal of me over lattes.”

      “But if you could talk to her about it, if she was willing to tell you everything, wouldn’t you listen to her?” I asked.

      I reached up to my necklace again, hoping those words would be enough, hoping God might give me better ones if these ones didn’t work. I didn’t know why I was nervous. I would speak to my grandfather whether Jon wanted me to or not, but I wanted Jon to understand. I didn’t want to shake his faith in me, but I also didn’t want to have to compromise my own wants to appease what he wanted. I felt caught and unsure of what to do.

      Jon opened his mouth to say something, then thought better of it, before shutting it. He let out a breath through his nose, his nostrils flaring. Slowly, he walked over to me, sidestepping the bed. I stilled my body even though I didn’t want to get caught up in him. It might distract me from everything, and a distraction was the last thing I needed right now.

      “Honestly, Lara, I don’t know what I would do,” he said. “Things have gotten… complicated since I’ve come back.”

      I tilted my head to the side, frowning. Was he referring to me? To our relationship? Jon returned because he needed my help and I gave it to him. He left again, thinking he had everything he needed in order to get that revenge he so desperately wanted. But the truth of the matter was, he came back because he needed my help. Again. He was willing to risk me for what he needed to extract his revenge.

      And I didn’t blame him for it. I didn’t get mad. Even when things got more intimate between us, even when I was sure I was falling for him despite the warning bells going off around me, I saw things from his perspective, I made sure to understand, because if I didn’t, I would be confronted with the fact that Jon was selfish. He only wanted one thing. Maybe I complicated that, maybe I was just his distraction, but I realized we wanted different things. He wanted to put everyone down, and I wanted to understand. I wanted information. I wanted justice.

      “Would you care to elaborate?” I asked, perking my brows. I curled red hair behind my ear, trying not to be jerky with my movements. The last thing I wanted was Jon thinking I was mad at him because then he might pull away and make it impossible to have any sort of meaningful conversation. “About things being complicated?”

      “I don’t… I don’t think I have to,” he returned. His eyes never leave mine and we shared a look. I knew what that meant. I knew what – or who, I corrected myself – the complication implied.

      Me.

      “You know,” I said, dropping my arm to my side, “I don’t have to be a complication for you anymore, Jon. That was the last thing I ever wanted to be, especially for you.”

      “Lara,” he said, his voice edged with annoyance.

      I held up my hand. “No,” I said through gritted teeth. “You don’t get to tell me what to do. You don’t get to tell me what to say or how I feel or any of that bullshit. I had a life before you came back. I was taking self-defense classes. I was dating. I was fine. I survived without you, and I would do it again.”

      “Good.” Jon’s voice was like the crack of a whip. It hit me all the same and I fluttered my eyes, taking a step back. He couldn’t be serious, could he? Maybe it wasn’t fair of me to expect him to play fair when I just lashed out, but the conversation was slipping away from me, it was difficult for me to get a handle on it. “That’s what I’ve always wanted. You think I want to be with you?”

      I took a step back. If Jon would have slapped me, the pain would be much less. For a minute, I saw regret flash in Jon’s dark eyes, but then it vanished, and I couldn’t be sure if I was projecting what I wanted to see in them or if I actually saw it. Not that it mattered. Jon said enough.

      “I never asked you to be with me,” I managed to get out. There was no emotion in my voice. I felt… nothing. Numb. Dead. Like Jon took the life from me and smothered it with his words. “I’m not going to force you to if it’s just going to complicate things. I’m not forcing you to be with me. It’s not like I had a gun to your head.”

      “Lara…”

      “No!” I exclaimed, surprising myself. I glanced over at the door, hoping my grandfather didn’t overhear. I didn’t need him listening in on a lover’s quarrel – although I wasn’t sure if it even counted as a lover’s quarrel. Maybe I should just call it a complicated argument. “You do not get to call me Lara. You do not get that right anymore.”

      Jon clenched his teeth together. He was trying to tell me something in his stare, but I couldn’t read it. My heart clenched. How could I not read Jon’s face? I was so good at it before. But now, my head was mixed up with things like my grandfather returning and this blind desire to get information from him. Most of it was for me, but some of it I wanted for Jon. I wanted to bring him peace.

      “This isn’t supposed to be how things end between us, Lara,” he said in a low voice, staring at the floor. He clenched his jaw again, and it was like he stabbed my heart. I knew, at that moment, that Job was saying goodbye.

      “But you’re saying it was always going to end,” I said. Tears pricked at my eyes and I cursed myself. This was not what I wanted. I didn’t want to say goodbye to Jon, and I certainly didn’t want to cry in front of him. But I didn’t know what else to do at this point. I scoffed, through the pain, through the heartbreak, through it all. “I’m not even surprised. Why would I be?” I shook my head. “Was any of it real, then? Anything? Or was I always temporary?”

      Jon picked up his gaze and let out a breath through his nose, flaring his nostrils as he did so. I lifted a finger, tilting my head to the side.

      “Do not look at me that way,” I said, my voice strained. “Do not look at me like you’re sorry, like you would take it all back.”

      “I would,” he said. “If it meant I didn’t have to hurt you…”

      “What, all because I want to have a conversation alone with my grandfather?” I asked. The tears fell at this point. I didn’t bother wiping them away. I couldn’t bring myself to make it obvious how heartbroken I was, even though me crying already did that. “You’re just going to stop because of that?”

      “I can’t do this anymore.” He stepped back from me. “I can’t be distracted anymore. You have your grandfather, which means you have answers you and your family have been looking for your whole life. I still have a job to do.”

      I clenched my teeth together, trying to get a hold of my emotions. I reached up and wiped at my cheeks. I didn’t like having to do it, just because it made it obvious that I was upset, but I didn’t care.

      “And what does that mean?” I managed to get out. I wanted to hiccup, but I swallowed the telling gesture by glaring at Jon.

      “It means I’m leaving, Lara,” he said, “and this time, I’m not coming back.”

      I wanted to roll my eyes. I wanted to stomp my foot like a toddler. I wanted to lash out and point out that this wasn’t the first time he told me that. But I didn’t. I was tired of fighting, even with him.

      “Was any of it real?” I asked as he headed for the window.

      I didn’t expect an answer. He said nothing as he managed to open the window and climb onto the fire escape. Tears pricked my eyes once again and I bit back a scream of frustration. At the last minute, he popped in his head and locked eyes with me.

      “It was all real.”
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      I quickly wiped the tears from my face, clawing at my cheeks as quickly as I could. The last thing I needed was for my grandfather to come in and see me crying like a baby over a man. I wasn’t that type of person, and I didn’t want him to think I was. I didn’t know why it was so important for me to earn my grandfather’s respect. He was a bad guy. At least, if he was responsible for Project Bloodshade, if he was the reason an entire Marine unit died just to be brought back and repurposed as government weapons, what did that say about him other than the fact that he was a monster.

      And yet, it was difficult for me to reconcile the two things – that monster was my grandfather, a man my uncle and I both assumed was dead.

      Once I finished wiping away my tears, I took a deep breath. I didn’t have a mirror in front of me or access to a sink. I couldn’t wash my face and pretend that everything was all right. Instead, I needed to confront the fact that I had no idea what to do. I was here for information, but what then? When I got it, was he going to let me leave? That didn’t seem likely. However, I didn’t get the sense that he would kill me, either.

      I cleared my throat and took my necklace in my hand. Squeezing my eyes shut, I tilted my head up and said a prayer. Please, God, offer me protection and information. Please, let this finally be the beginning of the end.

      I opened my eyes and moved into the living room. My grandfather was still standing, hands behind his back, back facing the room I just came out of. I had no idea what he had been doing while Jon and I talked, but instead of standing, I didn’t see any hint of what that might be.

      “Uh, Mr. Brown?”

      My grandfather turned and gave me a smile. I stilled when I saw it. There was so much of Richard in that smile that it took everything in me not to tear up at the sight of it. I hadn’t seen Richard in months, not since he died, and to feel like he was in front of me again felt nothing short of a miracle.

      “I’m a general, Lara,” he corrected me, though his tone was gentle. “You can refer to me as General, or you can call me grandpa. My kids called my father Papa. Not sure how that suits you, but it’s a thought.”

      I swallowed. Once again, I was filled with more conflict than I wanted. How I longed to hear my grandfather’s voice. How I longed to have some sort of sweet nickname to refer him to that would distinguish him as mine, as special. How I longed to meet the man that Richard risked everything for, the man he idealized to the point of ignorance. Because if my grandfather was behind everything, Richard died for nothing. He risked his life for a man who defined the word evil. And I was having trouble making sense of that in my head.

      “Right,” I said. I pressed my hands down my stomach, trying to wipe the perspiration from my skin. “Jon is… well, we’re alone. You’ll keep to your word?”

      Just because Jon and I didn’t end things on the best of terms didn’t mean I wanted anything to happen to him. I wanted him safe and away from my grandfather. I wanted him away from all of this.

      “Good.” His eyes went to the window. “I already called my men off when I came into the living room alone. Good thing, too, because we expected Hawkins to go out that way, if not out in a body bag.”

      “Why?” I took a step towards him, my nose wrinkling at the thought of Jon being… gone. Dead. “Why would you put him down after everything you already did to him? How is that fair to him?”

      “Fair?” My grandfather itched at his Adam’s apple, chuckling. “Oh, my sweet, girl. Life isn’t fair. But you know this. Why do you think you like journalism? It’s one of the ways you can make sense of the world. You get to control the narrative. You get to make people believe what you believe.”

      “I –“

      “What?” My grandfather narrowed his eyes, and suddenly, I saw him for what he really was. He was charming – now I knew where Richard got it from – but he was manipulative. Cunning. He would strike with precision and with a lethalness just like the scorpion. “You don’t do that? Don’t bullshit a bullshitter, Lara. You can’t honestly tell me that with a straight face when you’ve written countless articles in support of the Big Bad Wolf.”

      “I’m not justifying his behavior,” I said quickly, raising my hands to gesture, to emphasize my point. “I’m trying to get people to understand why he’s doing what he’s doing.”

      “And why is that?” he asked. “Tell me, my dear, because I’d like to know. He’s killing people because we – what? Saved his life?”

      “Why is it not okay to take down people you don’t approve of?” I suddenly asked. “But if you tell him who to kill, that’s okay? You can’t pick and choose who he kills and why, after giving him this power.”

      “Sure, I can,” he said. It was such an emotionless response, so nonchalant, that I balled my fingers into fists at my side and clamped my lips together so I didn’t let out a snarl. “I’m the one who saved his life. I’m the one who created him. I didn’t do that from the kindness of my heart. The medicine that saved him entwined with his biochemistry. It’s a part of him. That beast who lives inside of Jon Hawkins can’t be controlled, especially by the person. Only I can do that.”

      “But you don’t want to control him,” I pointed out. I tried to keep the attitude from my voice. The last thing I wanted was to upset him or frustrate him. I wanted information and I wasn’t going to get any by being petulant. “You want him dead.”

      “I do,” he agreed, placing his hands behind his back. “You see, Lara, Jon was an experiment. Now, I know what I need to do in order to better the experiment. I know what I need to work on. I didn’t take Jon as seriously as I should have. I underestimated his desire for revenge. I assumed that he would just be grateful to be alive. Isolating him – taking away Yvonne, his unit, every semblance of him belonging – seemed like a good idea at the time. I realized I didn’t know what I was doing. Now, I do.”

      “Then why kill him?” I asked. I already knew the answer, but I needed to hear it from him. “You don’t have to kill him. Just rework everything.”

      He grinned in a way that a shiver eased down my spine. I didn’t like the sudden coldness that took over my body. I began to pace back and forth, chewing my bottom lip, trying not to rip the skin off. I needed to think of a way to get my grandfather to see killing Jon wasn’t the best solution.

      I was being naïve. Who was I to think I had it in me to talk my grandfather out of doing something. It wasn’t like we had close family ties that might allow me to use that to my advantage. Even now, my grandfather seemed content to stare me down, to wait until I moved my piece before attacking and destroying. He was always thinking in terms of a war, I realized. Be quicker than the opponent. Destroy. Kill. Capture. Do something so they couldn’t get back up.

      “Of course, I have to kill him,” he said. “Letting him live would be like torture to him. I have to put down the threat.”

      “He isn’t a threat,” I said. “Not to the general public, at least.”

      “Only to my men?” my grandfather questioned. “Only to my women, my team, everyone who took part in saving that man’s life? You think that makes me feel better? I have a duty to protect my team. They were following my orders. I cannot risk letting him live.”

      “What if you cured him?” I burst out.

      My grandfather opened his mouth to respond, but paused. My eyes widened. I didn’t think he was the sort of man who hesitated at all, so this was a big deal. I forced myself to continue quickly, while I still had the upper hand of surprise.

      “I know there’s a cure,” I went on. My legs started to move and I began to pace around the room again. It was difficult for me to control my hand gestures as I did so. “I know you know there’s a cure. Hell, you might have even developed it specifically for cases like this one. Cases where you lose control over your experiments. You literally brought a man back to life. Why condemn him? Cure him.”

      “I don’t think you understand the gravity of the situation,” my grandfather said, his tone serious. He placed a hand on the old, battered couch he stood next to, checking at a tear in the seam. “Jon Hawkins is an experiment – one that failed. He has killed multiple people in cold blood. Just because he has a tragic story doesn’t mean he has the right to kill people.”

      “And just because you think you’re doing a good thing for mankind doesn’t mean you get to kill a few people in order to save someone,” I shot back. “Your hands aren’t clean in this either. If we can’t justify Jon’s behavior based on the circumstances that led us to this point, you sure as hell can’t justify killing everyone in Jon’s unit in order to get to Jon.”

      My grandfather pressed his lips together, releasing a breath. I wasn’t sure if that tactic actually worked, but he wasn’t immediately arguing, which had to mean that was a good sign.

      “So,” I continued, taking a step towards him. “Cure him. Take the monster inside of him away. Let him live.”

      “He knows too much, Lara,” my grandfather said. “He knows who’s behind it. He knows what Project Bloodshade is. If word got out, our enemies would be able to come back at us. We’d be in more shit we’re in now.”

      “What if he didn’t?” I asked. I knew without a doubt that Jon would do everything he could to take them out, but I didn’t know if he cared about exposing them. That was more for me, giving me articles and breakout stories that told the truth about the government. In fact, I wasn’t sure he actually cared one way or the other.

      “What if he didn’t what?” He stopped running his fingers on the seam of the couch and looked up at me. His periwinkle eyes reminded me of ice – cold and calculating.

      “What if he didn’t say anything?” I pushed. I resumed my pacing, the idea forming in my mind as I spoke. “What if he just left? You cure him so he can’t turn into this wild animal, and then you let him leave. No fight. No more death.”

      “You mean to tell me Jon Hawkins just leaves Perry without a fight?” He scoffed, shaking his head. “I don’t think so. I know Jon Hawkins, better than you do, sweetheart, and there’s no way in hell Hawkins just up and leaves.”

      “He might,” I said through gritted teeth. The truth of the matter was, I had no idea if he would or not. My grandfather was probably right. Until Jon got the revenge he so desperately wanted, I highly doubted that he would leave either. But maybe there was a way I could convince him to do just that. Maybe there was something that would inspire him to go. I just wasn’t sure what that was.

      “Really?” He arched a brow. I could tell he was doubtful, but there was part of him that seemed genuinely interested in my thoughts.

      I felt a swell of pride swirl in my chest, and immediately, I tampered it down. I shouldn’t care what this person thought of me. I shouldn’t be proud of myself for gaining his approval or anything else. My body was like a traitor, begging for scraps from its captor when it came to my grandfather and it pissed me off. Why was I this way? Why did I need his approval? I knew it had to do with Richard and how I so desperately craved his, how I never really got it because he was so intent to prove the truth about what happened to his father. And now that I had found my grandfather, now that he was in front of me, it must be that approval from my grandfather was some kind of phantom approval from my uncle, even though my grandfather was evil incarnate.

      I hated myself in that moment, hated how pathetic I was. Maybe Jon was right and talking to this man was not a good idea.

      “I think maybe I could talk some sense into him,” I pushed myself to say when I realized my grandfather was waiting for some kind of explanation. “I know that he hates what he is. If he had a cure, I’m sure he would take it. I’m sure he would leave Perry and never come back.”

      My grandfather stared at me for a long moment. I started to fiddle with my cross, catching his attention. He stepped forward, closer to me. I stilled, but I didn’t step back. I wasn’t sure if it was because part of me trusted this man not to hurt me – which would be incredibly stupid – or if it was because I didn’t want to show my fear. His eyes narrowed as he looked at my cross. Recognition flashed across his eyes. He took a step back.

      “That was your mother’s necklace,” he stated.

      I blinked. “Uh, yeah,” I agreed. “How do you know that? Weren’t you supposed to be dead?”

      He didn’t let the shot affect him. “Who do you think sent that to her?” he asked. “When she died…” His voice trailed off and his body tensed. It was this man I should be afraid of, the indifferent look on his face permeated with tension, the way he could kill and not blink an eye. He cleared his throat. “Well, that was a day I’ll always remember.”

      “You seem to be implying that my parents were killed on purpose,” I said slowly. My voice shook, and I winced. I continued to toy with the cross because I didn’t know what else to do with my hands. “I thought they were killed in a car accident. That was what the report said. Even Richard seemed to think that was the case. And if it hadn’t been, he would know.”

      “Would he?” My grandfather arched a brow, hands on his hips. “You know, your uncle was quite a charmer. The problem with being charming is you tend to think you know everything because you can easily manipulate the people around you. The truth of the matter was, Richard didn’t know much of anything.”

      “He believed you were murdered,” I pointed out. “At least, he knew that Stephanie Guzman was corrupt, her whole family was corrupt, and he suspected that something happened to you. Maybe you aren’t actually dead, but he wasn’t wrong about the Guzman’s.”

      “Why would he be wrong about them? Everyone with a brain and two eyes can see how corrupt the Guzmans were. I allowed them to be that way. If they weren’t, I couldn’t buy my way into the city with my program. As long as I threw money at them, they would look the other way. We had a good deal going, too. But then Hawkins showed up like the goddamn angel of death and began to ruin everything.”

      I tried to let his words sink in quickly. I tried to understand what he was saying.

      “You set up shop here, paying the Guzmans to look the other way,” I said slowly. “Aren’t you sanctioned by the government? Why would you need to pay them to keep quiet.” My mind started to catch up. “Because this wasn’t sanctioned, was it? The government doesn’t actually know about Project Bloodshade.” My eyes went wide.

      “They know about Project Bloodshade,” he said. “We have to get our funding from someplace. Hell, you tracked down Sonya Crawford, didn’t you? You discovered –“

      “Sonya Crawford isn’t real,” I said. “Well, she is, but not in the context of Project Bloodshade.”

      My grandfather smirked. “Smart girl,” he said.

      “Why are you here?” I asked, shaking my head. I was trying to figure out these secret messages, the riddles in his words. “You tell me someone killed my parents on purpose, and then you don’t say who that was. Then, you talk about Jon, about putting him down, about –“

      “My job is to keep Perry safe,” my grandfather said, interrupting me. “This is my project, which means Jon Hawkins is my responsibility. He’s turned into a liability. I have no choice but to put him down.”

      “And the cure?” I asked. “If there’s a cure, would that change things?”

      “No,” he said. “It would not.”
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      I needed to figure out what the hell I was doing now that I knew my grandfather was alive and he was planning on killing Jon. On top of that, he seemed to think that my parents were targeted, but never fully explained why. He was teasing me with information, information he knew I would want. And unfortunately, he was right.

      “I-I have to go,” I said, running my fingers through my hair. I couldn’t look at him, didn’t want to. I was worried he might be able to read my face and tell him what I was thinking. Part of me wasn’t even sure what that was, and had no idea what to do at this point. Did I stay in this place where Hugo Guzman was killed? Where his blood stained the carpet and overwhelmed my senses? Where my grandfather was, ready to force me out of every bit of information I had?

      Or did I leave? Did I go to Robby and Gwen and maybe even Jon and tell them everything?

      “We’ll talk soon,” my grandfather said.

      “No,” I returned. “We won’t. We can’t.”

      My grandfather reached out and took my wrist in his hand. While the grip wasn’t harmful, it was firm. He wanted my attention. He wanted me to understand that whatever he was about to say was serious.

      “We will,” he repeated. “In the time you aren’t with me, I want you to think about where you see yourself in a year, two. Is Jon Hawkins really someone you’d be willing to throw your future away for?”

      I thought about it. In all honesty, I hadn’t stopped and considered the consequences of my relationship with Jon. Before now, they didn’t matter. All that mattered was him. All that mattered was getting his story out there, about telling the truth and informing Perry what was really going on. Now, though, I realized that even the truth had consequences. And I needed to figure out if I wanted to deal with them.

      “Why would I have to throw my future away for him?” I asked. I wanted to touch my cross again, but I held back. Knowing it was from my grandfather made it both a symbol of hope and a symbol of confusion and lies. It wouldn’t offer my comfort. Not until I came to terms with everything.

      “You know that a relationship between the two of you isn’t possible, Lara,” he said. “It’s only going to end in heartbreak. Whether that’s because you realize he’s using you for information, to try and poison the minds of Perry against their government or because you’re using him for a headline, you’re both using each other.”

      “Jon and I both have the same end goal,” I bit out. “We want the truth.”

      “No.” My grandfather shook his head. “Jon wants revenge. You want the truth. But not about Jon. You want the truth about me. About Richard. About our family. Whether you realize it or not, that puts you in a different position on the game board. You think you’re on the same team, but you aren’t. You won’t be. Not when he finds out.”

      “When he finds out what?” I asked. My eyes pricked with tears. I was tired of the lies. Tired of the tears. I just wanted answers. It shouldn’t be that hard to get answers from him.

      “When he finds out how deeply involved this family was on Project Bloodshade,” my grandfather said. “Your parents were helping the project. Why do you think they died? Someone found out what they were doing.”

      I blinked. My head got light. I stumbled back. If my grandfather didn’t step forward, I would have fallen down. As it was, he had his fingers wrapped protectively around my wrist and slowly eased me to the edge of the couch where I could get a better handle on my emotions, be able to collect myself. I released a breath and then another.

      “You’re lying,” I said. My voice came out weak, inexperienced. I had no idea if he was actually lying but it felt good to say.

      “I’m not, and deep down, you know I’m not,” my grandfather replied. “Your mother knew I was alive. She was working for me. She wanted to help me. As a scientist, she would know how to select the proper test subjects. She would know what to do. We ran so many tests, with her leading the charge, and each one was more successful than the last. She was brilliant, the best thing I ever did with my life.”

      I shook my head. Each word was like a paper cut, ripping open my skin, making me bleed. My mother worked for my grandfather? My father as well? This didn’t make any sense.

      “Who do you think killed them?” I asked. “You said you knew who it was. Who do you think did that?”

      “That’s a discussion for another time,” my grandfather said. He stood up and stood in front of me, shoulders back, hands behind his back. In that moment, his military training seeped out of him. He was a soldier through and through, even with someone like me. “Right now, you need to do me a favor.”

      I scoffed and looked down at my lap. I placed my hands on my thighs and rubbed the denim. It wasn’t like I was cold, but it felt like I was trying to keep myself warm by doing it.

      “Why would I do you a favor?” I asked.

      “Because you’re in love with Jon Hawkins,” he said. Though his words weren’t biting, they cut into me more than I expected. “And you’d do anything for him.”

      I clenched my teeth. I wanted to contradict the claim but I couldn’t. He was right. And there was nothing I could do about it. I was in love with Jon Hawkins, like the fool I was. It was something I resisted entirely, something I couldn’t help. I didn’t want to admit it. I didn’t want to acknowledge it, not even to myself. It would just complicate things because, despite my love for him, despite how much I genuinely cared about him, I knew he was never mine.

      “What do you want me to do?” I asked through gritted teeth.

      “That’s no way to talk to your grandfather,” he said unexpectedly.

      I blinked once. All fear I had of this man left my body. I always had an issue with people telling me what to do, especially people who I didn’t feel had the right to do that.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, curling my hair over my shoulder. “You think that you can tell me how to treat you simply because of the blood that you and I share? That’s not how this works. You may be my grandfather, but you don’t get to tell me how to behave. For my entire life, up until this moment, I thought you were dead. Now, suddenly, you’re back, and it’s because –“

      “It’s because Hugo Guzman was going to kill you, and I got to him before he could,” my grandfather pointed out. “I saved your life. I saved Jon’s life.”

      “Why?” I furrowed my brow, shaking my head. “I get that maybe you feel some sort of family obligation to me, but if you want to put Jon down, why not have Guzman kill him? There would be no blood on your hands. You would get what you wanted.”

      “You think I want to put Hawkins down?” he asked. Without warning, he began to walk. I tensed, ducking out of his way. The last thing I needed was for him to blindsight me and touch me. I had a personal bubble I rarely let friends into. I wouldn’t let my grandfather into it, even if we were supposed to be family. “Why would you think that?”

      “Because you’ve said as much,” I replied as though it was the most obvious thing in the world. “I mean, the fact that he’s killed a bunch of your men. The fact that he won’t go away quietly. The fact that you guys can’t seem to control him. You feel responsible for him. I could keep going, but I’m sure you get the point.”

      “Putting Jon down isn’t something I want to do, but I will,” he said. “My goal is to reprogram him.”

      “Re… program him?” I tilted my head to the side, trying to understand what he meant by that. “But that’s not what you said. You wouldn’t cure him -”

      “Why would I cute him after such a heavy investment in the technology he has inside of him? If I can get him to obey me, he will be my first complete success,” he said. “The rest of Project Bloodshade did not take to the serum as well as I hoped. But I will put him down if I can’t make this work.”

      Flashbacks of the government building Jon and I barely escaped from, with other test subjects, sprinkled across my mind. The men behind cages were other pieces of the Bloodshade puzzle, being tested, poked, and prodded against their will. I wondered if they even knew what had happened to them. I wondered if they were angry like Jon, wanting their revenge, or if they were so grateful to be alive that they were willing to do anything that it took in order to remain alive, even if that meant killing others.

      “Two test subjects escaped,” he continued. “A male and a female.”

      “Female?” I furrowed my brow. “I thought the only unit you tested this on was a Marine unit that Jon was part of. I never heard of a woman Marine.”

      “I never said she was one,” my grandfather said. “Jessica Clien is a sniper for the Army. She died in combat until I brought her back to life. She was practically her own weapon before she died. Her accuracy was the best in the entire Army.” He shook his head, clearly impressed with all she could do. “James Jackman was also a Marine in Jon’s unit. Jon thinks he died in the blast of the landmine that was supposed to kill him, but he didn’t.”

      “You didn’t want to kill the entire unit,” I stated slowly, as another piece to this story fell into place.

      “Of course, I didn’t,” my grandfather said as though it was obvious. “That unit had fourteen people, which meant fourteen test subjects. I put an explosive there, thinking people would get injured, but I had enough serum to ensure that I saved them all. They just didn’t take to it the way I thought. I had to go back to the drawing board. I had to try again. And I did, this time with Jessica. I didn’t trust killing a unit again, but if I waited for the right test subject to be on the brink of death, that was when I made my move.”

      Without warning, I backed into the couch and dropped down. I knew that gave my grandfather the advantage. I knew that by doing this he had all the power. But I needed space. I needed to try and take in this onslaught of information. My grandfather was giving me names, units, military branches. There was so much I could research here, so much I could prove. I wanted to remember it all so I could tell Jon, so I could get him the information he needed.

      I also wanted it for myself. I wanted to write an in-depth article for the paper that revealed everything that had happened. I wanted the government, including my grandfather, to be exposed. I wanted to get help for those still alive and affected by the serum and anything else Project Bloodshade did to them. I wanted to bring everyone involved down, but I wasn’t sure if I could do that. I wasn’t sure if Jon was going to want to help me.

      I didn’t want to kill those involved. That would mean killing my grandfather, and I didn’t think I could do something like that. But maybe, maybe Jon would agree that it didn’t have to get that far.

      I swallowed, looking at the faded carpet beneath my feet. I doubted that. Jon had one intention and one only: putting everyone down involved in Project Bloodshade. I wasn’t sure, but he seemed ready to apply that lethal justice to his ex-girlfriend, the woman he considered the great love of his life until he found out that she recruited him unbeknownst to him to the project. I hated Yvonne with everything I had, hated how she treated Jon, hated how, before I knew who she was to the project, how she left him after discovering what she became. She was an awful person. Now, she was dating the new mayor – another agent in Project Bloodshade – who quickly filled the void in Stephanie Guzman’s death, who was campaigning about restoring the city of Perry to its former glory.

      “Guzman was always going to die,” I said before I could stop myself. “You planned… everything.”

      My grandfather’s lips curved up, but there was no sparkle in his eyes.

      “Why?” I asked.

      “I need to know who I can trust,” he said. “Ben has always been a good little soldier. He understands the nature of the game, the whys behind it. He doesn’t question me. He does what he’s told.”

      “So, threatening me,” I said slowly. “You told him to do that?”

      It was like the air was sucked out of the room. My grandfather slowly narrowed his eyes and twisted his jaw into a clench. He waited a beat, two, then released his jaw.

      “What do you mean, he threatened to kill you?” he asked, each word clipped, like it was its own question.

      “Ben wanted to use me to get to Jon,” I said. “He seemed to think that Jon cared enough about me to care what happens to me, and he wanted to use me to take advantage of that.” I furrowed my brow, leaning against the back of the couch so I could look at him without having to crane my neck. “What, you didn’t know that? I thought you were the person in charge of everything. I thought you knew everything and that no one dared go against you.”

      I thought, for sure, my grandfather would react to my words, my tone, the fact that I was mocking him. He seemed like a serious man, someone who didn’t take kindly to being mocked, especially not by his granddaughter.

      But I was wrong.

      He didn’t look bothered about it in the least. If anything, it almost seemed as though he didn’t hear me at all.

      I opened my mouth, wanting him to keep talking, wanting some sort of reaction, but then, I opted to press my lips together. I didn’t want to push too hard. I was testing his boundaries. Right now, he looked as though he was deep in thought about what I just said. I didn’t want to interrupt that, not when I might be able to retain the upper hand in the conversation.

      “I was not aware that Ben did this,” he finally said.

      “What are you aware of?” I found myself asking. “As in, what’s your plan? You killed Hugo Guzman because… why? Because you found out he was planning to kill Jon?”

      “Pretty much,” my grandfather said. “He was going against my orders. The problem with the Guzmans is that they’re pride controlled them. I liked Stephanie, but when someone pissed her off, she demanded their balls on a silver platter. Her uncle was even worse. I don’t lose sleep with that family is dead.”

      “But what did you expect?” I asked. “You put them in power because you want people to look the other way in regards to your experiments, even other parts of the government!” I laughed even though the entirety of the situation wasn’t funny. “Why didn’t you expect that this was how things would turn out? Surely, you’re a smarter man than that.”

      My grandfather clenched his jaw. “Listen,” he said. “I’m not here to talk to you about everything I’ve done wrong. I’m here to offer you what you’ve wanted: the truth. The truth about your parents, the truth about your uncle, and the truth about Project Bloodshade. I just want you to give me Jon Hawkins.” He paused. “You were worried that I was here to kill him. Clearly, you love him.” He held up a hand. “Don’t try to deny it. It’s as palpable as your love for Christ.” He nodded at my necklace. “Love isn’t a bad thing, Lara. Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.”

      “So, love isn’t a weakness?” I asked doubtfully.

      “It’s everything,” my grandfather said. “You love Jon. Does that mean you love him enough to keep him alive, no matter what that means?”

      I paused. Of course, my answer was yes. It couldn’t be anything but yes. But I knew my grandfather wanted to help himself and was only using me to get that assistance. I needed to make sure I didn’t say something I would regret.

      “What do you want?” I asked slowly.

      “You said there’s a cure to Jon’s affliction,” he said. “Nightshade.”

      I nodded, chewing my bottom lip. I made a mental note to swipe Chapstick on my lips the soonest chance I got. I could already feel them start to get dry.

      “What if we arranged a deal so we both got what we wanted?” he said, spreading his hands out.

      “And what would that be?” I was only going to indulge him for the information, not because I actually believed he would help me.

      “I want information on Jon,” he said. “I want to know what worked with the serum, what didn’t, so I can go back to the lab and make this better. To perfect it. If you can get Jon to agree to come with me, I’ll heal him and return him to you untouched, unharmed.”

      I didn’t believe him. Not after everything he just said. “Bullshit,” I said.

      His smiled widened. “I’m not asking you to trust me, Lara,” he said. “But if you don’t want the world hunting Jon like the beast he is, you’ll do this.” He nodded to the door. “Go. Think. Talk it over with him. You never know. He may want the opportunity to be human again. And, just so you know, that information on him, as long as it pans out, it’s the only way I’ll let him go alive.”
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      I didn’t need to be told twice. The fact that both Jon and I emerged from the brownstone – albeit at different times – alive and well was enough for me to thank God.

      At the same time, I wasn’t sure what I felt concerning everything I knew. Each time my brain started to try and piece things together, to make sense of them, it turned into mush. It stopped working. My temples pinched. My mind echoed with silence. It was like I was a computer and I needed to force a shut down or I wasn’t going to function.

      I knew that meant I needed rest. I needed sleep. If I went to Robby’s now, I wouldn’t get that. He would be up, wired by how the course of the night played out. Worried about me, no doubt.

      As much as I appreciated his concerns, I didn’t have the energy to indulge him just yet.

      Instead, I made my way down the street, grateful I had taken self-defense the past few months. That didn’t mean I felt comfortable walking alone at night, but it did mean that I felt relatively confident I could protect myself in case I had to deal with someone who wanted to attack me as I waited for a cab to drive by.

      It was only a few moments later when one did. I waved it down, crawled into the back, and gave him my address. The drive felt longer than it should have, but maybe that was because it was overwhelmingly warm in the car. It was sticky and it was difficult to breathe. By the time I got to my building, I all but threw the cash at him and stumbled out. How I still held onto my wallet after that ordeal, I didn’t know but I was thankful I had.

      My doorman opened the door. I forced myself to nod, to thank him, even though it felt impossible, even though it felt like I was a robot and my joints needed oil in order for me to move smoothly again. I fumbled with my keys stepping into the elevator and let out a mangled sob the second the doors closed and I was alone.

      What the hell had happened tonight? I thought it was all over. I thought we were done.

      But we weren’t. There was more. So much more I hadn’t counted on.

      I managed to rein in my emotions as the elevator rang out the second it reached my floor. I stumbled forward. I didn’t even want to soak in a hot bath when I got to my place. I just wanted to sleep.

      I took my keys and unlocked the door, stepping inside, and shutting it behind me. When I was sure the door was locked and the latch was in place, I rolled my shoulders forward and let out a sigh. I set my keys down, I stepped out of my shoes and knelt down to pick them up, and I made my way to my bedroom.

      Where Jon was.

      I let out a little shriek. He didn’t even look perturbed. He sat on the edge of my bed, hands between his legs, hunched forward, staring at my carpet. I had no idea he would even be here, and I wasn’t sure why he was here in the first place. He didn’t even look up when I walked in.

      “You scared the shit out of me,” I said, dropping my shoes and kicking them under my bed. “What are you doing here?”

      “I needed to make sure you were okay,” he said, finally tilting his head up and catching my eye.

      Immediately, I saw the concern, the worry he had for me in them. I was shocked that Jon was allowing himself to be so open with me, to be so vulnerable. Normally, he held back his emotions, he shielded them from everyone including himself. But now, he was letting me in.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, dropping my purse on my bed and standing front of him.

      “What’s wrong?” he repeated, like he didn’t know why I was asking the question in the first place. “How could you even ask me something like that? I had to leave you with that piece of shit. I didn’t know if you were going to be okay or not. I was fucking worried about you, Lara. That’s what’s wrong.”

      I swallowed. I didn’t realize he would feel that way, which made me feel stupid. I reached for him, then hesitated. I knew Jon didn’t like to be touched much by anyone, and I didn’t want to make him uncomfortable. I didn’t want to put him in a position he didn’t want to be part of.

      Jon seemed to know why I held back. He swallowed, reached up, and took my hand in his. He turned it, bringing the inside of my wrist to his lips, placing a chaste kiss on the exposed skin. I sucked in a deep breath. How easy it was for him to disarm me in such a simple gesture. How easy it was for me to come undone at his feet. His eyes never left mine as he took my hand and put it on his head, knowing I would run my fingers through his choppy hair.

      “Why do you not understand that I care about you?” he asked in a low, throaty voice. “Why do you not get that?”

      “You don’t tell me anything, Jon, and I’m not going to make assumptions,” I said, running my fingers through his hair the exact way I knew he’d like. “If you want me to know how you feel about me, you have to show me. And yeah, you have to tell me too.”

      “You’re a smart girl,” he said, his voice dropping low in the way it tended to do right before he kissed me, right before he ravaged my body with his own. I swallowed, hoping he couldn’t see I was already responding to him, to the possibility of being with him intimately after he almost died by my grandfather’s hand. “I thought you’d figure it out.”

      “What was the quote about assumptions and asses?” I asked.

      “You tell me,” he said. “You’re the journalist.”

      “If I told you, would you listen?” I arched a brow.

      “I don’t know,” he said. “I guess in order to get your point across, you would have to show me.”

      I rolled my eyes. How quickly he was able to turn my words around and use them against me. I hated him for it. I loved him for it too.

      Jon brushed his fingertips across my bottom lip, staring at me with such intensity that I swore I could have burst into flames. I wanted him to be less subtle. I wanted him to do more. There was a tenseness between us thanks to my grandfather, and I wanted to erase that completely. I wanted to feel the comfort of him inside of me, filling me up, making me whole, encouraging me to forget the world was on fire around us and to only focus on this moment with him.

      “Lara, if you don’t know how I feel about you by this point, you’ll never know,” he said. “You consume me. Everything you do drives me crazy. I want to protect you and I want to give you independence. I want to fuck you so hard you bruise from the inside and I want to worship your body like a goddamn cathedral. I want you in every way I can have you, and then I fucking hate myself for wanting you because you are light and my darkness will consume you until you are snuffed it.”

      “That’s not true,” I whispered.

      “Everyone around me is dead,” he said, “and they didn’t mean shit compared to you.”

      “I don’t want to talk about that,” I said. I reached up and placed my palm against his neck. His pulse throbbed against my skin, reminding me that he was alive, reminding me that even though he should be dead, he wasn’t. “I don’t want to talk at all.”

      “I thought you wanted me to tell you how I felt,” he pointed out. He tilted his head towards me so the tip of his nose caressed my cheek.

      I closed my eyes, swallowed again. I tried to get a grip on myself, but I was doing a shitty job of it. I needed to figure myself out before I ended up in a pile of liquid on the floor.

      “I want you to show me,” I said. I opened my eyes, watching his dark orbs get even darker. “I want you to fuck me so hard I forget my own name. Can you do that for me?”

      Now, he was the one caught off-guard.

