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      The worst part of dying was she’d never make him pay.

      Her fingernails scraped across the pavement as she tried to drag herself toward her sword. She was the last to fall. The only one who knew the truth.

      She owed it to her team to survive long enough to get justice for them.

      The ground beneath her was slick as she squirmed forward, her fingertips straining toward the sword. Blood. Her blood. Pumping out steadily. Gut-shot.

      She probably wouldn’t make it even if she got to the hospital, but if she could tell them what happened, if she could protect the other shifters…

      He kicked her boots, and pain jolted through her already tortured body.

      “Time’s up, Eliza,” he said. “They’ve got to believe that you died first.”

      Her fingertips finally brushed the hilt of the sword as her eyelashes fluttered closed. Too late to pray. God didn’t listen to shifters anyway. She’d decided that after her mother died. But she’d see Mom soon enough.

      When she wrapped her fingers around the hilt of the sword, he laughed behind her. “Good. Die with your sword in your hand. You’re still going to die without honor.”

      She didn’t have the strength to fight him.

      But she did have the strength left for one last spell, one of the many forbidden spells she’d learned.

      A familiar jolt of magic streamed through her body, warm and languid.

      Who knew magic felt like dying?

      He kicked her side, knocking her over as a grunt of agony exploded from her lips. She dragged the sword with her, pouring the last of her magic into the hilt. Praying, even if she didn’t believe it would matter, that he wouldn’t see the runes that glowed under her palm.

      He raised the barrel, and she knew he needed to put the bullet in her face for the story he was going to tell them.

      “Fuck you,” she told him.

      They weren’t clever last words, but they weren’t the worst, either.

      The gun went off.
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      Maddie

      

      Even the way Jensen McCauley wrote with a pencil annoyed me.

      He wrote lazy, scrawling cursive that looked like he didn’t give a shit—which was certainly the persona he presented to the world—but he wrote so fast, his pencil scratching across the page, that the noise was a constant annoying whisper.

      I stared at the two paragraphs I’d already written on the lined paper in front of me. I couldn’t think of much more on the topic Rafe had assigned during our current punishment tour of the library. He’d phrased the topic as: “Why I’ll follow the simple fucking rules set forth for me in the future.”

      I’d asked him, “Is there a rule for cadre about not swearing at their cadets?”

      Jensen had laughed out loud, a genuine, surprised laugh before he ducked his head, only to return with his usual smirk.

      Rafe had stared back at me, eyebrows rising over his dark eyes. He always looked like he was chiseled from stone, like one of those sexy statues of Lucifer, but he never looked so sexy as when he was a little bit pissed at me.

      And that was going to be my downfall.

      “You have no survival instincts, Northsea,” Rafe had said. “But you’re right. I should watch my mouth around the cadets.”

      There was a subtle emphasis that reminded me that I’d never be his friend or even his peer, let alone his girlfriend. I’d flashed him a smile, then sat down to do my homework. Rafe made us do our homework before we dug into our essays. It was a long time to be trapped in the library with the grouchy cadre I had a hopeless crush on and my worst, albeit also kind of sexy, enemy.

      The door creaked open behind us. Rafe looked up, and then his eyes brightened with recognition. I twisted to see who it was. Dani stood in the doorway, worrying her lower lip between her teeth as she waved to Rafe. Her pink-tipped, dark hair fell in loose waves around her delicate face. What was she worried about? And why was the visiting witch so damned pretty, anyway?

      Rafe rapped his knuckles sharply on the tabletop in front of me, and my heart raced as I twisted back around. “Stay on task,” he said. “I’ll be right back.”

      I blew out a breath and returned to my essay.

      It’s important to follow the rules because they are based on lessons previously learned. “Those who don’t learn from history are doomed to repeat it.”

      It was hard for me to believe that some of the rules at the academy were based on anything but a desire to make our lives miserable. If I ever made it off restriction and visited my sister, Piper, who’d been the first dean of the academy, I had a lot of questions.

      The pencil-scratching paused. Jensen’s golden-yellow eyes must’ve been fixed on me, because sudden tension whispered across the back of my neck.

      Sure enough, he was twisted in his seat, staring at me with those eerie eyes.

      “What?” I demanded.

      “You’ve got a thing for Raphael Hunt,” he said.

      “Rafe?” I never heard anyone call him Raphael.

      He mimicked me, whispering huskily, “Rafe.”

      “Maybe I do,” I said. “You jealous?”

      “Don’t flatter yourself, Northsea. You don’t have a lot of competition right now, being the only girl in school, and I’m still not interested.”

      I flashed him a tight smile. “Good.”

      He grinned back at me. “Keep telling yourself that. You’re about as transparent with me as you are with Rafe.”

      I rolled my eyes. He was trying to get under my skin. “You’re pretty transparent too, Jen. It’s embarrassing.”

      “Do you think it bugs him?” He pushed the eraser of his pencil absently into his cheek, forming a dimple under the high arch of his cheekbone. “The way you stare after him, the little smile that comes to your lips when he pays you any attention? Even though when he’s giving you that attention you crave so much, he’s usually telling you not to be such a human trainwreck?”

      And just like that, Jensen McCauley was successfully under my skin. Like a gorgeous human splinter.

      Jensen was probably making up stuff to annoy me. Still, the idea that Rafe not only noticed, but was irritated by my crush on him was humiliating.

      “Honestly, it seems like you sigh over Rafe just as much as you do over Lex. And you wrote Lex all that poetry. You’re quite the…” he paused, dramatically looking upward as he searched for the right word. “Romantic? Obsessive?”

      It wouldn’t help to tell him to shut up. I ignored him, returning to my essay, even though I could barely focus. Jensen certainly did know how to get to me.

      It wouldn’t do me any good to ask for my poetry notebook back. Someone else had stolen my poetry journal, but Jensen had gotten his hands on it somehow—people gave the idiot whatever he wanted, for some reason—and he was never going to return it.

      “You caught me/trembling on the edge/between one life and the next/I knew you would catch me.” He delivered the lines from one of my poems with a deep dramatic voice and a flourish, before grinning and shaking his head. “You really overdramatized losing your virginity, Northsea. You’re the same person after as you were before, unfortunately: spoiled, hot-tempered, and so intense that you give me the worst case of second-hand embarrassment.”

      I closed my notebook and sat back, flashing him a tight smile once again. His words prickled on my skin, and the worst part was, Jensen was right. I’d let Jensen control me too often because my temper controlled me, and he knew how to push my buttons. I was too intense. I’d made an idiot of myself with Lex, and I’d dived headfirst into my feelings for Penn, damn the consequences. The most hurtful words are the ones that are true but delivered without any grace, any affection.

      I could hurt Jensen back. My lips parted. He’d confessed once himself that I didn’t deserve his cruelty.

      He wanted to force me out of the academy, but really, he wished his sister Eliza had left the academy. She had been the first woman to graduate from the academy.

      When anyone questioned why women couldn’t serve in the patrols, the packs invoked the name Eliza McCauley.

      I could tell him that he didn’t need to take out his family’s disgraced legacy on me.

      But I didn’t say any of that. Instead, I stood, the feet of my chair scraping across the floor. Fuck him—let him think he won. It was better than making myself mean and small.

      When he told me about Eliza, there had been a genuine, ragged edge in his voice. I couldn’t use that against him. Eliza didn’t deserve that, and maybe Jensen didn’t either.

      But I was totally going to kick his ass the next time we were in the pits, and I’d enjoy it.

      “Where are you going?” he drawled as I headed for the door. “Your crush is going to be pissed.”

      I didn’t want to answer him, but whatever. I couldn’t trust Jensen to relay the message, but an attempt might placate Rafe if he came back while I was gone. “Ladies room. Be right back.”

      Jensen smirked. “Sure. Run away, princess.”

      My jaw set. Since that was exactly what I was doing, I didn’t have much of a comeback.

      When I slipped out into the hall, Rafe was nowhere in sight. I wondered where he and Dani had gone. I had to corner her to find out more about this prophecy she’d mentioned, but the witch was elusive.

      Of course, if I was the only witch at an academy full of shifters, I’d probably move quickly and keep to myself, too.

      It was tempting to run up two floors to the peace of my own room—or the ruckus of the bathroom I shared with Silas, Penn, and Chase, which felt increasingly like our living room where we had many important talks—but that would really be flouting the rules of mandatory library hours. Instead, I slipped into the bathroom down the hall.

      I splashed water over my face, hating how easy it was for Jensen to get to me. I could hold my own when the two of us fought in the pits, even though he was more than competent as a fighter.

      But when it came to the ability to be shitty to another human being, Jensen was the king. Must’ve learned it from his dad. I’d watched Dean McCauley callously tell his son one of his best friends had been ripped apart. Every time I thought about it, a familiar, traitorous stir of sympathy for Jensen rose in my chest. Dean McCauley struck me as a cruel man, and he was cruelest to his youngest son.

      When I looked up, the girl who faced me in the mirror gazed back with clear, piercing blue eyes. It looked as though my tightly braided was almost the same pale blond shade as my sister’s, even though we weren’t sisters by blood.

      I shouldn’t be stuck at the academy this weekend. I should be going back to Blissford to support my very-pregnant older sister, and to get her mates’ help. I needed to figure out who was behind the mysterious message from my ‘father’.

      Maybe I could trust Lex, Penn, Tyson and Silas. But I didn’t want to take the gamble. My secrets could get me kicked out of the academy.

      Instead of hunting down my father or supporting my sister, I’d spend this weekend paying for my sins. And Jensen’s.

      I had to follow every little rule from now on, no matter how stupid. Sometimes, it seemed as if I was as much a witch as I was a shifter.

      If anyone found out I had a demonic babysitter that possessed woodland creatures, I’d be expelled.

      When I headed back down the hall to the library, a couple of guys loitered in the hall. They were hashing out plans to meet up at the gym. As they noticed me, their conversation abruptly broke off.

      “Hey there.” One of them flashed me a friendly smile, which I hadn’t expected. Most of the guys at the academy had been jerks so far. “How’re you doing, Maddie?”

      “Fine.” I had no idea who he was, but of course he knew my name. “How are you?”

      “Good. Hey, when you’re done, do you want to meet up with us at the gym?”

      When my lips parted, I wasn’t sure what to say in response to the invitation.

      The door to the library jerked open, and Rafe towered in the doorway. “Northsea. Get in here.”

      I raised my hand in a quick wave to the guys and ducked under Rafe’s arm as he glowered at them.

      Jensen glanced at me and yawned, looking disinterested. His voice was bored when he asked, “Was anyone bugging you?”

      “I can’t tell anymore,” I said. “You annoy me so much it really drowns out any other inconvenience.”

      “It’s nice to know I’m special to you.” He splayed one long-fingered hand over his heart.

      I sat down to work on my essay and flipped open my notebook, but I barely looked at the page.

      Was Jensen being protective? He’d convinced almost everyone at school to bully me, and then just like that, he’d snapped his fingers and warned them off.

      He claimed I was his to torment, and anyone who hurt me would suffer. Anyone else, that was. He remained devoted to making me miserable.

      Wait. Across from my essay, there was a drawing inked out on the opposite page. The picture was a disturbingly good caricature of Rafe. His chiseled cheekbones and his broad shoulders were both ridiculously pronounced.

      Underneath it, someone had written in quirky handwriting that looked an awful lot like mine: mean but adorable.

      Damn it. I looked to Jensen, who smirked at me across the table. I hadn’t known he was such an artist. Rafe had taken his seat at the second table in the library, where he was working on his own homework again. If Rafe saw this, even if I explained that it was Jensen’s handiwork, it would be—

      “Northsea!” Jensen proclaimed, pulling the notebook away from me. “That’s some impressive drawing. Are we doing graphic essays now?”

      I slapped my palm down on top of it, preventing him from tugging it any further. He grabbed it with a second hand, and I yanked back harder, trying to wrestle it back from him.

      Rafe snatched the notebook from both of us. He loomed at the edge of the table, his face exasperated. “Do you remember how you ended up in here with me to begin with? If you’re going to act like children…”

      “Sorry.” Jensen leaned back in his chair. He’d already accomplished his mission, though, because Rafe did a second take, glancing at the page again as his eyes widened.

      “I’m not sure if I should be mortified or flattered, Northsea,” Rafe said, ripping the page out of my notebook. “Or both.”

      “I didn’t draw that,” I said.

      He held up his hand. “Let’s pretend that this never happened. For the love of Cain, focus. Finish your essay so we can get out of here before midnight.”

      I returned to writing, but I glanced up through my eyelashes, curious to see if he’d throw the drawing away.

      He slipped it into his backpack and sat down before pulling an old leather-bound Hunter’s journal across the table with a sigh. Hunters kept journals of the things they found—and killed. I couldn’t wait to get deeper into the curriculum at the academy and to really dig into the supernatural.

      But for now, I continued writing this stupid essay.

      The rules against fighting in the mess makes sense because alcohol is served in the mess, and alcohol inflames tensions…

      It didn’t matter if there was booze or not. Tension couldn’t flare much hotter between Jensen and me.

      I glanced up at him again, almost against my will. He was still writing, his pencil moving steadily across the page, his handsome face stern with concentration. As if he could feel my gaze, he looked up.

      His eyes were light gold around his pupils, then flared to a deep amber. They were beautiful and unsettling and reminded me of a cat’s eyes. Once our eyes met, I couldn’t stop staring. It must be because his eyes were so unusual.

      Jensen winked at me, breaking the spell, and I glanced back down at my page. I squirmed in my seat, trying to regain my focus, but something about having Jensen near me made me feel odd.

      Jensen McCauley was a hazard.

      To everyone.

      But maybe, especially, to me.
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      Rafe glanced over my essay. “Great box-checking, Northsea. If I squint really hard at the pages, I can almost believe you learned something.”

      I should tell him or Lex about the necklace, but not with Jensen slowly packing up his backpack behind me, moving at the speed of a sloth.

      I left my essay behind and went to grab my own bag, only to have Rafe tell me, “Northsea, wait one second, please.”

      Jensen turned his back on Rafe and, when only I could see his face, waggled his eyebrows at me suggestively. “Enjoy,” he mouthed.

      I ignored him. Slipping my bag over my shoulder, I headed to Rafe’s table. He glanced down at the book he was studying, then raked his hand through his hair and sighed as if something bothered him.

      “Is there something I can help you with?” I asked. I was supposed to keep the full extent of my magical abilities to myself, but I’d studied quite a bit at home. Maybe Rafe had realized I was a resource.

      He glanced up at me, his lips quirking. “No.”

      Well, that was harsh.

      “I wanted to tell you that I’ll call your sister and let her know you won’t be coming home this weekend. I wouldn’t want her to worry about you.”

      Tension knotted in my stomach. I hadn’t called my sister yet. I didn’t want her to know how much I was floundering at the academy lately. Penn would let me use his secret cell phone, but I couldn’t turn down Rafe’s offer. Anyone who knew me knew how much I loved my sister. He’d realize I had access to some other way to get in touch with Piper.

      “Thank you,” I said slowly. “But if I could just call her myself—”

      “You know the deal. No phones on restriction.” Rafe leaned back, his dark eyes gauging my reaction.

      “I don’t have any issue with that. Sir. I just—”

      His lips quirked, which didn’t make me feel any better. “You always remember the sir when you really want something, don’t you?”

      I’d grown up in a pack of powerful shifters, including two alphas, and they managed to command just fine without anyone calling them by any kind of title. It all seemed so ridiculous to me.

      “I just want to make sure my sister’s okay,” I said. “And if she knows I’m on restriction, she’ll worry about me and she has enough on her plate—”

      “That’s part of the punishment, Northsea,” he said. “You let her down, and you let yourself down. I hope this actually makes an impression. I don’t know how else to get you to grow up.”

      I was miles from perfect, but when it mattered, I’d always done the right thing. I’d saved Jensen’s life, and I’d protected dozens of kids by taking down an evil coven. But apparently, all that mattered here at the academy was how well I checked the boxes.

      He glanced at his watch. “For that matter, if you have any ideas about how to help McCauley grow up, I’m all ears.”

      I hadn’t expected him to say that. I looked over my shoulder, but Jensen had gone already, on his quiet, predator’s feet. He always seemed to carry so much of the wolf with him.

      “Did you know Eliza?” I asked.

      His eyes widened. “My question was rhetorical because you and Jensen seem to be neck-and-neck in some great competition to see who can annoy me more. It was not an invitation to get to know each other on a personal level.”

      “I just… was he like this before she died?” I forged on, determined to unwrap some of Jensen’s secrets.

      Rafe hesitated, and I thought he wasn’t going to answer me. Then he said, “I’ve been trying to figure that out. He was just a kid to us, really. Mischievous, a little manipulative, but I didn’t think he had a mean streak back then…”

      He broke off, as if he’d realized he’d gone too far. “You know, we’d have probably been out of here an hour ago if you’d stayed on task and kept your mouth shut. No more chatter when we’re in here, Northsea. I’m revoking your speaking privileges inside these walls beyond yes sir and no sir.”

      There was a flash of humor in his dark eyes, which glittered beneath his long, full lashes. No matter how harsh his words, he said things so levelly, sounding somehow strict and affectionate at once, that it felt like a joke we were both in on.

      Something sparked in his gaze as he stared back at me, then suddenly his jaw set and he pulled his book in front of him. “You can go.”

      When I headed out into the hallway, Jensen McCauley leaned against the wall, one foot braced against the wall, a paperback in his hand. He glanced up from his book, snapping it shut.

      “Waiting for me? You shouldn’t have.” Well, I certainly wasn’t going to have any other boys lurking to talk to me if Jensen was around. Somehow, inexplicably, he controlled the first- and second-years at this school.

      “I wanted to gloat,” he said. “McCauley, one. Northsea, zero.”

      “I’m not playing your little games,” I said.

      “I think you are, though.” He winked at me. “Anyway, I thought someone should make sure you made it to your room safely. Given demons seem to be stalking you.”

      I glanced down the hall, raising a finger to my lips. Jensen knew too much about the demon.

      “I’m pretty sure the house is a demon-free zone,” I said.

      “I’m not always so sure.” He fell into step beside me as I headed down the hall.

      “You seem to think you’re both my protector and my tormentor,” I said, “and you’re not welcome as either.”

      “Brutal honesty,” he said. “I like it. But I’m not tormenting you when I pick on your crush with Rafe. I’m trying to save you from yourself.”

      “Sure.”

      A guy came out of the stairwell ahead of us and flashed a smile my way. Jensen narrowed his eyes, stepping in toward me possessively.

      Oh, good grief. “Jealous, Jensen? Interesting.”

      I took the stairs ahead of him, and he followed me up.

      “You keep using that word. I don’t think it means what you think it means,” Jensen said.

      “I don’t know why you’d try to save me from myself. You’re the one dedicated to making me quit.”

      “I don’t want you to quit.”

      I swung around on the landing to face him, and he stopped a few stairs down, crossing his arms over his chest. He was so big—well over six-feet tall—that it just brought us eye-to-eye.

      “You’ve been trying to make me quit since I got here,” I said.

      “Two different things,” he corrected. “I am going to make you quit. But I don’t want to.”

      For a second, Jensen’s usual smirking mask was gone. He looked serious.

      “You’re deranged,” I said flatly. There were moments I glimpsed someone I could like, even through his cocky attitude and his cruel words. But it didn’t matter. There was no way to reach him with reason. He was on Planet Jensen.

      “I’d like if you stayed,” he said. “I’d love if it was a whole different world, for that matter. But we’re stuck with this one.”

      I turned and took the rest of the stairs, leaving Jensen and his particular brand of crazy behind me. When I pushed through the fire door, the hall was quiet, but Penn’s door was propped open. I glanced in the dim, cozy room, where lamps glowed on two of their desks. It smelled like boy in their room, like the best kind of boy-smell: the creamy scent of shaving cream and a hint of cologne and a warm, musky scent that was their own.

      Penn glanced up from the desk to meet my gaze, and then, without comment, headed into the bathroom.

      By the time I opened my bedroom door, he had passed through our shared bathroom and he was in my dorm room. I closed the door behind me and smiled at him.

