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      After a week, I could confidently say that living with my best friend had lots of advantages I hadn’t thought about before. I could come and go as I pleased. I could wake up and go to sleep whenever I wanted. And my father was nowhere around, which meant I didn’t have to look at him and know that everything that made up our relationship was a lie. Discovering my father had something to do with my best friend’s murder broke my heart, and not just for the obvious reasons. My father was the only person I had in the world. Hell, Paul Winter wasn’t even my real father. He found me as a baby and brought me to Wonderland, raised me by himself, and was one of the few people that made me feel like I belonged. As a police officer, he was clear about right and wrong, honesty and falsehoods, responsibility and courage.

      But it was all a lie.

      The second I found out he lied, I had to get out of there. Hell, there was a good chance the only reason he was promoted to chief of police was because of the lies he helped perpetuate.

      I didn’t have many friends in Wonderland. Okay, besides Anna, who wasn’t here any longer, I didn’t have anyone except for Peter—or Grumpy, as I liked to call him. And possibly a work colleague named Crim. I wasn’t a fan of making friends or keeping them. It was hard to wrap my head around the fact that they liked me for me—the only non-magicked person in a magic-infused place. Granted, magic was forbidden currently, which evened things out slightly, but still. What could I offer them? How were we on even footing? 

      I released a breath and stepped out of my closet. Piles of clothes were everywhere and I still had no idea what to wear.

      “Why does it feel like a bomb just went off in your room and left you with bits of questionable clothing?”

      I froze. That silky English voice should be nowhere near my room. I swallowed. Maybe it was a figment of my imagination. Maybe I was dreaming. Ever since coming to Peter’s, I hadn’t been sleeping well. The information I discovered regarding Anna’s murder still kept me up at night, and it had been a week. I should be over it, or at least, numb to the shock.

      But I wasn’t.

      I tossed and turned. I still heard Anna’s voice calling my name, but I couldn’t figure out what she wanted. I needed to get to the truth, but every time I thought I made some kind of progress, I was propelled five steps back, with no clear way to go.

      I turned slowly. No. Not a dream. Rumpelstiltskin, The Imp himself, leaned against my doorway, muscle packed against his lithe, lean body as his dark eyes scanned the mess that currently occupied my room. His black hair was slicked back so every lock was in place. His dark eyes were fixed on me, and even though I was the only person in the room, I couldn’t help but feel as though I was transparent to him even more than I normally was. It was difficult to explain. I was rooted in place; not because Rumple was more powerful than almost every single person in Wonderland, not because people were scared of him because of what he could do to them if he wanted to, but because there was something about him that made me feel…drawn to him in a way I shouldn’t be.

      I knew from experience that was how everyone felt about him. There was something to be said about playing with fire; the dangerous thrill of getting burned was enough to elicit the desire to play in the first place. It was why people made agreements with him they shouldn’t make. It was why they promised him things they didn’t have.

      It wasn’t like he was innocent, because he engaged with these people, he agreed to these things, knowing there was no way they could fulfill their side of the deal, but he didn’t care. He would get what he wanted. That was the thing about Rumple. He always got what he wanted.

      I should hate him. But I didn’t. And that bothered me more than it should have.

      “What are you doing, anyway?” He pushed from the doorframe, fiddling with the silver cufflinks on his sleeve. Everything about the man—Imp, because Rumple was definitely not a man—was perfection,  from the black and white name-brand suit molded to his skin to the leather shoes than shone even in the shitty lighting.

      I rolled my eyes. My cheeks pinched, though I wasn’t sure why I was embarrassed. Maybe because I didn’t want him looking at my clothes and judging me for them. Maybe it had more to do with the physical mess. Compared to Rumple, it did look like my life was falling apart.

      “If you must know,” I began, stepping to the end of the bed and picking up a black shirt. I tilted my head to the side and set it in the maybe pile.

      “I must,” he said, stepping farther into the room, though he was particularly careful about where he stepped. I couldn’t exactly blame him. There were piles of clothes everywhere, and even I couldn’t remember what they were for.

      “I’m going out tonight,” I said. I picked up another shirt—this one much frillier. I frowned. This was definitely not something I would choose to wear. It had to be one of Anna’s shirts she’d left after crashing at my place and just forgot to grab.

      “You? Going out?” He arched a brow and looked at me as if I had said the sky was green or the grass was red. He brought his fingers to his lips and pursed them together the way he might have if he were smoking a cigarette. “By choice?”

      I rolled my eyes and put the shirt in a pile that I wanted to believe was going to go to the Goodwill for donations but knew would probably end up in the back of my closet in a garbage bag, never to be tampered with again. I turned back to my bed and picked up another shirt.

      “Where are you going?” he pushed.

      Finally, I tilted my head, my hair spilling over my shoulder, and looked up at him so we locked eyes. “Why do you want to know?” I narrowed my eyes, realizing that he had yet to state why he was here. “What are you doing here in the first place?”

      “Am I not allowed to be concerned that my favorite person is doing something completely outside her normal behavior?” he asked, venturing deeper into my room. “Are you selecting your outfit for tonight? You know, I could help you. Just tell me where you’re headed and I could snap my fingers and dress you myself.”

      “I’m not a doll.” I frowned. I pulled up a light blue baby doll dress with a diamond cut and pressed my lips together. It was simple enough, but it would be short, probably stopping just below my butt. If I needed to run or move my legs, it would show my ass and I didn’t want to have to worry about that.

      “Of course, you aren’t, darling,” Rumple said, moving to stand next to me. His lips tilted down as he reached for a shirt. “I never said you were.”

      I slapped his hand before he could grab one. Before I started working with him, I never would have thought I would have the courage to slap Rumple’s hands. One just didn’t do that. But Rumple and I had a weird sort of relationship. He let me get away with things he didn’t let other people get away with. Part of me felt flattered, like I was special, but the other part of me wondered why he would do that and kept expecting him to tell me I owed him something. I just had no idea what.

      “Don’t touch my clothes,” I instructed, ignoring his clean, masculine scent. Hints of clove touched the cologne, making it musky without being overwhelming. I didn’t like the effect it was having on my body—weak knees, dry mouth—so I pulled away from him before I could be sucked in further. I cleared my throat, trying to get the smell out of my head. “What are you doing here? You never said.”

      Rumple dropped the shirt he had in his hand and angled his body towards mine. He didn’t seem offended that I had just snapped at him. In fact, amusement lit up his dark eyes though his lips stayed neutral.

      “I got us in to see Beast,” he announced.

      I furrowed my brow, freezing. Beast? I dropped the shirt I found and took a step back from my bed. I headed to the small window in the room and leaned forward, trying to see through the blinds. I loosed a breath, ignoring the way my heart skipped a beat. Beast was in prison because he confessed to murdering Anna. Beast was the one everyone blamed for it. Once he was arrested, the investigation stopped, and even if there were more questions that still needed answers, it didn’t matter. There was a confession; the police—including my father—weren’t going to keep looking into things once they apparently had their man.

      I thought it was weird. Beast didn’t know Anna; at least, I didn’t think he did. And yet, when he was arrested, when he confessed, I, along with everyone else, believed him. Because it was easier to believe him, to believe the police, to think it was over. But it wasn’t. No one thought to question the magic on the body. Everyone just wanted to put the matter to rest – even if it wasn’t the truth.

      And I went along with it. I was part of the problem.

      Until now.

      Not after Rumple corralled me into looking into things for him a few weeks ago. Not after I talked to Beast’s sister Gianna, and then Belle—the woman he was secretly in love with.

      In essence, it was all Rumple’s fault. He came sweeping into the station, asking for my help. That should have been my first warning. Rumple didn’t ask for anything. He demanded it. Why he asked me, I have no idea. My reputation for finding things wasn’t that notorious. But one didn’t say no to him.

      Everything unraveled from there.

      Now, I was swept up in a massive cover-up, a huge conspiracy, and I couldn’t extricate myself from this rabbit hole if I tried. I had to see it to the end, no matter what that meant. I couldn’t let it go, not when it had to do with getting Anna justice.

      “Put this on.”

      I turned, my brows furrowed, only to find Rumple too close to me for my liking. I hadn’t even heard him move. It unnerved me more than I wanted to admit. In his hands were a pair of black jeans and a lacy white top.

      “What’s this?” I asked.

      “You’re going out,” he said as though his motive was obvious. “Clearly, you’re looking for the right outfit, though, unfortunately for you, darling, I don’t see one. As such, I got you one.”

      “What do I owe you?” I asked.

      A flicker of annoyance crossed his features, though it disappeared so quickly, I could have sworn I had imagined it.

      “Don’t do that,” he said, sliding his hand in his pocket and stepping around the bed to the other side. “Don’t lump yourself in with everyone else. You aren’t the same. You’re not like them.”

      “Because I’m unmagicked?” I couldn’t help but ask, fingering the clothes he had conjured out of thin air.

      “Because I like you.”

      The words were so simple, a shiver slid down my spine. Rumple was not in the business of flattery. He did not go out of his way to say nice things for the sake of saying nice things. There was nothing for him to gain, and Rumple never put in effort to do anything unless he was going to benefit in some way in return.

      “Now,” he said, brushing off the poignant statement and using his arm to gesture grandly, “get dressed. Try the clothes on. Refrain from saying anything nonsensical. I’ll call you an Uber.”

      “You don’t have to—”

      “I insist,” he said. Without waiting for me to say anything else, he stepped out of my room to give me some privacy.

      I looked at the clothes in my hand and decided to indulge him. It was nice to not have to keep going through the pile of clothes that I knew wasn’t going to be right. I didn’t own club attire. I had no reason to. After stripping everything off, including my bra, I slid on the shirt. It was part corset—with a bra that seemed to be built into the shirt—and part tank top, with lace running up and down the straps. It stopped just after my bellybutton. The black skinny jeans were low, the waistline ending just above my pubic bone so there was a sliver of bare flesh for all to see. I wasn’t sure I was particularly comfortable with that, but it wasn’t much and it wasn’t my bellybutton. On my feet, I opted for sleek black Converse shoes. They were completely black, which I liked. I shrugged on my leather jacket and stepped into the small guest bathroom Peter made up for me when I first moved in.

      I put on deodorant, sprayed something that took jasmine and mixed it with vanilla, and then brushed my hair. I decided to put effort into my makeup, though I wasn’t sure what I was doing. By the time I finished, I stepped back and took a look at my reflection. I was surprised by the person I saw staring back at me. She was rather pretty, actually.

      “Beautiful.”

      I jumped at the sound of Rumple’s voice, my cheeks turning pink as I spun around.

      “I don’t think you realize this, Alice, but there’s something so enticing about your simplistic beauty that I can’t keep my eyes from you, even if I wanted to,” he murmured.

      I swallowed. I wasn’t sure what to say to that. I only knew it melted everything in my stomach and caused a shudder to ripple down my spine.

      “I should go,” I murmured instead.

      “Of course.” He extended his arm to me. “Your Uber is downstairs, ready to take you away.”
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      Wonderland wasn’t exactly known for its nightlife. It was a relatively small community that focused on ties and frowning and expanding together. When Marooner’s Bay opened in the Red District three years ago, everyone thought the business would flop. People didn’t realize the youth of Wonderland needed the same escape as other humans. Dancing, drinking, and anonymity provided by a dimly lit club with pounding music was essential to rebelling, and the club had been open ever since.

      Anna and I came here a month after it opened. She and Jack were on one of their breaks and she wanted a place where she could forget about him—for the time being. I didn’t understand how anyone could just forget about Jack, but I was willing to do whatever it was she needed to help her feel better about it.

      Marooner’s Bay was a small club on the corner of Lexington. It was subtle and nonchalant—if there wasn’t always a line wrapped around the building Thursdays through Saturdays, no one would even know it was a club. I liked that about it. There was really no gimmick besides that. There was no theme, no ridiculous dress code anyone had to adhere to in order to blend in. It was a space for everyone. At least, that was how I felt going with Anna. I didn’t wear the short, sexy dresses. Instead, I had opted for black skinny jeans and a simple T-shirt. Nobody even looked my way.

      That had been three years ago. I wasn’t sure if it was the same thing. I hadn’t been there since Anna’s death.

      I did know there were rumors the place was plagued with drugs. It wasn’t uncommon for patrol officers to arrest people who had partied too hard at Marooner’s Bay and bring them into sober cells so they could sleep off their high or their drinks. I wasn’t sure what drugs were there now, but there hadn’t been any when Anna and I had gone. Clearly, things were different. I just hoped we wouldn’t run into any trouble when Crim and I were there tonight.

      When Crim invited me out the other day, I knew it was pity more than anything. As vast as Wonderland seemed, it was still a small town, which meant people talked. Which meant everyone knew I moved out of my father’s place and into Peter’s. I wasn’t sure if they assumed Peter and I were together, but that didn’t matter in the grand scheme of things. What mattered was I was on my own and everyone knew it. Even Crim.

      I was going to say no. That was my default answer for everything social. I just didn’t want to deal with people talking. I didn’t want to deal with rumors or feeling like I needed to explain myself, even to Crim. But something inside of me compelled me to say yes. I needed to get out. I needed a distraction from what my life had become.

      By the time the Uber picked me up, I was trying to block out Rumple’s words about my beauty, about the simplistic nature of it, about how he couldn’t take his eyes off of me. That should not cause a shiver to slide down my spine. That should not cause warmth to pool in my insides. If anything, I should be completely casual about the entire thing. Only, I wasn’t. His words stopped me in my tracks, preventing me from being a rational person, and I hated it. I hadn’t felt this way since…

      No.

      I wouldn’t think about him. Thinking about him only led me to think about Anna, and thinking about Anna only caused guilt to fill my body and suffocate me, all while causing my insides to bleed out.

      I was supposed to be having fun. I was supposed to be letting loose with my friend. That was what I intended to focus on; nothing more.

      By the time I reached Marooner’s Bay, I wasn’t surprised to find the usual line wrapped around the side of the building. I sent Crim a text, but prepared myself for the trek to the back of the line.

      Until someone called my name.

      “Alice!”

      I turned, surprised to find Crim already at the front, waving me over. There was no way she got there that early. I furrowed my brow, taking a cautious step towards her.

      “Someone put our name on the list!” she said when I got closer. “Who did you tell about tonight?”

      “No one,” I said, but stopped myself. Technically, I told Peter about it, which he subsequently laughed at because he knew me well enough to know that I was not the type of person to go clubbing. There was no way Peter had put our name on the list. Which only left…Rumple. But I didn’t remember telling him where we were going.

      Crim lifted a shoulder, not bothered in the slightest. “Yeah, it just happened,” she said. “The bouncer was calling our names right when you got out of the car. Crazy coincidence, right?”

      I forced a smile. There were no such things as coincidences in Wonderland. This had to be Rumple’s doing. I tried not to think about it. I didn’t want Rumple interfering in my life, and the thought of him doing this made me feel… Whatever it was, I didn’t want to feel it. I just wanted to leave it alone. Ignore it. Pretend it didn’t exist. Rumple needed to stop helping me.

      “Y-yeah,” I forced myself to say when I realized she was still waiting for some kind of response. When I reached her, we linked arms.

      “Okay,” she said, turning back to the bouncer. “We’re ready.”

      The bouncer, a big, burly man with a goatee and a permanent sneer on his face, nodded towards the main door.

      “Aren’t we going to get searched first?” I asked. I had only been here once, but I could see guests being searched, even the women.

      “I ain’t touching you,” he said, looking between the two of them. “Either one of you, but especially you.” He jutted his chin at me. “You both just go in. Mind your business. And keep out of trouble. I don’t want trouble.”

      Crim looked at me wide-eyed, like this wasn’t supposed to happen. I swallowed. I knew I should probably ask what the hell had gotten into the bouncer, but I didn’t want to deal with the fallout. I already knew. Rumpelstiltskin was behind this. It reeked of The Imp. Instead of being upset about it, I chose to ignore it. I didn’t want to work myself up over orders he issued to innocent citizens on my behalf. I didn’t want to know what he gave them in exchange for what he ordered them to do, if he gave them anything at all.

      After we stopped at the coat check and I left my leather jacket, Crim looped her arm through mine again and we headed into the next room. There was already a crowd; most people were gyrating on the dance floor to mainstream pop music remixed with a techno beat. There were three different bars—not including the VIP floor upstairs—and each bar had a small line of people buying drinks. There was already a line to the women’s restroom, and a couple making out in a shadowy hallway just outside the restrooms themselves.

      I wasn’t old, but I was already tired looking at this place. The music was too loud. There were too many people. I just wanted to go home and crawl in bed and sleep, especially considering we had work tomorrow. Why I agreed to come out on a Wednesday, I had no idea. How this place was this crowded on a Wednesday night, I had no idea. I mean, I wasn’t surprised it was, but it still annoyed me, nonetheless.

      “I’m so glad you’re here,” Crim said. Her head was tilted down so her face was close to my ear, but she still had to yell so I could hear her over the music. “When I invited you, I wasn’t sure you were actually going to come. But you came! I’m so excited!”

      I smiled despite myself. Crim was not drunk. Her enthusiasm was all her own, though maybe she had munched on one of her grandmother’s sugary pastries before coming here. Not that it mattered.

      “Excuse me.” Another bouncer—this one short and squat, with a white earpiece and a clipboard—stepped towards us. “Ms. Alice Winter?”

      I tensed. We had barely stepped into the club, and already we were being thrown out? Unless the owner from outside wanted an excuse to get rid of us, I had no idea why we were being approached by security. As far as I knew, we hadn’t done anything wrong.

      “Yeah?” I said slowly, arching a brow.

      “We just got word that your VIP booth is ready, with a bottle of strawberry champagne on ice waiting for you,” he said. “I’ve been instructed to walk you to the table. Is there anything else you need? If we don’t have it, I will send someone to get it.”

      Crim’s brows were so high on her forehead, I thought they were going to jump off. I tried to ignore her questioning stare—though her red lips were curved up, so I could tell she wasn’t displeased by the way things were playing out whatsoever—and instead, focused on the bouncer. She turned to look at me, but I said nothing.

      Instead, I let the bouncer lead the two of us upstairs. Crim’s heels clacked against the staircase. I rolled my shoulders back and tilted my chin up, pretending that I knew exactly what was happening. Was this some sort of trick?

      The booth was the farthest one from the stairs. I glanced in the booths we passed; all were occupied by Royals, the wealthiest citizens in the town. The men had women gyrating on their laps like they were at a strip club, and the women had flutes of bubbly champagne in their hands while they gathered together to take obnoxious selfies. Nobody looked over at us, too wrapped up in their own world to care about two new people who were temporarily part of that world. As long as everyone stayed in their lane and minded their business, no one seemed to care that one booth was doing cocaine lines right on the obsidian table while I was almost positive another couple was actually having sex.

      Suddenly, I had no desire to be here. I was exhausted, and I hadn’t even stepped on the dance floor. But I couldn’t leave Crim, not when there was an eager look on her face that seemed to indicate just how excited she was to be here.

      “Eh, R-rumple sends his best,” the bouncer said as we slid in the booth. He had trouble saying the name completely. If we were anyone else, I would have smiled. Rumple had a reputation and it followed him everywhere. But right now, it was difficult for me to be amused.

      As I’d known, Rumple was behind this. I watched the bouncer scurry away, seemingly glad to be rid of me and Crim. I couldn’t blame him. Anything that had to do with Rumpelstiltskin wasn’t worth getting involved with.

      “The Imp set this whole thing up for us?” Crim asked, grabbing the bottle of champagne. “Did you have to wish for something?”

      I shook my head. “I would never make a bargain with him, no matter what,” I said, sliding into the booth across from her.

      “He likes you.” She popped open the champagne and poured it in a flute. Even though the lighting was dim and the strobing was obnoxious, I could still make out the light red color, bubbles floating in the liquid. She handed it to me, catching my eye. “Like, he likes you.”

      My cheeks pinched as I took the drink. “He likes himself,” I mumbled. I didn’t want to talk about Rumple. I didn’t want to talk about him liking me.

      “And you,” she countered as she poured herself a glass. “Think about it, Alice. He shows up at the station for you. Do you really think a guy like him wants to frequent a police station? Hell no.” She wrinkled her nose to prove a point. “And he set up this whole thing at this club even though you didn’t ask him to.”

      “Are you seriously saying someone like Rumple could be, I don’t know, interested in someone like me?” I asked. I couldn’t even look at her as I said the words because they sounded so ridiculous coming out. My elbows were on the table, the flute of champagne Crim just handed me off to the side. I was almost tempted to down it in one fell swoop just to take the edge off.

      “Interested is a strong word,” she said, tapping her finger to her chin. “At the same time, it’s not like the guy likes anyone. I mean, anyone. But I know he likes you. And I think, deep down, you know he likes you, too.”

      I rubbed my lips together. I wasn’t sure what I considered Rumple. He was more than a stranger, more than some mythical being that only came if I conjured him up using his full name. But did that make him my friend? I wasn’t sure. I didn’t picture Rumple as the warm, fuzzy type of guy, but I also trusted him to a degree in the same way I trusted Peter, and even Crim, now. They were my friends. Did that make him my friend too?

      “But anyway,” I said, shutting down that train of thought and glancing up at Crim. “Enough about me. How are you? Are you seeing anyone special?”

      Crim’s red lips tugged across her face as she brought the flute to her lips and finished off the drink. She didn’t hesitate to reach out and pour herself another glass.

      “Yes, actually, I am,” she said. She replaced the bottle on ice, but instead of immediately drinking again, she waited. Her eyes were bright, her cheeks rosy, the same smile still on her face. Whoever this guy was seemed to make her happy.  “I’m seeing someone. He works at the crime lab. So, like, when officers send out DNA or other evidence to be tested, he’s one of the people who runs those tests.”

      “Really?” My eyebrows pushed up. “How did you guys meet?”

      “Actually,” she tucked some of her long hair behind her ear, suddenly shy, “we met when Lindsey sent me to deliver a records request to the lab in person, back when the servers were corrupted.”

      Oh, yes, I remembered that. That happened two weeks before Ella asked me to help her solve her rape. It was two weeks before Rumple popped into my life and asked for my help. Before my life completely changed.

      “Well, I’m glad,” I said honestly, catching her eye. “You seem happy.”

      “I mean, it’s not serious,” she said quickly. “Not yet. But I’m hoping…” She lifted her shoulder in a shrug. “Anyway.” She waved her hand dismissively. “Let’s not waste time talking about guys. Let’s dance!”

      I couldn’t really argue with her logic, so I didn’t. Instead, I let her grab my hand and lead me downstairs to the dance floor. It wasn’t really my thing, but I wanted to have fun tonight. I would have fun tonight. And everything that I needed to worry about, I could return to later. Right now, I wanted time to forget everything else and just lose myself in this moment.
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      I didn’t want to go to work the next day, but I had to. Ever since I moved out of my father’s place, I’d been doing my best to ensure I was the best possible worker I could be at the station. Being a part-time records specialist was relatively easy. I could do the majority of my job half-asleep. But I put more effort into it now just to prove I could.

      Not that my father thought I wasn’t good enough or a slacker. It was more that I didn’t want to give him a reason to think I was anything less than capable.

      I pulled on the civilian uniform I had to wear. The scratchy material rubbed my skin the wrong way, but I dealt with it. I didn’t think it should be required that civilians wear uniforms at all, but the higher-ups—including the Red Queen herself—thought it added a nice level of professionalism, so the uniforms were there to stay, unfortunately. The stiff material pressed against my body, and I had to do some awkward leg stretches to ease the sharpness of the pressure on my crotch until I was slightly less uncomfortable. I pulled on the ugliest black shoes ever known to man and put my hair in a messy ponytail. I didn’t even bother with my makeup. It was too early for me to care.

      By the time I got to the station, I was more awake than I expected to be. The sky was still dark, though there was a gold line on the horizon that indicated the sun was slowly stepping up. The stars twinkled as though they were waving goodbye.

      I grabbed my badge from my purse and hung it around my neck. Because it was just after six, the station was technically closed. My badge was the only thing that got me in the building during times like this. I stifled a yawn as I locked my car and proceeded to head to the building. I wished I drank coffee in times like these. At least it would help me wake up.

      I placed my badge against the pad next to the sliding doors, and they clicked open. I stepped through, air conditioning suddenly surrounding me. Since it was already cold outside, the air conditioning only added to it, pinching my skin. I wrapped my arms around myself, walking through the door that led to the records department. It was the only department in the whole building that didn’t have any windows, which was already depressing.

      “Morning,” Bruce said from his cubicle, coffee already in his hand.

      I frowned. Was I late? By the time I got here, Bruce was usually in the break room, chatting it up with the girls from the property department until half past six. Rarely was he at his desk earlier than that.

      “Morning,” I said, clicking my mouse a couple of times before plopping in my seat.

      I pulled on my thick jacket from where I left it hanging on my chair and zipped it up. Considering Bruce controlled the temperature and preferred it cold, I doubted I would be able to take this off and be comfortable this morning. Even when he snuck out for his breaks, I knew that I couldn’t fiddle with the temperature because it was the first thing he checked when he got back, and he always changed it back.

      I booted up my computer and glanced at the phone on my desk. Right now, it was silent. Right now, it was perfect. The phone at the police station was both a blessing and a curse. On the one hand, a hot phone that rang consistently throughout the day meant that the time went by quickly. Even menial tasks like putting in requests took up time. On the other, it was difficult to get any work done that way. If my job was only to answer phones, it would have been fine, but there was much more to it. Like scanning paperwork and inputting data. More menial tasks that needed to get done, regardless of the phone.

      I glanced back at Crim’s desk. Her work space was right behind me. She typically didn’t get in until eight because she helped her grandmother with her bakery from five until seven thirty before coming over here and staying until four. Technically, she was full time but she worked five days a week instead of four because her shift was eight hours instead of ten.

      I wished she were here. I needed someone to talk to. Which was weird. Under normal circumstances, I would have kept everything to myself. Maybe I would have told Peter depending on what was on my mind because he was always filled with such judgment, but mostly I kept my thoughts to myself. But after last night, after talking to her about Rumple… It was nice to have someone to talk to, even about things that seemed silly.

      Just as the clock ticked its way to six, the door to records swung open and in walked my father. I frowned. Immediately, I rolled my shoulders back and grabbed paperwork on my desk in order to occupy my hands. The frustrating thing was that I shouldn’t care what my father thought of me. There was a good chance he wasn’t here because of me anyway. But I still wanted to look busy. I still wanted to avoid talking to him.

      At the same time, I missed him. It had been a week since I left, and everything still felt raw. What bothered me the most was the fact that he hadn’t even tried to get me to come back to him. He refused to explain what happened surrounding Anna’s murder so I understood, which only made me think that he had done something bad, knowing it was bad, for selfish reasons. The last thing I wanted to do was think that way about my father—a man I knew was good—but I wasn’t sure how else to feel. It wasn’t like he was forthcoming with any information. It wasn’t like he went out of his way to show me he trusted me.

      My father crossed the room. I held my breath. I wasn’t sure if he was going to drop something off in Lindsey’s office—she didn’t stroll in until Crim did, around eight in the morning—or if he was here for some other reason. He was the chief of police; technically, he could be wherever he wanted to be when he liked, but he typically hung out in his office and came and went through a private entrance from the parking lot. Rarely did he grace other departments—especially civilian departments—with his presence unless there was a reason.

      Eventually, my father stopped at my desk. He didn’t say anything, however. The click-clacks that suddenly filled the air were Bruce, I knew, trying to pretend to actually work.

      “Alice,” he said, nodding his head once. His dark eyes found mine and he held my stare, as though he was waiting for me to say something.

      I pressed my lips together. There was so much I wanted to say, so much I wanted to ask him, to demand of him. Instead, I said nothing. I waited for him to make the first move. It was something he, himself, taught me. If someone was running their mouth or doing something stupid, that wasn’t an excuse to be stupid yourself. At the same time, if someone started a fight, I was entitled to end it, whatever way the fight came about.

      “You look…tired.” He narrowed his eyes and my shoulders slumped forward. Of course, my father would come find me after a late night out.

      At that moment, the phone rang. I never appreciated a PPI more than in that moment because it gave me an excuse to leave this conversation. Except Bruce answered it before I could.

      Bastard.

      “I’m not,” I said, reaching up to flip my hair over my shoulder only to realize I wasn’t able to do that because I’d tied my hair up this morning in a ponytail. No matter. I pretended to brush something off my shoulder instead so I didn’t look like a total fool in front of my father.

      “You haven’t talked to me since you moved out,” he said.

      “I could say the same about you.” I wasn’t trying to be snippy. Well, maybe I was, just a little. But I didn’t want to be.

      There was a strange, oppressive feeling in my chest, weighing me down in my swivel chair. My father and I shouldn’t be opponents; we should be on the same side, fighting a common adversary. Whoever was the one pulling the strings in Wonderland, the one who was behind covering up Anna’s murder, the one who murdered her in the first place—because I sure as hell didn’t believe it was Beast—that was who my father and I should be working to put away in prison.

      “I have a lot—”

      I looked away, cutting him off. “So do I.” I didn’t like excuses. There should be no excuse. Not when it came to us. Not when it came to our relationship.

      I knew how busy his job could be. And yet, that never stopped him from picking up carne asada on the way home from the grocery store once a week so he could grill it on the tiny grill he had on our porch back at the apartment. He made his famous guacamole while I handled the rice. I could always count on him to make time for me when he got home because he always left his work at the station. So, this whole busyness speech didn’t sit well with me because I knew, if he wanted to, he would make the time.

      “This is how it’s going to be between us, then?” he asked.

      I glanced around. Even though I could hear Bruce murmuring on the phone and the watch commander in the office in front of my cubicle typing away on his computer, I knew they were probably curious what my father was doing talking to me. He must have known it too, because his voice was low enough no one could overhear us. Despite that, he was still here, making a spectacle of our relationship. I wasn’t sure whether to be flattered or embarrassed.

      “Is there anything you have to tell me?” I asked, leaning against my seat and arching a brow as I returned my stare back to him. “I’m not talking about an apology.”

      “Apology?” he asked. “Why would I…” He stepped forward and tilted his chin down. His voice got low. “Why would I need to apologize about anything? You have no idea what’s going on. You have no idea why I had to make the choices I made.”

      “Then tell me,” I said in a harsh whisper. “Or do you not trust me?”

      My father clenched his jaw so hard I thought his temples might burst open. His eyes were narrowed on me, and he waited.

      I knew this look. He had used it on me a lot as a kid. If I wasn’t forthcoming with information, all he had to do was look at me this way and wait. I would typically buckle under five minutes of stoic silence. I just couldn’t deal with it. If that meant filling the space with a truth I didn’t want to acknowledge, that was what I would do.

      But that wasn’t going to work. Not this time. Too much had happened between us. Too many lies for me to unravel. I needed his help. I needed his trust. And if he couldn’t give them to me, there was nothing left for me to do.

      “How’s Peter?” he asked casually, after another long moment of silence stretched out between us.

      I blinked, surprised by the sudden change in conversation topic. “Peter is fine,” I stated.

      “Hmm.” He shifted, then straightened. He was getting ready to leave. I hadn’t given him what he came for, and he had refrained from giving me what I wanted. In a weird way, we were even. “Well, listen…”

      He let his voice trail off, his dark eyes narrowed on my printer. It was like he was trying to find the right words to say, though what he wanted to say in the first place escaped me. A moment passed by, then another. When I thought for sure he wasn’t going to say anything, I turned to my computer and logged myself in. A chime emitted from my desktop, and suddenly, my home screen appeared.

      “Listen,” he said again. “If you need anything, anything at all, I’m here for you. Okay? You promise you’ll come to me if you need anything?”

      I wanted to tell him no. I wanted to make a caustic point just to hurt him the same way he’d hurt me. I wanted all of that. But the look on his face stopped me—the wide eyes, the small mouth. He looked so hopeful for the chance to make it up to me. What was I supposed to say?

      I said nothing. But I nodded once, my eyes going to my keyboard. I was done talking to him. I didn’t need to turn this into more of a spectacle than it already was.

      After he left, I threw myself into work. I didn’t even realize it was past eight until I looked up and Crim wasn’t at her desk. Maybe she was running late. We had been out early in the morning, and she had her grandmother’s bakery to get to. However, when it got to be nine, I stood up. My boss just stepped into her office, and Bruce was taking another coffee break. I picked up the phone and called the bakery.

      “Morticia’s Cupcake Bakery,” a kindly old woman said after picking up on the second ring. “How may I assist you today?”

      “Is Crim in?” I asked.

      There was a moment of silence. “I’m afraid she isn’t working today,” the voice replied. “Is there anything I can help you with?”

      “Uh, have you seen Crim this—”

      Suddenly, a dial tone filled my ears. I blinked. Had Crim’s grandmother hung up on me?

      I stood up and stormed into Lindsey’s office. I wasn’t even sure what came out of my mouth, but it was enough for Lindsey to agree to send an officer to check in on Crim. I was actually surprised she agreed to it since she wasn’t the type to indulge me so quickly.

      An hour stretched into two. By the time twelve rolled around, I couldn’t focus. Was no news good news? Or was it bad? I didn’t know.

      After a few more minutes, Lindsey opened the door to her office and headed straight for my desk.

      “The officer came back,” she said. “When he went to perform a welfare check on Crim, there was no one there at the house.”

      “No one answered, or no one was there?” I asked. “Those mean two different things.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “I’m well aware of that,” she said. “I’m telling you what the officer told me. Take it what you will.”

      I opened my mouth to say something, but the words wouldn’t come out. Maybe I was jumping to conclusions. But after talking to her grandmother, and with Crim not even calling in sick, something was going on. At the very least, Crim was missing.
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      Missing.

      Crim was missing.

      I blinked, slowly pushing myself to stand up. I had just seen Crim last night. This didn’t make any sense. How could she be missing?