      I stared deep into his eyes, trying to read him. I was always trying to read him, trying to pick up every flicker of light in his eyes, every nuanced movement on his face, every glimmer of a smile that wasn’t quite a smile. He was brutally beautiful in the most tragic of ways, and I always found myself drowning when I was around him to the point where I wanted to reach out and steady myself because I couldn’t stay upright. Not when he made my knees go weak. Not when he made my butterflies in my stomach to explode. He unnerved me, made me come undone, and I found myself irrevocably in love with him.

      “I will never understand you,” I murmured, taking my finger and slowly tracing his bottom lip with the pad.

      “Ditto, Red,” he murmured, gently dabbing my finger with his tongue.

      He caught my eye and burned me with his gaze. I swallowed, but moistening my throat was as useless as trying to find water in the Mojave. Those eyes said everything and nothing. They said they wanted me but didn’t want to want me.

      I didn’t care.

      I leaned towards him and he met me halfway. Ours lips clashed together like lions battling for dominance. His hands gripped me like he was afraid I would slip through his fingers, nothing more than tiny grains of sand. 

      “I know we’re going to talk about my grandfather,” I said, tilting my head to the side. My eyes trailed down his neck, watching his Adam’s apple bob. There was something so enticing, so masculine, about a bobbing Adam’s apple that I couldn’t help but stare, couldn’t help the shock of lightning that flashed in my pelvis. “I know that. But do we have to do that right now?” 

      “No.” He shook his head once. “We don’t.” He tilted his head towards me and gently placed a kiss right where my jaw connected to my ears. “What would we do instead?”

      “I could make you some coffee,” I said, my lips curling up into a grin. “I know how much you love my coffee. Right out of the microwave.”

      Jon smiled, and in that moment, the world completely stopped. His eyes crinkled and his cheeks pinched up and I couldn’t breathe. He reminded me of a sunrise - the first rays from the sun that shone down on the earth after hours of darkness. That smile — so rare — caused my heart to stutter, my knees to shake. He rubbed the lower half of his face, sizing me up, probably trying to decipher if I really meant it.

      “As delicious as that sounds,” he said, dropping his hand from my face and grabbing my hip with it, “there’s something else I’m craving.”

      He pulled me towards him, so my pelvis hit his crotch, and I gasped. I could feel his hardness already. I swallowed again, and once again, it didn’t work. I was at a loss for words, and that rarely happened to me.

      “Tell me again exactly what you want me to do to you,” he said, tilting his chin down so his lips brushed my ear. I suppressed a shiver from sliding down my spine, but I couldn’t stop the mini lightning bolts from shooting my crotch, setting my skin on fire in that painful kind of way that elicited pleasure simultaneously.

      I swallowed at his command. For some reason, I was suddenly shy. I didn’t know what I wanted him to do. Everything. I wanted him to do everything to me. I wanted him  to touch me in a way that brought me to my knees. I wanted to scream his name until my throat was raw, dry. I wanted him to fill me up and stretch me out. I wanted him to go deep, as deep as he possibly could, until I dug my nails into his skin and marked him up as mine.

      He groaned. I opened my eyes. I didn’t realize I was saying any of this, but apparently I was. Apparently, I was telling him all my dirty fantasies that only he could fulfill.

      Jon rested his forehead against mine, pressing into me so I felt every inch of him. It wasn’t just how hard he was. It was that he wanted me, that I was the space he wanted to fill. That I was the only person who could make him feel good. I wanted to be that for him. I wanted to make him feel that way.

      I reached up to grab his cheeks with my hands and slowly brought his face to mine. I didn’t kiss him. Not yet. I wanted to enjoy this. I wanted to make sure I took my time. I wasn’t sure when we would get this again. I wasn’t sure when I could relax and enjoy myself. With my grandfather bursting into the scene with all of these answers to questions I didn’t even know I wanted, it was hard to wrap my head around everything. I still couldn’t. I didn’t want to even try. Not right now.

      Right now, I wanted him. I wanted to forget that there were problems and danger and there was a chance we wouldn’t survive this. Jon had a death wish, and if Jon died… I refused to think about what would happen to me. My love for him was as furious and as passionate as the ocean in a roaring storm. I couldn’t stop it. I couldn’t control it. If I wanted to survive, I had to go with it.

      “You don’t know what you do to me, Lara,” he murmured in my hair.

      “Say it again,” I told him. “Say my name.”

      “Lara.” His voice was gravel wrapped in caramel. Somehow, it was both silky sand and sandpaper at the same time. Just hearing it caused my nipples to harden. My face contorted with tension, and I whimpered. How could he have so much power simply saying my name? “Lara, Lara, Lara.”

      I swallowed. I shivered. I did everything but kiss him, even though I wanted to. Badly. I just… I couldn’t help but wonder if this was going to matter tomorrow. I knew I wanted to live in this moment. I knew I didn’t want to take this moment for granted and stress about things I couldn’t control. I wanted Jon to make me forget everything so I could just pretend that we could live blissfully unaware of the world as it turned into ash around us. But would losing myself in Jon now make it harder to let him go later? What Jon and I had wasn’t sustainable. I knew it. Deep down, I knew it. And yet, that didn’t stop me from wanting him. From walking away from him. I was still here. I was still wrapped up in his arms the way I wanted to be, before we even got together. I was a fool, but I was a cognizant fool.

      “You’re thinking about something,” he murmured against my skin as he trailed his lips down my throat. “What is it?”

      I opened my mouth. I wanted to tell him everything. Normally, I could. I wanted to ask him if I could get my hands on the cure for his Lycanism, if he would just run away with me. If he could leave Perry behind without killing everyone involved with what happened to him.

      But I didn’t.

      Because I was chickenshit. Because I didn’t know how he would answer.

      Or – I did know, and I didn’t want to hear him say it.

      Deep down, I knew Jon’s first love was revenge. I was someone he cared for, someone he would protect. But if push came to shove, Jon wanted revenge even if it meant losing me.

      I sucked in a breath.

      I didn’t want to make him choose. Not yet. I tilted my chin back so he could look at me. I caught his dark eyes in mine. I tried so very hard to read them, to see if I could understand what he, himself, was thinking in that moment. Then, I decided I didn’t want to know that either.

      Without warning, I moved towards him until my lips were on his. Everything melted away – my concern for the future, the choice I knew both of us would have to make that would leave us on separate sides of the board, and the love I had for him that I knew wasn’t reciprocated. None of that mattered. Not really. Not in this moment.

      I would have to face everything soon. And when the time came, I would. But I didn’t have to face it now.

      I ran my tongue along his bottom lip, letting him know I wanted more. Letting him know I wanted him.

      He opened for me without hesitation. The world faded away. He picked me up, still locked onto my lips, and took me to my bedroom. Closing the door behind us, I blocked everything else out. The only thing that mattered in this moment was us.
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      Sunlight streamed through the cracks in my blinds, tugging me from a slumber I was not ready to wake up from. My naked body was still pressed against Jon’s, his arm still heavy as it draped across my waist. I didn’t want to wake up. I didn’t want to acknowledge the new day. I wanted to pretend everything that happened hadn’t happened and that me and Jon were just like any other couple in Perry.

      My phone blared at that moment. I rolled my eyes. I knew who that was without looking.

      I pressed my lips together, contemplating my next move. I could either answer and then have to deal with talking to Robby, who would want an explanation for everything. Or I could ignore it, even though I knew Robby would keep calling until I answered.

      “You better answer it before I do,” Jon muttered, shifting on the bed, though his grip on me held steady. “He’s not going to be pleased if I answer the phone.”

      I suppressed a smile. Jon and Robby had a strange sort of relationship, though it wasn’t purely antagonistic. Robby was overprotective and had been since we dated and then subsequently broke up. It got a bit better now that he was dating Gwen, but every now and then, it crept up. Jon didn’t like Robby because Robby was a smartass who had no problem telling people exactly what he thought. The fact that Robby was a quiet multimillionaire with a computer for a brain probably made him that way.

      “Good morning, Robby,” I mumbled after reaching for my phone and answering it.

      “Guzman’s death is all over the news,” he said, bypassing any sort of pleasantries. “They’re blaming the Big Bad Wolf for it.”

      I frowned and sat up, reaching for the remote on my nightstand. Jon grunted in protest, though he placed his hand on my thigh since he couldn’t hold my waist any longer.

      “Is the dog with you?” Robby asked, dropping his voice to one just above a whisper.

      “Tell him that if he refers to me as a dog again, I’ll use his laptop - the fancy one - as a chew toy,” Jon said, not even bothering to open his eyes.

      I rolled mine. Never had I thought the two of them would get along, but they argued like they were siblings. I turned on the television and flipped through the channels, finally finding one for the news.

      “...discovered the body of Hugo Guzman, uncle to the late mayor of Perry, Stephanie Guzman,” the pretty news reporter said, standing in front of the Perry police station. The sky was a dark grey color, threatening to spill rain at any moment. Other journalists were in the shot, each reporting probably the same thing for their respective channel. “Police aren’t releasing any evidence, though Police Chief Warren has stated that it was murder. Though nothing more has been mentioned, people are already trying to connect the Big Bad Wolf to the murder. Until police issue a statement, we can only speculate. Newly elected mayor, Benjamin Beck had this to say.”

      The screen switched to an older recording of the handsome mayor, surrounded by media outlets. 

      I flinched. 

      Ben Beck was not someone I was a fan of. Not only was he currently dating Jon’s ex and the woman responsible for recruiting Jon into Project Bloodshade in the first place, there was something about him that irked me. I couldn’t put my finger on it, wasn’t sure how to explain it, but there was something sinister behind the sharp cheekbones, the careless façade, that I didn’t trust. He was a ticking time bomb, waiting to go off, and I didn’t want to be around when that happened.

      “The tragic death of Hugo Guzman will not go unsolved,” he said, his face looking directly into the camera. It unnerved me, like he could somehow see straight to me. “The perpetrator is out there. It’s obvious who it is. The Big Bad Wolf is even more dangerous than we initially believed. He’s targeting those in power in order to destroy the city of Perry. As such, I plan to enforce strict curfews to protect the citizens, reorganize standard business hours, and to regulate the population. We will do everything we can to bring this terrorist in – dead or alive.”

      My eyes widened. This was bullshit. My grandfather promised me he wouldn’t take Jon in dead. He promised he would at least consider giving Jon the cure. Was Ben bluffing? Or was my grandfather a liar? I wanted to believe Ben was talking out of his ass, but honestly, it made more sense if my grandfather lied to me. He was the one who killed Hugo Guzman. He was the man behind Project Bloodshade. At the end of it all, Jon wanted his revenge, and my grandfather was the person Jon needed to get it. Without my grandfather’s involvement, Jon wouldn’t be what he is. And as much as I loved him, as much as he cared about me, Jon hated himself to the point where he would rather be dead than be with me being what he was.

      I swallowed. I didn’t want to think about that now, but I wasn’t sure what else to do. I couldn’t keep avoiding the inevitable.

      More than that, my grandfather was likely responsible for my uncle’s death. I always assumed it was the Guzmans. I thought he had gotten too close to discovering the truth behind their surprising accumulation of power. It was why Detective Isaac was slaughtered. He was the only person part of the Perry PD who actually cared about the truth and justice, and as he began to look into things, he was killed.

      Murdered.

      I still woke up at night, thinking about Isaac, thinking about what I could have done. I liked him.

      If anything happened to Jon, the man I actually loved…

      I didn’t want to think about what that might mean.

      “Bastard,” Jon muttered under his breath.

      He threw his legs over the bed, his back to me. I watched every muscle ripple as he stood. I knew it wasn’t the appropriate time, but I couldn’t help but indulge in my attraction to him. My eyes sculpted his naked body, the scars that littered his skin, the fading red lines on his back from when I had scratched him last night. Just thinking about it caused me to flush, and the sound of Ben Beck faded away into nothingness.

      I didn’t know why I suddenly didn’t care about our problems. I wasn’t one to ignore pressing matters. I was a journalist, for crying out loud.

      But I was also a woman. And I knew, deep down, that whatever happened between me and Jon, there was a good chance I wouldn’t find what we had in my lifetime again.

      “Jon,” I murmured, sitting up and letting the covers fall.

      He stopped and turned his head so he could look at me over his shoulder.

      I swallowed. “I know we have a lot to do,” I said. “I know that. But do we have to do it right this second?”

      He didn’t respond. He waited. Slowly, I stood up and padded over to him until I was in front of him. I took his hands in mine and placed them on my hips. His eyes only got darker as he took me in, as they climbed my body, traced my curves, lingered on my breasts, until he met my eyes once more.

      “What are you afraid of?” he asked in a voice that was barely a whisper. His knuckles brushed across my cheeks and I closed my eyes. When I reopened them, tears blurred my vision. I didn’t even know where they came from. “You’re so fucking fearless, Lara. What scares you?”

      My heart constricted. I didn’t know how my desire suddenly revealed that I was afraid of something. I couldn’t even wrap my head around being scared of anything at all.

      Without warning, Jon leaned forward and kissed my neck once. It was enough to ground me into the moment, focus me on his question, on his presence. I inhaled deeply through my nose, tilting my head back to give him better access to my throat. Tears spilled down my cheeks in gentle rolls as I closed my eyes, wrapping my arms around him. He kissed my neck again, this time sucking on the skin just enough to make a point without leaving a mark. When he reached my jaw, his kisses softened, chaste but tender.

      “I don’t want to lose you,” I found myself saying before I even knew what the answer was. I opened my eyes to look at him again and realized they were true. “I don’t know how to be without you.”

      He curled a stray strand of hair behind my ear. “Yeah, you do,” he said, kissing the tip of my nose. “You would survive, Lara. That’s what you do.”

      Maybe he was right. Maybe I would survive. No, I knew I would. But it would be agony.

      I caught his eye. He stared at me for a long moment. I was worried that he would see everything on my face. I was worried he would know everything I felt. I didn’t want him to know because once he knew, he would run. That was what Jon did. I survived, and Jon ran.

      “Jon...” I let my voice trail off. I didn’t know what I was saying. But I didn’t look away. If he ran, he ran.

      “No.” He shook his head once. “Don’t.”

      “I can’t...” I pressed my lips together. Tears accumulated in my eyes but I didn’t blink them away this time.  I didn’t care what he saw. I needed him to see. “I can’t do this anymore, Jon. I’m in love with you, and I feel... I feel like I’m in love with a ghost. I feel like we would be so good together, but you don’t want my love. You just want loneliness. You just want to die for this cause, and you will. And I can’t just sit around and watch you do it. I can’t, Jon. I’m sorry, I can’t. I thought I could just forget who you are and what you want, but at the end of the day, I have to come to terms with the fact that I’m not enough for you. I’m not. And I thought maybe...” I fiddled with my cross around my neck, stepping back, away from his grasp.

      “What?” he asked.

      He stepped forward, head tilted down. I thought maybe he would touch his forehead to mine. I thought we could connect. But he kept his distance from me. I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing. I suppose the fact that he was still talking about this when he could have said nothing and walked away meant something.

      “What are you saying, Lara?” he asked. His voice was barely a whisper, but it scratched my ears, made my insides recoil, made me question what the fuck was coming out of my mouth because this was not what I wanted, not at all, and yet, I couldn’t stop myself. I couldn’t do anything to stop myself.

      “I’m saying I’m not going to watch you die,” I said. I pulled my hand from my neck and let it fall to my side. “I’m not going to try and save you.”

      “I never asked to be saved,” he pointed out. There was a hint of defensiveness in his voice, a low growl caught in his throat. 

      “I know. I know that.” I held up a hand. I didn’t want him to think I was blaming him for how I felt. “You never said you were anything but what you are. This is on me. I get it. I get that. I just thought...”

      “What?” He threw up a hand. “You thought we would run off into the sunset? You think I’m mentally stable for a healthy relationship? I turn into a fucking Lycan, Lara. I’m a monster. I’m a fucking beast who could kill you in your sleep because of a bad fucking dream. Don’t you think that goes through my head every time I’m around you? Every time I’m inside of you and I want nothing more than to just let myself go, I can’t because I think what if? What if this time I push too hard that I hurt you? And the thought of hurting you? I’d kill myself before I let myself hurt you, you know that?”

      “You don’t have to,” I insisted.

      “What are you talking about?” he went to run his fingers through his hair but the locks were shaved short like he wore it in the military, so he rubbed his head instead. “You’ll never understand what I’m afraid of. You’ll never understand how much I...”He let his voice trail off.  “I can’t give you what you deserve.”

      “Goddammit.”

      He snapped his head, surprised by the way I took the Lord’s name in vain, surprised by the way it came so easily to me. 

      He could be as surprised as he wanted. I didn’t care.

      “I hate that you’re doing this again,” I said. I could barely hear myself. I wasn’t sure if he even heard me. “I told you before, I can’t do this. I can’t do this if you’re going to run away. It’s different now.”

      “How?” His voice croaked, like he didn’t want to believe in what I was about to say. “Some cure? Don’t you think I’ve tried? I’ve gone after every damn cure I tried to find, and you know what they all had in common? They didn’t work. They were a fucking lie.”

      “There’s a cure,” I said. I had to believe in it, even if he didn’t. “I’m sure of it. My grandfather entertained the possibility of it. If he was willing to listen, to accept it, it has to be true.”

      “What kind of logic is that?” he asked. There was a growl to his voice but he seemed genuinely curious.

      I ran my fingers through my hair, my fingers shaking the entire time. I stepped to the desk and slammed my hand on the surface. Pain shot up my arm. I was sure if I looked at my palm it would be as red as the anger coursing through me, only muted by the painful sorrow that stretched out like fingers before curling around my heart and squeezing the life from me.

      “What do you want from me, Jon? Do you want me to slit my throat and bleed all over your combat boots? I’ll do it. I’ll fucking do it. But I will not wait around for you to figure out you don’t want me. You won’t even try.”

      “You think I don’t want you?” Without warning, he stepped forward and splayed out his arms across the surface of the desk, knocking everything down. “You think I don’t fucking want you? I want you with every fiber of my being, you understand? I want... I want...” He shook his head again so furiously, I was afraid he was going to snap his neck. “I want you to be safe. And happy. And Lara... I can’t, I can’t make you happy. I’ll only bring danger to you, and I refuse to be the one that gets you killed.”

      I steepled my fingers over my nose, flaring my nostrils. I tried to suck in a breath, tried to tell myself that he was right, that there was no point in continuing on because at the end of the day, our romance would lead to fire and brimstone and tragedy. And yet, I still felt compelled to cling to this shrivel of hope, this morsel of possibility. Was I a fool?

      “You are the only person I’ve ever felt this way about.” His voice had gone low, gruff. “I thought I was in love with Yvonne. Yvonne doesn’t even come fucking close. You… you have a piece of my soul, Red. And I don’t ever want it back. It’s yours. It’ll always belong to you. I’ll always belong to you. But you are right. We can’t do this anymore.”

      A shudder streaked across my breath and it felt like my entire chest was being electrocuted. I should expect this. I wasn’t surprised. Why did it hurt this much?

      “I can’t keep going in and out of your life, Lara,” he said. “It’s not fair to you. And I can’t keep asking you for help. This ain’t your battle, and I’m not going to make you fight.”

      “I’d fight for you,” I said, my voice shaking. “With you. Anything for you.”

      He curled a strand of hair behind my ear. “I know that,” he said. “It’s why I have to stop coming around.”

      I swallowed. “What’ll you do?” I asked. “Where will you go?”

      He lifted a shoulder in a shrug. “I sure as shit don’t know,” he said. “But I do plan to finish this. And then I’ll be gone. It’ll be done.”

      “And if there’s a cure?” I asked before I could stop myself. It was probably the last thing he wanted to discuss, but I didn’t care. If the only thing keeping us apart was a cure, I would find a way to make one myself.

      “Lara…” His voice was a warning. “Don’t do this. Don’t hope for something impossible.” He kissed the crown of my head before ripping himself away and disappearing into the shadows. I didn’t even hear him leave.

      It was only then, when I knew I was truly alone, that I broke down and cried.
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      This wasn’t the first time Jon left, but I had a feeling it was the last. I finished crying after thirty-two minutes. I wasn’t going to help anything by sitting around and wallowing in self-pity. If I wanted to fix my circumstances, I had to actually do something. I wasn’t going to get more information for Jon’s cause. He could do that himself. I was going to find the damn cure for his Lycanthropy.

      I dashed to my sink and dabbed cold water on my face, splashing it on my cheeks and under my eyes. I added extra makeup because I knew Robby would be able to tell if I had been crying and I was not in the mood for an interrogation. Plus, I didn’t want to talk to him. I wanted to talk to Gwen.

      His girlfriend was a witch - literally. I watched her do magic but I had no idea how it worked or what she was able to do versus what she couldn’t or wouldn’t. We didn’t have much time to discuss it since her big reveal was sneaking me out of the hospital and making sure we were safe from another attack. She was the one who brought up Nightshade in the first place. If anyone knew of a cure, it would be her.

      I changed out of my clothes and into leggings and a loose t-shirt. I resisted the urge to look through the laundry to find one of Jon’s and, instead, pulled on one of my college shirts that was large, comfortable, and made me feel relaxed without feeling slouchy. I pulled my hair back in a ponytail and grabbed a purse, heading out the door.

      I decided to walk to Robby’s place. It was a few blocks over in the higher end of the city. Robby did not look like a multimillionaire, living in sweats and muscle shirts, hiding behind a computer and focusing on his hacking hobby rather than on his tech company he started from scratch just by himself. We also used to date, but I broke things off because I was over his nagging and nitpicking and because he spent more time behind his computer than he did with me. I didn’t hold it against him, though. I couldn’t blame him for his passion.

      Perry’s streets were long and somewhat empty. It was a city that constantly had tourism but the winter started to thin people out. It snowed late-December and throughout January and February before things bloomed in mid-March and tourism picked up once again.

      I loved the winter, especially when I didn’t have to be outside. There was always something special about the city during snow - it amazed me how still and peaceful it could be. Right now, there was no snow in sight but it was still cold. I wished I had worn jeans just because the thin material of my leggings was not enough to keep me as warm as I hoped.

      The walk took me a good twenty minutes. Robby’s doorman recognized me, letting me in with a familiar smile.

      By the time I rode the elevator up to the top floor where Robby had his penthouse, I was sweating. The heat here was practically unbearable but that was exactly how Robby liked it, especially in the winter. If he could live in his muscle shirts, he would. I didn’t remember a time when he was in a suit except for my uncle’s funeral.

      I knocked on the front door and was immediately let in by Robby himself. He took one look at me and narrowed his dark eyes.

      “You’ve been crying,” he said.

      “Who’s been crying?”

      At that moment, Gwen walked in, blonde hair pulled from her face in a bohemian-styled braided crown. I had no idea how she was able to do such a thing - I could never get the bump in my ponytail on my head to go away - but I appreciated it. She was always good at that, always good at looking sharp and put-together, which was exactly what Robby needed. I was my own hot mess, chasing truths like hunters chased ghosts. Robby had his own demons. While the two of us got along because we understood one another, Gwen was someone who could pull Robby away from his demons instead of sit down next to them. I still wasn’t sure what the right choice was in a partner. I didn’t know what Jon would give me should we ever get to the point where we could potentially be an actual couple and not two different people caught up in each other because of a fleeting moment.

      I shook my head, ridding myself of the thoughts. I didn’t want to think of Jon. Not right now. Not until I had Nightshade. He was too much of a distraction my mind was more than willing to linger on, and I needed as much focus as I could get.

      “She’s crying,” he said, not bothering to look at Gwen as he headed into the living room. “Why is she crying? Why are you crying?”

      “I’m not -“

      He put up his hand, stopping me. I hated when he did that. It was as though he didn’t want to hear anything I had to say, like his feelings were more important than my own. Like he didn’t want to waste any time on them.

      “Stop doing that,” I said when he opened his mouth, ready to speak. “Just because you hold up your hand doesn’t mean I have to listen to you. You know that, right?”

      “Then don’t lie to me,” he said, crossing his arms over his chest casually, like this issue - which shouldn’t even be an issue in the first place - if I would just listen to him because he was always right about everything. “You were crying. Your eyes are red.” He glanced over at Gwen and gestured with his arms towards me. “Her eyes are red.”

      “Your eyes are red,” Gwen said, her features scrunching up with regret.

      I gave her a look. “Don’t encourage him,” I said.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked. “What’s happened? This has to do with Jon, doesn’t it? I swear to God, I’ll -“

      I narrowed my eyes. “You’ll what?” I asked flatly. I shifted my eyes over to Gwen, hoping she’d be able to give me a little bit of help. “Robby, can we forget about Jon for a minute?”

      He raised his brows. “Sure,” he said quickly. “Sure, yeah. That dog is forgotten. Absolutely.”

      “Robby?” Gwen arched a brow that was clearly a warning. “We can calm down just a tad, can’t we? I know you have energy drinks coursing through your body like it’s blood, but we need to let Lara talk if she’s going to tell us anything.” 

      “Right.” He pulled his eyes away from Gwen so he could look at me. His eyes flickered over me and I saw a flash of intimacy in them, a hint of our history together, and in that moment, I was glad. I was so appreciative of the fact that we had what we had and that we would make it work no matter what. Just because we weren’t together romantically didn’t mean we couldn’t be friends. 

      I knew that sounded so incredibly ridiculous. I was smart. I should have known that. Being friends shouldn’t be as complicated as I was making it.

      “Right,” he repeated. He blinked and the intimacy was gone. He was Gwen’s - as he should be. I didn’t want him, but it meant everything, knowing I had a friend, knowing I could count on him at the end of all of this. “What happened?”

      I told them everything about my grandfather, about Jon. I left out the time me and Jon shared together when it had nothing to do with the mission, when it had nothing to do with anything pertinent to them. When I finished, I turned to Gwen. My mouth went dry, not because I was talking too much but because I wanted to hope. I wanted to hope more than anything.

      “Gwen,” I said, my voice shaking. I swallowed, trying to make sure I was able to get out my hopes without sounding like a fool. “I was wondering... Nightshade... is there a way?” I cleared my throat, trying to force the words out. They wouldn’t come. They were lodged in my throat, afraid to actually make Gwen’s acquaintance, worried about being rejected before they even tried.

      Or maybe that was just me.

      “You want to cure Jon,” Gwen said, eyes slightly wide.

      Robby made a grunt of disapproval but otherwise kept his mouth shut. To be honest, I was surprised. I thought for sure he would have something to say, some smartass comment, some disparaging remarks about Jon or my intelligence at wasting my time on him. I wasn’t sure if it was the cutting look from Gwen or if he understood it wasn’t in his best interest to say anything that might upset me.

      Without saying a word, Gwen placed one hand on the small of my back and slowly began to lead me to the worn couch. For someone as wealthy as Robby, he sure didn’t put much effort into keeping up appearances. It was one of the things I admired about him. He wasn’t a cheapskate, but he did care how he spent his money, and I appreciated that.

      When we reached the couch, I eased down in a sitting position on the edge. Gwen sat down next to me, pulling her hand back and placing it gingerly in her lap. With her other hand, she reached up and curled a strand of hair behind her ear.

      “Lara,” she said in a way where it felt like good news was not coming.

      I held my sigh in. If she was going to tell me no, I would find another way. I didn’t know how. I didn’t know when. But I would figure that out.

      “It’s not going to be easy.”

      I paused. Tilted my head to the side. That wasn’t a no. I rolled my shoulders back. Caught her eye.

      “You mean, there’s a way?” I asked in a low voice.

      I could see Robby disappear into the kitchen. I was grateful. I wanted to speak freely without worrying that I was going to say something he was going to respond to. With just Gwen, I could talk to her and knew that I could trust her. She wouldn’t judge me or condemn me for my feelings.

      “There is,” Gwen said. She blew out a breath. “Did Robby ever tell you how we met?”

      I opened my mouth, the question dancing on the edge of my lips. How did this relate to a cure for being a Lycan? Why did I want to know about how my ex-boyfriend met his current girlfriend? Not that I was jealous, I just didn’t care.

      But I held it back.

      At the end of the day, she was going to help me. If she needed me to listen to her talk about Robby, I would deal with it.

      I shook my head, running my fingers through my hair. I tried not to tug them, tried not to play with them. I had a sudden wind of energy, though, and I needed to do something or else I was going to leap off of the couch and start pacing a hole in Robby’s living room.

      “He was helping you find information for Jon,” Gwen said, smoothing the wrinkles down on the off-white blouse she wore. “I didn’t know that at the time, but I know it now. Anyway, he found me at a research lab. I’m a scientist. I don’t think I ever told you that. I don’t think Robby did either.”

      I furrowed my brow slightly. Robby hadn’t told me that. I wasn’t sure whether I should be annoyed by that or not. It would have been important information, especially since Gwen was directly involved in Project Bloodshade. Or maybe I was making leaps before she actually told me what happened and how it was relevant to Nightshade.

      “No,” I agreed. “He didn’t.”

      “Don’t blame him for that,” Gwen said, curling hair behind her ear again. I realized she was nervous. Which was strange because I didn’t think I had ever seen Gwen nervous before. “I asked him to keep that from you.”

      I curled errant strands of hair behind my ear, refusing to let myself be bothered that Robby did something Gwen asked him that kept something from me. It was such a petty thing that I immediately brushed it aside. Of course, Robby was going to listen to Gwen. She was his girlfriend. He should listen to her.

      “Anyway,” she continued, resting a handful on her knee. “To answer your question, yes, I do know of a cure, but it’s not easy to obtain.”

      I sucked in a breath. This was exactly what I wanted to hear, and yet, there was something in her tone that seemed to suggest it was going to be much more difficult than I assumed it would be. Nightshade was a plant, wasn’t it? The next logical conclusion would be to then find out where the plant was located and then go get the plant. Whether I had to pick it myself or pay for it, I didn’t care. I would do what needed to be done in order to get my hands on it.

      “Okay,” I said slowly. “Okay.”

      “I might know someone in my coven who has access to it,” she said.

      “How is there a cure your coven has for something the government created?” Robby asked, crossing his arms over his chest, his dark gaze fixed on Gwen. There was a subtle intensity there; I recognized it as the way he used to look at me.

      “You think the government created Lycanthropy?” Gwen asked, arching a brow at him. Her tone wasn’t judgmental, however. It was gentle, if a little amused. “They didn’t. If anything, they must have taken a natural Lycan and ran tests, studied his DNA, and created a serum similar to one already found in nature.”

      My mind flashed back to the man I saw in the glass cafe, pacing back and forth when I had broken into Yvonne’s office. Jon had shown up after the fact, and we got caught. We barely made it out alive, but I distinctly remember that. I distinctly remember that man. Was he another experiment or was he a natural Lycan? Would there be any way to tell?

      I didn’t know, and I felt stupid for asking so I didn’t. 

      “Which means there are real werewolves?” Robby asked. His hands dropped from his hips and his eyes were wide. “Like, real werewolves?”

      I furrowed my brow, shooting Robby a look. “I think that’s beside the point, Robby.”

      “I think I disagree with you,” he said, still not looking at me.

      Gwen gave him a small smile. “We can talk about the truth of werewolves later, honey,” she said. “For now, we need to help Lara find the cure for this so maybe Jon can go back to a normal life.”

      Robby snorted. “There’s no way the Big Bad Wolf can ever go back to normal,” he said with certainty. “It’s not possible.”

      Gwen frowned and gave me a reproving look. “Don’t listen to him,” she said. “Anyone can be redeemed, Lara. Anyone can be cured. The question is, does he want that?”

      I furrowed my brow. What kind of question was that? Of course Jon wanted to be cured. He certainly didn’t want to be a Lycan anymore. He hated himself. He hated the monster he was. If I could pull that out of him, return him to a human, that would solve our problem, wouldn’t it?

      “Why are you doing this, Lara?” Gwen asked. Her voice was low, as though she didn’t want Robby to overhear. She looked over at him, still staring at the two of us conversing close on the couch. A bright smile littered her face. “Can you please get us some tea? I’ve been feeling flushed all day, and I could really use something to settle myself down.”

      “Of course,” he said, though there was some suspicion in his tone.

      When he disappeared into the kitchen, Gwen turned back and gave me a sharp look, smile erased from her features. “Lara?” she pressed.

      “I…” I let my voice trail off. I didn’t know the answer to that. I thought I was doing this for him. I thought that finding this cure meant he could be human, my grandfather would stop hunting him, and we could be together. But I realized that all of those reasons had to do with me rather than with him.

      I leaned back against the couch and let the cracked leather envelope my body. Maybe I was doing this wrong. Maybe my motives were all wrong. 

      I looked at Gwen, but I didn’t know why. I was searching for an answer, something, a sign that I was doing the right thing. I fingered my cross and realized it was still broken, still not there because it was ripped from my neck. I hadn’t even noticed. God wasn’t even here, not in this moment. I needed someone to guide me. Richard was gone. Jon walked out and had no intention of coming back for some obligation he thought he had to me.

      I was completely on my own.

      I let out a shaky breath, staring at the carpet.

      I never realized I was alone. I was always around people. I was always talking to someone, whether it was because I was interviewing someone or doing self-defense with Alec or talking to Holly from work.

      But I didn’t have anyone I could count on.

      Robby was smitten with Gwen - as he should be. Jon was gone. And I was alone, chasing his ghost. He had told me so many times that something between us wasn’t possible, that it was dangerous and he hated himself more than he could love me, that I deserved someone good. I never listened to him.

      Now, though, I realized that maybe I should.
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      I didn’t hear from Jon in two weeks. I didn’t hear from my grandfather, either. And then, on a cold December night, I heard from them both on the same day.

      My grandfather texted me in the middle of the day to ask for a meeting. I was in an editor meeting for The Perry Tribune and Michelle was ripping into Taylor Hardy’s proposal because it lacked originality and flare. I was so wrapped up in what Michelle was doing that I didn’t even realize my phone was on the table next to me when it vibrated, causing the room to fill with a loud grunt. Glasses on the table tinkled and my cheeks turned red because Michelle stopped what she was doing mid-sentence and turned to glare at me with icy blue eyes.

      Michelle was terrifying.

      “Unless that’s the Big Bad Wolf himself, you think you could turn that off until we finish it?” she growled.

      I mumbled a smile and tilted my head to the side so my hair covered my face. It did nothing to mask the furious blush that littered my face, and I shoved my phone in my purse I had on the floor.

      Michelle snapped back to Taylor and I eased back in the chair. Once Michelle started back into Taylor, I glanced at the purse. Who was texting me? Robby? Gwen? Did Gwen even have my number?

      Jon?

      No. Definitely not Jon. I didn’t want it to be Jon because these past two weeks had been absolute hell trying to get over the fact that I wasn’t going to see him again probably.

      But part of me wanted it to be.

      And I hated it. I hated that small, insignificant part of me that still desired Jon, and missed him, and worried about him. I ignored it for the most part. I numbed the pain with Neapolitan ice cream and romantic comedies on Netflix.

      I wasn’t sure how long I was in the meeting until Michelle slapped the table, barked out how we all needed to get our shit together if we were going to compete with online news sources and YouTube channels before dismissing us with a flick of her wrist and a swish of her hair. I grabbed my purse and abruptly stood up, practically tripping over myself as I made my way out the door.

      “Tucker.”

      Before I could pull out my phone and check out just who was texting me, Michelle’s sharp voice caused me to freeze. I closed my eyes, took a breath, and slowly turned around. One of my colleagues pushed past my shoulder to get out as quickly as he could. 

      I didn’t blame him.

      Slowly, I turned around and, as I did, forced a smile on my face. I wasn’t making any particular effort to make sure it seemed real. Then again, Michelle didn’t give a shit about how I felt in this moment. She cared about the paper, she cared about turning a profit, but most of all, she cared about getting the truth to the population of Perry.

      “Sit.” She jutted her chin to one of the chairs at the conference table.

      To deny her would be akin to shaving my skin off with a cheese grater. There was no way in hell I was going to do that so I slowly lowered myself in the nearest chair, keeping my eyes on her, like she was a wolf and if I looked anywhere else, she might take the opportunity and rip me to shreds.

      “So?” she asked, casually lacing her fingers together and walking towards me. This was not good. Michelle was a high-strung bitch, and she had no qualms about being exactly that. Casual was not a word in her vocabulary, which meant one of two things: either she wanted something I wouldn’t like, or she was going to go in for the kill and annihilate me.

      “Yeah,” I said. I had no idea how to even respond to that, so I guessed. It was the stupidest thing I had ever said to her, and the look she was giving me told me she felt the same way.

      “Yeah, what?”

      Instead of fighting, I forced a brighter smile on my face. “What did you need, Michelle?” I asked.

      “Benjamin Beck wants you.” She stopped at a chair, curling her fingers on the back of it and leaning forward.

      “What?” I all but yelped. Benjamin Beck, the new mayor. The charming, suave, good looking guy all the ladies desired and all the men aspired to be.

      He tried to kill me.

      I wanted him dead.

      “He wants you,” Michelle repeated. “He wants you to do an interview. He’s willing to give us an exclusive. Thinks it’ll be a great ratings grabber for the paper. Even offered to finance a video shoot of the interview so we can post it on our website and pray we go viral.”

      I furrowed my brows before I realized what I was doing and tried to smooth out my annoyance.

      “What?” Michelle snipped. “You too good to do an interview with the mayor?”

      I rolled my eyes. “You know it’s not that,” I said slowly. Ever since the explosion here, Michelle had been more of a hardass, almost like she had something to prove; that no one was going to scare her away from this paper; that they would have to kill her first. A lot of the time, that aggression was taken out on her employees.

      “Then what’s with the face?” she asked.

      I’m sorry, it’s the one I was born with.

      Jon’s voice flitted into my head before I could stop it, and my lips curved up. Immediately, I banished the thought. Thinking about Jon right now was not going to help anyone, especially me.

      “Wait, what?” I blinked once, twice. 

      “Do I need to repeat myself?” Michelle asked.

      Without warning, she broke out into a wide smile, her eyes crinkling at the corners. It was only when she smiled genuinely that I was reminded she was an older woman in her fifties. When she was stoic, cold, she looked a few years older than I did. Whether she had work done or just knew how to take care of her skin, it didn’t matter. She looked great. But when she smiled like this, she was exquisite.

      “Lara, if you can pull this off, this is going to be legendary,” she said, reaching out and squeezing my forearm.

      Was Lara actually touching me? She didn’t do physical contact. It was just unheard of for her. More than that, her diction choice of legendary was also uncharacteristic. Her words were sharp, direct, and to the point. Fun slang died on her lips before they were even a thought in her head.

      “Pull off what?” I asked. I still didn’t understand what she expected from me. There was no way in hell I was doing an exclusive interview with Ben Beck. Might as well walk to his house in the middle of the night and ring his doorbell.

      “What do you mean?” She yanked her arm back and snapped it back into her lap. The gentle, happy Michelle disappeared so fast, I blinked, afraid I had imagined her completely. “Lara, don’t think you’re weaseling your way out of this one.”

      “Weaseling?”

      She narrowed her eyes. “Tell me this is not how you conduct yourself in an interview,” she said. “Repeating questions instead of asking your own?”

      I pressed my lips together. I was not in the mood to argue right now, and I definitely wasn’t in the mood to deal with her critiquing my interviewing skills.