      “How are you doing?” He closed the distance between us, touching my hair tenderly. Penn looked at me with such affection. It was a bright spot in the rough days at the academy.

      “Better now.” I smiled up at him as his hand wrapped around my hip.

      His lips parted, as if he was on the verge of asking me if Jensen was being a jerk again. Then instead, he leaned down and kissed me, as if he knew exactly what I needed.

      I wanted to leave everything else—everyone else—out there.

      Penn’s lips were soft and gentle, not what anyone might expect from his sarcastic shell or the tattoos across his leanly muscled shoulders and arms. My body swayed against his as I relaxed into his arms. Penn felt like coming home.

      His lips teased mine open, and our kisses deepened. I breathed in his scent. A faint scent of cloves and marijuana and aftershave clung to his skin, along with the deeper scent that was Penn’s own.

      I frowned as I pulled back. Whispering, I asked, “Are you high, Penn?”

      He shook his head. For a second, I thought he was going to deny having partaken in any of his favorite substances, but then he added, “Just taking the edge off.”

      “Penn.” I was trying so hard to stay out of trouble, and he didn’t seem to care if he got kicked out of the academy or not.

      “Maddie,” he mimicked me. His lips parted in the kind of smile that made his pronounced cheekbones swell. I always longed to kiss the curve of those cheeks when he smiled at me like that. “I guess if you can tell, I need to hop in the shower. Want to join me?”

      I quirked my lips to one side. “I think the other guys might notice.”

      “Let them notice. Their jealousy is delicious.”

      I grinned at him. “Can I borrow your phone?”

      “Letting me down easy, I see. You don’t like my illicit activities, except when they benefit you.” He pressed a quick kiss to my forehead, then turned and headed for his room.

      Well. Everyone was telling me the truth tonight, apparently, and I didn’t like it.

      “I just worry about you, Penn,” I said.

      “There’s nothing to worry about.” He disappeared through the bathroom, and returned a minute later, carrying his burner cell phone. “Maybe they care in your pack, but most shifters don’t give a damn, even about the harder stuff.”

      Yeah, the packs were rife with drug abuse. That didn’t make me feel better.

      Rafe had already talked to him once about the scent of marijuana in his room. I tried not to, but I couldn’t help the look I gave Penn, who crossed his arms, his jaw tensing.

      “Penn, don’t be mad,” I said, but he was already slipping out of my room.

      He stopped in the doorway. “I’m not mad. Mad isn’t what I feel when you give me that look, like I’m the biggest fucking disappointment.”

      “Penn—” I said.

      But he was already closing the door between us with a click.

      Ugh. I’d give him time to cool down, then I’d try again. I sat on the edge of my bed, texting Piper.

      Hey, sis. It’s M. How are you and those babies doing?

      We’re good. Are YOU ok? M, you shouldn’t have a phone…

      I just wanted to check in on you

      Don’t worry about me. I have these overbearing men of mine taking care of me. YOU stay out of trouble and show them how awesome you are. ;)

      I blew out a sigh. That wasn’t going so well. And Piper, who had enough to worry about, was about to realize just how bad it was.

      I fidgeted with the phone, debating my next move. If I called Piper before Rafe talked to her, she might give away that I’d talked to her. I’d be getting Penn in trouble.

      On the other hand, I could trust my sister. She already knew I was breaking the rules.

      I blew out another deep breath and dialed her number with my thumb. Piper almost never got mad at me. Maybe that made her disappointment even harder to bear. My heart raced as I waited for her to pick up, faster than it ever did when I was heading into a fight, and I chewed my lower lip.

      “Maddie?” Her voice was warm, full of love, and it made sudden tears come to my eyes unexpectedly.

      I missed her—and her mates—so much. I hadn’t realized it until I heard her voice.

      “Hey.” I swiped the tears away. At least my voice sounded normal enough. What the hell was wrong with me? I wasn’t a crier. And there was no reason to be so miserable.

      “Are you okay?” she asked, a note of worry in her voice.

      Maybe I didn’t sound normal to someone who knew me so well, either.

      “Yeah,” I said. “I’ve got to talk to you about something, Piper.”

      “On your illicit phone that you’re not supposed to have?” Her voice was gently teasing. “You know I made those rules, Maddie.”

      “Yeah, and I have questions.”

      “You should be bonding with your fellow wolves,” she reminded me. “Without distractions, you have to learn to depend on each other with your lives and for your fun.”

      “There isn’t a lot of fun here,” I said.

      She sighed faintly, under her breath. “Just hang in there. You’re tougher than you even realize. That is what you’ll learn there most of all.”

      “Maybe you don’t know. Maybe this isn’t the same place you left,” I shot back. “Given that they kicked you out as dean.”

      There was silence for a few long seconds. I bit my lip, worrying it between my teeth. I shouldn’t have said that, at least not that way.

      “The packs are complicated, Maddie. There’s good and bad there.” She spoke finally, with so much certainty in her voice. “But we’re worth fighting for.”

      She was hard to argue with.

      I could feel her anxiety through the phone, even before she asked, “What’s wrong?”

      Guilt twisted through my gut. My pregnant-and-about-to-burst sister shouldn’t have to worry about me. I’d figure out what was going on with my ‘father’, and she could focus on those babies.

      “I just wanted to tell you I can’t come home this weekend.” At least once I said the words, I was committed. “I got into a fight with one of the guys here and now I’m on restriction.”

      “Oh,” she said. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah. I’m so sorry, Piper.” Once the dam broke, all my guilt rushed out. Piper had taken care of me and put me first all her life. “I wanted to be there for you and for the babies. I was so stupid to get myself in this situation where I can’t take care of you like you’ve always taken care of me.”

      Piper broke into my apology. “Maddie. It’s okay. I have my men.”

      Her voice was sweet but exasperated, and I paused, frowning.

      “I don’t want you in the delivery room with me, honey. I’m going to have the eight of them. It’s already going to be a party in there. Well, not for me.” Her smile carried through the phone.

      I’d thought she’d want me there as her sister, the only woman in our family. But now I realized I never really asked. I’d been so self-centered to assume. “Oh.”

      “Are you disappointed?” She sounded gentle and understanding, but she didn’t apologize for what she wanted.

      I wished I had her combination of sweetness and certainty.

      “No,” I lied. “I want you to have whatever you want, Piper. It’s your day.”

      It wasn’t about me.

      “You know you can handle anything the academy throws at you,” she reminded me.

      “Do I?” I smiled when I said it, hoping she’d hear it as lightly as I meant it.

      “Maybe you don’t remember that at this very moment in time,” she told me. “But I know you can. Now lose the damn phone, girl. I don’t want you to be on restriction forever.”

      She was right. I could handle life at the academy, from Jensen McCauley to whatever witchcraft stalked me.

      But I needed answers. I needed to get off campus and find my father.

      I needed help.

      I needed Lex.
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      Lex

      

      “Dani stopped by earlier,” Rafe said when the two of us were going over the plan for PT the next day.

      “What did she want?”

      “She wondered if we wanted to go to the Hunters’ academy with her this weekend. Visit Will.”

      I nodded. I hadn’t seen Will since before school started, and normally we spent a lot of time together. His sister, Eliza, had been a mentor, and she’d meant a lot to me. Will loved to talk about her, from the good times we’d shared to what a great fighter she’d been.

      He didn’t feel he could talk about all that with his father, but at least we had each other to keep her memory alive.

      “You in?” he asked.

      “You want to go? With Dani?”

      “Why not?” Rafe’s piercing dark gaze locked on mine.

      He already knew why not.

      Dani was smart and sweet and paid more attention to me than I wanted right now.

      I was pretty devoted to ignoring Maddie Northsea at the moment.

      There was a quick knock on our door, a decisive tap-tap of two knuckles, and I had a funny feeling I knew who that was. Rafe was already up off the couch and beat me to answering the door.

      When he swung the door open, Maddie stood in the hall. Her arms were folded across her chest in her dark blue blazer.

      She wore that ridiculous plaid skirt, the one that ended several inches up her lean, toned, muscular thighs. I glanced away. My cock and my heart both ached every damn time I was close to her.

      “Good evening, gentlemen,” she said, even though even whenever she said sir or gentlemen, it didn’t sound particularly respectful on her lips.

      “Didn’t we get enough of each other in the library?” Rafe asked, crossing his arms over his chest as he leaned against the doorframe.

      “Since you revoked my speaking privileges…” Maddie flashed him a tight smile. She didn’t seem to feel any rancor. But then, Rafe dished out discipline with such genuine affection for the cadets I thought they had to see how much he cared about them, even if they didn’t exactly appreciate the way he showed it.

      Eliza had been like that too. She’d been someone to look up to when the men in my pack never set much of an example.

      “Come in.” Rafe jerked his thumb behind him, stepping out of her way. “Make it quick. We’ve got PT in the morning, and Lex and I have big plans for you all.”

      “I’m filled with dread,” she promised him. She stepped into the dorm room. The movement brought her scent to my nose—the faint soft floral note of her perfume, the sweet, earthier scent of her body—and my heart hitched, the way it always did when I saw her, before my brain caught up.

      As much as my brain ever caught up.

      There was another faint scent on her body, a male’s, and my nostrils flared, trying to pick up the thread. I bit my lip, forcing myself to let it go. It didn’t matter who had been so close to Maddie. It was none of my business.

      Maddie glanced at me, catching her lower lip between her teeth. When her bright blue eyes met mine, tension seemed to shimmer between us.

      “I have a two-part question,” she said.

      “God help me.” Rafe muttered.

      “First, I wanted to ask if there was some other way I could make up the weekend,” she said.

      Rafe pinched the bridge of his nose.

      “Come on, Maddie,” I said. I didn’t want her stuck here for the weekend.

      While we tried to present a united front, I’d told off Rafe behind closed doors. Jensen had provoked her into the fight. Rafe shouldn’t play into Jensen’s hands, punishing Maddie for something she probably hadn’t started—no matter how it looked when we walked in.

      But I added, “You know you’re not going to help anything by arguing.”

      “I’m not asking for a get out of jail free card,” she said. “I take full responsibility for making a stupid decision.”

      “I don’t think we have the same definition of full responsibility,” Rafe muttered.

      “I’m worried about my family,” she said. She started to go on, but whatever else she was trying to say was lost as Rafe cut her off.

      “We know,” he said tightly. “Northsea, the rules exist for a reason.”

      She shook her head, her face suddenly closed-off. “I’m not trying to get out of anything. I just—”

      “You just need to suck it up and deal with your weekend on restriction,” Rafe said. I’d rarely heard him sound so angry. He was always so even-keeled.

      Maddie, Jensen, Penn…these kids were driving Rafe crazy.

      “Then part two of my question,” she said. “Can I talk to Lex for a second? Alone?”

      Rafe looked to me, his eyebrows arching. He didn’t need words to say I told you so.

      I told you that your inappropriate relationship with her was just going to spiral into more trouble.

      I shook my head, even though it felt like I was betraying Maddie when she looked at me that way. She didn’t need me; she needed the academy.

      Her jaw tightened in frustration. “Fine. I guess I’m on my own here then.”

      She headed for the door, her long blond braid swaying back and forth across the small of her back in that tight white shirt. My chest tightened. I didn’t want her to feel alone.

      “Get back in here,” Rafe said. “What the hell are you doing? Coming and going from our room like you own the place?”

      She turned at the doorway, a frown written across her face.

      “You shouldn’t feel alone,” I told her. “You might not like the rules. But whenever it matters, we are here for you. Your whole team is.”

      “If we didn’t care about you, Northsea, we wouldn’t bother,” Rafe said. His usual icy calm was back. “You have more potential than the average cadet. You could be an incredible leader in the packs one day. But first, you have to grow up.”

      His words sounded harsh, then after a second, he added, “And stay out of trouble so you can see those babies soon.”

      “Yes, sir,” she murmured, and for once it didn’t sound like the word burned on her lips.

      Her gaze went to me, and she seemed to falter for a second. “Good night.”

      “Good night.”

      Rafe’s gaze followed her to the door, then flickered back to me. He gave me a disapproving quick shake of the head.

      Well, that was weird. Something was up with Northsea, and I wondered if she’d really come in here to talk to us about restriction at all. But maybe she was genuinely rattled about Piper’s pregnancy.

      “I’m calling in a favor,” I told Rafe when she’d gone.

      “Oh?” The look he gave me was loaded.

      “I want you to make up an excuse to let Maddie off restriction this weekend.”

      He fixed me with a hard look. “I thought you were going to be neutral. Not let your feelings for the girl get in your way.”

      “I’m not,” I said. “Whoever it was, I’d say this was too harsh. She’s worried about her sister. What if something happens to Piper?”

      Rafe rolled his eyes. “Unlikely. This doesn’t have anything to do with your attachment to her whole pack, does it?”

      That was low. Rafe knew me well enough to know I had no real ties to my own pack, at least besides my kid sister and a handful of friends. I certainly wouldn’t be going home this weekend like most of the cadets at the academy, who were celebrating having survived their first month. I did my best to stay away from my father.

      “I’m calling in my favor from Raleigh,” I said.

      “You’re calling in Raleigh?” Rafe’s lips pursed in a whistle. “I figured you’d bank that favor for a much more worthy cause. You’re not doing her any favors by coddling her.”

      “You’re not doing her any favors by being an asshole,” I said.

      Rafe rolled his eyes. “It’s never bothered you before. Are you going to the Hunters’ academy with us?”

      “Why?”

      “I think you need a break from Northsea. From here. Come on…it’ll be good to see Will.”

      “You didn’t answer my question.”

      “Because you’re being an idiot. You might manage to convince yourself this isn’t because you’re hung up on Maddie, but you’re transparent,” Rafe said. “You need to let go, man. And you need to let her hurt. It’s the only way she’s going to learn.”

      “She’s right that this is all ridiculous,” I said, even though taking Maddie’s side wasn’t going to sway Rafe. He was going to dig even deeper, but I couldn’t stop myself as my irritation overflowed. “They’re assholes to her, and we don’t help, and then she reacts, and she gets into trouble—”

      “Because she’s got no discipline. It’s a frustrating situation, yes. She needs to bide her time. Self-discipline will save her life in the field.”

      “Being able to trust us might save her life,” I shot back. “Right now, we’re losing that faith.”

      He shook his head. “She needs to know there are rules and consequences and that the princess doesn’t get everything she wants. The academy can unlock her potential…but that starts with breaking the spoiled attitude.”

      “I’m with you,” I said, even though I didn’t think Maddie was that spoiled. She’d been adored by her sister and her sister’s mates growing up, sure.

      But Rafe knew about the rest of her life only in the broadest strokes: she’d been kidnapped at a young age, raised by the coven while her sister tried to shield her from their ‘father’s’ abuse, and betrayed by her birth mother. He didn’t know how many cracks there were in her shine. Her impulsive, happy-go-lucky, outspoken demeanor was real—but it wasn’t her only side.

      I added, “I’m just saying. A little mercy might get through to her too.”

      “We see this differently. But you told me you’d let me take the lead because your judgment is compromised.”

      I regretted admitting that now. But maybe it was true. I ran my hand through my hair.

      He sighed. “Come with me to the Hunters’ academy. You need a break from her, and she needs a break from you.”

      “I’m barely around her.”

      Rafe said, “You mean well. But you’re just hurting her worse every time you—”

      He broke off, his jaw tightening, and he crossed his tattooed arms over his chest. Without the tie and blazer, his tall, muscular form looked imposing.

      “What?” I demanded. “You quit at the end there. I know you have something you want to say.”

      “It’s actually something I don’t want to say, but I think you need to hear,” he muttered. Then, in his usual tone, he went on, “Come on, Lex. I’ll make you a deal. She can have her phone, so she doesn’t have to stress out about if Piper’s all right. If something goes awry, she can set up a plan with her sister’s mates for someone to bring her home. I’ll tell her tomorrow. Okay?”

      “Okay,” I agreed.

      Rafe rubbed his hand over his face. “You’re acting as stupid as she is, you know.”

      “I can’t wait to see you fall for someone,” I shot back. “You don’t know what it’s like.”

      His eyes tightened at the corners. Maybe I was wrong. Rafe might have fallen for someone, somewhere along the line.

      “Oh, I get it,” he said. “Love makes you stupid.”
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      Maddie

      

      There was an eight-hundred-pound log cuddled to my chest while I did sit-ups with my team in the mud.

      “And up,” Rafe called. He was doing the same thing under the log he shared with Jensen, Lex, and Tyson, and he didn’t seem to be breaking much of a sweat. “And up.”

      I bit my lower lip hard as I struggled up again. My abs ached so much that I could barely force them to contract. But I had to keep going, because otherwise I’d be letting down Silas and Penn, to either side of me, and Chase down at the other end of the log.  This wasn’t even punishment. This was just the happy start to our morning.

      Personally, I preferred chocolate-glazed donuts, a latte, and checking social media on my phone first thing in the morning, but what I wanted didn’t matter here.

      We finally shelved the logs and formed up to run again, but Rafe’s eyes sharpened on me. He frowned, then stalked toward me, his every movement full of his usual predatory grace.

      When he ran his hand over the back of my neck, butterflies sparked in my chest. I turned to him wide-eyed.

      His fingers wrapped around the chain I wore around my neck, pulling it tight against the side of my neck as he yanked it toward him.

      My hand flew up to catch the chain as it burned against my skin. Suddenly the tension released as the chain snapped.

      He flipped it around to hold the long silver rune-pendant in his palm. “What the hell is this?”

      “A necklace,” I said.

      Rafe’s glowering eyes fixed on my face. “No kidding. You know you aren’t supposed to wear jewelry in uniform, right?”

      What about Jensen’s nipple ring? I’d seen it sparkling as the sunshine caught it when he was shirtless and sweaty from volleyball.

      Well, I’d just keep that thought to myself.

      “Let me answer that for you,” Rafe said, his voice still heated. “You do know that, because it’s in the student handbook you got back on day one. Which you were told to read.”

      There was no great comeback for that one.

      Rafe studied it again, frowning. “What are these runes for?”

      “It’s like a beacon,” I said. “The pendant alerts my family when I’m in trouble.”

      He made a show of looking around the clearing, as if he expected them to show up. “Well then, I expect they get constant pings, don’t they?”

      “I have to call on them,” I said.

      He leaned toward me, so close my breath caught in my chest. That almost-cruelly perfect mouth over his chiseled jaw hovered close to mine. “You know here’s a ban on magic at the academy, outside of your defensive magic class. There should be a ban on it throughout all the packs.”

      “That’s a matter of opinion,” I shot back.

      “There’s nothing good that comes out of magic,” Rafe warned me.

      Anger tightened my chest. I hated that I couldn’t convince him he was wrong; magic, like everything else in the world, could be used for good or evil. The narrow mindedness of the packs was maddening.

      He dangled the pendant on its broken chain in front of me. “If I catch you wearing that in uniform again, it’ll be a very bad day for you, do you understand me?”

      “Yes, sir.” I took it from him, folding it in my fist, and headed to rejoin the rest of my team.

      Tyson dangled from the pull-up bar, then flexed himself up, the long, lean lines of his athletic body on display as he cranked out a series of pull-ups.

      Jensen was on the bar beside him, his sweaty t-shirt clinging to his shoulders as his body bobbed up and down rhythmically, the muscles in his biceps and shoulders rippling.

      Lex had apparently taken this opportunity while I was getting yelled at to take the team back to the pull-up bar. Maybe he’d been distracting them to give me privacy while I was chewed out.

      Sometimes I thought Lex was looking out for me, and sometimes I thought he hated me.

      It was hard enough to tell anyone the story about ‘my father’s’ message. A pit opened up in my stomach every time I tried. I wanted to still trust Lex, but last night, I couldn’t get either of them to listen to me.

      “Northsea,” Rafe said, his voice very soft.

      Shit. But wait, there’s more… I turned back.

      He stood there thoughtfully, his arms crossed over his chest. “Come here.”

      I reluctantly closed the distance between us again. Rafe crossed his muscular arms and glanced away into the woods as though he’d find strength there. Then he turned to me, fixing that dark gaze on me.