      My mind began to replay everything that had happened—we met up, we danced, she drank but not excessively, she told me about some mystery guy she was dating, we grabbed an Uber and it dropped her off at her place before I got to Peter’s. I made the Uber wait until I saw her go in. I did everything right.

      But it didn’t matter. Something still went wrong.

      How was this possible?

      “Alice,” Lindsey said, her voice a warning bell. Her narrowed eyes were fixed on me, waiting for me to have some sort of reaction. I didn’t know what she was waiting for. 

      “I have to go,” I stated, finally looking up to meet her eyes. I wasn’t asking her for permission, and she knew it, too.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” she asked as I pulled the strap of my purse over my shoulder. Were my fingers shaking? I couldn’t tell. It didn’t matter. “You can’t just leave.”

      “I’m going to talk to my father,” I said, dropping my hands from my purse. When I realized that, yes, they were shaking, I shoved them in my pockets. I stepped towards her—not to intimidate her, but so I could get around her. She was already cramping up the space in my cubicle, and I didn’t need her overwhelming me any more than I already was. 

      “For what?” she asked.

      I could tell she wanted to move but decided against it. I wondered if this had anything to do with her and my father working together to keep an eye on me. I was sure she hated that more than anything. She hated that, at the end of the day, she couldn’t control me. She couldn’t tell me what to do. I mean, she could, but my father could always step in. I wondered if that was what stepparents felt about their stepchildren when they misbehaved; they wanted to punish them like the child belonged to them biologically, but knew, deep down, that they couldn’t.

      “I want to talk to him about what happened to Crim,” I said.

      “Whatever you have to say to him, you can say to me,” she said, placing her hand on her jutted hip and tilting her chin up slightly.

      I let out a breath, trying to control my patience. I didn’t want to antagonize her. I didn’t want to fight. I just wanted something to be done about Crim.

      “Okay,” I said. “What do you plan to do?”

      “There’s nothing we can do,” she said. Before she could say anything else, I cut her off.

      “You mean there’s only so much you can do,” I pointed out. “My father, on the other hand, can probably do more. Which is why I want to talk to him and not you.”

      Lindsey flinched. I swallowed, trying to ignore the guilt I felt about saying that so bluntly. It was a low blow. I knew that. I wasn’t trying to be rude. But I also didn’t want her to be rude either. She was wasting time. As far as we knew, Crim was missing. If Crim was missing, that meant we needed to figure out what happened to her in order to get her back. This meant that sitting around measuring dicks was wasting time. I needed her to be more urgent about this, especially since it concerned Crim—one of her employees. And she was standing around like this was typical for Crim, like she always did this sort of thing, like there was nothing to worry about.

      “I’m going to talk to my dad,” I said again, each syllable tightly controlled, each word slow. “Do you understand?”

      “Don’t talk to me that way, Alice,” Lindsey said, her teeth clamped together, her voice no more than a hiss. “I don’t care if your father is the chief. You don’t get to do whatever you want just because you want it. You are still an employee, and I am your direct supervisor. Do you understand?”

      “Crim is missing,” I said, shifting my weight. I knew everyone in records was trying to see in the office. I knew they wanted to know what was going on. I didn’t care. “You aren’t doing anything about it.”

      “How do you know she’s missing?” Lindsey asked, tilting her chin up and looking at me over her nose. Her bangs skimmed her eyes. “The officer only reported she wasn’t at her home. She could be anywhere.”

      “If she’s not at home and she’s not at her grandmother’s, where is she, then?” I asked, perking my brows. “Have you checked inside her home to see if there’s evidence of a struggle? Have you reached out to her grandmother? Because I did, and the second she heard about Crim being missing, she hung up. Which is weird. This is called investigating. You were in dispatch before you were in records. You should know this.”

      “Like I said,” she said, her pink, manicured fingers curling into tight fists at her sides, “you will not speak to me this way, Alice. I am still your boss. You work for me.”

      “And you work for the people of Wonderland,” I pointed out, “including Crim. I know I’m being rude, but this is the only way to get you to react. Standing around and arguing with me isn’t doing anything to help Crim. In fact, you’re assuming she’s fine even though you can’t find her. That’s not erring on the side of caution. And I get that maybe you don’t have the capability to do anything else. And that’s fine. But I’m going to talk to my father, who does have more power than you. That isn’t an insult. That’s a fact.”

      Before she could say anything else, I whipped around and stalked out of the records room. My palms were sweaty, my fingers shaking. I didn’t realize how angry I was at Lindsey and her dismissal of Crim. If Lindsey just searched the place, if she made some sort of attempt to ensure that Crim was okay, I would have accepted it. But she hadn’t done any of that. She just stood there like it didn’t mean anything, like Crim was the sort of girl to just not come into work. Hell, Crim’s grandmother hadn’t even been interviewed, and after her hanging up on me, she should be..

      I tried not to feel bad about how dismissive I had been. How rude and inconsiderate. This was Crim we were talking about, and Lindsey didn’t even care. That was the frustrating thing.

      I headed for the staircase tucked around the records department and all but stomped up the stairs. I tensed. The last thing I wanted was to be a petulant teenager, but I couldn’t help myself. I needed to let out my pent-up aggression. It had built in the last twenty minutes because no one seemed to give a shit that Crim was out there, Crim needed us, Crim was just gone. She could be hurt. She could be a lot of things. And no one seemed to care.

      I bumped shoulders with someone, turning to head up the second flight of stairs. I turned to offer an apology and stopped myself when I noticed Jack Lupine. My breath vanished as I righted myself, and words escaped me. There was something about his beauty that always rendered me useless, always made me completely moronic. I wasn’t sure how to overcome it, so I thought it would be best if I avoided him completely.

      “Aly,” he said. There was surprise in his tone, like he couldn’t quite believe I was here.

      I frowned. He knew I worked here. He knew my father was in charge. Why would he be surprised to see me?

      “Hey,” I said. I ripped my eyes away from his blue ones and blew out a breath, hoping he didn’t notice how uncomfortable I was. I refused to acknowledge how high his cheekbones looked, how sharp his jawline was. “What are you doing here?”

      “Your father called me in to discuss something with him,” he said casually, like it wasn’t a big deal. Before I had the chance to process that, he crossed his arms over his chest. “What about you?”

      “I work here,” I reminded him. “Or have you forgotten?”

      “Wow, you have your claws out today, I see,” he said with a smirk.

      He wasn’t trying to be mean. There wasn’t a mean bone in his body, but it irked me how he could be so comfortable talking to me when I was a hot mess talking to him. This wasn’t how things were supposed to be between us. We were supposed to be friends. He was Anna’s on-again, off-again. He was Anna’s endgame. And I…

      I was secretly in love with him, but I never told anyone, ever. The only time I came close, I stopped myself. And I never, ever thought about it again.

      “Speaking of claws,” I said, shifting my weight. “Did you ever find that cat?”

      “Chessy?” He tilted his head to the side so brown locks of hair fell into his face. “Not yet. Have you seen him, by chance?”

      I shook my head. “Not recently,” I added.

      “Bastard’s good at hiding,” he muttered, more to himself than to me. “Well, Aly, I don’t want to keep you. It was good seeing you.” He reached out and took my hand in his, giving it a gentle squeeze. I ignored the way it tugged at my heart as well. “I’ll see you around.”

      Before I could respond, before I had a chance to even ask why he had seen my dad, he bounded down the stairs, disappearing. I wanted to go after him. I wanted to know what else my father was keeping from me, but instead, I turned and continued to climb the small staircase. Crim was the most important thing right now. Once everything was settled with her, then I could figure out Jack and my father.

      I stomped past my father’s secretary. She popped up, trying to follow me. Her voice flitted around me. “I think your father is busy, dear,” she said as she all but hopped to catch up to me. “Perhaps we could schedule an appointment?”

      “I do not need an appointment to see my father,” I snarled back at her without looking.

      I reached his office door before she got to me and I threw it open, stepping inside before she could get me to stop. I slammed the door shut and locked it just as she reached the knob.

      “Chief Winter,” she called, her voice muffled as it traveled through the closed door. “I’m sorry; she just came through without a warning. There was nothing I could do to stop her.”

      My father held my gaze with his brown eyes as he responded, “It’s okay. I’ll take care of it.”

      Neither of us said anything more until I knew, without a doubt, that the secretary and returned to her desk.

      “Can I help you?” he finally asked.

      “Crim,” I stated. My arms were tight across my chest and it was difficult for me to move. I felt like the tin man—all angles and joints, no fluid, comfortable motion. “Something happened to her.”

      “Crim?” He cocked his head to the side like a dog. The wrinkles on his forehead told me he didn’t have a clue as to who I was referring to. I seriously wanted to scream at him.

      “Crim,” I repeated. “Your employee? She’s a records specialist. She works at her grandmother’s bakery? She never came in today.”

      “Okay…” He wasn’t sure where I was going with this, which meant no one told him what the patrol officer discovered.

      Granted, “discovered” was a bit of a stretch. He went to her place and there was no answer. That could mean that she was in the house sleeping. It could mean her phone was switched off or dead. It could mean a lot of things. But I just had a weird feeling that it was more serious than I was making it out to be.

      “I want you to search her house,” I said, spreading my arms wide.

      My father closed his eyes, taking in what I said. He wasn’t particularly pleased with the suggestion. Even before he opened his mouth, I already knew what the answer was.

      “Alice,” he said. “You know I can’t do anything about that. It hasn’t even been twelve hours since you last saw her. I can’t file a missing person’s report, and her grandmother hasn’t filed one, so my hands are tied.”

      “Lindsey did a welfare check—”

      “Lindsey did a welfare check to get you to stop pestering her,” he said. His tone was annoyed, but he wasn’t trying to be difficult. At least, I didn’t think he was. It didn’t stop me from feeling upset about it, however. “She knows you’re my daughter and she doesn’t want any problems with me. Why do you think she doesn’t like you very much? She doesn’t think she can be your boss because of your relationship to me.”

      “How is that my fault?” I asked, throwing my arms out.

      “It’s not.” He held up his hand, trying to calm me down. “I’m not trying to insinuate anyone is at fault here, but legally, when it comes to Crim, my hands are tied. There’s nothing I can do.”

      “You can’t even send an officer out there to check if there was a struggle?” I asked. My voice cracked, revealing just how desperate I was. I pressed my lips together, hating myself in this moment. I didn’t want him to know how badly I wanted this. I just wanted him to help me now because he wanted to help me.

      He shook his head. “I can send an officer to check out the house,” he said slowly, “but only if Morticia lets us in the house. She lives with her grandmother, doesn’t she? Her grandmother could still turn us away and we would have to accept that.”

      “So, you’re not even going to try?” I pushed. “You’re not even going to investigate?”

      “Morticia doesn’t want an investigation,” my father said. “Lindsey informed me what’s been going on. I reached out to Morticia myself. She doesn’t want police involvement. She says her granddaughter is probably with a suitor and let time get away from her.”

      “She’s not with a suitor,” I said. “She was with me last night. I dropped her off at her place. I watched her walk in the door.”

      “Maybe she left after you did.”

      Maybe. I didn’t want to admit it, but that was a possibility. But I didn’t think so.

      “You won’t help, then?” I asked. I wanted him to take this olive branch I was offering. I wanted him to try.

      “There’s nothing I can do, pumpkin,” he said. “I’m sorry.”

      I swallowed. I looked away. I believed him. There wasn’t anything he could do. But there was something I could do, and I wasn’t going to like it.
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      It was supposed to be done the second I left the station. The drama with my father, with Lindsey. All I wanted was to make sure Crim was still alive. I wanted to find out what happened to her. But that had to wait. For whatever reason, Jack Lupine was hanging out by my car, arms crossed over his broad chest, head cocked to the side.

      Jack was attractive in a way Rumple wasn’t—rough around the edges, masculine because of his physicality. There was something about him that made me weak, something I hated both in him and in me, because I shouldn’t feel anything at all for him. He was never mine. He belonged to Anna, whether they were together or not, and I had to come to terms with that.

      “Jack?” I felt like that was a safe way to start the conversation. If I asked him what he wanted, he might be offended and not say anything at all. I didn’t want that. I wanted him to talk to me. For whatever reason, he was here. Jack never lingered on purpose. He did everything with intention…which made him more like Rumple in that particular way.

      When he heard my voice, he pressed against my car as a way to push off of it, standing at his full height. Not quite as tall as The Imp—just a half a head taller than me—but the muscle packed along his body made up for it.

      “Aly,” he stated, tilting his chin down. His voice was soft, sweet almost, and it made my entire chest ache for him, for what we could have been.

      I swallowed, looking away, shoving my hands in the pockets of my jacket. I didn’t want to feel this way. Guilt ripped into me. For some reason, I still saw Jack as belonging to Anna. He was someone I could admire from afar, but actually having feelings for him was a huge no-no. I didn’t even think he wanted anything to do with me. He knew what I was doing, knew I was trying to dig up the past and prove what happened to Anna instead of letting sleeping dogs lie. I should let it go. But I wasn’t the type, and Jack knew that, even if he disagreed. We were at odds in a strange way, which was probably why there was so much awkwardness that filled the space between us.

      It also didn’t help that he had yet to tell me what being a White Rabbit meant. Every time I had the opportunity to ask, I forgot, and he seemed to be avoiding me.

      Until now.

      “You look well,” he said, his eyes skimming my person. “I had heard you moved out of your father’s place.”

      My cheeks pinched. I tried to ignore the flutter of my heart, and fixed my eyes on the trees to the left that surrounded the police station. Winter was slowly making its way to Wonderland. It was difficult to tell, what with the trees still rich with colorful leaves that fell to the ground and covered the grass, the sun shining in the sky, and the bearable weather, but there was a chill that lived in the air, a chill that wasn’t going to go away anytime soon—not until the spring. I could already feel it, and it lingered longer than I would have liked.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked, still not looking at him. I didn’t want to trap myself, catching sight of his sharp, blue eyes.

      “I’m finding Chessy, remember?” he asked, cocking his head to the side. His arms crossed over his chest and he looked at me with a level stare. “I was talking to your father to give him an update.”

      I shook my head, my eyes dropping to the floor. I shifted my weight. That chill tickled the back of my neck, telling me I needed to leave. Lingering in a parking lot with Jack, especially when I was technically supposed to be at work, probably wasn’t the best choice I could have made. I didn’t need Lindsey finding an excuse to fire me, although she wouldn’t be able to unless my father okayed it.

      “And I take it our deal is off,” he added, reaching up to cup the back of his neck. A small wince littered his handsome face. “You held up your end. I didn’t.”

      “And you waited for me because…?” I let my voice trail off, finally feeling like it was safe enough to look at him. I had to squint slightly. The sun was almost at its peak in the sky, but because of the angle of the rays, it was difficult to look straight at Jack without taking in the rest of the sun. Or maybe it was just hard to look at Jack completely.

      “I just thought…” Now, he shifted, his gaze dropping to the concrete. At least I wasn’t the only one who seemed to be overwhelmed by the awkwardness. “I wanted to check in on you, I suppose.” He winced. “I know that sounds stupid, and I’m not here to tell you that you’re incapable of living your life on your terms. I’m not saying that at all. But I…I miss you. And after everything that happened with Rory and everything you found out, I guess I just wanted to make sure you’re okay.” He ran his fingers through his brown hair, a telling gesture that he was nervous.

      I softened just seeing it. Jack Lupine was never nervous. I remembered that about him. And seeing him nervous now… It was more endearing than I expected it to be.

      “I’m okay,” I told him. I shifted my weight, dropping my hands in my pockets. I felt awkward, like I wasn’t quite sure what to do with them. “My father and I had a disagreement. I just needed some space. I was at the age where it’s probably better that I left anyway. I mean, I’m out of college. I should be on my own. The fact that Peter is willing to put me up for a bit is a blessing.”

      Jack nodded, pressing his lips together. It was like there was something on his mind that he wanted to ask me, but for some odd reason he was holding himself back. I didn’t know why. Granted, I wouldn’t consider us friends, but I did want him to feel comfortable around me. I wanted him to be able to talk to me.

      “Jack,” I said. “This whole thing with being a White Rabbit –“

      “Not here.” Though his words were short, his eyes were soft.

      I wanted to argue. It felt like he was dismissing me. Again. But I didn’t. With everything going on with Crim, him being a White Rabbit could wait, I supposed.

      “Aly,” he said after a moment. “It’s none of my business how you live your life, but everything between you and…The Imp, is that over?”

      I furrowed my brow as my words sunk in, shifting my weight. I was tempted to lean back against the car I was standing next to, just to feel something solid behind me. The problem was, I had no idea if an alarm would go off, and I didn’t want to deal with it if it did. Although, it would put an end to this conversation, and that was tempting.

      “The Imp?” I asked. My voice came out sharper than I intended it to, and I wasn’t sure why that was. “You mean Rumple?”

      Jack narrowed his eyes. “Call him what you want,” he said with a stiff shrug. “I didn’t realize you guys knew each other well enough to have little nicknames. Doesn’t he call you darling?”

      “What’s it to you?” I asked before I could stop myself. I caught his eye, my face contorted into something of a scowl, brows furrowed heavily over my eyes.

      “I…” He crossed his arms over his chest. “The Imp is not someone to get into bed with, Aly, metaphorically or otherwise.”

      Before I could stop myself, I reached out and slapped Jack across the face. His head turned with the force of the hit, his blue eyes widening. I glanced at my palm, watching it turn bright red. At least now I knew his cheekbones were as sharp as they looked. I swallowed, shoving my hand behind my back.

      “You don’t get to talk to me about my sex life,” I said.

      He opened his mouth to respond, then shut it. Clenching his teeth together, he looked away. His blue eyes found the swell of trees at the beginning of the bike trail at the back of the station. Ella and I had walked that trail when she first asked me for my help after she found out she was raped.

      “He’s dangerous, Alice,” he said finally, teeth still clamped together so his voice came out strained. “You know that.”

      “I know a lot of things, Jack,” I said. “Whatever your feelings on Rumple, he won’t hurt me. I may not trust a lot of what he says, but I trust that. And he wants to find out what happened to Anna.”

      “Anna died.” Jack stepped forward, nose wrinkling. Anger touched his features, making him more beautiful than I remembered. “What does anything else matter? Beast killed her.”

      “Or maybe he didn’t.” The words came out of my mouth before I could stop them.

      Jack snapped his head back in my direction, eyes locked with mine. “You can’t be serious,” he said.

      “What?”

      “You can’t honestly think it was anyone but Beast,” he stated. “I know you think you’re looking into the truth behind her death, but to claim that someone else killed her?” He furrowed his brow. “Is that what he’s saying? Is that what he’s filling your head with?”

      “You believe it was Beast?” I asked.

      “Who else would it be?” Jack rolled his shoulders back. “Beast confessed, remember? He’s manipulating you, Alice, and you don’t even see it. That’s how bad this is. You need to stop working with him before it’s too late, before you can’t do anything more about it.”

      I bristled. Stop working with Rumple? It was almost absurd to even think about. What Rumple showed me had validity to it, whether Jack knew it or not. I couldn’t just stop working with him. I needed to know the truth—no matter where that truth led me.

      “All I’m saying is be careful.” His voice softened to a low growl. It was quieter, less accusatory. Almost gentle, but not quite. I could tell he was still upset with me, but he was trying to rein it in, trying not to let his emotions get the better of him. Jack had always had a bad temper; he needed to learn to control it. It was a problem we shared. “I don’t trust Rumple.”

      “Why?” I asked before I could stop myself. The leaves whispered around me as the breeze tugged at them. “Why don’t you trust Rumple?”

      “Why do you?” he replied. “Aly, you’re the smartest person I know. But the choices you’re making—leaving your father, working with The Imp… I don’t know why you’re making these decisions that put you at a greater risk than you realize. He’ll take advantage of you, use you for his whims, then make you give him something back. You don’t know anything about him.”

      “And you do?” I asked. I didn’t know where this offense that suddenly burned throughout me came from. Rumple didn’t need me to protect him, and yet, I felt a strong desire to do just that.

      At that moment, an officer walked by us. I blinked, and suddenly, the conversation with Jack seemed irrelevant. I needed to find Crim. I needed to make sure she was okay. Since no one else was going to do anything, I was the only person who could help.

      “I have to go,” I said, walking around Jack, careful not to touch him, careful not to get to close.

      “Aly,” he said, catching my wrist in his hand.

      “Don’t.” I snatched my wrist away, not wanting to look at him.

      “I’m just trying to protect you.”

      I scoffed as I opened the driver door. “Because you think I’m a damsel who requires it?” I asked, shaking my head. “I thought you knew me better than anyone else, but I was wrong. You don’t know me at all.”

      I didn’t look at Jack as I pulled out of the parking lot, and I refused to think of him at all as I drove to Crim’s place. There was an ache in my chest, heavy and biting, but not because of heartbreak. It was something more than that. It was disappointment; the realization that the person I thought I knew wasn’t who I expected him to be. And more than that, he didn’t know a thing about me. It felt like I lost him all over again.

      By the time I got to Crim’s place, I had adjusted my expectations of everyone. I ignored the pain, the disappointment, everything. I needed to find clues about Crim. I knocked but got no answer. I wasn’t surprised. I contemplated breaking in but thought better of it. Instead, I walked around the house, trying to find any clues about what might have happened.

      One section of the window was left open and I stepped closer. Maybe if I could look in…

      The living room was a mess. Papers were scattered everywhere—mail on the floor, two glass vases shattered, the water leaving puddles on the hardwood floor.

      My heart hammered in my chest. If this wasn’t a kidnapping scene, I didn’t know what was. 

      I couldn’t go to my father. He wouldn’t believe me.

      I drove quickly to Peter’s place and all but ran up to my room. I slammed the door shut and locked it to make sure I wasn’t interrupted, sat on the bed, and took one breath, then another.

      “Rumpelstiltskin, Rumpelstiltskin, Rumpelstiltskin.”
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      I slowly open my eyes. I shouldn’t be surprised to see Rumple standing there, looking down at the lapel of his expensive suit, fiddling with it, but there he was in all of his beautiful glory. Subtle purple smoke faded around him, like he was some kind of performing magician and had just made himself reappear. I looked at him for a moment as he carved a line in the air with his nose, tilting his head up until his eyes found my own.

      “Darling,” he said, and the word was heavy with tension, filling my body with a cold warmth. The contradiction confused me, made me feel more uncomfortable than I already was. “You said my name three times.”

      He sounded surprised. I couldn’t blame him. Rumple trusted me with his name. Everyone knew his name, but I was the only one who was allowed to say it, to call him to me if I ever needed anything. I never did, not really. After my battle with Tom Charming that Jack helped me with, Rumple insisted I had permission to use it if I needed to. He told me if I didn’t, he would be furious. I wasn’t sure if something like this actually counted, but I hoped he would help me nonetheless.

      “I did,” I said.

      I picked myself off the edge of the bed and stood up, rolling my shoulders back. There was a heaviness that surrounded us, one that made it difficult to breathe. Rumple was in my bedroom because I called him here. It wasn’t as though he had just shown up to tell me about his plans for us like he had the day before. This was different. Deliberate.

      I swallowed, and tried to internally shake away the thoughts of Rumple and what he would do if given the opportunity in my room. I didn’t want to think about that. Rumple drew me in in a way I didn’t want but couldn’t help. A touch of darkness polluted my attraction to him, though, in an odd way, I still felt like I couldn’t have Rumple, the same way I felt I couldn’t have Jack. The only difference was Rumple was bad for me. I knew this, deep down. He was dangerous, manipulative, and scary. He did ShadowMagic, magic that was forbidden. Granted, all magic was forbidden to use, thanks to the Red Queen after the Mad Mage escaped, but ShadowMagic had always been forbidden, even when magic ran rampant in Wonderland. Everyone knew it, too, but not even the Red Queen would challenge Rumple. I couldn’t blame her. He was heir to the Fae realm, after all, and tension was thick between their realm and Wonderland.

      Jack was the safe option, though there was nothing safe about him. And yet, I was drawn to Rumple like a moth to flame, knowing I was flapping my wings toward my death and not caring in the slightest.

      I sighed. Jack and Rumple did not deserve the space I gave them in my thoughts.

      I rubbed my brow, stretching my neck. I needed to do something. Rumple stood there by my closed door, eyes on me. He wasn’t sure whether to be concerned or annoyed, judging by the perplexed look he had as he watched me. I couldn’t blame him. I was the one who called him. I never did such a thing, though having someone like Rumple at my disposal would come with many advantages. I didn’t want to owe him anything. I didn’t want to be bound to him in a way I could never break free from. However, something told me he would never make me pay him something I couldn’t give. For some reason, I didn’t think he would take advantage of me in that respect.

      “Darling,” Rumple said again, rolling his shoulders back. This time, he didn’t have a jacket to complete his suit. Rather, he was dressed in simply a white shirt and black pants that molded to his body like a second skin without coming across as trying too hard or straight out of the eighties. “Are you all right?”

      I swallowed. The truth was, I wasn’t all right. I didn’t like that I needed to ask him for a favor, but I didn’t have any other options. I could go to Crim’s grandmother, but after my brief conversation with her earlier, I didn’t think that was going to do anything.

      “I need your help,” I said, pulling my eyes up to meet his.

      Surprise touched his sharp features, and I immediately looked away. I couldn’t blame him for being surprised. Asking for help wasn’t something I knew how to do. Even my brief partnership with Jack that lasted during my investigation into who Rory Rose’s biological parents were wasn’t something I wanted to do again. However, working with Rumple on Anna’s case hadn’t been as irksome as I’d expected it to be. Maybe him helping me with Crim wouldn’t be so bad, either.

      “Anything,” he said. “What is it you want?”

      I swallowed. I was surprised by how open, even eager, he was to help me. It made me question what I was doing in the first place. Was Rumple someone I could trust? Was I so desperate to find out what happened to Crim that I didn’t care that I could be making a big mistake?

      I shook my head, trying to rid myself of the thoughts. At the end of the day, I would deal with the consequences. If Rumple could help me find Crim, if Rumple could help me understand what happened to her and to make sure she was safe, I would deal with the consequences—whatever they might be.

      “Crim,” I said. I searched my brain for her last name and realized I didn’t know what it was. Could I really call Crim my friend if I didn’t know her last name? Was I really that much of an asshole that I hadn’t paid attention to something like that? “My colleague. She works with me at the station. She’s my friend.”

      Rumple arched a curious brow. “A friend?” he asked. “You mean, you actually like someone aside from the dwarf you now reside with?”

      I knew he was teasing me. I understood that. But I wasn’t in the mood to be teased. I was still reeling from my encounter with Jack. I didn’t understand how someone could have such power over my emotions—that I let them have such power over my emotions. I barely talked to Jack. He was someone from my past that I cared about because of our ties to Anna. We went through her loss together, and there was no one else who would quite understand what it meant to lose someone the way we had.

      Maybe that was why his good-intentioned advice bothered me so much. It wasn’t something I wanted to hear. If I considered Rumple my friend, that wasn’t any of Jack’s business, and I didn’t appreciate him trying to tell me what to do or how to feel. Rumple was helping me figure out what happened to Anna. He was the one who came to me and told me that her death was not the way they made it seem. I was grateful; I wanted the truth. Why didn’t Jack? Why didn’t he understand that Rumple was trying to help? Sure, I knew he got something out of it, but while I wasn’t quite sure what that was, I knew it was mutually beneficial to both of us.

      “What troubles you, darling?” he asked, his eyes softening as he took me in. “You never ask me for my help. I would conjure up some strawberry champagne, seeing as how the occasion is momentous, but you don’t look like you’re in the mood for a celebratory drink.”

      I glanced over at him, surprised to see concern in his dark eyes. I didn’t want him to know that I was upset with Jack. I didn’t think he’d approve, and I wasn’t in the mood for another person telling me what to do or how to feel.

      “It’s nothing,” I said. “It’s just…I got into a fight with Jack over something he said and I slapped him.” The words came rushing out before I could stop them. I was actually surprised. Under normal circumstances, I wouldn’t have told anyone what happened. I would have kept it to myself. But it was nice to release this from me. It was nice to see I didn’t have to carry it alone.

      His eyebrows shot up his forehead and he leaned against my desk, eyeing me. “Did he deserve it?” he asked.

      I thought for a moment. At the time, I just reacted. I didn’t take the time to think about whether what he said was worth being offended over. Maybe it was the assumption that me and Rumple were intimate that bothered me, but I think it was more than that. Why would Jack automatically assume that? Why wouldn’t he know me well enough to know I wasn’t the type to crawl into bed with someone I barely knew? That was what bothered me. That he didn’t know me and his assumptions of me were wrong in an insulting way.

      “I don’t know,” I finally said.

      “Do you want to tell me what he said?” he asked.

      I shook my head. “Not really, no.”

      “If he said anything to offend you, I can have a discussion with him,” he offered. I knew what that meant for Rumple. I knew this was his way of being protective. Part of me was flattered that he would want to protect me—which I didn’t understand—while the other part of me was offended that he didn’t trust me well enough to handle Jack on my own.

      I rolled my eyes. “I just want to find out what happened to Crim,” I said. “I can handle Jack.”

      “Before you tell me why you called me here, I feel it is imperative that I tell you something, darling,” he said. He stood up to his full height, arms dropping elegantly at his side. “Jack Lupine cares a great deal about you. Surely, you must know that. He hides it behind quick anger and careless remarks, but you are important to him.”

      I furrowed my brow, my eyes scanning the pictures that hung on my walls. Most of them were of me and Anna when we were in high school and college. I never liked getting pictures taken of me, but if Anna was in them with me, somehow that made everything okay.

      “That means something to you, doesn’t it?” Rumple continued slowly. He slowly walked towards me, his eyes fixed on my face. I didn’t have to look at him to know he was trying to read me the same way he read everyone else. “When I tell you Jack cares for you, that’s important to you.” He pressed his brows together. “Do you find yourself in love with him?”

      I shifted my eyes over to him, glaring. I didn’t know why I was so angry. Part of it was that I didn’t think it was any of Rumple’s business what I felt for Jack, and I didn’t like him questioning me about it. The other part was knowing I didn’t have an answer for him because I didn’t know.

      “Why are you so angry?” There was an edge to his normally calm voice. Instead of indifference, there was a tremor there that indicated he actually cared about my answer. But that was insane, because everyone knew Rumple only cared about himself.

      And you, a voice pointed out. He’s given you power over him. He’s given you permission to call him by his full name—which you just did. Whether you want to admit it or not, that means something. At least, it does to him.

      “I’m angry because I want your help and I don’t think you realize how difficult it was for me to even ask,” I finally said, throwing my arms out.

      Rumple looked at me for a long moment. I wasn’t sure what he was going to say to that, if there was anything for him to say.

      “You’re right,” he finally said. “You do have a lot of pride and asking for help is not something you are wont to do. I would say that’s your humanity talking, but I would be wrong.”

      I wanted to roll my eyes at his blabbering but didn’t. Instead, I shifted my weight.

      “Well?” he asked. “Are you going to tell me what it is you want?”

      I swallowed. “My friend Crim,” I said. “She’s missing. After my conversation with Jack, I went to her place. I couldn’t go in, but I managed to see that there was some sort of struggle—papers everywhere, things knocked down, vases broken.” I shook my head, trying to make sense of it. “Someone took her, and yet, no one is doing anything about it. No one is looking for her. Her own grandmother hasn’t even filed a police report. My father says he can’t do anything without a report. And she’s out there and nothing is being done and no one is helping her. No one.” I shook my head. “I want to help her; I just don’t know where to start. And that is why I need your help. I need you to help me figure out what happened to her. I need you to help me find her. Please.”

      He closed his eyes for a moment. When he opened him, his lips were turned up, gaze soft.

      “I do like when you ask me to do things for you, darling,” he said, his arrogance seeping into his words.

      I bristled. “This is why you were the last person I came to,” I said, shaking my head, inwardly cursing myself for my foolishness. Of course, he wouldn’t let me forget this. Of course, he gave me a hard time about it now.

      “I will give you what you want, Alice,” he said, his lips caressing my name like a lover. “I require nothing more from you in return.”

      I blinked. “What?” That was not how this was supposed to work. “I should owe you… like a favor?” I asked, trying to understand.

      “What?” He looked at me like I spilled wine on an expensive dress. “No. You owe me nothing.”

      “Then why…” I wasn’t able to finish my sentence. I wasn’t sure what I wanted and I worried if I pushed it, he would change his mind. It still didn’t feel right. 

      “I…I consider you someone…someone I would help with no requirement of an exchange in order to grant such help,” he said as though he wasn’t sure what he was doing. “And if I choose to help you of my own free will, not bound by any curse that might require such a thing, I am able to do that.” He cleared his throat, shaking his head, like he was emerging from some sort of dream. “Are we ready to leave then? We can’t keep blathering on all day, can we?”

      Without warning, he left my bedroom door and I scrambled after him. The ride back to Crim’s house was silent and tense. I opened my mouth a couple of times, but words didn’t come out. I didn’t know what I wanted to say.

      By the time I pulled in front of the house, I still wasn’t sure what that was about. Rumple never faltered when it came to his words. 

      “No one was home the last time I was here,” I murmured as we stepped out of the car.

      “We don’t need anyone to be home,” he said, glancing down at me. “In fact, it’s better if they’re not.”

      When we reached the door, he took my hand and snapped his fingers. And suddenly, we were in Crim’s room.

      “Well?” he said, gesturing at the space. “Look for your clues, Detective.”

      So I did. Questioning him would waste my time.

      I went through drawers, flipping through papers, until I found what I was looking for: a paper with a name and a heart after it. My first clue into who could have taken Crim.

      Shane Wolf.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      Shane Wolf. How did I know that name?

      I stepped back and handed Rumple the slip of paper. He took it between his hands and skimmed it. A sneer curled his lips and he handed me back the paper.

      “The chemist,” he said.

      “The—what?”