      “Who do you think you are?” she continued, sliding up from her seat, placing her hands on the surface of the table, flaying her fingers. “What, you think you can just reject the mayor? Just because you survived a bombing?”

      I flinched, shifting my eyes from the wall to my editor. I could not believe those words had come out of her mouth. For a moment, regret seemed to sweep across her features like she knew she shouldn’t have said it either. But then, she swallowed that down and steeled her look. She was going to double down.

      “You aren’t shit, Lara,” she snarled. “You think just because you got exclusives with the Big Bad Wolf, you can take whatever story you want. Last I checked, I was still your boss. You work for me. Now, you’ll either do the interview, or you’re fired.”

      My eyebrows shot up to my hairline. It wasn’t like I needed her to stroke my ego. I knew my place. At times, I could be a snob, but every time Michelle asked me for something, I did it. And this was how she was going to treat me?

      “Excuse me?”

      I wasn’t sure where I got the balls to respond in that way, but I did. I narrowed my eyes. When she opened her mouth, I stood up.

      “After everything I’ve done for this place?” I asked.

      Anger ripped through my body like a slap to my gut. I wasn’t sure how it was possible for the emotion to come at me so quickly, but it was here and it wasn’t going anywhere. My fingers shook as I held myself up, still splayed on the surface of the desk. My nose wrinkled as my lips wrapped around my teeth like some sort of animal, ready to pounce.

      “I’ve almost been killed, I don't know how many times,” I continued, my voice dangerously low. “I’ve gotten so many exclusives and sold so many papers with my headlines, with my stories, I should be paid way more than I am, but I never complain. A bomb went off in this fucking building and you’ve already re-opened the place a week later, practically forcing us to come back or lose our jobs. And I still don’t say anything. But now, because you have wet panties at the thought of Ben Beck doing an exclusive for us, you expect me to just do the assignment even after the last mayor who wanted to do an exclusive with me almost killed me? I don’t fucking think so.”

      “The fuck did you just say to me?” Michelle asked, slowly standing up as well.

      “You heard me.” I had no idea why I wasn’t yelling. I was a yeller when I got frustrated, like I needed to shout because, otherwise, no one would hear me. But speaking now to Michelle, I had nothing I needed to shout. She could hear me, she didn’t have to, I didn’t care anymore. I had nothing to prove to her. “If you’re going to fire me, Michelle, fine. Fire me. I’ll start my own blog. I’ll write what I want to write, and I won’t have to answer to a selfish, narcissistic bitch.”

      Her eyes sprung open, surprised at me.

      Honestly, I was surprised by me too.

      There was nothing more I had to say. I looked at her like she was a stand-in for my mother, like she cared about me and pushed me in order to get the best of me. And maybe that had been true at the time. But it wasn’t benevolent. She had a stake in the game, and that was what she cared about.

      I shouldn’t take it personally. I knew that. But it still stung. I thought Michelle was more than what she was. That wasn’t her fault.

      I cleared my throat. Just like that, my anger vanished, and I was exhausted. Emotions clawed at me, looking for some sort of attention. The only problem was I had no idea which emotion to bask in, which emotion to let control me now that I had said everything I said. 

      Except there was nothing more I needed to say. I had said it all and it still wasn’t good enough.

      Why are you still here, Red?

      That was the question.

      I grabbed my purse and slung it across my shoulder. I thought leaving the paper would be like a shot to my heart - sharp, painful, the end of myself and the woman I thought I was. Instead, it was like falling a short amount of distance and landing on my feet. Relief cleared out the tension. My shackles released my wrists and ankles.

      I was free.

      “You’re going to regret this, Tucker!” Michelle said, stepping forward. She snapped out her arm like she made to grab for me. I dodged it easily. Some of my self-defense training came back to me and I had to hold myself from grabbing her wrist and twisting her arm.

      “Actually, Michelle, I’m not,” I said calmly. “I’m grateful for you and the work I’ve done here. I’m grateful for the opportunity. But I’m not doing the interview. And I realize that striking off on my own means I get to choose what I write. I’m done with puff pieces, with interviewing assholes and liars. I’m going to decide from now on.”

      Michelle swallowed, her eyes wide. She didn’t expect this kind of reaction from me, I realized. In that moment, I only felt sorry for her. I knew she built up this paper even before a successful woman was ever allowed to be successful. This job was her husband, her family, everything. She was hard because she had to be, and even now, when she didn’t, she couldn’t return to the young woman she used to be before all of this. That was a shame because I would have liked to meet her, to learn from her.

      “Lara,” she said, but my mind was already made up. There was nothing that she could say to stop me from leaving. “Please. I need this.”

      My fingers coiled around the strap of my purse. I took in a deep breath, contemplating my actions. I could leave, never look back. That was what I would do, no matter what. Or I could see what Ben Beck wanted with me. It only occurred to me that my grandfather was in charge of everything still. Just because I hadn’t spoken to him in two weeks didn’t change that. So, did this interview come from Ben, or had my grandfather ordered it? I didn’t know. Not unless I did take the interview.

      “Fine,” I said curtly, deciding to change my mind in the moment. “I’ll do this for you, but from now on, I call my own shots or I walk.”

      “You can’t just-“

      “You think if he wants to give me an exclusive, he won’t come to my blog?” I asked. Actually, I had no idea if this was the case or not. I was putting a lot of my eggs into this basket and I didn’t have many left to break.

      “You don’t have a blog,” she pointed out.

      “Not yet. But I also dated the best hacker in Perry and he happens to be a multimillionaire who can get me eyes on my blog as well as set one up for me.”

      Michelle didn’t look like she believed me. I didn’t need her to. I was fine either way. I could still go to the interview without Michelle. I could still see what Ben Beck wanted from me. 

      “Fine,” Michelle said through gritted teeth. “Fine. What do you want?”

      I thought about it for a moment. In all honesty, I hadn’t actually thought about what I wanted that far ahead. I knew I didn’t want to work for Michelle after this. I knew I wanted to look more into curing Project Bloodshade victims, regardless of Jon being one of those people I researched. I wanted to help them. Maybe that was too impossible a thought, but if I could do even a little…

      I shuffled my feet, moving my hair with my forearm so it wasn’t in my face.

      “I want full creative control of the interview,” I told her, making sure that my eyes were locked with her in order to ensure she understood I was being serious.

      Michelle snorted. I didn’t think such a thing was possible.

      “You want creative control?” she asked in disbelief. “Yeah, I don’t think so.”

      “Fine.” I took a step back. “Was there anything else you needed?”

      “I -“

      “I’m not going to sit around here and argue with you, Michelle,” I said, cutting her off. My heart slammed against my chest but I hoped the look on my face was indifferent. I didn’t want her to know how nervous I was, how much I believed I didn’t think I would actually get away with this. “Yes or no? It’s as simple as that.”

      She blew out a breath. “Fine.”

      I nodded once. I refused to smirk smugly. I didn’t want to rub it in her face. I didn’t even want to do the interview. But it might get me information. It might tell me what Ben Beck and possibly my grandfather were planning to do.

      “Are you happy? You get what you want. Jesus.”

      I frowned, despite myself. If people wanted to take the Lord’s name in vain, that was their issue, not mine. I wasn’t here to judge them.

      “Actually, I’m not happy, Michelle,” I said. “I’m… disappointed.” Before she could ask why, I continued. “Text me the information and I’ll be there.”

      I pulled my phone out of my purse, remembering I had a text message to attend to. I turned as I unlocked my phone and proceeded to head out of the conference room.

      “Where are you going?” Michelle called after me. “We need to discuss this.”

      I ignored her. Instead, I clicked on my text message from an unknown number.

      I knew instantly it was my grandfather.

      Take the interview. We’ll talk then.
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      “Do not take that interview.”

      The second I walked into my apartment, Jon’s voice surrounded me. I jumped, prepared to fight whoever thought it was a good idea to sneak into my place, but when I whirled around, it was Jon.

      The breath went out of me. 

      I rolled my shoulders back and stepped towards the door, calmly shutting it behind me. I did not want him to see me flustered by his presence. I did not want him to see the hope in my eyes, the hope that lived there because I was constantly searching for him in crowds, in alleys, in the shadows that stained my walls at night. I missed him even though I didn’t expect him anymore, even though I thought he was gone for good.

      The thing about Jon was, he was never gone for good.

      I took in another breath, then turned around and forced an indifferent smile on my face. “I’m sorry?” I asked, brushing past him as I slid off my coat. “Who are you again? The guy who runs away from his problems.”

      “You’re not being funny,” Jon said, following me. Each step he took was practically a stomp, as though I was his prey and he was attempting to corner me somewhere he could pounce. “You need to be smart -”

      “Says the guy who comes to my apartment when you must know this will be one of the first places they check,” I said. I draped my coat over one of the dining room chairs before moving to the pantry. I needed to do something. I didn’t trust myself just to look at him, to have a conversation with him. I didn’t know if I would pounce on him or claw his eyes out.

      “Hmm.” 

      “How do you even know about the interview?” I demanded to know. I stopped what I was doing and faced him, eyes narrowed. “Jon? How do you know?” He clenched his jaw but didn’t say anything. “Did you have my phone bugged?”

      “No, of course not,” Jon said, his voice tight. It was obvious he didn’t appreciate that I would accuse him of such a thing, though I wasn’t sure what he expected.

      “Then, how -” I narrowed my eyes. “My work?”

      “Your boss,” Jon said, looking away. He sighed, dropping to my dining table and resting his forearms on the surface of the table. “I’ve been keeping tabs on Beck, afraid he might…” He let his voice trail off, lips curling into a sneer. “I just don’t know what he’s up to, and I want to make sure it has nothing to do with… with you.”

      I furrowed my brow. I wanted to sit with him but I held myself back. This wasn’t a conversation where I could just forget everything that had happened between us. I didn’t want to go back to the way things used to be between us because things had changed. I needed to put barbed wire around my heart and keep him at a distance. If I didn’t, I would just be hurt again, and I refused to let myself be that foolish again.

      “Plus,” he added, almost as an afterthought, “it didn’t sit right with me that she was already opening up the paper even after what happened. I thought maybe that wasn’t on her orders, that it came from somewhere higher up.”

      “Like the mayor?”

      “Or your grandfather.”

      I pressed my lips together and turned back to the pantry. I grabbed two packets of hot chocolate powder and then stepped to my stove so I could reach up and grab a mug from my cabinet. I needed something warm just to function right now. I brought the mug back to the sink and tore the two packages open. I dumped the contents of the packets into my mug and then crinkled up the trash. The whole time, Jon sat at the dining table, quiet. Jon was always quiet, but there was something more sinister about this silence. I couldn’t put my finger on it.

      “What?” I asked finally. “What’s wrong?”

      “I just don’t understand why Beck would want you to do an interview,” he said. “It makes no sense. As much as I don’t like your grandfather, he doesn’t appear to want you dead. Was this from him, or is Ben going solo?”

      “I doubt it has anything to do with being a Were-Weapon,” I said, moving to my fridge. I grabbed my carton of milk and kicked the fridge shut. “Why are you here?”

      Even though I wasn’t facing him, I could feel him bristle at my question. If it were anyone else, I probably would have laughed. Because it was Jon, however, I didn’t. I knew he didn’t like the fact that I was treating him like I didn’t care, like nothing that had happened between us didn’t matter anymore, but I wasn’t sure what else he expected from me. He kept leaving. He kept coming back. And none of it had anything to do with me and trying to make this - whatever this was - work between us. It always had to do with his mission. His revenge. And I just didn’t want to do that anymore.

      “Don’t do that,” he said.

      I put the milk back in my fridge and placed my mug of chocolate powder and milk in the microwave. After starting it, I turned back to face Jon.

      “What?” I asked. My voice was slightly sharp, but I took in a deep breath, trying to control my temper. I didn’t want him to think he was capable of working me up the way he used to be. I didn’t want him to know that he still affected me.

      “Stop pretending like I don’t care about you,” he said, stretching his arms across the length of the table. “You know I do.”

      “You left,” I pointed out. “Again. You insisted it would be the last time, that we weren’t going to see each other again.”

      “I did.” Clenched jaw.

      “And yet, here you are.” I swept my arm out like I was one of those game show hosts. 

      He arched a brow at me and I looked away, just as the microwave beeped. I was glad for the interruption. I didn’t want to revel in the fact that I had made myself look like a fool in front of Jon. And this wasn’t the first time I had done so. How was I supposed to continue to be this sexy, mysterious woman he should regret walking out on when I did awkward gestures and spilled hot chocolate on my blouse - which I hoped I wouldn’t do in front of him again.

      I turned and reached up to open my microwave, pulling out the hot chocolate. I stepped back so I could shut the door and bumped into a solid mass standing behind me. The liquid sloshed out of my cup and spilled on the blouse I definitely didn’t want to stain and was forced to set down the cup.

      I hissed. The damn drink was hot.

      I turned, ready to see what caused me to spill, only to have to crane my head back and look deeply in Jon’s dark eyes.

      I swallowed. The action was instinctive. I couldn’t help it. He was standing too close to me, closer than I expected him to. And he moved with a stealth I hadn’t expected from him. He was such a big person - imposing, overwhelming - that for him to move without making a noise...it thrilled as well as scared me. I didn’t know how else to describe it.

      He cocked his head to the side. “Your heartbeat increased,” he said. Without warning, he turned completely, slowly resting his head on my chest between my breasts. “I can hear it like someone pounding on the front door.” One hand gripped my hip. Whether that was to steady me or to steady him, I didn’t know.

      “Well, you’re in my personal space,” I said, leaning back. Unfortunately, the edge of the counter pushed into my lower back, keeping me in place. I couldn’t escape from him even if I wanted to. 

      “Did you miss me?” He picked his head up and straightened, but didn’t back away. His eyes were like spotlights, pinning me in place, watching my every move.

      “Why do you care?” I asked. I hated how breathy my voice was. I hated that it revealed I wasn’t as tough as I was trying to make myself out to be.

      One hand held onto one side of the counter, the hand holding my hip released me in order to do the same. I was trapped between his arms, his shoulders hunched over, looking at me with those hooded eyes. I was trapped, but I didn’t want to escape.

      “I care.”

      Two words, simple. They should have been meaningless, but they weren’t. They were everything to me.

      “Is that why you’re here?” It was a telling question. I wasn’t sure how I wanted him to answer that.

      “What do you want me to say?” Jon asked. He didn’t move, which was a new part of this dance we seemed to repeat with each other. Usually, he put distance between us, pacing back and forth, maybe running his fingers through his cropped hair and staring off, at anything so long as it wasn’t me.

      “The truth,” I managed to get out. “I’m trying to respect what you want from me, Jon. It broke my heart, but I didn’t think I would see you again. I’m moving on with my life. But I can’t if you don’t let me. I can’t if you keep coming back. You need to let me go.”

      He clenched his teeth together so his jaw popped. I forced myself to look at him, to watch him so I could watch every single emotion that flickered across his face. Anger flashed in his eyes, but it simmered until it melted away.

      “Do you even know what you want?” I pushed.

      More silence. More flared nostrils and pressed lips. 

      “I’m trying to stay away.” His voice was sandpaper, rough and bruising. It skittered across my face as he hung his head forward, his eyes on the floor beneath his feet. His forehead was so close to mine that if I moved it just so, we would be touching. 

      “You’re doing a shit job of it,” I muttered. 

      His canines flashed and my heart skipped a beat at the hint of a smile on his face. So rarely did he smile that when I saw him do so, I considered it nothing short of a miracle. 

      “I know,” he said. “You think you’ll be able to find it in you to forgive me?”

      I swallowed. I didn’t want to answer that. I didn’t want to admit how weak he made me, how completely undone I was whenever I was around him. Every promise I made myself was broken whenever he came into the picture. Every. Damn. Time.

      “Jon…” I breathed out. This time, I did lean into him. I rested my forehead on his and forced my hands behind my back because if I didn’t, I’d be running them up and down the contours of his arms, reacquainting myself with him. It had only been a few weeks ago since I had him writing beneath me, gripping my hips like he owned me, filling me up, stretching me out.

      “Tell me yes,” he said, pulling away but only so he could trace the line of my neck with the bridge of his nose. His breath ghosted across my skin and it felt like a thin string tugging to my very core. “Tell me you forgive me. I need someone to.”

      “God forgives you,” I murmured.

      “I don’t give a shit about God,” he snarled, his teeth coming down on my skin and giving it a gentle pull.

      I clenched my teeth together, a whimper slipping through.

      “Then you should learn to forgive yourself,” I managed to get out, my breath airy.

      “How can I forgive myself if I don’t know whether you will or not?” he got out.

      I was surprised he was being so open. With Jon, it was hard for me to decipher what he was thinking most of the time. A lot of the time, I had to guess. 

      “You have it backwards,” I said. “You need to forgive yourself first, then other forgiveness will come.”

      “Why won’t you forgive me?” He slowly removed one hand from my kitchen counter and coiled his fingers around my throat. It was an intimidating gesture, but I knew it wasn’t supposed to be. His thumb caressed my bottom lip, his dark gaze focused on what he was doing.

      “Because there’s nothing to forgive,” I managed to get out. I was careful how I formed the words. I don’t want to accidentally touch his thumb in a way that might imply something intimate or sexual.

      “How can you say that?” he asked, his eyes lifting until they met mine. “How many times has your affiliation with me almost gotten you killed? How many times have you put yourself at risk for me? How many times have I left you, promising never to see you again when that’s the last thing I want?”

      I let out a sigh.

      “I already know what you’re going to say,” he said. He tilted his head again, his lips ghosting over the column of my throat. Part of me didn’t think he even knew what he was doing. He was acting on pure instinct. “You’re tired of me changing my mind, flip flopping.”

      “Something like that,” I admitted. I closed my eyes as a shudder ripped down my spine. Why was my body so traitorous? Why did I always give in?

      “I don’t want to keep doing that either,” he said. “I want...I want you more than you will ever know. And I don’t think you realize just how badly I want to claim you.”

      “Claim me?” My eyes snapped open. “What does that even mean?”

      “During the new moon, I have this weird, animalistic need to just…” He let his voice trail off. “Let’s just say, I need to mark my territory.” He flinched at his diction. “And I know, that’s not the right way to say it. But it’s the truth. It’s this thing inside of me. It’s like...if I were a vampire, I would need to feed.”

      “This is your way of feeding?” I asked skeptically.

      He let out a pained sigh. “Something like that,” he said. “I leave during the new moon because I don’t want to do that to you.”

      I let out a breath, trying not to be offended. “You don’t...want me?” I asked. It was stupid. Whatever his reasoning was, he was trying to be protective of me. 

      “Jesus Christ, Lara, don’t you get it?” He pulled his mouth away from my throat, wrinkling his brow as he stared at the floor. “I want you more than I should to the point where I want to make you mine. I want to Bond with you. I want to claim you. I want to do everything I can to leave my mark on you like some goddamn brand that will tell the whole world that you belong to me. And I hate myself because I am not that guy. I’m not jealous or possessive. I’m laid back. I’m open. I’m a bunch of things but you make me feel things - this beast inside of me makes me feel things that I don’t, and it just reminds me that I’m not this person and I-I-”

      “You hate it,” I finished. I pursed my lips together, trying to make sense of what Jon was saying. I picked my head up to look at him. “Which means, in some strange way, you hate me.”

      Jon growled. “No,” he said tightly. “I could never hate you.”

      “Then why won’t you let yourself be around me?” I asked. “I’ve been trying to understand, but I don’t. You say it’s to protect me, then you come back. So, I don’t get what you want from me, Jon. I want you. I love you. I want to be with you in whatever way I can have you. I don’t know how else to tell you what I want. I just don’t know what you want. Hell, I don’t know if you know what you want because you seem to want different things.”

      “You,” he got out. He dropped his hands from the counter but didn’t back off. “I want you. That hasn’t changed. I’ve wanted you since I set my eyes on you all those years ago. I just, I don’t know how…” He growled again. 

      Without warning, he hit my fridge. Judging by the groan it emitted, I was sure he did some damage to it.

      “Hey!” I exclaimed. “That’s not mine! You can’t just go breaking things because you’re frustrated.”

      “You’re right.” He clenched his teeth together, gingerly cradling his right hand with his left one. “Lara, I’ve got no fucking clue what I’m doing anymore. I thought I wanted revenge, but when I got it, when I did what I needed to do, I felt... empty. Hollow. The only time I felt like myself, like the Jon I knew before all of this bullshit, was when I was with you. And I hate myself for needing you. I hate how fucking selfish I am. Because I know being with you puts you in danger. But I don’t give a shit. I would risk everything to be with you.” He picked his head up in order to lock eyes with me. “You want to know what I want? It’s you. It’s always been you.”

      We were going around and around in circles, but I didn’t care. This was the most raw, the most honest, Jon had ever been.

      I reached for him, cupped his palm in my hand, and pulled him to me until we kissed. He was mine and I was his, and this time, there was nothing getting in the way of that.

      Not even my grandfather.
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      Jon’s body pressed into me, his hard body softening my own. I molded against him, not sure where he began and where I ended. He reached up to cup my cheek with his hand, tilting my head to the side so he could deepen the kiss.

      His tongue pushed past my lips. There was this intense desire for him inside of me, like he needed to taste me - all of me - as though he was worried he would forget. We hadn’t been together in a few weeks. From the way I clutched his hair, pulling the short locks as best as I could, I knew I felt the same way. 

      Without warning, he ripped away from me but only to place his forehead against my own. His eyes closed, his thumb traced my jawline. It gave me the opportunity to catch my breath which was exactly what I needed. My heart hammered against my chest. I wasn’t sure if it was due to the excitement I felt at being in Jon’s life again or nervous because I worried that Jon would just break my heart again. Part of me didn’t care. Part of me wanted the pain if it meant I got the pleasure. I wanted the loneliness if it meant I got to be with Jon, even temporarily.

      I knew that made me pathetic. Hell, I would call myself pathetic. But it was still the truth.

      His lips descended down my neck, across my collarbone. There was something desperate in his kisses, something desperate in the way his teeth grazed my skin. It felt like he wanted to mark me, not because he wanted to make sure others were aware of his presence in my life, but that I would remember. 

      I pulled back slowly. “What worries you?” I managed to ask.

      He dropped another kiss just above where the cut of my shirt was, right where my breasts began. I swallowed. I wanted to focus, but it was difficult to do when he touched me like that.

      Jesus, I melted in his hands and I didn’t know what to do about it.

      “I…” He opened his mouth, trying to speak, but the words didn’t come out. He shook his head. “I’m afraid you’ll decide I’m not worth it, even though I know I’m not.”

      I tilted my head forward, kissing the tip of his chin. He sighed, closing his eyes.

      “I don’t know what more you want me to do to prove I love you, Jon,” I murmured against his skin. “I’d appreciate it if you could just believe me.”

      “I do.” He opened his eyes, darker due to the desire wrapped up in them. “I do. This is my issue. Not yours. I can’t make a decision about you.”

      “Then, can I make the decision for myself?”

      He paused as though taking in my statement. He blinked once, then reached up to curl a strand of hair behind my ear. “I suppose that would only be fair,” he said.

      I smiled. “I’m glad you think so.”

      “So,” he said. “What does that mean?”

      I leaned back against the counter and lifted my shoulder in a shrug. “Honestly, I don’t know what it means for us,” I said. “I think we both love each other, but sometimes loving someone is the easy part. It’s what we do with that love, with those feelings, that makes things difficult.”

      “You sound like you’re speaking from personal experience,” he said.

      “Maybe I am,” I said back. Even though Jon knew about my relationship with Robby did not mean I wanted to go into detail about it. “I just know that I don’t want to screw this up with you. I love you. And that’s great. But at the end of the day, that means nothing if you have your issues and I have mine. We have to be able to work on ourselves if we’re going to make this work.”

      “Everyone has shit they need to work on. That doesn’t stop them from being with someone.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Obviously,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest. “But just because we decide we’re going to be together doesn’t stop my grandfather. It doesn’t stop Ben. I think we need to stop them.”

      Jon nodded once. “They aren’t going to stop me from kissing you whenever I want, though.” His voice had dropped, sandpaper tickling my skin in only the best of ways. “They aren’t going to stop me from fucking you whenever I want. And right now, I want to fuck you. I want to possess your body like you fucking belong to me.” He clenched his teeth. “We can worry about everything else later.”

      My core throbbed with desire. I closed my eyes, a shudder ripping down my spine. I should tell him no. We needed to discuss Ben’s request for an interview. I knew we touched on it, but we got sidetracked as we were wont to do.

      But how could I resist him? How could I say no when he was here, in front of me, telling me he wanted to be with me, telling me he couldn’t stay away, telling me he wanted to figure out a way we could be together.

      “Where?”

      “I don’t care,” he said. His hands cupped my hips again, his thumbs running up and down the bones. Even through my clothes I could feel his rough hands and I sucked in a breath. Anticipation caused heat to flood through me, and it wasn’t long before the familiar slick feeling between my thighs teased at me, waiting for him to fill me up. Waiting for him to do just what he promised - claim me as his.

      “The table.”

      His brows perked up, surprised by my brazen suggestion. 

      I wasn’t. I always wanted to experiment. I wanted to be so caught up in the heat, the passion, and I wanted to not think about things like where to fuck and how to fuck. I just wanted to lose myself in the moment and the only person I trusted enough to do that with was Jon.

      “If you’re more comfortable on the bed…”

      He swallowed the rest of my retort with a hungry kiss. I reached up and ran my fingers through his short hair, tugging at the roots as best I could once more. I loved the way they felt. I loved the way he felt.

      Maybe this wasn’t just about losing myself in the moment. Maybe this was about me staking my claim on him, marking him the way he seemed intent on marking me.

      The difference was, he knew he had me. And I only just found out I had him.

      Our tongues dueled for dominance. The kiss was sloppy but passionate. Our teeth clanged together but I didn’t care. It made this real. It made our intense desire that more real.

      His hands traced the curves of my body until he reached the top button of my shirt. Instead of undoing it, he tugged so my buttons popped off like squirting ketchup into the air.

      I ripped away from him, shoving his shoulder. “This is one of my favorite shirts,” I said through a hooded glare. “And don’t say you’re going to buy me a new one. You never replaced the boy shorts you tore through and I highly doubt you have a way to make money to afford what you just destroyed.”

      Jon pulled away slightly, giving me a cool stare. I wasn’t going to back down. 

      “By all means, continue to rip up my clothes,” I continued. “You’ll force me to walk around completely naked, and while I’m sure Robby is totally and completely in love with Gwen, I doubt he’s going to care much if I have to visit him naked.”

      Suddenly, Jon leaned forward so he was in my space, a growl sifting through clenched teeth. “Don’t even joke about that,” he said, each word clipped. “No one gets to see you naked except me. Are we clear?”

      My heart flipped in my chest, and the pulsating between my thighs only enhanced. I wanted to keep fighting him. I wanted to battle with him, to make him understand my point, but it was so damn hard to do with him looking at me like I was his possession, like the thought of anyone seeing me without my clothes was enough to go to war over.

      “Hmm?” he pressed when I still hadn’t answered him.

      I nodded my head, feeling my mouth dry up the way a puddle might underneath the glaring desert sun.

      “Also,” he continued. He didn’t back up even though he was still in my face, chest pressed against my chest, hands holding both of mine down, almost like a precursor to pinning them if need be. “I will fuck you anywhere and you will beg me for more no matter where that is.”

      Any hint of saliva vanished in the entirety of my mouth and dropped to my stomach. I was molten lava, melting, dripping, into my swollen core. I needed relief. This was getting to be too damn painful.

      He coiled fingers around my wrist and tugged me towards him. Instead of claiming my mouth once more, he stepped back, his other hand on the small of my back. He gently pushed me to the aforementioned table. Without warning, he dropped my wrist only to place his hand on my hip and bend me over. His hands ran up and down my hips, feeling them again, like he hadn’t touched me like this a month or so ago.

      It had been too long.

      “Take off your skirt before I rip it off,” he instructed, his chin grazing the top of my shoulder. I leaned my head towards him, trying to protect the vulnerable skin there.

      There was a small, rebellious part of me that wanted nothing more than to fight back, to show him I wasn’t going to do whatever it was he wanted just because he told me what to do. However, I couldn’t help but be curious what he had in store for me, for us.

      I did as he asked, reaching behind me to unzip the tight pencil skirt. I must have been moving too slowly for Jon, however, because he reached his fingers under the hem and yanked. I fell forward, catching myself on the surface of the table just in time. I let out a whimper of frustration, but it died in my throat the second I saw the way his eyes raked up and down my bare backside, completely bare save for the strap of underwear keeping me minimally decent.

      He didn’t say anything; he reached out and unhooked my bra, letting the straps fall to the sides. Slowly, he eased my arm out of one before doing the same thing to the other. He was surprisingly tender about it, gentle in a way I hadn’t realized he was capable of. When my bra fell to the floor, he dropped to his knees behind me and slowly peeled my underwear down, placing one kiss, then another on the curve of my buttocks. I flinched each time, not because I was scared or surprised, but because it touched me on a deeper level than I expected it to be.

      When his tongue licked the length of my core, I sucked in a sharp breath.

      I wasn’t expecting that.

      My eyes snapped open. I tried to angle my head. I wanted to watch him, but I wasn’t able to. His hands kept me in place. I grunted in frustration and he put more pressure on my core. He lapped at me in a controlled way, keeping his pace steady, feeding from me like I produced nectar and he was here to take advantage of it.

      The second he slid his long digit inside of me, I started to feel dizzy. He knew my body better than I did. I didn’t know how it was possible. I had been experimenting with myself since I was fifteen and had read a particularly interesting fanfic that raised a lot of questions I could answer if I just tried. Jon and I had been intimate a handful of times, and somehow, the way he touched me was like nothing I’d experienced before. He was magic in physical form, and the way my body reacted told me I was madly, deeply, under his spell.

      I released all the tension I had been carrying around since he left and just shattered. I couldn’t help my spasm as I rocked back and forth. I clutched at the surface of the table, desperate to keep myself up. My knees were Jello. If Jon’s hands hadn’t gripped my waist, I would have melted into a puddle on the floor. 

      I didn’t even realize it when he stood up, positioning himself behind me. I didn’t realize when he unzipped his jeans and pulled out his throbbing cock. His tip pressed against my cheek. It was already dripping with need. I shuddered, squeezing my pelvis to try and keep myself in one piece.

      “Fuck, you taste delicious,” he muttered, more to himself than for me.

      Not that it mattered.

      His voice had the same effect on me that his touch did. It was pathetic, really. His words were like fingers, caressing my most sensitive places.  I closed my eyes. I didn’t want to be so eager for him. I wanted to make him beg for it.

      But my pride had vanished the second his tongue found my mound and lapped at me the way a dog lapped water from a bowl. It wasn’t the most delicate of comparisons, but it was raw, animalistic. I didn’t give a shit.

      “Fuck, fuck me,” I told him, glancing at him over my shoulder.

      He picked his eyes off my body so he could meet my heated stare with his own. Somehow, the pitch-black orbs got even darker. They might have resembled absolute nothingness had it not been for the fire that was lit behind them.

      “What was that?” he asked, pressing against me so I could feel just how badly he wanted me.

      I could only imagine what he would feel like once he was sheathed in my warmth. I didn’t want to imagine. I wanted him inside of me now.

      “You’re wasting time,” I managed to get out. In truth, I had no idea how I was still able to talk at all, not with my throat dry, rough like gravel. “Can you fuck me please?”

      The corner of his lips flickered and amusement danced in his eyes. It was so unlike him, to not be serious, that I was momentarily distracted.

      “I don’t like being told what to do,” he said, his voice guttural. “But I love hearing you beg.”

      I clenched my teeth together. “Fuck you, Jon,” I said before I could stop myself. “You constantly change your mind about what you want. Stay, go, stay, go. I don’t care. But if you’re going to stay, can you get over yourself and fuck me please? I’ve been waiting too long not to have you and you’re drawing this out longer than you need to. What more do you want me to say?”

      “Tell me you’re mine,” he growled, leaning over me and nipping my earlobe with his teeth. “Tell me you belong to me and no one else. Not just your body, but every single part of you. Your mind. Your very soul.”

      “Jesus Christ, Jon!” I exclaimed. “You have it! You have all of me. What more do you want me to say? Do you want me on my knees?”

      He grunted, closing his eyes for a moment before reopening them slowly. “As much as I want to relish in such a view, I’d rather fuck you,” he said.

      Before I could say anything more, he thrust his cock deep within the folds of my core. There was a sharp pain inside of me. I hadn’t been with anyone since Jon. I didn’t expect there to be a rush of pain at feeling him inside of me, but it was like my body needed a moment to get used to his girth again.

      He bit back a groan and he leaned over, his entire body still as he waited. Part of me was embarrassed that it felt like I was a virgin again and I needed time and patience when we both wanted to continue. The other part didn’t care, just as long as I had him inside of me.

      I would take whatever he would give me.

      Slowly, so slowly, my body began to adapt to him. He must have felt it too because he slowly began to move. Gentle and deep, at first, but then faster. I thought I would need time to accommodate such a quick shift in pace, but I didn’t. I took him in and hated when he left. His fingers dug into my sides. I knew they would bruise, but I didn’t care.

      I just wanted all of him. As much of him as I could get, and then I wanted more.

      When I started to feel the beginning of my orgasm, I clutched to the table tighter.

      “You better come soon, Lara,” Jon said roughly. “I don’t think I can wait anymore.”

      His words were my undoing. I shattered around him. I barely heard his own sharp inhale, his grip tightening even harder on my hips. None of that mattered.

      The only thing that mattered was being one with Jon in this moment. I rode it out until I couldn’t anymore.

      Jon kissed my shoulder blade and then the back of my neck. 

      I shivered.

      “Let’s go to the bedroom,” he murmured. “I know we have a lot to talk about. But it can wait. For now.” A pause. “I just want to lie with you for a while.”

      I wanted it too so I didn’t say anything. But we would have to deal with my grandfather and the threat of Ben Beck soon or else it was going to eat us alive.
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      I didn’t want to wake up, but I knew I had to.

      I knew we had to talk.

      The fact that Jon was still in my bed astounded me more than I was willing to admit. It wasn’t as though I didn’t believe the words that came out of his mouth last night. I believed him when he told me he wanted me. But I still wasn’t sure if that meant he was willing to give up his need for revenge in order to be with me.

      His hand cupped my hip. The light pressure was enough to make me wince. Bruises had already formed, his fingerprints forming perfectly on my body like on a glass of chilled wine. 

      “I’m sorry,” he murmured, his lips barely touching my shoulder.

      I had no idea how he even knew I was awake, but I didn’t question it. As a Lycan, his hearing was better than I could even comprehend. Maybe he could hear the shift in my breathing, the increase in my heart beat when started touching me.

      “For what?” I asked through a sigh. “For last night?”

      I shouldn’t have said anything. I wasn’t trying to be petty, and I knew if I wanted things to move forward, I needed to trust him and what he said. But he also had to know that he had a lot to prove to me. He kept going back and forth on his words that it was hard to keep up.

      He stilled beside me. It was unnerving how completely undetectable Jon could be if he really wanted to. I didn’t even know if he was breathing at this point. However, the second I looked down to check, my eyes came in contact with his dark - nearly black - ones, and I swallowed. I knew, in that moment, my question was completely unnecessary. I saw a flash of hurt, but other than that, it completely vanished.

      “No,” he finally said. His breath whispered across my skin, causing the hairs to stand straight at attention. How he had this effect on me even after all this time, I had no idea. It was like it was his super power. “No, I could never regret anything when it comes to you, except maybe that it’s taken me this long to get my shit straight.” He glanced down at my hip and his finger started tracing my skin again. This time, I realized they weren’t mindless patterns, but the bruises themselves. “I’m sorry for leaving marks on you.”

      “Oh.” I wasn’t expecting that.

      Before I could comment on it, Jon rolled over on his back, looking up at me. He reached out an arm and moved more hair over my shoulder. His eyes traced the line of my throat and down to my shoulder. His eyes flared with lust but instead of giving into it, as I expected he would, he set his lips into a thin line.

      “What’s the matter?” I placed a hand on his forehead and began smoothing out the troubled wrinkles. “You seem pensive.”

      “We need to talk,” he said. “You have an interview with Ben Beck.”

      “Yes.” I didn’t want to talk about this. Part of me worried that talking about the danger I could be in would be enough to turn all of Jon’s beautiful promises into lies and he would run away from me - again. I wanted to be able to enjoy his presence, his openness, a little longer.

      “I don’t want you to do the interview,” he said.

      I sighed, placing my hand on his forearm. It amazed me how corded an otherwise innocuous part of his body could be. “Jon, I -”

      “But,” he said, cutting me off, dropping his hand back down to his side. “I know you have to.” He began to smooth out my hip with his fingerprints, almost as though he was trying to wipe away evidence of what happened. “When I first met you, I knew you were hardheaded, probably had your own reasons for doing what you were doing. I didn’t really care to know what those reasons were because, at the time, nothing else mattered except my reasons and what they meant to me. Just goes to show you what a selfish bastard I was.”

      I snorted, tucking my chin down. “I was the same way,” I murmured. “My recklessness got a good man killed.” I swallowed, thinking of Detective Estrada. My heart clenched. There hadn’t even been a funeral because they tried to paint him as this corrupt cop when the truth was, he was one of the few that actually cared about the truth. “My uncle…” I cleared my throat. I didn’t understand why it was difficult to talk about Richard. His murder had been months ago, and I was with someone I trusted. I sucked in a breath, trying again. “Richard was murdered by Stephanie Guzman and her goons because he was trying to get the truth about what happened to his father. He thought my grandfather had been murdered, but the truth is so much worse. His death...he shouldn’t have died over it. It wasn’t worth it.”

      “We don’t get to decide that,” Jon said. His voice was gentle, but his words cut me deeper than I wanted them to. “If your uncle thought the truth was worth dying for, you can’t state otherwise. You might have a difference of opinion, but maybe for him, it’s worth it because you know the truth now. Same for that detective. You went to his place, you saw that he was trying to put the pieces together even though he legally didn’t have that opportunity to do so before he was taken.”

      I stared at Jon for a long moment, taking in his words. I wanted to argue with him. I wanted to tell him that he was wrong, that Richard’s death was pointless and I was still angry about it - angry at Stephanie Guzman, angry at my grandfather, angry at Richard himself for searching so damn hard for a truth that got him killed even though he was the only family I had left after my parents died.

      Well, until I realized my grandfather was alive.

      But sometimes, you chose your family. And I didn’t want this man to be my family.

      On the other hand, would Richard think his death was pointless? If he knew what would happen to him, would he still go through with it?

      Probably.

      If I knew Richard, he was tenacious, stubborn, and reckless. Part of me suspected that he didn’t believe there would be repercussions for his behavior. I didn’t think my grandmother was hard on him as a kid. One thing I remember my mother always saying was that Richard got away with murder.

      This time, he didn’t.

      But I think he would have been okay with it if he somehow uncovered the truth of what happened to his father.