      “I’m rooting for you,” he said evenly. “I hope you’ll find your place here at the academy.”

      “Thank you,” I said uncertainly. That was unexpected.

      “I know you think I’m hard on you. But you’re strong enough to take it and smart enough not to make these stupid mistakes. I want to see you succeed.” His quiet tone left no doubt he meant it.

      His words lit a warm glow in my chest and made me want to squirm at the same time. I didn’t know what I was supposed to say.

      “But,” he added, “magic is banned at the academy for a reason. And if I find out you keep practicing it, now that you’ve been warned—more than once—I will go to the dean and have you expelled. Do you understand me?”

      The warmth in my chest flickered out. “Yes.”

      Thank Cain I hadn’t blathered to him last night about the mysterious message.

      His gaze held mine. “Get out of here.”

      I rejoined my team just as Chase pulled himself above the bar one more time. His powerful, muscular body swung with his motion, his biceps and lats rippling. When he jumped off the bar, he was all grace, despite his size. He clapped my shoulder with his hand as he stepped next to me, and I smiled up at him.

      But no matter how much I made myself smile, Rafe’s threat lingered as we ran the long route back to the main campus.

      I was taking a quick shower, running my hands through my sweaty hair, when I heard someone come into the bathroom.

      “Penn?” I asked.

      “Just me,” Silas said, as if he belonged in the bathroom with me, and I almost laughed. Silas certainly did march to the beat of his own drummer, but I loved that about him.

      “What are you doing in here?”

      No answer. I pulled the shower curtain to one side, but he was already gone.

      I’d dropped my broken necklace on the countertop by the sink while I showered. I frowned at the silver chain pooled on the white counter and leaned out of the shower until I could pick it up.

      The chain was whole again.

      I headed into my bedroom and dressed in a hurry, yanking my school uniform over my still-damp body. One of the guys was showering when I opened the door again. Steam swirled out into my room, and I breezed through it toward the guys’ space.

      “Hey!” It was Chase’s deep, sexy growl of a voice.

      “There’s no reasonable expectation of privacy anymore,” I reminded him. “We’re all friends. This is basically our living room.”

      “Maddie,” he said. “A man needs one place he can fart without worrying he’s offending a woman—”

      “I highly recommend the hallway right outside Rafe’s room,” I said, feigning nonchalance as I slipped into their room.

      Anxiety hammered my heart against my chest. The only times I’d seen Silas use magic had been to help me—to heal my ankle, to repair my necklace. I didn’t want him getting expelled for my sake.

      “Is Penn already gone?” I glanced around their room.

      Silas knotted his tie as he looked into the mirror behind their door. “Yes. He headed to breakfast without waiting for any of us. And he says I’m being weird.”

      Yeah, that was my fault too.

      I hoisted myself up on the edge of his desk, crossing my legs primly at the knee because of that damn ridiculous skirt. The shower was still running. We had a minute of privacy.

      “Silas,” I said softly. “Close the door.”

      He looked at me in the mirror, his eyes widening, and then he moved to the door. As soon as he pushed it shut, he leaned against it, sticking his hand in one of his pockets. His hard-angled, lean body seemed like such a contrast from his often-dreamy demeanor.

      For some reason, it popped into my head that when he stayed at the door, he was keeping as much distance as possible between the two of us.

      “I wanted to talk to you about magic,” I said carefully.

      “Ah,” he said. “Good. I’ve figured eventually you’d want to discuss the witches’ traps and the necklace that opened—”

      “Silas!”  My eyes widened and I shook my head.

      “You can talk about it with me,” he reassured me. “I’m not afraid of magic.”

      “I’m afraid for you when it comes to magic,” I told him. “You’re using it…recklessly.”

      The faintest cocky smile tugged at the corner of Silas’ lips. “I promise you I am not.”

      I held up the pendant between us, shooting him a dark look. Really?

      He shrugged. “You need to wear it. You need protection. By and large, everyone seems to have forgotten the demon-bear incident—”

      “Yes,” I cut in. “Actually, that’s weird too, right? You guys remember, but it honestly seems like no one cares about any of that.”

      If I didn’t know better, I’d think there was magic involved.

      “Humans are weird,” he said. “Anyway, we can’t forget there’s something strange about you.”

      I took a few steps toward him so I could be sure no one overheard us, and he stood from the door, pulling himself to his full height.

      “You mean there’s something strange happening to me,” I corrected.

      He tilted his head to one side. “If you want to phrase it that way, I’ll play along.”

      I frowned. “Do you know anything about a prophecy?”

      “You’ll have to be more specific,” he said. “I’d love to find one for lottery tickets and betting on the horses, though.”

      I frowned. “I am one-hundred-percent sure you’d never bet on horses. I mean—”

      The shower cut off in the bathroom. Silas raised a finger to his lips, stopping me.

      “If you’re trying to avoid telling me stuff I should know,” I warned him, “I’ll get it out of you eventually.”

      “I have no doubt.” Silas flashed me a smile that brought out the faint dimples in his cheek. “I don’t intend to keep any secrets from you, Maddie. Not if they’re mine to tell.”

      Chase came in then, holding his towel tightly cinched at the waist. Water was still beaded across his powerful shoulders and his pecs, and trickled down the washboard abs and the dark happy trail that led into the towel. I jerked my gaze up to his face a second too late, and his eyebrows arched knowingly.

      He smirked just slightly before he demanded, “Out, Northsea. Over to your side so we aren’t late for breakfast.”

      The guys just assumed we’d all go together, moving as one unit, and there was something homey and comforting about that.

      Penn would normally be with us, but he was avoiding me this morning, of course.

      I knew we’d make up, and there was something homey about that, too.
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      Jensen

      

      When I got to the cafeteria after classes, Maddie was ahead of me, surrounded by Chase, Tyson, Silas and Penn, as always.

      Chase said something, and she laughed, her eyes crinkling at the corners.  An ache rippled through me. Lust? Jealousy?

      I couldn’t fucking tell anymore, but I was sure of one thing: I hated the way she made me feel. I hated the way I wanted her, and I hated the way I didn’t deserve her.

      Even from across the cafeteria, I could feel Jason Adelman stalking Maddie through the lunch line. His gaze kept catching on her ass in her uniform skirt.

      I tried to focus on my conversation with Christian and John, a couple of the other second-years. I needed to make sure Beckett didn’t poison them against me now that my old roomie and I were on the outs.

      But as I kept a watchful eye on Jason, as he moved steadily toward Maddie. My hands tightened into fists.

      Jason had been quick to shove her around just a week ago. Now he thought he could stare at her, as though he hadn’t been just as ready to betray her as fuck her. He ogled her openly.

      Mine. He kept staring at her, and she was mine.

      When she stood alone at the salad bar, her pretty face focused as she used tongs to sift through the lettuce, he stepped up beside her and said something that made her smile. That fucking asshole.

      He rested his hand on her shoulder, his lips moving as if he was asking her to sit with him, and her smile ebbed as she looked up into his face. Good. Hopefully she saw right through him.

      “Be right back,” I said to my friends, before cutting through the crowd.

      Suddenly, Chase, Penn, Tyson and Silas surrounded Jason.

      I slowed, as if nothing had happened. As Christian caught up to me, his gaze flickered to Maddie.

      Tyson rested his elbow on Maddie’s shoulder, the gesture friendly but possessive, as he stared down Jason.

      “The vultures are circling, huh?” Christian asked, watching the drama playing out in front of us too. “Everyone wants a princess.”

      “Even if she’s a royal pain-in the-ass,” I said automatically.

      When I listened carefully, even through the din of forks scraping plates and low conversation, I picked out Maddie’s warm, honeyed voice and the other guys’ tones, too. I could always hear her voice in a crowd.

      As I went through the motions of choosing lunch, I was far more focused on their conversation. I automatically heaped food on my tray, not really caring what I took as long as I could eavesdrop.

      “Why didn’t you ask her to sit with you a week ago?” Silas asked. He tilted his head, his voice sounding genuinely curious, even though Penn’s glower at Jason was nothing but furious. “I could have sworn I saw you trip her.”

      “Didn’t mean to,” Jason said.

      “Oh, come on,” Maddie said impatiently. “It’s not worth it, you guys. Let’s go sit down.”

      “I changed my mind,” Jason said abruptly. “I changed my mind, okay? I thought girls didn’t belong here. But you changed my mind.”

      “I changed your mind.” Maddie’s voice was skeptical, and she regarded him with suspicion that warmed my heart.

      As much of a fool as she was for Lex and Rafe, who didn’t deserve her, she didn’t seem to be too trusting of anyone outside our small circle.

      “You’re a good fighter,” Jason said. “You hold your own in the patrols. You’re not like the other girls.”

      “Oh shit,” Penn muttered. “Here we go.”

      “I’m not like the other girls?” Maddie demanded. “Right, I get it, I’m supposed to feel special. Flattered. Like I’m better than the rest of my kind. Well, fuck that.”

      I ducked my head as I grabbed a burger off the grill line, not wanting anyone to see me grin. I loved her fury.

      When that anger was directed at me, a fantasy reel played in the back of my mind. I could imagine kissing her until her breath caught and showing her how good the heat between us could be.

      But it was also fun to see that ire vented at someone who deserved it.

      He broke into her lecture to say, “Hey, I’m sorry. But it’s not like I didn’t have reason for believing it. Look at Eliza McCauley.”

      My fingers tightened on the edges of my tray until it cut into my skin.

      “What about Eliza McCauley?” she asked, her voice acidic.

      They were moving toward our usual table. I waved Christian over to a table a few away from them. Fine, I’d sit with his house for once. If I went over there while they gossiped about my dead sister, I’d lose my goddamn mind.

      “She was one of the first girls here at the academy,” Jason explained. “A bunch of them didn’t stick it out to graduation.”

      “What a surprise,” Maddie said drily. “I’m sure you were very welcoming.”

      “I wasn’t here then,” Jason said, because he apparently didn’t understand the universal you. He was an idiot. “But she was the first girl to graduate, and then she got her patrol killed. It doesn’t set much of a precedent, you know?”

      “How many guys have made mistakes?” Penn demanded.

      “How did she get her patrol killed?” Maddie asked, and even from here, glimpsing between the bodies that blocked us, I could see the small frown that indented the space between her beautiful blue eyes.

      I focused on Christian as I felt her gaze sweep toward me, and I carefully ignored her as she studied me. Christian was saying something about Professor Eyal.

      “I’m one-hundred-percent confident he hasn’t shifted since the Reagan administration,” I said. It was ridiculous that Professor Eyal was supposed to teach us tactics for the war against the covens when he’d never fought them himself.

      When I glanced back at Maddie, her gaze was fixed on Jason. She’d taken her seat, and he still stood at the end of the table with his tray in his hands, like he was begging for an audience with the queen.

      I tuned back in as Jason said, “She was supposed to have sealed the entrance behind them. Instead, she fucked up—and when the witches broke through, she turned and ran instead of fighting them. Not that it mattered. When they caught up to her, she was the first to die. She begged them—she got down on her knees and begged—and they still put a bullet between her eyes.”

      Rage tightened my chest until I could barely breathe.

      “And how exactly do you know all that?” Maddie asked.

      Jason shrugged. “Everyone knows. I’m surprised Jensen even came here with that family legacy—”

      Maddie leaned forward, her lips parting, a sharpness coming into her eyes. Penn slung his arm over her shoulder, pulling her back against his body casually, the gesture affectionate. But there was nothing casual about the narrow-eyed gaze he directed at Jason.

      Then Tyson said to Jason, “Why don’t you fuck right off?”

      “What?” Jason asked, frowning. “I didn’t—you all hate the guy, right?”

      “Can’t stand him,” Silas drawled. “But he is one of us. Sometimes you do hate your family.”

      “But not like you hate some weak asshole who tries to cozy up to your girl after bullying her.” Penn flashed Jason a smile that was all predatory.

      Maddie rolled her eyes but didn’t try to escape Penn’s possessive grip. Her fingertips drifted slowly over his arm across her chest, as if she liked his touch, even as she teased, “Your girl? I see we still have a lot to discuss on the feminism front.”

      “Please god no,” Penn groaned.

      “But they’re right,” Maddie said, flashing Jason an equally tight smile. “You can fuck right off.”

      “What do you think, Jensen?” Christian said, pulling me back into their conversation. “Who’s going to win the inter-team competitions?”

      “Probably mine, even with the girl,” I said. “But you know me. I don’t give a fuck.”

      I let the conversation at the table wash over me again, replaying what I’d heard when Maddie and company didn’t know I was listening. They had my back.

      And I didn’t know why.

      Half an hour later, as I headed out of the cafeteria, Maddie was ahead of me. She reluctantly pulled a folded sheet of paper out of her blazer pocket and handed it over to Tyson. He unfolded it and gave it a glance.

      “You’ll get it, kiddo,” he reassured her, resting her hand on the small of her back in a familiar way that made her smile—and made my jaw tighten. “It’s one quiz. It’s not that bad.”

      “I’ve always sucked at memorizing,” she said.

      I ambled alongside them, stealing a glance at the paper over her shoulder, and whistled at the red ink. “Failing Combat Medicine, Maddie? How? With all that time in the library?”

      Given my photographic memory, I remembered my homework easily. But Maddie was smart; she could handle the curriculum here. If she got kicked out, it would be because my father desperately wanted her gone.

      “I’m not failing,” she muttered, thrusting the paper back into her pocket. “Yet.”

      Tyson gave me a warning look over her head. Oh, he enjoyed being the friend, the big-brotherly type who cheered her up and called her kiddo and protected her from guys like me.

      Maybe it was genuine, but it pissed me off.

      “I can tutor you,” I offered. “We’re in the library together anyway.”

      She just needed to get her confidence back, run through the memorization cheat sheets a few times, and she’d be fine for the exam.

      “Sure,” she said, a smirk playing at the corner of her lips. “I’m sure you’d be very helpful, Jensen.”

      Fuck, maybe she thought I was trying to sabotage her. Then why had she and the others stood up for me back at the table?

      “Have it your way,” I said, irritation spiking in my chest.

      “Don’t be proud, Northsea.” Rafe rested his hand on my shoulder.

      Where the hell had he come from?

      “I already heard about your grades. Your teacher is worried about you. Let Jensen help.”

      Maddie’s perfectly shaped red lips compressed into a tight line.

      “You two idiots need each other,” Rafe added, clapping my shoulder before he disappeared into the crowd of students streaming back to the dorms to prep for hand-to-hand.

      Well. I wasn’t sure if Rafe was right about that, but Maddie and I both sure as hell needed something.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Maddie

      

      That afternoon, between hand-to-hand combat practice and dinner, I slipped into my room and heard the sound of the shower running, more audible than usual. The water rushed through the pipes and pinged against the shower floor.

      Even though the doors didn’t mean much to any of us, there was only one person who would’ve left the door open to the bathroom as if it were an invitation. I tugged the elastic out of my ponytail before running my fingers through the damp waves, then slipped into the steamy bathroom. “Penn?”

      “Hey.” His voice was low, all honey-and-whiskey like always. I felt a deep throb of want for him; his voice always felt like a warm hand gliding across my lower back, full of comfort I never would have expected to find in someone with so many rough edges.

      He pulled the shower curtain aside. Water beaded across his shoulders as he swiped his hand through his wet dark blond hair.

      “I’ve been kind of a jerk lately,” he said in a rush. “But you’re still welcome. If you want m—if you want to come in.”

      I wouldn’t have expected Penn to slip like that.

      I always wanted him, but I didn’t want to say that and make things awkward between us. I pulled off my sweat-soaked clothes and left them on the floor.

      He pulled the shower curtain farther back, welcoming me in.

      When I stepped into the shower, the hot water ran through my hair and beat against my sore shoulders.

      “You’re not a jerk,” I told him, closing my eyes and bowing my head under the water so I didn’t have to see his face. “You weren’t wrong. I was asking to borrow your phone and scolding you for your other illicit activities at the same time. Doesn’t make sense.”

      “Yeah well, one is a little more necessary than the other,” he said. “I have the phone in case my dad takes a turn. I don’t like counting on a message getting to me through the academy.”

      My eyes popped open. “Your dad?”

      He nodded. Tension etched at the corners of his mouth and his eyes, as if Penn didn’t like talking about anything so personal. “He’s dying. Cancer. It started off as kidney cancer, but now it’s in his bones…it’s everywhere.”

      I caught his hands in mine. “I’m so sorry.”

      He pulled a face. “I wouldn’t make a big deal of it, except… I mean, it’s not an excuse.”

      It clicked together for me. That was why he was taking the edge off.

      “You didn’t do anything wrong.” I leaned up on my toes to kiss the blond scruff across his jaw. He’d started the morning clean-shaven, but the days were long here. “Lovers fight, Penn. Otherwise, it would be boring. But I’m glad you told me. I want to be here for you, any way that I can.”

      He grinned, a sudden flash of sunshine across his handsome face. “Lovers?”

      I bit my lower lip, scrunching up my nose.

      “No, I like it,” he said. “And I like your cute little nose, too, and the funny things you do with it.”

      He kissed the bridge of my nose, and I had to laugh.

      “I’m trying to be a badass here,” I said, putting my hands on his shoulders to playfully push him away, but once I touched him, my hands seemed drawn to his body.

      “You are,” he murmured into my ear, drawing me into his arms. “But you don’t have to just be that. Not in here with me.”

      “Okay,” I whispered back. “If you promise not to be tough, unruffleable Penn when it’s just the two of us. I want to know all of you. Even the hurting parts.”

      He pulled back. “Is that really how you see me?”

      “Yes,” I said.

      “I haven’t felt unruffled since you walked into my life,” he said before his lips came down on mine again.

      I kissed him back hard. His lips parted against mine and we traded deep, wild kisses. He wrapped his hands around my hips, holding me tight against him, his hard length brushing against my inner thigh.

      When I broke away, I took his face in my hands. Penn was all chiseled angles and hard edges, from his angular face to the hard ridges of his abs and even his strangely bony toes, and I liked every inch of him.

      I gazed into his eyes for a second, his gorgeous eyes, then realized that maybe I was being too intense yet again. I glanced away, heat flushing my cheeks. I couldn’t get goddamn Jensen McCauley out of my head, even in the sweetest moment with Penn.

      The water streaming across my back felt too hot now with Penn’s body seared against mine. He dipped his head, kissing the water beaded across my shoulders away, his movements slow and worshipful.

      And as he kissed me, everything that happened outside—every insecurity—slipped off my skin and washed away down the drain.

      “We should get out of here,” he murmured in my ear, with a meaningful glance at the wall; Silas and Chase would be on the other side. We were supposed to be back in school tie-and-blazers for dinner, and while there was usually a pass for showing up sweat-stained in our utility uniform, my roommate was getting lucky in the shower was probably not the best excuse.

      I nodded and turned off the water. It hadn’t even stopped trickling from the showerhead before Penn scooped me up like he couldn’t wait.

      I laughed as he slung me over his shoulder. I knew better by now, but I was still surprised sometimes by all the power in his leanly muscled frame.

      He fell onto the bed with me, the two of us landing side-by-side on the mattress which squealed beneath us. Penn was sweet with me, but not careful, and I liked that. He knew I wasn’t fragile.

      Penn rose to his knees, grabbing my hips and yanking them back against his.

      I grinned as his cock pressed between my thighs. “Like that, huh?”

      “Mm-hmm.” He ran his fingers through my wet hair, drawing my head back. He leaned over my back, his hard, lean body pressed against my spine, to kiss the side of my throat in the way that always drove me crazy. “Like that.”

      His fingers tugging my hair sent electric sparks flying through my body. The best part, though, was having Penn against me so tightly, his lips devouring me as he kissed my neck and my shoulders. His lips were soft, the perfect foil to his rough, demanding hand in my hair.

      He slipped inside me, filling me, and even though he was big, I slammed my ass back against his hips, wanting more of him. I could feel the laughter shaking his chest at how greedy I was, but after the day I’d had, I just wanted to burn off the stress. It didn’t matter how rough we were; I was safe with him.