      “He runs tests for the police department,” Rumple said, fiddling with the cufflink on his sleeve. “I’m sure you met him during your investigation of Stephen Charming and the rape of Ella Byrne? Didn’t he assist with Ella’s DNA?”

      Shane Wolf, that’s right.

      Huh.

      Crim’s voice floated in my head. Memories of the night at the club filtered in and out of my brain. I remembered Crim telling me about someone, about how he worked in the lab partnered with the PD. She seemed so happy talking about him in a way I had never seen Crim happy before. And Crim was a relatively optimistic person, always smiling, always positive about life. She was my friend before I realized I wanted to be friends with her, and that was a big deal to me.

      “So,” I said, picking my eyes off the floor and looking at him. “What do we do?”

      “I suppose we could talk to the mutt if you wanted.” He brought his wrist up in order to look at his fancy watch. He frowned.

      “Am I interrupting something?” I asked with more agitation than was necessary. It felt like he wasn’t completely in this, like his focus was elsewhere, but I didn’t understand where that could be. Of course, just thinking about that made me feel selfish, because Rumple was allowed to do whatever he wanted with whomever he wanted. He wasn’t beholden to me—or anything like that.

      “If I said yes, would you be jealous?” Rumple’s lips slithered into a knowing smile that I wanted to claw off of his face. I clenched my teeth, throwing my arms behind my back.

      Before I could retort something, a glass cup knocked over behind me. I immediately jumped. The glass breaking was not something I expected to fill the silence of Crim’s room. Without thinking, I stepped closer to Rumple, turning around. I hadn’t felt anything when I clasped my hands behind my back. I knew I wasn’t responsible.

      But then, what was?

      Rumple pursed his lips together and stared at the glass for a long moment. He rubbed the bottom of his chin, dark eyes narrowed. When he looked over at me, he tilted his head to the side. It was like he finally saw me, but I wasn’t sure what that meant.

      “I didn’t do it,” I said, compelled to say something about my innocence.

      He blinked once, shaking his head. “Of course not,” he said. He flicked his wrist and without saying another word, conjured the glass. When I saw where it rested—on the corner of the desk, barely hanging on—that made sense. Any subtle shift in the room could have knocked it over.

      I turned my eyes back to Rumple. I should be intimidated by him. He blatantly used magic when he wasn’t supposed to. He had no regard for the law, no care for the consequences. He did whatever he wanted, when he wanted, whatever that meant. And he could kill me simply by snapping my fingers.

      Even knowing all of that, I trusted him. Logically, I was frustrated by myself and my ineptitude at seeing the trees for the forest. But Rumple had shown me a different side I hadn’t expected. There were brief moments when I thought he actually cared. And when he said he would never hurt me, I believed him.

      I tried not to think about it.

      “Well?” He raised his brows, leaning forward. Despite the amount of space between us, him inching towards me was too close. It didn’t help that he appeared taller when he did that. To be honest, I thought he was a head taller than me, if not more than that. “Do you want to talk, or should I shift my position so you can stare at me from a different angle? I’m at your disposal.” He shot me a flirty smile.

      I pointedly looked away, crossing my arms over my chest. Doing that seemed to allow me to put pressure on my chest and remind my foolish heart not to react so dramatically. It was a simple smile. That didn’t mean my heart needed to pound against my chest like it was trying to escape from something.

      “L-let’s go.” I nodded once, firmly, dropping my hands to my sides. I was a mess, and I knew it.

      “Lead the way,” he said, sweeping his arm across his body. “I would follow you to the ends of the earth.”

      Without warning, I whirled around and nearly ran into Rumple, who had been following me much more closely than I anticipated.

      “Stop saying that,” I said. “Stop saying things like that.”

      Rumple cocked his head to the side in the way that made me notice things about him I wouldn’t have otherwise noticed—the column of his throat, the angle of his jaw. His dark eyes searched my face for a moment before he said, “What things?”

      “Things!” I exclaimed, throwing my hand up, like that was supposed to explain everything. Deep down, I knew it didn’t, but that didn’t stop me from trying. “Like what you just said. Things that might be construed as flirting. I’d rather you didn’t say them, okay? I just, I don’t want to hear it. I’m not fishing for compliments. I don’t want any self-indulgent lies. I just want to go about our business, trying to figure out what happened to Crim and Anna.”

      He narrowed his eyes for a long moment before slowly straightening. “May I ask,” he said slowly, “what gives you the impression that I’m lying to you?”

      I opened my mouth, ready for the obvious answer to come tumbling out, but stopped when nothing happened. I shifted my weight, still looking at him. This wasn’t what I expected. I didn’t know where the words were. Usually, I knew exactly what I wanted to say, but Rumple seemed to have stolen my ability to do just that.

      “Darling, let me tell you now just so we’re both on the same page,” he said slowly, curling a strand of my hair behind my ear. His fingers lingered on the top of my ear and I closed my eyes, taking it in. “I will never lie to you. Do you understand me? On occasion, I may withhold information from you, information you may always ask for. Before you argue, I would do it, not to protect you, but because you do not deserve access to unlimited knowledge unless you know exactly what sort of knowledge you want. Regardless, lying is not something I can do at all.”

      I blinked. “Wait,” I said slowly. “You can’t lie?”

      “I cannot.”

      “Why would you tell me that?” I cocked my head to the side, unsure why he would reveal such a thing about himself, knowing there was a chance I would use it against him.

      “Because I trust you enough not to take advantage of it,” he said. He dropped his hand from my skin. “No one else knows, and I trust you’ll keep it that way.”

      “But that still doesn’t explain—”

      “I don’t think you understand how significant it is that I trust you,” he said, catching my eye. His tone brooked no room for argument. I knew I could ask him more questions, but there wasn’t a point. He cleared his throat and stepped back. “Now, let’s interrogate that dog about your missing friend.”

      Before I could stop him, he took my hand and we headed down the stairs and out the door to my car. Peter was nowhere in sight, which was probably a good thing. I didn’t need him giving me shit for my friendship with Rumple too.

      Though friendship was a strong word to use to describe whatever this was with Rumple. It was different; that was all I knew.

      “I’ll drive,” he said, making for the driver’s side of the door.

      “I’ll drive,” I said, gently shoving him out of the way with my shoulder. He let me, stepping back, and adjusting his shirt. God forbid the material wrinkled.

      “One of these days, I’m sure you’ll trust me well enough to let me drive your car, darling.” The corner of his lips curved up, but there was a sneer on his chiseled face. “Why you’re protecting that heap of scrap metal from the likes of me, I’ll never know.”

      “Did you not just hear yourself?” I asked, opening the door and stepping inside. I clicked on my seatbelt and started the car, waiting for him to sit down next to me. Once he was, I glanced at him before shifting the car into reverse and backing it out of the driveway. “You have no respect for Betty White. Why would I trust you with something you have no respect for?”

      He made a guttural sound that sounded like a scoff and a resigned grunt, but didn’t otherwise respond. That was probably for the best since I was in no mood to tolerate his bullshit right now.

      “I have no idea where Shane lives, so you need to give me directions,” I said, after pulling out of the driveway. My headlights sliced the darkness, lighting up the street. For a small town, it was well-lit at night.

      “Yet another reason why I should have been the one to drive,” he remarked. “Make a left at the light.”

      I pulled into the lane and did as he instructed. Silence hung between us in the car. It wasn’t awkward. The only time Rumple said much of anything was to direct me where to turn and what to expect. We drove to the outside of town, to a district known only as the Outskirts. It was what the people here were referred to as well. Even though it wasn’t exactly dangerous, I was ill at ease as I slowly drove down the road. The houses were more broken, windows shattered, doors left askew. Some looked abandoned, while others had cars parked in the driveway despite the state of the house. I was glad Rumple was with me, even though there was a stiltedness between us.

      When he pointed to the house, I pulled up on the curb and shut off the car. I leaned forward, trying to see through the passenger window to take in the home. It was a one-story house, no doubt with a basement. No car was parked in the driveway, but there was mail in the mailbox. It was a simple black box that leaned to the left, as though someone had hit it and it was now forever bent.

      “Is he even home?” I asked.

      “I’m sure he’s there,” Rumple said, glancing over at me. “What, do you think he’s off gallivanting in the Blood Forest? It’s not even a full moon, darling. We just had a new moon. Give it a couple of weeks.”

      I rolled my eyes, not appreciating his witty humor. “I meant, is he working?” I asked. “Crim said he worked in the lab that conducts evidence tests for the police. He might have the late shift.”

      “Possibly,” he said. “We’ll never know unless we try.” He leaned forward like he was going to get out of the car, then stopped and turned to me. His eyes drifted up and down, and he pushed his brows up so they wrinkled. “Are you…are you afraid, darling?”

      My cheeks flushed and I looked away, wishing I wasn’t wearing a ponytail and that my hair could hide my face.

      “I’m not—that’s not…” I grunted out a sigh and unbuckled my seatbelt. I didn’t have to sit here and let him ask me such personal questions.

      “I’m not here to be amused by your fears,” he said. Before I realized what he was doing, he took my hand in his. It was surprisingly warm, soft. Gentle.

      For a moment, I stared down at it, almost confused that he was holding mine in the first place. Like someone like him could not be so gentle.

      I knew such a thing wasn’t true. I knew Rumple. And yet, my first instinct was to assume he was the monster Jack, and everyone else, made him out to be.

      “You know I would never let anything or anyone hurt you,” he stated, like he were talking about the color of the sky or the weather. Like it was simply a fact.

      My heart stuttered. I hated when he talked like this. I could never figure out if he was being honest. I knew Rumple didn’t say things unless he meant them, but then Jack’s words came back and seeped through my certainty. Had he said such things to other women? And if he had, why should I care? Let him do or say what he wanted with who he wanted. I didn’t—shouldn’t—care.

      “Shall we see him then?” He cocked his head to the side, his eyes dropping to my lips. They lingered longer than they were supposed to. I held my breath, my cheeks flushing. When his eyes caught mine again, they darkened. For a moment, I thought he was going to kiss me, but quickly snapped out of that. Why would he kiss me? Why would I want him to?

      “Y-yeah.” I nodded sharply, playing with the ends of my ponytail. “Let’s see him.”

      We stepped out of my car. Rumple angled himself in front of me, like he was ready to shield me if I needed it, but not enough that I couldn’t maneuver around him if I wanted. Like, he was protective while allowing me to retain my independent decision making. I didn’t know why, but that small, simple gesture meant more to me than I thought it would.

      When we reached the door, Rumple knocked on the door with knuckles before tugging at his lapels and straightening his blazer. When no one came to the door, he tried again, but no one answered.

      “Looks like no one is home,” he said with a shrug. “I guess that means we can go to the prison now, then?”
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      “The prison?” I furrowed my brow. “You want to see Beast now?” I glanced up at the night sky. There was a subtle hint of purple and gold to the west, but that was the only light emanating from the sky. The stars were beginning to wake up, to twinkle, and the moon was a waxing sliver smile. “Would they even let you? I doubt it’s visiting hours.”

      He looked at me for a long moment, lips slightly pressed together, without actually saying anything. I sighed, looking away. I knew that look. It was filled with arrogance, arrogance I didn’t want to confront, but I had no other choice. Essentially, he was Rumpelstiltskin and he could do whatever the hell he wanted, rules and others be damned. If he wanted to visit a murderer at night when it was clear there were no visiting hours, he would do it and no one would stop him.

      “Darling,” he said finally, his silky voice curving around my shoulders like an arm and tickling the back of my neck. “Do you really think a pesky thing like rules is going to stop me?”

      I huffed out a breath, looking away. He wasn’t wrong. I knew that.

      “Don’t you want to find out what happened to Anna?” he pushed.

      I scowled at him, pulling out my phone. If I was going to go on a mini road trip with him, there was no way in hell I was going to do this without telling someone first. Since Crim was missing, I shot Peter a quick text. A reply chirped back almost immediately, but I ignored it. I knew he wasn’t happy with my involvement with Rumple, but I didn’t need Peter pressuring me with his opinion. He had this way of confusing opinion with fact, and for some reason, assumed he was always right about everything. As much as I loved him, it was one of his most obnoxious tendencies.

      “Stop,” I said, replacing my phone in my pocket. “I don’t like when you do that.”

      “When I do what?”

      “When you use Anna to try and manipulate me into doing what you want,” I said. I glared at him. “You know the answer to that question. Of course, I want to find out what happened to Anna. There has never been any doubt of that. When you say stuff like that, it tells me you’re using me.”

      “I’m not—”

      “I know,” I said. I crossed my arms over my chest and turned my back to him. Quite possibly one of the more dangerous things I had ever done, but I didn’t care. I trusted Rumple not to hurt me, not to take advantage of me being vulnerable with my back to him. If I wanted to keep trusting him, I had to make sure he wouldn’t take advantage of me. I wanted to make sure he wouldn’t hurt me in the end. My stupid, foolish heart said he wouldn’t. It was the sort of knowledge that seized hold of my body and grounded the feeling into my bones. But my mind still wasn’t sure. It went back and forth. It needed results from tests. Lots and lots of tests. As much as I didn’t want to admit it, this might have to do with the fact that I, myself, didn’t know who my real parents were. I didn’t think I had abandonment issues, but maybe I did.

      “No, darling, I need you to know.” He placed a hand on my shoulder and gently eased me back around so his other hand cupped my cheek and I faced him completely. I hadn’t realized just how little space there was between us, but I wasn’t as wary about that as I probably should have been. “I’m not using you. Not at all. If you wanted to stop what we are doing, just say the word and I’ll vanish from your life completely.”

      I sucked in a breath. Was that what I really wanted? The thought of Rumple just gone caused an ache in my chest. Physical pain stopped me from speaking right away. I clenched my teeth together, looking away.

      “I knew I’d start growing on you,” he said, his eyes sparkling.

      “Like a fungus,” I snapped back.

      His smile only widened. “First, you don’t like it when I give you compliments,” he said, sticking up a finger. “Next, you don’t like when I remind you that we both have the same end goal. You make me out to be a manipulative bastard, you know that?”

      “Isn’t that what you are?” I asked, arching a lazy brow. “Isn’t that what you pride yourself on being?”

      Rumple frowned, the sparkle from his eyes vanishing. He took a step closer to me and his gaze dropped to my lips. I sucked in a breath. I should step back. I should move my head away. Somehow, I knew he was going to kiss me, and like the blasted fool I was, I was going to let him. Because I wanted to kiss Rumple. I wanted to know what it felt like. I wanted to know what he might taste like. And that feeling scared me more than he did.

      “Do you know what your problem is?” he asked in a low voice. I had only heard it once or twice before, but it shot little lightning bolts to the lower half of my pelvis and caused my stomach to churn in a way that was both satisfying and uncomfortable.

      “Indulge me,” I retorted.

      His fingers skimmed across my chin. I blinked, not expecting the touch. Instead of preventing it from continuing, I froze. I didn’t push him away. His fingertips were light against my skin, like the wings of a butterfly’s, flapping against me. Somehow, such a light caress had the power to root me to my spot.

      “Darling, I will indulge you in any way you want,” he said. “All you need to do is ask.”

      My mouth went dry at his comment. That lower pelvis squeezed again. I knew exactly what he was talking about. My cheeks turned red; hell, my whole face did. Sex was not something I wanted to think about. I had one experience with sex during my last year in college—and it wasn’t by choice. I tended to stay away from even thinking about it. But Rumple…

      Rumple was starting to change that, and I hated him for it. I didn’t want to think about sex. I didn’t want to think about what it might feel like to have him inside of me, filling me up in a way no one else had before, whispering sweet nothings in my ear, saying my name as he was overcome with pleasure. My body pinched, erupting into goosebumps at the mere thought, and my cheeks flamed even redder.

      I was not this person. I didn’t care about sex. But something made me curious. Something made me want to try it with Rumple, to see if it was as great as everyone made it out to be.

      I swallowed, my throat suddenly scratchy.

      “What were you just thinking about?” Rumple asked. His lips curved into that knowing smile, his eyes flickering across my face so he could try to pick up an answer or two. “Just now. You’re blushing.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” I snapped, looking away. I couldn’t fix my eyes back on him, not when I was sure he’d be able to see the truth. “You said we were heading to the prison? I don’t want Shane to come out and call the cops because we’re lingering in front of his place.”

      “He won’t,” Rumple said with surety, glancing back at the house. “Shane Wolf has his own dark secrets he needs to protect, including what he’s hiding in his closet. If he’s smart—which I’m not entirely sure he is—he will not call the police and risk exposing himself.”

      I glanced back at the small home. It wasn’t the nicest place to live, on the edge of town where the crime rate was higher. There seemed to be a sharp divide in Wonderland between the haves and the have-nots. Either people could afford to live in town or they couldn’t, and where your address was dictated your treatment within the society. Shane was an Outskirt—not wealthy, not dirt poor, just someone scraping by. Technically, my father and I were Outskirts as well, but we were exceptions to the rule in that we lived in one of the few apartment complexes within the town to keep us from fully being an Outskirt.

      Not that I cared about my status. It didn’t change the fact that my father was the police chief or that I was an adopted unmagicked being living in Wonderland. Being an Outskirt wasn’t at the top of my classification list.

      We got into my car in silence. I wasn’t ready to drive all the way to Neverland Penitentiary, but if Rumple insisted we go now, I wasn’t going to argue with him. Once we were settled, he gave me directions on how to get where we were going, and I started to drive.

      “You never asked what your problem was,” he said after a moment of silence.

      I glanced over at him before replacing my eyes on the road. “What?” I asked. “What do you mean?”

      “I asked you if you knew what your problem was. You responded with ‘indulge me.’ Instead of answering, I told you I’d be happy to indulge you—”

      “Yes, I remember,” I snapped, my cheeks turning red. I was grateful that we were surrounded in darkness, though something inside of me told me he could see my blush regardless. “I don’t need the recap.”

      “Yes, well, that’s all very well, but I would like to tell you,” he said.

      “Fine,” I said on a sigh.

      There was no one on the road as I merged onto the highway. Peace stirred within me, and I felt compelled to relax. There was something calming about driving at night with no one around that I couldn’t quite put my finger on, but it made me feel safe. Or maybe that was just because Rumple was here with me.

      “Why is everything a fight with you, darling?” he asked. There was a slight urgency to his tone, like he really wanted to know the answer. It wasn’t one of those questions he asked for my benefit or for his, but one he actually wanted an answer to because he didn’t already know. “Why must you make it so difficult to have a conversation with you?”

      “If you don’t want to have a conversation with me, don’t have a conversation with me,” I snapped. I didn’t even understand why I was annoyed and angry. “You’re the one who wants to go to the prison tonight.”

      “So, you don’t want to question Beast?” he asked. “I thought that was why we were working together. We both want to know what happened to Anna. This works in both our favors.”

      “Or maybe you’re using me for some kind of nefarious plan I know nothing about,” I said, raising my voice an octave higher. My breathing suddenly became rapid, and I tightened my grip on my steering wheel. I didn’t want to say that. I didn’t. The words burst out of me like a button across the too-tight collared shirt Anna always wore to church because her chest was much more developed than the other girls’—including mine.

      “Is that what you think of me?” Rumple asked. His words were cool, crisp. Dangerous. A shiver slid down my back, and I was forced to roll my shoulders back, sitting up straighter. I knew he wouldn’t hurt me. I knew that. But I was intimidated all the same. “Is that what you talked about with Jack Lupine? Did he say such things?”

      “Are they lies?”

      “How am I to know if I don’t know what he said?” he shot back.

      I clamped my lips together. I didn’t want to talk about what Jack said because if Rumple couldn’t lie to me, I didn’t want to know the truth. I didn’t want to know if I was just another woman he was taking advantage of, if he was using my deepest desire against me, if he was making me feel things for him I thought I would never in my life feel, especially for him.

      “So, that’s it then?” he pushed. Rumple wasn’t a pusher, and it was strange hearing him insist on answers. “You’re going to stew in your anger without giving me a chance to defend myself?”

      “I don’t understand why you even care,” I said. Without warning, I pulled over to the side of the road. The trees on the edge of the street shifted in the breeze. I couldn’t drive with the conversation heating up. I needed to grind myself into this moment and focus. “People say all of these nasty things about you, most of them worse than Jack. You don’t care.” I released my hold of the steering wheel. “Why do you care now?”

      Rumple gave me a long stare. I couldn’t read his eyes and disappointment coiled in my belly like a cobra, ready to attack. Before he responded, he opened the car door and got out. I quickly followed him, even though it was a stupid thing to do. Everyone knew you didn’t get out of the car when you were on the side of the road. Everyone knew how stupid that was. But here I was, doing just that, following Rumple like an idiot because I needed the truth from him, even if I had to chase him in darkness.

      “You didn’t answer my question,” I said, walking around the hood of the car, watching my breath fog up the black sky. How it had turned so dark so quickly, I didn’t know.

      When I reached him, I crossed my arms over my chest and waited expectantly. I was acting petulant, like a child demanding to know why she was being punished. I didn’t care. I couldn’t stop myself. It was like the culmination of everything that had happened to me had gotten the best of me and had taken hold, like darkness overwhelming the day.

      “Why do you—”

      “You think I give two shits about what people think of me?” he asked, his English accent hugging each word and making the biting tone less so. “I don’t care what anyone thinks. They know not what I suffer… but you? You’re different. I don’t know how many bloody times I have to tell you that before the message will finally sink in! And it’s frustrating that you won’t take my word for it, even though you already know I can’t lie!”

      “What are you—”

      “I care what you think,” he said. I wouldn’t say he was yelling, but his voice was definitely raised. I was surprised by how out of control he sounded, how fiery his dark eyes were, how frustrated he seemed to be. “You. And only you. I don’t know how much more plainly I can put it. And you still question me.”

      “Can you blame me?” I asked, though even to my own ears, I could tell my argument was weak at best. “Everyone talks about you. None of it is good. And I know you seduce women. I know that.” I blew out a breath, shifting my weight.

      “You think you’re just another woman I want to seduce?” He stepped towards me, eyes narrowed. “Trust me, I have my needs, as do we all, but if you were a faceless, nameless woman I just wanted to fuck, I wouldn’t work so hard to get you to trust me. I wouldn’t care. That’s my whole point with everything, with all of this.” He gestured with his hand. “Your problem is, you think you’re like the others, but you’re not.”

      “Because I’m unmagicked?”

      “Because you’re special.” He took another step towards me. “Stop this foolishness where you think you’re unworthy because of what you are. Stop protecting yourself with this self-deprecating armor and trust me when I tell you that you are special.”

      “I don’t know how to trust anyone,” I said. I didn’t even know I was going to say it until I did, and afterward, I clamped my hand over my mouth because that was too intimate a confession. Once I had a handle on myself, I dropped it, swallowing. “I don’t know how to trust myself.”

      “Trust what you feel,” he said. “Deep down, you know me. You know I would never hurt you. I can’t lie to you and I’ve tried desperately to do just that.” He tilted his head to the side, his eyes going to my lips once more. “Alice, I—”

      At that moment, a howl pierced the night sky.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

        

      

    

    
      By the time we got to the prison, I’d managed to shake off the discomfort I felt thanks to Rumple’s nearness. He had been close to me before, but never like that. It alarmed me that I was not as sure about my convictions about him as I thought I was. I had wanted him to kiss me. I wanted him to touch me more than he already had. I thought he was going to. Until that howl pierced the silence. There was something about that particular sound that Rumple did not like. Whether it was the fact that it proved wolves hid away in the Blood Forest, or it was because it snapped Rumple from the spell he seemed to be under, I didn’t know. He just insisted we get inside the car and hurry to the prison.

      As I drove, Rumple had gone quiet. I wondered why. He was not the type of person to be quiet, not when we were going somewhere he insisted we go. Something was troubling him.

      It wasn’t my business, of course. I should just let it be. Let it go. And I would.

      I wasn’t going to bring it up to him at all. But that didn’t mean I couldn’t try and figure it out for myself. Rumple was not the sort to get quiet or thoughtful, especially when he was doing something he wanted in order to acquire information he needed. Had the howl spooked him?

      No, not a chance.

      Rumple and spooked didn’t belong in the same sentence.

      I wanted to open my mouth and ask him something, just to break the tension between us. I didn’t like the way the silence filled up the space of my car, didn’t like the way it clung to the back of my neck and tugged at my skin, causing me to sit rigid and uncomfortable. I considered Rumple someone I could relax around, and while I wasn’t sure if that meant we were friends, it did mean I didn’t feel threatened by him or anything else that would cause my body to react this way.

      Instead, we drove the rest of the way in silence. I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not. I didn’t have time to analyze my feelings on the matter. What happened, happened, and that was it. I needed to shake it off and figure out what our next steps were.

      Signs directed me to where I was allowed to park. It looked like I would have to pay for parking, but when he got the ticket, Rumple waved a hand over it, and suddenly, the ticket had a stamp of validation on it. It must be nice, getting whatever he wanted with a flick of his wrist.

      I shook the thought away. Regardless of my personal feelings on magic, I didn’t want to turn into a bitter person just because I was unable to do magic the same way Rumple could. It was probably a blessing that I did not possess such powers.

      We parked the car and stepped out. The chill of the air snaked down my spine, causing me to slide my hands into my pockets and bundle in to my leather jacket even more. Winter was coming.

      I wished I had brought more to wear than this flimsy jacket, even if it was my favorite. I knew that since Neverland Penitentiary was on the cliffs of Wonderland, just on the border of the town, it would be colder. Even now, if I closed my eyes and focused, I would be able to hear the rough waves hitting the rocks, as though demanding some sort of penance for not causing the entire cliff to crumble to the ground.

      Woods surrounded the penitentiary. It was escape-proof, it seemed. The ocean was to the back, a grand expanse of forest to the front. There was no way anyone was getting out of here unless they were formally released.

      As we walked closer to the building, the air crackled around me. I knew enough about magic to know that it surrounded the place.

      I looked up at Rumple. “I thought magic wasn’t officially used anymore,” I said in a low voice. I wasn’t sure who was around and didn’t want anyone else to hear me.

      “Magic is always used, darling,” he said. “You just don’t always know about it. And if it wasn’t, there’s a good chance the occupants of Neverland would form some group of lost boys and plan an escape. Magic is necessary to keep them contained.” Just as we reached the door, he whirled around so suddenly, I nearly ran into him. “Now, I need to make some things very clear to you. We will be entering a prison. There is a female wing of the prison, but we won’t be stepping foot in it. We will just be in the men’s wing.”

      “Okay…” I didn’t understand why he felt compelled to give me a lesson before we went in and questioned Beast, especially with it being so cold, but I wasn’t going to question him.

      “It is imperative that you stay as close to me as possible, that you do not give the prisoners—or the guards, for that matter—any attention, and that you stay in the middle of all walkways,” he finished.

      I nodded. “Okay.”

      He furrowed his brow, tilting his head to the side, as though he was confused. “Okay,” he said slowly.

      “What?”

      “I expected more of a fight from you,” he admitted.

      “Why would I argue? I don’t want to do anything that would cause any unnecessary issues while I was here. I just want to talk to Beast about Anna and figure out the truth of what happened.”

      Rumple nodded slowly, almost like he still didn’t quite believe me. 

      “Can we go in now?” I asked, raising my brows. “Or was there anything else?”

      He looked like he wanted to say something else. Instead, his lips curved into a smile and he shook his head. Jutting his chin out in front of him, he gave me the go-ahead to continue on. We made our way into the prison, where there were two guards positioned. I hung back while Rumple went up to the counter. Even though human weapons like guns didn’t faze the town because of the fact that they didn’t possess magic, there was still bulletproof glass that surrounded the guards behind the counter.

      “Name?” the guard asked without looking up from his computer. I wasn’t exactly sure what he was looking at since he didn’t seem to be typing, but every now and then, he would use his mouse to scroll downward. Perhaps he was reading something.

      “You know, asking one’s name isn’t in good taste,” Rumple said, his voice lingering like the echo of a bell.

      At that moment, the guard lifted his eyes from the computer, sweeping them over Rumple. They widened, instantly recognizing him.

      He sucked in a breath of air and pressed a button without saying a word.

      “S-sorry, sir,” he said, running shaking fingers through his hair. With his free hand, he picked up a walkie-talkie and brought it close to his mouth. “The Imp and his guest are here to see inmate 1991.”

      A door popped open. We didn’t wait for official permission from the guard. Instead, Rumple placed a hand on my lower back and led me to it. He held the door for me and followed me in, gently closing the door behind us.

      We walked down a long, empty hallway until we reached the doors to what I assumed were a cafeteria. Two guards stood outside, in front of the double doors. When they saw us, they opened the doors for us without a word. We stepped inside; the doors shut tightly behind us.

      A light flickered overhead. Beast was already positioned on an orange bench, hands and ankles shackled together. His chestnut hair was wild, untamed. He had a beard and there were heavy bags under his eyes. He looked exhausted, but he still kept his guard up. I supposed if one was a prisoner, they would have to. However, I could still see the sharp cheekbones, even if they looked hollow. I could see the sweep of the broad shoulders, even under the orange jumpsuit. There was still that handsome, if rough, man I knew from before, even if he was wrapped in anger, bitterness, and fatigue.

      His hazel eyes did nothing to betray his thoughts. He didn’t seem at all surprised to see me. Even Rumple’s presence didn’t seem to deter him.

      “What do you want?” Beast asked, his attention focused on Rumple rather than me. I didn’t take it as a slight at all. He knew Rumple was the only person who had the power to arrange such a visit. We all did. The only other person who might be able to do such a thing was the Red Queen herself.

      “Beast,” Rumple said, charm oozing out of him. His smile was forced but full of effort, hands behind his back so he could lean over the metal table placed in between us. “So good to see you. Are they treating you well in here?”

      Beast glared but didn’t answer. Instead, he shifted his eyes to me and waited. I didn’t know him well, but I could see in that glare that he wanted me to answer the question since Rumple wasn’t.

      “We want to talk to you about what happened with Anna,” I said. I wasn’t sure if Rumple had a plan. I wasn’t sure if I should have said anything at all. But I figured the truth was the best course of action, and the most direct.

      Beast scoffed and glanced away. His lips curved up, but not because he was actually smiling. If anything, he thought the whole thing was funny. Of course, his eyes were still touched with darkness and there was no other suggestion he found this situation comical. It was a stark contradiction that unnerved me.

      I shifted in my seat, glancing away. If Beast wanted to think the situation was funny, that was his choice.

      “I think we’re done here,” Beast said. He stood up slowly, but Rumple slammed his hand on the surface of the table, causing even me to jump. Beast didn’t react; instead, his eyes narrowed on Rumple’s hand.

      “We’re done when I say we’re done,” Rumple said through gritted teeth. The tone he employed was casual but there was an edge to it that warned Beast not to push his luck. “The lady asked you about what happened between you and your alleged victim.”

      “Alleged?” Beast asked. He was trying to keep himself from saying anything that might reveal the truth, I realized.

      “We know you didn’t kill her,” I said. My voice was much more confident than I was. I had no idea why. I had no idea what I was even saying. But he seemed interested enough to listen so I went with it.

      “You do?” His voice was flat, eyebrows resting over his eyes in a dry, dismissive manner. He crossed his arms over his chest. Even with a year of prison under his belt and gaunt cheekbones, Beast still had muscle upon muscle on his compact body.

      “We’re here for the truth,” Rumple said.

      Beast scoffed, glancing down at his hands. His fingers brushed the surface of the table, shackles clinking together with every subtle move he took. “The truth?” he asked. “I’m here, aren’t I? Isn’t that truth enough for the likes of you?”

      “Your presence in prison doesn’t spell out guilt,” Rumple pointed out.

      “If you know everything, what do you need me for?” Beast asked. He flexed his fingers, his eyes drawn to them. He wouldn’t look at me or Rumple, not now that he knew why we were here. “I can’t say anything more than what I’ve already said.”

      I narrowed my eyes and leaned forward. “Do you mean you’re not allowed to say something?” I asked slowly, trying to keep my voice down. I wasn’t sure if the guards were capable of listening in on our conversation. I couldn’t help but wonder if Beast was bound to the same magic Rumple had been bound to when it came to Mary Stone’s murder. “Or that something is preventing you from saying more?”

      Beast leaned forward, causing me to jerk back. Even if Rumple insisted he was innocent, there was still something intimidating about a possible murderer coming close to me. My heart jumped in my throat, and Beast’s eyes twinkled with dark amusement, like he knew exactly what I was thinking.

      “You’re smarter than you look, aren’t you, Blondie?” he asked.

      I could feel myself respond to the condescending tone, to his small smirk. I clenched my teeth together and splayed out my index fingers, pressing them down hard on the surface of the table. I blew out a breath.

      “You know,” I said. “Belle is gorgeous, isn’t she? I hear she’s still getting letters from some mysterious stranger on paper with roses printed on them. I wonder who that could be.”

      Rumple leaned towards me. “What are you doing?” he asked in a low voice.

      I ignored him. I held Beast’s stare. There was something satisfying about watching his smirk drop from his face, watching the teasing twinkle burn out in his eyes. Now, he was radiating anger. Maybe that would get him to talk.

      “You need to stop,” Beast said, each word clipped. “I don’t care who brought you here, it would not bode well for you to go further.”

      “And I need you to tell us what we came here for,” I returned. “I talked to her. Belle. She’s kind. She’s beautiful. People think she’s a little weird, but they like her. How will they feel if they find out she’s writing to you? The town has practically ostracized Gianna. What do you think they’d do to Belle?”

      Beast slammed his hands on the table so hard, I could feel the steel vibrate. Rumple jumped up and leaned forward so he blocked me from Beast’s view.

      “You touch her and I will shred your precious Belle into ribbons,” he said in a voice that left no room for argument. “I’ve looked through your financial records. I know the Charmings paid you a nice, tidy sum a week before the murder. That was part of the evidence against you. Everyone thought you were paid to kill Anna. And the Charmings… No one is going to accuse them of anything without evidence. But you? You’re a has-been Royal, a nothing. I think the Charmings paid you—not for a murder, but for your silence, hmm?”