      “Having said that,” Jon continued. “I don’t want that to happen to you or to me. I thought maybe I did. I thought I couldn’t care less as long as I could prevent this from happening again. As long as I could make everyone involved pay. And I did.”

      “Except for my grandfather,” I said. 

      He stilled again and I wasn’t sure why.

      “I’m not sure I can do anything to him,” he finally said, his voice soft.

      I furrowed my brow, shifting on the bed so I could wrap my arm around his shoulder and lean my back against the headboard behind me. “Why?” I asked. That didn’t sound like Jon. At all.

      “It’s like you said,” he murmured. “Your grandfather is the only family you have. He may be a bastard, but I don’t want to be the one to take him for you. Just because there’s this monster inside of me doesn’t mean I need to be one.”

      My eyes widened. “What made you finally come to that conclusion?” I asked.

      He sighed, resting his head just under my arm. His long arm swept across my waist. The gesture was both possessive and casual at the same time.

      “I realized that you’re not the type to tolerate bad people,” he said, “unless you’re doing it for me. And you’ve done it for me quite a bit. And if you could love someone like me, even at my worst, maybe I’m not so bad.”

      “Jon, I don’t think you realize -”

      “I’m not telling you this because I want you to gush over me,” he said, looking up and catching my eyes. “I don’t. That’s the last thing I want. But I want to try to be better. That doesn’t mean I’m perfect, but I want to try. For you.”

      I pressed my lips together. Whatever I was going to say disappeared. I didn’t realize it until now, but that was exactly what I needed to hear. I tilted my head down and brushed a small kiss across his forehead. From his vantage point, I was upside down, and the back of my neck strained with the new pressure on it, but I didn’t care. 

      “Okay,” I said as I pulled away. “Okay.”

      He reached up and laced his fingers through mine, his thumb brushing the back of my fingers. I closed my eyes, wishing I could stay in this moment forever. Everything about it was perfect, from the rays of sunlight seeping through my blinds to the shadows that stretched across the floor. I just wanted him to hold me. I wanted to forget anything else existed.

      “We have to talk about Beck,” he said. There was an edge to it, however, that seemed to imply that was the last thing he wanted to do. His grip on my fingers tightened protectively, like even mentioning Beck would conjure him here and we would have to fight, we would have to put this all away in favor of the greater good.

      Fuck the greater good and fuck Ben Beck. If I could, I would run away with Jon and never look back. I had nothing tying me to Perry except maybe Robby, but he seemed to be in good hands with Gwen. I was just so damn tired of living everybody else’s life, solving everyone else’s problems. I wanted to focus on my own. I wanted Jon all to myself and not have to worry about anything else.

      “I have to do the interview,” I said. “And it’s not just for my job. My grandfather told me to do it.”

      Jon tilted his head back to capture my eyes. “Why?” he asked.

      I shrugged. “I have no idea,” I admitted.

      Jon pressed his lips together, the blanket slipped down his shoulders and revealed a large expanse of his chest. I knew I should be focusing on what we were talking about. That was much more important than anything else.

      But I couldn’t look away from his brutal beauty. Scars littered his arms, his chest. My gut churned with concern but I tampered it down. The last thing Jon would want was my sympathy. He was too strong for that shit. It would have been a grave insult. Instead, I found myself tracing them each, giving them individual attention in the silence.

      “What do you think about him?” Jon asked. “Your grandfather. Do you think he cares about you? Or do you think he’s using you?”

      I sighed, leaning my head back on the wall behind me. “Honestly?” I asked. “I think it’s a bit of both. I know that’s a weird thing to say because he’s a monster.” I stared up at the ceiling, trying to get my thoughts to come out right. It was always difficult for me to express myself verbally. People thought it came naturally because I was a writer; I should be able to string together coherent sentences and structure them in a beautiful way. But it always came out like I’m dO hUmAn. “He’s done terrible things that he’ll never be able to make up for. He’s indirectly responsible for so many deaths, directly responsible for so many more, but…” I let my voice trail off and shook my head. “But he could have killed you that night, when we found him. And he didn’t. He didn’t kill you because I asked him not to.”

      “Maybe,” Jon said after a tense moment of silence. “Or maybe he didn’t kill me because me being alive would further his agenda.”

      “How?” I furrowed my brow and dropped my gaze so I could look at him again. Brushing hair from his face, I continued to run my fingers across his forehead. His skin seemed to soften under my touch and I didn’t want to take that away from him just yet. Not when he was finally calm.

      Jon sighed, his eyes on my arm. He began to pinch my skin - not hard, but enough for me to focus my attention there. From the way he pressed his lips together, I wasn’t sure he was even aware he was doing it.

      “My body would be a valuable piece of meat for him and his cronies to study,” he finally said.

      “What?” I couldn’t help the flatness of my voice, the way my body tensed at his words.

      “I’m not trying to be morbid,” he insisted, “but it’s the truth. I was one of the first to get the serum in my system. The Moonshade.”

      “Is that what they’re calling it?” I asked.

      He nodded once. He still wouldn’t look at me. “They’ve been keeping track of me,” he continued. “Running tests. They drew my blood before and after, and when they had me recently, they did it again. They want to see how my body took to the serum. They want to see if they can replicate it.”

      “How do you know all of this?” I asked.

      “Besides common sense, the lead scientist in charge basically told me,” he admitted. “I’m one of the few who survived. At first, they thought my outbursts were a product of the Moonshade, like my temper, my anger. They didn’t realize I’m just an angry motherfucker with a penchant for revenge. The beast inside me just exacerbated that part of me so I feel it more. It’s hard for me to control it, if I’m being honest with you.” He clenched his jaw. 

      I knew how difficult that must have been for Jon to admit. He didn’t like being out of control; he didn’t like giving the impression that every move he made wasn’t calculated.

      “So,” I said slowly. “If you can’t kill my grandfather but we can’t run away, what do we do?”

      The question was more loaded than I thought it would be. I wasn’t sure I wanted to know the answer. Truth be told, if I could hole up here with Jon for the rest of my life, I would be fine.

      Except, maybe that wasn’t true. What kind of life would that be, really? Would Jon and I really want to be cooped up together in a small, city apartment when the world was just outside? It wasn’t that we couldn’t stand to be with each other, but we were both people who enjoyed solitude. Jon could leave for a few days, but I expected him to come back. I never worried, never questioned him, and I believed he would do the same thing for me - although he might worry about me a bit more just because that was Jon’s nature.

      “We have to take it one step at a time,” he said, looking up at me. “You do the interview. Not because I want you to. I don’t trust Beck. I think he’s a sleazy motherfucker who takes orders without thinking about them. I think he likes you because you’re pretty and defiant. He wants to break you.”

      My eyebrows shot up. “Me?” I asked. “What does that mean?”

      Jon glanced away. “Look, Red, you’re not an idiot,” he said. “You’re beautiful, but you’re not a typical woman. For one, you have an opinion about everything and when you vocalize it - which you always fucking do - it gets you into trouble. And you don’t give a shit one way or the other. Beck feeds off of that. He likes power but he especially likes power over women like you. You’re a challenge to him.” He shifted his eyes so they were on the door rather than up on me. “It’s why I don’t feel comfortable with you going to do the interview.”

      “You think I’m going to do something that’ll piss Beck off?” I asked.

      When he didn’t immediately answer, I looked down at him, waiting for some sort of response. He sighed, his shoulders relaxing down. His fingers were still on my body, still giving me goosebumps.

      “I guess the only thing I can know for sure,” he said, “is that I doubt Beck will do anything to you that’ll get him punished.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “If your grandfather texted you about the interview, then you know he knows about it, or even that he arranged it,” Jon said. “I doubt Beck would do anything to piss your grandfather off. And, from what you’ve told me, I don’t think your grandfather wants to hurt you. At least not yet.” He sighed again. “The problem with all of that, though, is, things change in an instant all the time. The last thing I want is for them to change with you in the lion’s den.”
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      “You know, I don’t think I want you going out like that,” Jon said from the bed, still wrapped up in my blankets. “I may have to peel the skin from Beck’s eyes if he gets to see you in something like that.”

      I rolled my eyes but a brush of flattery warmed the inside of my chest and eased some of the tension to roll off of my shoulders. 

      I would be lying if I said I wasn’t nervous. I was. Holy Hell, was I nervous. I fingered my cross necklace, trying to remind myself that I was still safe, that Beck wouldn’t do anything stupid to me. Michelle knew I was doing the interview as did my grandfather. If Beck wanted to keep his position of mayor, there was no way he would risk killing me.

      I hoped.

      “It’s what I wear to work every day,” I said, brushing off Jon’s compliments. In fact, it was a professionally pressed grey dress that came to my knees. It did hug my curves, though there wasn’t any excessive cleavage, no thigh slits, nothing that would be too revealing.

      “Then maybe I should tell your boss there needs to be some kind of dress code where you go into work wearing nothing but your sweats,” he said.

      I laughed. “That’s, like, my dream,” I said. “Oh, by the way, I quit my job. Well, I mean, I’m going to. I told Michelle I’d do the interview, but I’m pretty sure I’m not going to stay with the paper.”

      Jon raised his brow, sitting up a bit more. “You, what? I thought you loved the paper.”

      “I love writing for Perry,” I said, pacing up the length of the room. I tossed my hair over my shoulder, still debating on whether or not I should put it up. “I love discovering the truth and informing the citizens because they have a right to know. But I don’t love the politics of working for the paper. I don’t love that I have to kiss Michelle’s ass or that she decides what I write.” I closed my eyes, waving my arms. “I’m not trying to say I’m difficult and I think I should get whatever I want. That’s not, I don’t need to do that. In fact, it makes me a better writer to have someone who’s there that I can talk to, who I can bounce ideas off of. But she gets this power trip thing going and she does things based on financial gain that it’s creatively stifling.”

      “Well,” Jon said slowly, “in her defense, a paper is a business. If you want to write what you want to write, maybe start a blog.”

      I blew out a breath, glaring at him. “That’s what she said,” I muttered. “That’s what I’m planning to do.”

      The corners of Jon’s lips turned up. Even though I knew he was capable of happiness, of smiling, it still caught me off-guard. I was enraptured by that smile. I wanted to see it again and again, even if I wasn’t always going to cause it.

      “Look,” he said. “I’m not going to tell you what to do with your life. But why don’t you wait until after this whole thing is over before making a decision like that?”

      Suddenly, my heart dropped. I already made a decision about that. Because even if everything turned out exactly the way it needed to, I realized Jon and I wouldn’t have our happily ever after. How could we? Jon had done too much for him to get out of prison time. We both knew this. The question was, what happened after all of this? What happened once Project Bloodshade and everything was exposed? Did Jon turn himself in? Did he put up a defense that essentially stated he shouldn’t be held responsible for his actions because of the serum that coated his blood, even now? But, if that was the case, was he still unstable? Would they let him live a normal life?

      Unless you cured him, a voice pointed out. Unless Gwen could get you the Nightshade you need to make him human again.

      I looked at Jon, trying to read his face. He furrowed his brows lightly, but it quickly smoothed over. He knew I was thinking about something, but didn’t push me to say just what it was which I appreciated. I needed time to think.

      Except, I didn’t have time.

      I pulled myself away from him, untangling my limbs from his. Stepping out of the warm bed, my skin pinched with goosebumps. I walked over to my closet, feeling Jon’s eyes on me the entire way. I tried not to think about it, but I couldn’t help but glance over at him. His eyes were dark, heavy with arousal, and my lower pelvis twinged.

      I wanted more.

      I desperately wanted more.

      It was such a strange feeling. I just had Jon. More than that, it wasn’t the first me and Jon had been together. I should be used to making love with him, but I wasn’t. Not even close.

      But not now.

      I wanted to ask him what he wanted. I wanted to know if he would be open to letting himself be cured in the first place. He seemed like he was willing the last time I brought it up, but he also didn’t think it was real so I couldn’t be sure if he was humoring me or not.

      “You okay?” Jon asked. “You look pensive.”

      “I just…” I felt a blush litter my cheeks. I was making it obvious that I was staring at him, but somehow, I reacted as though I was being stealth. I didn’t understand my body sometimes. “I just love you, you know? I’m just glad you’re here with me.”

      Jon’s face turned serious. I wasn’t sure what about my words caused the change in his demeanor. Either way, his clenched his jaw and stood up. Without saying anything, he made his way over to me. He placed both hands on my face and pulled me in for a long, slow kiss that caused every hair on my body to stand at attention and my toes to curl in my cool carpet.

      He pulled away after a moment, putting space between us. “As much as I would love to get wrapped up with you again,” he murmured. “I can’t. We need to finish this.”

      I nodded, slowly opening my eyes. He was right.

      I adjusted my hair, running hesitant fingers through it. I felt awkward, being so dressed up while he, on the other hand, was not. I wanted nothing more to crawl back into bed with him, wanted someone else to handle this, to be responsible for this, but I knew there were only two people who could make this right: me and Jon, with help from Robby and Gwen.

      “I’ll be around, Red,” he told me. 

      I opened my mouth, ready to tell him not to risk anything, not to do something stupid, but he said nothing on the matter. I looked in his eyes, trying to convey everything I wanted in a simple glance - that I loved him, I needed him, so he wasn’t allowed to risk himself - and he pressed his lips together. I wasn’t exactly sure that was him agreeing, but it was something.

      I curled one strand of hair behind my ear before leaning down and kissing his cheek one more time. From there, I pulled away before I could let myself get any more tempted and turned around, heading out the door without looking back. If I looked back, I wouldn’t be able to trust myself to leave.

      I stepped out of my apartment, pressing my back against the door. I gave myself a moment to collect my thoughts, to catch my breath. I pulled out my phone and texted Michelle where I was expected to meet up with Ben Beck for this interview. I had her response by the time I reached the elevator.

      I could take a cab or an Uber to the meeting place, but I decided to walk it. It was ten blocks, and in heels, I knew I’d regret my decision, but I loved walking and I needed time to clear my head. Somehow, my grandfather wanted me to discuss things with Ben Beck, but what that was, I didn’t know. Part of me worried that this might be a trap, but I wasn’t sure why my grandfather would set me up. He already knew that to get to me, he had to get to Jon. Ben Beck had nothing to do with that.

      Maybe I was being naive. Maybe I thought that the blood we shared forged some sort of bond, even if it was a small one.

      I reached up and started to fiddle with my cross necklace. Please, God, be with me. Be with Jon. Keep us safe.

      I didn’t look at the people I passed in the streets. Spring was in full bloom, and while Perry didn’t have trees or flowers that showed it, except in the park, the sunshine and the crisp breeze was enough to let me know of the transition in seasons.

      My stomach knotted the closer I got to the building. I didn’t want to think about what had happened the last time a mayor requested an interview - I almost died, they tried to kill me, and they only reason why I was still alive in the first place was because Jon had been there to rescue me. While I appreciated everything he had done for me, it was difficult for me to admit that I needed help. I had been on my own for so long before that that the fact Jon had saved me made me feel… I didn’t know. I wasn’t a damsel, exactly, but I didn’t want to need him.

      The problem was, I didn’t think I’d be able to let him go after everything that had happened between us. Not because I needed to be saved, but because I couldn’t picture life without him.

      My feet pinched by the time I reached the tall, sweeping building. Skyscrapers permeated the city like trees in a jungle, but I always wondered why it was necessary to build the buildings so high in the sky. It wasn’t as though Perry was regulated to a small sliver of land the way New York was. Maybe the architects and the contractors and the businessmen who financed the projects were all compensating for something.

      I laughed at my joke. The doorman gave me an odd look as he pulled the door open for me. I cleared my throat, trying not to let it get to me.

      Once inside, I went up to the desk and pulled out my badge for the paper.

      “Hi,” I said. “I have an interview scheduled with Mayor Beck in a couple of minutes.”

      The man grabbed my badge and began typing something on the computer. Once he verified what he had to, he picked up the phone.

      “Your eleven o’clock is here, sir.” A pause. “Will do.” He hung up the phone and gestured down the hallway. “The elevators are to your left. Take one to floor twenty-seven. Step out, make a right, and you should see a conference room to your right. They’ll be waiting for you in there.”

      “Thanks.” He handed me my badge and, after replacing it in my purse, I headed to the elevators.

      By the time I stepped in, my heart was skipping in my chest. I still didn’t know what this was about. If it was a regular interview, surely he could have asked for any journalist at the paper. 

      But this was different.

      I just didn’t know why.

      I pressed the button for the appropriate floor and the doors slid shut. The thing that bothered me was, if I didn’t know why, I wasn’t able to prepare. I didn’t have a gun on me, and my self-defense classes couldn’t protect me against a weapon. Then again, maybe all he wanted was an interview. Maybe I was blowing things out of proportion.

      No.

      I kept going back and forth, but deep down, something was going on. I just didn’t know what that was.

      When the elevators slid open, I stepped out on the most quiet floor I had ever been to. It was strange, emerging from the elevator to this. I doubted anyone was here. The hairs on the back of my neck stood up. My mouth went dry. Maybe this was a bad idea. For one, even though Jon said he would be around, I realized that because this interview was in the heart of the city rather than a gated community, Jon would have a more difficult time getting around as human and as beast. More than that, Ben Beck wasn’t an idiot. I was positive he would tell everyone involved to be on the lookout for Jon in any capacity. Maybe this whole thing was a trap for Jon.

      Not that there was anything I could do about it, although maybe I could send him a text…

      I reached into my purse and pulled it out. Unlocking it quickly, I was almost reluctant to pull my gaze away from what was going on in front of me. Granted, it wasn’t anything, but I didn’t want to put myself in a vulnerable position. I wanted to be ready, even if I wasn’t quite sure what I was getting ready for.

      I brought up my text messages, my thumb jumping from one letter to the next.

      Don’t come. Trap.

      I wasn’t sure if auto-correct fucked that up, but the second I hit send, I heard something that caused my attention to snap up. I nearly jumped, my fingers nearly losing their grip on my phone as I replaced it in my purse.

      At that moment, a familiar man emerged from what looked like a conference room on the other side of the floor.

      Ben Beck.

      He was startingly handsome. I knew this. We always had a picture of him in the paper every day. High cheekbones, dark eyes, a sharp jawline, short brown hair slicked from his hair without the need of gel or cream or whatever. A lean body, an enviable height. He was the city’s resident bachelor, with a different pretty girl every week. But he was always kind, always giving bullshit interviews, always doing charitable events that somehow the paparazzi catch him participating in. He always had this shocked face, like he wasn’t the one who called them in the first place.

      “Lara Tucker,” he said, his voice silky and alluring. “You came.”

      “I did,” I said with a nod. “I didn’t have much of a choice.”

      “Yeah, Michelle is a ballbuster, from what I hear,” Ben said with a charming smile as he slowly made his way over to me.

      I remained still, waiting to see what he was going to do. “Actually, I was referring to my grandfather’s text,” I said. “Apparently, it’s important that I’m here.”

      “Your grandfather?” He seemed genuinely puzzled, sucking in his cheeks so they popped out even more.

      “Oral Brown,” I said. “I’m sure you know him. He’s actually very much alive.” I turned to smell a flower on one of the desks that lined the room. “And, from what I hear, he’s very in charge of a secret military-based agency not even the CIA has access to.” 

      Ben paused, pressing his lips into a thin line. His dark eyes scanned my face, though I wasn’t sure he was trying to figure out.

      “What?” I asked, tilting my head to the side. “You seem confused.”

      “You know what?” he said, his lips curling into one of his patented charm smiles. “I think we got off on the wrong foot. I invited you here to try to smooth things out between us. I know when it comes to particular issues about mutual acquaintances, we won’t agree. However, I do hope to try and persuade you that I really do care about what happens to Perry. It’s important that I do what’s best for the citizens of this city, even if you don’t agree with what that is.”

      “Of course I don’t agree with what that is, Mr. Beck,” I said as though it was obvious. “You’re allowing government facilities to conduct research on our military without their consent. You used to be one of them. You should sympathize.”

      “I do.” Ben nodded once, arms crossed over his chest. “But I can also appreciate that I’m alive because of what they did to me. Not only that, but I’m powerful. I’m capable. No one can ever hurt me.”

      “Unless they have a silver bullet,” I pointed out. I tilted my head to the side, glancing in the conference room. As far as I could tell, Ben and I were completely alone. I wasn’t sure if that made me feel any better or not.

      “True,” he said, dropping his arms to his sides. “Considering you’re one of the few people who know my weakness, though, I’m not terribly concerned.”

      I froze. “What is that supposed to mean?” I asked, my voice sharper than I intended it to be.

      “It means exactly the way it sounds,” Ben said. “Don’t get worked up. I don’t want to harm you, Lara. Why would I want that? You control Jon, which means if I control you, I control Jon.”

      I stiffened. This wasn’t exactly where I expected this conversation to go. “I thought you wanted to kill Jon,” I said slowly. I took a step back, wondering if I could turn and run. Wondering if Jon got my text to stay away because the last thing I wanted was anything to happen to him.

      “I did,” Ben said, his hands now going for his pockets. “As in, past tense. It was brought to my attention that the best course of action wouldn’t be death. Why waste tens of millions of dollars because Jon is being pissy? That would be impractical. Instead, I was given the task of figuring out how to get Jon simply to listen to us.”

      “Oh, really?” I asked. “And how do you figure you’ll do that?”

      He smirked. “By taking you away from him and threatening you with death unless he does exactly what we tell him to.”
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      It was a trap. Except, instead of being a trap for Jon, it was a trap for me.

      How had I not seen this before?

      And my grandfather? He texted to make sure I would show up. He knew what was going on. He arranged things perfectly. 

      And suddenly, I realized the whole thing was a set up. Everything - from the way he met me and Jon, to letting Jon go, to seemingly work with me, to consider a compromise. It had all been strategic. It had all been a ruse in order to come to this point where I walked into the trap like a goddamn fly. Except, instead of being surprised I was now coated in sticky silk, I should have seen it coming. I should have known better.

      But I didn’t.

      I was too blind by the fact that he was my family to think that he would treat me any differently than he treated his own son. He was responsible for Richard’s death. How could I forget that? He had Richard killed even though Richard dedicated his life to try and figure out what the hell had happened to him. And he got killed for it.

      This is your own damn fault, Lara. You should have known better.

      I should have, but I didn’t.

      “Tell me,” I bit out. I didn’t care if my voice shook with anger. I didn’t care about anything anymore. “Was Michelle in on this? Or was she being her usual ignorant self?”

      “Oh, she was just her normal, ambitious self,” Ben said, his dark eyes sparkling even as his mouth curled into an amused sneer. “I didn’t have to twist her arm very hard. I just told her that I wanted you to interview me, that no one else would do. She tried to offer me some Holly girl but I shut that down right away.”

      I was suddenly very glad Michelle knew better than to send Holly. I didn’t want anything to happen to her, and I wouldn’t have been surprised if she had been collateral damage.

      “So,” I said slowly, taking a step back. “You’re just going to kidnap me? Take me somewhere? Jon has my scent, you know. He’ll be able to track me.”

      “Oh, trust me, I know that Jon has your scent.” He tsked. “I can smell him all over you. I can smell all of the wicked, dirty little things the two of you have done together.” He shook his head. “What would your grandfather think?”

      “I could give two shits what he thinks,” I snapped before I could stop myself.

      I took another step back and then another. Jon wasn’t coming for me. I made sure of that. And that was fine with me. I didn’t want him here anyway. The last thing I wanted was them to have a way to get both me and Jon. So, if they took me, I would let them take me. And then I would figure out a way to escape because I didn’t want to Jon to come for me. I didn’t want him to fall for this trap, and I knew he would. Not because he was stupid, but because he would do anything for me. I knew that more than I knew anything else.

      But I didn’t have to go willingly. I could make his job a lot harder than it had to be.

      Ben chuckled, eyes sparkling with obvious amusement. “I don’t believe you,” he said. “I know you care about your grandfather. You want to know how I know? Because you came here knowing it was a trap. You came here, responding to his text message.”

      “I came here because my boss told me to,” I corrected. 

      I took another step back. I wondered if he knew what I was trying to do. I had gained four or five feet away from my initial position on the floor, closer to the elevators than I was to him, but he hadn’t moved a muscle. I knew Ben wasn’t stupid, so he had to have something prepared for my inevitable attempt at running. Concern didn’t feature anywhere on his chiseled face.

      “Whatever makes you sleep better at night, princess,” Ben said. “You know you’re curious about him, about who he really is. You know that’s why you haven’t tried to take him out yet, expose him. Why do you think your uncle never told you the truth?”

      I blinked once, sliding my bottom jaw to the left and then to the right, trying to focus on Ben, on what he was saying. I couldn’t, though. Not at the mention of Richard.

      “Richard knew about your grandfather,” Ben stated simply. “Always had. Your grandfather actually recruited Richard to a top position within his organization.”

      “You’re a goddamn liar,” I said before I could stop myself. Richard was my weakness. I knew it. Ben knew it. My grandfather must know it. But I didn’t care. I kept talking like an asshole. I kept showing my hand even though I had wanted nothing more than to play my cards close to my chest.

      “Oh, come on, Lara,” Ben said, his entire face scrunching up. “Even you can’t possibly be that naive. Richard knew about your grandfather. Was considering a position with him. Until he figured out what his old man had been doing these past years. Why they had to lie and say he was dead. Your grandfather wanted Richard in the business, even though he was a high school graduate who couldn’t finish a construction project to save his life. But he refused. Can you believe it? Your scumbag uncle refused a highly coveted position from his own father in a highly regarded secret agency. All because what they were doing wasn’t right. And when he threatened to tell you the truth? Well, he couldn’t have that. So, he killed Richard, made it look like an accident. That asshole doesn’t know shit about construction sites even if he was licensed, so it was easy to believe.”

      “Why didn’t my grandfather come after me?” I asked, my voice shaking with anger.

      “What?” For the first time during our conversation, Ben looked genuinely confused. He didn’t seem to understand my question.

      “If he thought Richard told me about what was going on, considering I’m a journalist, why didn’t he come after me the same way he came after Richard?” My hands were shaking at my sides. I didn’t know what meant anything anymore. This felt like a dream, one of those dreams that didn’t make any sense, that you knew was a dream but you still couldn’t go back to sleep because you didn’t know how to shut off your mind. 

      “He knew Richard didn’t tell you anything,” Ben said. “You don’t think he’s read your articles? If Richard had told you such things, you would have already printed the story. He knows that. It’s why he wasn’t concerned with you at all. Up until now, that is. Up until he realized you and Jon had something special, something nobody else had ever had with Jon before. He knew you could get to him. He knew you could get him to do anything you wanted.”

      I wanted to tell him that that wasn’t true, but I needed him to keep talking. I needed him to let me run to the staircase and run down the flight of stairs, although I wasn’t sure how practical that was, considering how high we were. But being in the elevator felt like stepping into a trap.

      I was stuck.

      I just knew I had to get out of there.

      “I’m not manipulating Jon to get what I want, or to get anyone else what they want for that matter,” I snapped.

      “Oh, he knows,” Ben said. I hated how knowing his tone was. I hated that he thought my life was an open book and he could read me like words on a page. “He knows that that’s not the type of person you are. He knows a lot about you, Lara. He cares about you.”

      I scoffed before I could stop myself. I shouldn’t be bothered by Ben’s words. I shouldn’t take them seriously. For one, I shouldn’t care about my grandfather, about what he thought of me, or anything like that. It didn’t matter if he was the only family I had left. The only thing that mattered was that he had Richard killed, and he wanted Jon dead as well. At the end of the day, this man was a stranger to me. A nobody. We might have the same blood flowing through our brains but that didn’t mean anything. We weren’t anything to each other.

      And yet, there was this small, tiny, inconsequential part of me that wondered about him. That wanted to know who he was and why Richard respected him so much that he was willing to risk everything, just for information on him. I wanted to understand. I wanted to know...I wanted to know if there was some kind of innate familial bond that occurred in direct relations, even if they were strangers.

      And I hated that part of me. I hated that insatiably curious part of me because being curious meant I was interested and if I was interested, that meant I cared. Maybe I didn’t care about him, but I still cared, and I didn’t want to.

      “So,” I said. “What is this? You just plan on taking me and then getting in touch with Jon?” I scoffed again, hoping it wasn’t obviously forced. I took another step back, the strap of my purse balled in my fist. It wouldn’t be a huge weapon, but it might be enough to smack someone with it just a little. “How do you plan to do that? I can’t even get in touch with him.”

      Ben’s smile widened. “Actually, we plan on taking you and when Jon realizes you won’t be back, he’ll come to us.” Ben wrinkled his nose. “You forget, I can smell him all over you. I know what you did with him. I know he’s probably still hanging back in your bedroom, wrapped up in your sex-ladden sheets, dozing off, counting the minutes until your wet pussy is smothering his dick. I didn’t realize you were into dog, Lara, but since I know that about you, I’m always willing to fuck you, if that’s something you want.”

      “Hmm, no, thanks,” I responded. “Tempting offer, though. Appreciate your concern.”

      “I’ll wait.” Ben lifted his shoulder. “You’ll come. In more ways than one.”

      I turned and dashed to the staircase at that moment. I kicked off my shoes in the chase and threw open the door quickly. I knew Ben could turn at any second, but I needed to get to the staircase so I could lock it. Sure, he might have men on the ground to take me out but I could do something they weren’t expecting.

      I could go up.

      It was a risk. I knew it was a risk. I just didn’t care.

      I had to do something. Maybe I could find a place to hide out while I called the cops. Speaking of which…

      As I ran up, trying to keep my footsteps as quiet as possible, I pulled out my phone. I had a bar of service which was better than nothing. Quickly, I unlocked my phone and dialed Robby. I nearly slipped on a stair and had to grab the handrail to catch myself. My heart lurched in my throat.

      I heard a door squeak open some floors down.

      They were after me.

      Robby picked up on the second ring.

      “Lara -”

      I cut him off. I rattled off the address of where I was. “They’re after me, Robby,” I said. “They’re going to get me. They’re going to take me. Whatever you do, don’t let Jon come for me, okay? It’s a trap.”

      It was getting harder for me to breathe. My calves burned. I needed water. I needed rest.

      “What are you -”

      At that moment, the door to the floor I was on popped open and a man dressed in all black stepped out. Without warning, he grabbed me. I yanked back, dislodging my phone. It clattered down the steps. Without warning, he reached up. I didn’t even see what he had in his hand before he hit it against my head.

      Then, everything went black.
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      When I woke up, my head hurt. I reached up to cradle it with my palm and winced when I felt something sticky and wet on my palm. I blinked once slowly, then again. God, I hoped I hadn’t had a concussion. The last thing I needed was sleep if they hit my head hard enough to bleed.

      I blinked once, twice, trying to get used to the dim lighting in this room. I had no idea where I was. I knew I wasn’t on a bed, but a cot. I knew I was in a small room with what seemed to be glass walls that encased me so I had no ounce of privacy. My eyes continued to flicker around the room, trying to make sense of the shapes and the bungled objects. A toilet, I realized, was positioned by the bed, but other than that, I didn’t think there was anything else.

      I wiggled my toes, realizing they were completely bare still. My heels were back at the building, along with my phone. I closed my eyes again, forcing myself to slowly sit up. I dropped my face in my palms, tilting my head to the left and getting a deep stretch in the side of my neck, before doing it to the other side.

      Something struck me about this place, something familiar. I knew I had never been in one of these cells before. I knew that. And yet, I got the distinct feeling that I had been here. Maybe on the other side. Maybe somewhere else. But there was something inside of me that recognized this place.

      “Sleeping Beauty awakens,” a droll voice commented behind me.

      I whipped around only to see a man in a cell of his own, leaning against the glass with his hands propping himself up, hazel eyes narrowed on me like he wasn’t quite sure what to make of me.

      “Who are you?” I asked. I dropped my hands from my head, turning around completely so I could make him out more clearly, so I could take him in. He, too, was familiar, with chestnut hair, wild and unkept, and muscles upon muscles. He wore a grey muscle shirt and black sweatpants that seemed comfortable and practical, and his feet were bare. A pair of dog tags hung from his neck.

      “Who the fuck are you to ask me who I am?” he growled.

      I flinched from the hatred leaking from his voice. It didn’t help that the way he looked at me caused me to go in complete defense mode, like I was concerned that he would do something to me if only he could break the glass between us. Why was he angry? I was in a cell just like he was, wasn’t I? Why did he look at me like I was the enemy?

      And then it hit me.

      “You’re a were-weapon,” I said out loud. I reached up and began to finger my cross, though I wasn’t sure if I was silently asking God for strength or protection. Maybe both. Maybe it was more like reassurance that He was here with me at all. “You’re part of Project Bloodshade.”

      The man scoffed, which was as much of a yes than I expected to get.

      “What do you know about it?” he asked. “I know every single cunt that’s part of that fucking project and I don’t know you from Adam.”

      I tried to ignore his blunt curse words, especially since I, myself, had taken up to uttering them in particularly weak moments. I wanted to ask him why he was so angry, but if he was caged up, if he was anything like Jon at all, I understood. I knew.

      Instead, I shifted, feeling the cool tile beneath my feet. My calves erupted in goosebumps and suddenly, I realized just how cold it was here.

      “I’m a journalist,” I told him, tossing stray hair over my shoulder. “My name is Lara, Lara Tucker.”

      A smile broke out across his face, amusement lighting up his features. He almost looked handsome, though the furrow in his brow hadn’t eased at all. Suddenly, he threw his head and barked out a laugh. Even so, his face was still stiff, hard, as though amusement wasn’t capable of reaching him any longer.

      “You’re Lara Tucker?” he asked, his voice in slight disbelief. “So, you’re the reason we’re here then?”

      My mouth dropped open. “Me?” I asked. “I didn’t have anything to do with this project. In fact, I’m the one who wrote about it. I’m the one who broke the story.”

      “And does everyone believe it?” the man asked, arching a brow. His tone was flat, like he already knew the answer before I opened my mouth to respond.

      I glanced away. I didn’t want to tell him the truth. I didn’t want to tell him that everything I had wasn’t enough, at least to the police. Granted, ninety-nine percent of them were corrupt pieces of shit who cared more about their pocketbook than justice, but what could I say to that?

      “Not fucking surprised,” the man said, shaking his head.

      “Regardless, that doesn’t make me responsible for you being here,” I said, stepping towards the glass.

      “Oh, it sure as shit does,” he said. “You’re the one Hawkins’ can’t seem to get out of his fucking head. You’re the one he burned the original lab down for. So, yeah, you’re the reason why I’m locked up in this place. Because they’re worried we’re all going to turn into loverboy. And now you’re here, I’m here, and he’s out there.” He scoffed. “Fuck this world, and fuck you too.”
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      I wasn’t sure how to respond to that so I didn’t say anything. Instead, I sat on the little cot that they had us use as a bed and stretched out my legs. I probably shouldn’t have worn a dress, looking back. Goosebumps lined my legs and my arms. I wished I could crawl under a blanket and sleep, but I didn’t think it mattered in the end. I wanted to be awake just in case anything significant happened - whatever that was. Whatever that would be.

      I doubted they brought me here just to imprison me. If they did, they were fools. I wasn’t going to sit around and wait for something to happen to me. Granted, I wasn’t stupid enough to think I might actually get myself out of this thing. I didn’t think that at all. But I would put up one hell of a fight the entire time. I would make them regret ever locking me up in the first place.

      I glanced around the room, outside the cell. I had been here before. I had seen the man standing in front of me before. I just didn’t know where.

      And then it hit me - this was where that secret government agency housed the were-weapons. I recognized this man as a were-weapon easily because when Jon and I were escaping, we passed his cell. We left him behind.

      Guilt gnawed through me and I pointed my bare toes, trying to get a significant stretch up my calves and in the backs of my thighs.

      “How long have you been here?” I found myself asking in a quiet voice. It wasn’t any of my business. I knew that. And yet, that didn’t stop me from trying to learn about this person. I wasn’t going to let him turn into just another statistic. I didn’t want who he was before all of this to fade away into nothingness. Like Jon, I wanted to know his story. I wanted to help make it count.

      “The hell does that matter?” he asked, scoffing as he did so. 

      He, too, sat on the edge of his cot, hazel eyes glaring out the glass. How he got to be so jacked up living in a cell, I didn’t know. I wondered if he was permitted the opportunity to work out or if it was the Moonshade serum in his body.

      “I guess it doesn’t,” I allowed, looking down as I pressed my hands flat together. I wasn’t very good at this, asking stupid questions, conducting a shitty interview. I was usually more prepared; I was usually better than this.

      “Three hundred and twenty-two days,” he grumbled. His eyes stared in front of him, as though he had some sort of super power and could laser through the glass. I glanced down at him, at the strain in his shoulders, the way he clutched the sides of the cot, his knuckles so white it looked like his bones would splinter the skin. Not that he seemed to care one way the other.

      He was angry. I could feel it even though I was far enough away where I shouldn’t be able to. But I did. It rolled off of him in waves, palpable like ocean spray on a turbulent sea. I had this sudden desire to make him feel better, but what could I offer him? It wasn’t as though I knew what he was going through, and even if I did, our experiences would differ. More than that, I wasn’t sure how a shared experience would make him feel better. He didn’t seem like the sort of guy who gave a shit about whether or not he was alone in his ordeal. What happened, happened. And he was locked in this cage with no way out.

      Suddenly, I sprang up and proceeded to head to the door. I dropped to my knees and began to poke at the lock.

      “What’re you doing?” he asked.

      “Trying to see if there’s a way out of here,” I said simply.

      “You think I haven’t tried?” he asked, snorting. “I’ve done everything I could. Thrown shit to break the glass. Thrown my body into it, both my human and my Lycan. I’ve done it all. But there’s no way out of this thing unless they let you out themselves.”

      My brain clicked on something. Maybe if I could get a hold of Robby, he’d be able to hack into this system and spring us free.

      “Do they ever let you out of your cell?” I asked, turning to face him.

      “What?” His tone was droll, almost annoyed. He probably thought the question was stupid, and maybe it was. Another stupid question he had to endure from someone so completely ignorant of everything going on. I didn’t care. My mind was spinning, and a plan was starting to take shape.

      “You heard me,” I pushed. “Do you ever get released, even if it’s to, I don’t know, run in your wolf form?”

      “They bring me out for tests once a week,” he said.

      I straightened. “When was the last time they did that?” I asked.

      “Why?” Suspicion filled his tone, and I couldn’t blame him for that, even if his question annoyed me.

      “Because I have a plan to get us out,” I said.

      “You?” He snorted again, the corners of his lips twisted up, half-amused, half-disbelieving. “Yeah, okay.”

      “Do you know who I am?” I asked. 

      “A journalist?” 

      I rolled my eyes. “Yes,” I said. “I am a journalist. But I’m also the journalist who broke the Jon Hawkins story, the one who exposed Project Bloodshade. You already know who my grandfather is.

      Hell, I didn’t think he trusted me now because of that. And I needed his help to get us both out here.

      “I’m also the woman Jon Hawkins is seeing,” I finished.

      There was a moment of stillness between us. I wished I had the ability to read his mind, to know what he was thinking. I wasn’t sure if telling him that would help me at all. I wasn’t sure if it would enrage him even more or if it would help him understand that I wasn’t the enemy here, that I wanted to help.