      He grabbed my hips in his hands, his fingers sinking deep around my hip bones, like they were made for him to hold, and rocked into me over and over.

      The two of us moved together, our breath coming in hot, synchronized pants. He slammed home over and over, not gentle, pulling my hair now as he forgot himself, lost in my body.

      I loved that I moved him that way, that he breathed hard now, trying to hold himself back. He moaned, beneath his breath, then moaned again, and this time I heard my name on his lips.

      “Penn,” I whispered, and I tightened around him as I felt him explode inside me, the two of us coming together, his hard arm tightening around my waist, holding me to him as he emptied inside me. I bit my lip as the room shattered around me.

      Then the world put itself back together, a little bit better than it had been before.

      He collapsed, dragging me with him. His cock was still buried deep inside me as the two of us cuddled, and he pressed a kiss to the back of my neck, a tender one. The urgency was gone now. But it still felt so good, the way he wanted me, whether we were having sex, or he just held me.

      Penn always seemed as if he had things together, on the surface. He was cool and calm.

      But he held me like he needed me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Lex

      

      When I walked into our room, Rafe tossed a cell phone through the air to me.

      I caught it against my chest. “What?”

      “I told Dani I’d help her set up a simulation to show the Dean before we break,” he said. “I hate to ask, but can you give Northsea her phone and all appropriate warnings about not doing anything fucking stupid while we’re off campus? Tell her she can leave if things go wrong with Piper or the babies, but that we’re going to have a long conversation about it when I get back so…be wise.”

      We both knew why he hated to ask me, but I said, “Yeah. I’ve got it.”

      “Thanks.” He slipped his jacket on.

      “Hey,” I said when he was almost to the door. “Do you and Dani have a thing?”

      He’d wanted to go with her to the academy—and it made sense he wanted to visit Will, but I had to wonder. The two of them had worked together a lot lately.

      Rafe’s lips twisted in a smile for a fraction of a second before he was back to his usual blank stoic face. “Nope.”

      Then he was gone, shutting the door behind him a little harder than necessary. Rafe was one of my best friends, but he was so damn weird sometimes.

      I headed down the hall to Maddie’s room and knocked. “Northsea. It’s Lex.”

      I could almost convince myself we had a real, appropriate cadre-cadet relationship sometimes. It sounded like it.

      “One second.” There was a strained edge in her voice, and a lot of rustling sounds from inside. Even some whispering. She must have tripped over something, because there was a metallic clang, and then a low voice mumbling fuck…

      A low, masculine voice.

      Irritation—okay, jealousy—made my muscles tighten before she threw open the door. She wore her crumpled plaid skirt and her white shirt, buttoned up wrong. Her disheveled, wet blonde hair dripped across her shoulders and soaked her shirt transparent.

      “Good evening, sir,” she said automatically, even though her eyes were wide.

      Just pretend there’s nothing wrong. “Can I have a minute?”

      She stepped back. The door to the bathroom was shut, but whoever had been in here went that way. The citrus tang of her sex was in the air.

      The faint, teasing scent made memories flood through my brain: her head tilted back, the sunshine lighting her blonde hair and falling across her small, pale breasts, the smoked honey taste of her on my tongue. I missed the days when I was the one to satisfy her.

      “I came to give you this.” I held the phone out to her. “Rafe thought it might be hard for your family to get in touch with anyone in an emergency, since most of the staff will be off campus this weekend.”

      Joy lit her face, making me glad that I’d asked Rafe for the favor, even if I had to deal with all his judgment. She reached for the phone, but I held it tighter.

      “Listen. If things go awry with Piper or the babies—truly awry, use the common sense I know you have buried deep inside—you can leave campus. Okay? I’ll leave my car keys with you.”

      “Thanks, Lex.” She frowned as she took the phone from me.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Her lips parted, then she smiled, as if she’d changed her mind about what to say. “This was really nice, thank you.”

      “Thank Rafe,” I said automatically, then added, “Actually, don’t. Give him a wide berth so you don’t accidentally piss him off in the two hours until everyone leaves campus.”

      “Probably a good point,” she said. “Thank Rafe, huh?”

      Those crystal-blue eyes of hers were knowing.

      I raised my hands innocently, heading for the door. Someone should tell her to be careful if she intended to collect male admirers here at the academy, but it probably shouldn’t come from me.

      But I couldn’t resist. I turned around at the door.

      “Hey,” I said. “I don’t want this to come out the wrong way.”

      Her lips pursed to one side. “That phrase strikes deeper fear than Rafe saying he’s got an extra-fun plan for PT.”

      Fair enough.

      “I just want you to be careful,” I told her. “You have enemies here. Enemies you don’t deserve and that I can’t protect you from.”

      The flicker of disbelief on her face struck right to my soul. She didn’t think I tried to protect her from anything.

      I’d thought about losing myself in someone else after our break-up, but I couldn’t make myself feel the slightest stir of desire, even when we went out to the bar and girls crowded around me. One of them had caught me in the back of the bar by the jukebox and tried to kiss me. I’d grabbed her shoulders and pushed her gently away, faster than thought.

      That played really well with the guys, but what-the-fuck-ever. I didn’t have to impress them.

      Maddie was sunshine, and no other girl in the world shone with her life-giving energy.

      Even though she was the only one for me, I wouldn’t ask to be Maddie’s only. But it killed me that I wasn’t part of her life now, not really.

      “Don’t tell me who it was,” I said, because the jealousy that throbbed in my chest was a dangerous thing. “But tell me he’s taking care of you. That he’s a good guy.”

      “I think so.”

      “Good.”

      “But you don’t have any right to ask me that,” she added, with sudden heat in her voice.

      “I know.”

      She must have expected an argument, because her lips parted in surprise.

      “I don’t have any claim on you,” I admitted. “But when I imagine the future, my future, I see you in it.”

      She tilted her head to one side, studying me. She didn’t seem surprised, but she did look sad. “I don’t know how we get from here to there, Lex.”

      I didn’t know either. I jerked my head in a nod, then headed out of the room so neither of us had to figure out what to say next.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Maddie

      

      Maybe I should take away Jensen’s crown as the king of fucking-with-my-head and give it to Lex instead.

      I couldn’t stop thinking about what he said as I headed across academy grounds to the cafeteria with Tyson and Silas.

      My still-damp hair was neatly pulled back once again, and I no longer looked like I’d just rolled out of the sex bed, the way I realized now I looked when Lex walked into my room. God. The embarrassment of just the past twenty-four hours, from discussing my Rafe-crush with Jensen to being caught having sex by Lex, would be enough for a lifetime. I’d never need to trip in a skirt or accidentally curse in front of a priest again; I was done. Full-up. For life.

      If only it worked that way.

      When I imagine the future, I see you in it.

      Seriously, how dare he?

      “What’re you thinking about, M?” Tyson bumped my shoulder playfully. Even though it was just a shoulder bump, for some reason, restless joyful energy swept through me as he flashed me one of his charming Tyson grins.

      Penn had fled the scene after Lex knocked on my door—the memory of Penn’s wide eyes made me want to giggle now that I was no longer hunting for clothes in a panic—but Tyson and Silas had knocked on my door once I’d had a few minutes to recover.

      “Just brooding.” I smiled back at him.

      I wasn’t sure how much Tyson and Silas knew about my new relationship with Penn, and it felt weird. Silas, Penn, and Ty had all been so kind and friendly. But for some reason, Penn and I had fallen into each other.

      Easygoing, handsome Silas, walking by my side with his hands in his pocket and his blond hair falling across his forehead, was both sweet to me and distant in a way. He was harder to get to know. And it drove me crazy, because I wanted to unravel his secrets.

      I had the funniest feeling that his pack, like mine, was more comfortable with magic than wolves were supposed to be. I was pretty sure he’d healed me once before, and he seemed annoyed—like I felt—when the other wolves talked about witches like all magic was dark and dreadful.

      “You’ve got all weekend to brood,” Tyson pointed out.

      I groaned. “Don’t remind me. Are you looking forward to going home?”

      Tyson shrugged. “I’m looking forward to pizza, sleep, and no one yelling at me.”

      “I wish I could see you and Penn in your natural environment,” I teased. He and Penn came from the same pack.

      “I wish I could see Silas in his natural environment,” he said.

      Silas said, “Well, someday you’ll all have to come home with me. Not today, though. It’s quite the trip.”

      “All?” I asked.

      Silas nodded ahead of us. “What’s going on there?”

      Rafe and Dani stood in a knot with the dean and some of the patrol guard, the adult shifters who roamed the academy.

      “Probably just coming up with some new terrible simulation,” I said.

      Just thinking about the fake monsters we’d faced before made my heart speed. It was probably easier for everyone else to remember it was all just pretend, it was practice.

      I’d been up-close-and-personal with those monsters when I was just a kid. And as much as I looked forward to killing those monsters for real, the training sims reminded me that I had issues.

      As far as I could tell, wolves don’t do therapy. They do tearing-things-apart and misplaced rage and being miserable forever.

      “You’ll be here this weekend, right?” Ty asked Silas. His voice was casual, but I didn’t think the question was casual at all, and I raised my eyebrows at him.

      “I’m going to visit friends,” Silas said. Then, because he was Silas, he added, “Maddie will be safe if she stays on campus. The academy is warded, and the guard will still be here.”

      “Am I the only one who remembers the Great Demon Bear Incident of 2019?” Tyson asked.

      “Ty,” I hissed, glancing around. “I don’t want anyone to know about that.”

      Just like humans, shifters seemed to readily dismiss the supernatural when it was inconvenient. Everyone seemed to have basically forgotten the bear. I couldn’t make sense of why that was, but I wasn’t going to fight it, either.

      “Why?” he demanded. “If you’re in danger, you aren’t on your own here, Maddie. We’re all here to help you.”

      “All?” I asked again for a second time.

      Tyson swung around, his face serious even though my tone had been teasing. “You know. Me. Silas. Penn. Rafe. Lex. Chase. Probably even Jensen…we’re all here for you. You don’t have to deal with…whatever is going on…alone.”

      His words meant something to me, and I swallowed a sudden rise of emotion. I couldn’t tell from the way Ty looked at me if he just wanted to be my friend, or if he wanted something more. But either way, I knew he had my back.

      No matter how I felt, I said, “I know. But I am fine. Silas is right. You guys enjoy your weekend. I’ll be right here, safe and sound, when you get back. And we’ll talk then.”

      Penn’s father was dying, but if Penn knew I needed him, he’d stay here. I didn’t want to steal his chance to say goodbye.

      “I don’t like it,” Tyson growled.

      “Since when did you become so protective?” I teased.

      “Since that bear thing came after you and I—” He cut himself off. “Since that day in the woods, it’s felt like we’re actually becoming a team.”

      “Nothing like saving the life of an ungrateful asshole for team-building,” Silas said, his voice so deadpan that it took a second before Tyson and I started to laugh.

      Silas glanced at us like he had meant it before he gave in and smiled.

      The three of us went through the cafeteria line together. Tyson had his usual wry observations to make about the questionable cuisine at the academy. I personally was just grateful that this time when meatballs were served, it was unlikely anyone would pelt me with them.

      Another third-year student stopped Tyson to ask him a question about the homework.

      Silas and I continued to our table, where we were the first ones to plunk down our trays. Beckett was sitting a few tables down, with a different group. I’d seen him at PT this morning, but I hadn’t seen him much lately.

      Silas glanced around and then leaned over the table. “Where’s Penn?”

      “I don’t know.” It was strange he wasn’t here yet, but why was Silas asking me? Like he knew I had special knowledge of Penn? Carnal knowledge?

      “You’re blushing,” he observed in his usual frank way. “And all I did was mention Penn. That’s an interesting response.”

      “Silas, don’t make it weird,” I said.

      He cocked his head to one side, a faint smile on his lips. I’d worried he’d have hurt feelings about Penn and me, but he didn’t seem to have any feelings at all except amusement.

      “I’m glad,” he said. “He desperately needs you.”

      Awkward. So awkward. I buried my head in my hands. “What part of don’t make it weird… do we have to talk about this here?”

      “Is there anywhere you’re going to talk about it voluntarily?”

      “What did I miss?” Tyson stood with his tray braced on one muscular forearm as he slipped one leg over the bench, pausing to take a long sip from his milk.

      “Maddie and I were discussing her sexual relationship with Penn, but I don’t think she really wants to talk about it so maybe we should go back to critiquing the spaghetti.” Silas picked up one of the logs of spaghetti that had clumped together, and it dangled from his fingers like a worm.

      Tyson choked and sat down on the bench. I thumped his back, shooting a warning look at Silas as people turned to listen to us. Despite Rafe’s warning when I first arrived at the academy, I was pretty sure Penn and I were allowed to do what we were doing, but I still didn’t want to broadcast our burgeoning relationship to the universe.

      Tyson ran the back of his hand over his mouth, his chest heaving with one last suppressed cough. “Maddie and Penn what now?”

      “You didn’t know?” Silas cocked his head to one side. “I thought we’d all noticed and we were pretending not to.”

      “That would be a great strategy.” I leveled my fork at Silas. “We don’t need to discuss this.”

      But secretly, I felt happier having it all out in the open. Silas, in his usual weird way, was doing me a favor. I didn’t want anyone else to know beyond our circle, but I didn’t want secrets from my guys.

      My guys? When did I start thinking of my team as my guys?

      The Dean stepped up onto the stage in the cafeteria, which I’d never seen used before. Dean McCauley looked trim and energetic in his well-tailored suit, his salt-and-pepper hair brushed back from his high forehead. He seemed like the perfect stereotypical college dean, but I could never forget the callous way he’d told Jensen one of his best friends was dead.

      I didn’t trust the man any farther than I could throw him.

      “It’s been a busy month,” the Dean said as the room fell silent.

      It felt almost as if he was answering my question. It had been a strange, wild month, and somehow over the course of it, I’d grown really attached to my strange roommates, to Tyson, and even to the two cadre who made my life so miserable.

      The Dean went on. He congratulated us on the work we’d done so far, before reminding us that inter-team fights and our first trials—far more intense simulations of the monsters we would encounter on the streets when we fought to protect our packs—were just ahead of us, after a weekend of rest.  He said we’d even be thrown together randomly with other shifters instead of fighting with our teams on occasion, and his words left tension twisting through my stomach. I didn’t like the idea of fighting side-by-side with anyone else. I trusted them.

      No one had harassed me since Jensen told them to stop, but the lesson I’d learned in those weeks lingered. I knew my guys would stand by me. The rest of them? They could be nice to my face, but I’d never know if they were happy to bury a knife in my back.

      The Dean finished, “Now, have a safe, relaxing weekend. It’s well-deserved. I’ll see you all back here Tuesday morning, bright and early.”

      I’d never actually seen the Dean out there during our 5:30 am physical training sessions, but whatever. He raised his glass to toast, and we all returned his salute.

      “Here’s to Maddie Mae staying out of trouble for four days,” Tyson said, a playful smile arching his nicely shaped mouth.

      “I’ll drink to that.” I clinked my glass with his.

      Silas toasted with us, then quickly hid his smile behind his glass. I wondered, as I so often did, what he was thinking.

      But I didn’t dare ask, because I was afraid he’d tell us all.
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      Jensen

      

      I didn’t want to hear the Dean’s bullshit speech about being proud of our first month back at the academy. I waited in my dorm room as the hall outside went quiet.

      At the last possible minute, I headed out. If I waited too long, I’d get locked out of the dining hall. Punctuality was a virtue around here, even if the other virtues were often misplaced.

      Out in the hall, I could hear Chase arguing with someone. His door was propped open—I swear to god, their door was always propped open so they could all stalk their pretty roommate’s movements if she stepped out into the hall—and his voice was exasperated.

      “I’m trying to get home!” he said. “I have the money for rent. Can’t you come pick me up?”

      Whoever was on the other end of the line sounded female and just as upset as Chase.

      He broke in. “Listen. Just hang on. I’m going to take care of all three of you, but give me a break… I don’t have any way to get the money there if you don’t pick me up.”

      He paced in front of the window, his back to me.

      I banged on the doorframe to his room. He turned around in a hurry as embarrassment flashed across his face as though he’d been caught.

      When his gaze met mine, he said, “Look, try to figure something out. I will too. I’ll call you back.”

      He threw his cell phone on his desk, then demanded, “What, Jensen?”

      “I’m stuck here all weekend,” I said, not that I had any intentions of staying at the academy. I’d made sure I was on restriction for a reason. “I stopped by to offer you my car. I know you talked about going home.”

      I fished my keys out of my pocket and tossed them to him, and the tension on his face changed as he caught them.

      “Thanks,” he said, frowning.

      I stuck my hand in my pocket and lingered in the doorway, curious if he’d find the balls to bring up with bothered him.

      He hadn’t opened up to me about all the shit with his family, but my father had told me over a couple of glasses of bourbon all about how easy Chase Freeman was to control.

      His ‘scholarship’ at the academy was the only thing keeping his siblings out of foster care.

      My father was the most manipulative dickhead in the world.

      “What are you going to do this weekend while you’re stuck here?” he asked.

      “Catch up on my sleep.” Break into my father’s office. Steal his files about Eliza’s death. Get some answers.

      My father would be gone this weekend too, and once he’d made his plans, I started making mine.

      “Cool,” he said.

      “You going to dinner?” I asked. “You’ve got your shit sorted out, right? Might as well go eat.”

      “Yeah.” He sounded reluctant, but he kicked the wedge out from under the door and let it close behind him as he stepped into the hall.

      “It’s cool, man.” I raised my hands. “You can go ahead. I get it. You don’t want to walk in there like you and I are friends. Maddie and co. would doubt your loyalty, but they should anyway, right?”

      He frowned at me, pretending he didn’t know exactly what I was talking about.

      “It’s fine. You might as well play all sides,” I said. “You don’t have a pack yet. It’s just being smart.”

      “I’m not trying to play all the sides,” he said, his tone surly. We headed side-by-side toward the staircase that led to the house lobby. Then, he added, “You and Maddie both piss me off.”

      “Oh?” I hadn’t expected that from Chase. I tended to have a sense for people, and it was a thrill when someone surprised me.

      He shook his head, as if he didn’t want to say anything more.

      “Don’t wimp out now,” I told him. “I’m not sure which has me more curious. What I’ve done to you—with my car keys in your fucking pocket right now—or what Ms. Perfect has done to offend you.”

      “I really appreciate you loaning me—”

      “Cut the bullshit,” I interrupted him. “I’m not going to take them back. You can have the car. Just spill, Freeman. I didn’t realize you had actual independent thoughts firing in that brain of yours.”

      “Well, there’s stuff like that,” he said drily. Then, unexpectedly, he added, “Thanks for laying off Maddie.”

      “I’m not laying off her,” I said.

      “Well, you called off…”

      “Don’t say the dogs,” I warned, even though it didn’t offend me. “Shifters take that very personally.”

      “You know what I’m talking about,” he said.

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “Why?” He asked the question with genuine, frank curiosity.

      I slipped my hand into my pocket. I could barely even remember what I was thinking when I pulled Maddie up onto the table beside me, then warned the other underclassmen that anyone who bullied her would deal with me.

      But rage tightened my chest when anyone bullied her. I could feel it now, brimming up again as Chase’s innocent question. I’d felt it every time someone had tripped her or spilled food on her. I’d wanted to turn around and punch anyone who hurt her.

      “They were getting in my way,” I said tightly.

      He glanced at me like he knew that was bullshit.

      “Why are you thanking me?” I asked. “You feel some kind of pull toward her?”

      “No,” he said, too quickly.

      “Because you’re going to have a fight on your hands, science experiment,” I said. “You don’t even have a pack. And half the guys here want to bring a shifter princess back to their packs. They’re going to be chasing her.”

      “Then why were they so willing to…” He hesitated over the word harass, or bully, or whatever it was he didn’t want to name. But any of the words would work. Might as well call it what it was.

      “Because they’re assholes who don’t deserve her,” I said flatly. “They want a girlfriend, eventually a wife, but not an equal.”