      Beast clenched his teeth together. I knew he wanted to hurt me for threatening Belle. I was suddenly grateful Rumple was there, keeping things under control after I set fire to a gas spill.

      “I did not kill Anna,” he said, his voice strained like he did not want to admit such a thing but couldn’t stop himself from it either. “And that is all I’ll say about that.” He ripped his gaze away from us. “Guard! We’re done here.”
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      I opened my mouth. “Wait.”

      He couldn’t be serious. We were so close to an answer, so close…

      “Guards!” Beast yelled, this time, louder. He refused to look at me, refused to look at Rumple—not because he was scared of us, but because he was determined not to say anything else. 

      He knew the truth. At least, part of the truth. He wasn’t the one who killed Anna. I believed him. I didn’t think he killed her either, not after everything.

      Beast ignored me. He stood up, his chains clinging together gently, but angled his body away from us, looking back. Two guards had already made their way towards us, both with their hands on the weapons that hung from their waists. Even prison guards couldn’t use magic, even though it might serve them better than human guns. But Beast didn’t look like the type to fight his circumstances. If anything, he was resigned to his fate. There wasn’t fight left in him.

      I turned to Rumple. “Aren’t you going to do anything?” I asked in a quiet hiss, tilting my chin up so I could look at him. My knee jerked up and down. It felt like my one chance to know the truth of what happened to Anna was slipping through my fingers and there was no way for me to cling to it and keep it from vanishing before me. “Stop him, maybe?”

      “He’s made his choice,” he said, his words crisp, dark eyes never leaving Beast as Beast made his way out of the room, both guards positioned on either side of him.

      I grunted. “You’re letting him go to make a point,” I said, seething. “You’re offended by what he said. You didn’t have to intervene on my behalf, you know. I was right here. I didn’t actually care—”

      “I did,” he snapped, finally shifting his eyes to look at me. “Maybe his words didn’t bother you, but at the end of the day, you were with me. If he says something offensive to you, I’m offended as well.”

      I let out a huff as we both stood up. The room was completely empty now, our voices echoing off the walls. There was no point in staying here if Beast was gone. We had some new, useful information, but there was more here, I was sure of it.

      “I’m the one who threatened Belle,” I pointed out, trying to get him to understand.

      “And he’s the one who threatened you,” Rumple replied, fixing his lapels. His face was stoic, more serious than I had seen him under most circumstances.

      “The difference is he’s in love with Belle,” I said as we walked out the door and down the long, empty hallway. “Belle is like family to him. If you insult her, he’s going to get offended. And my threatening her… I get what he acted the way he did. I don’t get why you did.”

      “It sounds to me like you know exactly why I did what I did, but you’re applying the same rule differently, darling,” Rumple said. His words, by themselves, seemed charming enough, but there was an edge to his tone that revealed his annoyance. The only problem was, I didn’t understand what he was so annoyed about.

      “What is your problem?” I asked as we stepped out of the prison. The night air clung at me once again and I zipped up my jacket to keep it out as much as I could. I didn’t know if it would actually do anything to keep me warm, but it was something.

      “My problem?” he asked. There was confusion in his tone, as though he had never been asked that before.

      “Yeah, your problem. You’ve been giving me a hard time ever since I called you to ask you for a favor. I don’t understand why you’re upset with me—”

      “I’m not upset,” he said tightly.

      “You can’t lie,” I pointed out, stopping abruptly. “If you’re not upset, then what are you?”

      “I’m frustrated that I have to spell out even the most simple of things,” he said, his voice more biting than I remembered. “You are a lot more intelligent and cleverer than you’re behaving now, and it boggles my mind that you refuse to use that brain of yours and apply it to your own situation.”

      I blinked once, twice. I wasn’t sure whether I should be offended or not. He had never lost his cool with me; I didn’t think he ever lost his cool at all.

      “Upset doesn’t even begin to cover how I feel about you right now in this moment,” he finished.

      I opened my mouth, thought better of it, then shut it once again. I wasn’t sure how to respond to that, so I didn’t. Instead, I nodded once. Hair fell into my face, but I didn’t bother to push it away. The gentle caressing locks were almost comforting, and they helped to mask my confusion.

      Rumple was not supposed to lose control. Every person in Wonderland who knew Rumple and knew his reputation knew that he was always in control. That was what made him so slippery. There was no way to rule him up, no way to get a reaction out of him.

      Except there was.

      Whatever was causing him to react now was enough.

      We got to the car and I opened my door, sliding in the driver’s seat. Immediately, I turned on the ignition until the heater filled the car with warmth. I waited until Rumple was next to me, stretching his long legs out as far as he could reach them. I didn’t wait for him to buckle his seatbelt. Rarely did he do what I asked him, and I wasn’t in the mood to keep fighting with him.

      Instead, I drove down the driveway until I had to slide the validated ticket into the machine. Before I could even roll down my window, Rumple waved his hand and lifted the lever, letting us through without proof of validation.

      The ride was especially silent, considering we were both trying not to speak to one another. I didn’t want to talk anymore because I was frustrated, and I was sure he felt the same way. Instead, I focused on driving, on getting back to town. I didn’t think about Rumple. I didn’t think about the way he insisted on defending me. 

      The glow of the half-moon was still dimmer than it normally was, though the stars surrounding it brightened the sky. Winter clouds were starting to form, causing the night sky to be overcast with purple haze. It blotted out the stars, making the sky darker than it truly was.

      The entire drive back, I noticed the trees of the Blood Forest—the red leaves swaying in the wind. Even from my position in the warmth of my car, I could still see just how brittle they were. It wouldn’t be long before winter crooked its long fingers around them and squeezed them to confetti.

      By the time we were back in town, I was actually surprised we had gone this long without saying anything to each other. Even if we were arguing, we rarely were encompassed by silence.

      Once I reached Peter’s place, I pulled into the driveway, turned off the car, unbuckled my seatbelt, and waited. There had to be more. I was sure of it. This couldn’t be the end of our night. So much had happened, so much was said, that certainly we had to talk about it.

      Or maybe not.

      I didn’t have experience with this kind of thing. I wasn’t sure what to expect. I just knew that I wanted it to be okay. It felt like he was upset with me, and for whatever reason, it bothered me that that hadn’t changed. There was something inside of me that wanted to make it better. I just didn’t know how to do that.

      “Aren’t you going?” he asked. There was a hardness to his voice. The charming playfulness was gone and only serious Rumple remained. “Why do you linger?”

      I was offended by the question. My cheeks burned, and I knew I was blushing. At the end of the day, I didn’t have to wait. I didn’t have to figure out if I wanted to even talk to him about whatever it was that was bothering him because I sure as hell didn’t know.

      “You’re in my car,” I bit back, turning in my seat to face him. “I’m waiting for you to leave as much as I’m waiting to leave.”

      It was a pathetic answer because it wasn’t true. He narrowed his eyes at me because he knew it wasn’t true. For a moment, I watched his eyes move back and forth, searching for something in mine. I wasn’t sure what it was. I wasn’t sure if he found it. Regardless, there was a burning intensity that filled my lower belly with a fiery liquid that gave me a strange sensation—I wasn’t sure how it was possible, but somehow, his gaze set me on fire and snuffed me out cold at the same time.

      “Liar,” he said, leaning forward slightly. There was still enough space between us that I wasn’t concerned about things going too far, but it was enough for me to tense. If he moved closer, there wouldn’t be that comforting space. “Tell me, darling, why must you lie to me? You know I can’t lie to you.”

      “Withholding the truth—”

      “Is not the same thing,” he finished, interrupting me.

      “Why are you angry with me?” I asked after taking a long breath and then another. I needed to control my breathing. I needed to get my heart rate under control because it was bouncing around in my chest like a kid on a trampoline. “If you can’t lie to me, why are you angry with me? You’ve been this way with me ever since I asked you for help with Crim. If I’ve offended you in some way, I want to know so I can understand what you’re feeling.” My gaze dropped to my steering wheel. I didn’t want to tell him that I needed to know what happened so I wouldn’t do it again. I didn’t want him to know that I cared that much about him.

      I didn’t know if I cared that much about him.

      I just…I just wanted things to go back to before. This tension between us was smothering, unnatural.

      “I’m angry with you because you regard yourself so unimportantly and no matter what I say, nothing changes,” he said. Each word was clipped, carefully chosen specifically to get his point across. They weren’t meant to hurt—and they didn’t—but they were sharp enough to notice.

      “What do you mean, unimportantly?” I asked, trying to understand.

      “You’re reckless because you do not think you are valuable,” he replied. “You don’t think your life is important compared to those of others and that angers me.”

      “Why would you—”

      “If you ask a question as stupid as why would I care, you will offend me further,” he said. No playfulness touched his eyes, his words. His face was hard, rigid lines; his eyes were darkness to the absolute. I would have been afraid of him if I didn’t know him, but I did, and I knew he would not harm me no matter how angry he got with me. “I would recommend you don’t finish your thought.”

      “Why?” I pushed out. I was dancing with the devil. I was playing with fire. I was poking the bear. I didn’t care. I wanted answers, answers only he could give me. “You have to explain it to me.”

      “You cannot be this ignorant,” Rumple said. “When you endanger yourself by doing something reckless, it angers me because you think so little of yourself. I am here for you. I can help you. And yet, you refuse my help, and I don’t understand why that is. I’ve given you no reason not to trust me, but you still don’t trust me. I don’t know what to do at this point.”

      His words pierced the silent night. My heart raced inside my chest. It was difficult for me to catch my breath, to make sense of what he was saying. Again, I didn’t think he knew what came out of his mouth.

      “I don’t—”

      Before I could finish my thought, he grabbed my face in his hands and placed his mouth upon my own. I stiffened. I wasn’t sure what I expected, but Rumple kissing me in my car was not one of the options. I should pull away. I should slap him across the face. I should vow to never speak to him again because what he was doing was interfering with our ability to work together.

      But I did none of that.

      Instead, my eyes fluttered closed and I responded to his kiss. The passion in it surprised me. I had seen Rumple get angry before. I had seen the way his eyes darkened, his body shook. Now, the same things were happening, but for a very different reason.

      When his tongue slid slowly against my bottom lip, my breath escaped me. I opened myself to him, and he took full advantage. He snaked his tongue in my mouth, taking control of the kiss. I warred with him. I didn’t want to give him complete control, even as I realized it wouldn’t be so bad if I gave it to him.

      My heart fluttered with warmth. My body responded to his hands on my face, his lips on mine, with pleasurable heat that radiated through me. I wanted more from him. I wanted it all. If he was using me, if he was lying, so be it. I just wanted more.

      At that moment, Rumple pulled himself away. However, I could see regret in his dark eyes. He leaned his head forward so his forehead rested gently on my own. His fingertip traced my bottom lip gently, so gently, completely contrasting his fiery kiss.

      “I care a great deal for you, Alice Winter,” he murmured. “Do not take that for granted.”

      Before I could respond, he disappeared, leaving me alone in my car and with the abrupt realization that I cared a great deal for him as well.
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      My senses were still reeling from everything that had happened last night: getting confirmation that Beast did not kill Anna, the payment Rumple traced back to the Charmings, the heated kiss… 

      I shivered just thinking about it, bringing my fingertips to my lips as I stared up at the ceiling in bed. I wasn’t sure what to do about it. I wasn’t sure if it changed anything. I just knew that I had kissed him back.

      I closed my eyes, turning to my side. I didn’t sleep well last night. Today was Friday, my day off, which meant I could continue to sleep in if I wanted to. I knew I wouldn’t actually sleep, though. My mind was buzzing with energy, awake on the caffeine of an unexpected kiss.

      I forced myself to get up and shower. Maybe then I would actually be able to breathe without yawning. 

      The shower helped more than I expected, the hot water washing away the ache of unrest. I scrubbed my body with a loofah and some body wash, focusing on the simple ministrations rather than the familiar dark eyes, the arrogant smirk.

      What bothered me the most was I didn’t understand why Rumple would kiss me. It didn’t make any sense. Did he do it as some sort of power move? Like, he was upset with me that I told him he shouldn’t have cared one way or the other about what Beast said to me? Beast threatened me. Maybe not direcrly, but the way he looked at me… I finally understood the whole looks could kill thing. Because he would have killed me the second I threatened Belle. And maybe I deserved that look. If I wasn’t so determined to figure out what happened to Anna, I probably would have cared. I would have realized I was being selfish and cruel. But I would endure whatever I had to, I would say what was needed, if it meant I got information on my friend. That was all I cared about.

      Rumple, on the other hand, only seemed to care about his reputation. He wanted those in his company to get the same treatment as himself, which wasn’t going to happen. I knew what Peter and even Jack thought about my relationship with Rumple. They didn’t understand it. They thought I was being taken advantage of. They thought I was some helpless human chasing ghosts who needed dark magic to help me find truths only I seemed to care about. It didn’t matter that they were wrong. I understood why they thought those things of me. I even preferred it. People in this town didn’t seem to consider me worth much. It didn’t matter that Paul Winter was my father. It didn’t matter that I worked at the police department. I was human, unmagicked, and despite the fact that magic itself was forbidden, the fact that I couldn’t do magic was a big deal to these people.

      Which was fine with me.

      I didn’t need magic to do what I wanted. I didn’t need magic to solve Anna’s death or to help certain people with their problems like Ella and Rory. I was still able to figure things out regardless.

      At the same time, there was part of me that wanted to be taken seriously, if only so I could make my own decisions without being questioned. Everything that happened with Rumple was my choice. Everything. Including that kiss. I didn’t push him away. Just because I didn’t want to think about what that meant didn’t mean I didn’t know my role in that.

      I pulled on my boots and pulled my hair back. I needed to do something, something beneficial to finding Crim. Maybe I could see if Shane was around.

      The idea caused excitement to tingle inside my chest. It almost felt like magic bubbles to my fingers as I shoved them in my pockets. This was what eager anticipation must feel like. I hadn’t felt this way since Anna was around and she got us surprise tickets to see the movie I wanted to go to.

      My heart clenched painfully. The memory wasn’t an obvious one, so I shouldn’t react so emotionally, and yet, tears filled my eyes, catching me off guard. I flared my nostrils and took a watery breath. Every time I thought I had finally moved on, a random memory that had been so insignificant at the time, crawled up behind me and caught me unawares. I blinked away the tears, standing up and shifting my feet in the boots.

      I had a plan for the day—what was it?

      Oh, go and see Shane.

      Part of me knew I should probably call Rumple. It wouldn’t be smart of me to go see a potential kidnapper by myself without any kind of backup.

      But after everything that happened, I didn’t want to call him. I needed some space to figure things out because I was still unsure. At the same time, I didn’t want to be so stupid that I went headfirst into following a potentially dangerous person. I had had my share of stupid moments, especially recently, and I wanted to try and be better than that.

      I chewed my bottom lip and headed down the stairs. I could text someone, but who? Definitely not my father. Not Jack. I didn’t need him sending me a flurry of texts that told me I was acting irrationally.

      I couldn’t text Crim because she was gone.

      “Alice?” a voice called from the kitchen. “Is that you?”

      Peter.

      I could talk to Peter. He wouldn’t like it, and I was pretty sure he would lecture me and tell me I shouldn’t be doing what I wanted to do, but he wouldn’t stop me, either. He would understand that as an adult, I could do what I wanted, even if he didn’t support my choices. It wouldn’t change his perception of me or our friendship.

      “Peter?” I called back in response.

      I made my way into the living room from the stairs and considered taking a seat on the couch. However, I wanted to leave as quickly as possible, and being on the couch suggested I wanted to hang out for a bit, which I definitely didn’t want to do. I wanted to be out there, talking to Shane, demanding answers about what happened to Crim. If anyone would know anything, it was him. At least, I thought it would be.

      At that moment, Peter himself walked into the living. As a dwarf, he only came up to my waist in height, but he made up for it in presence. Peter was the most intelligent person I knew, and he knew it. He carried himself like a man who had the height, the muscle, the intellect, the charm. There was a swagger to him others couldn’t deny. He was attractive, witty, and charming. What others didn’t see was that he was kind, he had his own insecurities, especially in relation to his height, and while he would never admit it to anyone, he just wanted to find someone he could grow old with. He wanted to fall in love.

      At that moment, I realized I did too. It was a stupid, selfish a-ha moment that had come at the worst possible time, but here it was, and now I’d have to deal with it. I pushed it aside and turned to my friend, who looked up to me with a furrowed brow.

      “I heard you get in late last night,” he said, crossing his arms over his chest. 

      I nodded. “Rumple and I went to Neverland to talk to Beast,” I said.

      He clenched his teeth together and looked away. “I’m not going to ask you if you found anything,” he began.

      “We did.” I could tell by the tone of his voice that he was going to give me a lecture, just as Jack had, just as my father had before. “And before you talk to me about how I need to be careful around Rumple, I’ve already been told that numerous times.”

      “When do you plan on listening to the advice?” he asked, cocking his head to the side.

      “Maybe once I find out what happened to Anna,” I said, lifting up a shoulder and trying to be as casual as I could. I moseyed on over to the couch, deciding I would sit there after all.

      “You’re a liar,” Peter said. “You’re caught up in him, aren’t you?”

      “Me? Caught up in—” I laughed, but the sound was as brittle as the leaves outside. “I didn’t realize you were a comedian, Peter.” I leaned back against the couch, shifting my eyes to the bookcase in front of me.

      “I’m not,” he said. “I can just tell by the look on your face what you’re feeling.”

      At that moment, a loud, shrill scream pierced the air. Peter’s kettle was done.

      He gave me one long, lingering stare before turning and heading to the kitchen. When his gaze finally dropped from me, I was able to catch my breath. I didn’t like that Peter could take one look at me and know exactly how I felt, especially when I wasn’t even sure of it myself. Coming undone for Rumple seemed ridiculous. And then I remembered his lips on mine, his fingers running through my hair and tugging on the roots, the way his tongue dueled with mine, the way I opened up for him so easily even though I knew it was wrong.

      I was able to get a handle on myself by the time Peter returned. There were two cups of tea in his hand. When he offered one to me, I had no choice but to take it. Peter regarded his tea as the most important thing he consumed each day. I didn’t want to offend him, especially since he was letting me live here in his house.

      I murmured a soft thanks and brought the cup to my lips. I wasn’t a fan of tea, but somehow, Peter made it drinkable. I was sure he used special herbs he grew himself in his garden out back, plus sweet cream and sugar to balance out the bitterness that usually came with the tea. The second the drink touched my tongue, I was instantly flooded with warmth and the tension I had been carrying around in my body ebbed out of me slowly like a river spilling into the ocean.

      “Alice, you have to be careful around The Imp,” he said after taking a long sip himself. His voice was surprisingly gentle. Peter was not known for niceties. There was a reason everyone called him Grumpy. “He only cares about himself.”

      “Then why is he helping me with Anna?” I asked over the mug of tea. I knew the reason. Rumple told me about Sadie. I didn’t want to lean back against the couch, afraid I would feel too relaxed to go after Shane today. “He hasn’t asked for anything in return. He wants answers just as much as I do.”

      “He wants something, even if you don’t know it,” Peter said. “You heard about Anna’s older sister, Sadie, right? You know she was the Protector, right? That she cast a spell so powerful, no human would ever find Wonderland? And you know she was in love with him.”

      I stopped. I didn’t want to tell Peter I knew nothing of the sort. I didn’t realize humans couldn’t find Wonderland because of Sadie. And I definitely didn’t know she had been in love with Rumple himself. Instead, I forced myself to drink more tea. I tried not to think what that implied about me. Was I human like everyone believed? If so, how could I be here?

      “He used her like he uses everyone else, playing on her emotions until he got what he wanted,” Peter said. “She left because she was filled with sorrow. Her heart broke, and instead of putting the pieces back together, she let them freeze over. She left. She left to get away from The Imp because of what he did to her. And I don’t want you to have to go through the same thing she did.”

      I took a breath, and then another. It was hard to do. I remembered Rumple telling me about Sadie, about how he felt like he owed her a great deal. Was this what he meant?

      I reached up and touched my lips. Everything he said about caring for me, the kiss itself…could they be lies?

      He couldn’t lie to me…but was that a lie? Something he said to build trust between us?

      I closed my eyes, remembering his words, his passion. That wasn’t the Rumple everyone knew. Maybe he was speaking the truth to me… But I did not know. Peter seemed to think of was all part of his manipulation, while I…I wanted to believe him. I wanted to think his words were real because I felt…

      I shook my head and dropped my hand. It didn’t matter what I felt.

      I sucked in a breath.

      “I’m going to go talk to Shane,” I told him.

      “Shane?” Peter furrowed his brow, about to take another sip of tea. “Why?”

      “He and Crim are dating,” I said. “I’m hoping he might know what happened to her.”

      Peter opened his mouth, shut it, before taking a long sip of tea. When he finished, he sighed. “I take it there’s nothing I can do to stop you?” he asked.

      I shook my head. “I just wanted you to know,” I replied. I grabbed my leather jacket from the closet and slid it on before throwing him a glance over my shoulder. “If I don’t come home…”

      “I’ll send help,” he said. “I will. You don’t need to call someone. I’ll get someone to you.”

      I knew he was trying to tell me not to call Rumple. I didn’t think I would, even if it had crossed my mind I could do just that. There was still too much between us. I could still hear him telling me he cared about me in that low, husky voice…

      I didn’t want to think about it.

      “Thanks,” I said, my voice shaking more than I wanted it to.

      I headed out the door before Peter could say anything and drove to Shane’s house. I remembered the way Rumple took us and parked out front. Instead of going to his door, I waited. I knew the second I introduced myself, he would know people were looking into him. If he knew that, he might destroy evidence or run away. I couldn’t risk it.

      I wasn’t sure how long I sat there, but it had to be the majority of the day. Even when my stomach screamed for dinner, I ignored it. I read books on my phone, I scrolled through social media. I tried to pretend I didn’t want Rumple to call me just to check in.

      Just when I thought I was done for the day, as the sun began to make its descent to the horizon, Shane’s door opened and he emerged. My eyes widened. I straightened up and watched him. He had a bag of trash and he placed it in the metal trash can. When he finished, instead of heading for the house or even his car, he shoved his hands in his jeans and headed for the Blood Forest.

      “What are you doing?” I murmured.

      When he was a good distance away, I got out of my car and began to follow him. Maybe Shane was keeping Crim in the forest. I picked up my phone and sent a text to Peter. The signal was weak, but I hoped it managed to reach his phone.

      The second I stepped into the Blood Forest, darkness enveloped me. I couldn’t make out Shane anymore. I couldn’t hear anything.

      Until a howl sliced through the silence.

      I stopped. I had no idea where I was.

      Maybe you should leave and wait for Shane when it’s light out and you’re not in the forest.

      Except I couldn’t.

      There were wolves in the forest. And if Crim was there…

      At that moment, one wolf stepped slowly out from behind a tree. Then, another. And another. They looked at me with hunger in their eyes.

      I swallowed.

      I was trapped.
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      There was no way out of this. There was no way for me to save myself. Something bubbled up inside of me, but I had no idea what it was. Probably fear. A thick branch fell from a nearby tree, causing the brittle leaves to jump up and down. Some cracked apart while others landed back on the hard dirt.

      Snapping jaws, low growls, even another howl pierced the night. The half-moon bled down at me from its position in the sky, a warning that I shouldn’t be here.

      I knew that now.

      The problem was, I was here for a reason. If the wolves were already coming after me, had they hit Shane first? Was he dead—and with him, my only chance to get Crim back, or at least to figure out what had happened to her? And what if Crim was out there herself?

      I needed to think of something. I couldn’t just sit there and be eaten. I spun around on the balls of my feet and began to run. It was only at this point that I realized I had no way of knowing how to get out of the damn forest. Everything was dark. Even the moon and the stars were blotted out by the tall, thick trees. I could barely see my way in front of me.

      “Shit,” I whispered, then lectured myself internally. Wolves had the best sort of hearing. Why would I do something as stupid and as leading as speak out loud if I was trying to run away from them?

      A soft tinkle caught my ears. I shouldn’t look up. I shouldn’t try to figure out where the sound came from. I needed to get out of here. But it didn’t belong in the woods, which meant something else could be in danger too.

      I stopped for a moment. I needed to catch my breath. I needed to figure out where I was and where I was going. I tilted my head to the side.

      Tinkle-tinkle.

      To the left.

      I turned my head so sharply I pulled a muscle in my neck. I winced, but it didn’t stop me from making my way in that direction. What was that sound? And why did I feel compelled to find it?

      A swirling inside my stomach ignited my determination. I kept going, following the sound. Through the darkness, I could see something, a silhouette of what looked like a small animal, just up ahead. Was that where the noise was coming from—the animal? Or was it something else entirely?

      I was so consumed by my thoughts, I didn’t notice the thick tree root. I tripped over it, and my speed from running sent me flying forward. I only barely managed to catch myself in time so my face didn’t hit the hard dirt. I grunted, pressing my lips together to keep as much sound from coming out as I could. I couldn’t have anyone hearing me, especially not the wolves. To be honest, I had no idea what to expect from them, had no idea what they would do if they found me.

      Which meant I had to pick myself up and keep moving.

      I wiped my palms together, trying to shake the dirt and the pain away.

      I didn’t ever remember hitting the floor that hard, ever.

      Tinkle-tinkle.

      At that moment, I saw a swish of a tail. I stopped. I recognized that tail.

      Chessy?

      I stepped closer. The cat craned its head over its shoulder, almost as though he was spinning it around all the way, until big eyes caught mine. I blinked. The cat was still there.

      And then, it smiled at me. Its lips tugged back until a wide grin formed on its face, and its tail flicked again. If I wasn’t desperate, if wolves weren’t after me, I probably would have freaked out. I knew cats were nimble, but there was no way a cat was supposed to turn its head the way Chessy just had.

      I shook it off.

      He flicked his tail and took a couple of steps forward, all while keeping that unnerving gaze on me. I furrowed my brow. It almost seemed like the cat wanted me to follow it…which was crazy. 

      Chessy didn’t know me. It belonged to MaryBeth, an older woman who ran a bookstore in town and Jack’s boss. Well, his boss until Chessy was delivered to her. I knew it was more than that, though. He was still doing magic when he shouldn’t have been. That was how he had saved me from Tom Charming, Ella Byrne’s rapist. Tom had spouted off crazy claims about how the Mad Mage was back and that he had been teaching Tom ShadowMagic—the worst sort of magic one could do. Somehow, Jack saved us using his own type of magic, magic I didn’t know he had. He never talked to me about that night, but I was sure it had something to do with him being a White Rabbit – whatever that meant.

      The cat cocked his head to the side, even at that awkward angle, and took a couple of steps forward. For some reason, I was drawn to him, compelled to follow him. Hopefully that was my gut, telling me that I was making a good decision by trusting a weird cat to save me from the wolves that were still intent on chasing me.

      “Okay,” I said, nodding enthusiastically. “I’m following you. I’ll follow you. Just get me away from these wolves.”

      Chessy’s smile widened—something I thought was impossible—and he immediately set off.

      I realized he truly did want me to follow him, which meant keeping up. I ran. My knees prickled from the pain I still felt due to my unexpected fall. I could feel the backs of my boots rubbing against the heels of my feet. I was positive I would receive blisters there, making my boots impossible to wear for the next couple of days.

      I didn’t care.

      I just knew that I had to get out of there, even if it meant chasing a cat through a forest.

      Maybe I was crazy. Maybe Chessy had no idea what was going on and saw me as some kind of threat. Maybe, instead of leading me to safety, he was running away from me to try and get away from me.

      And yet, there was something inside of me that felt right about following him, about knowing that I would be safe if I just followed him. I couldn’t rationalize it. It wasn’t possible. It was kind of like a gut feeling. I just had to trust my instincts, and right now, they were screaming at me to keep following the cat.

      I wasn’t sure where he was taking me. My knowledge about the forest was more, Don’t go in the Blood Forest if you know what’s good for you. I always obeyed, especially since I trusted everything my father said to me. Perhaps I should have questioned it now that I knew he was a liar who told me half-truths and guarded secrets he thought I wouldn’t be able to handle.

      Then again, the Blood Forest wasn’t exactly a place that inspired calm and serenity. Especially since I had no magic I could use to protect myself from the inhabitants of the forest, such as the wolves currently chasing me and snapping their jaws.

      Speaking of which…

      I probably shouldn’t have, especially since doing anything other than focusing on running was going to cause me to slow down, but my curiosity got the best of me. After all, I didn’t hear the wolves. Besides my panting and the snapping of branches under my weight, I didn’t hear anyone or anything. Though I could still see the swishing tail in front of me, I couldn’t hear Chessy as he hopped and pounced on the leaves that made up the floor of the forest.

      Why?

      That was impossible. It had to be. 

      I shook my head. Maybe my fear was playing tricks on my mind.

      A sharp stabbing in my side caused me to wince. I pushed forward, too afraid to stop, but I would have to soon. I couldn’t keep going. I was surprised this forest lasted this long. When did it end? And where was Chessy taking me, for that matter?

      At that moment, we spilled into a clearing within the forest where there were no trees.

      It reminded me of a campground. Everything was cleared except for smooth dirt. It was level ground, without any rocks, and there was a campfire in the middle of it. I stopped suddenly, seeing Chessy sitting by the campfire and licking his paws like he didn’t have a care in the world, like wolves hadn’t been chasing us. It was as though he believed we were protected by some unseen force, which sounded ridiculous, but so did following a cat because the cat was saving my life.

      I took a few steps forward, glancing around. The campground itself was a circular shape. The ground was flat, making it ideal for a tent or some sleeping bags. When I glanced up, I noticed that not even the trees blocked the view of the sky. The purple mist that always accompanied a Wonderland autumn night shielded the moon and the stars, but it didn’t appear as dark here. Which was strange.

      I looked back at the cat. Chess had stopped licking his paws and focused his unnerving eyes on me, as though he was waiting for me to do something.

      I closed my mouth and cocked my head to the side, waiting. Listening. The sounds of the wolves were indeed gone.

      But how? 

      They were right behind me. I thought for sure they would have caught up to me after I tripped and fell.

      I turned back to Chessy. He continued to sit there, looking at me, his tail swishing back and forth each time the tip touched the ground.

      “If you’re waiting for me to understand something, I don't get it,” I told him. Though my voice was low, it sounded like I was shouting thanks to the unnatural stillness that surrounded the two of us. 

      Chessy cocked his head to the side. I rolled my shoulders back, trying to adjust any soreness that I hadn’t felt before due to the adrenaline. I tried not to give into the discomfort I felt about the cat staring at me in such a human way. It made me feel like I was seen, like he understood me and could read me in ways everyone else couldn’t.

      Except, maybe, Rumple.

      “You know,” I said, taking a step to the side. I didn’t want Chessy to realize I was going for him. I didn’t want to startle the cat away. For whatever weird reason, the cat made me feel safe, like I wasn’t actually alone. If I scared him, I worried whatever was keeping the wolves away would disappear and they would find me again. “A lot of people are looking for you.”

      His grin seemed to widen, which I thought might have been impossible. Cats were practically supernatural creatures unto themselves. This one seemed to understand what I was saying, which meant he must be touched by magic in some way.

      “Where did the wolves go?” I asked. I was now officially crazy. What the hell was I doing, asking Chessy a question, like he was a person who had the capability to answer? And yet, it felt good to talk to someone. Being blanketed by silence did little to calm me down. If I was talking to Chessy, it meant I was still alive. It meant I wasn’t alone. “Are they still after us?”

      He pressed his lips together, almost as though he wanted to say, Technically, the wolves were after you, honey.

      I opened my mouth to reply to the change on his face when snapping branches caught my attention. My heart leapt into my throat. The wolves found us. We were done for. There was nothing else to do at this point. I whirled around, only to find Jack, running straight towards me.

      “Jack?” I asked, despite myself. I was so surprised, I wasn’t paying attention to the necessity of being quiet or to any other threats that might arise due to the sound of my voice.

      “We need to get you out of here, Aly.” Without waiting for me, he grabbed my hand and began to pull me into the darkness.

      “Wait, Chessy is—” I turned to where I last saw Chessy, but he’d vanished. It was almost like he was swallowed up by the forest, as though he wasn’t there at all.

      Now, I heard the snarls and snaps of the wolves. Now, I realized I was still in danger.

      “Do you know how to get out of here?” I called, trying to keep up with him.

      “Don’t talk,” he grunted back.

      I frowned, but said nothing. He wasn’t wrong.

      We kept running. The wolves chased us. I could hear their big paws hit the forest floor, could hear branches breaking and dirt being kicked up, spraying them in their faces. I had to keep running. If I fell behind, I was done for.

      Just when I was sure we were going to get taken down, we spilled out of the forest. I tripped and rolled forward. Jack turned, murmuring something under his breath, and casting magic behind us. A loud cry pinched my ears. I turned to look at Jack, but he shook his head.

      Not now.

      He would tell me everything soon, but only when we were safe.
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      “What the hell were you thinking?”

      Jack’s voice snapped through the silence the second we stepped out of the forest. I had no idea if that meant we were safe, but Jack seemed to know much more about the forest than I could ever imagine. Somehow, he’d known how to find me, where to find me, and we made it out safely.

      “Oh, wait, you weren’t!”

      He ran his fingers through his choppy brown hair, angrily pacing back and forth. He was working off his frustration. If we weren’t on grass, I was sure the noise from his stomps would vibrate through the still night. The streetlights were dim on the pavement of the sidewalk. The stores that lined the street were dark and empty. I had no idea what time it was, but I was pretty sure it had to be early in the morning. Darkness still lingered and there was no indication it was going to let up any time soon.

      “Would you keep your voice down?” I asked in a tone that was only a little bit louder than a whisper.