      “So,” he said slowly. “You are the bitch Jon lost his goddamn mind for. Figured as much.”

      “That’s right. You blame me for being here in a cell.”

      “Well, it is your fucking fault,” he said.

      “You know, I never caught your name.”

      “What the fuck does that matter?”

      “It matters,” I insisted. “What should I call you?”

      “Nothing,” he said. “Don’t call me shit. Because you and me aren’t going to talk anymore. I don’t want to have anything to do with you. I want to…”

      “What? Rot here?” Now it was my turn to scoff. I started to pace, to burn some of this excess energy in my body that tore through me before I could stop it from doing so. I needed to get hold of Robby and this man could help. I wasn’t sure how, but he was someone else, someone who hated my grandfather probably more than I did. “You don’t want to be out of here, back in this world? You don’t want to be in control of your life?”

      “You think I can just step back into this world like taking a walk in the park?” he asked. There was anger in his voice, and bitterness. Good. At least it showed he cared. “I’ve been at war the last five years, and now I’m here. I’ve been in this cell for the past year, experimented on. I’ve died and been brought back to life. You think I can just fucking assimulate back to society? Are you fucking stupid?”

      I bit back a retort and let his words sink in. 

      “You talk to me as though I don’t know who you are even though I do,” he continued, his voice a low growl. “Trust me, I fucking do. Anyone still alive and part of Project Bullshit knows about you, knows what you mean to Hawkins. We know something is happening between the two of you. The whole fucking world knows. But it’s making our lives hell.”

      “How?” I asked, then closed my eyes. “I mean, besides the obvious.”

      I was fucking stupid, I realized. I had all of these thoughts in my head, all of these assumptions, and it wasn’t until now that I realized just how wrong I was about it all.

      “Because they believe that we’ll eventually turn into something they can’t control,” he said, his voice low. 

      I wanted to look at him, to study his face so I could understand the emotions he was or wasn’t feeling. At the same time, I didn’t want to push my luck. I was afraid if I stared so openly, he might realize he was saying more than he expected to, and clamp up.

      “And they’re poking and prodding us with different types of serum,” he continued. “Trying to figure out which ones are useful in controlling us even more than they already do. I don’t know how much shit is in my body, but I feel like a goddamn experiment.”

      “Have you noticed a difference in yourself?” I asked.

      “Yeah, I can’t tolerate bullshit,” he said.

      I pressed my lips together to keep myself from making a smartass comment. He had every right to be frustrated with me. In all honesty, I hadn’t considered there could be more people, more test subjects that were more Jon rather than Ben Beck. I guess I just assumed Jon was this outlier, not realizing that I was wrong. Not caring.

      My face tinged with shame. I was better than that. I was better than assumptions. I took a seat on my cot and let my legs stretch out again. At the same time, I leaned my head back and stared up at the ceiling. I took a breath, and then another. I couldn’t just sit here. I needed to do something. The problem was, I had no idea what I was going to do. I had no idea what I could do.

      “Are you the only one here?” I asked. I knew I shouldn’t have pushed my luck with the questions but it was hard to turn off the investigative journalist part of my brain. And maybe if I knew how many there were, it might help me come up with a plan.

      “No,” he said. “There are three more locked in these things.”

      “What’s your name?” I asked again. I could have probably put it in a more polite way, but the words were already out and there was no way to call them back.

      He barked out a hint of laughter. “You care what my name is after all of that?” he asked. From my peripheral, I watched as he pinched his nose. “You’re a piece of work, kid. Anyone ever tell you that?”

      “Plenty of people,” I said. “Jon’s told me a time or two.” I stood up from my cot and walked to our shared glass wall. “You knew Jon, didn’t you? Back before…” I didn’t have to finish my sentence. He knew what I meant.

      “We weren’t in the same unit, but he had a reputation, even then,” he said, shifting his shoulders. “After everything happened, I wasn’t surprised they targeted him. The fucker wouldn’t die. And I wouldn’t either. It certainly feels like we’re dead, though.” He scoffed.

      “What’s your name?” I persisted. I began to play with my cross necklace again, trying to figure out how the hell I was going to get out of here and how I was going to help everyone. I knew that was a leap. I knew I was being crazy. But I wasn’t sure what to do at this point. I just knew I had to do something. As much as I knew Jon would come for me, I didn’t want him to be constantly responsible for me. I wanted to do this on my own.

      “Alex,” he said gruffly, like he didn’t want to tell me but thought it was stupid if he chose to withhold something as innocuous as his name. 

      “Alex,” I said, turning it over in my mouth. I stood up and began to pace. “Are the guards around?”

      “Do you see them?” he asked. “You know, for a journalist, you’re not very bright, are you?”

      I chortled despite myself, curling hair behind my ear. “If we’re going to escape, I need to figure out the guard schedule,” I said. “When do we eat? When do they check on us?”

      “You think they waste resources in order to keep an eye on us when they have million dollar cameras watching us?” Alex asked. “You know there’s no way to break out, right? I would know. I’ve tried multiple times.”

      “You’re able to shift?” I asked. I stopped pacing to look at him.

      “Of course I’m able to shift,” he said as though it was obvious. “They come here once a week, running their damn experiments. They want us to be able to shift at the drop of a hat.” He shook his head. “It’s not like we can use our Lycan to our advantage. Not here.”

      “But if I were able to get you out, would you be able to shift?” I asked.

      “You’re not getting us out,” Alex said, snorting at the thought. I didn’t need to look at him to know he was shaking his head.

      “Maybe not right this second -”

      “You are not getting us out,” Alex snapped. His hazel eyes cut into me like knives gutting a flopping fish. “Stop bullshitting me, okay? Just stop. Accept your fate. There’s no point in trying to fight it.”

      “Maybe you’ve accepted yours,” I said, curling my fingers into fists, “and that’s fine. If I’d been here for months and months and was used as some kind of science experiment the whole time, I’d feel the same way. But I just got here. So excuse me if I don’t want to resign myself to my fate just yet.”

      “And what do you think you’re going to do?” Alex snapped. “It’s not like you have magic. You can’t wave a hand and open the damn door, can you? And unless you have a weapon on you - which judging by that tight dress, I doubt it - then you can’t help anyone, much less yourself.”

      I rubbed my lips together, letting his words sink in. As much as I didn’t want to admit it, he wasn’t wrong. But I didn’t want to admit that. I couldn’t admit defeat. Not yet.

      “Okay,” I said, “but if, by some miracle, I could figure something out, would you be willing to get us out of here?”

      Alex blew out a breath. If I was being honest, he sounded like the big bad wolf - not the moniker the press had given Jon, but the actual fictional character - looking for his next house to blow in. I risked a glance at him, and I found him bunched in his cot, pressed against the glass corner. His arms were crossed over his chest tightly, revealing the muscle that corded his arms. His lips were curved into a scowl and his eyes were closed. His jaw was tight, and every inch of him screamed simmering anger and how he very much wanted absolutely nothing to do with my plan.

      But…

      But…

      He opened one eye and locked a hazel orb on me. For a moment, I thought he wasn’t going to say anything. I held my breath, waiting. I wasn’t sure what I was waiting for, exactly, but I stood there, afraid to even move, to give him any cause to say no again.

      “Let’s just say, hypothetically,” he began, “and this is a very loose use of the word, that you were able to get us out of our cell. Let’s say, somehow, if that’s the case, they haven’t shot you dead and recaptured me, that somehow, we had a moment to collect ourselves, there is a possibility that I’d be able to shift. How do you expect me to get you out.”

      “Um, I would ride you,” I said.

      Alex glared, waiting for more information. I shifted my feet and looked at the floor. I could already see how dirty my feet were, despite how pristine the cell looked. Perhaps I should have kept my shoes, especially since the result was the same. I had been captured after all.

      “You would ride me,” he said, his tone flat. “How?”

      “Like a horse,” I replied. Suddenly, I realized how that sounded, and my cheeks were filled with heat. I was forced to turn away from him so he couldn’t see me.

      He barked out laughter that was void of any humor. “As pleasurable as that sounds, I will not be treated like a horse,” he said. “If you get us out, you’re on your own. I don’t work with anyone. So don’t let it go to your head, you got it?”

      “Got it,” I forced myself to say.

      I blew out a breath. Just because that plan crumbled didn’t mean I could give up. I had to do something. I couldn’t just sit around all day and wait.

      But honestly? I was exhausted.

      I felt myself lay down and stare up at the ceiling, and it wasn’t long before sleep took over my body and forced me to succumb.
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      I woke up to a light flashing in my eyes. I wrinkled my nose, trying to pull away from it, trying to close my eyes, but whoever had me, was inspecting me, wouldn’t let me.

      “She’s a feisty one,” a familiar voice said. “Keep going. I want to make sure she isn’t concussed before we administer the serum.”

      “W-what?” I asked, struggling even harder. I tried blinking again, trying to make out who was above me, who had me, what was going on.

      “Stop moving,” a voice commanded me.

      I closed my eyes, trying to concentrate. My heart pounded against my chest and echoed throughout my head. I wasn’t going to get anywhere if I didn’t calm down and focus. I let out a breath, then another.

      “Good girl,” the voice said. “Obedient.”

      “What-what are you doing?” I asked slowly.

      I heard a click and suddenly, whoever had a grip on my face released it and sat back.

      I blinked again, but this time, I could actually follow through with it. It took me a moment to find my sight again which was more embarrassing than I cared to admit. What the hell had happened? I remembered talking to Alex. I remembered falling asleep. But waking up to this? What was going on?

      And there he was, standing just behind the man who had stuck a mini flashlight in my eye.

      My grandfather. His hands were crossed over his chest and his periwinkle blue eyes were on me, pinning me in place. He was the one who had spoken. He was the one who talked about injecting me with a serum after he was sure I hadn’t had a concussion.

      I glared at him. How dare he? I didn’t want to admit it, but I was upset. I was supposed to be his granddaughter. I was his only family left, and he was going to treat me the same way he treated his other experiments. I knew my thoughts were selfish. I knew it. But I also couldn’t help it. I thought that maybe after our conversation, we understood each other.

      But I was wrong.

      This man killed his own son. Why wouldn’t he experiment on his granddaughter in the name of science?

      “She looks good,” the scientist-doctor-whatever he was remarked. “I’d feed her and wait a half an hour, and then you can prepare.”

      “What the hell is this?” I demanded to know, trying to sit up. My head whooshed with an unexpected intensity. I bit my bottom lip to keep myself from groaning. The last thing I wanted was for him to know that I was harmed in any way. “What’s going on?”

      “After our discussion that night in the brownstone, I’ve been doing a lot of thinking,” my grandfather said as the doctor left his seat. He waited until the door to my glass cage shut before fixing his attention back onto me. “Did you know that we have yet to use the serum from Project Bloodshade on any female? We wanted to see how the men would handle it, especially since they’re more equipped for physical combat. That’s not to say the right woman couldn’t make a remarkable weapon. You, my dear, would make a remarkable weapon.”

      “Go fuck yourself,” I snapped.

      My grandfather wrinkled his nose, his eyes clouding. “For someone wearing a cross around your neck, you have a filthy mouth,” he pointed out, his voice and demeanor still calm.

      “My God is a forgiving God, and I’m sure He would understand,” I retorted. I hated when people threw religion in my face, like that was an adequate judge of character or a point to be made or a justification for actions. “So, I’ll say it again: go fucking fuck yourself.”

      Without warning, my grandfather leaned over and slapped me across my face. I saw stars, ringing in my ears. I waited once, took a breath, tried to open my eyes, then stopped when it was too painful to do so. I wasn’t expecting him to hit that hard. I wasn’t expecting him to hit me at all. It was only then did I realize how stupid I was being. I viewed him as a grandfather, a family member, and as a result, I piled on certain expectations because of that. The truth was, he wasn’t family. He hadn’t been family for a long, long time. Not since he supposedly died in combat and my grandmother was handed glassed flags in his honor.

      This man was a monster, a stranger, and he had no obligation to me.

      “You remind me of your mother,” he said. “She was fierce as well. I just hope you aren’t stupid about it.”

      “What would you know of my mom?” I said through gritted teeth. I opened my eyes slowly. This time, I was able to keep them focused on him for a moment. “You killed yourself off before you could get to know anyone else. Because this was way more important to you than anyone else. You’re a monster.”

      “No, pumpkin,” he said. “You know who the monster is? Your lover, Jon Hawkins. How do you let him touch you, with all that blood on his hands?”

      “Blood that you put there,” I pointed out. My face began to throb but I tried to ignore it. “You blame everybody but yourself. You think by doing this in the name of science, in the name of protecting freedom, that it makes everything okay. Newsflash, it doesn’t. Jon is not a good man. I know that. I’m not blind to what he’s done. But the truth is, if you hadn’t done what you did to him, he never would have done any of it.”

      “And that’s okay?” My grandfather cocked his head to the side, eyes sweeping over his face. “Interesting how one set of justifications is okay, and not another. Tell me, do you like playing God as well?”

      I clenched my teeth together. I wanted to scream at him. I wanted to claw at his face and make him bleed. I wanted him to bleed the way he made Jon bleed, made Alex bleed, and everyone else involved. I hated this man. I hated him. I never thought I could hate my family, even if they were bad people. Blood was supposed to be thicker than water, but at the end of the day, it didn’t mean anything.

      Without warning, my grandfather chuckled. “I see the anger in your eyes, Lara,” he said. “I see that adding the serum to your chemical makeup will only enhance your anger. Which is perfect. If you could be the female version of Hawkins, if I could learn how to control the two of you, you would both make a formidable team.”

      “That will never happen,” I growled.

      “And what choice do you have in all of this?” he asked. “You ran away from your job, scared the Big Bad Wolf turned on you. He attacked your interview with Ben Beck, but instead of protecting you, he attacked you. Don’t you remember?”

      I knew this was the story my grandfather planned to concoct, the one he was going to send to the media. It would paint Jon in the worst sort of way. Though the people were afraid of him, wanted him behind bars or even dead, there was a select few who sympathized with him because of the stories I wrote. My job was to make even a fraction of the population of Perry see him as human, and I succeeded. It wasn’t much, but it was enough. Perry might not know anything about Jon, but they knew he would never hurt me.

      However, if my grandfather twisted things, if he somehow convinced that small fraction of people that Jon had done something unforgivable to me, everything would be ruined. I couldn’t let that happen, but I wasn’t sure what I could do about it. I needed to reach out to Robby. I needed to get him a message. Robby could hack into the system here, maybe even break me out. I wasn’t sure if I’d escape, but maybe Alex could. Maybe that would be enough.

      “Your mind is turning,” my grandfather pointed out. “Tell me, my dear, what are you thinking?”

      “Can I – can I use the restroom?” I asked, fixing my eyes on him. “And don’t tell me I already have one. I mean, can I have the privacy of relieving myself? Please?”

      My grandfather looked like he didn’t trust me. And honestly, that was fair. I wouldn’t have trusted me either. The difference was, I knew the type of person he was. He thought himself powerful because he was a man and he looked at me like I wasn’t even a woman, but a girl; a girl who needed protection, whether it was my uncle’s, whether it was Jon’s, whether it was his. He didn’t take me seriously – which I could work with.

      “Of course,” he said with a nod. “If you behave yourself, I have no problem working with you. We can come to an agreement together. You realize that, don’t you?” He offered me his hand, which I took. “I think it’s important that you understand that I don’t want to fight with you, my dear. I want to work with you. I wanted the same for Richard, but that boy was so blasted stubborn…”

      I wanted to point out that I was pretty sure it was a genetic trait he got from my grandfather but I didn’t think that was a good idea.

      “This has been my life’s work, and to be able to share it with my own granddaughter…” He let his voice trail off, helping me up. “We’re going to change the world, Lara. I don’t think you realize the impact you are going to have on the scientific community.”

      “By being a monster?” I asked before I could stop myself.

      “Monster is only in the eye of the beholder,” he pointed out. “I take it that you don’t consider Jon Hawkins a monster, do you?”

      “Jon isn’t a saint,” I said. “It’s not like I’m blind to what he’s done. I’m not here pretending anything else than what he really is. But I’m also aware that he is what he is for a reason. And if I take that serum…” I couldn’t finish my sentence. I wasn’t sure how to.

      The truth was, I didn’t know how I would react – and that was if I survived the serum at all. I unconsciously reached up for my cross, fingering the points on each side in a clockwise motion. Under normal circumstances, the routine of touching each part would have calmed me. Now, I felt empty, unmoored, like I wasn’t quite sure what to feel. Like God had abandoned me to my fate, and if I wanted help, I would have to save myself.

      “Fear is natural,” he said. He placed his hand on the small of my back as he unlocked my cell. I flinched at his touch, but if he knew my reaction, he did not show it. “I understand. What can I do to make you feel more comfortable?”

      I glanced around as I stepped out of the cell, trying to take everything in. I pretended to trip, grabbing onto my grandfather in order to steady myself. My eyes swept the desks surrounding me. There weren’t any cell phones left lying around, just landlines, though maybe if I could somehow access inside the desk…

      No. It was too great of a risk, at least right now.

      My grandfather steadied me and proceeded to lead me to the restrooms. He kept a grip on me, whether it was because he genuinely didn’t want me to fall again or if it was because he didn’t trust my actions, I didn’t know. It was only when he opened the women’s restroom door did he finally let go of me, which was a relief because I was worried he might actually try and follow me inside.

      Immediately, I looked up. I needed to see if there were any vents I could crawl into or windows I could crawl out of. There was a window, though it was small. I chewed my bottom lip, trying to figure out just how I’d be able to reach the window in the first place. As tall as I was, even standing on my tiptoes didn’t give me the proper access to the window. Hell, I didn’t even know if the window opened at all or if it was there for decoration.

      “Think, Tucker, think,” I murmured to myself.

      I blew out a breath and waited. I wanted to see if I could hear my grandfather on the other side of the door. If I could, there was a good chance he could hear me as well. I wanted to lock the door but I knew that would cause him to suspect what I was doing – if he was even able to hear that at all. So I didn’t.

      Not this time.

      I walked to the end of the stalls and found there was a small supply closet. Frowning, I tried the door only to find it locked. I blew out a breath and began to touch my cross. If only I had something I could use to open it. If there was a stool of some kind, I might be able to reach the window and see if I could open it.

      And then, I stopped. I looked down at my cross. I chewed my bottom lip, running my fingers over the edges. I knew it was sharp and thin enough. I also knew there was a good chance I was going to damage it, and even then, there might not be anything useful on the other side of the door. Everything was a risk. I had to decide if it was a risk worth taking.

      I blew out a breath.

      Of course it was.

      I couldn’t just sit by and let my grandfather stick a serum in me that was going to turn me into a Lycan – or whatever the hell he had planned.

      I undid the chain at the back of my neck and carefully took the necklace in my palm. Kneeling on the floor, I stuck the cross in the lock in the door handle and held my breath. At that moment, there was a loud pounding on the door.

      “Lara?” my grandfather called. “You all right?”

      My heart leapt in my throat and I nearly fell forward. I placed my free hand over my heart, trying to calm myself down. This was not what I needed.

      “Almost done,” I called back, my voice shaky. I hoped he didn’t notice. I took a breath and then another, hoping it wasn’t obvious I was trying to steady myself. “I haven’t gone to the restroom with someone waiting for me outside since elementary school. It’s kind of nerve-racking.”

      “Hurry up,” he said. “I’m not going to wait here all day.”

      I rolled my shoulders back, not bothering to respond. I tilted my head to the side so I’d be able to hear anything that might click. I had never done this before but Robby had, and we had had a discussion about it while we were together – what to anticipate when trying to unlock a door.

      I kept my fingers steady. The last thing I wanted was to break my cross while it was in the small hole. Not only would my grandfather notice my broken necklace, if he found the piece, he’d know what I was trying to do. I continued to shift its position every other second, softly tilting my fingers but not forcing it if it didn’t give. I started to chew my bottom lip.

      This wasn’t working.

      And then, I turned the cross and it didn’t stop. I slowly kept turning it until something clicked.

      Carefully, so carefully, I pulled my cross from the hole and replaced it so it hung back from my neck. I stood up, stretching out the backs of my legs and took the handle in my hand. Slowly, I pressed down on the handle and proceeded to open the door just as my grandfather’s knocking filled the small space.

      “Lara,” he said. “I’m going to come in if you’re not out in thirty seconds.”

      “I’ll be right there,” I called out, my eyes sweeping the contents of the closet.

      It was exactly what I expected it to be – a small supply closet filled with refills of paper towels, toilet paper, and soap as well as cleaning supplies. And right there, in the middle of the room, was none other than a footstool. I wasn’t sure if it was enough for me to reach the window, I wasn’t sure if this would work, but it was something.

      I had to come back here before I was injected with the serum. I had to ensure that I gave myself the chance to escape, no matter what the cost.

      I closed the closet door and quickly stepped into the nearest stall just as my grandfather opened the bathroom door. I flushed the toilet and emerged, letting a little squeak at seeing him present.

      “Sorry,” I said, hand over my heart. “It’s just, I started today and I don’t have any…you know. Maybe you could get me something eventually and I could come back here and adjust things?”

      “I, uh…” He was speechless. I had never seen him speechless before. “I’ll see what I can do. Let’s go.”

      I made a show of washing my hands, making sure to bite back a smile. Things were slowly falling in place. I just had to make sure everything went off with a hitch if I was going to get away with this.
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      “What the fuck are you smirking for?”

      Alex waited until we were alone before asking his direct question. I wasn’t sure if we could be overheard, and I didn’t want to give anything away. It almost seemed as though he thought there were only cameras without audio, but I didn’t trust my grandfather quite that much. Instead, I lifted my shoulder and sat back on my cot.

      I had already planted the seeds in my grandfather’s head. If he thought I was menstruating, I could probably get him to take me back to the bathroom in order to take care of that before he took me back to whatever part of this place I was supposed to go in order to get injected. It wasn’t much of a plan. I would have to work fast. I didn’t think he was going to give me as much time as he had before.

      More than that, there were so many things that could go wrong. The window might not open at all. I wouldn’t be able to fit through it. Even if I had, it might be too high up – though I doubted the last one only because I was pretty sure we were only on the first floor. But there might be guards outside who would have no trouble catching me and bringing me back to my grandfather. Regardless of the risks, though, I had to do it. I couldn’t just sit here and let my future be decided by everyone here. I had to actually do something about it, no matter what the consequences would be.

      “Well?” Alex insisted.

      I blew out a breath and gave him a glance. I wanted him to see the annoyance on my face. I didn’t appreciate his attitude.

      “You know,” I said, “You could be nicer to me. It’s not my fault…” I let my voice trail off and slowly closed my mouth. Technically, no, it wasn’t my fault that he was in this predicament. But, at the same time, my grandfather was the one who did terrible things to him. He could still be upset. He could still want nothing to do with me because of those things. “Never mind.”

      “Yeah, good choice,” he said, snippy.

      “You know,” I said, lying down on my back so I could stare up at the ceiling. I began to finger my necklace. “When I get out of here, I do plan to get you out too, so you better be nice to me.”

      He arched a brow, but said nothing. I supposed that was better than him immediately dismissing the fact that I wouldn’t get out of here in the first place. That was something.

      I settled my head back on my cot, still holding the cross between my fingers. I let out a small prayer to God, to Richard, to my parents, and whomever else was listening that I was able to do this. That my plan would work.

      Because if it didn’t… Well, I didn’t want to think about what would happen to me if it didn’t.
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      It took another three hours before I was ready to put my plan into action. Someone came an hour and a half ago with food for me and Alex. I had to dig my nails into my skin in order to refrain from asking to go back to the restroom. If I appeared too hasty, they would be suspicious. They might check the restroom and discover that I left the supply closet door unlocked. They might notice a step ladder in the supply closet and remove it. I just had to bide my time.

      It was difficult for me to focus on eating when my mind was caught up in my plan, but I forced myself to eat as much as I could. The food wasn’t terrible, which surprised me, until I glanced at Alex and saw the portion he received. I realized that if they wanted him to be some super-strong weapon, they had to feed him appropriately. Which meant a lot of calories and a lot of protein. There was no way the government would invest in him as a viable weapon only to starve him. Which meant they truly believed this cage was enough to keep him locked in. Which meant the only way out of this place was getting out of this cage.

      I didn’t have the same amount of food on my tray, but it was enough to fill myself up. I figured I would need all the energy I could get if I was going to make a run for it.

      Once we finished, someone came to collect our trays. It wasn’t long before Alex had to pee, so I looked away, even though he hadn’t asked me to. He probably didn’t care.

      I waited another hour before trying to get someone’s attention. I knew there had to be cameras on us, which meant if I jumped up and down and waved my arms, surely someone would come and see me.

      “Keep doing that, princess,” Alex muttered from his position on his cot. He had one eye open, the other closed, in a lying position, with his arms crossed over his chest. It was almost as though he was ready to fall asleep after such a large meal. “You look like an idiot.”

      “Would you rather I bleed all over the place?” I asked through gritted teeth. I had never been comfortable discussing my periods with anyone, especially a man, but in this case, I made an exception.

      “I don’t smell –“

      “Shut up,” I snapped, my cheeks turning red. I didn’t realize the wolves had the ability to actually smell things like that. Had Jon? When he was with me? He never said anything. Probably because it didn’t make a difference, but still. It almost felt like a violation of privacy, but I doubted Jon could help it. “You cannot be this stupid.”

      “Watch it,” he growled.

      “Then shut up,” I snapped again. “You have no idea what’s going on so close your mouth and just trust me.”

      Alex’s nostrils flared. I could tell he was annoyed with my dismissal of him and, honestly, he probably had a reason to be. But that didn’t mean I was going to apologize for it. I needed to focus on getting the hell out of here. If I could do that, I’d be able to get help and get him out of here.

      “I’ve killed people for saying less,” Alex said, his voice a rumbly warning, like an oncoming thunderstorm.

      I ignored him. He was probably not lying, but I didn’t want to think about that now. I doubted that he would kill me, especially once I showed him what I planned to do.

      Not that I could show him anything. But once he was free, then he would understand. At least, I hoped he would.

      Finally, after what felt like forever, a woman with blonde hair pulled into a professional bun, and a white lab coat approached my cage.

      “Oh, thank God,” I said, making sure to breathe a sigh of relief at the sight of her. “You’re here. I need –“

      “The commander informed me that you might want to head to the restroom for personal matters,” she said with a curt nod. “I’m here to escort you there myself.”

      I opened my mouth. No. This was not good. She couldn’t escort me. I wanted my grandfather to. This woman could come into the restroom with me. My grandfather, on the other hand, would politely wait outside. If she came in with me, there was no way I could get to the closet, no way I could pull out the stool, no way I could reach for the window and try and escape. And yet, if I didn’t go with her, they would get suspicious. Why wouldn’t I go, especially if I really was on my period and needed to change things to ensure there wasn’t a mess?

      I cleared my throat and smiled, though it felt like a grimace.

      “G-great,” I murmured to myself.

      Alex smirked, though he didn’t say anything. For that, I was grateful. The last thing I needed was a smartass comment coming from him that would piss me off enough to respond. Or him commenting on the fact that I wasn’t happy about a woman taking me to the bathroom.

      I slowly headed for the glass door. The woman typed in a code, placed her hand on an encasement, and the door popped open. I didn’t remember my grandfather having to do any of that, but maybe if he was the one who opened it, he didn’t have to. The woman stepped back so I could walk out and shut the door. She didn’t even bother looking at Alex, which I couldn’t blame her for because Alex was a pain in the ass, and everyone here probably knew it.

      “I hate to be a bother,” I said as we headed down the hallway. “But I started earlier than I expected. Is there a way you can get me a tampon or something? The last time I was here, I didn’t see like a machine or anything, and I really don’t want to have to use toilet paper if I can help it, especially since I’m in this dress, and –“

      “I can look for one if you would just shut up,” she snapped, sliding her eyes over to me. “I’ll be back. If you leave the bathroom while I’m gone, I will shoot to kill, despite what the general instructed. Got it?”

      I wasn’t sure if she actually would, but I nodded quickly, trying to show her that I believed her, even if I didn’t. Not really.

      She opened the door for me and shut it. I heard a telling click and I turned. She locked me inside. I didn’t realize it could lock from the outside.

      Either way, I didn’t have much time. I quickly went to the storage closet and opened it. It was still unlocked, thankfully, and I pulled out the plastic stool. I placed it underneath the window and stood up, reaching my hands up. I could touch the glass, but the latch was still out of my grasp. I clenched my teeth and rolled up to my toes. This had to work. It just had to.

      My heart slammed against my chest, distracting me momentarily. If I didn’t calm down, there was no way I was going to succeed at this. I released a breath, staying on my toes, and tried again.

      This time, my middle finger managed to catch the lever and I pushed. There was a loud click, and I quickly snapped my head to the door. I didn’t even know if the woman was back in the first place, but it was as though I was worried she would have heard it.

      I shook my head to myself.

      Get a grip, Tucker.

      I turned back to the window and reached up again. I ignored the pain in the side of my neck from where I turned too quickly and pressed my palms flat against the glass, pushing as hard as I could. At first, the window didn’t give.

      My eyes widened. This couldn’t be happening. Not now.

      I pushed again. Finally, there was something giving in. I kept pushing, even as my arms strained.

      And then, the window groaned, popping open.

      I froze. I waited. Surely someone must have heard the noise. Surely they were sending people right now.

      I didn’t have time. I reached up, trying to pull myself up. My arms screamed and I chided myself at my lack of upper-body strength. I shouldn’t have stopped going to those self-defense lessons with Alec once Jon came back. Clearly, I still needed all of the help I could get.

      I tried again, even jumping up in order to help my momentum. Except, doing that caused me to kick the stool over. If I couldn’t pull myself up, I’d have to drop down, adjust the stool, and then do it all over again.

      Suddenly, I heard the scrape of a key and the lock click open. I panicked. There was no way out of this one. That woman was going to walk in and see me hanging from a window. I couldn’t even drop down and pretend I wasn’t doing anything. Not with a stool there or the supply closet open. Not with the window open.

      I needed to do this now or I was screwed.

      I lifted myself up. I still didn’t know if I would fit through the window itself, but I needed to try. I guess I would find out.

      The door whooshed open the second I got traction. I realized it was going to be a tight fit, but it didn’t matter. I had to try. And if I got stuck, well, that was my problem.

      “I got you – what the fuck?”

      Suddenly, her fingers clawed at my ankle, trying to pull me back. I could feel the cement, could see the grass. I was so close. I couldn’t let her make me fall, even if my muscles strained to hold myself in place. I swung back and forth, trying to keep her from getting a grip on me. It worked for a time, but I could feel my grip slipping. I couldn’t hold myself up for very much longer, and I had no idea if I was going to be able to pull myself up in the first place.

      But I had to try.

      I didn’t think she alerted anyone to what I was doing just yet, which meant I still had time. Granted, it could all be for naught if there were guards outside or if anyone happened to notice the window open and someone climbing through it, but I had to take my chances, no matter what.

      “You stupid bitch,” the woman said. “I knew I should have just let you bleed through your clothes. But no, because you’re his fucking granddaughter. Goddamn nepotism is everywhere.”

      I bent my knee and shot out my foot, hoping it would land somewhere important. At the very least, I wanted her to shut up. My grandfather was planning to use me as one of his experiments. I didn’t think that that should be classified as nepotism. However, I couldn’t, exactly, tell her that. Not when I was struggling to keep myself up.

      When I heard I crunch and then a scream of frustration, I knew I managed to kick her face.

      “You broke my nose, you cunt!” she exclaimed in a shrill voice.

      I was almost positive someone would have had heard that, which meant I didn’t have time to get out of here. I couldn’t let this be for nothing.

      With strength I didn’t know I possessed, I forced myself up. My muscles screamed in pain. My face scrunched up, and I bit down hard on my bottom lip to keep myself from grunting in pain. I didn’t want to draw any more attention to myself than I already had. When I got better footing with my upper body, I moved my elbows forward, trying to inch my way up. I couldn’t swing my legs around and take pressure off my arms because the window wasn’t long enough, but I could squeeze through if I maintained a horizontal shape – or as close to one as I could come up with.

      Fingers clutched at my toes but I kicked them back, escaping her grasp. My heart jumped. That was too close.

      I hurried up my inching out of the window, scraping my skin on the concrete. I didn’t care. I just needed to get the fuck out.

      “You’re going to get caught!” she called from below me. “I’ve already alerted everyone. They’re going to get you.”

      I couldn’t let her words distract me. She was trying to get in my head. I knew what she was doing and I would fail if I let her succeed.

      Finally, the majority of my torso was out of the window. I just needed to pull the lower half of my body through, which should be much easier than the torso. I grunted. This time, I couldn’t bite my lip. It was already bleeding from before, and at this point, I was sure people was aware I was about to escape.

      It took everything inside of me, but I finally slid through the window and collapsed on the grass nearby. I was out of breath. My muscles were sore. I wanted nothing more than to stop, that to calm my rapidly beating heart.

      But I had no time.

      I had to get out of here.

      I pulled myself up into a standing position – though, to be honest, standing was a generous use of the word. I could barely keep my torso upright, and my knees were bent because they had to support a heaviness inside of me I hadn’t recognized.

      However, directly in front of me was the gate. If I could get there, maybe climb over it…

      Well, I wouldn’t exactly be free, but I would be close to freedom. Closer than I was now.

      So, I started to run forward. My feet ached, the bare soles scraped and probably bleeding. I pushed through, up until I reached the iron bars.

      I threw myself up. The gate itself wasn’t as tall as I expected it to be. I could probably clear it. However, the second my feet left the floor, my muscles seized up and I froze.

      “Halt!” a voice called from behind me. “You move one goddamn muscle and I’ll blow your brain into chunks!”
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      I threw up my hands.

      Fuck.

      I was so close. So close.

      I wished I kicked that bitch harder in the face. Maybe make her bleed. If I was going down, I wanted to go down swinging.

      “Don’t you fucking move! I swear to God, I don’t give a shit who you are. I will fucking pull this trigger and cause your head to blow into bits!”

      I frowned, thankful my back was to whoever it was that was holding me in place with all his talk of having a weapon and using it on me. Granted, being in such a vulnerable position wasn’t exactly ideal, but at least he couldn’t see the faces I was making due to his stupidity. What was he so afraid of? I was a woman with no weapon. He had every advantage. There was no need to threaten me with such bodily harm.

      A loud snarl pierced the air and I froze.

      “I’m not fucking kidding,” the security guard said. Fear tainted his voice, desperation clinging to his words. “I will fucking shoot. Do you understand? You better call the fucking wolf off before I do.”

      “What wolf?” I asked before I could stop myself.

      “Are you fucking kidding me with that? What wolf? The one in fucking front of you. He fucking came from fucking nowhere and he’s standing there, eyeing me like he’s going to bite my face off. Bastard is fucking stealth as fuck.”

      The fact that the guard hadn’t fired at him must mean my grandfather wanted Jon alive as much as he wanted me alive. Which meant we had the advantage. 

      “Can I turn around?” I asked. My arms were starting to pinch and I wasn’t sure how long I was going to be able to hold them up.

      “Fuck no, you can’t turn around,” he snapped. “What are you, stupid?”

      Jon growled again. I pressed my mouth together to keep myself from saying something I was going to later regret. I didn’t want to piss the guard off any more than he already was and then do something stupid like shoot me or Jon or both of us, regardless of what his orders were. From my limited time being a prisoner here, I could tell there was some dissension of me being here and who I was to my grandfather. It didn’t seem to matter that he intended to do something awful to me. The fact that I was allowed to get away with certain things seemed to piss everyone off.

      “You better shut that mutt up,” he snapped. “I’ll fucking shoot him in the fucking face.”

      “No, you won’t,” I said. “I’m going to turn around. Slowly. You’re not going to shoot us. You’re stalling for backup. There’s no point in pretending.”

      My heart jumped in my throat but I forced myself to follow through with what I said. I moved slowly, turning around so I could face him.

      Him and Jon.

      Because Jon was here, right in front of us. I would recognize the long, built Lycan, the rich, black hair. He wasn’t doing anything particularly intimidating, but he was ready to pounce should he feel the need to. More than that, he was positioned directly in front of me, so if they did think they should shoot at me, he would be right there, taking the bullet. I wanted to tell him to move, to get out of the way because I did not approve of him risking his life for mine, but I was also aware of just how stubborn he could be, and I knew, deep down, that there was no way I could get him to move.

      “You’re going to let us go,” I said, keeping every word soft, quiet. We were still alone. We hadn’t been rushed by additional security. At least, not yet. But I knew our time was dwindling.

      “Yeah, no.” He shook his head. “I-I can’t do that. Your grandfather would kill me.”

      Jon growled, sinking his claws even further underneath the grass.

      “What do you think the wolf’s going to do if you don’t let us go?” I asked, trying to be reasonable. I wasn’t sure if I was succeeding or not, but at least I was trying.

      “I can shoot him,” he said. I could tell the confidence in his voice wasn’t as certain as he wanted it to be.

      “No, you can’t,” I said. “And you know it too. Jon is faster than you could even imagine. He’ll be on top of you before the bullet even fires. The only reason he hasn’t killed you is because he’s trying to protect me. If you let us go, he can’t hurt you.”

      “Maybe not,” the guard said. “But he will.”

      I didn’t have to clarify who he was. I knew he was referring to my grandfather. And the truth of the matter was, I also knew my grandfather would harm him if the guard let us get away. There was no doubt in my mind about any of that. But at the end of the day, there was nothing I could do to help him.

      “Pick your poison,” I said instead. “Would you rather be mauled to death? Or would you rather be –“

      “What? You know how Grandpa is going to punish me?” the guard said. “You don’t know shit. He won’t hurt me. Physically, I mean. But your grandfather will take my son and –“

      Jon attacked before the man could finish his sentence. I didn’t want Jon to kill the guy. The guard was just doing his job. Jon seemed to know that too because he only scratched at the guy. He would definitely need stitches, and Jon was definitely angry about the whole thing, but I was glad to see that he hadn’t killed him.

      The guard dropped the gun onto the concrete and I rushed over to grab it. I wasn’t sure how long we had before the others would realize what had happened, but I didn’t want to waste any more time. Jon seemed to be thinking the same thing because he grabbed the back of my dress with his teeth and tossed me on his back. I threw my left hand out to clutch his fur while maintaining a grip on the gun. I didn’t want to risk losing it.

      Jon ran. I squeezed my thighs against his sides, doing everything I could to hold on. It was only then that I saw more guards come out. A couple were on their walkies, probably asking for orders.

      The gate was closed, locked up. There was no way we would have any time if I got off Jon to try and open it – and that was only if there was a chance I could open it in the first place, which I doubted. My grandfather was an intelligent man. I was pretty sure he planned for all sorts of contingencies, even an escape.

      Jon glanced to the left, to the right. The guards were closing in.

      A shot went off and flew past my shoulder. I jumped, nearly losing hold of Jon. My ear throbbed where I had been scraped by a bullet from before. I was not in the mood to get shot at again. I wasn’t going to let Jon risk capture because he came for me.