      “And you?”

      “I’m definitely an asshole,” I said. “You know I own it. I’m not pretending to be anything else to win her over.”

      But sometimes, I thought that maddening pain-in-the-ass girl and I did, in fact, deserve each other.

      “Do you think you could stop calling me a science experiment?” he asked. “We’re in the same team. The fact that I was turned younger than pack law allows…it doesn’t make me that much of an experiment.”

      It changed a lot more than he realized. He didn’t have a pack, but most of all, he’d been turned to prove the Council’s point. They could make the shifters they needed to fight the war. They could create loyal warriors.

      Right now, the Council had to depend on shifters whose first allegiance was to their pack. Those shifters’ first priority would be the constant, stupid little wars the packs waged between themselves.

      The alpha council didn’t even want Chase to know who his sire was. They hoped he’d have no loyalty except to the academy, and then one day, to the Council.

      Chase had no idea what he was in for, but maybe I could help him figure it out eventually.

      “Sorry,” I drawled. “But the truth is, you’ll never really be one of us. You better hope Maddie turns out to be more than a princess, like her sister. She’s your best chance at survival. Unless the Council turns a lot more kids soon and you guys form your own pack.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” he demanded. “Survival?”

      “You’ve got four years to figure that out,” I said, clapping his shoulder. And then I added, just to piss him off, just to make it harder for her and for him, “and to make Northsea fall for you.”

      Maddie was absolutely right. I was jealous.

      I flashed him a smile, and his jaw set as the two of us headed up the steps of the cafeteria.
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      Maddie

      

      “Stay out of trouble, Maddie.” Tyson hugged me so hard that my toes left the ground, and I grinned into his shoulder as I hugged him back. There was something so easy and charismatic about Tyson.

      “I make no promises,” I said.

      He sighed, ruffling my hair. “Okay, well, call me or Penn if you need us.”

      I caught his hand, pulling it away from my hair—as a werewolf, my hair is frizzy enough, thankyouverymuch—and gripping it for a second against my chest.

      Sometimes the way Tyson called me kiddo and playfully touched me made it feel as if he was putting distance between us, like he was friend-zoning me.

      And at the same time, things with Tyson felt nice. Warm. Caring.

      Sometimes, I caught him looking at me, just for a second, with heat in his eyes that made me think he didn’t want to be just friends at all.

      “You sure you won’t be too bored on your own?” Penn caught one of the loops on my jeans and tugged me toward him, reeling me into his arms. His eyes were worried. But his dad, and his pack, needed him at home.

      “I could use a break.” I hugged him tight to murmur into his ear, “I’ll miss you, though.”

      Penn’s arms tightened around me, and he turned his face into my hair as if he was breathing me in, like he was memorizing me for the few days we’d be apart. “I’ll miss you too.”

      Silas stood back, watching us until Ty and Penn got on their bus to the airport. It had felt as though they were reluctant to leave me, which left a strange sense of unease creeping up the back of my neck. But it was nothing. Just wolf-boy possessiveness.

      “I wish I were going home with you,” I teased Silas as I reached to hug him goodbye. I wanted to know about his life and his pack.

      “I’m not going home this time.” He turned to one side, hugging me carefully, his arm around my waist. Our shoulders touched, but nothing else. His smile was warm as we stepped apart, though. “Just visiting some friends.”

      “Have fun,” I told him lightly.

      “You too.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I don’t think there’s going to be a lot of fun for me.”

      “I think you always find a way to make things into an adventure, Maddie,” he disagreed. His eyes twinkled at me before he headed down the row of cars.

      Once the guys were gone, the academy was painfully quiet. I wasn’t really alone—the academy was patrolled by the guard—but I still felt odd being left behind.

      When I walked back from the parking lot, Rafe’s ancient sedan was parked in front of the house.

      He’d definitely spent all his money on his motorcycle, because it looked like the bumper was falling off the front of the car. Lex and Rafe were both such tall, athletic guys that if they were riding together, I worried their combined muscle would cause a tire to pop off this ratty old car.

      Lex strode down the steps, head down, his bag thrown over his shoulder, and my breath caught in my chest. The breeze tousled his light brown hair, and his leather jacket hugged his big shoulders.

      I still had a ridiculous crush on Lex, no matter how weird things were between us.

      He looked up, and his eyes brightened when he saw me before he nodded stiffly. “Hey.”

      “Hey.” Oh, were we not doing that weird distant good evening, sir/good evening, Northsea shit for once?

      He opened the trunk of the car before slinging in his overnight bag. Where was he going? He’d been guarded about his pack, even when we dated, but he didn’t care much for going home. I hesitated. I should walk away.

      But when I finally did head for the steps, he said, “Maddie.”

      “Yeah?” I turned around.

      He leaned against the side of the car, crossing his arms over his chest. “You feel…okay? Being here this weekend. Safe?”

      “I don’t think there’s anyone left on campus who’d hurt me,” I said. I didn’t like Jensen, but I trusted him.

      His mouth tightened. He didn’t care for that answer, but I wasn’t going to lie to him.

      I hesitated, on the verge of talking to him about that damn necklace of my father’s. I’d meant to tell him about it when I went to his room, but Rafe was there, and I couldn’t open up to the two of them. One of them on their own was fine, but as a unit they were intimidating.

      Dani headed down the steps, dragging a rolling suitcase behind her.

      “Jeez.” Lex unfolded himself from against the car to jump up the steps so he could rescue her bag as it bump-bumped down the steps. He picked it up easily, carrying it gallantly back down the steps. “Do you have enough stuff for four nights, Dani?”

      “It’s mostly weapons,” she shot back. “Well, and shoes. I do have a lot of shoes.”

      As the two of them traded smiles, jealousy tightened my chest. I wanted to be like the pretty witch, on the receiving end of that uncomplicated smile. I wanted to be leaving campus with Lex and a bag full of knives and shoes. Where the hell were the two of them going together?

      Not that I cared. I was fine. Everything was fine.

      Lex tossed the bag into the trunk.

      “Hello, Maddie,” she said, turning that bright smile on me. “I hope you get lots of reading done this weekend.”

      Oh my god, what a heifer she was. Yes, I’d have plenty of time to read. While she and Lex did lord-knows-what, anywhere they wanted. “I’m sure I will.”

      Was there anyone who didn’t know I was on restriction this weekend? The worst part of the whole situation was how public it was. Apparently, everyone knew they could find me by waiting outside the library while I suffered with Jensen and Rafe.

      Or the other possibility was Lex talked about me with her. That was far too easy to imagine. “That girl is such a mess…”

      Whatever. None of it mattered. Dani had mentioned a prophecy, and I desperately wanted to know more about what she meant. She’d been trying to avoid me.

      But it didn’t seem like she and Lex had any secrets, so surely it would be fine to mention it now. “I’d like to know more about that prophecy. Just curious.”

      Her eyebrows rose. Lex frowned, but she ignored him. She flashed me a smile as she said, “Good. I left a book for you by your door.”

      “Really?” Did I have to take back all the rude things I’d thought about her for the last five minutes?

      Rafe came down the stairs and rested his tattooed forearm on her shoulder as he faced me. “Stay out of trouble this weekend, Northsea.”

      The two of them looked so comfortable together. No, I was definitely not taking back all the rude things.

      “I don’t know how I’d manage to get in trouble,” I said. There was almost no one on campus and nothing to do. I didn’t have any plans to flout the rules.

      Rafe snorted. “Really? Because I have faith in your abilities.”

      “I’m sure Maddie will do exactly what she’s supposed to do,” Dani said, giving me a smile like we were friends. “I do have faith in her, and you should too, Rafe.”

      Rafe shook his head as he tossed his keys in his hand, heading to the driver’s side.

      “Is that thing even going to start?” I asked skeptically.

      “Shotgun,”  Lex called. He flashed me that damned, dizzying smile of his and headed for the passenger side.

      “Try to be a gentleman for once,” Rafe chided him.

      “I’m a gentleman with long legs,” Lex shot back over the top of the car.

      I rarely saw them being playful, joking with each other, and it just made them cuter to me.

      Which was especially agonizing when Dani looked at me like she saw right through me.

      “Bye,” I said, suddenly eager to embrace the lonely, empty academy grounds. It was better than watching the three of them drive off together, so friendly.

      Dani winked at me—what?—then slipped into the backseat.

      Lex swung his car door open, then hesitated. “Call me if anything goes wrong. Or feels weird.”

      “I wouldn’t want to ruin your weekend.”

      “Maddie,” Lex said, his voice warning.

      I smiled as if I didn’t care. “Bye, Lex.”

      I’d tried to say goodbye to him before. When we had sex one last time. And then we’d had sex again. Oops.

      But this time was really going to be goodbye. Goodbye to all my wayward feelings. I had the weekend to sulk, and I’d have myself all squared away by the time Tuesday morning came.

      “Bye,” he said, his voice tense, that word loaded. He slammed the car door behind him, just a little too hard.

      When the car pulled away, I headed up the stairs.

      Jensen sat on the top step. I wondered how long he’d been there. He seemed to be intent on the book in his lap, but Jensen never missed a damn thing.

      I expected him to say something to me, but he ignored me, and I silently walked past him into the house.

      It was just Jensen and me now.

      Four days.

      I could stay out of trouble and ignore Jensen McCauley for four days.
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      Actually, I couldn’t ignore Jensen McCauley for ten minutes.

      When I reached the door to my room, there was no book propped next to the door like Dani had said. I glanced down the hall, wondering if she even knew where I lived. I did a circuit through each floor, checking all the doors for a wayward book. The halls were eerily quiet.

      No book.

      I stormed back downstairs. Jensen was still sitting on the steps, and he looked up when he heard me behind him.

      I plucked the book out of his hands. It wasn’t his usual, ever-present paperback; it had a dark leather cover and thin, fragile pages.

      “Watch it,” he warned.

      “Is this mine?” I demanded, turning it over to see the front cover. Was this the book Dani had left for me? In gold letters, the text on the front said A Manual of Simple Witchcraft.

      “Nope.” He rose to his feet, holding his hand out impatiently.

      “Why are you reading this?” I demanded. “Your kind hate—” I broke off, because I’d never heard Jensen say anything about witches. I’d just assumed he hated them.

      To be fair, Jensen hated everyone, so I didn’t feel too badly about my assumptions.

      “Do we?” he drawled slowly. “Do you think I could have my book back, Northsea?

      “Dani left a book for me. Did you take it?”

      “You and the witch are close now.” His golden eyes watched me curiously, as if I was a puzzle he didn’t understand but still felt fondly about. When he looked at me that way, a strange, restless tension raced through my body. “Just like her and Lex, her and Rafe, huh?”

      I shook my head. I wasn’t going to be distracted by his games.

      “I didn’t take your book,” he said.

      “Fine.” I crossed my arms over the book, pressing it against my chest. “You still owe me another book, Jen. My poetry book. I’ll swap you.”

      He took a step toward me, his tall, broad-shouldered body intimidating although his eyebrows arched over his eyebrows mischievously. “Or I could just take my book back.”

      “You could try. You know we’re a pretty even match.” My chin rose in response to his dominating presence. He wasn’t wearing his school blazer anymore, and the sleeves of his shirt were turned up, revealing his muscular forearms. He’d be irresistibly sexy if he weren’t such a damn pain in my ass.

      “I think you’re flattering yourself,” he shot back.

      “Funny, I thought I was being kind.”

      He looked me over for a long minute, then said, “All right. Come on up with me.”

      I eyed him warily. It couldn’t be that easy.

      “Really?” I asked.

      “Really.” He jogged up the steps, which put his very nicely shaped ass right in front of my face. “We’re stuck together for four days. Let’s start it out on a note of goodwill.”

      “What do you want, Jensen?” Because I knew it was not my goodwill.

      He didn’t deign to answer. But he did stop and hold the door open for me, fake-gallant as usual.

      The two of us went to his room. It looked just like mine, except the bed on one side was lofted, the desk tucked beneath it. There were photos tacked to the wall and although there were other people in the photos, Beckett starred in every photo, grinning or staring out Blue Steel style.  That was definitely Beckett’s side.

      There was next to nothing personal on Jensen’s side, besides a guitar in a stand by the bed and an old-fashioned silver alarm clock on the nightstand. Apparently, Jensen and I shared a wall. His bed was on the same side as mine.

      I hoped like hell he hadn’t heard Penn and me.

      “How are things with Beckett?” I asked.

      He pulled a familiar red Moleskin book out of his packed bookcase and said, “I thought we were going to be nice to each other.”

      “I am being nice. I’m asking about your best friend.”

      “He’s not really my best friend anymore.” He winked at me. “Job’s open if you want to apply.”

      “I don’t think you really want to be my friend, for some reason.”

      “Nonsense. I like you.”

      I pursed my lips, shooting him a dark look, and he grinned. He tossed my book onto the floor in front of me.

      Fucking asshole. Now I had to crouch or kneel in front of him to pick it up.

      “Give me mine.” He raised his hand, waggling his long fingers in a come-here gesture.

      I started to toss his book next to mine, then hesitated. “Are you using magic, Jensen?”

      “Why?” he asked. “Are you going to turn me in, witch?”

      The word sent a chill racing through my stomach.

      “I’m not a witch.”

      “Right,” he said. “I felt your magic when my staff broke.”

      I shook my head. Yet another of Jensen’s little traps.

      “Fine,” he said. “You keep your secrets. I’ll keep mine.”

      “I wouldn’t hold it against you.” After all, the two of us had little reason to trust each other.

      And yet, sometimes, I could’ve sworn there was a thin, fragile bond between us.

      But that bond was nothing either of us could count on. We could easily lose the little bit of goodwill we managed toward each other. The thought made me anxious, and that really worried me.

      I couldn’t trust Jensen with any knowledge of my magic. I shouldn’t trust Jensen at all. It could be my undoing here at the academy when our truce broke.

      “Maybe you wouldn’t hold it against someone else,” he disagreed.

      My sister had fought for magic to be a bigger part of the curriculum here, but the curriculum still only included the handful of defensive tricks approved by the Alpha council. That was part of how my sister lost her position as dean.

      “I thought your father took a firm stance against magic at the academy.”

      “I’m not my father,” Jensen said, and his voice was level but laced with irritation. He knew how to goad me so well, but I wasn’t half-bad at goading him either.

      “I know your pack does magic,” he went on. “It’s why no one trusts them. Well, part of it.”

      “Yeah? What’s the other part?”

      “Your sister,” he said. “As alpha.”

      “She’s not really the alpha,” I said. “She’s something more.”

      She was something better, if you asked me. Women were better leaders much of the time. They were calmer, cooler, more empathetic. Women were better able to negotiate a satisfactory outcome for all parties.

      Okay, not me. I fit in here with these loudmouth, cocky male shifters. I couldn’t imagine being as simultaneously sweet and commanding as my sister was, but I wanted to be more like her.

      I crouched down, reaching for my book, and Jensen knelt across from me in one smooth movement. I pressed my poetry book against my chest in relief.

      “You know it doesn’t matter,” he said. “I already made copies.”

      Ugh. I expected that. “Of course you did.”

      “And I memorized the good lines.” He winked at me.

      “I’m sure you’re quite the poetry critic.”

      “I happen to like poetry,” he said. “Some of yours are actually pretty good. It’s weird reading about Lex, though.”

      I eyed him skeptically. “Do you think I could get my hands on the copies?”

      “Not a chance.”

      “I won’t tell everyone you’re studying magic in your free time.”

      “You won’t tell people that anyway,” he said. “You shattered my bo staff with your magic, little witch.”

      “You can’t prove I did.” I cursed myself even as the words crossed my lips.

      I should’ve denied it. Saying he couldn’t prove it was practically the same as a confession.

      It bothered me to lie to him for some reason.  Not that Jensen deserved the truth from me.

      “Maybe,” he said. “But you and I both know it.”
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      Jensen

      

      I could feel Maddie following me.

      There was just something that sent me into high alert when she was anywhere near me. Even now on the quiet campus, as I headed to the Dean’s office.

      My father had been pissed at me for being on restriction. He wanted to take me with him on this trip to visit my grandparents. It was bad enough Will was busy at the Hunters’ academy and couldn’t go, but at least he could brag about that. Will was special.

      I was just specially gifted in the fucking-up department, as far as Dad was concerned. Ruining the trip he’d planned for months

      It was almost as if I didn’t want to be there.

      I let myself into the academic building. I’d borrowed his keys to have copies made this summer. It was a waste not to, if he was going to be drunk and stupid and leave them for me.

      I hadn’t found anything about Eliza in his desk, but sometimes at home, I caught him looking through papers he hastily shoved into his locked briefcase. Once I’d seen him with tears in his eyes.

      Another time, I’d glimpsed a crime scene photo. There wasn’t much of Eliza’s face left beneath the ragged wound left by the bullet. She had her sword in her hand, as if she died fighting. Not like people said about her. The council had told us enough to ruin her memory. Then the rumors had spun the story until it was even worse.

      As soon as he saw me, he’d whisked the photos away, bitching at me over something stupid, like usual. I didn’t bother listening, because it all really boiled down to the same shit. Why can’t you be more like Eliza?

      Why does she have to be the one who’s dead?

      He’d lost the one who reminded him of Mom. I didn’t know what I reminded him of, but it didn’t seem to be anyone he wanted to remember.

      When I let myself into his office, I closed the door softly behind me. I hesitated, my fingers brushing the lock, then left it open. Would Maddie follow me all the way in here?

      Not that I should want her.

      The anteroom where my father’s secretary worked was quiet. The curtains were open, and moonlight leaked into the office. I’d waited until I was sure everyone had left for the day. The janitor had come and gone. The guard wouldn’t be by again for twenty minutes if they took their usual route. And, if Maddie didn’t give me away, I might have a chance at hiding from them anyway.

      I let myself into his office. Moving quickly and quietly, I searched the parts of his office I hadn’t been able to get to yet. I already knew he didn’t keep the files anywhere in the house or even in the hunting cabin. Ever since I’d realized he was collecting information about Eliza, I’d tried to find his files.

      I’d learned plenty of other things about my father. He kept the empty liquor bottles for a month, so scared for his reputation that he wouldn’t even put them in the trash bin. He carried them into the city once a month and dropped them off at a dumpster.

      The files that went into his briefcase must come back here to his office.

      But I hadn’t found it in my previous searches, when I had checked his desk and the first filing cabinet along the wall. I needed time to get into the last two filing cabinets.

      As I headed for the one in the center, I pulled the roll of lock picking tools out of my inner jacket pocket. On the one hand, I might be haunted by my sister’s memory, but on the plus side, I’d gained some valuable new tools in my search for justice.

      It took me a few minutes to jimmy open the cabinet. I couldn’t scent Maddie. She must have stopped outside the Dean’s office, with two doors and all those walls between us.

      Hopefully she wasn’t drawing any attention to herself or to us. I didn’t think she would. She was smart, at least.

      I had to go through the files to make sure he hadn’t hidden them in something else. And then, sure enough, there they were in the bottom cabinet, hidden in some fake student files.

      The photos from the crime scene.

      But wait. I frowned as I flipped through more files, slowly beginning to realize that there was a lot in here, hidden in other, mislabeled files. Transcripts of interviews from people who knew her patrol. Shit. I was going to have to go through the next filing cabinet too. As I checked my watch, my heart beat faster in my chest.

      When I started trying to hack into the lock on the third cabinet, my hands were clumsy.

      My palms were sweating. I wiped them off on my jeans. Get it the fuck together, Jensen.

      Eliza deserved better. She’d believed in me for some reason—the only person in our family who did—and I’d abandoned her these past few years.

      My father and the other shifters told me it wasn’t Eliza’s fault—that women just weren’t meant for that kind of work—and I should have known they were lying. I should have hunted out the truth. I’d abandoned her.

      Click. Finally. I pulled the top drawer in the file cabinet out and flipped rapidly through the files. The minutes ticked down. I kept adding to the pile I’d made that my father had collected on Eliza, and I moved to the second drawer.

      There was so much here. What the hell? How long had he known there was more to the story? He should’ve fucking told me.