      “Why?” Jack didn’t even bother to do as I asked. He flicked his wrist out carelessly, his nose wrinkled. “Why not tell everyone how stupid you were being? Going in the Blood Forest?”

      “I didn’t know Shane would lead me to the forest, thank you very much,” I snapped. I turned away from Jack, needing to not see him. Except turning around meant looking at the forest, and looking at the forest reminded me I could have been killed if it weren’t for Jack.

      Jack and Chessy.

      I heard rather than saw Jack roll his eyes thanks to the loud, obnoxious scoff he paired it with. I bristled, crossing my arms over my chest. I decided not to respond. I clung to the sleeves of my jacket to keep myself from giving into temptation and glaring at Jack once again to let him know I was just as mad as he was.

      “Why are you following whoever Shane is?” he asked. “What makes him so important? Is he one of your little detective jobs?”

      This time, I couldn’t control myself. I spun around, hands on my hips, wrinkling my brows over my eyes. I glared at him. My eyes turned glassy but I refused to cry just because he hurt my feelings. Jack was an asshole—he always had been, even when Anna was alive. Why would I think he had changed?

      “What do you care?” I shot back. I didn’t bother to keep my voice down. At this point, it didn’t matter if anyone heard me, though I knew the town slept peacefully. I doubted anyone would be interested in our argument. “Why do you care, Jack? Anna is dead. You don’t have to pretend, okay? You don’t have to pretend that you like me. There’s nothing forcing you to do that.”

      “You think I don’t care about you?” The anger vanished from Jack’s face, but I couldn’t tell what replaced it.

      I opened my mouth to respond, but no sound came out. Of course, I didn’t think he cared about me. He was always so standoffish with me, what was I supposed to think? I knew we both missed Anna. I knew we were grieving in our own ways. I knew that seeing me might stir up memories he didn’t want to remember, and I felt the same way about him. It was fine if he didn’t care about me. I was okay with that. I just didn’t like that he stood in front of me, pretending otherwise. Lecturing me about what I should and shouldn’t do, especially considering he didn’t know me. And maybe he never had.

      “Aly, of course I care about you,” Jack said when I didn’t say anything. “What gave you the impression that I didn’t?”

      I rolled my eyes. I was tired. My heart was still beating fast thanks to the adrenaline that still coursed through my body. I was tired of playing games. I didn’t care.

      “Don’t,” I said. It was one word but it held everything I wanted to stop myself from revealing. “Just…don’t.”

      Jack searched my face. I had no idea how it was possible, but his eyes seemed bluer than I had ever seen them, especially against the night sky. I didn’t want him to look at me like that. I didn’t want him to be concerned with me at all. I just wanted to go home and cry. I wanted to take a moment and really understand what had happened to me, and I didn’t want an audience while I did it.

      “Aly,” he murmured, his voice husky. “I came for you. Into the Blood Forest. If that doesn’t tell you that you’re important to me, I don’t know what will.”

      “Stop,” I said, though this time my voice cracked. I didn’t want to hear it.

      He furrowed his brow, annoyance flickering across his face. This was the Jack I knew. That was the look I was comfortable with.

      My eyes darted behind him, going to the edge of the forest. It was like I was waiting for the wolves to cross the boundary and attack us. I didn’t quite trust that we were safe. I didn’t know why. Maybe it was because I didn’t quite feel safe with Jack. I knew he would protect me, no matter what; I just didn’t know what to expect from him.

      “You can’t go through life with your head in the sand, Aly,” he said. He reached out and curled a stray strand of hair behind my ear, taking a step closer to me. “You taught me that.”

      “How?” I asked, all edges and thorns. I wanted to be soft toward Jack, but I didn’t trust him completely. I didn’t feel like we had the same footing and I needed it to even out before I could do that.

      He sighed and looked away. The chill in the air managed to slide under my jacket and my thin T-shirt and crawl down my spine. I took in a breath. It was deep autumn in Wonderland, but I didn’t remember the nights ever being this cold. Then again, it wasn’t as though I was out later, ever. Even in college, I led a mildly tame existence. The only time I ever went to a party was right before Anna died, and that was one of the worst nights of my life.

      “Do you really need me to say?” he asked in a low voice, his eyes coming back to catch mine.

      I knew what he was referring to, and I didn’t want to talk about it. My lips tingled at the memory, but I couldn’t be sure if it was a warning to not do it again or because I wanted to. It didn’t matter because I wouldn’t, and I couldn’t read Jack well enough to know if he wanted to do it either.

      “I thought,” he said, deciding to change the subject, “when Peter called me, it was because of something else. Someone else.”

      I clenched my teeth together. The leaves from the Blood Forest whispered behind me, but I didn’t particularly notice them. The breeze fumbled with my hair like an inexperienced lover, and my body was still cold. I should head to my car and march home. I was sure it was on the next block over, still waiting for me. I even patted my jean pocket, just to make sure I still had the keys.

      “You’re referring to Rumple?” I asked. I tried to keep my voice as casual as it could be, but it came out like broken glass. My eyes weren’t on him but on the dark grass beneath my feet and I yanked out my keys. I suddenly wanted nothing more than to go home. I didn’t want another lecture from Jack about Rumple, but I was pretty sure that that was where this conversation was going.

      “You have a nickname for him, then?” He crossed his arms over his chest, and I noticed how his sleeves clung to his biceps.

      “I’m pretty sure you’ve heard me refer to him that way before,” I said. Without warning, I angled my shoulders away from Jack and began to head to the sidewalk. I wanted to get away from the forest, from the wolves, from Jack, even from Chessy, and I wanted to climb into my car. I shoved my hands in my pockets, hoping that would warm them up, if only a little. Now that the adrenaline rush had calmed down, I was left with nothing keeping me warm besides my worn leather jacket.

      “Where are you going?” Jack called. He strode quickly in order to keep up with me. It didn’t take him much effort, considering how long his legs were compared to mine. Bastard.

      “I’m going home,” I snapped. I didn’t actually mean to do that. Yes, I was annoyed and frustrated with him, but I was also annoyed and frustrated with myself. I was tired. I wanted to crawl into bed where it was safe and figure out what I was going to do in the morning.

      “Wait, what?” Jack grabbed my arm and tugged me to him. Instinctively, I placed my hands up, only to have them hit his chest. I could tell how compact Jack truly was, and it annoyed me even more. The last thing I wanted to be reminded of right now was Jack’s physical appeal. “You’re going home?”

      “Yeah.” I furrowed my brow, dropping my hands from his chest and pulling away again. “Why shouldn’t I?”

      “We have to talk.”

      I made a face and then shook my head. The hems of my jeans were starting to get wet from the dew on the grass. “Hmm, no thanks,” I said. “I want to sleep more than I want to finish this conversation.”

      “I’m only trying to help, you know,” he said, keeping up with me.

      “I know.” I stopped when I reached the sidewalk. I turned around, pinching the bridge of my nose. “I know you’re trying to help me. What I don’t understand is why. You barely looked in my direction when Anna died. I appreciate your help, I do, and when you helped me with Tom, I know you saved my life, and I appreciate that as well. But I don’t understand why.”

      “Why can’t I—”

      “Why?” I wasn’t going to waste my time anymore. I didn’t want to deal with this. I tilted my head to the side, trying to keep my eyes open. I could probably fall asleep standing if I really wanted to. “Why infiltrate my life after being absent ever since a year ago?”

      “Don’t do this,” he said, his lips curling up into a sneer. “Don’t make me say it.”

      “Say what?” I didn’t know if I was just so tired I didn’t remember, or if Jack was playing a game. I didn’t take Jack for someone who even played games, but I had no idea what to expect from anyone anymore.

      “I avoided you because of that night,” he snapped, though he made sure to keep his voice low.

      “What night?”

      “The party.”

      Suddenly, I wasn’t so tired anymore. The party. It was a Charming party, the summer before Anna died. The summer before my whole life changed. I was going to be a fourth year at the University of Wonderland. Anna and I had our entire lives mapped out, and both of us were excited to start. This was the last little hurdle before we were allowed to step into this world.

      It was also the party where I was raped. I still didn’t know who did it, and I didn’t report it.

      And then there was Jack.

      Before my attack, Jack and I kissed. It was something I regretted even now. We were both at that party. I barely remembered anything. Even my attack was a mix of blurred lines and hazy memories. Anna and I had had a fight. She wanted to talk to me about something, but I refused to go. I was just so mad at her. Once again, she and Jack broke up because she was cheating on him. I never found out with whom. I suppose it didn’t matter.

      Maybe I was just mad that she didn’t trust me enough to tell me.

      And there was Jack, just as angry, because he knew it too. He found them together. He claimed he didn’t know the guy, but something in me told me that was a lie. And there I was, and somehow, we collided.

      Strange… I didn’t remember being raped, just the pain in my pelvis afterward and the hangover that accompanied being too drunk, but I remembered Jack’s kiss like it was the lyrics to my favorite song.

      No one knew what happened to me that night. I vowed to keep it that way. I didn’t want anyone looking at me like I was more of an anomaly than I already was.

      Especially not Jack.

      “You’re a coward,” I said.

      And maybe I was too. Because once I realized that he wanted nothing to do with me, I let him go. I didn’t fight for our friendship. When we needed each other the most, we were too stubborn to actually do anything about it. We weren’t worth fighting for, even after Anna’s death.

      “Yeah.” He gave me a single nod, eyes hard but not because of me. Somehow, I knew that glare was more about him than it was for me. “I don’t regret it, you know.”

      “Regret what?”

      “Kissing you that night.”

      I swallowed and looked away.

      “Maybe that’s why I get so angry when I hear about you and Rumple,” he said. His voice had softened. It was less passionate, less insistent and demanding. It sounded like he just needed to talk. “I know what he is. I know what he wants from you. Anna told me what happened between him and Sadie, how Sadie found herself in love with him and then she disappeared. He is not a good person, Aly. I already lost Anna. I don’t know what I would do if I lose you too.”

      “You did lose me,” I pointed out, furrowing my brow. “You let me go for the last year, Jack, all because of that kiss you don’t regret. I regret that kiss because I lost you over it. And Rumple… You don’t know Rumple, so stop telling me things you think you know. Maybe that’s how he was with Sadie, but it isn’t like how he is with me. It’s not.” I sucked in a breath, trying to regain my composure. “Thank you for your help, but I’m going to go home now, and I don’t want to see you after this.”

      “Aly—”

      “Chessy was in the forest,” I said, cutting him off. “I know you’re still looking for him.” I walked around my car and opened my door. “Hopefully, you’ll finally follow through on that.”

      Before he could say anything else, I left. My hands shook gripping the steering wheel.

      “You’re safe,” I told myself. “You’re safe.”

      For now.
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      I wasn’t expecting Peter to be awake when I got home. It was late. But when I walked through the door, I noticed a small light coming from the living room and the subtle scent of chamomile in the air. I paused in the foyer. I could go upstairs. I could pretend I didn’t know that Peter was still awake, most likely waiting for me. I could go to bed, just like I wanted to. Whether sleep would come was another story, but I didn’t have to go to Peter.

      I already got into it with Jack. I didn’t want the same thing to happen with him.

      If anyone would know what the hell is going on in that forest, it’s Peter, a voice in my head pointed out. You could ask him about it and see what he says.

      I rubbed my lips together, patting the pockets of my leather jacket to see if there was any Chapstick there. When I came up emptyhanded, I dropped my hands to my sides and tried not to think about my lips starting to feel dry.

      “I know you’re there,” Peter said in a sing-song voice. “You might as well come out now. We can talk.”

      “I don't want to talk about what happened,” I said, slowly walking into the living room.

      Peter was seated on the couch, a cup of tea in his hand. There were bags under his eyes and a weary expression on his face.

      “You look tired,” I remarked.

      “Gee, I wonder why I’d be tired,” he snipped, bringing the tea to his lips. He scowled after a drink before leaning forward and setting it on his coffee table. “You left, telling me nothing other than the fact that you were going to follow Shane—”

      “I thought he was your friend,” I shot back. “Wasn’t he the same guy we used to run Ella’s DNA? Didn’t he help us with that? So, at some point, you clearly trusted him.”

      “I did,” Peter said, standing up. He tilted his chin up so he could lock eyes with me. “I do. But that doesn’t mean I want you to follow him. Especially at night.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Why did you call Jack?” I asked. “How did he know where to find me?”

      “I called Jack because I hadn’t seen you in hours,” he said, as though that was obvious. His green eyes were narrowed, flashing a sharp emerald. I knew that color. He might be known for being grumpy all the time, but when his eyes turned this color he was especially frustrated, usually with me. “I didn’t know who else to call.” He furrowed his brow, tilting his head to the side. “You can’t possibly have expected me to call The Imp.”

      I clenched my teeth together and looked away. It was overwhelmingly hot in Peter’s living room, which didn’t make sense because it wasn’t even winter yet and Peter did not turn on the heat until he absolutely had to. I fidgeted with the sleeve of my jacket, debating whether or not I should take it off. On the one hand, it might relieve me of heat; on the other, I didn’t think it was really hot; only that my blood was still pumping due to the scare in the Blood Forest.

      “I called Jack because I knew he would find you,” Peter continued. I wouldn’t say his voice softened, but the edges that had been in his voice relaxed slightly. “I didn’t have to worry about whether or not he would ask me for something in return. I didn’t have to wonder if Jack would come immediately or if he would only come on his own time. I trust Jack. And Jack is the best tracker I know.”

      “Jack and I—”

      “Have a history together,” Peter interrupted. “I’m aware.”

      He wasn’t, though. Not really. And I wasn’t going to sit around and explain it. As much as I loved my friend, it wasn’t any of his business.

      “I thought it was a better solution than calling anyone else,” he continued. “And since you told me, since you trusted me, I made the call. Jack found you within moments, and even knowing where you were, he rushed off to save you.”

      I bit my tongue. I wasn’t going to tell Peter that Jack had used magic before when Tom had attacked me and Stephen Charming. I wasn’t going to tell him a secret that wasn’t mine to tell.

      “I don’t understand,” I said slowly, deciding to play dumb. “What is the deal about the Blood Forest? I know there are rumors that it was where the Mad Mage escaped to once he was banished, but what’s in the forest that would mean my life was at risk being there?”

      “It’s the wolves,” Peter said. He blinked once, looking at me as though he had never seen me before. Not that he didn’t know who I was, more like he remembered I wasn’t from Wonderland even though I had been here since I was a baby. I didn’t have magic coursing through my veins. I didn’t know my parents. Dad always told me to stay away from the forest but he never went into detail as to why that was. I always assumed he was worried I would get lost there.

      “The wolves?” I repeated, arching a brow. “I didn’t even know the Blood Forest had wolves until today.”

      “The wolves are dangerous, Alice,” he said. “I’m not fucking around.”

      “Clearly,” I snapped, crossing my arms over my chest. I eyed the couch, debating whether or not I should plop down on it or continue to stand. “What do you think happened to me, Peter? I was running from wolves.”

      “I don’t know what happened to you,” he snapped back. “But I knew it couldn’t be good, which was why I called Jack. I didn’t know you managed to find yourself in the Blood Forest.”

      I didn’t know why I was so angry with Peter. I wondered if it had anything to do with my frustration with Jack. Jack treated me like I was some helpless little kid, pointing out the fact that I had no magic, no way to protect myself. And he wasn’t wrong. It could have stemmed from what happened to Tom Charming, how reckless I had been, how he had to come and save me. And he’d had to do it again.

      You aren’t really showing him that you’re capable of making rational decisions, a thought mentioned, flitting across my mind in a hurry, like it wanted to get its point across before I could stop it. Maybe he has a reason to feel this way.

      “You’re just like him,” I said, shaking my head and tugging off my jacket. It had suddenly gotten too warm in here. I let the coat hand from my forearm and jutted a hip. “Jack, I mean. And my father, for that matter. You’re treating me like a child incapable of making my own decisions.”

      “Well, when you act like one, what do you expect?” Peter retorted.

      For a moment, the two of us just glared at each other. Neither one of us was willing to break the stare, like a silent game of tug-of-war. Peter finally looked away, but that was only to grab his cup of tea and take a long sip from it.

      “That was a low shot,” he said after wiping his mouth with the back of my hand.

      “It was,” I agreed.

      “I’m your friend, Alice,” he said. Instead of setting his cup down, he held on to it. “I want… I don’t want anything bad to happen to you. For whatever reason, you and he have a friendship—or whatever you want to call it. And I’m worried that that will be your undoing. Those who engage in bargains with him always regret it. Always.”

      I wrinkled my nose, my cheeks pinching. “It’s a good thing, then, that I didn’t enter a bargain with him,” I said. “I don’t know how many times I have to tell you, but he came to me.”

      “Doesn’t that strike you as odd?” Peter asked, gesturing wildly with his free hand that his other sloshed a bit of tea onto the floor. Peter didn’t even notice.

      “I don’t want to talk about Rumple,” I said. “I don’t want a lecture about why I shouldn’t trust him. He’s…he’s shown me that I can. And you probably think I’m making another mistake and that’s fine, but it’s my choice to make.”

      Peter clenched his teeth together. It was only then that I saw just how tired he was. He must have been waiting up for me. I could picture him, pacing back and forth in his kitchen, making some tea to soothe his nerves. Peter rarely ever showed any other emotion besides frustration, but I knew he was worried about me, and that softened me.

      “I can’t support this,” he said. “You know I can’t. After what happened with Sadie, after what happens to everyone who wants his help…” He shook his head, golden-brown hair falling into his face. “I don’t want to watch you disappear, Alice.”

      “Do you trust me?” I asked. The question was weaker than I hoped, but it was important all the same. “My own father doesn’t even trust me, Peter, and I’ve learned so much of what he taught me was a lie. I’m an adult in my own right. I’m capable of making decisions. And if this whole thing with Rumple blows up in my face, you can be the first person to tell me you told me so.”

      “I don’t want to tell you I told you so,” Peter said, his face contorting up into a scowl at the mere thought of it. “Alice, I’m your friend. I’m probably your only friend at this point.”

      I pressed my lips together and forced myself to look at his bookcase. Crim’s name danced on the tip of my tongue, but I didn’t want to point that out. It was cruel to say I had no friends, but I wasn’t going to stoop to his level. I didn’t think he was trying to be mean, but it still came out that way. And I knew I would only aggravate him further if I said Rumple was my friend.

      The thing with Rumple was, I didn’t know if friend was the right word to describe our relationship. There was something there, but friendship just felt incorrect.

      “I just want what’s best for you,” Peter said. “I know you’re trying to figure out what happened with Anna. I know you probably found things that don’t quite add up. But that doesn’t prove anything.”

      I furrowed my brow, turning back to look at him. “Wait,” I said. “You think that I’m crazy?”

      “What? No. I didn’t say that.” He set the cup down on the table. “I just think you’re caught up in the possibilities, and this whole thing with Crim is something you’re looking into because you’re worried the same thing is going to happen to her.”

      I blinked once, twice.

      No.

      No, that wasn’t the case. Crim was my friend and she disappeared. Anna was murdered before anyone knew she was gone.

      There was a difference.

      “You want to be able to control the outcome,” Peter pressed, walking over to me. His hands were up, as though he wanted to appease me, calm me down, knowing I wouldn’t appreciate his commentary. Knowing I would completely disagree with it. “You couldn’t with Anna, but with Crim, you might be able to.”

      “You think,” I said slowly. “You think this is a game to me? A project?”

      “Of course not,” Peter said. “I know that you care very deeply about Crim. Besides me, she might be your only friend. I respect your fierce loyalty to her. I do. But I don’t think you need to go and get yourself killed in order to prove it.”

      I balked at what he was staying, taking an actual step back. “You think I feel the need to prove anything to anyone?” I asked. I wanted to take his teacup and smash it against the wall. I wanted to relish in the sound of broken china and the amber stain of liquid as it hit his white wall. Instead, I curled my fingers into fists and shoved my hands behind my back. “I don’t give a shit about what people think of me. I know I’m acting reckless and I know I need to stop that. But it’s because Crim doesn’t have anyone else looking into what happened to her. No police report or missing person report has been filed, which means even though I went to my father about this, he doesn’t know anything. He’s not even looking, regardless of what I’ve told him and asked his help with.”

      “And The Imp?” Peter asked, his voice low, gaze almost accusatory.

      I clenched my teeth together, digging my nails in my palm and leaning forward slightly. “Rumple is the only one helping me,” I said tightly. “You can badmouth him all you want. Jack can do the same thing. But at the end of the day, he’s the only one willing to help me. And just so you know, he hasn’t asked for anything in return. We haven’t shaken hands; no contracts have been made. Nothing of the sort. So, whatever you’re thinking of, you need to get it out of your head. You don’t know Rumple. At least, you don’t know him the way I do. I know he’s dangerous. I know you don’t support me. But when it comes to my decisions, you have to trust me.”

      Peter opened his mouth to say something and then shut it again. He looked away.

      “I do trust you,” he said. “It’s The Imp I don’t trust.” He looked back at me, catching my gaze. “And I won’t, Alice. I understand you’re my friend and I have to let you make your own mistakes. But I will not trust Rumple. Not after what happened to my mother and my family. He betrayed us. He betrayed us all.” He shook his head, his eyes going far away for a moment before resting on me. “And not after what happened to Sadie.”

      I supposed that was fair. At least, there was nothing I could do to change his mind, and I didn’t think he wanted me to. It wasn’t my place to tell him how to feel just like it wasn’t his.

      “I’m going to bed,” I told him. “I’ll see you in the morning?”

      Peter nodded. “Just be careful,” he told me. There was more emotion in those three words than I had heard from Peter in a long time. “You’re all I have, Alice. I don’t want to see you get hurt.”
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      When I stepped into my room, the last person I expected to see there was Rumple. He was smoking a cigarette, hand on hip, tapping his foot with obvious impatience. Immediately, he magicked the cigarette away and faced me.

      “I don’t need another lecture tonight,” I said, shutting the door. I didn’t want Peter to overhear.

      “Another?” Rumple arched a brow. He picked at something on his lapel, not even bothering to look at me. Probably the ash from his cigarette. “Tell me, who gave you the first? Was it Peter? Or was it the person who saved you from yourself in the Blood Forest?”

      I pressed my lips together, glaring. We both knew he was referring to Jack. What I didn’t understand was why he was so bothered by Jack in the first place.

      “Can I ask you a question?” he asked, dropping his hand and rolling his shoulders back. “Have I done something to offend you?”

      I clenched my teeth together to keep myself from saying anything. I was not going to play this game with him. He could be referring to tonight, he could be referring to our kiss. I didn’t know.

      “Well?” He took a step forward, past the dirty clothes on the floor and the scattered shoes that should have been kicked under the bed. I didn’t know how it was possible, but the room looked smaller with him in it. “It’s a fair question, isn’t it?”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “In what way?” I demanded to know.

      “I don’t know how many times I have to reiterate the fact that I am here to help you,” he said, striding into the bedroom with purpose. “Call my name. I do not give my name out to anyone. People may know it, but no one has permission to use it. No one. Except for you.”

      “What about Sadie Skaarsgard?” The words came out of my mouth before I could stop them. I shouldn’t care about his relationship with Sadie. I shouldn’t have let Peter’s story bother me. Because this wasn’t about not trusting the information Rumple told me. It was about jealousy. I was jealous of his relationship with Sadie, and I wanted to know the truth.

      “Excuse me?” His voice was quiet but sharp—a warning.

      “You heard me.” I stepped forward. I wasn’t going to let him intimidate me, even if that wasn’t his intention. “Tell me the truth. You can’t lie, right? So, tell me the truth about her.”

      The intensity of his gaze burned through me, but I refused to back down. If he wanted to come here and lecture me, fine, but I was going to ask questions he wouldn’t be comfortable with.

      “You told me that you want to find out what happened to Sadie,” I said. “When I asked why you cared about Anna’s case, you said you thought it might have to do with Sadie’s disappearance. Is this all some ploy to get her back? To find out where she is?”

      I dropped my arms from my chest and began to use my hands in order to articulate my feelings. The more I spoke, the easier the words came.

      “Why is she so important to you? Why do you care so much about her?”

      He arched a brow, cocking his head to the side. “Are you jealous, Alice?”

      Alice, not darling. I didn’t know if it was the use of my name rather than the term of endearment or the way he said it, but something inside of me wanted to tell the truth. Except I didn’t know the truth. I didn’t know what to say.

      “Why would I be jealous?” I managed to say. I turned my head, my ponytail swishing behind me. I could feel the ends of it brushing the back of my neck. It was almost time for a trim; once it reached past my chest, I liked to cut the ends off. I wanted to play with my hair to give my fingers something to do, but I didn’t want him to think my nervousness had anything to do with his line of questioning, even if it did.

      His eyes widened slightly. “You are jealous.”

      I swallowed, my anger flaring. I wanted to throw something. I wanted to stomp around like I was a petulant child who was just told I had to leave Disneyland. Something surged through my body, wanting to be released, but I had no idea what it could possibly be. I needed an outlet, a punching bag, something. Instead, I sat on the edge of my bed and began to unlace my boots, each movement a jagged snap.

      “I…” I managed to get out, kicking one boot off my foot. “…am not…” I unlaced the other one in a hurry. “Jealous.” I kicked that one off too, glaring up at him.

      “Then why do you care about the nature of my relationship with Sadie Skaarsgard?” he asked. He wasn’t accusing me, not really. If anything, he was genuinely curious, which made it even worse. I gripped the edge of the bed with both hands at my side, the blankets bunching in my palms.

      “So, there is a relationship between the two of you?” I knew it was the worst possible question to ask, but the words tumbled out of my mouth anyway, like they didn’t have a choice.

      “Is this what you’re asking of me?” Rumple asked, tilting his head to the side. He tucked his chin to his chest so he could catch my eye.

      “Why do you keep avoiding the question?” I shot back. “Why won’t you tell me about her? Everyone is warning me against you. Because of her.”

      “And by everyone, you’re talking about Lupine and the dwarf, are you not?” He didn’t bother to hide his caustic tone, even throwing in an eye roll for good measure.

      “What is your problem with them?” I asked, standing up. My knees wobbled slightly; whether that was because I pushed off too fast or because I was too close to Rumple, I didn’t know.

      “What’s their problem with me?” he retorted, then waved his hand. “In fact, I don’t have a problem with them. If anything, I’m grateful for what they did tonight, even if they did not call me to help you out. My frustration, my anger, stems from the fact that once again, you’re acting recklessly, to the point where you could have been killed, Alice. You could have been killed! Do you not understand that?”

      “I was trying to follow Shane, trying to figure out—”

      “I don’t care,” Rumple snapped. He rarely interrupted me. I blinked, surprised. “Tell me whatever you want, but there’s no excuse for you to have gone into the forest by yourself following a stranger! Again, I ask: why didn’t you call me so we could do it together? Why didn’t you ask me for my help?” His eyes scanned my face, looking for some kind of answer. “Why is it always one step forward and three steps back with you?”

      “I didn’t want you to say no!” I returned.

      “You think I have control over your body?” he asked. “You think I can control you or stop you once you get an idea in that blasted head of yours?”

      I wanted to scream at him. Fire erupted through my body, like my blood was on a burner, suddenly boiling. Energy inside of me needed release, but I didn’t know how to go about doing that. I wanted to tell him that he had more control over my body than he realized, that the way he kissed me still lingered on my lips, that when I closed my eyes, I remembered what it was like when his hand touched my face. I didn’t want to remember, or even acknowledge these things, but I couldn’t help it and it was all his fault.

      “Why are you afraid of me?” he asked. His voice was still rough, but he lowered it so no one could overhear it. No one would know what we were talking about unless Peter pressed his ear to my door. But Rumple would know, and Peter was not that stupid.

      He took another step forward, and now, we were centimeters apart. I didn’t realize how tall he was because I had to arch my neck to look at him. His broad shoulders swept across his frame, and he towered over me, making me feel smaller than I had ever felt before.

      Small, but not powerless.

      “Because you have the power to break me, and I’m afraid of letting you do that,” I snapped back before I could stop myself.

      His eyes jumped out of his head. Surprise was clearly written on his face, and it was strange, because I was sure Rumple was not the sort of man who showed that anything could startle him at all.

      Without warning, he lifted a hand and placed his fingertip on my bottom lip. Everything in me stilled except my heart. It seemed to beat harder and faster against my chest. I should pull away, I should bat his fingers and tell him never to touch me, but I was incapable of doing that. Hell, I was incapable of breathing at this point.

      And…and I didn’t actually want to.

      “You think I have power over you?” he asked again. His eyes were focused on what his finger was doing; heat traveled through the dark orbs, and yet, somehow, they only looked darker. “Alice, do you have any idea what you do to me?”

      I swallowed. There was that pull, that tug, at hearing him say my name. I didn’t trust my voice just yet, so I shook my head, content with answering truthfully, even if it wasn’t with words.

      “I can’t seem to control myself when I’m around you,” he murmured. “It happened that first day we met. My power recognized you.” He frowned, gently furrowing his brow. “I can’t…explain it.” His hand dropped from my lip to dance across the line of my jaw. I tilted my head back further to give him better access to explore more of me even while holding my breath and waiting for him to stop. “I can’t explain that, and it unnerves me. I do not know how I would react if anything were to happen to you.” He clenched his teeth together, nostrils flaring. “In fact, the mere thought of it gives me cause to want to destroy something. Which is why, when Beast threatened you, I took it personally. Which is why I can’t tell you the truth about Mary Stone even though I want to.”

      When he finished with my jaw, he dropped his hand so his palm touched the column of my throat.

      “Why…why are you telling me these things?” I asked him. My voice caught in my throat, like it didn’t want to say the words, like it would rather relish the feeling of his hands on me, but I forced it out anyway. “I know you can’t lie to me. I know that. But why say this to me? What’s in it for you?”

      “Do you think everything I do is to retain some sort of advantage?” he asked, his eyes turning dark.

      “I know you have a slick reputation that no one trusts,” I replied. “You get people what they want, but at what cost?”

      “Nothing comes for free.”

      “Then, this.” I stepped back and gestured between us. “What do you get from this?”

      Rumple pressed his lips together. His jaw popped. Though his eyes darkened, the black color glimmered, even in the darkness. I couldn’t read him. I wanted to.

      “Would you believe me if I said it was your delightful company?” he asked, his voice low, almost husky.

      “You have to tell me the truth,” I said. My voice tremored and I didn’t know why.

      “We’re getting to the bottom of what happened to Anna Skaarsgard,” he said. “You know as well as I that Beast didn’t kill her.”

      “But why me?” I reached up and yanked the ponytail tie off of my hair so it spiraled down my back. I wasn’t sure if it was the pressure of my hair on my head that was giving me the headache or if it was this conversation with Rumple. “That’s what I don’t understand. You came to me. You could have gone to anyone in the entire town of Wonderland, but you didn’t. You came to me.”

      Rumple took another step forward, rubbing his lips together. “I admit,” he began, “that I came to you because of your connection to the case, but I find myself more and more in awe of you each day. I’m glad I came to you, regardless of my initial reasons. I know now it could only be you.”

      I swallowed. “Stop saying things like that,” I said, but my voice was low, husky even. Pathetic.

      “Why?” he asked, his lips curving up into that grin. His finger began to trace my lips again and I couldn’t help but let out a helpless whimper.

      Rumple stilled. Surprise flashed across his eyes but it disappeared as easily as it came.

      “Because I might do something crazy like believe them,” I responded. “And I don’t want to fall down that rabbit hole.” Vaguely I could see his face edging closer to mine, slowly, as though he was unsure. Which was odd, because Rumple never seemed unsure about anything before. “Not with you.”

      “Why not, Alice?” he asked. “Tell me why.”

      “Because you’re using me and I don’t know why,” I said. I was surprised by my honesty. I didn’t want to give it to him, but it felt like I had no choice.

      “Are you jealous of Sadie, Alice?” he asked again. “Jealous of what you think might have happened between us?” His words were soft, light, like a cloud exploding with sunshine.

      I closed my eyes, tilting my head up. “Yes…”

      He devoured my mouth with his own. I didn’t see him do it. I was afraid to watch, afraid he might pull back and I’d just reveal something I wouldn’t even admit to myself. But one hand gripped my cheek while the other slithered around my waist and pressed against the flat of my back.

      My stomach tingled with magic—that was the only thing that could accurately describe what was happening to my body. It was like I was overwhelmed with heat, the sort that lifted a person into the sky because of weightlessness, not the kind that overwhelmed with humidity and bogged someone down. My fingers ran through his hair, messing it up in a way I had wanted to do since I first saw him so put-together. His dark locks were like silk, not greasy with hair product the way I expected them to be.

      He tilted my head back, sliding his tongue against my bottom lip. Again, he asked for permission to enter. Again, I gave it to him.

      I wanted him. I wanted this. I didn’t care if he had a crappy reputation. I didn’t care if I was making some sort of mistake by kissing him. I didn’t care about any of it. I just wanted him to keep kissing me.

      The hand holding my hip slowly began to curve up. Fingers splayed underneath my shirt on my stomach. Something sparked. I wasn’t sure if he felt it, but I certainly did.

      I gasped, pulling away slightly, and then kicked myself for breaking the kiss.

      I looked up at him with hooded eyes, still not sure what I should do. Did I wait for him to kiss me again? Should I initiate it this time? I just wanted to keep kissing him. I wanted his hands on my bare skin.

      “You look so damn beautiful,” he rasped, curling hair behind my ear as he placed his lips on mine once again. This time, the kiss was chaste, soft, tender even. I leaned into it, wanting him to know I liked this, I wanted this.

      “Tell me you want me to do it again,” he murmured against my lips. “Tell me.”

      I was surprised he didn’t say my name, but I did as he asked me to.

      “I want you to kiss me again,” I said in a voice just above a whisper. The words out loud were like a slap in the face, an utterance of all the feelings and thoughts that had been floating in my head for a while.