      “We can’t go back,” I told him. “I can’t go back there. Please.”

      Another bullet whizzed by. This one hit Jon in the back of the leg. He roared. My eyes widened. I could tell by his scream that he was in pain. If it was his back leg, that meant he wouldn’t be able to run as fast or jump as…

      “The gates,” I said, leaning forward so Jon could hear me. “Can you jump them?”

      Jon snuffled. I wasn’t sure if that was a yes or a no. Another shot went off and hit my shoulder. I bit down on my lip so hard, I could taste the sharp metallic taste of blood as it seeped into my mouth. I didn’t want Jon to know I had been hit. I didn’t want him to distract himself from getting us out.

      Jon raced for the gates. My eyes filled with tears. I kept waiting for the adrenaline to course through my body so the sharp, piercing pain that surrounded the bullet wound would numb.

      But it never came.

      I wasn’t sure what I expected. The movies and television shows were all bullshit. Why would I think otherwise?

      My dress began to dampen with sticky blood. I couldn’t think about that, not as we raced towards the gate. 

      At the last possible minute, Jon leapt up. I clung to Jon as tightly as I could. The last thing I wanted was to fall behind because I couldn’t hold on. My shoulder burned with pain, and a garbled cry fell out of my lips before I realized what was happening. Luckily, Jon either didn’t seem to notice or didn’t care. He landed on his feet, managing to scale the fence.

      Gunshots whizzed by us. More guards appeared, all armed and taking aim at us. These were the most skilled people in the sector. I knew that, knew my grandfather wouldn’t trust anyone less than the best with something like guarding his research, his creation. I knew if Jon and I didn’t move, we’d be hit, probably fatally. The fact that we weren’t dead yet either meant they were trying not to kill us or they were getting their bad shots now before they started to try.

      “Don’t let them get away,” I heard one call.

      Jon ran. I could tell it wasn’t his usual speed because of his leg, but he pushed through the pain. If he could do that, then I certainly wasn’t going to complain even if I wanted to. Tears trickled down my face the farther away we got. I had no idea where we were going, but I trusted Jon to get us there to the best of his ability. All I had to worry about was hanging on.

      Tears continued to blur my vision. I wasn’t even sure why. My arm ached and my body felt as though it had been trampled by a stampede of wildebeest. But there was also guilt inside of me, guilt for risking Jon’s life, for leaving Alex behind even if he was an asshole. I couldn’t just leave him behind. I couldn’t leave any of them behind.

      I knew I wasn’t responsible for what happened to them. The sins of my father - grandfather - weren’t mine. I wasn’t that person.

      But that didn’t make me feel any better.

      I had to make this right somehow.

      The problem was, I wasn’t sure how I would even go about doing that. Even if by some miracle, I was able to release any and all test subjects, then what? Would the government let them back into society, knowing how dangerous they were? Knowing they’d shift into a beast at every full moon? But maybe if I could cure them…

      And what if they don’t want the cure?

      That was the part I was concerned about. What if they didn’t want to cure themselves of this awful variant coursing through their system? What if they wanted to remain exactly as they had always been? Then what?

      I closed my eyes, burying my face in the crook of Jon’s shoulders. The run was bumpy as he ran as fast as he could. Bullets whizzed by us. I wasn’t sure if we were going to survive this. I wasn’t sure if I should be worrying about the other were-weapons when we were still within firing range.

      A growl emitted from Jon’s mouth and I clung even tighter. I wasn’t sure if it was enough.

      I started to count. If I didn’t have to worry about holding on for dear life, I would have been clutching my necklace and praying to God. As it was, everything escaped me completely. I didn’t think about God. I didn’t think about being saved. I just thought about being alive, about Jon being alive, and doing everything I could to ensure that both of those things happened.

      One. Two. Three.

      Another shot rang off. Birds zipped from tree branches into the sky, feathers flying to the earth along with the leaves they emerged from. I let out a squeal as Jon made a sharp left.

      I forced myself to open an eye, to see where we were. Instead of heading to the city, we were going through the forest. This was good. Jon knew this forest better than anyone. I was almost positive we’d be able to lose the guards chasing us if he just kept steady.

      Another shot rang off and Jon stumbled forward. It must have hit him. A whimper scratched its way out of him. Tears filled my eyes. If he was going to whimper, if he was going to cry, that meant he was hit.

      Again.

      Which meant there was more silver in his body. Which could only be bad for him.

      “Keep going,” I urged him. I wasn’t even thinking of me, but I knew if Jon collapsed, if he stopped, we were both done for. He had to get us somewhere safe, and I could do the rest. “Don’t stop. I know you’re in pain. I promise to take it all away. I promise. You just can’t stop.”

      He growled again. Whether he was frustrated with me for my words or he was propelling himself onward, I didn’t know. I pressed my lips together. I didn’t want to badger him, either. I doubted he would hear my words and take them as encouraging.

      Another shot pierced the night and splinters of a tree trunk flew off to the side. I swallowed a sob and repositioned myself low on Jon’s back. I tried not to think about the way Jon was slowing down, how he wasn’t pushing himself the way he used to, how I could feel a limp to his step as he ran now. I refused to think about any of that.

      Tall trees cast shade around us. That had to be a good thing. Jon was completely black. Surely he could blend in with the night.

      And you? a voice asked pointedly. You aren’t black. They’ll see you.

      Not if I kept myself low. Not if I pressed into Jon as much as I could. But doing that would cause my weight to press onto him, and he had been shot with silver twice.

      Jon’s breathing got rapid. He slowed his running. I knew he didn’t want to, but it looked as though he didn’t have much of a choice. I let out a sob, and immediately bit my bottom lip. The last thing I wanted was to have Jon think that I was in pain, that something was wrong with me. I needed to be strong for him. I needed to help him the way he helped me.

      He literally walked back to the place he escaped from just to make sure he rescued me.

      At that moment, Jon stopped completely. His legs gave out from underneath him and he dropped to the dirt floor. I quickly rolled off of him, not wanting to add any pressure to him, to hurt him more than he already was. I couldn’t hear anyone chasing us, but that didn’t mean that we were out of the woods yet, both metaphorically and literally.

      A groan pierced the silence, though it wasn’t loud enough to draw too much attention to us. I glanced back at Jon and found him back in his human form, completely naked, face contorted into pain. He wasn’t even trying to hide it.

      “No,” I murmured, crawling over to him. My knees pinched and dirt kicked up at my jerky movements. Some of it found its way into my gaping mouth, but I didn’t care. All I was focused on was Jon. “No, no, no, no.”

      “I-I’m sorry,” Jon managed to get out.

      I cupped my hand against his cheek and he immediately closed his eyes, leaning into my touch.

      “I thought I could – but the silver…”

      I still didn’t understand how the silver affected him. I looked down the length of his body. I didn’t see too much bleeding, even from his gunshot wounds. And yet he was acting as though he was dying.

      Tears filled my eyes. I tried to blink them away. I needed to be strong for Jon. I didn’t want him to see me sad. I didn’t want him to see me crying.

      But I couldn’t help it.

      I let out another sob, and then tried to hold the rest. Snot burst out of my nose, and I used the back of my hand to wipe my face.

      But it was no use.

      The tears kept coming.

      I was fucking useless, a helpless child who couldn’t do anything. It wasn’t like I was strong enough to carry Jon myself the rest of the way. I couldn’t even move him somewhere out of sight, in case the guards did stumble across us.

      Maybe if my grandfather had injected me –

      No.

      I refused to think that way.

      The night grew even darker. The cold pinched my bare skin. I didn’t care about any of it.

      Jon’s eyes slowly closed, his entire body going still.

      I pressed my ear to his chest, desperate to hear some sort of heart beat.

      But I couldn’t find it.
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      “Focus, Robby.”

      “I am focused, Gwen, but I don’t know what you want me to do. He literally weighs three hundred pounds, if not more. I know I’m strong, but I’m not that strong. You have to give me some time to get him in the car.”

      I groaned. My head pounded. My shoulder ached. There was this strange numbness that I couldn’t quite pinpoint. It started from the top of my shoulder and spiraled down the entire length of my arm. I wasn’t sure if I should be worried about it, but something told me I probably had some medical issues I needed to focus on.

      And then I remembered.

      I had been in the forest with Jon. We were running away from guards. Jon had been a Lycan and he had collapsed.

      I struggled, only then realizing I was in someone else’s arms.

      “Hey, hey. Easy. It’s okay. We’ve got you.”

      The voice was feminine and familiar, but for the life of me, I had no idea who it belonged to. At least, my brain was under so much pressure that I couldn’t pinpoint who it was just yet.

      “What-what’s going on?” I managed to get out.

      “Lara?” another voice called. This one I instantly recognized, and a sob of relief pushed past my lips. “It’s Robby. We found you, okay? You’re safe. We’re going to get you back to the safehouse, and from there, we’re going to get you and this asshole cleaned up, okay?”

      “You know,” Gwen pointed out as she tightened her grip on me. A door opened and suddenly, I was placed on leather seats. “That asshole saved her life. You should probably be nicer.”

      “It’s not like he can hear me, Gwen,” Robby pointed out. “I mean, he’s unconscious. I doubt he’s offended.”

      At that moment, the trunk popped open. Something hard and heavy hit it and Robby let out a grunt. He started cursing, some in English, some in Hebrew, before he continued to push whatever it was in the back. After a moment of struggling, he shut the trunk.

      Gwen popped in the passenger seat while Robby all but collapsed in the driver’s seat.

      “What about Jon?” I asked. My voice sounded far away, like my body was on one side of the cave and my voice was on the other. It was strange. “I’m not leaving without Jon.”

      “Oh, calm down,” Robby said as he started the car. “Who do you think I lugged in the back? Lover boy will be all right. You just need to relax while we get to the house. Clearly, you’ve had a day.” A pause. “What? I’m only being honest.”

      “Sometimes, you don’t need to be honest,” Gwen pointed out in a low voice. “And sometimes your version of honesty is an excuse to be an asshole.”

      My lips started to smile before I even realized I was actually smiling. It felt foreign, like something I hadn’t done in a long time. I was surprised I still remembered how to do it in the first place. However, the bickering between my ex and his new girlfriend was enough to put me at ease. If Robby had us, we were safe. I could finally relax.

      It wasn’t long before my eyes closed shut and I drifted off into blissful slumber.
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      My eyes snapped open the second the car stopped moving. I tensed. Had Robby parked the car or was he being forced to? I tilted my head to the side, but besides the tinkering of the car keys as they pushed together and the labored but steady breathing of Jon in the back, I didn’t hear anything.

      “What-what are you doing?” Robby asked Gwen as he got out of the car.

      “I’m burning sage to ward off negative energy,” she said as though it was obvious. “Robby, I told you I was going to do this. You said, That’s a great idea. Anything we can do to make sure we’re off the grid.”

      “I said that?”

      “You think I would use the phrase, off-the-grid?” she asked.

      “It’s just, it smells like pot, and it’s starting to bring back – I’ve been sober for eleven years, and it’s bringing back memories,” he said.

      “You are more than welcome to stay in the car,” she replied. “Roll up the windows and keep an eye on them. Lara looks bad. She’s been in that dress for days. The soles of her feet are torn up. And Jon…he has silver in him.”

      “What does that mean?” Robby asked.

      There was a pause. I held my breath, ignoring the headache that came back to press against my skull. All I cared about was Jon and what was going to happen to him. I needed to know that he was going to be all right. I needed to know there was a way he would heal and that the pain would eventually go away.

      “Well, it’s not pleasant, I can tell you that much,” she said. I wasn’t sure where Gwen was, but suddenly, my nose wrinkled. The musky-sweet scent of the sage finally made its way to the car.

      “Don’t let it get in the leather,” Robby said quickly, the silver and Jon dropped for now. “It’s going to be a bitch to get that out. I dated a smoker once and she was a fucking chimney. It took me two times to get the smell of cigarettes out of the car…what? Why do you have that face?”

      “No, please. What face? I want to hear more about the women who came before me. It’s my favorite subject.”

      “Uh, I hate to break it to you, my little witchling, but Lara and I –“

      “I know about Lara,” Gwen snapped. “I like Lara – lucky for you. Would you like to know all the men I’ve slept with? Let’s see, there was Peter –“

      “I sure as fuck want both of you to shut the fuck up,” a muffled voice said from the trunk of the car.

      My heart skipped a beat at the sound of Jon’s voice.

      “You up, beast?” Robby asked snidely. As annoyed as I was by the insult, I couldn’t help but revel at the sound of Jon being conscious. Even Robby’s tone couldn’t hold the usual malice it had in its tone. “Thought you might’ve, you know, died. Guess I lost the pool.”

      “You know I can’t” he grunted “die.”

      “Even with silver swirling around your system?” Robby asked.

      “Can we get out of the car and then we can have this discussion?” I asked.

      “I can smell her bleeding,” Jon said. There was concern in his voice. As much as I wanted to warm at the sound of it, I was more focused on the fact that he seemed to be more worried about me and less about himself. “She was shot a couple of times.”

      “What?” I couldn’t see Robby as much as hear the agitation in his sharp tone. “And you didn’t say anything, Tucker? What the fuck is going on in that head of yours? I swear –“

      “Let’s get inside and we can get the lecture over with there, hmm?” Gwen asked. Though my face was still pressed against the leather, I could imagine her pressing her eyebrows up and looking at everyone.

      “I just –“

      “If she’s been shot, she needs medical attention, wouldn’t you agree, darling?” Gwen asked, her voice too sweet to be genuine. I didn’t think it was possible for someone like her to hit that pitch in her voice, but apparently she could. “Now, let’s get the two of them into the safehouse, why don’t we?”

      Robby grumbled something under his breath that I couldn’t quite hear, but Jon chuckled, so whatever it was amused him.

      Car doors opened and closed. One opened, then the trunk. Gwen’s hands found my wrist. She murmured something about being here and that this might hurt when she grabbed me, and it did. Jesus, it did. I hissed as she inched me towards her. I tried to help her by scooting forward but I could barely move. Not because I was paralyzed or anything that serious, but because my muscles had seized up. I had been numb, and now, I wasn’t sure.

      I was just in pain when I was touched, when I was moved. If I kept still, so still, I could almost pretend I was okay.

      I wasn’t sure how long it took, but Gwen finally had me in her arms. She nearly dropped me the second she hoisted me up before muttering some kind of incantation that prevented her from doing such a thing.

      “You’re heavier than you look,” she grunted out.

      I couldn’t blame her. Gwen was petite. It was a good thing she had magic to help her. If she didn’t, Robby might have been forced to carry me, and I wasn’t sure I could deal with him right now.

      We managed to get into Robby’s safehouse without me hitting my head on the doorframe or falling into the clump on the wooden floor. Jon was another story. Besides the fact that Robby seemed to have forgotten he was naked, he had no clothes that would actually fit him so he had to throw an old pair of boxers at him so Robby could go buy him clothes. But Jon refused to wear Robby’s underwear so Gwen was forced to bring him a blanket, though no one had to carry him inside.

      “Fuck,” Robby said. “I think I need to get some fucking bandages and shit.”

      “How do you not have a first-aid kit at your safehouse, Robby?” Gwen asked.

      But he slammed the door shut without answering, which was probably a good thing because they both seemed tense right now, and I wouldn’t be surprised if this wound up turning into a fight with Jon and I at the center of it.

      Which was definitely not what I wanted.

      “I’m going to go make us some tea,” Gwen said, looking between the two of us. She didn’t wait for my response before she vanished down the hall somewhere.

      Now, it was just me and Jon, sitting on opposite sides of the couch. I wasn’t sure why there was awkwardness hanging between us. It might have to do with the fact that he was naked with silver running through his body and I had been shot and was bleeding slowly on this fancy couch.

      “I’m going to kill your ex-boyfriend,” Jon said.

      I started laughing. I couldn’t help it. His voice sounded too ridiculous not to laugh. The fact that I could, the fact that he could speak at all, was a miracle. I reached up and held the cross and sent a silent prayer of appreciation that we were both alive. Somehow, we were still alive.

      “You okay, Red?” he asked.

      There was a hitch in his voice, and I closed my eyes, wincing. Rarely did Jon ever sound like he was in pain, even if he was. He was good at hiding that, and usually, it pissed me off because I wasn’t going to help him if I didn’t know he needed it. But a small, selfish part of me wished that maybe he would hide it now because I didn’t want to know he was in pain at all.

      “Why did you come?” I asked, closing my eyes. I was glad for the darkness, glad we weren’t looking at each other. The conversation was too deep, too intense to have right now.

      “I will always come for you,” he said. “You know that.”

      “And now look,” I said. I wanted to throw my arms out, but even the thought of doing that was enough to make me wince at the perceived pain it would cause me. “You have silver in your system.”

      “I’m still alive, aren’t I?” he asked.

      “Barely.”

      “So, you’d rather just have me leave you to your own devices next time?” His voice was flat. “You’d rather just let me let you die? Be killed by some fucking crazy asshole hellbent on bringing more death and destruction to the world?” Jon scoffed. “Fuck that.”

      “He wasn’t going to kill me,” I said.

      “Like that makes it any better,” he said. “I told you, I fucking told you, not to go to that fucking interview. But you didn’t listen. Goddammit, Lara, you never fucking listen to me. Don’t you…” He sucked in a breath. “Don’t you fucking respect me? Shit, I’m supposed to be you’re fucking mate and you don’t even let me talk.”

      I opened my mouth, ready to respond, ready to tell him that I was trying to do this for him, when something caught my attention. “I’m your what?” I asked.

      I waited for Jon to say something, but no response came. I rolled my eyes. Now he wanted to clam up? He could go off on me about not listening to him and how I made the wrong choices, but he couldn’t talk to me about being his mate? That hardly seemed fair.

      Clenching my teeth together, I forced myself to sit up. I let out a hiss. Jon cocked his head to the side from his position on the couch so he could see me better. I contorted my face into the most ferocious scowl I could, but Jon didn’t even flinch. He continued to stare at me, his harsh features impassive and almost amused.

      “Well?” I demanded to know. “What did you say I was? Your mate?”

      Jon still said nothing and shifted his eyes away.

      “Now you’re incapable of speaking?” I asked.

      Suddenly, I was tired of the same shit. Jon could choose what to share with me and what to keep from me, and, quite frankly, I was getting sick of it. What gave him that right? What about me?

      “It’s a thing,” he finally said. “Part of the change.”

      I opened my mouth to retort something, but stopped. I caught my breath, took a deep breath. I knew how difficult it was for Jon to say anything at all. The fact that he was willing to talk now was surprising, even if I pestered him into it.

      “Wolves mate for life,” he said as though it was obvious. “Lycans, even more so. There’s this extreme need to protect what they consider is theirs.”

      “And I…?”

      “You’re mine, simple as that,” he said. “I tried to fight it before. It’s why I left. Or, I tried to. But I couldn’t stay away from you.”

      “Because I’m your mate?”

      “Because I couldn’t stay away,” he said. He grunted, trying to pull himself up. “I marked you. Stupid, I know, but sex is a way to claim you as my own.”

      “So, that’s why Alex said I smelled like you?” I asked.

      “Alex?” Jon asked through a growl.

      “He’s like you,” I said. “And there’s no need to have that tone with him, Jon. Seriously. He’s trapped in a cage too. A lot of them are, but he’s the only one I saw when I was there.”

      “They held you in a cage?” he asked. “The same one I…?”

      I nodded. “They were going to do a lot more than just hold me in a cage.” Suddenly, I bit my lip. I shouldn’t tell him that. Not yet. He’d worry.

      But the words were out. He already heard them.

      “Tell me,” he demanded, though his words were low, almost soft.

      I bit my bottom lip. I knew I should tell him. He did have a right to know, especially considering he had risked everything to get me back. But I still held back a moment or two longer than I should, only because I wasn’t sure if it would help the situation. The last thing I wanted was Jon worried about me when he should be worried about himself. And yet, I knew if I didn’t tell him, he’d be more upset about not knowing anything at all.

      “My grandfather was going to inject me with the serum,” I said in a low voice. “He said that they didn’t have any research on a female prototype, and he wanted to give it to me to see what would happen.”

      “You’re not military,” Jon stated.

      “I’m not sure that’s a requirement,” I said, “but it’s not like I asked question.”

      “You didn’t ask questions?” He sounded like he couldn’t believe it.

      Ass.

      “I was more concerned about getting out of there,” I said. “You think I don’t know you? I wanted to leave before you could come and get me. I don’t want you risking yourself for me like you always do.”

      “You’re my mate,” he said as though that explained everything.

      “So, you don’t control how you are?” I asked. I knew a lot of women found the whole soulmate thing romantic, and as a good Catholic girl – well, mostly good – I knew that God dictated the outcome of our lives, but I just didn’t like that everything seemed to be dictated by some outside force. If he was just acting this way because I was his mate, did he even have a choice? Did it matter what he wanted?

      “Red, if I didn’t want you as my mate, I would have told God and this beast inside of me to fuck off,” he growled. “The second I saw you on that newsreel, I knew you were mine. And you’ll always be mine. I’ve just come to grips with it now.”

      “Now that you have silver running through your body?” I asked.

      “Something like that.”

      “Jon, I…” I wasn’t even sure what I was going to say.

      “We can talk later,” Jon murmured. “The asshole is –“

      Before Jon could even finish his sentence, Robby barged through the front door the second Gwen brought in some tea.

      “Who wants alcohol?” Robby asked. “Because I’m cleaning up a wolf, and I’d like to be more than a little drunk before I do that.”
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      I didn’t want to talk about what we were going to do now that the four of us reunited. I just wanted a moment to breathe. I wanted to sleep. I wanted to wrap my arms around Jon and breathe in his scent and feel him breathe.

      But Robby was relentless.

      Both he and Gwen cleaned us up and fixed us up as much as they could. Because of Gwen’s magical tendencies, she was able to give us a special balm for the pain. Robby stitched me up while Gwen helped pull out the silver bullets from Jon. I had a feeling Jon wasn’t entirely pleased at how close Robby was to me, but that couldn’t be helped. Gwen wasn’t good with stitches and Jon needed the silver removed from his body as soon as possible. I still didn’t know how that would affect him – if it was left in his body – and I didn’t want to risk it.

      “You think Wolf Boy can hear me?” Robby asked me in a voice just above a whisper.

      Jon was in the room that would belong to him while we were here so Gwen had the space to remove the bullets. I just think she needed space from Robby, which I understood. As much as I cared about him, he could be a little intense.

      “Yeah,” I said. “I do.”

      Robby’s lips quirked up. “How you doing, kid?” he asked as he slid the needle through my skin.

      I ripped my eyes away from the sight. I hated needles. I hated watching them puncture skin – but especially my skin.

      “Well, not great, if I’m being honest,” I replied.

      His smile deepened at my sass. “You and that mouth,” he said. “It’s always going to get you in trouble.”

      “Probably,” I agreed.

      His lips twitched up before curling down into a frown. His eyes blazed into my skin as he began to deftly weave the thread through my flesh. I winced every time it poked my skin, and I tried to ignore the piercing pinch it gave me. It was better than what I imagined, I knew, but it was difficult to wrap my head around that.

      “Lara, you sure you want to continue forward with this?” he asked suddenly. He still kept his voice down, careful with who might overhear. But whether he was worried about Gwen or Jon, I wasn’t sure. “I can’t count how many times you’ve been kidnapped or almost died. You’re starting to turn into a MarySue, you know.”

      I snorted. “Yeah, I guess you’re right,” I said. At least he distracted me from looking at the needle, at the stitches. “But I thought scars were supposed to make me a badass.”

      Robby shook his head. “Nah,” he said. “Not for you. You’re a badass in your own right. You have nothing to prove, kid. To no one. Not even yourself.” He sighed. “I don’t get it. Why are you risking your life for a story? For a goddamn freak –“

      “Don’t call him that, Robby,” I said in a low voice. I did not want to hear Robby insult Jon to my face. I refused to let him do it. He could think whatever he wanted, but that didn’t mean I had to agree with those thoughts. “What happened to him wasn’t his fault.”

      “Maybe not, but every life he took –“

      “Deserved it,” I finished.

      “How can you think that?” he asked. He pushed the needle into my skin harder than necessary and I let out a yip of pain. “How can you think that people who didn’t have anything to do with –“

      Before he could finish, Jon clapped his hand on Robby’s shoulder and squeezed so he had to stop what he was doing. However, his dark eyes were on me.

      “Are you hurt?” he asked in a tense voice.

      “What?” I asked, furrowing my brow.

      It was only then that I realized he was wearing nothing but black sweatpants that were a couple of sizes too short. I would have laughed if Jon didn’t look like he wanted to kill Robby in that moment.

      “You made a noise,” he said. “If you tell me he hurt you, I would be more than happy to –“

      “He didn’t,” I said. “He’s stitching me up and I’m being a baby about it. You should be resting, Jon. You have silver in your body.”

      He growled at that, lifting his lips into a snarl. He still hadn’t released Robby’s arm just yet, as though he wanted to make sure Robby wasn’t hurting me.

      “I don’t give a shit,” he said. His eyes dropped to my injury. “You need stitches?”

      “Jesus, do you have some sort of radar on her or something?” Robby asked.

      “She’s mine,” he growled, his eyes still fixed on me.

      I swallowed. There was something about the way he looked at me, about the way he said it when he looked at me, that gave me shivers and goosebumps and caused my body to do things I only thought belonged in romance novels.

      “You’re fucking scaring her,” Robby said, trying to position himself in front of me so Jon could only look over his shoulder in order to see me.

      Instead of reacting, though, Jon’s lips quirked up and his eyes narrowed. “She’s not scared,” he said, an approving glint in his eyes.

      I glared. Instantly, I knew what he was trying to say. His inner Lycan could smell my arousal. I wanted to shout at him, that I had some personal boundaries he shouldn’t cross. But then I realized that it wasn’t like he could help himself. In fact, the only reason he was acting possessive now was the adrenaline of everything that had happened and the fact that his Lycan was so close to the surface.

      “Oh, ew,” Robby said, wrinkling his nose as he looked between me and Jon. “I’m stitching her up, for crying out loud.”

      “Not going to apologize for that,” Jon said with a smirk.

      “Fucking a,” Robby muttered. He quickly finished stitching me up. “Is there any other injury on your person I should know about?”

      He began to reach for the strap of my dress in order to check underneath it when Jon growled again. Robby instantly released it and held up his hands.

      “Whoa, okay, okay,” he said. “I’m going to go find Gwen. Fuck.”

      Jon only looked at me when Robby was gone. His eyes were absolutely feral. I had no idea how he could be in the mood for anything sexual after everything we had gone through. I wasn’t sure what it meant – if it meant anything. Maybe I was just a body he could find his release with. Maybe it was because he saw Robby helping me and he wanted to stop that. Whatever it was, it did something to Jon. Something wicked. Something that pulled me into it too.

      He didn’t say anything to me, just took my hand in his and helped me off the couch. He led me across the living room and into the room he emerged from. The second the door was closed, he was suddenly in my space, nose on my skin, hands on my hips.

      “As much as Robby annoys the shit out of me, he isn’t wrong,” he said. “Is there any other part of you that needs a bandage, stitches?” A pause. “Fuck, I can’t believe you need stitches, Lara. Jesus Christ.”

      “Hey,” I murmured, running my fingers through his hair. The dark locks were growing out and I liked the way they felt between my fingers. “Hey. I’m here. I’m okay.”

      “Yeah, barely,” he said. “What if I hadn’t gotten there in time?”

      “But you did,” I said. His arms wrapped around me and he began to unzip my dress. “And, if I recall, I was practically out myself.”

      Jon chuckled, his face nuzzling my shoulder as the dress fell to the floor. I had no idea what his intentions were with me. His hands were careful with me, tracing my curves, eyes scanning my body almost scientifically. It was almost as though he wanted to make sure I wasn’t hurt anywhere else, and from the way his hands slowly began to turn me around, I realized that that was exactly what he was doing. Knuckles brushed up the small of my back, and I shivered at the touch, even though I wasn’t cold.

      “I love that,” Jon murmured, his hot breath smothering my skin in the most pleasurable way. “The way your body still responds to me. Even after all this time.”

      “Why wouldn’t it?” I murmured, tilting my head to the side in order to give him access to my throat.

      Though I couldn’t see him, I felt Jon lift his shoulders. “Just didn’t see myself as someone worth hanging onto, after everything I’ve put you through,” he said simply.

      “Jon,” I began, but he stopped me by placing his finger over my lips. I stopped suddenly. The intimacy of the gesture, even though it was something as simple as a touch, stilled me.

      “Don’t do that,” he said in a low voice. “Don’t say my name like that.”

      “Why?” I was pushing him, I knew. I didn’t care. There was something about escaping with my life but barely with a man I loved like I had never loved before.

      He growled in response, gripping me tighter. “I won’t be able to stop myself,” he warned me.

      “Maybe I don’t want you to,” I said back.

      He clenched his teeth, cocking his head to the side. The warning shifted to his dark eyes, but there was a glimmer of desperation there, like he was trying to control himself for my sake and I was doing a shit job of helping him do that.

      I didn’t want him to control himself.

      I wanted him to fuck me, to show me that I was alive, that he was alive, and that we were still together.

      I didn’t wait for him to respond. I reached behind me and unclasped my bra, letting it fall to the floor without preamble. Then, I slid my underwear down my legs until I stood naked before him.

      “You don’t –“

      “I do.”

      “No.” He shook his head once, a jerk of a motion. “You’re my mate. If I claim you as my mate – and I won’t claim you as anything but. You’ll belong to me. Forever, Lara. This is more significant than a damn wedding vow and a piece of paper. Forever means forever.”

      “How do you know all of this?” I asked, cocking my head as my fingers began to caress his shoulders, tracing over the collarbone.

      “I don’t know,” he said. “It’s hard to explain. It’s like someone took this knowledge and put it in my brain and suddenly, I know everything. I think it has to do with the fact that I didn’t realize you were my mate until I watched you leave for that interview. I always knew it, deep down, but I didn’t know the significance of it until then. And now that I know what you mean to me, now that I know all of it…” He let his voice trail off as his hand gripped my hair and he gently pulled me away from him so he could lock eyes with me. “I can’t lose you, Lara. I can’t.”

      “You won’t,” I said.

      He shook his head, almost as though he didn’t believe me.

      “Until this ends, there’s always that chance,” he said. “I have to finish this.”

      “We have to finish this,” I corrected. I wasn’t trying to fight with him, but I made sure my voice was firm. “It’s not just about you, Jon. What happened to you is inexcusable. But it’s my grandfather that’s doing this, my grandfather that’s responsible for all of it.”

      “But that doesn’t mean you are,” Jon said, eyes scanning my face. He cupped my cheek in his palm and I immediately leaned into his touch. His thumb ghosted across my bottom lip and the corners of his lips twisted up in a small, gentle smile. “Lara, you’re fucking stubborn but you’re the best person I know. I’m in awe of you, of how good you are.”

      I wanted to argue with him. I didn’t feel good. I felt like a jerk most of the time, unrelenting and unforgiving. My pursuit of the truth was more important to me than anything else, and I sacrificed friends and lovers because I needed evidence, because I needed to not only reaffirm to myself that I was right about something, but to show everyone else the same thing. But I didn’t argue. Instead, I pressed my lips together and let his words rain over me, cleansing me. And for a moment, I was able to believe in myself. I was able to see me the way he did.

      “So,” I finally said. His hand hadn’t left my cheek and his eyes were still focused on me. “What do we do, then? We have to end it. That much we agree on. But how do we do it?”

      “We take it down,” Jon said. “We go for the top. Cut the head off the snake, as it were.”

      “Hmm.” I tilted my head to the side and Jon’s eyes moved to trace the line of my throat with his gaze. I could still feel him though, like he was stroking me with a fingertip. “Which means my grandfather.” I crossed my arms over my chest.

      “What?” he asked, using his free hand to point at my face. “You have a look.”

      “I don’t have a look.”

      “You’re imagining things,” I said.

      “There are a lot of things I plan to imagine when it comes to you, especially considering you’re naked,” he said in a low voice. “But I can assure you that you have this look on your face that signifies that you disapprove of something or someone.”

      “I’m just concerned.” That should be enough to appease him. It was also the truth.

      Instead of pushing me, he continued to stare. His eyes said everything his mouth refused to and I had to look away because he could see through me in a way I had never experienced before - and it wasn’t just because I was stark naked, either.

      “I just...even if we take them all down, then what?” I asked, throwing my arms out. I was surprised Jon’s gaze didn’t drop. “The agency will just be reformed but in a way we can’t get to them. I think...I think we have to do more than just take them out.”

      Jon was silent for a long moment. “What do you think we should do then?” he asked, drawing his gaze across my shoulders and to my injury. He reached up but didn’t actually touch me.

      God, I wanted him to touch me.

      I wanted him to touch me badly, more than I had wanted anything before. I was even surprised by this bout of passion that crawled under my skin and demanded his attention.

      But I put it aside.

      For now.

      There would be time for that. It just wasn’t right now.

      “I think we need to expose what they did to you,” I said, locking eyes with him. “I think we need to let them know the truth. And by them, I mean Perry. I mean the whole city. I know I released some articles that talked about Guzman, about the truth of you and who you are. But I don’t think that paints enough of a background. It’s like they’re pieces of the puzzle and we need to be the ones to connect them. We need to spell it out so people actually get it. So no one can lie about this anymore.”

      “You see what’s going on politically,” Jon said, looking away. “You see how they treat the mayor, how they treated Guzman’s. Her brother was found doing coke in bed with a fourteen year old, and no one talks about that. No one cares. But if it’s someone else…” He shook his eyes. “People only see what they want to see.”

      “Then we have to make them want to see,” I said, taking his hands in mine. “We have to -”

      “And how do you expect to do that in this political climate?” he asked. “Lara, I don’t disagree with you. But if we’re going to risk everything, we can’t fuck this up. We only have one chance. And if we don’t do it right…” He let his voice trail off. 

      He didn’t have to finish that sentence.

      I already knew the ending.

      “I know.”

      “So?” He perked his brows. I was glad he didn’t outright dismiss my suggestions. I was glad he was willing to at least hear me out, even if he didn’t agree with me.

      “We need to take down my grandfather,” I agreed. “And maybe I can do that.”

      “Lara -”

      “He’s willing to talk to me,” I pointed out. “And that’s way more than we expected from anyone related to this. We have to use that to our advantage even if it’s dangerous. And we need to free the others, like Alex. Like you. We have to end this for good.” I gave him a long look. “Even if it means putting myself in danger.”

      He snarled, ripping himself away from me, practically stomping across the room. I pulled back on my dress as best as I could, trying not to wince at the pain. I didn’t go after Jon. He needed the space. He needed to come to this conclusion on his own, and clearly, he hadn’t.

      Yet.

      But he would.

      He had to.

      Whether he wanted to admit it or not, this was the only way we could get what both of us wanted: revenge and the truth. We could bring down this shadow agency, we could make it so they could never go back to this.

      But it meant taking risks, and I was one of those risks - whether Jon liked it or not.
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      It was a good hour before Jon emerged from the room, acting as though nothing had happened between us. I wished there was another room I could be alone with Jon in. It wasn’t that I wanted to fuck him - even though I did - but I wanted a quiet place to think without the anxiety that anyone was going to walk in at any second.

      Instead, Jon pulled out the couch into the bed and we crawled on top of it. It was lumpy and uneven, and part of me hesitated because the last thing I wanted was to get blood on Robby’s couch, even though I knew he wouldn’t care and I knew he had the money to replace it if he wanted to.

      But the second my body hit the mattress, sleep consumed me. I was tired, I didn’t even turn to give Jon a kiss goodnight. Instead, I succumbed to the blackness.
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      It was the best sleep I had had in a long time.

      I woke up to the sizzle of bacon.

      That, and the smell.

      My stomach rumbled with hunger. I couldn’t remember the last time I ate.

      Slowly, I pulled myself into a sitting position. Jon was gone. Part of me worried he was gone-gone. Even though I felt we were making progress on our relationship, I still worried he would leave, he would run away. 

      “He’s in the shower.”

      My head snapped in Gwen’s direction. She gave me a small smile, turning her attention back to what she was cooking. Relief flooded through my body and I nodded once.

      “Okay,” I murmured, reaching up to run my fingers through my tangled hair. 

      I hissed when I remembered my injury. I couldn’t believe I was shot. Maybe shot was a bit of an exaggeration, but still. A bullet grazed my arm. That was a pretty big deal.

      Although, one had split my earlobe, so I guess it was kind of the same thing.

      “And Robby?” I asked, looking around. 

      If Robby was here, I would have heard him. For one man, he was loud.

      “In the car, trying to get a signal,” she said, eyes still on the food. “He’s worried about you, you know.”

      I pressed my lips together, feeling my cheeks turn pink. I knew Robby was worried about me. I also knew that he still cared about me even though he loved Gwen. And I just wasn’t sure how to handle that. Part of me felt guilty but I didn’t know why. And another part of me said I was making this about myself when I wasn’t trying to. I just wanted Gwen to like me. I wanted to say the right things to her so she knew Robby and I were just friends. But it was hard when Robby was acting weird right now. And by weird, I meant that he seemed to be more concerned about me than he was about Gwen. Granted, I knew I was the one putting myself in danger, I was the one getting hurt, but still. Gwen clearly loved him. I wished he could make more of an effort to show her what he had no problem showing me.

      “I...I know,” I finally said. She was waiting for some kind of answer. I felt compelled to give her one.

      “He’ll always love you,” she continued, taking the tongs and flipping the strips of bacon. “I don’t mean he’ll just care about you. He’ll always be in love with you.” She cleared her throat. “I’m not saying this to you to make you uncomfortable. Really, I’m not. I’m just saying...be careful, yeah? Be careful what you say to him, how you treat him. Sometimes, he takes things....” She blew out her breath.

      “Can I ask you something?” I asked, running my fingers through my hair. I glanced over at the bathroom door, hoping Jon would hurry up in the shower because I desperately wanted one for myself. Truth be told, I was offended that he hadn’t asked me to join him, even if I understood.

      “Sure.” She smiled. It was tired but it was genuine. “You can ask me anything.”

      “Why are you here?” I asked, then winced. “That wasn’t what I meant. What I’m trying to say is, if you think all of those things about Robby - and I’m not saying they’re true - but if you think they’re true, why are you here, helping him, helping us?”

      Gwen looked down at the bacon and began to pull them off the pan. “You know,” she said, “as crazy as it sounds, I love him. I love him for exactly who and what he is. Part of that love stems from the fact that he is so deliriously devoted to you. It makes up who he is. Which means, if I love all of him, I even love that. And I would rather be with him, even if it’s part of him, than to be without him.” She turned off the burner and began to arrange the bacon on the plate without looking at me. “The relationship the two of you have isn’t my business, but I’m asking, as a favor, to please be mindful of him. I’m not saying you lead him on intentionally, but don’t be harsh with him. He does care, and I think if he could help how he feels for you, he would. But he can’t.”

      I swallowed, but my mouth was dry. I cleared my throat. “I…” I didn’t even know what I was supposed to say to that. “I don’t want to hurt him. He does a lot. For me.” I shifted my weight. “But...but you should know that he does love you.”