      There was a soft click as the door opened behind me, and I froze.

      “I don’t know what you’re up to,” Maddie said, very quietly, paused in the doorway. “But the patrol’s headed back. They’ll be in the building in two minutes. They’ll probably be back up on this floor in five.”

      I shuffled through the files, searching as fast as I could, so I didn’t even look her way. “Why the hell would you help me?”

      “Because I want something in return, of course,” she shot back. She moved to my side on quiet feet.

      The quick intake of her breath when she saw the pile and realized what she was looking at made something squirm through my stomach. Something vulnerable.

      I hated that feeling. But I ignored it, thumbing through the files as fast as I could. “What the hell do you want, Northsea?”

      “Did you get to the last drawer yet?” she asked instead of answering my question.

      “No.”

      Without comment, she knelt at my feet, her shoulder brushing my leg—funny how that touch sent sparks flying down my skin—and pulled open the bottom drawer. She began to flip through the files.

      “You don’t want to get caught in here with me,” I warned her in a whisper.

      She yanked out a file and laid it carefully on top of the pile, already returning to flipping through them. “We aren’t going to get caught.”

      “I like your optimism.”

      “You didn’t come in here without a plan,” she said. “The files don’t do you any good if you get caught with them.”

      “Maybe you’re putting  a little too much faith in me.” Unlike my father or brother, the people who knew me best. Or at least, the people who should. The words came out barbed, but the spikes weren’t meant for her, this time.

      “If there’s one thing I’d put my faith in when it comes to you, Jen, it’s that you’re crafty.”

      I knelt to pick up the files, forcing myself to ignore the photos, as I slipped them all into my leather backpack. She pulled out one more file and handed it to me over her shoulder.

      “Time’s up,” I told her. My fingers brushed hers as she took it, and she stiffened, but I couldn’t read how she meant it.

      “One second,” she said, paging through faster and faster as I zipped up the backpack and threw it over my shoulder. She yanked out one last file and stood, nudging the drawer shut with her foot.

      Out in the hallway, there was a faint creak. A footfall.

      She looked at me with wide eyes.

      I grabbed her hand. I was on the verge of telling her not to let go when her warm, lithe fingers closed around mine. She didn’t need me to ask.

      “Dissipati peribunt,” I muttered, finishing the spell I’d started earlier.

      Who was she going to tell?

      The magic washed over both of us, tingling between our fingers, flooding my skin with a warm rush. Maybe there was a reason magic was so addictive for the witches.

      Just in case, I tugged her with me behind the long curtains that hung to either side of the big windows. She twitched the curtains into place around us just as the guard walked in the door.

      She pressed her back against me. I wrapped my arm around her waist to hold her there, resting my hand on her taut abs, feeling the flutter of her breath under my fingertips. When she craned her head to look up at me, I couldn’t read the look in her eyes in the dim light.

      The guard shone the flashlight around the room, then left. I exhaled softly under my breath, but we stayed there, giving him time to leave the building.

      Maddie’s hair smelled like strawberries. I’d never noticed that before. It mixed with the scent of her body, which reminded me of grass and fresh earth and sunshine and the faintest citrus note, like just-squeezed lemons.

      This close to her, I could feel the tension in her lean muscles as she held very still. Her soft blond hair shone a little even in this dark space, and the curve of her ass was pressed firmly against my jeans.

      “Jensen,” she ground out, the word a whisper that even I could barely hear in this room, but it certainly carried some emotion.

      “I can’t help it,” I whispered into the shell of her ear. “I might hate you, but you have a nice ass.”

      She pulled away slightly, but not far, the two of us still hidden in the curtains. The guard might not even be finished with the floor.

      Her struggles caused her shapely ass to brush back and forth over the swell of my cock, until I was so painfully stiff that I gritted my teeth. Great.

      She twisted, giving me a dirty glare, although I could’ve sworn her body was heating against mine as if she were aroused by our proximity too.

      “It’s not personal,” I whispered.

      “It feels personal.”

      Oh my god. I gently disentangled myself from her, slipping out from behind the curtain. I couldn’t handle one more second with her body pressed against mine. It should be safe now to break the spell.

      The two of us waited in the dark, giving the guard time to leave the academic building entirely.

      After a minute, she closed the small distance between us and leaned up on her tiptoes, catching my shoulder. It always amazed me that she was so damn tiny when she was so fierce too. I leaned forward so she could whisper in my ear.

      “What are you going to do now?” she asked softly.

      I shook my head. “Don’t worry about what I’m doing.”

      “Why?”

      Why did she care?

      Nothing in those files was going to lead to a good day. If there was anyone who could tell me something about what happened to my sister, I was going to find them.

      “Why’d you follow me?” I shot back. My lips grazed her ear accidentally, and she stiffened.

      “I could sense you doing something stupid.” When she pulled back so she could look at me, there was a frown written across her pretty features.

      “Pretty sure I’m sensing the same thing as you invite yourself along into trouble.”

      She shook her head. “We’re a team. No one else is around to watch your back, so I guess I’ve got to do it.”

      Jesus. She was so damn caring underneath all that sass. It made her vulnerable. She going to be torn apart in our world.

      “You’ll just slow me down.” I’d said it before, and I said it again knowing those words would prickle on her skin. Those words would remind her what an asshole I was.

      Her lips pressed together as she gazed into my face, as if she saw right through me.

      “You’d be surprised,” she said.

      Something in me lurched. She really wanted to do this with me? But why? Most of the time, shit between Maddie and me felt like a war.

      Then there were moments between us that felt like friendship.

      And there were moments that felt like something else, something hotter and darker and tinged with inevitability.

      There was still that vulnerability in her gaze, even though she looked confident as ever. She was worried about me. Something painful twisted through my gut. I couldn’t meet her gaze anymore. I headed toward the door.

      “You’re an idiot,” I told her. “Well, come on.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Jensen

      

      I sank cross-legged to the floor of my room. “You don’t need to do to this with me.”

      “I know.” She picked up one of the files I’d drawn out of my backpack. “And you don’t deserve me. But here I am.”

      An unexpected throb of relief ran through me. “You’re always so sweet and humble, Northsea. That’s my favorite thing about you.”

      “Don’t get me started on my favorite things about you, Jen.” She lifted the first page from the file and began to read it carefully.

      I set the photographs aside—every time I saw my sister’s slack face, my stomach tightened like I might puke—and put another folder on top of them for now. There were clues in there and I would face them, eventually. But not right now.

      “What’s that?” I asked her as I sorted through the files, figuring out what we had.

      So far, there were the initial investigation reports written by detectives from the Alpha council, there were some very confused police reports from human police who’d dealt with what was left of the wreckage at the docks, there were the crime scene photos, and there were my sister’s handwritten letters.

      Eliza’s handwriting was hooked and jagged, never pretty. She’d never been one of those girls to make hearts over her I’s. Like me, she’d had a knack for getting into trouble, but she was a lot better at getting back out of it.

      Well, until the day she died, anyway.

      I set the letters aside as anger tightened my chest so hard I could barely breathe.

      Maddie’s gaze scanned back and forth across the page. Right, I’d asked her a question; I’d almost forgotten as I stared at Eliza’s letters. Maddie was taking her sweet time answering, and a strong, powerful impulse to rip the paper out of her hands rippled through me.

      I inhaled slowly, forcing my shoulders and fists to relax. At Eliza’s funeral, Dad and Will had been so calm and stoic that it had enraged me.

      I’d wanted to punch my father as he spoke calmly, not a hint of emotion in his voice. When I couldn’t bear it anymore, I’d stalked out of the funeral, past shocked faces, to throw open the church doors and walk out into the sunshine.

      I’ll never lose control like that again.

      “It’s an interview with someone who survived the attack on the patrol,” she said slowly.

      “There was a survivor?” My voice came out sharp. I held out my hand, and Maddie handed the papers over.

      “There was a survivor,” she confirmed.

      “They’re all supposed to be dead.”

      Her wide blue eyes were worried, even sympathetic, and it made me want to say something cruel so she’d stop looking at me with pity. I bit my lip against the impulse and turned to the pages instead.

      As I read the interview, it was the same shit I’d heard before. The official story that painted my sister as a coward was based on his testimony.

      “Why did they cover up that he survived?” I asked.

      “Maybe because he was a witness, and they thought someone would come after him...”

      “Maybe because he was a liar.” My hands shook. Even the copy my father had was redacted with a black marker, blocking out identifying details. There was no name.

      Maddie’s gaze swept over my hand, then back to the pile of files, but she’d seen my weakness. Restless energy swept through me, and I tossed the file to the ground before I stood abruptly.

      “So, you know the story that everyone tells about her?” I wondered if she would deny it.

      The memory of her and Ty and Silas sticking up for me bothered me. It didn’t make any damn sense.

      She nodded, biting her lower lip as she picked up another file.

      “Nice to know people haven’t forgotten Eliza,” I muttered sarcastically.

      I didn’t talk about her with my dad, at all, really, but I tried to talk about her with Will sometimes. No one else seemed to remember the girl she actually was. No one remembered how brave and funny and kind she’d been every other day of her life.

      The day she died was the only day that mattered.

      I didn’t like the idea Maddie had heard the same old gossip about her.

      Her bright blue eyes flickered up to meet mine. “You don’t think it’s true.”

      “I don’t know. I wasn’t there.” I wanted to believe it wasn’t true. I couldn’t trust myself.

      “Do you really think she made a mistake like that, then ran, then begged them not to shoot her? On her knees?” she demanded, pointing to the papers I still held with the witness testimony.

      Was she really going to keep pushing this?

      “I don’t know,” I repeated stubbornly, but even those words felt disloyal.

      That didn’t sound like Eliza.

      “Well, I don’t,” she said, folding her hands in her lap.

      “You don’t? Just like that, you don’t?” I crossed my arms over my chest. The warring emotions flooding through me were so overwhelming that anger threatened to override them all, and I shook my head slowly, pushing it down even though it burned like bile. “Did you see a name in there? For the survivor?”

      “No,” she said. “It’s all crossed out.”

      “Then I’ll go to their packs,” I said. “I’ll see if I can figure out who didn’t stay dead.”

      Eliza and her patrol had stayed at our house between missions a few times. I’d met all of the guys at one point or another. I’d been impressed by them—they were all such good fighters and so confident—but at the time, I’d been more focused on a normal high school life and playing basketball. At six-foot-four and a natural athlete, I’d been a big deal in my old high school.

      Back then, I hadn’t wanted to go to the academy. Eliza and Will seemed to have the hero ground covered.

      “Let’s go through the rest of the files,” she said. “Maybe we can come up with something… quicker.”

      Smarter. She meant smarter. I itched to get out on the road now, to do something, but I nodded and sat down.

      The two of us spent the next hour sorting through the files, talking through them, but we couldn’t find a name.

      Carefully, she said, “We could get the rest of the team to help. Especially if we’re going to visit multiple packs…”

      “Nope.” Most of the kids in this school acted like I was a god, because I was good in the pits and knew how to turn a joke and had a knack for figuring people out.

      But not Lex and Rafe; no matter what I did, they saw me as the asshole, as Will’s kid brother, and they always would. I didn’t need their help.

      “Rafe is going to murder us,” she said.

      “If he catches us.”

      “I think your crusade is going to be hard to miss.”

      I didn’t realize I was shaking my head until Maddie said, “We don’t need to tell Rafe and Lex. We could get the rest of the team on board. At least we’d have backup.”

      “I don’t need backup.”

      “Jen.”

      She raked her fingers through her hair, and even though her face was exasperated, her fingers in her hair were sexy as fuck. I could run my fingers through that silky, shimmering blond hair. I could fist my hand in her hair and draw her head back so I could kiss her slender throat.

      I broke off my own fantasies, as I mimicked the way she’d just said my name. “Northsea?”

      She shot me a look that was probably supposed to be hostile, but just turned me on all over again, before she said, “I think if I’m following you into this shit storm, we can be on a first name basis.”

      “I’m telling you that you don’t have to go.”

      “I’m not going to let you leave with no one to watch your back. If you think someone lied, that means there’s something to cover up. Poking around is dangerous.”

      “So, stay here. Stay safe.”

      “I don’t care about being safe,” she said. “I’m just trying not to be stupid for once.”

      She broke off, like she hadn’t meant to say that. Maybe I’d dug under her skin when I told her she was still the same person she was before Lex. She’d done stupid things since arriving at the academy, but I wasn’t exactly going to judge. I’d done plenty of stupid things myself over the past few years.

      “Well, I’m going to be stupid. So, stay with me or be smart, your choice.”

      “Rafe would really kill me if I let you get hurt alone out there,” she said. “I’d rather take the spanking from breaking restriction if we get caught.”

      I grinned, and consternation flashed across her face. She shook her head, running her fingers through her hair like she was about to deny that slip meant something.

      “Don’t worry,” I told her. “I’m sure he knows you get off on that whole sexy teacher vibe.”

      No matter how much Rafe might keep her at a distance, I saw the way he looked at her in unguarded moments. And I saw the way he looked at Tyson, Silas, Chase and Penn when they slung their arms around her or hugged her or when she smiled at them.

      I saw it, and I recognized that thread of hopeless jealousy. It was familiar enough.

      “If we’re going to do this big stupid thing together,” she said, “do you think you could be less of an asshole for a while?”

      “Sure,” I said, and surprise flickered through her blue eyes at my easy agreement. I loved the way she reacted when I teased her. But the genuine goodness that shone through her made me want to be a better man when it counted.

      That didn’t stop me from adding, “But now I know you’re daydreaming about Rafe spanking your ass, I’m going to be daydreaming about it too.”

      “Jen. You are so ridiculous.” She shook her head, her cheeks flushing pink and drawing my gaze to the delicate curve of her cheekbone. Fearless Maddie Northsea was blushing.

      And no matter how bad shit was, when she blushed a sudden, strange lightness filled my chest.

      I wasn’t sure which satisfied me more—making her smile or making her furious.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Maddie

      

      Jensen wandered around my room while I packed a change of clothes and my toiletries in my backpack.

      “Looking for something else to steal?” I asked, my voice coming out barbed. I glanced at my notebook, safely returned to my bookcase. He didn’t need it anymore anyway.

      “I didn’t steal anything from you. I got your notebook back and gave it to you. You’re welcome.” Jensen’s tone was mild. He pulled open my desk drawer and gazed down into it, but there was nothing juicy in my desk. Just pens and sticky notes and a rose gold stapler.

      “I had to coerce you.”

      “Did you, though?” he asked me skeptically. “I would’ve given it back if you asked nicely.”

      I pulled my fleece out of my closet and yanked it on. “I did ask.”

      “You did not.” He folded the lid of my laptop down so he could see the outside. “No stickers on your laptop, even. Your room is completely devoid of personality.”

      “So’s yours.”

      “I’ve got enough personality myself to make up for it.”

      Oh, there it was, another barb.

      “I guess this place isn’t really home for either of us,” I said, ignoring him. I tossed the bag over my shoulder. “Let’s go.”

      Instead, he launched himself onto my bed before pressing his hand against the wall. “Did you notice we share a wall? I could tap on the wall and…”

      He smacked his palm against the wall.

      “And ruin my sleep? Awesome. Thrilling news. Remember, I can do it to you too.”

      “It wasn’t your sleep I was going to ruin.” He winked at me.

      Oh, I was definitely not discussing my sex life with Jensen McCauley. The thought that he’d heard Penn and me was mortifying. “Are we going to go?”

      “Be patient,” he chided. But he was already rolling off the bed. “We’ve got to escape campus without getting caught.”

      “Is anyone going to notice we’re gone?”

      He shook his head. “I was worried Lex was going to stay to protect his—” He cut himself off, and that surprised me. “But I guess Dani was able to pull him away. Now there’s no one to check up on us.”

      “Great.” Of course, now that he’d mentioned Dani-and-Lex, there was a pit in my stomach. Whatever. I’d told Lex he had no claim on me and no right to worry about what I did.  It was the same for me. We both had to move on.

      Jensen shouldered his own bag, plus the leather backpack full of files. “Come on. We’re going to hoof it, and we have to use the spell that blocks our scent.”

      “Where?” I demanded. I wasn’t just walking off into the night with Jensen.

      “To my father’s house. We can take one of his cars.”  He held his hand out to me. “And you know what that means.”

      “Surely you can do the spell for me too…”

      He flashed me a smile. “If you were a witch, you could do it yourself in a few minutes, right? But since I have to break out the scrying bowl and burn all those herbs and cut myself to lay the groundwork for the spell, we don’t have time. As long as we’re touching, your scent should be shielded too. Or you know, stay here. I don’t care.”

      Anyone could do magic—at least, some magic—but it was easier for witches. It took a lot of extra steps for shifters and humans.

      “You’re full of shit, Jensen.” I slapped my hand into his anyway.

      His warm, lithe fingers tightened around mine. If he’d been a different man, and I’d been a different woman, in a completely different universe, his firm grip would have made me feel safe.

      It was only as we headed hand-in-hand down the darkened corridor that I realized we didn’t even need the spell yet. We were supposed to be in this hallway. But whatever. It was too late to pull away.

      It was a long walk through the forest east of the academy.

      Jensen dropped the bags to the ground when we reached the wall. When I stared at the tall, warded stone wall that separated academy grounds from the woods, I had the strangest sense of déjà vu, like I’d forgotten something that happened here.

      I’d been over this wall once before, to search the woods for the witch traps so I could save Jensen’s life. But it felt as if I’d been here other times, too.

      He jumped, his boot slamming into the wall as he propelled himself even higher, then caught the edge with his hands. It was an impossibly high jump, and for a second, the moon shone over his narrow lower back before he pulled himself up, his biceps straining. Then he pressed his belly on top of the wall. “Throw the bags to me.”

      One by one, I tossed our bags up to him. He pushed them over the other side, then held his hand out to me. “Come on. Big jump.”

      “You don’t have to sound so condescending.” I backed up, trying to convince myself I could make it. The wall was higher here than where I’d jumped it before. I didn’t want to fail in front of him.

      “I’m not being condescending,” he said. “You’re small. Snack sized. It’s a fact, not an insult.”

      “Snack sized?” I raised my eyebrows at him.

      “Come on, Maddie.” He held his hand out to me impatiently.  “As long as we aren’t touching, the guard might pick up your scent.”

      I was on the verge of telling him I didn’t need his damn hand, but I wasn’t sure I could make it over. Swallowing my ego, I ran at the wall and leapt.

      Jensen grabbed my forearm, his fingers wrapping tightly around me as I grabbed him too. My shoulder was wrenched painfully as I pushed my feet against the stone wall, but he easily pulled me up alongside him.

      “Knew you could do it,” he said, sounding self-satisfied.

      “Knew I could too,” I shot back.

      “Your ego isn’t snack sized,” he teased.

      He dangled his legs over the other side, then pushed off, landing easily in the grass. He held out his arms as if he’d catch me. Oh hell no.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.” I sat quickly on the edge of the wall, then pushed off and landed in a crouch beside him. “Also? I don’t think you should be scolding anyone about ego.”

      He shrugged, already reaching out to grab my hand. He swung our hands between us as though we were out on a date as we picked our way through the moonlit woods.

      Being out here reminded me of that bear, and a familiar sense of unease twisted through my gut. The bear might have seemed as though it had been looking out for me, but anything demonic was bad news. The demon couldn’t possess anything out in the woods since we’d destroyed the trap, but I wondered what it was doing now…

      If Faro’s pack ever connected the demon-bear with the attempt to protect me, instead of believing it was yet another random, hate-filled witch attack, they’d want me dead like they wanted to murder Jensen.

      We emerged a while later in a clearing with a big stone house. A long driveway stretched through the trees.

      “How long have you lived here?” I asked.

      “We moved in the middle of my senior year of high school,” he said. “Eliza was dead, and my father wanted to get out of our old house. And of course, this was the chance at a position where he’d be even more important…as long as he did what people wanted him to do.”

      There was a bitter edge in his voice.

      “Do you think they wanted him to collect all that stuff about Eliza and her patrol?”