      “And I will, darling,” he murmured, placing a kiss on the column of my throat. I tilted my head away to give him better access to it, closing my eyes so I could enjoy the sensation. “I will do so many different things to your body, you will not be able to leave this room for days. And just when you think you’ve had enough, you will beg me for more.” He placed a kiss under my chin. “But, for now, I intend to help you with Crim, like I said I would. I just need you to do me a favor.” He kissed the corner of my mouth, and I slowly opened my eyes so I could lock my gaze with his.

      “What’s that?” I asked, my voice still whimsical and light.

      “If you’re ever in trouble and you need my help, call me,” he said. “I will be there for you. You know this. Trust me the way I trust you.”

      And then he was gone.
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      This was the second night in a row I couldn’t sleep. I tossed, I turned. I tried to close my eyes, but images of me and Rumple kissing…doing other things…filled that space and I was afraid to let myself succumb to sleep if it meant witnessing all of those thoughts I was sure I didn’t want. That didn’t stop them from setting my body on fire. That didn’t stop them from making me curious about what might happen if we did more than just kiss.

      But I could never tell him.

      More than that, his words echoed through my mind and guilt clung to my insides, gripping my stomach like a lover holding me through the night. It was obnoxious. I didn’t feel as though I had any reason to be guilty. I didn’t do anything wrong. And yet, Rumple was still upset that I hadn’t called him first, that I hadn’t been the one to reach out and ask him for his guidance through the forest. Instead, I went by myself. I was reckless. I risked my life by going there.

      All of these things were true.

      More than that, I was jealous. I was jealous of my best friend’s sister and the relationship she had with Rumple.

      Allegedly.

      I didn’t even know if there was a relationship between them.

      Which meant I cared for him more than I should.

      I didn’t even know how that happened. I was so careful, so sure I wasn’t going to fall into the same trap everyone else did. The only thing I wanted was justice for Anna, but I thought justice had been served. I thought the responsible party was rotting away in prison and everything was fine. He sought me out. He wanted my help. And I, like a fool, gave that to him.

      I forced myself to get out of bed. I couldn’t keep thinking about Rumple. I didn’t want to get so in my head that I lost myself or I made my feelings more than what they needed to be. It wasn’t like I was in love with him, but I did care enough about him in a way that made me wish I didn’t. If I could be jealous of a missing girl, that was a bit of an issue. I didn’t want to be jealous of anyone, especially Sadie, especially over Rumple.

      But I couldn’t help it.

      I stepped into the shower, letting the water hit my naked frame. Anna used to tell me that she was raised to think that showers were cleansing not only in the literal sense, but in a figurative one as well. If the goal was to wash away the negative energy from the day, scrub it away with intention. Say a little mantra that symbolized washing away all negativity, and literally, in the shower, shake it off. Flick the wrists. Watch the water filled with that energy spiral down the drain.

      I wasn’t sure I believed in it, but it felt nice. I could be proactive about my negativity.

      I loosed a breath and turned off the water. After I dried off, I got dressed, brushed my teeth, and headed down the stairs. I didn’t check to see if Peter was around. I thought we needed our space after what happened last night. Part of me didn’t want to face him after my encounter with Rumple. Not because I believed what he said or his accusations, but because I didn’t want to think about Rumple at all.

      Instead, I sat in my car and stared at the garage door for a moment. I didn’t think about Rumple. I didn’t think about the way we kissed, the way he touched me, or the way I let him. I didn’t think about all of the things I did back, all of the kisses I returned with as much fervor as he gave them. I wouldn’t think about any of that.

      Because I didn’t know what to do about it.

      I didn’t know what was going on with me.

      Part of me wanted to blame my idiotic choices on the fact that I almost died in the Blood Forest. Now that it was a new day, I realized how stupid I had been. I thought by following Shane, he would lead me to Crim. But I didn’t even have proof that he was behind Crim’s disappearance at all. I was just doing something to do something, to make myself feel better. I was feeding my own ego and I needed to stop. At the end of the day, I was wasting time. This wasn’t helping me figure out what was happening to Crim.

      I blew out a breath and wrapped my fingers around the steering wheel. Right now, I needed to figure out what I could do that would help me find Crim.

      You could go back to her house, a little voice told me.

      I nodded, though it wasn’t like anyone was around me to witness it. But it was a start. There wasn’t anything sketchy about going to Crim’s house. Maybe I could search her room and find another clue, assuming her grandmother even lets me into the house. I didn’t want to break in if I didn’t have to. And, since I couldn’t foresee any danger, I didn’t feel obligated to call Rumple or to tell Peter.

      Maybe that was stupid. Maybe it was what I needed to work on.

      I just couldn’t bring myself to call Rumple. Not because I didn’t want to, but because I did. Because I wanted to kiss him the way I kissed him last night. I wanted his hands to roam my body the same way they had and to hear him moan.

      My mouth went dry just thinking about it.

      I shook my head, tugging on my jacket. I needed a break. I needed one where I wasn’t distracted by him, and I was starting to get more and more distracted by him as each day went on. Something shifted in our relationship, and I wasn’t experienced enough to know if it was a change that would linger, or if there was something else at play here and I could just go back to the way things were before all of this started. I didn’t think it was possible, but I didn’t want to give up just yet.

      I started my car and pulled out of the driveway. By the time I got to Crim’s house, I remembered that she lived with her grandmother. I wasn’t sure what that meant for my investigation. Hopefully, if she was there, she’d let me check out Crim’s room, but I wasn’t sure if that was going to be possible. I wasn’t sure if she had put in a missing person’s report on Crim since I had been off from work, but I was sure if she had, this town would be buzzing with gossip and it wasn’t. Which meant, I doubted that she had. In fact, as I climbed the cement steps of her porch, I wasn’t even sure if she’d open the door to me.

      Which might tell me more than what I needed to know. If Crim’s grandmother refused to help her granddaughter—her only granddaughter, the one who helped her in the bakery early every morning before heading to a full-time job at the police station—there might be a chance that she was somehow behind this, or at least involved in some way.

      When I reached the door, I waited. I knew I should knock, but knocking announced my presence. Knocking put the ball in her court, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to do that. And yet, if I snuck in, I would be the one who looked suspicious. I was, after all, the last person to have seen her. We went out that night. In fact, it was probably why I wasn’t sitting in some jail cell. Because a report hadn’t officially been filed, which meant no crime officially occurred.

      Was that why my father insisted on not doing anything? As a way to help me?

      Dad knew I had been helping a couple of people with things. He knew I did the same type of work in college. If there was no crime, it meant the police didn’t have to get involved. I knew he knew that there were officers on the force who were corrupt. I didn’t know why he couldn’t do anything about it; it must have to do with why he lied about Anna’s death in the first place. But maybe, in a really strange way, Dad was helping me.

      Regardless, we weren’t exactly on the best of terms at the moment. Right now, I couldn’t risk breaking in, getting caught, and being arrested. My father would probably relish in locking me up for a bit. He might even say this was his way of keeping me safe.

      I blew a breath out through my nose and forced myself to knock. I wasn’t going to sit around and wait. I didn’t care that Peter thought I was only helping Crim because of some weird control issue I had that stemmed from Anna’s murder. That wasn’t the case at all, and I had every intention of proving it.

      I held my breath. For a moment, no one came to answer the door. That was probably a good thing. It meant I could break in and look around and not have an audience. Just as I was about to turn away from the door, it creaked open slightly.

      “What do you want?” a crochety voice asked from the crack between the door and the frame.

      “Uh, hi.” I stepped towards the door but, without warning, I was staring at the barrel of a rifle. Immediately, my hands went up and my heart raced.

      What the hell?

      “I didn’t ask for niceties,” she said. “What do you want?”

      “My name is Alice, ma’am,” I said, hoping my voice didn’t shake. “I work with Crim at the police department.”

      “Alice?” She chewed on my name for a bit then opened the door more. Not enough to suggest she was inviting me in, but enough where I could see her. Her curling white hair was ruffled, as though she had only recently gotten out of bed, and her white nightgown was covered with a red and white apron. Suspicion sharpened her stare, and I realized they were the same color blue Crim had—dark blue. “Alice Winter?”

      “Yes, hi.” I gave her a little wave, which felt silly in the moment.

      “What do you want?” she demanded. There was no pretense in her voice, nothing that indicated she was a sweet old lady who just wanted to bake some cookies for a bunch of little kids. This woman was mean, and she didn’t give a shit.

      “Your granddaughter,” I said. I took a tentative step forward. The last thing I wanted to do was spook her, but at the same time, I hoped she realized that I would appreciate being let in. Judging by her attitude, though, I doubted that would be the case. “I was just… Has she made contact with you at all? Anything to let everyone know she’s okay?”

      “What do you care?” she returned.

      I felt myself bristle. “I…” I swallowed. “We’re friends.”

      “Friends?” She scoffed. “Weren’t you the one she went out with the night of her disappearance? How do I know you aren’t responsible for what happened to her?”

      I knew she had a good point. I wasn’t as offended as I thought I would be, probably because it made sense for her to assume that that was what happened.

      “Because if you truly thought that, you would’ve come after me directly,” I said, glancing at the barrel of a gun. “It’s obvious you aren’t afraid to fight for what’s right, ma’am. And Crim is yours, someone you’d probably do anything to protect.”

      “What, you think you know me?” she asked. “You’re making assumptions that just because I’m some lady with a bakery, I’m as sweet and as flaky as my pastries?”

      “No, of course not. It’s just, Crim has talked to me a little bit about you,” I said. This wasn’t exactly a lie, though I might be fibbing about the details. “About how hard you work and everything she does for you. Not because she’s complaining, but because she’s proud of you. She wants to be like you.”

      The old woman spat. “That girl got herself mixed up in some shit,” she muttered. “She’ll never be like me. Not after what she did.”

      “What did she do?” I asked. I was finally getting somewhere. I stepped forward, completely forgetting she had a gun pointed at me—up until she lifted it. The threat was clear.

      “She mixed in with the wrong sort of people,” her grandmother said. “There’s no such thing as true love. Everyone is using everyone, mark my words. Now, get off my property before I blow a hole in your shoulder.”

      I wanted to ask more. I even glanced at the gun, wondering if she would really shoot me. Instead, I pressed my lips together and slowly backed off the property. I had answers, yes, but they only led to more questions. And I wasn’t sure that was going to help me find out what happened to Crim at all.
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      Something was going on in the Black Forest, and I needed to find out what that was. I turned restlessly. Even as I got ready for work Monday morning, my entire focus shifted to that. It wasn’t Rumple and the searing kisses he gave me or the fact that Beast was in Neverland Penitentiary for murdering Anna, which he definitely did not do. It was Crim.

      When I bounded down the stairs, ready to head into work, I found Peter already awake, tea in hand. He sat at his dining table, reading the newspaper. When he heard me, he lifted his head up and gave me a long stare.

      “You okay?”

      I looked behind me to make sure there was no one else he could be talking to. In all my friendship with Peter, concern and compassion weren’t exactly character traits I would use to describe him.

      I furrowed my brow, slightly suspicious, and immediately hated that this was who I was now. Some jaded asshole who didn’t trust Rumple to help, who didn’t trust Peter when he was trying to see how I felt, who walked into danger without thinking about it. I was one of the girls I hated as a teenager—angsty, moody. I was never this way when my age excused it. And here I was, being emotionally reserved because I was afraid of letting anyone in.

      The betrayal of my father must have shaken me more than I wanted to admit.

      I nodded, tucking hair behind my ear.

      “I’m sorry about the other night,” he said, his gaze dropping to the tea cup. “When I heard you were in the Blood Forest at night…” He let his voice trail off. “It’s just, it’s dangerous. Especially close to a full moon.”

      I tilted my head to the side. “Why would a full moon make any difference?” I asked. I shifted my weight, trying to ignore the fact that Peter was hinting at the possibility of werewolfism, something I thought for sure didn’t exist. Why I could grasp the concept of magic and not shifters, I didn’t know.

      “We can talk about it later,” he asked. “And the full moon wasn’t then anyway. It’s tonight. So, as long as you stay here, or even just away from the forest, you should be fine.”

      I didn’t like the fact that he was practically dismissing me. Then again, there was something about the way he spoke that seemed to imply he was trying to look out for my wellbeing. I looked down, trying to figure out whether or not I should push him for answers. I knew I had to get to work. Lindsey was probably looking for any reason to fire me, and I didn’t want to give her anything. I was not going to be the first to budge in this battle between us, though I wasn’t quite sure why we were fighting in the first place.

      “You know,” I ventured, wrapping my arms around myself and taking a step toward Peter. “I was found on the edge of the Blood Forest, right by the little creek that runs through it and borders the land with the next county over. I’ve asked Dad so many times to take me there, but he refuses. I didn’t understand why he would tell me that and not let me check it out. It didn’t make any sense to me.”

      “A lot of things don’t make sense in Wonderland,” Peter pointed out. He brought his mug to his lips but didn’t quite drink. “I can’t blame Paul for being protective of you. If I had a daughter, I’d be the same way.” I took another step and watched as he drank his tea. There were so many questions I wanted to ask him, but I had no idea where to start. I had no idea if he even wanted to talk to me at all. “You should get to work.”

      “I’ll call in,” I muttered, but made no move to reach for my phone. “Peter, can you tell me about the Blood Forest? Why does it feel so…heavy? What goes on in there?”

      “What makes you think I know anything?” he asked, though there wasn’t any malice in his tone. He set his mug down on the counter and swirled around in his chair, arms crossed over his chest. One golden-brown eyebrow was raised, and he gave me a level look, waiting for a response.

      “I know you do,” I said. I hoped he couldn’t tell that I was talking out of my ass. I had no idea what Peter knew and what he didn’t know, but I was willing to bet, he would share the knowledge he did have. “Please, Peter. I’ve seen things in that forest I can’t explain. And it’s not just wolves chasing after me. I saw Chessy.”

      “Chessy?” He didn’t sound surprised, only like he wanted clarification.

      “Yeah,” I said. “You know, the cat?”

      Peter rolled his eyes. “Of course, I know,” he said. “I also know that Jack has been looking for that thing for weeks. Did you tell him?”

      I opened my mouth to explain myself before slowly shutting it. The way Peter looked at me, I did wish I had done something different, pushed Jack harder to go look for the cat. Then again, it didn’t seem as though Chessy wanted to be found.

      I blinked.

      What a strange thought. Why wouldn’t Chessy want to be found? I completely bypassed the point of him knowing he was lost in the first place. There was something about the cat that clearly indicated he was smarter than most, if not all other cats. The only question was, how smart? How much did he actually know?

      Considering the fact that he saved you from a bunch of wolves and seemed to have every intention to do that, I’d say the odds are he knows exactly what he’s doing.

      I couldn’t help but agree with that voice in my head, even as Peter’s frown deepened.

      “You didn’t tell him?” he asked. “Why wouldn’t you tell him about Chessy?”

      “I did,” I said harshly, fiddling with the ends of my ponytail and as I leaned back against the wall. I was careful not to disturb the paintings Peter had hung up behind me.

      Peter pressed his lips together. Clearly, he wanted to say more, but he didn’t. I wasn’t sure why. It wasn’t like Peter to hold himself back.

      “The Blood Forest expands over two hundred and fifty acres,” he finally said. “Besides the fact that it borders on the Fae realm, there are things that live there that aren’t natural. The best thing would be for you to stay away from the place completely.”

      “And Shane?”

      Peter walked over to his bookshelf, but when he heard me use Shane’s name his ears pricked at the sound of it and he stopped. Slowly, he turned so he faced me completely.

      “What do you want to know about Shane?” he asked slowly.

      “How do you know Shane?” I asked.

      He clenched his teeth together. I watched his jaw pop. There was something there, something he wasn’t telling me. I suddenly wished I had the ability of compelling the truth from people the way I did with Rumple.

      “Our families knew each other,” he said. “You need to go to work. I need to go to bed.” He turned from the bookcase and grabbed his tea. In one full motion, he downed it before leaving the mug on the coffee table and scurrying upstairs. I heard his bedroom door all but slam shut. I blinked at the noise, not sure how to take his abrupt departure, his vague answer.

      It was obvious he knew more than what he was saying. The problem was, what did he know? And why was he keeping it from me?

      I shook my head, grabbing my purse as I headed out the door. Whatever it was, I intended to find out.
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      Work was boring. I got in just on time and did my work. I didn’t talk to anyone except for whoever called in requesting reports or needing me to log towed vehicles. I didn’t go to Lindsey, demanding she do more about Crim. I didn’t do anything. I just wanted to get through the day.

      After I got back from my lunch break, there was a moment when the phones were silent, and besides some people talking over the walkies in the watch commander center, there was nothing but the clicks of the keyboards as everyone in records worked.

      I pulled up our population database software—iLeads—and typed in Shane’s name. This was where I could search for people. OnBase was where reports were stored. Why they couldn’t merge into one software, I had no idea. It had been this way since I started, and I was sure it would be this way once I left. As it was, he wasn’t part of any police report, but he was in the database. The address was the same one he still lived at.

      I chewed my bottom lip, staring at the picture they had on file, trying to figure out if he had anything to do with Crim’s disappearance. It didn’t sit right with me—he had helped me by running DNA for Ella’s case, even though he didn’t have to. I just kept going back to that. It was hard to wrap my head around the fact that he could be a bad guy otherwise.

      Then again, that was the thing about crime. Anyone could be a criminal. It was usually those you suspected least.

      I ran my fingers through my hair and clicked out of his information. I should follow him again. I should see if I could get any concrete information from him.

      Maybe it was stupid. Maybe it was reckless. Either way, I just wanted information no matter what the cost was to me. I wanted to be done with this.

      When I got off my shift, I grabbed some food from a drive-through and headed back to Shane’s house. I parked on the street when I got there and ate my cheeseburger, my gaze flicking up to his house after a moment or two. Nothing seemed out of place, just like the last time I came here, and yet, I had this weird feeling that he knew about what was going on. I just didn’t know how or what, specifically.

      By the time I finished my burger, the late autumn pulled down the sun early. The overhead street lights flickered dimly, as though they were in desperate need of replacement. The sound of glass breaking in the distance and then a car alarm humming through the night reminded me I wasn’t, exactly, in the safest of areas.

      I shifted in my seat, crumpling my trash and tossing it on the floor. I would worry about it later. I grabbed my water bottle and took a long swig of water, wanting to wash out the lingering taste of onion that filled my mouth.

      Just when I thought I was ready to leave, the door to Shane’s trailer opened and he stepped out into the night. He turned, locking his door before shoving the key under his welcome mat. When he righted himself, he shoved his hands in his denim pockets and headed for the Blood Forest.

      How he wasn’t wearing a jacket when it was this cold, I had no idea. I knew men were supposed to be more tolerant of the cold, but not that tolerant.

      I slowly followed him from his place towards the direction of the Blood Forest. When he disappeared past the trees, I hesitated. I knew I probably shouldn’t head after him. Not after what happened last time. However, I couldn’t help but wonder if maybe I was overreacting, if maybe I should face my fears and go into the forest.

      In my gut, I knew Shane had something to do with what happened to Crim. This was the second time in the last few days that he had gone into the forest. I didn’t know where Crim was. Maybe she was out here. Though, how she could survive the forest with the danger of the wolves, I didn’t know.

      And there’s also the possibility that Shane has nothing to do with Crim, that it’s all in your head, and that you’re putting yourself in danger for nothing.

      This was also true. I chewed my bottom lip. I wasn’t sure what I wanted the answer to be. I just knew I needed to figure it out so I could actually do something about it.

      I wasn’t going to get answers standing out here. That much I knew. The best thing I could do for myself was to push forward, to finally finish this. If I needed help, I would call Rumple no matter what, simple as that.

      With that thought, I forced myself into the Blood Forest. There was something substantially different as soon as I crossed the threshold in. It was almost as though the forest itself sucked me into it, like it wanted me here. Why that was, I didn’t know, but I didn’t think it was a good thing. At all.

      It was difficult to keep up with Shane. I expected a man as compact and muscled as he was to make more noise as he moved through the forest, like snapping branches or walking into brittle leaves and causing them to shake to the ground. But he was surprisingly light on his feet.

      After a few moments, I realized I couldn’t spot him anymore. There was no silhouette in front of me. I swallowed, placing a hand on the thick trunk of a tree, steadying myself.

      I turned around. I was deep in the forest. I wasn’t sure if I should return the way I came or keep going. People got lost out here. People died not knowing how to get out, if the rumors were true.

      My breathing hitched.

      Suddenly, I heard voices. I stilled.

      “…bring her?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” That voice sounded familiar. I was almost positive it was Shane.

      “It’s the full moon, you asshole,” another voice growled. “You can’t just pretend this doesn’t affect the pack.”

      “I’m surprised he showed up, knowing what’s going to happen to him since it’s his turn and he didn’t bring the girl,” a third voice taunted.

      I risked stepping closer. I needed to see what they were talking about, who was there.

      “I couldn’t find her,” Shane insisted. “She’s missing, or didn’t you hear?”

      “Yeah, her grandmother is stalking the forest, trying to kill us,” the first voice said. “She knows what’s up. Or at least she thinks she does.”

      “No one knows anything,” Shane said. “Not even the girl.”

      I finally caught sight of them—men, all seemingly in their late-twenties or early thirties. The glow of the full moon drenched them in light, making it easier for me to distinguish them. I needed to get closer. I wasn’t looking where I was going and stepped on something.

      A twig broke under my feet, as loud as a shrill baby cry in the middle of a silent night.

      The men all snapped their faces in my direction.

      “Maybe the night is salvageable,” the first one said with a smarmy grin.

      My stomach dropped and I took a step back.

      Suddenly, they moved. All of them transformed before my eyes into dangerous, hungry beasts.
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      I ran.

      This was just like the other night, except I didn’t think Jack was going to come and save me again and I doubted Chessy would lead me back to that safe haven. In fact, I didn’t think I could even remember where it was, even if it was daytime and I had a map.

      I needed to call Rumple. I opened my mouth. As much as I wasn’t sure whether or not I actually wanted to see him or not, I realized that I needed him. I couldn’t get myself out of this mess, and if I wanted to live to see another day, I needed him here to help me.

      Before I could get anything out of my mouth, the loud crack of a gun went off. Sulfur tainted the air. I let out a sob of relief. Someone was there, and judging by the wolf’s whimper that followed, someone was trying to get the wolves.

      “Blondie!” a familiar voice called. “Keep heading straight back. There’s a clearing shaded off by trees. I’ll meet you there.”

      Grandma Hastings clicked the gun. I had no idea what she was doing, but I had seen my father load and reload guns enough times I was familiar with it myself. Dad had made me learn all about guns, just in case. Because I had no magic, he wanted me to be able to defend myself. But I hated the way the gun felt in my hand, hated the heaviness of it, the way it could kill me. I just didn’t trust myself to handle it.

      So I never tried to.

      Now, I wished I had. I wished I hadn’t been so fucking stubborn about the whole thing. Then maybe I wouldn’t be running for my life. Again.

      I kept running straight ahead. The swaying of the leaves seemed to drown out the growling of the wolves. Another shot cracked. The forest was so still, however, birds didn’t fly off, feathers scattered, trying to get away. It was eerie, like that feeling I got when I was on a rollercoaster and it was about to drop.

      I looked for anything that might give me direction, that might trigger my memory and remind me of two nights ago, when Chessy was leading me here. At least, that was where I assumed I was going. I wasn’t completely sure anymore. I just kept running. My eyes darted to the floor every few seconds, just to make sure I wasn’t going to trip over any roots.

      “Rumpelstiltskin, Rumpelstiltskin, Rumpelstiltskin!”

      A loud pop drowned out the noise and Rumple was right in front of me. He managed to dodge just in time. If he hadn’t moved, I would have knocked him over, something I thought was impossible when it came to him. He might look lean, but I was certain there was strength underneath his sharp clothes. He was more solid than he appeared.

      “In the Blood Forest again, are you?” he asked sarcastically. He grabbed my hand and flicked his other wrist. Everything in the forest seemed to still. I tried to run again, but he hadn’t released my wrist. “Where do you think you’re going?”

      “We need to—”

      “You’re safe now,” he said. His voice had lowered and goosebumps littered the space on my skin where he touched me. “You do believe me, don’t you?”

      “Yes.” The word came out of my mouth before I could stop it. I couldn’t look at him, afraid what he would see in me, so I pulled my wrist from him and took a step towards where we had come from. “What did you do?”

      “I cast a spell that caused those who were awake to fall asleep, just for a few moments, while I got you out of here,” he replied.

      I furrowed my brows. “That’s ShadowMagic,” I said.

      “Yes.”

      “You’re not allowed to do that.” That was a stupid thing to say. I knew he used ShadowMagic; everyone did. He was a Fae, after all.

      “I’m allowed to do what I want, especially if it means ensuring you’re safe,” he said.

      I chewed my bottom lip. “And Shane?” I asked.

      “What about Shane?” There was a flare of annoyance in Rumple’s tone the more and more I asked questions. He kept glancing to the side, as though he didn’t understand why we weren’t moving in that direction.

      “He’s a…” I looked around, though the gesture unto itself was rather stupid. It wasn’t like anyone was listening in on our conversation. The only thing we had to worry about was werewolves and if what Rumple said was true, they were sleeping. “He’s a werewolf.”

      Rumple pursed his lips together and gave me a long look. He might have wanted to say more, but a loud shot ripped through the sky. I narrowed my eyes.

      “I thought you said everyone was sleeping.”

      “Everyone who is a threat to you,” he said. “ShadowMagic works in the literal sense. It’s so important for the user to be clear. I asked for slumber, but I was only concerned about you.”

      “Do you know where Grandma Hastings is referring to?” I asked, whipping my head around to look at him. I didn’t know why, but I didn’t want her to catch Rumple and me together. The old lady didn’t trust me, and I didn’t think she’d take kindly to me with The Imp. If I wanted her help finding out what happened to Crim, I needed to get him to go. “Straight back, some sort of clearing?”

      Rumple nodded his head, curious. “It’s one of the only places in the entirety of the forest where there is an open expanse that still manages to block out the sky due to the trees,” he said. “It’s like a clearing with no access to the moon.”

      “I’m assuming the moon and its phases control the wolves?” I asked.

      “Try everything,” Rumple said. “The moon is a power contributor to magic of all sorts—from the natural earth magic that cause the trees to grow and the soil to fertilize to raw, dangerous magic, like ShadowMagic.” He glanced behind him. “Go. I bought you enough time to make it to the clearing. I should leave. Hastings is one of many who don’t prefer my company, but unlike most, she isn’t afraid of me.”

      I arched a brow, pushing down the disappointment in my chest at the fact that he would leave so soon. “I didn’t realize you were afraid of her,” I quipped.

      A sparkle popped up in his dark eyes and a small grin touched his lips. “I’m powerful, not stupid,” he said. “I just don’t think my presence is going to convince her to help you. And that’s the only thing I care about. It’s ensuring you’re safe.”

      “Where is the she now?” I asked, tilting my head so I could look around. The trees were so thick and tightly grouped together, the darkness so overwhelming, it was a miracle I could see Rumple from where I was.

      “She will be here soon enough,” he said. “The old bat is stubborn, and any excuse to slay wolves, even if it means putting her life at risk, she’s willing to take.”

      I nodded. Suddenly, I noticed bags under Rumple’s eyes. Before I could stop myself, I cupped his cheek in my hand and gently tilted his head down so I could see him more clearly. “You look tired.”

      “Darling, that’s the worst thing to say to someone,” he said. “I’d rather you tell me I look like shit.”

      I wasn’t going to take his banter. Not right now. “Why?” I pressed, lifting my brows. “And you can’t lie to me. Why are you tired?”

      He swallowed. I watched his Adam’s apple bob up and down. I didn’t understand how masculine the gesture was until I watched him do it.

      “That, my darling, is something I am not going to answer,” he said, his voice surprisingly gentle.

      Anger burned through me. The feeling came so suddenly, like a shot, that I was surprised by it myself. My fingers curled into fists and I tried to contain myself.

      “Why?” I managed to get out. “Why won’t you tell me?”

      “Why are you concerned about it?” he asked. He didn’t seem to be offended; more like he was genuinely curious why I would want to know.

      I opened my mouth, ready to tell him that I cared about him, that I wanted to make sure he was okay. I doubted anyone saw him like this because it made him look vulnerable, and the last thing Rumple wanted to seem was vulnerable.

      I dug my nails into my palms, trying to tell myself that it was okay that he wasn’t telling me, that it was his choice. But the anger simmered. It sunk into my bloodstream in such a way I couldn’t remove it if it tried.

      “You said you trusted me,” I said, hoping he didn’t notice when my voice wavered. I didn’t understand why I cared this much about a question that shouldn’t matter in the long run.

      “I do trust you, Alice, but that doesn’t mean I owe you an explanation about everything,” he said. There was something about the way he said my name, something that caused me to narrow my eyes. I took a step back from us, hoping distance would help me sort this out.

      “Why do you say my name?” I asked.

      “What?” He looked perplexed by the question. “You’re questioning me about my usage of your name?”

      “You more than anyone know how important names are,” I pointed out. “It’s like every time you say it, you have this power over me.”

      “I am not compelled to answer your question, nor do I have to,” he said, and there was a tone. He was annoyed with me. Even though I had seen Rumple ruffled before, this was strange. Rumple was not the sort to let anyone get under his skin enough to annoy him. I should find it flattering if he felt this way about me, but I didn’t. I found it annoying. “Now, do you want me to get you out of this forest or not?”

      “What about Hastings?” I asked.

      “What about her?”

      “We can’t just leave her.”

      “Certainly, we can,” he said dismissively. “The only person I’m responsible for is you. I don’t care about anyone else.”

      I made a face. “So that’s what this is?” I asked. “You’re responsible for me?”

      Rumple pursed his lips together and glared. He didn’t have to say anything for me to know what he was thinking: hurry up and tell me what you want.

      “I can’t leave her,” I said. “I’m going to meet her in that clearing she told me about.”

      Rumple shook his head, muttering under his breath. I couldn’t be sure, but it sounded like he was saying I was a fool. He snapped his fingers, and suddenly, I was in that same clearing Chessy had taken me to, and Rumple was nowhere in sight.

      I opened my mouth, anger flaring through me again. I lifted my hands—curled into fists—and snapped them down at my sides. A loud snap pierced my ears and a tree branch up ahead fell from one of the trees, hitting the ground in front of me. The leaves rattled as it met the dirt, and because they were practically dead at this point anyway, they quickly fell off the branch into heaps on the floor. Light pooled down through the gap the branch left behind from what I could only surmise was from the moon.

      I jumped.

      What the fuck just happened?

      Before I could think any more of that, Grandma Hastings slid into view. She had her rifle resting in the crook of her arm vertically, careful not to accidentally shoot it as she ran. Her eyes narrowed when she saw me.

      “Didn’t think you were going to make it,” she said. “The wolves are after us. We’ve disturbed the delicate order here.” Her lips were contorted with a sneer, as though she couldn’t care less about order. “You see Crim?”

      “Crim’s here?” I asked through a yelp. I whirled around, looking for any trace of her.

      “Would you shut up?” She fiddled with her red cloak, drawing the hood back up in order to cover her face. “We should be safe here, but we don’t need you yelling—” Her eyes narrowed on something. “What is that?”

      I looked in the direction she was referring to. “The branch fell from the tree,” I said, stepping towards it.

      “How?” she snapped.

      Why she was this abrasive over a branch in the forest, I had no idea.

      “I don’t—”

      A loud roar filled the forest, closer than it should have been. The hair on every inch of my skin stood up and my heart stumbled in my chest. That roar was distinctive, as in, ready to kill. It was a warning to its target that it was on its way and if running needed to happen, it’d better start immediately.

      “Run!” she shouted.

      Tucking the gun in her arm, Grandma Hastings sprinted off, her red cloak a banner behind her. For an older woman, she was much spritelier than I expected her to be, surprisingly nimble on her feet. I was running at near-full capacity and it was difficult for me to keep up with her.

      I didn’t ask her if we were going the right way. I didn’t ask her why she was concerned with the branch or how she knew to bring a gun into the forest or even why she was doing that in the first place. The only thing I did was follow her. If anyone knew how to get out of here, it would be her. That was what I counted on, at least.

      Hair whipped in my face but I refused to brush it away. It would take away from my momentum, which meant I would fall behind, and I was already trailing an old woman. That was embarrassing enough.

      I hopped over thick roots, refusing to let myself be tripped again. A thin, clawing branch seemed to come out of nowhere and whacked my face. My eyes burst with tears, but I quickly blinked them away. I was positive I’d have some sort of mark on my face because of it, but I didn’t care. As long as I made it out, I would be okay.

      After another moment, I realized I couldn’t hear Grandma Hastings anymore. She had been surprisingly stealthy as she ran, but I was still able to pick up her footsteps on the forest floor, even if they were light. But now, I couldn’t.

      I considered calling for her, but I knew that was a bad idea. I didn’t want to risk drawing attention to our exact location. Then again, even I was aware that if I didn’t do anything, we would be dead. I knew that in my heart.

      So, for the second time that night, I whispered, “Rumpelstiltskin, Rumpelstiltskin, Rumpelstiltskin,” and hoped he wasn’t too mad at me to come back and save my life.
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      I held my breath.

      There. I’d said it. I’d called him. Again. I didn’t know why he disappeared when Grandma Hastings found me. It must have been that he had somewhere he needed to be. I was just glad I was okay and that I got the opportunity to see him again. My eyes were filled with tears and I wasn’t sure what was going to happen. I didn’t like being alone, even if I was on the edge of the Blood Forest. I wasn’t sure that that was a better place for me to be.

      Grandma Hastings might have said the werewolves couldn’t leave the forest, but I wasn’t so sure. The growls were so close, I could feel them vibrate through the ground and up my body. I took another step back, just to be sure.