      “I know he does.” Her face softened. “And that’s why I’m still here. That’s why I want to help. But after this...maybe...I don’t know. Maybe it might be better if you left Perry for a little while. Just until everything settles. I doubt Jon would want to stay.”

      I opened my mouth. Leave Perry? It felt…wrong. For better or worse, Perry had been my home. I grew up here. My family was here. 

      Well, they had been.

      Before they died.

      I looked down at the floor. Some would say that the city killed them. The city was full of corruption and filth, vile, selfish people who only cared about themselves. It was filled with rats and vermin, trash, shit, piss, vomit, and blood. It was filled with criminals and deviants, people who skirted the lines of black and white morality. The rich got richer, the poor stayed poor, trapped in government sanctioned programs that both provided assistance and provided a bind they could not break free from. And the middle class was nonexistent, slowly submerging into either the rich or the poor, usually the poor.

      But there were still good people here. People who deserved the truth. People who needed to understand what they were getting themselves into, what was going on around them.

      I didn’t think I was some savior. I didn’t think I was special enough or powerful enough or smart enough. But I could try.

      But would leaving be the right thing to do?

      I didn’t know.

      It irked me to think about. It felt like removing a limb.

      But maybe…maybe that was what we needed. Both me and Jon. Maybe we needed to get out of here in order to see what we could do together. Maybe Perry was a toxic place for the two of us to be. The ties that bound me here were gone now…except for my grandfather.

      Once he was gone…maybe then I would feel like I was free.

      “You okay?” Gwen’s voice broke into my thoughts, causing them to disperse. “You kind of went away there for a moment.”

      “I never really thought about leaving Perry before,” I admitted. “It never really crossed my mind.”

      I approached the bar placed in front of the stove she was cooking on and took a seat on one of the high backless stools. My elbows found the marble counter and I watched her as she began to crack eggs over a different frying pan. The one that held the bacon was turned off, grease starting to clump together. I wrinkled my nose, frowning. Bacon was so damn good that I forgot that most of the time, it was drenched in grease. I should probably care more but I didn’t.

      “Now that it has…” Gwen raised her brows before dropping her gaze back to the eggs. “What do you think?”

      I shrugged. To be honest, I wasn’t in the mood to have this discussion. I didn’t want to think about leaving Perry. I wanted to figure out how to finish this. And once we did, what did that mean for me and Jon? And once those things were squared away, then we could figure out the details.

      Before I could respond, the front door opened and Robby strolled in. It didn’t surprise me to see him coming in from the outdoors. Even though Robby loved the city, he had a fondness for the outdoors that couldn’t be denied. There were a couple of leaves in his tousled black hair, some pine needles falling from his jacket. His cheeks were pinched red, which told me it must be cold outside. However, I never would have known that simply because of how warm it was in the cabin.

      “Gwen, that smells fabulous,” he said, slowly making his way over to us. He had yet to address me directly, hadn’t even looked at me, and I wasn’t sure why that was. Had I done something to upset him? I didn’t think I had. “Couldn’t find a signal, though. Are we almost ready to eat?”

      “Jon is still in the shower,” Gwen said as she turned off the burner to the eggs once they finished. “I don’t want to start without him.”

      Robbys eyes dropped to the food. “But it’s going to get cold,” he said as though it was obvious. “The eggs. Gwen, you know how much I hate when my eggs are cold, and there’s no way in hell I’m going to watch you do something as blasphemous as microwave them.” Finally, he glanced over at me. “Help me out, Lara. Jon won’t mind if we start without him, right?”

      “Um…” I wasn’t sure how to even answer that so I looked over at Gwen. “I mean, I don’t think he’d mind.”

      Gwen gave Robby a patient look. “It’s called being polite, Robby,” she said. “And I think we owe him that much, don’t you?”

      “Actually -“

      “What smells so good?” Jon’s voice came from the bathroom door, and I made the mistake of turning and looking at him.

      He was wearing nothing but a towel wrapped around his waist. My mouth immediately went dry at the sight of it. I tried to rip my eyes away, tried to chide myself on so openly gawking at him in front of other people, but I couldn’t help myself. My eyes immediately dropped from his face to his Adam’s apple, to the sweep of his broad shoulders and across the expanse of his torso.

      Jesus, that man had a body.

      Everything about him was hard and jagged. The plains that made up his stomach looked crisp, some still with the sprinkles of the shower he had just stepped out of. I wanted to run my hands up and down his body. I wanted to acquaint myself with him once again, even though I had had him before.

      I didn’t like that Gwen was looking at him, didn’t like that she got to see him in this way. He was for me, for my eyes only. A sudden, fierce possessiveness ripped across from me and I had to clench my teeth together to keep myself from saying anything stupid. Hell, I didn’t even want to make a noise. I wasn’t exactly sure how that might be interpreted.

      I couldn’t help but stare at him, and I realized that it had been a long time since I had seen him this way, even if it had only been the night before. Then again, it was different cleaning wounds and making sure he was okay compared to stripping him down to touch him, to see him. A pool of warmth spread underneath my belly and I tried to ignore it, I did. But then I saw the way his eyes caught mine, as though he could somehow detect the way I was thinking, what my thought process was, and I couldn’t help but move across the room.

      I only stopped when I realized what I was doing.

      Gwen was right there. So was Robby.

      Another thing that bothered me – she was with Robby. Robby had an amazing body too. The only thing Jon had on him was height. That was it.

      Shouldn’t she be grateful for what she had?

      I tried not to think about it. I was already on the verge of making an asshole out of myself, and I didn’t need to add to it. Instead, I curled hair behind my ear and pretended I was going to sit on the couch. I wasn’t sure if it worked, but at least it was something.

      The gentle click of the door shutting told me Jon had returned to the room. I let out a breath I didn’t realize I was holding and dropped my gaze to my lap. I should be focusing on other things. Things that had nothing to do with how badly I wanted him, even if it had been a while, and the desire I had for him overwhelmed me to the point where I wasn’t quite sure how to handle it.

      I didn’t like the jealousy coursing through my body, and I certainly didn’t like the thought of me ripping into Gwen all because she stared at him. How could she help that? I would stare too. Hell, I did. And Gwen was my friend. And she cared about Robby. 

      What was going on with me?

      “Red.” Jon’s voice from the doorway to the room caught my attention, and I sat up straighter. “I need to talk to you. In here.”

      It took everything inside of me to refrain from springing up like a bullet and running over there. Instead, I tensed every muscle I could access, and pushed myself into a standing position.

      “Sure.”

      God, I hoped my voice hadn’t cracked. I hoped I didn’t sound as desperate or as idiotic as I felt.

      I tried to ignore the way his dark eyes watched me move across the room. I refused to look at Gwen. I wasn’t sure what she’d think about this, but I didn’t want to know. I didn’t care. It wasn’t like I thought she was going to judge me by any means, but still.

      Jon moved out of the way from the door in order to let me inside. I took in a deep breath, trying not to be obvious about it. He still smelled like pine trees, like he had run naked through a Christmas tree farm, but there was also something significantly Jon that attached itself to the scent that added a touch of grittiness to it. If some kind of cologne company could bottle that up, they’d make so much money. Women would buy it for their significant others so fast.

      The second I was in the room, the door shut once again. This time, a lock turned into place. I whirled around. He must have noticed the confusion on my face because he said, “I don’t want to be interrupted.”

      I nodded, rubbing my lips together. I didn’t quite trust my voice, not yet, which was stupid since I had never been afraid of talking to Jon about anything, even stuff he didn’t want to hear or I didn’t want to share. This felt significant somehow, though I wasn’t sure how. Something was different between us but I didn’t know what that was.

      “Interrupted?”

      “You’re not going to like this,” he said, “But I want you to fall back.”

      Instantly, any hesitation, any fear, I might have had due to distracting images of Jon being naked and the things I wanted to do to a naked Jon went out the window. He might have still had water clinging his body, but fuck, I didn’t care. Not when he was trying to pull me off something important. How dare he? I was just as much part of this as he was, and there was no way I was going to back off just because it made other people feel more comfortable about it. It wasn’t going to happen.

      “You know I can’t do that,” I said, all but stomping over to him. “It’s my grandfather that created this mess –”

      “That doesn’t mean you’re responsible,” he repeated. “The sins of your grandfather have nothing to do with you.”

      “I don’t agree,” I snapped. “My uncle died because of this man. Richard spent his entire life looking for the truth, and then got killed because of it. Alex and the others are locked up like lab rats because of him.”

      “And you’re telling me you want to do the same thing?” Jon demanded to know. “Is that it?” He glanced away, a sigh forcing his shoulders down. “I’m sorry about your uncle. I am. You know I am. But I can’t risk you. All of this will be for nothing if I have to worry about you while I’m taking them down.”

      I opened my mouth but, instead of any words coming out, I let out a long breath. I didn’t want to fight with him. I understood why he chose to do what he was doing. But that didn’t mean I had to like it in any way.

      “That’s not fair,” I said. “You can’t tell me what to do –”

      “I can and I will,” he snapped. He clenched his teeth together as though he hadn’t meant to say those words. I furrowed my brow, trying to understand, trying to make it so I didn’t immediately get offended. “Look, you have to know that you mean something to me, Lara.”

      “I know –”

      “You don’t.” He cut me off, though his voice was gentle. He padded over to the bed and took a seat on the edge of it. “The truth is, if you go, that’s all I’m going to think about. You. And I’d give up what I set out to do in order to ensure your safety.”

      “Just…don’t, then,” I said, like it was obvious.

      He rolled his eyes. “It’s not that simple,” he said, and then looked away. “Lara, I know I’ve already told you this, but you’re my mate.”
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      I know he mentioned something like this before but didn’t want to talk about it. Not really. But now, I wasn’t going to give him that option. This was too important to let go, especially when he thought he could order me around.

      “Okay,” I said, taking a seat next to him on the bed. I wasn’t sure how close to him he wanted me to be, but I knew I needed a place to sit and think about everything, and the room was sparse enough as it was. “I still don’t understand why you’d let yourself worry about me when I’m not telling you to not do what you want to do. In fact, I want to help you do it.”

      “You don’t understand,” he said, shaking his head.

      “Then help me understand.”

      I was tired of the bullshit. I wanted to learn. I wanted to understand. But I couldn’t if he kept avoiding the subject.

      “I don’t know how it fucking happened,” he growled, shooting up an arm. He was clearly frustrated, but I wasn’t afraid of the anger rolling off his body. I scooted closer, in fact, still careful about touching him. The last thing I wanted was to do something he wasn’t comfortable with in this moment. “It’s like, it’s in my brain. It’s in my body. I don’t know if it happened when we first met, or when you weren’t minding your fucking business and were chased by Guzman’s men. I don’t know. But every instinct in me screams at me to protect you. You come first. That’s it. Even above my well-being. Even about everything else.”

      I wasn’t sure what to say to that. “That-that’s ridiculous,” I said. 

      “Don’t ridicule my feelings,” he snapped, though his voice was decidedly softer than it could have been. “I can’t explain it. I just know that it’s the truth. And I know if you come, if there’s even a sliver of a chance that you could fall into his hands…I can’t risk it. It has nothing to do with not thinking you’re capable. If anyone can figure out this asshole, it’s you. I know it’s you. But if you go, then I’m forced to follow, like a fucking shadow, a puppy. And I can’t…I need to end this. But I also need you safe. If you go, I can’t have both.”

      I hated this. I hated this because as much as I didn’t want to admit it, he wasn’t exactly wrong. I understood where he was coming from, even if I didn’t like it.

      “So,” I said, trying to keep any sort of defensive tone from my words. I didn’t want to upset him, even more than he already seemed to be. “What am I supposed to do? Stay here?”

      “You’ll be safe here,” he said.

      “And then what?” I asked in a soft voice. This was a question that plagued my mind, that kept me up at night even though I wouldn’t let myself think about it. Wouldn’t let myself do something as ridiculous as hope.

      A beat.

      “What do you mean?” he asked, glancing at me with an arched brow.

      I pushed off the bed and began to pace. This wasn’t exactly when I wanted to have this conversation with him. But I did want to have it.

      Besides the fact that he called me his mate, he had yet to explain what any of this meant. What were we to each other? And once this was over, once we didn’t have to worry about my grandfather or anyone else doing this to anyone else again, then what? When Jon didn’t need me, would he even want to be with me?

      I wrinkled my nose. I hated the thought of me acting like some kind of victim, a spoiled brat who wanted to keep something that wasn’t even mine.

      “After this,” I said, my back still to him. I couldn’t look at him, not right now, because I was a coward. I knew it, and I was sure he did too. But I couldn’t help it. “What happens to us, hmm? Are you going to come back for me, or will you disappear like you did before?” Now, I turned. Now, I looked at him. Because I needed an answer from him. I was tired of messing around, tired of being strung along.

      “I know what I want,” I continued. I took a step towards him. “But I have no idea what it is you want. You left, then came back. You do that all the time, and I have no idea what that means or how you feel or any of it. And I’m sick and tired. I just…I know it’s probably the worst time in the world but I just want to know where we stand.”

      Jon gave me a long look. There was a burning intensity to it, one I couldn’t look away from him even if I wanted to.

      I wasn’t sure if I did.

      It was like he was trying to communicate with me, but I didn’t know what he was going to say.

      Or maybe I wanted to deny what he was going to say. Maybe I knew but didn’t want to acknowledge it because I wasn’t sure I could trust it.

      “Come on,” he said in a low voice that sent heat straight to my core. “I basically already told you.”

      “You didn’t tell me anything,” I said firmly. “You made some proclamation of me bring your mate —“

      “You are my mate.”

      “But what does that mean?” I threw my arms out, taking another step forward. “I don’t know what that means. I’m not a mindreader. You have to throw me a bone here. I can’t do this on my own.”

      This time, Jon took a step towards me, closing the distance space between the two of us. He stared into my eyes, and I held my breath. I wanted to kiss him. I wanted to run away. I didn’t know what I wanted. I just knew that I couldn’t move.

      “It means you’re everything to me,” he said in a low voice. “It means you’re everything.”

      He grabbed the back of my neck with his hand and drew me to him. His thumb tilted my chin back and he captured my lips with his own. I instantly closed my eyes, feeling my insides melt inside of me. I held onto his shoulders, gripping him tightly, afraid I might lose hold of him and melt into a puddle on the floor. 

      I opened for him and his tongue entered my mouth, swooping in, investigating, assessing, everything it needed to do to get to know me again. He took a step forward, forcing me to take a step back. We continued to do this dance of back and forth until my back hit the wall and I was pinned against it and his chest. Not once did we break the kiss. I might suffocate, but I didn’t care. It was the perfect way to go.

      He pressed into me. The planes of his body molded into mine. I felt his desire push against my hip bone, could feel more core twinge in response.

      Finally, after what felt like forever, Jon pulled away from me, giving me a chance to breathe.

      “You’re mine,” he said. His breath whispered across my chin, down my throat.

      My body already started to respond to him. My nipples hardened at the mere sound of his voice. I whimpered, trying to bite my lip, to conceal it. This cottage was small, and I wouldn’t be surprised if Robby or even Gwen could overhear us if we were too loud. I didn’t want to take that risk. At the same time, I needed to feel Jon, needed to wrap my legs around him, connect with him, remind my body and my soul that we were together and, in this moment, we were safe.

      “Hear me?” he whispered as he kissed the spot just underneath my ear.

      I closed my eyes, tilting my head to the side to give him better access to me. I arched my back, inadvertently grinding my pelvis against his thigh. I sucked in a shaky breath as he used his thigh to spread my legs further apart.

      “Tell me,” he continued. “Tell me you’re mine.”

      I hadn’t heard Jon talk like this. Most of the time, it was difficult to get him to acknowledge anything, but this? This was more than I expected and everything I craved.

      “I’m yours,” I said. I wouldn't even consider it a whisper. It was too low for it, but I knew he heard because of his supernatural hearing.

      He grunted, dropping his hands so they were around my waist. He dragged me across his powerful thigh, the friction causing tingles to ignite over my folds.

      “Again,” he commanded. He pushed me back only to pull me forward. “I want to hear you say it again.”

      “I’m yours,” I whispered through a slight moan.

      “Ride my thigh,” he said in my ear. “Use my leg and make yourself come because when you’re done, I’m going to fuck you so hard against this wall that there’s a good chance you might not get yours. And I refuse to get off before you do.”

      His words paralyzed me more than I expected them to. I grinded harder against him, not caring that I was being wanton and desperate, not caring that I was getting off by using his thigh as a means to obtain my pleasure. None of that mattered to me. The only thing that mattered was the connection, the experience the two of us would share together from this. Especially since he was asking me to stay behind. Especially since I was considering listening to him.

      “There you go,” he continued, his voice tickling my ear. “There you go.”

      The tone of his voice, the slight moan to it as though he was just as desperate as I was in the heat of the moment, filled me with an overwhelming sensation of warmth and butterflies and helium from balloons.

      I cracked open my eyes, forcing myself to look at him, to see what he looked like during this time, and the sheer pleasure he seemed to be immersed in simply from the way I received pleasure from him and nothing more was enough for me to step off the precipice. Everything tingled and tensed all at the same time, until I released it all. I spasmed against him, unable to control the way my hips jerked or how hard I rubbed against him. His fingers were bruising as he held me in place, helping me along, and I knew I had come undone in a way I had never before.

      Pleasure tickled my skin. Caressed my cheeks. Sizzled against me.

      Jon cupped my cheek, forcing me to look at him. The two of us shared a look. I didn’t have to speak at all. Neither did he.

      He dropped to his knees, keeping his eyes fixed on me. He reached up and expertly pulled up the skirt of my dress. I nearly squealed in excitement at the mere thought of having him inside of me again. With Jon, I never knew when I would see him again after he left, which made it difficult to gauge whether or not I’d be able to be with him like this. Sometimes, he was so in his head that even a conversation with him was impossible let alone being with him physically. As corny as it sounded, this time with him was a gift, and I didn’t want to waste it.

      I held onto his shoulders for stability as he positioned my hips right where he wanted them. At one point, I even tripped and had to curl my fingers into his shirt to keep myself from falling. I laughed despite everything.

      Jon looked up, almost as though he was surprised the sound came out of me. But the second our eyes met, his lips curved up too, and the suspicion and the walls that typically formed in his dark eyes had ceased to exist. He was open, and in those eyes, I could see just how much he cared for me. I grabbed onto the sight, to the warm feeling it elicited inside of me. I wasn’t sure what was going to happen after this, but I knew I needed to slow things down so I could remember it all.

      Once my legs were finally exposed, he pulled down my underwear. I was surprised he hadn’t yanked them to pieces. Regardless, I was glad. I wasn’t sure how I’d explain to Gwen that I needed her to use her magic to repair underwear torn in two. She might be understanding, but I didn’t want Robby to know.

      God, that would be so embarrassing, even if Jon would probably love it.

      Once the thin material fell around my ankles, Jon carefully lifted each foot so he could slip it off of me. He tilted his face up immediately, and pressed his lips to my mound. I gasped, knocking my head against the wall behind me and digging my fingers into his shoulders.

      I thought…

      I wasn’t sure, but I thought he was going to fuck me right away.

      Not–not that this wasn’t…

      Jesus, the way his tongue moved against my clit, it was difficult to think. It was difficult to breathe.

      I forced myself to look down, to capture this moment like a photograph. The sight of Jon on his knees between my legs, wrapped only in a towel, was something I never thought I’d ever see before. It was erotic, and caused any sensation of my previous orgasm to start building up again, only faster. Almost as though he could feel my gaze on him – and he probably could – he tilted his head up so he could look at me, to catch my eyes. Pleasure blew out his pupils so I couldn’t tell where his irises began and where they ended. His face glistened with my juices, as though he purposefully rubbed his face against me just to try and soak it up.

      My grip on him tightened.

      I loved this man. I loved him so much.

      I continued to stare at him. He continued to keep the pace, granting me this buildup of nerves, ready to explode. We both knew it.

      And then, he yanked his head away. Before a sound of protest could even come out of my mouth, Jon’s lips were on mine so I could taste myself on him. At the same time, his hands yanked off the towel and pushed into me.

      I moaned the second he filled me up. I was already wet for him, clutching his cock inside of me, sheathing him in my warmth. He grunted, almost like he was trying to contain himself. We both had to be quiet. It was so easy to forget that while we were alone here, we weren’t in this small cottage. Again, I didn’t want anyone to hear us, but now that Jon was inside of me, stretching me to the brim, I almost didn’t care.

      I sunk my nails into his skin once again. He thrust all the way out before forcing himself back inside. He didn’t give me any sort of time to get used to his strength. He wasn’t kidding when he said he was going to fuck me against the wall. But he lied when he implied I would get off on his thigh. Because I was already close once more, and I knew I had some time to cross that bridge.

      My breasts bounced against his chest. The top of the dress suffocated me and I wished he had removed it. I wanted to feel him. I wanted to press my skin against my own.

      He ripped his lips from my own and trailed his tongue down my throat. I gasped at the sensation of it. It was like an animal licking a piece of food to mark his territory.

      His pace increased. His grip on me tightened. At this point, I didn’t think any effort was being made to keep him from knocking me into the wall over and over again. Gwen and Robby, if they heard, would know immediately what we were doing.

      But I didn’t care.

      Fuck, I didn’t care.

      I just wanted to come with Jon inside of me. I wanted to feel his own release buried to the hilt, shooting so deeply in me, his seed wouldn’t come out for days.

      “You almost there, baby?” he growled into my skin.

      I whimpered in response. I wished I could have said something much sexier, but it was difficult for me to remain coherent when he was moving against me like this.

      “Please, Jon,” I said instead. “Please.”

      “Tell me,” he said, licking my skin with his tongue the same way he licked my clit. The sensation caused my shoulder to jerk up, but he didn’t stop. “Tell me what you want and I’ll give it to you.”

      “I wanna come again,” I whined. Jesus Christ, I was whining like a child who desperately wanted her way. “Please.”

      He groaned and moved back and forth. 

      I could tell he was close. The muscles in his back strained.

      And then, he bit my shoulder, right where it met my neck. Something inside of me propelled forward before jerking back, and I was gone. Wave after pleasurable wave coursed through my body. I couldn’t tell if I told him or what, but it wasn’t long before his own breathing became ragged and he released himself inside of me.

      “That,” he said after a long moment of heavy gasps and silence. “That’s what it means when I tell you you’re my mate.”
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      We cleaned up and got dressed in under ten minutes, but I didn’t want to leave the room. Not yet. I knew the longer we were here, the more suspicious Gwen and Robby would be. As much as I should care, I didn’t. Let them think whatever they wanted to.

      I sighed.

      “What’s wrong, Red?” Jon asked as he pulled on his shirt. “You sighed audibly.”

      Damn him and his sharp senses.

      “I know we have to leave, but…”

      “You don’t want to,” he finished.

      I shook my head, crossing one arm over my breasts and looking out the window. It didn’t seem fair that the sun was practically glowing on the leaves of the trees. Birds perched on the branches. I was sure if I opened the glass, I’d hear them singing. It was absolutely beautiful here. The contrast of what was going to happen with us versus the day itself – with those clear blue eyes and full white clouds – seemed unfair.

      “I don’t know what’s going to happen,” he said, moving to step behind me. He wrapped his arms around my waist and kissed the column of my throat.

      I closed my eyes and leaned back against him. My core still tingled with what happened between us mere minutes ago. I was ready for more if that was what he wanted. I would do anything for him.

      Even stay behind.

      “But I promise you, I’ll do everything I can to come back to you,” he said against my skin.

      “That doesn’t make me feel better,” I muttered. I tilted my head to the side as he teased the sliver of my skin between the shirt and the pants. “Do you remember when we first saw my grandfather? How you were going to leave and never come back? Did you know I was your mate then?”

      Jon was silent for a long time. I wasn’t sure he was going to answer. Then: “I knew you were my mate the second I saw you.”

      I stilled. Goosebumps pricked my arms but I didn’t let myself notice the way they affected my body. What was I supposed to say to that? It was akin to someone meeting someone for the first time and knowing they were going to get married. It didn’t make sense to me. I wanted to believe it, but it was difficult. Then again, this was Jon and I knew Jon wasn’t the type of person to say something and not mean it.

      “Why would you run from me?” I asked in a whisper. I kept looking forward, looking away from him. This felt like a safe position to be in. We weren’t worried about what our eyes might say or the posturing of our bodies. We could speak and pretend we weren’t talking about each other. “Every time, we would find each other and then you would leave again, like I burned you. Like you never wanted to see me again.”

      His Adam’s apple bobbed against my shoulder. “You don’t understand, he whispered. 

      “I’m trying to,” I said. “Help me understand. Please.”

      “I didn’t trust myself,” he said. “Not when it came to you. This possession I felt. This desire to claim you. I had never experienced anything like that before with anyone, and I didn’t think I’d experience it ever again.” He paused. “I still think that way. And I don’t want to scare you. I don’t — I never want you to think I’m controlling you or telling you what to do. I want you to be happy, and I’m not sure you would be if I’m with you. I mean, come on, Lara. Be real for a second.” I turned around so I could look at him, so I could read his face and try to understand what was going on and what he meant to say. “What’s going to happen for us if there’s an after? And that’s a big if because I’m not so sure…”

      I furrowed my brows, taking a step back. “Say it,” I demanded. “Tell me. Tell me something, that it’s me, that it’s bullshit you’re coming back. I want to know.”

      “I don’t know I’m going to make it out of this,” he said, running his hand over his head. “Is that it? Is that what you want to hear?”

      “Of course, I don’t,” I snapped. “I love you! Why would I want you to not come back? That’s the most —“

      “What did you say?” he asked in a low voice.

      I rolled my eyes and threw my hands up. “Can’t you just listen to me, or do you really think I’m such an awful person that you can’t seem to focus on,” I said. “I want you to come back —“

      “Not that.” 

      I narrowed my eyes. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      The corners of his lips flickered. “You said you loved me.”

      “No, I —“ I cut myself off. My cheeks were stained with a pink color, I was sure. I ran through what I said, trying to see if I did say it, and as I went through my memories… “Oh my God.”

      “What?”

      “I did say it.” I shook my head. “You’ve heard me say it.”

      He smirked. “Yeah, but I was sure this last time, I royally fucked everything up.”

      I glared, crossing my arms over my chest like a petulant teenager. “I don’t understand you.”

      He cocked his head to the side, raising his brows though he never actually asked me a question.

      “You’re smirking because I said I love you,” I pointed out. “Again. Just after you tell me that you like to run away from me because you don’t trust yourself with me or whatever.” I wrinkled my nose and turned back to the window. “Jon, I just want there to be a future for us.”

      “And that’s not something I can promise you, Red,” he said. “Like I said, let’s say I do survive this. Then what? We’re on the run the rest of our lives together. You don’t deserve that. I killed a bunch of people. And even though I truly believe they deserved exactly what they got, that doesn’t mean they didn’t break the law. That’s not the kind of life you deserve. It’s not the kind of life I would want for you. You deserve to be happy. You deserve to settle down, pop out some kids –”

      “I don’t want that if it’s not with you,” I said. 

      “You say that now, but what happens when you’re living your day-to-day, and you can’t even go buy groceries because some cop is going to be on the lookout for you?” he asked. “You won’t have a normal life –”

      “I’ve never had a normal life –”

      “God, Lara, for once will you please just take into consideration what I have to say without blowing it off?” he asked. He didn’t raise his voice, but there was more of a tone as he stomped by me to grab something from one of the shelves. “I’m going to finish this. And if I survive, we both know I can’t come back here.”

      “Maybe I don’t want to come back here,” I said. I began to pick at my necklace. I had no idea what I wanted. I hadn’t actually thought about it, which was stupid, considering Jon was right in regards to his assessment at how life was going to be for him if and when we finally finished this. 

      “You would give this place up?” He gestured wildly with his hand even though we weren’t in Perry. “You’re telling me that you would leave the city, the only home you’ve ever known in your life, in order to live somewhere in the middle of the country, in some small town with a population of under five thousand?”

      I opened my mouth, ready to respond, but stopped myself. He mentioned I always brushed off my concern, and I didn’t want to do that this time. I wanted to give his point careful consideration, so when I came up with the same answer – and I was positive I would – it would seem like I thought about it. I wasn’t making emotional decisions based on my heart or my feelings, but with my head and logic. Maybe a mixture of both.

      I walked to the bed and took a seat on the foot of it, hands behind my back. “I’m not saying it’s going to be easy by any means,” I murmured, looking at the wooden floor. “I know it’s going to be a culture shock. I even know I might not adapt to it right away. But if it means being with you, I’d do anything, Jon.” I brushed hair from my face, curling it behind my ear. The entire time I gave him my answer, I didn’t break eye contact with him.

      He wrinkled his nose, and I sighed, leaning back against the mattress.

      “You know what’s not fair?” I asked while looking up at the ceiling. I continued before he could answer because I wasn’t in the mood to hear what he had to say because I already knew I wasn’t going to like it. “You. You want a real answer from me, and when I give it, you don’t take it seriously. You’re the same person who complained about me blowing you off. I’m not asking you to feel the same way I do for you, but don’t disregard it just because you don’t.”

      “You don’t think I feel anything for you?” he asked.

      I sat up. “I didn’t say that,” I said. “I’m the one who said it, right? I’m the one who said I love you. And you didn’t say it back. And it’s fine. Really, it is. I’m not trying to force you into saying something you don’t mean, but it’s not fair –”

      “Who says I wouldn’t mean it?”

      “--for you to dismiss my feelings just because you don’t feel that way.” I caught my breath as his question suddenly sank in. “Wait, what?”

      “Lara, I’m not used to this cheesy declaration of I’d do anything for you and that shit,” he said. “I’m much more practical.”

      “But if I asked if you’d die for me…”

      “You know I would.”

      “So me moving from Perry…how is that any different?”

      Jon crossed the room, arms behind his back, as he prowled the distance. “You don’t understand the sacrifice you’d be making.”

      “Great, so now I’m an idiot.”

      “I never called you an idiot,” he said, “but think, for one second, would you? No more paper. No more hard hitting journalism. No more walking through the city and seeing Richard because they wouldn’t be part of your daily life anymore. No more apartment. No more any of that. No more Robby.”

      “I’m sure Robby would figure out a way to keep in touch,” I said.

      Jon narrowed his eyes, but I was glad he didn’t argue with me about that. As possessive as Jon was, I knew he wasn’t asking me to give up everything in my life, including Robby despite my history with him. And for that, I was grateful. I knew how difficult it must be for him to not say something about that.

      “You know what I mean,” he said at last. “It’d be different, and the last thing I want is for you to cross the country with me only to realize you hate the small town life, resent it, and then, start resenting me. It would kill me to know that life with me would depress or frustrate you.”

      “And you think life without you would be better?” I asked, standing up. “Jon, I…I can’t promise it’s going to be an easy transition for me. I’m not saying it will be. But I love you enough to try. Why can’t you just take this chance and try with me? And if it doesn’t work…” I dropped my gaze to the floor as though an alternative solution to the problem could be found there. “Well, we’ll reevaluate and figure something out.”  

      Before he could answer, a gentle knock on the door interrupted us. We both glared at the door, as though we had lasers that shot out of our eyes and could decimate whoever was on the other side.

      “Lara?” Robby called.

      I rolled my eyes and Jon visibly relaxed even though there seemed to be an annoyed frown on his face because of it.

      “You okay in there?”

      Jon opened the door and positioned his body so he took up almost the entirety of the doorframe. I knew what he was doing. I knew he was trying to intimidate Robby, and it wouldn’t work. Robby wasn’t intimidated by stuff like that, even if he wasn’t the tallest guy.

      “Yeah?”

      “I just want to make sure Lara is —“

      “You think I’d do anything to hurt her?”

      “I don’t know,” Robby said. “I still don’t know all that much about you. Especially after what happened. But I know her and I want to make sure she’s okay. Is that a problem for you?”

      There was a heavy silence. I thought about standing, about inserting myself into the conversation so I could specifically say that I was fine, but I didn’t want to interrupt whatever chemistry was going on between them. Whatever issues they had, they needed to figure out some kind of way to work it out because I, and I was sure Gwen, was sick of it.

      “Can I ask you something?” Jon asked instead.

      I tilted my head to the side, curious. I wasn’t expecting that, and I would wager a guess Robby didn’t either.

      “Technically speaking, you just did.”

      I rolled my eyes. What a Robby thing to say.

      Jon ignored him. “If anything happens to me, you’ll take care of her?”

      I pressed my lips into a thin line. Everything inside of me wanted to step in at this point. I didn’t want Jon talking nonsense. I didn’t want Jon bringing Robby into something that we didn’t even know what was going to happen. What he was doing was completely crossing the line.

      “Of course I will,” Robby said as though it was the most obvious thing in the world. He wasn’t telling Jon nothing was going to happen like I had, and he wasn’t telling Jon not to get dramatic. He was simply answering the question honestly. “We need to talk. You think you guys can come meet with us in the living room in a minute or two? Thirty seconds is preferable but I’ll take what I can get.”

      Jon said nothing but he nodded once. Robby disappeared and closed the door. He didn’t turn to face me yet, which pissed me off nearly as much as his little stunt with Robby.

      “What the hell was that?” I demanded to know in a soft voice. I jerked off the bed and stomped over to him.

      Jon slowly turned around. He stared at me for a long moment. There were no shields placed in his eyes, no defensiveness I expected from him. He wasn’t exhausted but I could tell he wasn’t going to fight. 

      Not anymore.

      “I just wanted to make sure you’d be okay,” he said. “I want to tell you something, and I want you to hear it from me directly. That way, you can’t justify it. You can’t twist it into something it’s not, hear me?”

      I nodded, trying to figure out what he was getting at. 

      “I know you’ve been through shit, especially when it comes to your family,” he said seriously. His eyes were locked onto mine, and he had no intention of looking away. I wanted to reach up, to trace the edges of my cross, to reassure myself that whatever he had to say, I’d be able to handle even if it was difficult for me to do so. I wanted to remind myself that whatever was going to happen, God was here with me and He would help me through it. “You lost your parents. You lost your uncle. And, for a while, it was just you. You were on your own, surviving, doing everything you needed in order to find justice. And I respect that.” He placed his hands on my shoulders, his touch gentle, almost tentative, like he was afraid he was going to hurt me. “If anyone has an excuse to be angry at the world, it’s you. But you’re not. You channel your anger into doing something good. And that’s something I can never do.”

      “Jon,” I said slowly, “why are you telling me this? I already told you, I don’t want to hear about you dying or —“

      “It’s not that,” he said. “It’s…you know I remember this conflict playing out on your face that night we saw your grandfather for the first time. You were shocked, for one. Your eyes got so big. But you were confused and scared and concerned. And then there was that tiny part of you, that little tiny piece of you, that was hopeful. Because he’s your family. Someone your uncle desperately searched for. Someone you respected simply because of the stories you were told. And it’s hard for you because I know how much you care about me, but you still have to reconcile that this man ruined my life.”

      “I’ve never denied it,” I said.

      I wasn’t sure where he was going with this, and as much as I wanted to guess, that wasn’t going to help anything. I needed him to tell me what he wanted to tell me without trying to dodge it. Jon was usually straight with me; this wasn’t like him. I wasn’t sure what it meant, but whatever it was, couldn’t be good.

      “I just want to be clear,” he said. “After what he did to me, after what he did to you, I plan to kill him. And nothing anyone says, not even you, will stop me.”
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      I wasn’t quite sure how to respond to that. I never got the chance, considering Jon left the room after that. I didn’t stop him. Instead, I took a seat on the bed and slowly began to pull on my shoes, trying to buy myself some time.

      I couldn’t blame Jon. And I had no intention of stopping him. My grandfather had gone too far. There was no coming back at this point. It wasn’t just Jon, either, though what he had done to Jon was awful. It was what he had done to me. I wasn’t family anymore. I was a science experiment. He wanted to turn me into a weapon in order to protect his country. It didn’t matter that I was his only family or his daughter’s daughter. The man wasn’t sentimental. Not like I initially believed, anyway.

      Jon didn’t have a choice.

      My grandfather had to be put down.

      I emerged from the room without looking at Jon. It still bothered me that he wouldn't even give me a chance to respond. Maybe he didn’t want to hear me talk him out of it. Maybe because it might have worked.

      He was at the dining table, a plate of food in front of him. He had ketchup over his scrambled eggs and was chowing down in a way that signified this could very well be his last meal.

      Don’t. Don’t think like that. You’re better than that. Come on.

      I took a seat at the table across from him, leaning back in the chair. I didn’t want to cross my arms over my chest because I knew that would make me look like a petulant child who wasn’t getting her way, but I couldn’t control the look on my face if I tried. I was frustrated, annoyed. Not because Jon was intent on killing my grandfather and didn’t seem to care one way or the other how this could potentially affect me, but because he didn’t trust me enough to think I would support him.

      Gwen put a plate of food in front of me. I immediately grabbed a fork that had been placed in the middle of the table and began to pick at the food. I had no desire to put any of it in my mouth, at least not yet. Even if it smelled delicious.

      Jon kept his eyes on his food, rather than look at me. I wasn’t sure if that was on purpose or not, considering he was scarfing down his food and that seemed to be his only focus.

      “So.” Robby clapped his hands together and my shoulders jumped up to my ears. I glared at him, and he gave me a smile. I hadn’t even realized he sat down because I was too consumed with my own thoughts about Jon. “We have a plan?”

      “I’m going to kill the man in charge,” Jon said around the food in his mouth. He grabbed a glass of orange juice and washed it down with a large gulp.

      “That’s your grandfather, right?” Robby asked, glancing at me. “That’s who he means?”

      “Obviously, Robby,” Gwen said, though not unkindly.

      “And I’ll be staying behind because, apparently, I’m a distraction,” I said.

      Jon lifted his head and narrowed his eyes at me. A glare touched his face, but I didn’t care. He could glare at me all he wanted. I wasn’t going to back down, even though I wanted the same thing. As much as I wanted my family, as much as I wanted to understand the man my uncle had been searching for the majority of his life, I couldn’t risk having him do this to anyone else. 

      Plus, this was my family. Robby, Gwen, and Jon.

      Especially Jon.

      “You know,” Robby said. “He’s not wrong, kid. This might be too personal for you –”

      “It has nothing to do with that.” Jon’s words were directed to Robby but his eyes were still locked on me. He dropped his fork so it clattered against the plate. “I trust her to do what has to be done to end this. I’m sure she’ll do what needs to be done to do it, too. I don’t trust myself to do the same thing if she’s there.”

      At least that explanation was a little easier to tolerate, though it didn’t help much. I still felt useless. I’d be staying here, in this tiny cabin, while Jon was risking his life for something he believed in. I understood he couldn’t let my grandfather live. And my grandfather was the last person he needed to take out in order to get the revenge he so desperately craved. But that didn’t make this any easier. I didn’t like that I was regulated to the sidelines, though I wasn’t sure what I could do…

      “Wait,” I said. “No.”

      “No?” Jon asked, just as he grabbed his fork back in his hands once more. “What do you mean, no?”