      His gaze flickered to me. He hesitated, then said, “No. I’m surprised he bothered.”

      He keyed in his access code and seemed to exhale when the lock actually clicked open. Well. He and his dad sure seemed to have a stellar relationship.

      The house was big and empty. He moved through it briskly, getting money and weapons from a back bedroom, before he grabbed a set of car keys from a bowl next to the door to the garage. I followed him into a three-bay garage with a Range Rover and a BMW.

      “Dad must have taken the Audi. Good.” He hit the unlock button on the Rover, and its lights flashed as it beeped. He popped the trunk and threw our bags into it, and I slipped my backpack off my shoulder to toss it in.

      “What happened to your car?” I asked.

      “It’s really Will’s car, but he passed it down to me,” he said. “I let Chase borrow it.”

      “That was nice of you.” My voice came out full of doubt.

      He must’ve picked up on the note in my voice, because one corner of his mouth twisted. “That’s me. Saint Jensen.”

      He climbed into the driver’s seat, and as I slid into the smooth leather of the passenger seat, I had a brief out-of-body experience.

      Am I really getting into Jensen’s car to watch his back while he works out his inner demons?

      Well, to work out a few of them. Jensen seems to have millions of inner demons.

      Jensen was right. I was an idiot.

      I could text Lex right now and shut this whole shit-show down before it went any further.

      Jensen would never forgive me, but worse, what if I guessed wrong and the team wouldn’t actually have his back? I frowned. Lex and Rafe weren’t perfect, but I couldn’t imagine them ignoring Jensen’s mission, even though that was clearly what he expected.

      “You going to close your door or are we just driving off like that?” Jensen asked as he started the engine.

      I swung the door shut, leaving my common sense parked outside.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Penn

      

      When Tyson and I got off the plane, my dad’s truck was waiting on the curb. For a second, my heart lifted. I thought he wasn’t feeling well enough to drive anymore.

      But Mel flew around the front of the truck and jumped into Tyson’s arms, wrapping her arms and her legs around him so that she clung there like a baby koala. “Honey!”

      For just a second, his arms didn’t close around her.

      Then he hugged her. “Hey, Mel.”

      He planted a kiss on the top of her head before she slid down his body like pancakes flopping out of a skillet.

      She frowned, then moved on. Typical Mel, moving fast and talking fast, covering up all the tension.

      “No hug for your little brother?” I asked drily. Mel was just a year older than me, but she didn’t have to attend the academy. My father would never send his precious daughter, his pack princess.

      “Of course I have hugs for you,” she said, throwing her arms around me too.

      I hugged her tight. Nothing was simple when I came home anymore, but just for a second, it reminded me of when we were kids. We’d fought like crazy, but we got along even more than we fought. Now, it felt as though we were strangers.

      We threw our bags into the truck, and even though it would piss off my dad, I got into the backseat of the cab.

      Let Tyson talk to his girlfriend. Or his ex-girlfriend. Whatever she was. It seemed like maybe they didn’t know either.

      On the way home, Mel caught us both up on what had happened lately in the pack. I half-listened. I’d been away during the summer too. I’d worked for another alpha in the mid-west since Dad hoped our packs would form strong ties.

      I’d liked being away.

      “How’s Dad?” I interrupted.

      She shrugged. “He’ll be glad to see you. The golden boy.”

      “Whatever, Mel.”

      It would be easier if I was the firstborn. Then she wouldn’t be so pissed about the fact I was supposed to be alpha.

      She pulled a face. It just pissed her off more that I didn’t care about being Dad’s favorite, that I didn’t want to be the alpha.

      She didn’t realize how much it sucked to have the weight of all those expectations.

      Whenever our father did pass, along with my grief, I’d have to deal with the challengers for alpha.

      I’d have to fight and kill, for something I didn’t even want, or I’d dishonor my father’s legacy. The thought made dread settle in my stomach.

      Jensen had gone after me before about how I wanted to be a lone wolf. I just wanted to be free of everyone.

      And yet, when Maddie’s body seared to mine, when my lips were against hers, I could feel the ties slipping around the two of us, binding us together, even if I knew I should keep us both free…

      “Tell me about school,” Mel finally said as we turn into the compound. Lots of the pack lived outside, but our parents raised us here, surrounded by other wolves. Mel had never lived outside these walls in her life.

      Her life had sucked in a completely different set of ways than mine.

      Silence hung. When I didn’t answer, eventually Tyson picked up the slack. “It’s good.”

      “I heard you’re in the misfit patrol, Penn.” She smiled at me over her shoulder.

      “Don’t,” I warned her, sitting forward between the seats. Of course she’d want to piss me off, but if Dad heard, it was going to stress him out.

      And every time he stressed, he died a little faster.

      Her lips parted. Tyson glanced at me in the rearview mirror, a quick flicker of his eyes that seemed to gauge too much. He slipped his hand across his thigh. “He’s right. Let’s have a good visit. We’re only here four days.”

      She brightened just a little at his touch. She probably had her own idea of what constituted a good visit. They’d dated for what felt like forever, but Dad had never let it go any further than, well, Tyson’s hand patting her thigh like it was now.

      When the truck came to a stop in front of the alpha’s house, the big one at the center of the dozen houses that ringed the compound, I bolted out of the car.

      “I’ll put your bag in your room,” Tyson said.

      Behind me, Mel told him, “You don’t have to do that.”

      “It’s not a rank thing,” Tyson said. “Jesus, Mel, not everything is about that. I’m trying to be nice.”

      “Nice?” she sounded skeptical. “Is that what they teach you guys at the academy?”

      “Unfortunately not,” he said drily.

      The front door was unlocked, as always, and I let myself in. A medicinal scent tainted the house, a faint tang of copper and antiseptic. I headed for the stairs before Dad’s voice caught me, low and husky in a way it never was before.

      “In here, son.”

      He was in the living room, in a transplanted hospital bed. When I left, he was still doing his best to put on a show for the pack. Now there was no hiding it. My old man was dying.

      I didn’t trust my voice, so I just hugged him hello, being careful of the IV and the wires.

      “Tell me all about school,” he said, his voice gravelly. He patted the bedspread, but I poured him a cup of water since he sounded funny. He shook his head when I offered it to him. “Come on. I want to hear all about it.”

      “I’m in a patrol with that pack princess,” I said. “And Tyson’s on my team.”

      “Good, the two of you can look out for each other.”

      “We’ll get our review marks when we get back from this weekend, but I think I’m doing good with all my classes.”

      “Of course. You’re smart.”

      He said it matter-of-factly, not proudly. He’d never valued how easily school came for me.

      He talked about how there was a difference between being wise and being smart. He prided himself on being wise. He’d joked sometimes about how he hadn’t meant to fall in love with a woman as smart as my mother. He’d usually been affectionate when he said it.

      “So, tell me about the princess. Are you two still getting to know each other?”

      God, he wanted me to date Maddie badly. Everything that had happened between Maddie and me was natural, but when he asked these questions, it sounded so dirty.

      “She’s a good friend,” I said.

      Understanding flickered in his eyes, as if he read between the lines. His eyes looked shrunken in his face, which had changed since I saw it last; he’d always been such a big man, but now he was nothing but bone, his muscle wasted away. Even his cheeks had caved in.

      We could fight monsters, but the biggest monster was cancer, and there was no stopping it, not this late.

      “A good friend,” he repeated. “But you haven’t been friend-zoned?”

      I shook my head as I tried to change the subject. “She’s loyal, kind, smart. It’s taken some time for our team to gel, but I think it’s starting to work out.”

      “Do you think you could claim her…”

      “Maybe she’ll do her own claiming,” I shot back. “She seems to know her own mind.”

      “It would be good to bring her back here,” he mused. “You as alpha, with your own pack princess by your side, ready to breed the next generation. It’ll help cement your standing.”

      Nausea roiled through my stomach, as if the dread became its own sickness. “Dad, I don’t want to talk about when you die—”

      “It’s going to happen whether we talk about it or not.”

      “I know, but I’ve been home ten minutes. Can’t we just make small talk before we go into pack politics and who’s going to challenge me and how I’m going to hold on and oh, yeah, your imminent demise?”

      “It’s your birthright,” he said.

      “I know. I’m aware.” I’d heard it many, many times before.

      “And it’s not that imminent,” he grumbled. “I can hold on a while longer.”

      “Christmas?” It would mean a lot to Mel to have one more Christmas with him. To me, too.

      “Thanksgiving,” he said, as if it was a negotiation, and maybe for him, it was. I could believe that old bastard could fight through anything.

      “I’ll hold you to it, but I really want Christmas.”

      For a minute, the tension between us eased.

      “Did you sleep with her?”

      “Dad!”

      “Come on. If you won’t tell your alpha, tell your dying dad. All I want is to know you’re going to be settled, that you’ll take care of the pack and your sister.”

      “Of course I will.” I didn’t need to manipulate Maddie into a relationship, no matter what my father thought.

      “And it’ll sure help if you claim that younger Northsea girl like I told you.”

      Behind me, there was a faint rustle, and I turned. Shit. Tyson. His face in profile gave no sign of what he’d just heard, but tension spiraled through my stomach. He was already heading up the stairs, carrying my bag for me.

      Mel closed the front door quietly behind her.

      “I’ll get you guys something for dinner.” She was playing the role my father liked her to. “You must be hungry after your trip.”

      “I’m fine,” I said. I pulled back, starting to tell my father that I’d wash up from the trip, then come back down.

      His hand flashed out and grabbed my arm. “Did you?”

      I hesitated, but his eyes were so hungry for my answer. He really thought it mattered, and I could put his mind at ease while he was dying. Since he didn’t believe I was enough on my own.

      “Yeah.”

      His eyes lit up with triumph. He released me. “Good. Good work, son.”

      “It’s not like that,” I said, guilt crawling through my stomach. It didn’t matter, though.

      That was how everyone would see it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Lex

      

      “Stay awake, man.” I smacked Rafe’s chest, and he snorted as his eyes opened.

      Earlier in the night, we had stopped at a diner for a late dinner and switched drivers. Thank Cain. Rafe had been weaving across the road like he was going to kill the three of us.

      Dani leaned forward between the seats. “Let the poor man sleep. You two are so exhausted from wearing out those poor cadets.”

      “Trust me, they’re wearing us out,” Rafe grumbled, closing his eyes again as he leaned back in his seat. “I’m pretty sure no one else has had such a collection of trainwrecks…”

      “Our instructors, maybe?” I asked, and Dani grinned. Her big smile seemed out of proportion to the joke, and I glanced at Rafe. No, man, don’t leave me alone with her. I’d rather start a familiar argument all over again. “Anyway, you picked them.”

      “You picked the biggest pain in the ass for our team,” he mumbled, rubbing his hand over his face.

      “I like her,” Dani said.

      “He didn’t say which one it was,” I said.

      “No, Dani’s right.” Rafe pulled his baseball cap low over his eyes. “Jensen is a close second, but Maddie just barely edged him out this week.”

      “You’re the one who’s all about seeing their potential,” I reminded him.

      “I’ll have a lot more capacity for recognizing their potential once I’ve had ten hours of sleep, half-a-dozen donuts, and the chance to have an entire conversation without a smart-ass remark and a sir thrown in at the end.”

      His grouchy words hung in the air.

      “You’re right,” I said to Dani. “We should let him sleep.”

      It wasn’t long before Rafe snored softly again.

      “So, what will you do next year?” she asked. “When you graduate the academy? Will you go back to your pack?”

      Hopefully not. I desperately wanted to serve with the Council’s Own, but I didn’t know if I’d be invited.

      “Usually, everyone returns to their own pack and joins the patrols there. But when the packs have to come together, we know each other, we have standardized protocols. Hopefully, eventually, we’ll be more effective fighting back against the wi—covens.” It seemed like an important distinction to make, since she was a witch, but not our enemy.

      She smiled. “Thank you.”

      “Did you go to the Hunters’ academy as a student before you became faculty?” I asked.

      She nodded.

      “So how did a witch find her way into the Hunters’ academy?” Hunters aren’t always friendly to shifters, but they certainly don’t care for witches.

      “I wasn’t given a choice. I misspent my youth. I was on the run for a while, and I made plenty of powerful witch enemies because, I don’t know, I have a face people love to hate.” She pursed her lips in a self-deprecating smile, and I wondered about the parts of her life she’d just skimmed over.

      She went on, “Eventually, someone from the academy convinced me they didn’t want to execute me. They wanted to use me.”

      “That sounds better than being murdered, but not all that pleasant.”

      “Well, it wasn’t,” she said. “At first. But now they seem to accept me as one of their own. I like the work, and I like being a part of something so important. It turns out, we humans are all pack animals.”

      “How’d you feel about the swap, and coming to our academy?” I’d been irritated Will accepted an assignment like that, which seemed inherently dangerous to me. The Hunters couldn’t be trusted. The truce between Hunters and shifters probably wouldn’t last long once we eliminated the common threat of the covens.

      “Not great,” she admitted. “I was a little worried someone would eat me.”

      “It’s bad manners to eat a guest.”

      “You’ll have to forgive me not trusting my mortality to werewolf manners.” Her voice was amused, taking any sting from her words.

      “We’re not any different than you all, really.”

      Her eyes were warm when I caught a glimpse of them in the rearview mirror. She rested her hand on my shoulder, and my hands tensed on the wheel. “Very different, believe me. I grew up in a coven, Lex. They were power-hungry and cruel. Nothing like you.”

      “You’re not like them either.” She certainly wasn’t power hungry or cruel.

      “Oh?” she said. “Then why do I make you so nervous?”

      “You don’t make me nervous.”

      She leaned over the console, running her hand from my shoulder down to my right hand on the steering wheel. She ran her fingertips meaningfully over my white, taut knuckles as she flashed me a look of challenge.

      “It’s not because I don’t trust you,” I said. “If I didn’t, believe me, I wouldn’t go with you to the Hunters’ academy.”

      “Fair enough,” she said.

      She leaned back, her touch falling away. My heart beat too quickly, even though that made no sense. Dani was no danger to me.

      “Tell me what it’s like being a witch in a Hunter’s world,” I said.

      “I like to think it’s my world, actually.” She smiled at me.

      The two of us made small talk as I drove us through the night toward the academy. She was funny, and I could see why Rafe liked her.

      “Do you want me to drive for a while?” she asked when I started to pull over for gas. “You must be as tired as this guy.”

      She patted Rafe’s shoulder. I was pretty sure he had a crush on her, so it was too bad he wasn’t awake to enjoy it.

      “Yeah, sure.” I got out and went to the pump to swipe my credit card.

      She jerked her thumb at the brightly lit quick-stop behind us. “Want anything?”

      “Grab me a black coffee, please?”

      “Black coffee? Boring.”

      “I like to think of it as strong, practical, and straight-forward.”

      “Of course you’d like to think of it that way. I read that black-coffee drinkers are more likely to embody sociopathic and anti-social personality traits.”

      “Well, I am a fucking werewolf, Dani. What do you want from me?”

      She laughed out loud, and something swelled in my chest at the sound as she headed for the bright windows of the gas station. A pick-up truck pulled through the empty parking lot and parked parallel to the building instead of in the spaces. I rolled my eyes. Even when there was no one else here, it didn’t seem that hard to follow the rules. Civilians, man.

      I was almost done filling the tank when a strange feeling crept over me. I slipped the nozzle back into the pump, looking for the source of whatever had set my alarm bells ringing. I always trusted my intuition. Anything less in my world was asking for a visit from death.

      Someone got out of the passenger side of the pickup truck, then opened the door to the gas station.

      I swung open the passenger door and smacked Rafe’s shoulder. “Look lively.”

      He startled awake, rubbing his hand across his jaw reflexively. “What?”

      “I think we’ve got trouble.”

      Rafe sat forward, releasing his seatbelt and slipping his gun out of the glove compartment at the same time. He grabbed my sword from behind the console and handed it to me.

      I frowned at it. “Quite the entrance to make if my instincts are off.”

      The pop of gunfire sounded inside the gas station.

      I whirled, yanking my sword from the sheath. Together, the two of us ran for the gas station.

      “Check the truck!” I shouted to Rafe.

      He was already wrenching open the driver’s side door. Rafe dragged the man out of the car, and he fell to the ground.

      He and Rafe tussled before Rafe cold-cocked him across the jaw. It sounded like the kind of hit that leaves someone unconscious, and the man slammed into the side of the truck.

      When I got inside, the cashier was hiding under the counter, but he jumped over the counter and fled past me, and the bells on the top of the door jangled.

      A man with a gun was slammed up against the refrigerated cabinet of Gatorades, pinned there by nothing.

      Or so it looked at first glance.

      “Dani!” Rafe called, a note of urgency in his deep voice. “Dani!”

      She stepped out from behind the shelves. Sweat was beaded along her hairline, and her hands were up, her fingers flexed. Pain was etched across her face, and her lips were peeled back from her teeth.

      Without hesitating, I ran across the room and wrenched the gun out of the hand of the guy.

      Rafe came up on my other side, his own gun held low and ready in his hand. “You can let him go, Dani.”

      She nodded, but it seemed painful for her to break the spell. Then her tense fingers finally relaxed, and the man fell at our feet.

      “You think our friend behind the register called the cops already?” Rafe asked as he flipped the terrified, gibbering man onto his stomach. “Hand me the duct tape from the end cap there.”

      We tied him up and left him on the linoleum in front of the registers, along with his friend. We had to get out of there before the cops arrived, and I doubted we had much time.

      I was checking for police lights when I looked through the windows and saw Dani pacing on the sidewalk. Her fingers tangled in her hair, tension written through her body.

      “You should go talk to her,” I told Rafe.

      He frowned at me. “You talk to her. She likes you.”

      “You like her.”

      “I don’t like her, not like that. We’re friends.”

      “Then why’d you want to go on this trip so badly?”

      “For Will? Remember Will? Your best friend?”

      Rafe was maddening.

      “Whatever,” I snapped. Someone had to go talk to her. Calm her down. I left Rafe behind and stepped onto the sidewalk. “Dani?”

      She turned toward me, her eyes wide.

      “Are you all right?”

      “I don’t like doing magic like that. The kind of magic my…” She shook her head. Her voice trembled, and so did she.

      “You saved someone’s life in there,” I said. “I know we were just talking about how the covens are awful, but you did a good thing with your magic. Don’t doubt yourself.”

      “It feels really good,” she murmured. “That kind of magic. That’s the terrifying part. It’s addictive…”

      “You’re all right,” I told her again.

      Then somehow, she was in my arms, still shaking. I wrapped her in a hug to try to comfort her.

      She looked up at me, blinking back tears. “Thanks, Lex.”

      “No problem,” I said.

      But as she leaned her head against my chest, her body shaking, I couldn’t help but feel like it was a big problem.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      Maddie

      

      We drove into the night. I put my feet up on the dash so I could turn my lap into a desk, and I read the files with my phone light, telling Jensen whenever I found something worthy of discussion.

      “Is this really the best first step?” I asked, slipping a set of papers carefully back into their folder. “What are we really looking for?”

      “It’s not perfect,” he admitted. “But if one of them survived, I bet someone in their pack knows.”

      “And what? We ask nicely if anyone knows some secret information they’d like to share with us?”

      “Of course not,” he said.

      I waited. Jensen had a plan. He always did. I hoped it didn’t involve violence.

      “Once we find a good lead, I have a spell to force him to tell the truth.”

      Magic was far worse than violence—at least to shifters.

      “Why didn’t you tell me that before we left?” I sat forward, aggravated. “You are going to get yourself imprisoned by the council again. You can’t use magic against another shifter. You can’t use magic at all!”

      “But you can?”

      “I’m not using magic.” I drew an X over my heart before I realized how childish the gesture was.

      He dared to look away from the windshield to level a skeptical look my way. But once he’d made his point that we both knew I was lying, he conceded, “You’re right. But I know that survivor is covering up what really happened.”

      “Then prove it the old-fashioned way. What if we talk to—” I flipped back through the files. “Reefer Tegan?”

      “I don’t think we’re going to get much useful info out of a guy named Reefer,” Jensen drawled.