      Without warning, the grass behind me crinkled. It was weird; I couldn’t explain it. I whirled around, lifting my arms up, ready to defend myself. I wouldn’t have been surprised if one of the wolves were moving so fast, it leapt over me without me noticing, landed behind me, and was getting ready to pounce.

      But it wasn’t a wolf. It was Rumple.

      He looked as sharp as ever—black on black suit, hair slicked back, and something odd in his eyes: concern. He looked like the most beautiful thing I had ever seen.

      Without thinking, I rushed to him. I didn’t care about boundaries. I didn’t care about any of the stories I had been told about him. I didn’t care that everyone thought he was unsavory or untrustworthy. I didn’t care that he used ShadowMagic. I didn’t care that he could break my heart with a few pointed words. I just wanted to feel his arms around me. I wanted to feel safe.

      When I reached him, I lifted my hands and grabbed his face, yanking him down until his lips were on mine. The kiss wasn’t tentative or shy. It was filled with all the fear and adrenaline that still spiked through my bloodstream. I was looking for a way to settle myself, and this seemed to be the best option.

      Rumple met my desperation without missing a blink. His arms coiled around my back, pressing me against his taut frame. He opened his mouth, letting me reign over him in this moment, letting me take the lead. My tongue slipped into his mouth as a growing heat filled my lower belly. I cupped his cheek with one hand so I could run my fingers through his silky hair.

      He let out a possessive growl, and my mouth suddenly went dry. I stiffened, pulling away from him slightly. I hadn’t expected anything that animalistic out of him. He always looked so put-together. The only time I got a hint of what he really was, was when we were at Neverland Penitentiary and Beast threatened me.

      Looking at him now, messed-up hair, wrinkled shirt because of how my body pressed into him, and bruised lips, I realized that there was more to him than I, or anyone, realized.

      “I—”

      I covered his mouth with my own, drowning out whatever explanation he was going to give me. I didn’t want an apology for the sound, but I didn’t think Rumple was the type to apologize for something like that.

      This time, he dominated me. His hands curled in my hair, testing my locks as they sailed through his fingers. Every now and then, he came across a knot but it didn’t deter either of us. The heat that had begun as liquid in my belly began to sweep across my body, lighting every single part of me on fire. Despite the chill of the night, my face was flushed.

      When we had to part for air, Rumple didn’t pull away. Not completely. Instead, he rested his forehead on mine and I sagged forward, leaning into him even more. His arms came to wrap around my waist, protective and possessive at the same time. I didn’t realize how much taller than me he was until that moment. I melted into him, feeling safe for the first time in a while.

      “You came,” I murmured. My tone was surprised and there was nothing in me that tried to stop the emotion.

      “Of course I came,” he said. He pulled away, but only a little and only so he could look into my eyes. “You called for me.” He said it like it was the most obvious thing in the world. Why wouldn’t he come if I called, he seemed to be implying.

      “We fought,” I said. “You were angry with me.”

      “Do you really think I’m so prideful that I would leave you in danger just to prove a point?” he asked, not bothering to hide his offense.

      “No.”

      I shook my head, the word coming out of my mouth like an affirmation I knew to be true. Even I was surprised by how solid the word sounded, how sure of it I was. “It’s just, I know people who wouldn’t, and I just, well, I appreciate that you aren’t like that.” I curled hair behind my ear. I wish I could tell him what it meant to me to finally be able to depend on someone, but unlike no, those words wouldn’t come.

      “What happened?” he asked. “I knew I should have walked you to your car. You were just being bloody difficult, and I thought you were smarter than rushing back into that forest.”

      “I made it to the clearing, but the wolves managed to follow us there,” I said. I swallowed as I remembered the way my hands shook when I realized the growling and the snapping of jaws were closer to me than I would have preferred. I could still feel the hot, sticky breath of one of the wolves behind me. How I managed to keep away from its teeth, I didn’t know.

      A sob ripped through me before I could stop it. I slapped my hand over my mouth to try and keep Rumple from hearing. I didn’t want to look weak in front of him, even though, as an unmagicked human, I probably already did. I wanted to be strong. That was all I’d ever wanted to be. I didn’t want to need anyone—not Dad, not Anna, not even Rumple. I wanted to be able to take care of myself. I just didn’t know how to do that in this particular circumstance. I didn’t think I could.

      Without warning, Rumple’s arms snaked around my waist, pulling me to him. I placed my head on his chest, listening to his heartbeat. I was surprised to hear it at all. It seemed stupid, I knew, but I wasn’t quite sure if Rumple was actually human. His heartbeat reminded me that, despite his powers, he was still a man. He had a heart, just like I did. And somehow, the beating of his heart assuaged my own until I could feel the tension melt off of me.

      I closed my eyes and took in a long, deep breath. Everything about Rumple smelled clean, fresh. There was a slight hint of musk to it, something that reminded me of his masculinity, but it was like light piercing through darkness.

      I felt safe.

      I couldn’t remember the last time I felt like this.

      My heart squeezed, and I knew my affection for Rumple was growing. I liked him. I liked how he made me feel. I liked who I was when I was around him. I never felt incapable. I never even felt human. Rumple made me feel like I was magic, like there was something special about me that was worth being around. And when I was around him, it was getting easier and easier for me to believe in that.

      I picked my head up slightly so I could look at him. I clearly annoyed him at times. He disappointed me at others. But that didn’t change anything.

      I thought it might. Sometimes, I placed people up on these pedestals because I wanted them to fail. I wanted an excuse to push them away, to talk myself out of depending on them. But I realized that that was on me. I did it to my father, to Jack, to Anna, and to Rumple.

      Before I could stop myself, I pressed another kiss to Rumple’s lips. Closing my eyes, I sighed through it. This wasn’t as passionate, but it wasn’t platonic either. I just…I just wanted to kiss him underneath the stars and the full moon. I wanted to kiss him, period.

      He pulled away from me, eliciting a whimper of frustration until his lips found the column of my throat. They glided down, stealing my breath, causing little lightning bolts to strike my core, like a little shock each time he touched me with his lips. My breathing grew ragged. I wrapped an arm behind his neck, holding myself up. If I hadn’t, my knees would have given out.

      So, this is what it means to go weak in the knees.

      When he reached the spot where my neck met my shoulder, I let out a long, low moan. I had never been kissed there before, and I wasn’t prepared for how sensitive the area was. I swallowed, hoping it would help with my parched mouth, but it did nothing.

      Rumple stilled when I made the noise and slowly peeled away from me. Instead of putting space between us, he used his hand to cup my throat, his thumb tracing my skin.

      “You cannot make noises like that,” he managed to get out. “I do not think I will be able to stop myself if you do.”

      The thought of him not stopping felt like ice down my spine. It reminded me that I had been in a position like that before, where someone didn’t stop. Immediately, I ripped myself away from him, unable to meet his eyes. My cheeks were stained with shame, my eyes glassy. I didn’t like that this was my reaction now. No one knew what happened to me, but I was practically admitting something had by how I was handling the situation.

      He didn’t mean what he said, I reminded myself.

      “Alice,” he said slowly. “Are you all right? Did I say something to upset you?”

      Again, I felt compelled to tell him everything. There was that same tugging sensation.

      But I swallowed it down.

      “I’m…I’m fine,” I managed to get out.

      His eyes widened and I wasn’t sure why that was. Did he know I was lying? If so, how could he know that?

      “Darling,” he said, lifting my chin gently with the pad of his fingers so I was forced to connect with his gaze. “You would tell me if something was bothering you, wouldn’t you? I would…I would make sure you were all right. I would make sure you’re protected.”

      “I know,” I said, and I did. I believed him. I believed him so much, the entire story of what happened to me danced on the tip of my tongue, ready to tumble out awkwardly and inappropriately. It scared the shit out of me, because I’d never had the desire to tell anyone what happened to me before ever. I wasn’t sure if it was because I wanted to trust him, because I wanted to be better about letting him in, or if it was because he somehow had the ability to force the desire to manifest in the first place.

      My cheeks pinched at the thought, and guilt swirled around in my stomach. I couldn’t look at him anymore, not when he seemed so concerned about me in such a genuine way. The only people who actually cared about me so thoroughly were my father, Peter, Crim, and maybe Jack. And now, Rumple was among that small list, closer to the top than the bottom.

      Rumple opened his mouth, but then shut it. Instead, his fingertip pressed lightly against my bottom lip and traced it. Goosebumps erupted all over my body that had nothing to do with the cold and I swallowed. I desperately wanted to kiss him again. I wasn’t even ashamed or in denial of that.

      “I don’t think you realize how badly I want you to trust me,” he breathed out. Suddenly, he blinked, as though he was surprised by his words. He dropped his hand from my face, and I wished he hadn’t. I wished he would keep touching me. I wished we could pretend he hadn’t saved my life, that we were just two people swept up in only each other.

      But there were issues we had to untangle.

      “Grandma Hastings?” I added, grateful he hadn’t stepped away. I could feel his body heat mingling with mine, giving me warmth, giving me strength.

      “She made it out,” Rumple said. “I’m surprised she didn’t check to make sure you did, but she’s always been a bit of a bitch. The only person she cares about is her granddaughter.”

      I furrowed my brow. “Then why wouldn’t she file a missing police report,” I asked.

      “She knows things she doesn’t want the police to know,” he said. “And she thinks she knows what happened to her granddaughter and is willing to find out herself, then she will report it.”

      I tilted my chin up to look at him. “Do you know what happened to Crim?” I asked.

      He nodded. “Would you like me to show you?” he asked.

      “Yes.”

      Rumple took my hand in his, lacing our fingers together. In a blink, we were gone and suddenly in front of Shane’s house. I could see my car down the quiet street. Without preamble, Rumple knocked on the door. I was surprised to see Shane there—not as a wolf, but as a man.

      “Show me the girl,” Rumple insisted.

      Shane opened his mouth in what was probably an argument waiting to happen, but one look at Rumple caused it to die on his lips. He nodded, silently inviting us inside. We stepped in, Rumple wrinkling his nose as he did so, like he had never been nor ever wanted to be in a trailer before. Shane disappeared down a hall.

      I opened my mouth, ready to ask him what we were doing here when Shane came back.

      He wasn’t alone.

      There, following behind him, was none other than Crim herself.
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      I let out a strangled cry. I wasn’t sure if it was relief or frustration that Crim had been kept from me and I didn’t know. Whatever it was, it didn’t matter. At the end of the day, she was alive.

      I stepped towards her, pulling her into a tight hug. My eyes filled with tears, but I had no idea why I was crying. Crim was safe. She was okay. She was alive.

      I had been…scared. Even now, holding her in my arms, feeling her shoulders move up and down as she, too, cried, it reminded me that she was here. She was whole. She was unharmed. Peter was right. I was worried about Crim because I was so concerned someone was going to do the same thing to her that they did to Anna.

      Which meant I still wasn’t over Anna’s death, especially since the real killer hadn’t been caught.

      When I finally released her, she took a step back and found herself next to Shane. She laced her fingers through his and he gave her hand a reassuring squeeze. It was such an intimate gesture, I felt compelled to look away. I didn’t want to witness something that was just supposed to be for them. Especially considering what Rumple and I had just done. I must be sensitive to intimate moments and public displays of affection. Surprisingly enough, however, I wasn’t completely against them.

      “I’m so sorry, Alice,” she said. Her voice cracked during her apology and I could tell she was being sincere. “After you left that night, Shane was already waiting for me. We’ve been dating about a month, and he told me he needed to take me away because the Lycans of the forest had chosen me to be his sacrifice.”

      I looked up at Rumple, waiting for an explanation. I kind of understood why the full moon was a dangerous time to be in the forest, but sacrifices?

      “The Lycans—you know them as werewolves—of the Blood Forest are cursed,” Rumple said. He shifted his eyes over to Shane, not because he was asking permission, but because he wanted to make sure what he said was accurate. How I read that from a simple expression on Rumple’s face, I didn’t know. My heart warmed at it, though. “They need to spill blood in the forest under the full moon every month, sort of like a stipend for living here unchecked and unharmed.”

      I furrowed my brow. “But Shane lives in Wonderland,” I said. “Why not leave the forest and just live here? Why shift at all?”

      “Because he’s bound by the laws of the forest because of what he is,” Rumple said. “He has to respect them, even if he doesn’t agree with them. And many wolves are not happy about what Shane is doing either.”

      Shane snorted, almost as if to say that that comment was an understatement.

      “What do we do about it?” I asked, looking between Shane and Rumple. “There might be others in your situation. Is there a way we can help them?”

      Rumple looked at me enigmatically. I wasn’t sure if it was because of the question I asked or if it was something else. Shane, on the other hand, shook his head.

      “Anyone who’s bonded with the forest is as good as gone,” he said in his low, sandpapery voice. “I don’t know why. It’s hard to explain. It’s like they lose their humanity and turn more into the animal that lives inside them. Some of them don’t even come out of the forest either. They just live there.”

      “If there are that many murders, why doesn’t Wonderland know?” I asked. “It makes no sense. I work at the police department in the records department. “Besides the attack by the Mad Mage twenty-four years ago, there’s absolutely nothing that says girls have been killed by wolves every year.”

      “Why do you think bodies haven’t been found?” Shane asked. He shifted his weight, not letting go of Crim’s hand. It was almost as though he was afraid to let her out of his sight. “Girls go missing in Wonderland every year. People chalk it up to them running away or leaving for college. But that’s not true. Besides the fact that Never Glass border Wonderland, preventing humans from coming into Wonderland, it also prevents us from leaving it as well. But no one really knows that.”

      I shook my head. “But—”

      “Why don’t I get everyone some drinks?” Crim interrupted, clapping her hands together. There was a forced cheerfulness to her tone, and I was curious as to why that was. More than that, I was curious how she already knew the layout of Shane’s trailer as well as she did. “Water? Soda? Coffee?”

      No one answered her.

      “I’ll take a water,” I offered, trying to cut the tension. It was more overwhelming than I expected it to be.

      “Great!”

      When she disappeared into the kitchen, Shane’s eyes followed her the whole way.

      “Why don’t people report the girls missing?” I asked again. “I get why Grandma Hastings didn’t. She wanted to shoot you herself. But why not the others?” I intended to ask Shane, since he seemed to know this first hand, but my eyes skated over to Rumple.

      “Actually, Crim, darling,” Rumple called after her. “Might your boyfriend have whiskey? My throat’s gone unnaturally dry and I’d like some sustenance, if you wouldn’t mind.”

      “I don’t drink,” Shane all but grunted.

      “Why the fuck not?” Rumple actually looked personally offended by that. I had to bite my bottom lip to keep myself from smiling at the look on his face. It wasn’t appropriate given the circumstances.

      “I saw what it did to my daddy,” he said. “No control. Changed him into another thing, another monster. I refuse to let the same thing happen to me. I don’t want to risk it.”

      My heart squeezed. I liked Shane, I realized. At least, I liked the human. I wasn’t sure what he was capable of as a werewolf.

      “Girls go missing all the time,” Shane said, turning to me to answer my question. He placed an elbow on the wall beside him and cupped the back of his neck. “Most assume they run away.”

      “You already said that,” I pointed out. “But I’m sure people who have loving parents know that their kids aren’t runaways. Why haven’t there been any reports? It’s not like they make a report and then rescind it. No report is made at all.” I furrowed my brow as something dawned on me. “Do they…do they know what happens? Do they realize what’s going on?”

      Shane huffed out a breath and glanced away. My eyes widened and I turned to Rumple, hoping he would give me an explanation. The Imp fiddled with his cufflink but didn’t look at me. I wasn’t sure if he was avoiding my stare or if he wanted Shane to handle the situation. I didn’t care who told me what was going on; I just wanted to know.

      “They know,” he said with a cryptic nod.

      I pushed my brows up, trying to slowly piece this all together.

      “Okay,” I said slowly. “Okay. People know about girls being taken by wolves because some kind of sacrifice needs to be made to the forest and no one is doing anything about it. Why not?”

      “Shane did something about it.” At that moment, Crim came back with a glass of water for me. She dragged her eyes over to Rumple. “Sorry, we’re fresh out of alcohol.”

      “No bother,” he muttered and snapped a tumbler out of thin air. He took a long sip of the amber liquid and didn’t blanch. I made a face, unsure how he was able to swallow it down without even reacting.

      “What do you mean, Shane did something about it?” I asked, looking between the couple. I didn’t touch my water, not yet, though the glass felt reassuringly solid in my hand. I was afraid if I looked anywhere else but at the two in front of me, they would suddenly stop talking, and I definitely didn’t want that. Not when I was finally getting answers.

      “I was supposed to be his sacrifice,” Crim said, looking at Shane before she looked back at me. “When they found out we were dating…” She looked at him almost reluctantly, curling her hair behind her ear. They seemed to communicate with a simple glance here, a touch there. A language between their bodies only they knew. I was transfixed by it, curious it if was something I, too, could create with someone else.

      Without warning, my eyes went to Rumple. He was already looking at me, an enigmatic stare on his chiseled face. I swallowed and yanked my gaze away. I didn’t know why, but I couldn’t help but think he seemed to know what I was thinking, and I wasn’t ready for him to know that just yet. I didn’t quite know what I felt when it came to him, but I was getting there.

      “You guys aren’t supposed to be dating,” Rumple said, though his eyes remained on me. I was glued to my spot, my mouth suddenly dry. I clutched the water in my hand and brought it to my mouth. “It’s forbidden.”

      Crim nodded. “Yeah, that’s probably why,” she said. “I’m sure the pack howled with glee when they found out they could assign him a Scarlett Cloak.”

      “Scarlett Cloak?” I asked after hastily swallowing the water. In my rush, some slipped out of my mouth and ran down my chin. Rumple’s eyes followed the trail of water as it dripped to my neck. Suddenly, I remembered his mouth on my neck and my face began to heat up. Rumple must have known exactly what I was thinking of because his eyes darkened at the sight, and he took a tight sip of the alcohol he had magicked for himself.

      “It’s an organization that hunts the wolves in the Blood Forest,” Shane said. “The wolves only shift at the full moon. Once a month, the Cloak enters the forest with their guns and silver bullets and try to take out as many as they can. Usually they don’t get any of us. One month, back twenty-some years ago, they got as many as three.”

      “Wait,” I said, furrowing my brow, trying to refocus on the situation at hand and not the memories of Rumple’s lips on my skin. “You said that wolves only live in the forest during full moons?”

      “There are regular animals,” Shane said. “But werewolves, the ones that howl to the moon, they only go to the Blood Forest the night of a full moon. They initiate their sacrifices, they shift, they hunt, and then they return to their lives. It’s what is supposed to keep order, hence the name of the forest. The forest requires payment for being here. Some feel compelled to live out there. Some don’t think they can cut it as human. But most of us have normal lives.”

      I looked at Rumple. “Is that true?” I asked. “Not what he’s saying, but that the Blood Forest requires a sacrifice?”

      “It’s magic,” Rumple said. “Magic requires a price. The Blood Forest requires a price. The werewolves are born in the forest and live there as wolves once a month, which means the forest requires a form of payment each month. In exchange, they’re afforded protection. The ability to do what they do in the first place. It’s a cycle, just like the moon has its phases.”

      “And the Scarlett Cloak’s job is to take out the werewolves so no payment is required,” Shane finished.

      “How does one become a member of the Scarlett Cloak?” I asked, looking back to the shifter.

      “I’m not sure,” he said, lifting his shoulder in a shrug. He brushed past me and made his way to the kitchen. Crim’s eyes were on him the entire time. “I think you have to be born into it.”

      “He’s right,” Crim said softly. “You do. I, uh, I’m a Scarlett Cloak.”

      I knew that.

      “Your grandmother,” I said. “She knew you were Shane’s sacrifice?”

      “She didn’t want me to be with him,” Crim said, her voice slightly flat as she spoke. She began to twist her long red hair over one shoulder nervously. “She knew what he was before I did. She tried warning me without telling me the truth.” Crim scoffed, shaking her head. “I was a good kid. Barely dated. Barely went out. I expected her to trust me more, and I was upset that she didn’t. It was stupid, but it made me want him more than I already did. I never could have imagined the truth.”

      “If she told you, would it have made a difference?” Shane placed a hand on the small of her back, turning his head so he caught her eye.

      Crim’s lips tilted up and she shook her head. “Not a wink.”

      My heart squeezed at the sight of Crim and Shane together, clearly happy for the pair. I must have been out of my mind with fear if I was going to care that much about a romantic relationship I had no stake in. A few passionate kisses with Rumple did not mean I was suddenly romantic.

      At least, I hoped it didn’t.

      “I have another question,” I said. “There’s this clearing Ch—I found,” I said carefully, not willing to tell anyone that a missing cat led me there the first time, “that your grandma directed me to.”

      “I know the one,” Shane said. “It’s the only place wolves of all kind can’t go. The trees are clustered together at the top, blocking out the moon. It’s the one safe place to hide out until daylight unless someone leads the wolves directly to it. Otherwise, we don’t like being without the moon.”

      “A branch fell from one of the trees and Crim’s grandma freaked out because of it,” I said. “Is it because the branch had blocked out the moon, but since falling, the moonlight streamed in?”

      “Very possibly,” he said. “If a branch broke in that clearing, then that means the wolves can go anywhere. There’s nowhere safe for anyone.”

      I swallowed, trying to think. “And Crim?” I asked, jutting my chin to her. I thought it was weird, addressing her even though she was right here and could speak for herself. I just didn’t know if she knew the answer to my questions. “Is she safe now?”

      Shane’s eyes darted away but he didn’t say anything. My stomach dropped. I licked my lips.

      “What can we do to make sure she’s safe?” I asked. “Were you just planning to hide her here? If the wolves don’t find her, her grandmother will.”

      “I hadn’t thought that far ahead,” he admitted.

      Shane wasn’t helping. I turned back to Rumple, who had already finished his drink. “Isn’t there something we can do?” I asked. “To make sure Crim’s safe?”

      Rumple paused. “I suppose,” he said after a moment. “But no one is going to like it.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            21

          

        

      

    

    
      “What do you mean, we give her back to the wolves?” I demanded, placing my hand on my hip as I glared at Rumple. He had already refilled his glass and was taking a long sip of the amber liquid.

      “No.” Shane’s words were reduced to the singular, and they were firm and nonargumentative. “Absolutely not. There is no way I’m taking her back into the Blood Forest.”

      When Rumple finished his drink, he regarded Shane with a level stare. “You don’t have much of a choice,” he pointed out. “Technically, balance needs to be restored. Your pack will not rest until they have paid their monthly tithe to the Blood Forest.”

      “Can we find someone else?” I asked, looking between the two men.

      “I’m not going to let anyone get hurt in my place,” Crim said. She didn’t snap at me, but her tone left no room for argument. I should have known she would rather endure what she had to than risk anyone else. That was just the sort of person Crim was.

      “It has to come from her,” Shane said. “She was the one assigned as the sacrifice. She’s the one that needs to pay the price.” He wouldn’t look at her. His jaw was set, his body angled away from her. I didn’t understand at first. It wasn’t as though she wanted to be a sacrifice. But then I realized he was angry with himself and too guilty to deal with the circumstances they found her in.

      “So,” I said to Rumple, holding my hand up. “To clarify, you think if Shane takes her back into the Blood Forest during this weird ritual, blood is spilled on the ground, that’s it? It’s over? They’re just going to let Crim walk away?”

      That was difficult for me to believe.

      “Shane needs to prove himself to his pack,” Rumple said. He held his still-full glass, using it as a pointer instead of his fingers. “They do not believe he’s loyal.”

      “And to prove his loyalty, he has to bring Crim to them?” I asked. I began to pace the length of the small kitchen in Shane’s trailer, sticking my thumb nail in my mouth and chewing it gently. “There has to be a way we can show them that Shane is loyal while simultaneously preventing Crim from being killed.” I looked between all three of them. “Right?” I kept my gaze on Rumple. “You said you had a plan?”

      “Yes, but it involves bringing her to the wolves, as I’ve stated, darling.” He took a long drink of the alcohol. “Really, you must pay better attention.”

      I opened my mouth, ready to get defensive, when I caught sight of a playful glint in his eye. Considering he looked exhausted before, I decided to let his smartass comment go. It was much better than him being too tired to tease me, which seemed odd thinking about.

      “And I already said no,” Shane insisted.

      “Shane,” Crim’s low voice said. She reached out and curled her fingers around Shane’s wrist, her soft touch seizing his attention immediately. It didn’t immediately soothe the tension in his body, but it did cause his gaze to soften. “We don’t have a choice.”

      Shane clenched his jaw so hard it popped. It looked like he wanted to argue with her, to tell her no, there was no way he would ever agree to that. His thumb gripped her fingers like she was his lifeline, like she was grounding him into this very moment, and if she let him go, he would float away, ceasing to exist.

      In that moment, I realized I wanted someone to look at me the way Shane was looking at Crim. It was the most inappropriate time to think something like that, but I couldn’t help it. I wanted that bond, that trust. And I knew that meant I had to work on myself. I had a slew of issues that I was still struggling with and I didn’t think I was quite ready to commit to working on those issues right now, but I wanted to. I wanted to be able to trust someone like that. I wanted to be able to love someone like Crim clearly loved Shane.

      I cleared my throat. I didn’t want to think about that right now, especially not with Rumple so close. I didn’t think he could read my mind, but I didn’t want to take that chance.

      “I can’t lose you,” he told her. “I refuse to put you at risk, Crim.”

      “Our relationship puts both of us at risk,” Crim pointed out. “I worry about you the same way you worry about me. We have to at least hear what The Imp—” She quickly looked at Rumple and murmured an apology. “What he says.”

      Shane still looked as though he wanted to argue. His jaw was clenched and his dark eyes were nearly black with frustration. But he said nothing. Instead, he nodded once, something that required more effort than it might have otherwise.

      “What’s your plan, then?” Shane demanded to know without even looking at Rumple.

      Under any other circumstance, Rumple would have been angry at the disrespect Shane was currently showing him. Rumple didn’t tolerate people demanding things of him, especially information. The only reason I even knew this was the amount of time I spent with him, cataloging his reactions, watching him. Shane didn’t seem intimidated by Rumple in the slightest, but I knew Rumple could fix that if he needed to.

      “We give her to your pack,” Rumple said simply. He lifted his shoulders in a casual shrug, dropping the glass into thin air now that he was finished with it. Before it could shatter on the floor, it vanished as quickly as he made it appear. “You said blood has to be spilled. That’s the payment the forest requires of you, correct?”

      Shane nodded once but kept silent.

      “So, spill her blood.”

      I blinked, turning to look at Rumple. He had a shoulder positioned against the wall, leaning his frame against it. Everything about him screamed casual, like we were two couples at a bar, hanging out and discussing Crim’s day at the office rather than giving her to a pack of hungry werewolves who wanted her blood. I wasn’t sure if his demeanor calmed me down or if I wanted to throttle him for making it appear like he didn’t care as much as he should about something as serious as life and death.

      “What the hell are you talking about?” Shane asked. His shoulders slowly started to inch up to his ears, already tensing. I wasn’t sure if he was preparing to attack Rumple or if he was readying himself for something else, but it definitely made me shift my weight slightly and look to Rumple to ensure he wasn’t going to get hurt—even if his suggestion was bad.

      “Spilling blood doesn’t necessarily mean death,” he calmly pointed out.

      I brought the glass of water Crim had brought me to my mouth and took a long drink, considering his point.

      “If we can spill her blood in the forest during your ceremony, surely that would count?” Rumple asked.

      “You think you can manipulate the laws of the forest?” Shane asked. “Just because you’re a fucking Imp with access to all sorts of magic doesn’t mean the forest is going to buy into your bullshit. If anything, it could take great offense to you trying to skirt the requirements.”

      “Oh, you’re a boy scout now when it’s my idea, are you?” Rumple asked. “I’m sorry, where is it allowed for you and your sacrifice—a Scarlett Hood—to go off living together, hmm?” His tone was droll.

      Shane glared, but there was nothing he could say about it. Rumple wasn’t wrong.

      “I’m willing to live with the consequences of my choices,” Shane said.

      “No, you aren’t,” Rumple cut in before he could say more. He straightened and magicked another glass of alcohol out of thin air. “Because you won’t be alive if they manage to catch you, and you know this.”

      “It sounds like what Rumple is proposing is a compromise,” I said softly. I didn’t know if it would work. I didn’t understand the laws of the forest, as Shane had called them. But if it only required blood spilled, that didn’t necessarily spell out death. Perhaps that was how the wolves interpreted it as, perhaps that was how they had done things for a long time, but there was nothing that said they had to. “Blood is still being spilled—Crim’s blood.” I nodded at my friend but kept my eyes on Shane. “But her life won’t be taken from her. It might work.”

      “Are you willing to risk her in order to see if it works?” he asked.

      Rumple reached out and handed him the glass of alcohol. “You need this more than I do,” he said.

      Shane glared but took the tumbler. He brought it to his face and smelled it. His glare softened but only slightly.

      “I don’t think I’m the right person to ask that question,” I said. I looked over at Crim. “Since Crim’s life is the one on the line, I think it’s only fair that she’s the person who gets to make the final decision.”

      “But I already know what she’s going to say,” Shane protested, stepping forward. “She’ll do anything if it means breaking my blood bond with the pack, with the forest. I can’t… I don’t want her to be a sacrifice in any way, and I worry that by offering her to the forest, they’ll take her and do what they want with her. They’ll torture her just to punish me for the nature of our relationship.”

      “Even so,” I said. “Don’t you think that’s her decision to make? Why are you allowed to put yourself at risk in order to protect her, but she’s not given that same opportunity just because she’s a woman?”

      Shane glared.

      “Watch it,” Rumple snapped, all dry sarcasm gone from his tone. “Don’t look at her that way.”

      I ignored Rumple. I didn’t need him to fight my battle, even though I appreciated his concern.

      “It has nothing to do with the fact that she’s a woman,” Shane insisted. Though he wasn’t glaring like he had, there was still a glimmer of annoyance in his eyes at my words. I hadn’t meant to offend him, but it was something that bothered me about what he said. “It has to do with the fact that I don’t want her to put herself at risk at all.”

      “This might not have been a problem had the two of you chosen not to get together in the first place,” Rumple pointed out.

      “She was assigned to me before I got with her,” Shane said. “I wanted to see her, to understand who I was going to have to kill for my pack. We knew each other at Wonderland Academy. We were…close. Whatever it took, I wasn’t going to let anyone harm a hair on her head. I didn’t care where I came from or where she came from. The night I took her, I told her to leave, to run away and never come back. I didn’t want this for her. I didn’t. But she’s so damn stubborn…”

      “Sounds like someone I know,” Rumple muttered under his breath.

      I bumped his shoulder with mine.

      He glanced down at me and we shared a smile. I was surprised by it. We didn’t normally tease each other, but this…this was fun. I could get used to this.

      “Look,” Rumple said after clearing his throat. “If we don’t do anything, you won’t have access to the Blood Forest and you need that if you want to shift.”

      “What happens if he doesn’t shift?” Crim asked, picking her head up and looking between both men. It was as though she hadn’t realized the prospect of what happened to Shane if he couldn’t shift every month for the full moon. To be honest, I hadn’t thought about it either.

      “Do you want me to tell her?” Rumple asked.

      Shane twisted his fingers into fists at his sides but faced Crim. “If I don’t release my wolf once a month and run freely, then I lose control of what I am,” he admitted. “And eventually, the beast will slaughter my humanity until I am no longer a man, but all animal with no rational thought.”

      Crim went pale, her hand reaching up to cover her mouth. Shane looked away, ashamed of himself.

      I swallowed. I didn’t want it to end this way. I didn’t want Crim and Shane to be put in an impossible situation, but if Shane refused to try what Rumple suggested, I didn’t know what else we could do.

      “We have to try,” Crim said, echoing my thoughts out loud. She took hold of Shane’s hand and gave it a squeeze. The look on her face left no room for argument.

      Another silent look passed between them before Shane turned to Rumple and nodded.

      “Okay,” he said. “Let’s do it.”
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      I met up with Rumple about fifteen minutes after that. My hair was in a neater ponytail and I had on a sweater rather than my leather jacket. As much as I loved my leather jacket, it didn’t do a good job of actually keeping me warm, and I didn’t want to draw any attention to myself by shivering up a storm as Rumple and I hid.

      “Are you troubled, darling?” Rumple asked in a low voice. We were back in the clearing, where we were safe for the time being. Rumple had magicked the branch of the tree back to where it was positioned, so the moonlight was blocked. There was no way the wolves would get to us. At least, that was what I was told. I trusted Rumple, so I believed him. “You have a pinched look on your face, like you’re about to walk into a war without any sort of weapon.”

      I opened my mouth, ready to tell him that I had an odd feeling about this deep inside of me that made me nauseas but it was more than that and it dealt with feelings I didn’t want to confront just yet. It didn’t help that I still had no idea how to unpack my feelings for Rumple himself. Slowly, I closed my mouth and pressed my lips into a flat line. I wasn’t trying to be difficult. I didn’t want to be. Actually, there was nothing more I wanted than to tell him everything—including my conflicting, confusing feelings. I just had no clue where to start and I didn’t want to risk that everything was going to come out wrong.

      “Did you know my father sent Jack Lupine to follow me?” I asked instead. I wasn’t sure why I even thought of that, but it disturbed me to know that my father would do such a thing behind my back, and it bothered me ever since I found out about it. “Apparently, he wants to keep an eye on me.”

      “I’m sure he’s concerned about you,” he said slowly. “You are his daughter, after all.”

      I shifted my weight. The clearing had softer dirt than the other parts of the forest I had been in, and for some reason, that was soothing to me.

      “I know,” I allowed, glancing at the floor in front of me. “I get that. I just… I feel like he’s treating me like some incapable child when I’m an adult. I’m a grown adult at this point and I don’t know if he’ll ever see me as anything but that.” I blew out a breath and pushed hair from my face. “I’m thinking about quitting.”