      “I mean, no,” I said. “Why should I stay back here when I could be a distraction.” I shook my head, frustrated with myself because the words weren’t coming out the way I needed them to. “I mean, for him. My grandfather.”

      “Absolutely not –”

      “Let her talk,” Gwen said. Instead of sitting in the final chair at the table, she chose to remain standing behind Robby. She had a mug of something hot in her hand but I didn’t think it was coffee. It must be something like tea. “What’s your idea, Lara?”

      I shot her a grateful smile. “I think,” I began, “I could be used as bait to draw out my grandfather.”

      “No,” Jon repeated.

      “Yeah, I’m going to have to agree with the dog, unfortunately,” Robby said. “Why would we give him exactly what he wants? I mean, didn’t you narrowly escape turning into…” He gestured at Jon. “No offense.”

      “None taken.”

      I rolled my eyes. “How do you expect to accomplish whatever it is you want to accomplish without me?” I asked. “I’m not trying to say you need me or anything like that, but what I am trying to say is that let’s say you guys go do whatever you want to do without me. How do you get to my grandfather? Don’t you think he’ll have an increase in security? Don’t you think he’ll be expecting you? He’ll take the both of you out the second he sees you.”

      “That’s why we’re taking Gwen,” Robby said as though it was the most obvious solution in the world. He brought a mug of coffee to his lips but before he could drink it, set it down so he could continue. “She’s been working on her control and it’s been going extremely well. She can help scry your grandfather’s location, and if we run into someone we can’t take out, we have her and her magic.”

      I shifted my eyes over to Gwen, who still stood behind the sink. Any jealousy or annoyance I had for her was gone. Instead, I chewed my lip and gave her a hesitant look. “And you’re fine with that?” I asked. I wasn’t sure if I believed she could be. She wasn’t involved in this. In fact, Robby was an ex. He shouldn’t be involved in this but he was. Was she genuinely okay with this plan, with being risked she had nothing to do with?

      I wished I knew Gwen enough to be able to read the look on her face. Right now, I couldn’t seem to do that. Her delicate, pretty face was impassive, and she seemed to be staring past us and out the window, almost wistfully. I didn’t know if it was because she wanted to go outside and explore or if she was thinking of other places to be that had nothing to do with being here. If it was the latter, I couldn’t blame her. This was a lot for someone on the outside.

      Although, she’s not really on the outside anymore, is she? a voice in my head pointed out. She’s saved you a couple of times. She’s chosen to be involved. She wants to be involved. There’s no need to push her away. You know you can trust her.

      “Gwen, honey?” Robby called, placing a hand on Gwen’s shoulder. “You okay?”

      “Oh, yeah.” She flinched when Robby touched her, but not in a mean way. She was really out of it. “I was just thinking that I need to gather some supplies before I can locate Mr. Brown directly.”

      “I’ll go with you,” Robby said, setting down his mug on the coffee table. “You can finally start teaching me about this stuff.”

      Gwen never answered my question, but apparently, it was too late for clarification. Clearly, she seemed privy to whatever was going on so even if I didn’t get confirmation from herself directly, she seemed okay with being part of this.

      The second the two disappeared out the door, I shot Jon a glare. “You know I could be helpful,” I said.

      “It’s not about being helpful, Red,” he said, taking a seat on the couch and stretching out his legs. “It’s about being safe. And you’re too damn stubborn to just sit tight and let me finish this. And before you bring up the whole future and you and me, I promise I’ll think about an answer. I will. But right now, this is the only thing I can let myself think about, and I need you to give me that. Please.” He glanced over and caught my eye, his gaze intense but not as heated when it was the two of us alone in the room together.

      I dropped my gaze at my hands in my lap, letting out a breath. “I don’t like the risk you’re taking,” I said. “We could leave right now, just you and me. We could go to that small town now. Why risk it? Why risk your life?”

      “You know I have to,” Jon said. “You know I have to end this on my terms. It has nothing to do with you and everything to do with me. I’m not asking you to understand it or even agree, but I am asking you to stay here and keep yourself out of the crossfire.”

      I sighed again, leaning back in my chair and leveling my gaze back at Jon. I didn’t want to agree to this. I didn’t think it was fair. I had my own questions. There were things I still wanted to know, truths I still wanted to uncover. But if I continued on like this, if I forced myself on this the way Jon had, we would never entangle ourselves from Project Bloodshade. We would be forever bound to it. And if it meant I had to be the one to relent, then…

      “Fine,” I muttered, crossing my arms over my chest like I was a petulant child.

      Jon arched a brow. “Fine?”

      “I’ll stay here,” I said. I didn’t want to see the smug smirk on his face, like he thought he had won something. I didn’t want to feel the way my heart skipped a beat whenever I saw anything resembling a smile on Jon’s face. Instead, I grabbed my coffee and forced myself to drink it, ignoring Jon completely, even as I could feel the way his eyes crawled up and down my body.

      “You’ll stay?” he repeated, almost as though he couldn’t believe it.

      “Is there an echo in here?” I asked as I set my mug down.

      Jon stood up. “I just didn’t think I’d get you to agree so easily,” he said.

      “You’re too damn stubborn to argue with,” I said. “There’s no point. It’s like talking to a wall.”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      “You shouldn’t.”

      “I will anyway.” He was just behind my chair.

      I should be frozen in place. This was Jon. And even though he was the Big Bad Wolf, shouldn’t I be afraid? Shouldn’t my instincts kick in and scream at me in regards to their being a predator behind me?

      But I didn’t.

      If anything, my heartbeat thudded against my chest in anticipation. When his hands gently gripped my shoulders and he began to press into the knotted muscle under my skin, I closed my eyes and let out a moan.

      “You can’t make sounds like that and expect me not to respond,” he murmured, lips caressing my ear.

      A shudder slowly dripped down my spine, and my body erupted into tingly goosebumps. He shouldn’t have this sort of power over me, especially considering I was staying behind which was something I definitely didn’t want to do. I was letting him put not only himself but Robby and Gwen in danger.

      I needed to focus.

      I needed –

      His lips touched the side of my throat, and my mind went completely blank.

      “I love seeing the way my mark looks on your neck,” he continued, the ripple of his lips on my skin vibrating across my body like skipping a rock on the surface of a frozen lake.

      “You’re not being fair.” My voice shook as I managed to get the words out. I was surprised by how much I could say without them getting caught up in my throat.

      “Fair? Who said anything about being fair?” Another kiss, a few inches lower.

      “Robby and Gwen could come back at any moment –”

      “I’m not doing anything wrong, am I?” He managed to loosen something in me and I let out another moan. “You’re the one who can’t seem to control yourself and your own reactions to the way I touch you. That seems like a you problem, not so much a me problem.”

      “You’re such an asshole.”

      “And yet, I’ve never actually argued about that,” Jon said. He moved to the other side of my neck and kissed my racing pulse. After a moment of letting his lips linger against my skin, he pulled away. “Thank you.”

      I furrowed my brows, opened my eyes, and twisted in my seat to look at him. “For what?” I asked. I thought I had been a pain in the ass about everything, and here he was, thanking me. I didn’t understand him.

      “For agreeing,” he said. He dropped into the seat next to me, leaning forward as he took my hand in his and laced his fingers through mine. “I know it’s not what you want. But it lets me do what I need to do. It’s a weight off my shoulders. I’m just trying to tell you how much I appreciate it.”

      “I don’t like it,” I said, though even the edge I had hoped was still in my tone had softened. How could I be mad at Jon when he was going out of his way to be considerate? He was making an effort; I could make one too.

      “I know,” he said, bringing my hand to his lips. He kissed one knuckle, and then another. “I suppose I’ll have to make it up to you when I get back.”

      I smiled. As much as I didn’t want to, as much as I didn’t want to play that game – because we both knew he couldn’t guarantee he was coming back in the first place – I did. I let myself hope for the briefest of moments because once they were gone and I was by myself, that was all I had. I hoped he would come back. I hoped we would run away from all of this. And even if Jon never took a cure, I hoped we would somehow find a way through this.

      Because we deserved it.

      We deserved to be happy.

      “Just promise you’ll come back to me,” I found myself saying. “That’s the important thing. Just promise you’ll come back and we can go to some small town and start a life together. Can you do that for me?”

      Jon nodded once, sitting up. He leaned forward and touched his lips to my own. The kiss wasn’t passionate or possessive. It wasn’t meant to be; it was calm and reassuring, filled with compassion and love. I wished it could go on.

      But the door to the cottage opened and footsteps pittered inside. Jon didn’t immediately pull away, and neither did I. We weren’t in any rush.

      Robby scoffed. “You guys are a bunch of animals,” he muttered, purposefully bumping into Jon’s shoulders as he made his way around the table.

      Jon growled but pulled back, glaring at Robby.

      I looked over at Gwen, who had a couple of things in her hands she must have picked from outside. One was purple, one looked like straw or weeds, and one was a white bell-shaped flower. I had no idea what any of these things were, but Gwen seemed to, and she was tearing them apart and putting them into what looked like a special bowl I hadn’t noticed her pull out before.

      “So,” Robby said, glancing over at Jon once he positioned himself next to Gwen, “what’s the plan, furball?”

      Jon’s jaw ticked but he managed to keep any snarky insults to himself. “It’s not that complicated,” he said. “As soon as we can, we leave.”

      “That’s the plan?” Robby asked doubtfully, arching a brow. “You know, I’m not so sure I trust you to run operations here.”

      “Well, I didn’t ask you to come along,” he said.

      “Someone has to watch your ass,” Robby replied.

      “Boys,” Gwen said, looking up from the bowl. “I need you, Robby, to get my amethyst and my clear quartz from the room. Jon, I need you to try and have a more positive vibration, okay? I can’t have any negative energy throwing off the location.”

      I nearly laughed. Jon and a positive vibration? I wasn’t sure it was possible.

      “Robby,” Jon called, just as Robby emerged from the door. “Since I’m supposed to be positive and shit: to answer your question, we leave as fast as we can, we kill the old man, and then we leave. That’s it. That’s the plan.”

      Robby nodded. “I can do that.”

      If only it were as easy as it sounded.
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      The goodbye was quick.

      There was no lingering, no teary eyes. There were no promises of hurrying or anything else.

      Jon pulled me to him, kissed my forehead, and left. That was it. That was his form of goodbye.

      Gwen promised she’d watch over everyone and Robby kissed my cheek. 

      I was alone.

      I had no idea where Gwen was going to scry. I thought for sure she was going to do it here, before they left, so they had a destination before they piled into the car. But maybe she didn’t do that on purpose. Maybe she went out of her way to scry somewhere else so I wouldn’t know where they were going in the first place.

      For the first few minutes, I did nothing but pace up and down the living room of the cottage. Nervous energy bundled up inside of me, causing my heart to skip every few beats. I tried to ignore it, tried to think about something else, but I couldn’t. It was too difficult for me to do. 

      “Okay,” I muttered. “You have to get a grip on yourself because this isn’t healthy. You’re going to burn a hole through the carpet and stress yourself out. You need to figure out a way to distract yourself. Immediately.”

      But how?

      The advice was sound. Of course it was. But it wasn’t like Robby had a television where I could plop down onto a couch and watch. I could look around for a book or two, but even that would be difficult to get sucked into since I highly doubted Robby was into serial killer biographies or young adult fantasy.

      What about your article?

      I stopped pacing and teased that thought out slightly.

      My article.

      I hadn’t planned on writing one, but maybe I needed to. Since this was supposed to be it, no matter what, maybe I needed to figure out some kind of way to get the information here to the public.

      But how would I go about doing that? I didn’t have a laptop. I wasn’t sure if Robby did, considering how paranoid he was.

      But no.

      This was Robby, and his entire career was built on using a computer to break into someone else’s stuff. There had to be one here.

      I stopped pacing and went into the bedroom. Besides a small desk and the bed itself, there was no furniture for me to be aware of. I looked in the desk, in every drawer, but I couldn’t find it. I looked in the closet, in the corners, and on top until my fingers brushed a smooth, flat surface…

      And there it was.

      I pulled out the laptop. It was an older model. I would be surprised if it even worked, but the least I could do was try. I brought it to the desk in the room and plugged it in before booting it up.

      My cell phone blared. I wasn’t surprised to find that it was Robby himself.

      “Did you just open up my laptop?” he asked.

      “How would you even know that?” I retorted as the login screen came on and a password box popped up. “What’s your password?”

      “That hasn’t changed.”

      I hesitated. I knew what his passwords were from when we were dating. It was his middle name combined with mine and our anniversary with an exclamation point after it. I typed it in and was immediately welcomed to the screen.

      I didn’t want to say anything in regards to that. Robby was much more careful than allowing the same password to linger on his devices for more than two or three months, usually faster than that. This was probably an oversight since he hadn’t been to the cabin in a while and hadn’t had the chance to update it. 

      At least, that was what I hoped.

      I didn’t want to read too much into the fact that this password lingered or that it even meant anything.

      “Okay,” I forced myself to say. “Thanks.”

      “What are you doing?” he asked. “You know just going online –”

      “I’m not,” I said. “I have this story I need to get out. I have no intention of connecting to anything. Even if I did, it’s not like there’s any wifi around anyway.”

      “There are satellites,” Robby said as though it was the most obvious thing in the world.

      “Do I know how to connect to those?” I asked.

      “Fair point.”

      Another hanging silence lingered between us. There was too much I wanted to ask, and they couldn’t have been gone for more than ten minutes. I started fiddling with my cross as I opened up a Word Doc before double-checking that the laptop hadn’t already connected me automatically to something without me knowing about it.

      “How are you guys?” I asked, deciding to fill the silence.

      “You know, we just left a few minutes ago,” Robby said. “Miss us already?”

      I could hear Jon mutter something in the background and I rolled my eyes. “Okay, okay,” I said. “I’ll go. But I just want it noted that you called me, okay?”

      “To make sure my computer was okay.”

      “Great.”

      “Hey, Lara,” Robby said.

      “What?”

      “We miss you too.”

      I grunted and hung up the phone before I thought to do anything else. It was stupid, but there was that voice in my head, the one that said there was a chance they might not all come back. Maybe they would, and I would hold onto that for as long as I could.

      But they might not come back, and that was something I didn’t want to ruin with words.

      Instead, I set the phone down and looked at the blank sheet of paper. It was both exciting and terrifying to stare at it, and I hoped to fill it with black text as quickly as possible.

      I just didn’t know what to write.

      Every story needed to matter. It needed to be about something worth reading about. I tried opening the story with information on my grandfather, with Jon, with the experiments. But why would people care about something that didn’t actually relate to them?

      No. I had to do something else.

      I had to make it about something else.

      If I had a child, what would I tell him or her about what happened? What would I want them to know?

      I blew out a shaky breath and brought my fingers to the keyboard. And then, I began to type.

      When I was a child, my parents died in what seemed like an innocuous car crash. In fact, it was anything but.
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      I wrote for two hours. The second I made it personal, the second I tore down the carefully guarded secrets I had been living with my entire life, the words poured out of me in a way I hadn’t felt in a long time. It was like magic, like being in this zone I always wanted to stay within.

      My fingers started to ache after those two hours so I decided to take a break and pad over to the kitchen. I stretched out my neck, my back, and my stomach instantly started to rumble the second I gave it any opportunity because apparently I had been ignoring it before. I peered into the kitchen and frowned when I didn’t see anything I liked. I closed the fridge, went to the pantry, and grabbed a tangerine instead.

      I sighed. It was exceptionally quiet. I began to peel the fruit, glancing around. I still couldn’t believe Robby had this place, and thank God he did. I wasn’t sure where we would be if he didn’t. I pulled the tangerine apart and began to separate the pieces before popping the thick, crescent shape in my mouth.

      The tangy, juicy piece popped in my mouth. My shoulders sagged with something like relaxation, but that couldn’t possibly be it because there was still anxiety buzzing around inside of me, concerned about what was going to happen to Robby, to Gwen, and especially to Jon.

      I finished the fruit and continued to linger on the couch. It was only then that I noticed something odd filled the air. I couldn’t put the sensation into words. It just felt…wrong.

      It started out as a prickle at the back of my neck, then it began to sweep down my spine until I was forced to stand. Until there was too much energy inside of me to sit still.

      I should call Robby. I should make sure they were okay. Because something inside of me was unsettled about something, and I wasn’t sure what it was. And hearing their voices, knowing they were fine, would help with that.

      At least, I hoped it would.

      I moved from the living room and to the bedroom. The second I stepped in, I saw my grandfather in the corner, reading the computer with an odd look on his face.

      My heart stopped.

      I had to blink once, twice, because the sight of him in the cabin, in this room, was difficult to wrap my head around. It didn’t make any sense. Why was he here?

      How was he here?

      He didn’t even look up even though I knew he knew I had walked in the room. He didn’t seem concerned that I would try and hurt him, even after everything he had done to me, to Jon. He continued to read as though I wasn’t there. I wasn’t sure if he was waiting for me or what, but I didn’t want to linger. Maybe he had his men with him. Maybe he had come alone. At the end of the day, it didn’t matter. The only thing that mattered was getting out of there as quickly as I could.

      “Don’t even think about leaving,” he said as though he could read my mind. 

      “How did you get in here?” I asked. “How did you even find this place?”

      He snorted, standing up straight after pushing his weight off the desk. “You think I didn’t know about this place?” he asked. “Really?”

      I chewed my bottom lip. I wasn’t sure what to say to that. This wasn’t my cabin. It was Robby’s. And I expected Robby knew exactly how to hide such a thing from others, especially the government.

      “Robby Hart thinks he’s clever, and I’ll give it to him, he is, but he’s not as clever as I am,” he said.

      “What do you want?” I managed to get out. My voice shook, which I hated, but I couldn’t stop that even if I wanted to. “How did you get in here?”

      He looked at me like I was an idiot. “The window.” He nodded over at the sliding glass door. “We’ve been keeping tabs on the cabin once we knew you stayed here. I had a feeling you were coming here to heal, to rest, and then Hawkins would be back at it, getting his revenge and whatnot. I was surprised when Hart and his little witch went with him, though it worked out perfectly for me.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “I came here to see you.”

      “Why?”

      “I think you know why,” my grandfather said. “I think there’s some unfinished business.”

      “I’m not going to be some experiment for you to work on,” I snarled, taking a step back. “I don’t understand you. First, you want info on Jon and what he can do, promising the cure if I get that to you. Now, you want to use an advanced serum on me?”

      “Project Moonshade,” my grandfather said.

      “Moonshade?”

      My grandfather smirked. There was something about him that completely shifted when he did so. He went from a man who one might be able to trust, someone that could be mistaken for a regular grandfather who shopped at Kmart and got burgers after church every Sunday. But when he smirked, my grandfather was the blade of a knife, sharp and dangerous. There was no mistaking him for what he really was.

      I straightened. I needed to do something, but I didn’t know what that was. Jon left to go kill him. That was how he intended to end things. What happened when Jon realized he wasn’t there? Maybe if I called Robby again. But my grandfather was clever. Wouldn’t he know?

      My phone was in my pocket. My grandfather was too busy taking care of observing the room and engaging in his pacing to really notice. Maybe if I pulled out my phone, instead of calling Robby, I could record him. I could pick up what he was saying in order to use it to pepper my article with the truth.

      I kept warring with myself back and forth. Certainly something could be done. I couldn’t just stand here and let him do whatever he wanted. This was my grandfather. I felt some sort of responsibility for what he was doing. And I needed it to stop.

      Slowly, so very slowly, I reached behind my back and pulled out my phone. I knew it as well as I knew my cross. I could log in without looking. My only issue was ensuring I was recording. I didn’t think I could do that without verifying it.

      But, I had to try.

      I had to take a chance.

      And if my grandfather gave me one, I would take it.

      “I told you I was going to get information on Hawkins,” my grandfather said as though it was obvious. “I told you I was going to improve the project. Make the serum better. And that’s what I did.”

      I logged in. My eyes were firm on my grandfather. Currently, he had gone back over to the laptop. I was surprised it had yet to fall asleep.

      “Your article leaves out quite a few details,” he remarked. “How I want to help my country, to protect its people.”

      I was sure my fingers had made it to the home screen, but now, I had to get to the camera portion…

      How?

      How could I make sure I did that?

      I eased next to the bed and placed the phone flat on the mattress. My back covered it, and to anyone else, it looked like I was sitting. Like nothing untoward was taking place.

      His eyes still flitted back and forth as he read the screen.

      I could ease my torso around. It was only three buttons…

      I had to do it. I had to try. And if he found out…well…

      So, I did everything as fast as I could. I turned. I tapped the camera, the video, and the red button to record, and then I looked back at my grandfather. My heart raced against my chest. I was sure sweat beaded down my neck. 

      But he hadn’t even looked in my direction. His eyes were still fixed on the computer screen.

      “You’re quite the talented writer,” he said. “It’s a shame that’ll go away.” Now, he did look at me. I had no idea if the phone would catch what he said, but it didn’t matter. I needed the information. I needed to get the truth out to the public. “My serum will break you down, unfortunately. We have to get you at your lowest point before we can build you back up.”

      “It’s not even your serum,” I said, remembering what Gwen said a while ago. “You took a Lycan, a real, natural Lycan, and you looked into its body chemistry.”

      “I did,” my grandfather said. He placed his hands behind his back and paced the length of the room. It was small, his presence overwhelming me. I didn’t like that he came close to me, even though he wasn’t going out of his way to touch me. It bothered me. “I think it was a genius idea on my part. Everyone looked to technology, to our advanced development. I, on the other hand, looked at nature, at what was already around us, and decided that was what we could weaponize. Why build something from the ground up when we could build something, make it better, than we already had?”

      “That man,” I said. “Alex. He’s a real Lycan , isn’t he? He’s not your experiment. He’s who you based the experiment on.”

      “Ah, yes, you met him when you were in the lab,” my grandfather said. Finally, he turned from the computer and began to walk towards me. If he saw the phone…

      “And you used Alex as your basis for what you did to Jon,” I continued, trying to choose my words carefully. “You found him in combat too. Jon shouldn’t be held accountable for the havoc on Perry. It should be you. You ordered his unit dead. You brought him back to life. You injected him with that serum and made him what he is. This is all you.”

      There was no way for me to hide it. 

      I ignored the way my heart skipped a beat, ignored the way his eyes narrowed. There was no way he could know.

      “And I would do it again and again and again if it meant our nation was protected by any threats, domestic or worldwide,” my grandfather said. “Sacrificing a few is nothing. I would sacrifice more if I had to.”

      “But how can you think that if you’re trying to save the country by sacrificing its people?” I asked. I tried to scoot the phone back without being obvious, hoping I could get it under a pillow, but I didn’t think that was going to happen.

      “I think it’s time we ended this conversation and finished what we started,” he said. “If you come willingly, it would make everything so much easier, for both our sakes.”

      “And that’s what I’m supposed to do?” I asked, an edge to my voice. “Make life easier for you?”

      “I suppose not,” he said. “But I thought I’d ask. It’d save me the trouble of using unnecessary force. If you would just comply…” 

      And before I realized what he was doing, he grabbed me by the collar of my shirt and threw me to the floor.
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      All I could think about was the phone.

      He was going to see the phone. I knew he was. I couldn’t let that happen. But when I flipped around, he hovered over me. His periwinkle blue eyes were on me. Not the bed. Which meant he had no idea about the phone. At least, not yet.

      “If you would just allow me to –”

      I kicked him under the chin and scrambled out of the room. I had to leave the phone behind. I had no idea where I was going. At least I had him recorded about what happened to Jon, about what he did to Jon and Jon’s men.

      I managed to get out of the bedroom before I heard my grandfather run after me. For an older man, he moved much faster than I would have expected. I had to give him credit for the way he took care of himself, even in his old age.

      Something cocked.

      “I wouldn’t move if I were you,” he said. 

      Slowly, I turned around. I lifted my hands in the air. My grandfather had a gun pointed at me.

      “I want it to be you,” he said, taking one step forward, then the next. “I want my blood to be the face of Project Moonshade. I want everyone to know I’m willing to make personal sacrifices. It’s not just what this country can do for me. It’s what I can do for this country. What can I give. What can I sacrifice. If I’m willing to kill Marines, why wouldn’t I be willing to inject the serum inside of you?”

      “It was never about Jon, was it?” I asked. “You were always after me. You want your family name on this so you can get even more of the glory.”

      My grandfather smirked again. “There’s nothing wrong with that,” he said. “I would have put down the dog no matter what.”

      I felt like such an ass. How could I have possibly believed a word he said, that he would be willing to consider curing Jon? Jon knew the whole time, while I let the thought of family, of how much Richard believed in his father, cloud my judgment.

      This was my fault.

      And I had to fix it.

      “I…I wanted to believe you,” I said.

      “I know you did,” my grandfather said. “You believe in goodness. And I’m hoping that, once you see that what I’m trying to do is for the good of us all, you’ll voluntarily come over to my side.”

      “You know I can’t do that,” I said, shaking my head. “You want to kill Jon. I don’t care if killing Jon saves a hundred lives, I would never ever want that.”

      My grandfather scoffed. “You are just like that damned uncle of yours,” he growled. “Too altruistic for his own good. Sacrifices must be made in order to perfect something. What is so damn difficult for you to see?” He waved the gun at me. “Now, come here.”

      I knew I had to do something. I knew he couldn’t kill me, not if I was going to be his prize.

      Which meant I had to do something about it. I had to take a chance or I would be injected. Jon would be killed. And things would unfold in the worst of ways.

      My heart tremored.

      I had to kill him.

      I didn’t know if I had it in me to kill anyone, let alone the only blood family I had alive. He was a monster, but he was still my grandfather.

      Except, could I make that argument? I didn’t even know him. I didn’t know him before this, before he turned into what he was the way Richard did. There was no excuse for me to pause. Because Jon had been right. I lived too much for other people. I lived too much in the past.

      I couldn’t do that anymore.

      “Well?” My grandfather waved the gun at me once more. “Come over here. Now.”

      My eyes narrowed in on the gun.

      I realized, with such sharp clarity it hurt, what I had to do.

      I didn’t think I could.

      I wasn’t sure I was strong enough to kill him. If I did, wouldn’t that make me him? I’d be making a sacrifice for the good of others. I would be killing someone. Wasn’t that God’s job? I couldn’t…

      I began to walk towards him. Every muscle was stiff as I made my way around the couch to him.

      And then I heard the sound of the car pull up to the driveway. I heard the car door slam shut. Unless that was my grandfather’s men – which I doubted, considering he seemed surprised by the sound as he turned to look – I realized this was my chance. For some reason, Jon had come back, and if I didn’t take this chance, they were at risk. Because I knew my grandfather would put them down without hesitation.

      I reached for the gun just as the door opened. I grabbed at it, trying to wrestle it from my grandfather. He was distracted, and I almost managed to do it –

      And then a shot went off.

      Jon immediately roared.

      I didn’t even know what happened. I knew I gripped the barrel of the gun. I knew that I didn’t feel any pain – but that didn’t mean I wasn’t hurt. Adrenaline coursed through my body and could be masking it.

      Jon appeared, seemingly from nowhere. He got in between me and my grandfather. One paw raised up and pressed down on my grandfather’s chest. It was only then that I realized he was the one who had been shot.

      My eyes widened. I looked down at my hands. The metal barrel touching my skin finally registered. It burned since firing the shot, and I immediately released my hands, only to realize both hands had held onto the gun. One finger managed to squeeze the trigger. Somehow, the gun had been pointed at him. I knew I wasn’t strong enough to have wrestled it away from him, but I must have caught him by surprise to the point where I was able to take advantage of him.

      I shot my grandfather.

      I shot my grandfather.

      I immediately pushed Jon aside. He was in his Lycan form, and I knew I also wasn’t strong enough to move him. He must have assessed the situation and deemed it safe enough to move.

      And when he did, I fixed my eyes on my grandfather, and I knew he was going to die.

      I should have felt guilty. Killing someone, even accidentally, should be something I should have no part in. But the guilt never came. If anything, relief swept over my body. 

      It wasn’t me. It wasn’t me. It wasn’t me.

      That was the only thing I kept repeating in my head over and over again. It wasn’t me.

      My grandfather clutched his stomach. Blood oozed from the wound, over his hand. His white t-shirt was stained red.

      “Grandpa?” I wasn’t sure why I felt compelled to address him in this way.

      His periwinkle blue eyes flashed into mine. I could see the pain in there. No regret. Why would there be? He didn’t think he had done anything wrong. He took a chance and he lost. That was the end of this whole thing.

      “You’ll never…” He coughed, blood flickering on my shirt, my skin. I ignored it for the time being. “You’ll never…”

      The door opened and in dashed Robby and Gwen.

      “I told you he was here,” Gwen called to Robby. 

      I didn’t even look at them, but their footsteps stomped on the floor, over to where I was. I was certain Jon was still behind me, protecting me, but I couldn’t take my eyes off my grandfather. I knew he was dying, and I felt compelled to wait. To watch until he finally stopped altogether.

      “You’ll never be free,” he finally said.

      Jon growled in a low, quiet manner. It was as though he didn’t like hearing what my grandfather said, but out of respect to me, he didn’t make it a point to disagree loudly.

      “I’m sorry you think that,” I said. I leaned forward so I could cup his cheek in my hand. How desperately I had wanted to know this man, to understand him. How desperately I wanted to consider him family. But this man was a stranger, and that was all he was ever going to be. He didn’t care about me or Richard. He might have cared about my mother, but I didn’t even understand her or how she fit into this besides his claim that she worked for him. But it didn’t matter. What mattered now was starting over, was taking control of my life and finally living it for myself. “You’re finally free, Grandpa. Rest, now. I won’t leave you until you’re gone.”

      His eyes widened at that, like he was surprised I had any compassion for him. After everything he did, after all those he killed to further his agenda, I didn’t have compassion for him. I pitied him.

      As someone who believed in God, I tried to live my life the way that was reflected in The Bible. But I knew that the presence of God didn’t dictate a worthy life, an unhappy life, or anything else. We did that. My grandfather didn’t believe in God unless he got to pretend to be God. That was what he lived for. He thought the safety of his country drove him, but it didn’t. His own pride did. He wanted to be responsible for that safety, and he didn’t care who he sacrificed in order to achieve that.

      And now, he was gone.

      I dropped my hand from his face only to grab his hand and hold it. I was surprised Jon hadn’t tried to stop me or Robby hadn’t made a smartass comment. The cabin was silent, save for my grandfather’s labored breathing.

      I watched as his skin turned sallow, as pain flickered across his face each time he sucked in air. I didn’t tell him I loved him. I didn’t tell him I forgave him. I wasn’t going to lie to him to make him feel better.

      Slowly, his eyes closed completely.

      And then, his breathing stopped altogether.

      A moment passed, then another.

      “We gotta go,” Robby said. “I can’t believe Gwen was right to come back. I mean, there weren't any tracks. The dog must have smelled something.” He rushed to the bedroom while I dropped my grandfather’s hand.

      I stepped back.

      “May I?” Gwen asked politely, gesturing to my grandfather.

      I nodded even though I had no idea what she could possibly want to do with his body.

      I stepped back. Suddenly, my legs wanted to give out. I nearly collapsed but Jon was there, easing me to the couch. I should be crying, right? This was finally over. My grandfather was dead. This was over.

      But the tears didn’t come.

      “Lara.”

      I glanced up at Robby, who held the laptop in his hands. “What do you want to do with this?”

      I suddenly remembered my phone and I rushed into the bedroom. My phone somehow still had some battery, was still recording.

      “I’m going to finish this article,” I told him, taking the laptop from him. “And then I’m going to put it on my new blog you’re going to set up for me.”

      “And then what?” Robby asked.

      “We’re going to release Alex and the rest of them from that prison.” I looked at Jon. “Then…then we start living.”

      “Lara, there’s something I need to show you.” I was surprised when Gwen stood up with a vial in her hand. She must have gotten it from my grandfather’s body, but why he had it and how she managed to find it, I didn’t know.

      “What is that?” I asked.

      “I’ll have to run a couple of tests, but do you see the lavender color?” I nodded. “I would bet that this is Nightshade.”

      I jerked back and glanced at Jon. His eyes stared at my own, but there was no accusation in his gaze. His head cocked to the side, as though he was just as curious as I was as to why my grandfather would have that in the first place.

      “Why…?”

      “I don’t know,” Gwen said, still looking at it. “Unless he knew he couldn’t kill Jon without curing him first. All he would need to do was put this liquid into a vial with a needle attached to it and inject Jon with it. Nightshade would work almost instantly, but the recovery time is just as quick. He would need to have given Jon the serum, watched as Jon transitioned from Lycan to human, and then killed him before Jon could do anything.”

      I nodded. “Okay,” I said. “Now what?”

      “Now,” Robby said. “I call in a couple of guys. They clean everything up. And then we figure out what the next step is.”
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      Robby’s men were in and out in under an hour. It was like my grandfather had never been here in the first place. Robby would pay them extremely well for their silence, and I knew they must have been people Robby trusted or else he wouldn’t have risked anything. He also hacked into my grandfather’s networks and was able to use the technology there to open the prison cells so anyone could leave should they choose to.

      I was in the room again, typing up the last part of the article. Robby had set me up with an untraceable blog, and it wasn’t long before the article was scheduled to post.

      My grandfather’s death would be noticed, but not publicly. He was supposed to be dead and Project Bloodshade hadn’t gone public yet. If Jon and I could disappear, we might actually be able to live a life.

      I walked out of the room and found Jon on the couch, staring at the vial in his hand. Gwen had managed to conduct a couple of tests with a few drops of the liquid, but she hadn’t officially determined anything yet.

      “Well?” I asked Gwen, glancing at her. She stood behind the bar, hunched over what looked like a cheap microscope. I should be surprised Robby had something like that here, but this was Robby, and he seemed to have everything.

      “I’m almost done,” she said.

      I took a seat next to Jon, careful not to touch him. I closed my eyes and leaned back. My grandfather’s body was gone, like he had never been here in the first place.

      “You came back,” I said. I wasn’t sure why I said it, but it was necessary. I needed to get this out.

      “The air smelled…wrong,” he said. “I needed to make sure you were all right. And Gwen insisted he was here. Her magic is…strange, but reliable.”

      I wasn’t sure what that meant, but I trusted him.

      God, I trusted him more than I thought I could trust someone, after everything I found out.

      “It’s Nightshade,” Gwen called from where she stood. “It’s definitely Nightshade.”

      Instead of looking over at her, I looked at Jon. I hoped he didn’t think I was trying to put any pressure on him. He could make whatever decision he wanted to because, at the end of the day, this was his life. It was his body. He had to deal with this.

      But I hoped…

      Jon looked at me. “Can I ingest it orally?” he asked, his eyes never leaving mine.

      My heart skipped a beat.

      I wanted to hope. But then…

      I held my breath. 

      I waited.

      I pressed my lips together to make sure I didn’t say anything that might interfere. The choice had to come from him. Even if I thought I knew what was good for Jon, it had to come from him.

      “Yes,” Gwen said as she made her way over. “It doesn’t have to be injected. The transition might come slowly since it’s not being placed directly in your bloodstream, but it’ll still give you the full effect.”

      Jon nodded. I thought he might want to discuss it first. Maybe we could have figured out a pros and cons list. That might have been helpful.

      But without taking his eyes off of me, he brought the vial to his lips and downed the lavender cure. He didn’t even hesitate.
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      “What the hell is Winter Haven?” Jon asked as we strode through the snow.

      The home was at the center of five acres, and Robby hadn’t been here in at least a decade. Somehow, everything was pristine, even under the perfect, pure snow.

      “Somewhere in Michigan,” I said, taking in the black sky, the bright stars. “Robby says the population is two thousand, maybe double that during the summer because people from Chicago come in and hang by the lake. But I doubt we’ll be bothered.”

      Jon grunted. I doubted he would ever give Robby credit for doing anything nice for him, even if he had given us one of his rental units completely free.

      We made it to the front door and I slid the key Robby gave us into the lock and let us in.

      “How are you feeling?” I asked as I shut the door behind us. My first priority was turning on the heat and flicking on the lights.

      “You asked me that fifty times,” Jon said. He managed to find the light switch much faster than I did, and he couldn’t see in the dark the way he had anymore. “I’m fine. I promise.”

      “I meant about what happened,” I said. I didn’t add the part where Jon didn’t kill my grandfather. I did. I wasn’t sure if it bothered him that I took that away from him.

      Jon frowned as I fiddled with the heater. The hum of the furnace kicking into gear was a good sign, though.

      Jon pulled me to him, wrapping his arms around my waist. “I’m just glad you’re safe,” he said. “I’m glad the truth is out there, thanks to your blog. And I’m glad that, even after everything, even after the awful things I’ve done, the monster I was, somehow I have this. I have you.”

      I wanted to tell him that God saw him for who he was and knew Jon wasn’t a monster. But Jon still didn’t believe in God and I wasn’t going to push.

      Instead, I gave him a long, lingering kiss.

      My grandfather was a smart man, but he had been wrong about one thing: Jon and I were finally free.

      ***
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      Awaken

      Prologue

      He knew the moment she arrived in Onyx: she was special. She was different. She was the key.

      Not that she knew it.

      In fact, she didn’t know anything. Her parents brought her here after the accident because Onyx had most of the best doctors in the country. For the past year she had been in a coma. She’d be turning seventeen in a manner of minutes, according to the pocket watch he borrowed from the Ferry.

      He slipped the watch into the pocket of his brown slacks and turned his attention back to her. As clichéd as it sounded, he hadn’t seen anyone more angelic in his entire life, and he’d been around for a long time.

      His lips curled into a smirk. It was time.

      He was going to wake her up.

      Strolling over to her, his eyes took in her sleeping form. It was nearly midnight and the full moon’s soft glow seeped through the window, casting an ethereal aura around her. In all honesty, he hadn’t known she’d be this beautiful. It would make his job much easier.

      He had thirty seconds.

      His eyes traced her sculpted face: the hollow, high cheekbones, the short bridge of her upturned nose, the pale, almost sickly face, her pointed chin, and the blonde waves that invaded her forehead and tumbled past her shoulders to the middle of her chest. The silky strands glowed, attesting someone was washing and conditioning her hair for her even though hair upkeep wasn’t important for someone in her state.

      Ten seconds.

      He couldn’t see the color of her eyes, her height, or the shape of her body, but he could wait. He had been waiting for a long time; a few more days weren’t going to make a difference.

      Five seconds.

      Her lips were full. Whoever was washing her hair was putting lip balm on her lips. They were shaped like a bow, the angles more rounded than sharp. It fit her.

      Three …

      He bent his head, licking his lips in preparation.

      Two …

      His hair fell into his face, but he paid it no mind before pressing his lips to hers.

      All it takes is a kiss, as they say.

      Though he knew it was dangerous if she caught him standing there, he stayed until her eyes snapped open so he could see the color, a stormy grey. It was another unexpected thing about her. Her eyes were feisty, completely unlike the fragile features that composed the symmetry of her face. It was nice to be surprised again.

      Before she could make him out, decipher the reality of his presence, he was gone. His job was done. Now all he had to do was wait for the pieces to fall into place.

      ***
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