      “Quit?”

      “My job at the station.” I closed my eyes, shook my head. “It’s stupid. I know it is. Especially since we’re working on Anna’s case and I had access to files. But I just… I can’t help it. I don’t think I can be there anymore.”

      “I understand.” Rumple held me still with a surprisingly penetrating stare. Without warning, he reached out and cupped my face with his palm, letting his touch linger.

      “I just…I just don’t like the fact that everyone seems to think I’m one of your victims.” The words came out before I could stop them. “I don’t like that they think you seek out girls and prey on them. It makes me…” I let my voice trail off, curling my fingers into fists, digging my nails into my palms.

      It was difficult for me to get the words out. I didn’t like to talk about this, especially to Rumple. For some reason, though, I felt I could trust him. I did trust him. I wanted to talk to him about this. And that scared me. I wasn’t used to admitting what I was feeling, especially about something as personal as being protective of him. Rumple clearly didn’t need me to defend him, but I couldn’t help it. He was my friend, and anyone who criticized a friend—whether they knew my friend or not—bothered me more than I cared to admit.

      “You know it’s not true,” Rumple said, his voice low.

      I snapped my head up to look at him. “Of course I know it’s not true,” I snapped. Suddenly remembering myself, I shook my head, trying to contain my outburst. “Sorry.” I dropped my voice, especially since we were supposed to be in hiding. “I just, I know that you would never do that and it upsets me that people think you would. I mean, I get being intimidated by you. I get that. Because you use ShadowMagic, not just magic, when the law explicitly says you can’t. And you’re a Fae. And you give people what they want and you make them pay it back in that way. But… I just wish…” I furrowed my brow, trying to figure out what I was trying to say, trying to put into words what I felt.

      “You want people to trust you,” Rumple finished.

      I caught his eye. The look he gave me was something I had never seen from him before. It was soft. There was something about it that made my heart skip once, twice, and a sudden shyness caused me shift my weight. I reached up to fiddle with my hair, leaning back against the sturdy tree behind me. Even in the darkness, Rumple could see through me—really see through me—and it made me feel both uncomfortable and reassured at the same time. I wasn’t sure how that was possible—how I could feel two conflicting emotions at the same time—but I did.

      Without warning, Rumple was directly in front of me, reaching out. He brushed the back of his fingers against my cheek. I leaned into it, even though I shouldn’t. Even though I should be more concerned about what was going on with Crim and Shane and the wolves. It was selfish, but all I cared about right now was me and Rumple and this moment.

      His eyes dropped to my lips and my heart skipped again. Was he going to kiss me? Did I want him to? I ran my tongue over my bottom lip without really thinking about it. His eyebrows rose slowly, as though he was surprised by my action.

      “Truth be told, darling, I’ve never had anyone be offended on my behalf,” he admitted. “People just make up stories about me and my reputation because I make them feel helpless, and I think that makes it easier for people to understand.”

      I pushed my brows together. “What do you mean?” I asked.

      The forest was still silent, save for the wisps of the leaves brushing together.

      “If people feel they aren’t in control of their decisions, they do not need to take responsibility for them,” he said simply. “They get to be victims, which means that they could not help it. If they believe I manipulate feelings, people can be angry with me about the debt they owe even though they always come to me. Always.”

      “Except me,” I murmured.

      He nodded once. “Except you.”

      His thumb traced the curve of my bottom lip and seared my skin. I was surprised I hadn’t combusted at the touch, turning into ash and scattering in the wind.

      There were so many questions I wanted to ask him, so many things I wanted to know. Did he love Sadie? Why was I jealous of the possibility that he did? How did he feel about me?

      “You make me feel a myriad of emotions, Alice,” he said. He tilted his head to the side, edging closer to my face. His other hand—the one that wasn’t touching me—reached up and brushed hair over my shoulder. When he finished, his fingers continued to remain on the column of my throat. I swallowed but didn’t pull away. “All of them dangerous. You make me vulnerable. You make me weak.”

      “That doesn’t sound like it’s a good thing,” I pointed out.

      “It’s not,” he said. “I don’t have weaknesses, and if anyone used you to get to me, I would turn them into ribbon and fill this forest with as much blood as it could possibly want for years to come.”

      My heart stilled at his words, whispered so casually, filling my mind with the worst sort of visuals. And yet, I did not balk. I did not turn away. If anything, I wanted to hear more; I wanted to hear everything he would do to those who wanted to harm me.

      “Maybe you shouldn’t have a weakness in the first place,” I said, “if I can be used against you.”

      “I considered that,” he confessed. “I considered destroying you so you couldn’t affect me at all, but destroying you would destroy me.” His head inched even closer. I could feel his breath on my skin. “I’ve resigned myself to the fact that I cannot rid myself of you, nor do I want to.”

      “Then what do you want?” I asked before I could stop myself.

      His lips curled up at that moment, hearing my words. I wasn’t sure if he was baring his teeth—a warning a dangerous predator might give to its prey right before it attacks—or because he was amused by my question.

      “Do you not know?” he asked. “Truly?” He tilted his head down even further. We were barely touching, our noses grazing each other. My eyelids fluttered, wanting to close. My toes wanted to push up and close the distance between us. I wanted to kiss him again. I wanted to taste him. “I want you, Alice. In all the ways one can want a beautiful woman. I want you around me always. I want to kiss you, corrupt you, I want you writhing underneath me while I fill you up and bring you pleasure you have never felt before. I want to do it all with you. And I think you want that too, even if you’re too bloody stubborn to admit it.” He paused. “Tell me, Alice, what is it you want? What is it that you desire?”

      I swallowed again. I should pull away from him. I should deny everything. But there it was again, that tugging feeling. That feeling of absolute need to tell him the truth.

      “I want you,” I admitted, my words coming out as shaky as I felt, “but I don’t understand why.”

      Hurt flashed across his across his eyes for the briefest of seconds, but it disappeared so quickly that I thought, for a moment, I hadn’t seen it at all.

      “Yes, well, we all have that one person who affects us in ways we don’t understand,” he murmured, pulling away from me slightly.

      I didn’t want him pulling away. I didn’t want him to think I regretted my feelings, even if I didn’t understand them. I was afraid of them. Hell, I was even afraid of him. But that didn’t stop me from wanting him.

      I blew out a shaky breath and reached for him. My fingertips grazed his skin and I realized just how high and how sharp his cheekbones were. Awe filled my senses and a warmth tingled on my fingertips. Rumple furrowed his brow, seemingly confused for a moment.

      Before he could ask me a question, I tilted myself forward and pressed my lips to his.

      Before he could respond to my chaste kiss, I pulled back. “I’m scared,” I admitted to him, my words barely audible, even in the silence. “I’m scared of what I feel for you because I do feel something for you. But just because I don’t understand it doesn’t mean I want those feelings to go away. I just don’t know where we go from here.”

      “What do you mean?” he asked, his own words touched with surprise. He could not believe we were having this conversation. Hell, I couldn’t believe it.

      My face turned red and a small smile danced on his lips. It was such a beautiful, simple thing, not tainted with sarcasm or arrogance. He was smiling because he was happy, and to me, that was a beautiful thing. My heart stuttered at the sight of it.

      “Surely you must tell me now, especially since you’ve gone redder than Crim’s hair,” he pointed out.

      He reached out and curled hair behind my ear, his fingers lingering. Everywhere he touched, he lit a fire inside of me. I burned for him.

      “It’s just…” I paused, dropping my eyes to his throat. “It’s just, I’ve never done this whole, uh, thing where two people like each other and…” I made a face at myself. “And they have a relationship.” I was turning redder with each word that dared come out of my mouth and there was nothing I could do to stop it because I wanted to tell him everything. I wanted to tell him in the most direct way what I felt, but the words wouldn’t come out. I just had to make use of what I had access to. “And I know you didn’t say anything about a relationship because you probably don’t do those. But I would do one because I can’t…I can’t shut off my feelings. If I’m in, I’m in. If I’m not, I’m not. And I think I want to be in with you. I mean, maybe. I don’t know.”

      His lips curved up slightly and he was smiling again. “My dear, dear Alice,” he murmured, his words filled with such tenderness that my heart wrapped around them and swelled. “You talk much too much.” His thumb began to trace my bottom lip again. “You must know how I feel about you. Surely, you must know.”

      But I didn’t. I wanted to tell him I knew nothing because I refused to assume anything.

      At that moment, a gust of wind blew through where we stood. It was a loud, moaning burst of energy that ruffled hair and pinched cheeks. I couldn’t help but jolt. His smile widened.

      “You are so skittish,” he said. “It’s only the wind.”

      “This place…” I couldn’t finish my sentence.

      “This place holds secrets—dark, twisted secrets,” he agreed. “But it is also a home to many. There’s a community here with its own rules, its own laws. As intimidating as it is, we must respect it.”

      “Which is why you think it’s important that Crim spills blood in the forest?” I asked, tilting my head to the side, trying to understand.

      “Something like that,” he said. “There’s still magic that lives here, despite what the Red Queen might want. Those who live here, the very forest itself, have access to it. We all do. It’s strongest here, where men haven’t corrupted nature and turned it into something they could manipulate.”

      “You have great reverence for this place,” I pointed out.

      “I do,” he said. His eyes dropped to my mouth. “There’s a boundary, keeping the Fae realm from Wonderland. When I was a boy, I would play out here where nothing could get me.” His eyes darkened. “Where no one could harm me…” He let his voice trail off until another gust of wind pushed through and ruffled his hair. “But I am much more inclined to show my reverence for you…” He let his voice trail off as he leaned towards me.

      My heart skipped a beat. I knew he was going to kiss me again. I wanted him to kiss me. I closed my eyes, ready for it.

      A scream pierced the night air.

      My eyes snapped open. Rumple pulled away, staring up at the night sky. He cocked his head to the side, almost as though he was trying to listen to what was going on.

      Finally, he brought his eyes to me. “Don’t leave here, Alice,” he said. “Stay here. No matter what. Promise me?”
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      This wasn’t good.

      How did this not work?

      I looked up at Rumple, waiting for some kind of explanation. His brows furrowed. Even he seemed genuinely perplexed.

      “That should have worked,” he murmured, stepping forward. “Unless…”

      “Unless?” I yelped. I didn’t care if we were discovered by the wolves at this point. All I cared about was protecting my friend. We were the ones who put her in the position she was in, and we needed to protect her. I trusted that Shane would do all he could, but I highly doubted he would be able to fend off a pack of wolves by himself.

      “Unless the curse has been tampered with,” Rumple said.

      “How is that possible?” I demanded to know.

      Before he could respond, a loud roar filled the forest, rumbling through the trees. Without thinking, I reached for Rumple’s hand, clutching it tightly. Instead of releasing his hold on me, he let me cling to him and gently squeezed back, as though he wanted to give me some sort of reassurance.

      “We need to do something,” I pointed out. I kept staring through the darkness, trying to see if I could see anything.

      “You will stay here,” Rumple said. His voice was firm, like a father scolding his child. I gritted my teeth. He left before I could stop him, before I could do anything.

      I stomped in a straight line from the eastern part of the trees over to the west. Why the hell was I being so easily dismissed? Why was I being treated like a child? I knew I didn’t have magic, and I knew Rumple probably didn’t want to have to worry about me when he was going to help Crim and Shane. At least, I hoped that that was what he was doing.

      I swallowed. Each step I took, I left footprints behind. I could barely see them, considering the darkness that pervaded the clearing, but I knew they were there. My hands were thrust behind my back, grasping at my fingers. There had to be something I could do. I didn’t want to risk myself. I didn’t want to do anything stupid. I had been making stupid decisions for a while now and I wanted to stop. If I didn’t want people to think I needed protection, I needed to stop acting like I needed protecting. It was as simple as that.

      My mind reeled with options. I could go find Crim. I knew Shane and Rumple could take care of themselves. I needed to find Crim. She was the one who needed help, even if she was part of the Scarlett Cloak.

      “Come on, Alice,” I muttered to myself. “Think. Think!”

      I pulled my hands apart and dropped them to my sides. My fingers buzzed with anxious energy. I needed to do something with it—anything—but what?

      If I left the safety of the clearing, I was putting myself at risk. If I didn’t, Crim could be hurt. And what if something had happened to Shane? If something happened to Rumple?

      I knew Rumple was more than capable of taking care of himself. I knew that. But the thought that he might need help caused me to spring into action. I couldn’t take that chance. Worry gnawed at my heart. At that moment, Chessy sprang from seemingly out of nowhere. He studied me with his dark green eyes and tilted his head at what seemed to be an impossible angle. What the hell was he doing here? How was he still alive? In a forest full of vicious wolves, how could a housecat survive?

      There was more to Chessy than met the eye. My gaze narrowed.

      “Can you understand me?” I asked slowly.

      Suddenly, his lips twitched. I blinked. I had to be seeing things. There was no way his lips actually reacted to my question like he understood it, right?

      “You can,” I murmured. My eyes widened. Even if I was talking out of my ass, even if I was crazy because of the forest, I knew what I saw. “Can you get me to my friends?”

      At that moment, Chessy lifted his paw and began to lick it.

      I frowned. Maybe I was completely wrong about him. Maybe he was just a weird cat with a weird smile and there was nothing special about him.

      I shook my head, running my fingers through my hair. I pulled out the elastic holding my ponytail in place and redid it, all while watching Chessy. I still didn’t understand that cat, but there was something strange about him.

      When he finished, he swished his tail in the air once, twice, then proceeded to head towards the edge of the clearing. After a second, he stopped and glanced at me. I knew he didn’t have eyebrows. I knew that. But I swore he arched a brow at me, practically demanding that I follow him.

      I glanced around, making sure I wasn’t seeing things. The more time I spent in this forest, the more I felt myself losing my foundation a bit. It was like I was losing sense of the reality I lived in and was forced to grow accustomed to a new one, one that scared me, that had its own rules and laws. If I could avoid this place, if I never had to be here again, I would be happy.

      “Do you want me to follow you?” I asked. I kept going back and forth about how I felt about Chessy. My gut told me he understood me; my mind thought I was crazy.

      Chessy flicked his tail again and began to walk out of the clearing. I rolled my shoulders back. Either I believed in the cat or I didn’t. This could be crazy. This could lead me straight to Crim or Shane or Rumple.

      I needed to get to Rumple.

      I didn’t want to think about the possibility of him being hurt in some way.

      I released a breath and made my decision. I would follow Chessy, regardless of what that meant for me. If it made me crazy, fine. As long as Chessy led me to where I needed to go, I didn’t care.

      “Okay,” I said, moving as quickly as I could. I stepped on a branch, the crunch of it under my feet filling the night. I winced. The last thing I wanted to do was draw any attention to myself. I was supposed to be staying here, hiding, until Rumple returned from taking care of Shane and Crim.

      I pressed my lips together as I followed Chessy through the winding trees of the forest. I perked my ears—as much as someone like me could—trying to hear where the wolves were and what was happening.

      I didn’t hear any screams of pain, any cries of anguish. But the more I followed Chessy, the louder the growls and the snapping of jaws became.

      My heart started to tremble and darkness continue to surround me. I could barely see in front of me, much less a nimble cat. Every now and then, Chessy would flick his tail and his silhouette caught my eye. It was the only thing keeping me moving, this unwavering faith in an animal I barely knew.

      God, I hoped I wasn’t going crazy.

      I tried to keep my breathing steady. Branches whipped my face and I nearly tripped over rocks and roots. Chessy bounced through the forest with grace, not stumbling even once. He seemed to know his way around this place, which meant he spent a good deal of time here. Watching him move fluidly through the forest, as though he was a physical part of it, made me realize that maybe I wasn’t as crazy as I thought. I mean, a cat somehow survived living in this place for I didn’t know how long. Maybe he could understand me. Maybe he could take me to where I needed to go.

      A whimper caused me to stop.

      It was Crim. It didn’t sound wolfish or animalistic. It sounded human and female.

      I pushed myself faster. Wherever Chessy was taking me—and at this point, I didn’t care where that was—I knew we were going in the right direction.

      Without warning, we spilled into another gap in the trees. Chessy disappeared instantly, almost as though he were part of the black sky, but I barely noticed. Not when Crim was there beyond the trees.

      It took me a moment to take in the scene before me. Four large wolves—they had to be Lycans or something because they were much bigger and way more ferocious than I had ever seen a wolf—surrounded Shane, currently on his back in human form, one arm up, ready to use it to defend himself. Crim was off to the side, tears in her eyes, one hand over her mouth. Rumple was positioned in front of Crim and behind Shane, protecting her but ready to help Shane if need be.

      One of the wolves snapped its jaws at Rumple—a warning. The wolf was still wary of him, but he wasn’t hiding his frustration with Rumple either. And wasn’t afraid enough of him to not threaten him.

      I had to do something. I just didn’t know what. I couldn’t let them attack Rumple or Crim. I couldn’t even let them hurt Shane, even though I didn’t really know the guy. If Crim cared about him, I cared about him on her behalf.

      “What do I do, what do I do?” I muttered to myself.

      Part of me wanted to emerge from the thicket of trees, shouting and causing a distraction. Maybe if I did that, it would buy Rumple enough time to do magic. I didn’t understand why he wasn’t doing magic now unless he couldn’t break the hold the assignment of sacrifice had over Crim because it was a law that he could not manipulate. Things in nature weren’t things he could undo. But maybe he could save Shane and Crim. Maybe he could do something to get them out of here.

      At that moment, one of the wolves leapt in Shane’s direction. Rumple muttered something under his breath and Shane immediately vanished. He reappeared a second later, in the grass, across the small opening, close to me.

      Rumple stumbled forward. My eyes widened. He was weak. But how? Why? I didn’t think it was possible for Rumple to be weak.

      The wolves growled when they realized what happened. They snapped at Crim and she shrieked, stepping back. Her hands were pressed over her face, trying to keep her fear inside of her. Tears teetered on the edge of falling, her blue eyes filled with such raw fear that I wanted to do something about it. I just couldn’t seem to figure out what.

      “Come on, Alice,” I muttered to myself. “Surely, you can think of something.”

      Rumple positioned himself in front of Crim. A groan pulled my attention away from them. Shane looked like he was trying to get up, but couldn’t. It was only then that I noticed there was a long gash on his left side, trailing from his ribs to his left hip. Blood oozed into his white T-shirt.

      I dropped to my knees and crawled over to him. The grass was wet with dew, but I didn’t care. I needed to make sure he was okay.

      Instinct took over. When I reached him, I placed a hand on the injury. Without warning, something seeped from me. This burgeoning well of energy I had been feeling since I didn’t know when came streaming out of me. My eyes went wide as I watched a golden glow trickle into Shane. I wanted to yank my hand back. With no idea what I was doing or what was happening, I thought maybe it was Rumple. Maybe he was healing Shane from where he was.

      But deep down, I knew this was me. It was all me.

      “What are you?” Shane breathed out, looking at me with a mixture of confusion, pain, and slight trepidation.

      Before I could answer, a loud shout reverberated through me.

      Crim.

      I jerked my gaze back to what was going on in front of me, and my heart stalled. A wolf was snapping its jaws, backing up. I knew it wasn’t running away, though. It looked like it was prepared to lunge. And its target was Rumple.

      I sucked in a breath. There was no way I could get to him in time. Maybe he could disappear. Maybe he could vanish. And yet, if he could do that, I was sure he would have already magicked himself and Crim away. Rumple wasn’t a prideful person. There was no need for him to stay and fight when he had nothing to gain from it.

      But he didn’t.

      Which meant he couldn’t get away.

      Something burst deep within me. It started in my chest, and it was such a shock to my system, I fell forward. My hands whipped out and I caught myself just in time. I breathed in, looking out at Rumple and Crim. Whatever was in my chest, it moved through me, a warm, gooey feeling that reminded me of Christmas and hot chocolate by a fire and reading late into the night. It was warmth and coziness and suddenly, I was bleeding golden light.

      It was magic. It was some sort of magic that lit up the darkness and rushed out of me because of my desire to want to actually do something. I had to do something.

      The wolf leapt into the air.

      I didn’t even think.

      I reached out with my right arm. Gold tendrils shot out of my hands, straight for the wolf. I let out a roar. It burst out of me like the wind. If it was to distract the wolf, to cause him to falter, I didn’t care. Anything to have him stop what he was going.

      The light shot straight for the wolf, filling up the darkness with light. It powered into the wolf, the force pushing him off of his trajectory toward Rumple so it landed on its side. A whimper came from it.

      Rumple turned to look at me, eyes wide. Not in fear, though. I couldn’t read exactly what was in his dark irises, but he wasn’t afraid of me. I was grateful for that because I was certainly frightened of myself. Of what was inside of me.

      More wolves seemed to appear, all looking at me. They kept their distance, but they weren’t happy about it.

      “Was blood spilled?” I asked Shane, my voice rough. “Did Crim spill her blood?”

      “Yeah,” he managed to get out. “Yeah.”

      “Then the ritual is done,” I said. “There’s no other reason for us to be here. Can you get Crim out of here?”

      “Can you blind the wolves again?” he asked.

      I didn’t know the answer to that, but I nodded.

      “Do it,” he told me. “Light this place up. I’ll get her out.”

      Magic thrummed inside of me. My body buzzed with it. It wanted to be released.

      I forced myself to stand. The wolves all had their attention on me. I dropped my hands to my sides. I was tired. I was unsure. I had no idea what the hell I was doing. Shane moved from where he lay beside me. I caught Rumple’s eyes. He nodded once.

      That was it. That was all I needed.

      I raised my arms and hoped this would work.
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      The light from my magic filled the forest, bathing it in brightness. I had no idea what I was doing, and yet, instincts filled my body. I just followed what they told me to do. I just did what I thought was expected of me.

      The wolves whimpered and snapped, but stopped advancing the second they saw my magic. In fact, they almost seemed fearful. I had never seen an animal as vicious as a wolf with apprehension in their eyes, but I saw that now. The big beasts were frightened…frightened because of me.

      I swallowed but didn’t stop. Magic surged out of me. I felt it flow, like something smooth and velvet bleeding from my skin in a way that spiked my adrenaline. It was difficult to explain. Movement came from behind me. I knew Crim was being ushered out of the forest by Shane, which was fine by me. I just needed to hold the wolves off so they’d be able to get away without issue.

      My head spun. I slipped forward.

      Just a little bit longer…

      An arm wrapped around my waist and stopped me. The second his hand slipped under my shirt and pressed against my stomach, the magic stopped. It was as though Rumple hit an off switch on me. I collapsed. Rumple tightened his arm on me and pulled me into his arms like I was some sort of bride. When my head hit his shoulder, I didn’t move it, too comfortable to care. My eyes slid shut.

      “I’ve got you, darling,” he murmured. “I’ve got you.”

      Those were the last words I heard before everything went black.
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      I woke up to a pounding headache. I let out a soft groan as I struggled to sit up.

      “Oh, whoa there.”

      I cracked open an eye and found Crim, staring down at me with a small smile on her face.

      “Crim?” I didn’t realize how dry and cracked my voice was until I spoke. My throat was scratchy like sandpaper.

      Crim handed me a glass of water. I instantly took it. Seeing that I couldn’t drink it in my position, she eased an arm behind my back and slowly sat me up. When she was sure I could rest easy on the headboard behind me, she sat back in her chair.

      I blinked once, twice.

      I was in my room. The room Peter let me sleep in. The knowledge I was safe flooded through my system and my eyes drifted shut. If Crim was here, she was safe too.

      Suddenly, my eyes sprang open. “Rumple—”

      “Downstairs,” she said gently. “With Shane and Peter. Everyone is okay.” I nodded at that, relief coursing through my body as I brought the glass to my lips. “Because of you.”

      Suddenly, I remembered everything. I remembered the part I played. I remembered it all. I dropped the glass of water, whether in surprise or disgust, I didn’t know. Water fell on me, fully waking me up with a jolt. I snapped my body and that only led to sore muscles being pulled and yanked on.

      “You okay?” Crim jumped up and looked around for something. She saw a used towel hanging on the back of a desk chair and brought it over to me. “Judging by your reaction, you seem surprised by what happened. I take it you didn’t know about your… About what you could do?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t have…” I couldn’t even say the word. “I don’t know why that happened. I don’t know what I did.”

      “You saved my life,” she said simply. She waited a beat, her eyes scanning my face. It wasn’t like she was looking for some sort of answer to some sort of question. She was making sure I was okay. She was trying to read me, to understand what I might be feeling in this moment. “Alice, you have magic in you.”

      I swallowed. I knew that. Not until the magic slipped away from me and blinded the wolves, but once it happened, I knew it. It made sense. When I was overly emotional, things would fall, break. I was the one who snapped the branch off that tree in the forest. I always thought it was coincidence, but now I knew better. When I felt a surge through my body, it was my magic, responding to my call.

      All this time…

      I wondered if Dad knew, if this was something else he chose not to tell me. I frowned, trying not to think about Dad.

      “Your father’s worried about you,” Crim said, leaning over and straightening the blanket so it wrapped around me better. “He and Rumple went at it when Rumple brought you back to Peter’s place.”

      “My dad was at Peter’s?” I asked.

      “I guess he and Jack have been working on something together,” Crim said, lifting a shoulder. “I don’t know if Peter’s involved, but Jack was here as well. It was like all three of them met about something and just happened to be gathered tonight, like they were waiting for you.”

      Like an intervention.

      I snorted.

      “Everything okay?” Crim asked.

      “They’re trying to tell me that Rumple is bad for me,” I said. I began to pull at my fingers, shifting my weight in my bed. I didn’t want to hear Crim agree with them. I didn’t want any lectures. I cared about Rumple. That much was clear now. I trusted him. He was important to me. If people didn’t agree with that, fine, but that didn’t mean I had to listen to what they had to say.

      “He’s not like what everyone says he is, is he?” Crim asked, her head tilted down so her hair was covering her profile.

      I quickly pulled my gaze away from my lap so I could look at her. “No,” I said. “No, he isn’t.”

      Crim nodded, a small smile on her face. “You know,” she said, “he really cares about you.”

      I rubbed my lips together, my cheeks pinching. I was sure I was as red as her hair at this point. “I know,” I said.

      “No, like, he was going to war with Jack and your dad,” she continued. “They, of course, thought he had something to do with what happened to you, and he got offended by the fact that they believed you would be compelled to do anything you didn’t want to do.”

      “And Peter?” I couldn’t help but wonder out loud.

      “Peter agreed with Rumple,” Crim said, her face bursting into a smile. Her blue eyes twinkled with amusement. “Jack was pissed, but Peter basically said no one could make you do something you didn’t want to do. I don’t think Peter actually wanted to agree with Rumple, but in this case, he had to.”

      I smiled despite myself, my heart swelling at the thought of Peter defending me, especially when it came to Rumple. I knew what he really thought of Rumple, and to know that regardless of his feelings he still trusted me enough to figure that out was comforting.

      “What do you feel for him?” Crim asked, tilting her head to the side. She placed her hands in her lap and waited patiently for a response. “Rumple, I mean.”

      I blew out a breath and looked out my window. The sky was waking up, streaks of color and sunshine seeping through the glass. It was a new day. After everything that happened last night, it was nice to take in a breath; it was nice to be alive.

      “I…” I tried to figure out the right words that correctly encompassed my feelings for The Imp without compromising myself. But this was Crim, and Crim was my friend, and I was trying so hard to be a friend. That meant trusting her with a secret that made me vulnerable. “I care for him as well. More than I should.”

      Crim snorted. “Yeah, I’m kind of in the same boat with Shane,” she said. “Him being a werewolf, me being a legacy in the Scarlett Cloak. It’s basically the definition of forbidden love.”

      “I mean, I don’t love him,” I said quickly.

      Crim smiled in a secretive way I didn’t understand, but didn’t argue. Instead, she took my hand in hers and gave it a gentle squeeze.

      “Thank you for what you did for me, Alice,” she said. “I’ll never forget it. I promise.”

      I furrowed my brow. “What are you saying?” I asked.

      Crim dropped her gaze back to her lap. “My grandmother basically told me there was no way she was going to support me and Shane,” she said. “She said she couldn’t trust a wolf and to see her granddaughter with one was like a slap in the fact. Shane is still a wolf and his pack basically excommunicated him for the same reason. Regardless, he still owes the forest for a place to run freely. Blood still needs to be spilled. Payment must be made, but…”

      “But?” I pushed, arching a brow. I began to knot the covers in my hands.

      “But Rumple took care of that,” she said. “The payment will be our presence. We’re going to live in the forest.”

      “Crim—”

      “Rumple set everything up for us,” she said. “I’m still going to work, so that won’t change. We can come back to Wonderland whenever we want. But we live in the forest. We pay our penance by sacrificing our home here.”

      “Is…is that what you want?”

      She sighed. “At the end of the day, I want to be with Shane,” she said. “I’m not saying things are perfect or that it won’t be a difficult transition. There will be tough times. But Rumple basically magicked Shane’s place into the forest. Did you know that other groups live in the forest? Like, it’s practically a whole world unto itself there. And magic still runs free. The Red Queen can’t prohibit it because it’s raw magic, earth magic. Besides supplies, we can be there and live there and have a life there. And yeah, that’s what I want.”

      I pressed my lips together, flattening the wrinkles of the blanket over my body. I thought back to everything Rumple and I had discussed in the forest. Memories of my desire for him filled my mind and I began to play with my fingers, unsure how I felt about my feelings. At the end of the day, I was getting used to them. I was even acknowledging them. I just didn’t know what to do about them.

      “You know,” Crim said, standing. “I should probably check on everyone downstairs. I think Rumple has been wanting to see you since everything happened. He’s been…” She stood up, trying to find the right words. “He’s been uncharacteristically worried.”

      My cheeks flooded with warmth and I glanced down at my hands in my lap. I couldn’t look at Crim, even as she stepped out of the room, not quite sure what to say in response. But it felt good knowing that he worried about me. It felt good knowing someone did.

      I took a breath, trying to gather myself, but I had no idea what I was going to say. I didn’t even have time, trying to figure it out, because Rumple was at the door seconds later, dark circles under his eyes, his face paler than the glow of the moon.

      “Rumple,” I murmured, sitting up even more as he closed the door. “What happened?”

      Rumple turned, giving me one of his cocky smiles. It was obvious that his heart wasn’t in it, however. He walked towards me and practically collapsed in the chair Crim had just vacated.

      “Darling, I’m just glad—”

      “Please,” I said. I caught his eye and hoped I could communicate my concern for him. “Tell me. What’s going on with you? Why do you look…weak?”

      He chuckled, leaning forward, perfect posture nowhere in sight. He wasn’t even wearing his blazer. His sleeves were rolled to the elbows and his shirt was wrinkled. He looked completely unkempt and unlike himself. His fingers picked at a stray thread from the blanket on my bed, and before I could stop myself, I reached for him and laced my fingers through his.

      “Alice, what are you—”

      I had no idea what I was doing. It was that same feeling I got when I saw Shane with his injury, except this was different. It was when I accessed the magic inside of me right before that wolf leaped into the air, targeting Rumple directly. This came from my heart. That golden glow spread out of me once again, the faded ribbon curling around Rumple until it seeped into his skin. Suddenly, the color in his face returned and the bags under his eyes disappeared. He was the Rumple I knew. The Rumple I—

      No. I wouldn’t be afraid anymore.

      He was the Rumple I loved.

      “Why did you do that?” he asked in a trembling voice. I had never heard him sound like that before.

      “I-I don’t know,” I told him, my voice barely a whisper. “I don’t even know what I’m doing.”

      Without warning, Rumple leaned forward and claimed my lips with his own. He was hunched forward and I twisted my body to meet his kiss with my own. It was hungry, filled with both longing and appreciation. I could feel something spark between us, like my magic had found his, and together, they formed a perfect song. It was such a cheesy thing to think, but I couldn’t figure out a better way to say it.

      When he pulled away, his dark eyes were still filled with awe, with amazement. I shifted on the bed, suddenly uncomfortable because I had never been so seen before.

      “No one has ever done that for me before,” he admitted. His hand was still on my cheek and I couldn’t help but lean into it and sigh softly because nothing had ever felt so right in my life until this moment.

      “What?” I asked, trying to understand.

      “No one has ever sacrificed their magic to protect me,” he said.

      “I…I don’t understand,” I said.

      He magicked me a glass of water, which I took from him and took a long drink. Thankfully, he didn’t ask about the other glass of water or why I was wet. My throat burned even saying so little. The water soothed the pain.

      “Magic comes with a price,” he said. “Always. Whether I’m magicking myself a water, which costs very little of my energy, or I’m magicking a hefty bank account, there is always an exchange made. As such, I need to engage in a bargain with the other party because if I do not, the sacrifice comes from me, and that is not something I’m willing to do for anyone else.”

      “Except for me,” I said. Realization hit me like cold water on a Sunday morning. “That’s why you looked sick. Tired.” He nodded once. “Why didn’t you tell me? I would have—”

      “You wouldn’t have asked me for help,” he said. “And I needed you to do that so I could be there if you needed me.”

      “Then take my magic,” I said. It was still strange to say the word out loud. “Take it all.”

      “No.” He shook his head once. “I cannot do that. I will not.”

      “I don’t…I don’t know what I’m doing, Rumple,” I admitted. “I’m…”

      “You’re scared,” he said.

      “I have magic,” I said. “How? It makes no sense. All my life, I was raised to believe I had no magic, that I wasn’t special. And I was fine with it. But it was all a lie.”

      “To be fair, I don’t think anyone knew,” he said.

      “Someone had to know about me,” I said.

      He pursed his lips. “You’re right,” he said. “And I know just the person to talk to about this.”

      My eyebrows perked and I placed the water on the nightstand next to me. “Who?”

      “Tom Charming.”
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      Ready to continue Alice’s adventures? Grab The Seeker’s Magic, Book 4 in The Shadows of Wonderland Saga, here.
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