      “He was in her patrol,” I said. “But he left the teams. I don’t see anything in here about why…”

      “You think he might have a helpfully disgruntled perspective,” he finished.

      I nodded. “We can hope.”

      “What’s his address?” Jensen reached out to touch the GPS screen mounted on the dashboard.

      I read off his last known address, then added, “I didn’t expect you to listen to me.”

      I felt unexpectedly satisfied by the way I’d convinced Jensen to try a different route.

      “If I thought you were an idiot, I wouldn’t have brought you along with me,” he said.

      He sounded so reasonable and friendly. He was completely unpredictable, and it was going to make me lose my mind.

      I ticked things off on my fingers. “Two things. One, you didn’t want me to come with you. Two, you specifically said I’m an idiot just earlier today.”

      He rolled his eyes. “I’ve told you a bunch of times you’re not an idiot. Stop fishing for compliments.”

      “That’s not a compliment. That’s barely the absence of an insult.” Jensen had phrased it in the past as: there are a lot of things wrong with you—a lot—but you’re not an idiot.

      My cell phone vibrated. No one should be calling me this late, and I pulled out my phone to see Lex’s number on the screen.

      I hadn’t seen the picture that accompanied his number for a while, but it was of me sitting on his lap, his arms wrapped around my waist, the two of us beaming at the camera. “Oh, shit.”

      “What?”

      “It’s Lex.”

      “Do you think he knows?” he asked.

      “Maybe. Or maybe he’s just checking in on us…”

      “You have to answer,” he said. “Or he’ll know something is up. Hang on.”

      He cut the radio as he pulled over to the side of the road and cut the engine. I bit my lip, nervous as I pressed the button to accept just in time before it could go to voicemail.

      “Hi,” I said. Keep it quick, keep it natural.

      “Hey. Were you sleeping?”

      “No. Not yet.”

      “Good. I just didn’t want to wake you up. Ah.” He sounded as uncertain as Lex ever got, and I frowned. Something was bothering him. “I wanted to make sure you’re safe at school.”

      “Safe as ever,” I said.

      Jensen mouthed at me sarcastically, “I’ll always take care of you.”

      I rolled my eyes. I would’ve punched him if I wasn’t worried the sound would alert Lex to be suspicious.

      “What are you doing?” I asked, and there was an acerbic twinge to my voice.

      Jensen waved his hand across his throat. Cut it off.

      “Driving with Dani and Rafe up to the Hunter’s academy. It’s a ways—we’re taking turns driving.”

      “And are long-distance check-ins a standard operating procedure when the cadre go on road trips?” I asked. “I assumed one of you would stay.”

      From the PT sessions to our extra time in the pits to the library hours, one of them had been with us whenever we were suffering. One of the tenets of leadership in the packs was to never have your men do anything you wouldn’t do yourself.

      On the other hand, I didn’t think that the fact the cadre essentially punished themselves every time they punished us led to a more pleasant attitude.

      “Get off the phone,” Jensen mouthed at me.

      “Do you need me?” Lex asked.

      “Lex.” I swiped my hand through my hair. That question was so loaded. On the surface, sure, it was just about whether I was safe at the academy. But that wasn’t really the question. And I couldn’t need Lex anymore. “I’m fine. Have fun with Rafe. And Dani.”

      “Maddie.”

      Jensen pointed down the road, where an eighteen-wheeler drove toward us in the opposite lane, his headlights blindingly bright. Right. Road noise.

      “I’m fine, Lex. You don’t need to check on me unless you’d do it for any cadet. Good night.”

      He started to say something, and I hung up on him.

      Well. He’d definitely appreciate that.

      Whatever. He deserved being hung up on. He was messing with my head so much lately.

      I double checked I’d really ended the call, then said, “I’m off. It’s safe to try to boss me around out loud instead of just frantically mouthing things at me.”

      “I doubt you’re going to listen either way,” Jensen said. Then skeptically, he added, “He called to check up on you?”

      “On us.”

      “Bullshit,” Jensen said. “Man, I always thought he was so cool.”

      It was hard for me to imagine Jensen looking up to anyone. “You did?”

      “But he’s got it so bad for you,” he said, ignoring my question. “You’re not the only one who gives me a terrible case of secondhand embarrassment.”

      “It’s not like that,” I said. “We dated before the academy, but it’s over now.”

      “Right.” Jensen’s lips twitched. “That’s why the two of you went at each other like feral spider monkeys when you stayed at the hunting lodge.”

      Two things clicked home for me with dreadful finality when Jensen said that, and his face changed the second the words had left his lips, as if he realized it too.

      
        	Jensen was indeed jealous, instead of simply hating me;

        	Somehow, Jensen knew Lex and I had sex when we had to escape the campus.

      

      I wasn’t one-hundred percent sure which was worse. “How did you know about that?” My voice came out quiet but clear.

      “Lucky guess. Thanks for confirming.” That cocky, smirking Jensen mask slammed back in place.

      “No, it wasn’t that. And you’d been arrested, so you weren’t skulking in the woods…”

      “Anyone who sees the way you look at Lex could tell the two of you had sex,” Jensen said. “Everyone’s been talking about it.”

      “Great,” I said.

      Jensen exhaled under his breath. He was relieved.

      He was lying.

      “You know I’m going to figure out what you’re keeping from me,” I said.

      “Okay, great, Sherlock Holmes. Let’s see your detective skills at work on this asshole first.”

      We turned onto a country road, the kind with a handful of houses dotted over a mile’s distance. I yawned, but my tiredness faded rapidly as adrenaline took over.

      “We’re going to visit him in the middle of the night?” I asked. “Seems legit.”

      “We’ve got four days,” he said. “Can’t afford to waste any of it.”

      In front of his house, Jensen made a quick U-turn and positioned us to head back the way we’d come. He cut the engine. When we got out of the car, the quiet of the night felt deep.

      I glanced over at him. His face was cold, stoic. It was hard to believe he was the same guy whose hands shook with his rage when he held the testimony accusing his sister of cowardice. But I was pretty sure cold, controlled, cruel Jensen was a mask.

      I wasn’t sure if I’d rather have Cold Jensen or Raging Jensen with me right now. Either way, I asked him, “You all right to do this?”

      “You all right not to ask me any more stupid questions?” His voice was flat.

      Jensen was definitely not all right, but fine. The two of us kept going across the yard. His pace quickened, and his long, lean legs took enormous strides. He climbed the bottom step of the porch stairs before I did.

      On the other side of the front door, a shotgun pumped.

      Without missing a beat, Jensen stepped in front of me, his broad shoulders fencing me from the front door. What the hell. I raised my palms facing out in a sign of surrender as I stepped to Jensen’s side, ready for anything.

      He raised his hands to his shoulders and called, “We just want to talk.”

      “I don’t need Jesus, I don’t need cookies, and I don’t need magazines.” The man’s voice was muffled through the door.

      I’d expect a guy named Reefer to always want cookies, but okay.

      “You might remember me,” Jensen said evenly. “Eliza McCauley was my sister. I think you guys came by my house a few times.”

      A slow minute dripped by, as if our unseen friend with the gun was thinking it over.

      “I’m not sure it’s going to help if he remembers you,” I told Jensen.

      “Always a smartass,” he muttered. “I’m sure you’ll have a great quip ready to go if we get shot.”

      The door opened, and a big-framed man with wild dark hair stared at Jensen, a frown across his heavy features. He still gripped his shotgun, the stock pressed into his shoulder so he could raise it again quickly.

      “Jensen?” He studied Jensen’s face curiously. “Yeah, I remember you. The basketball star. Eliza wouldn’t shut up about your games.”

      Jensen stiffened. “I guess. I played in high school.”

      “Will used to text her the play-by-play and she’d tell us every damn thing, and we’d be like, McCauley, we don’t give a shit, but there was no stopping her.” He grinned.

      A muscle ticked in Jensen’s jaw before that cold mask was smoothed flawless once again.

      “We hoped you could tell us about her,” Jensen said.

      “You’re her brother. I’d think you’d be the expert,” Reefer said mildly.

      “I’ve got some questions about what happened in your patrol.”

      He glanced down the street, his eyes narrow and nostrils flaring, as if he was looking for someone. “Anyone follow you?”

      “No.”

      “Would you have noticed?”

      Jensen jerked his head in a tight nod. But it wasn’t likely we’d been followed anyway. Even if we were discovered to have left the academy, unless someone knew Jensen had those files, they wouldn’t expect to find us here, at the house of a random ex-Patrol who’d gone lone wolf long ago.

      He snorted as if he didn’t believe Jensen. “Well, come on.”

      He stepped back, holding the door open, ushering us inside.

      A prickle of unease crept up my spine.

      “Stay behind me,” Jensen muttered as he headed for the door.

      “Maybe you should stay behind me,” I shot back.

      “Maybe I’m asking you to watch my back,” he replied.

      His words startled me, but I was pretty sure he was just suckering me into letting him go ahead. His powerful shoulders and the lean taper of his waist filled my vision as he walked through the door ahead of me.

      “Are you carrying?” Reefer asked.

      “Yep,” Jensen said.

      Reefer mimed him turning around, and he took the gun out of the holster at the back of Jensen’s hip. “You can have it back when you leave. How about you, girlie?”

      Moving slowly, so he could see my hands the whole time, I slipped the 9MM that Jensen had handed me in his father’s house out of the holster and, taking the barrel, held it out toward him.

      “Sit,” Reefer said, jerking his head toward the couch. “And if you two idiots are going to poke into what happened to that patrol, I highly recommend you don’t allow anyone else to take your fucking guns.”

      “You think someone doesn’t want us to know the truth?”  Jensen asked.

      “I think there’s nothing to learn from me,” Reefer said. “I wasn’t there.”

      “We know that. But you worked with Eliza, and we hoped maybe you could just tell us—”

      “I don’t,” he said, answering a question we hadn’t asked yet.

      “You don’t know anything,” I said. “But you think we’re in danger for asking about the nothing you know?”

      “Yep,” Reefer said. “Exactly.”

      “I don’t want to cause you any trouble,” Jensen began.

      “If you didn’t want to cause me any trouble, you wouldn’t ring my doorbell at one o’clock in the morning, and you wouldn’t do it to ask about Eliza.”

      “You two were friends,” Jensen said it confidently.

      I wondered how much he remembered about Reefer.

      “Yeah,” he said.

      “Do you really think she died like they said?” Jensen’s voice came out level, cool. He sounded genuinely curious.

      Reefer hesitated. “No.”

      “Are you saying that just because I’m her brother?”

      “Nope. I don’t have to lie when I’m the one with all the guns.” Reefer flashed him a tight smile. “I told you to sit.”

      Jensen took a seat on the edge of the couch, although the tension in his muscles made me think of a coiled snake, poised to strike.

      I sat on the edge of the sofa next to him, resting my hands on my knees, feeling as awkward as if I’d never sat on a couch before in my life.

      “Why’d you leave the patrols?” I asked Reefer quietly.

      “Why are you trying to join them?” he shot back.

      “Because I want to protect our packs from the covens,” I said, exchanging a glance with Jensen.

      “Once you realize that’s seventy-percent bullshit, you’ll have to find another reason,” Reefer said. “I couldn’t come up with one.”

      “What do you mean, it’s bullshit?” I demanded.

      “I’m not interested in ruining your innocence, girlie,” he said, then flashed me a bright smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Not that way, anyhow.”

      Jensen eased forward, his muscles tightening as if he didn’t like that at all, but he rested his hand on my thigh possessively as if holding me back.

      “What do you think happened to Eliza?” Jensen asked evenly, reminding me that nothing else mattered.

      “I don’t want to speculate,” he said. “I got out of the patrols for a reason. I didn’t want to be the council’s bitch. But that doesn’t mean I want to piss them off, either.”

      “You think the Council covered up how Eliza died?”

      Reefer cocked his head to one side. He seemed to waver between wanting to talk to us and wanting to order us out of his house, or maybe shoot us, and the tension was driving me crazy. I just wanted answers for Jensen.

      Reefer asked, “Why should I talk to you anyway?”

      “Because I’m going to get justice for Eliza,” Jensen said.

      Reefer snorted. “Good fucking luck, kid. If the Council covered up with what happened to their patrol, it’s done and over.”

      His gaze softened as he took in Jensen, and he leaned against the wall, the shotgun gripped lazily in one dangling hand now. “Let me give you some advice. It doesn’t matter what anyone says about her. You know the truth.”

      “It matters to me,” Jensen said stubbornly.

      “That’s because you’re young and stupid. Eventually you’ll learn it doesn’t matter what anyone thinks. It just matters who you are.”

      “Deep philosophical thoughts,” Jensen muttered.

      “Thoughts that will keep you from getting yourself killed.”  Reefer leveled him a dark look. “I’m betting that’s what Eliza would have wanted.”

      Jensen met his gaze, his chin lifting. “Did you know someone survived?”

      Reefer’s brow furrowed. “What do you mean, someone survived?”

      “I found testimony about that night from a survivor. But I don’t know who it was.” Jensen hesitated. “He blamed Eliza for everything, so if he lied… do you have any ideas who it might have been? Anyone who had a grudge against my sister?”

      Reefer blew out a slow whistle. “Well, I thought we were all pretty tight-knit before I left. It was the hardest thing about leaving the teams.”

      “Your teams were special. You didn’t go back to your own packs when you graduated the academy,” Jensen filled in.

      “Right. We were supposed to be the Council’s Own.” Reefer’s sour tone showed how he felt about that. “But people were still loyal to their own packs. Maybe too loyal.”

      Thoughtfully, he added, “Alejandro Guerro thought women shouldn’t be in the patrols. He always seemed like he cared about Eliza anyway, but you might want to talk to him.”

      Jensen nodded, his jaw tight.

      Reefer seemed to be thinking, then he said slowly, “I saw a weird thing the other day.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I did a job for the alpha of the Kierney pack,” he said, “And in their bar, I saw a sword I’ve seen before.”

      “Seen where?” Jensen demanded.

      “In Eliza McCauley’s hand,” Reefer said.

      “How’d you know it was hers?” I asked.

      “She carried a lighter saber than the rest of us. The guys gave her shit about it because she was jacked but she chose to use a non-reg sword once we were out of the academy. And she used to carve runes into the hilt of her weapons.” Reefer said it as if it didn’t mean much to him. “We teased her for being so superstitious.”

      Interesting.

      Those runes weren’t a sign she was superstitious.

      Eliza McCauley had used magic.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Lex

      

      Dani insisted on dragging us to a party when we finally neared the Hunters’ academy.

      “I’m not sure Rafe can handle it, given that he’s slept most of the time, including after foiling a convenience store hoist,” I said.

      I glanced her way, trying to get a read on her. She seemed easy and light-hearted again, but I wondered if she was doing okay after that situation.

      Maybe she needed the party. Or maybe she was trying to hold it together, and what she needed was to go home and get some rest.

      “I didn’t foil it,” Rafe corrected. “Dani foiled it.”

      “That’s what I like best about you guys,” Dani said. “You’re all so humble.”

      I grinned at that, but she went on, “You don’t take credit for things that you don’t need to.”

      “If you have enough credit to your own name, you don’t have to steal anyone else’s glory,” Rafe said.

      “Turn it off,” I told him.

      “What?” he frowned.

      “You’re still talking like you’re talking to cadets. Imparting life lessons like you’re Gandhi with a fucking sword.”

      “That makes no sense, Lex. Gandhi would definitely never carry a sword.”

      Dani laughed. “Come on. Loosen up and have some fun—you don’t have to worry about impressing-slash-terrorizing these cadets.”

      We got out of the car into a quiet little country town. I frowned around us, wondering why such a sleepy town looked like it had been hit by a bomb at some point. “What happened here?”

      “I’ll tell you over a beer,” she said.

      She led us into a tavern full of Hunters. As every face swiveled toward us, I tensed. It was a good thing I’d left my sword in the car, or it would have been in my hand. As it was, a few of the occupants raised their arms, gripping the hilts of their sheathed swords.

      “You let your cadets carry weapons when they drink?” I asked. “Seems like a good plan.”

      “Unfortunately, it’s proven to be necessary,” she muttered, which didn’t exactly make me want to relax and have a few beers. She raised her hands as she spoke loudly to the crowd. “Hey, they’re friends of mine. Friends of Will’s. Be nice.”

      “Lex! Rafe!” Will burst out of the crowd, grinning. His dark hair was close-cropped, but he looked so ;like Jensen, except that his eyes were a darker shade of gold as they flashed in his tan face. He folded me in a hug, then moved on to Rafe, who gave his usual small, reluctant smile as he hugged Will back. Rafe was not a hugger. “What are you two doing here?”

      “Dani convinced us to come up and surprise you on the holiday weekend.”

      “Right, these heathens don’t celebrate Saint Cain’s birthday,” he said, shaking his head. “Of course, you don’t let those kids off for Columbus Day weekend like they do—”

      “Tell me about Saint Cain,” Dani said, but it was my arm that she caught in her hand, turning me toward her with a smile on her face. “We definitely don’t worship murderers. I want to know all about this.”

      “Oh, he’s so much more than a murderer,” Will said, always happy to evangelize for the lost book of Cain.

      I grinned and gently removed Dani’s hand from my arm before I wandered to the bar. I loved Will, but I couldn’t listen to his spiel one more time.

      By the time I came back with a round for us all, they’d gathered at a table. I told Rafe, “You’re right. I think this is what I needed.”

      “I’m always right,” he said, taking a sip from his beer. “You just periodically forget that and have to be reminded.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Sure, Rafe.”

      Someone bumped into our table, a laughing girl being reeled out by a guy she was dancing with. He smiled at us over her shoulder as he pulled her back into his arms. “Sorry.”

      “Go away, Tristan,” Dani said, waving them away but smiling like she didn’t really mean it. “I got quite enough of you and Deidra during the school days, and I bet Will feels the same way.”

      Tristan flashed her a teasingly pouty look over his shoulder, as if he was hurt, but the dark-haired girl slid her hands up his chest, and the two of them stumbled away. They seemed so happy, so lost in each other, and it made a familiar ache open up in my chest.

      I’d been lonely for a long time after I left my pack. But then I’d found friends at the academy, and it hadn’t hurt much anymore.

      Now, after breaking up with Maddie, I felt lonely all over again.

      “Come on.” Will smacked my shoulder. “Tell me about the new batch of first-years.”

      I groaned. “Shots first.”

      The four of us talked and drank and laughed and drank. Will seemed happy here. He seemed far more comfortable than I would have expected.

      “Okay, okay, I’m still trying to figure out the pack politics,” Dani said.

      I groaned. “Nope.”

      “You don’t want to talk about it because I’m with the Hunters or because…”

      “Because it sucks!” I said.

      “What pack are you from?” She leveled her finger at me, her eyes alight with mischief as she ignored my request. And she was also ignoring my two friends, which seemed to be a rather frequent occurrence.

      “The Kierney pack,” I said flatly. “Territory is in the Carolinas.”

      “What’s it like?” she asked curiously. “Having a pack?”

      “Imagine your family is huge and dysfunctional…” I began.

      She jerked her thumb toward herself. “Small and dysfunctional family here.”

      “Yeah, let’s talk about you,” Will said, rescuing me. “I heard your brother is a demon?”

      “Half-demon,” she replied, and Rafe’s eyebrows lifted. “And he’s a better man than most.”

      None of us missed the fierce, protective edge to her voice. She smiled as if to soften her words, adding, “Both my parents are witches. The bad kind.”

      Rafe snorted.

      She turned her gaze on him as Will reached out and smacked his arm. Will and Rafe exchanged a quick look, but Rafe’s jaw was taking on a familiar, stubborn set.

      “What’s with you and magic?” Dani asked Rafe.

      Rafe shrugged. “I just think it’s dangerous. It’s addictive. Look how many people have gotten lost in it.”

      “We’re not all like that,” she said, but she hesitated. We all knew she had a dark history, no matter how bright her smile.

      “But most are,” Rafe said. He stood as if he couldn’t handle the conversation anymore, but paused, asking, “Anyone want something else from the bar?”

      When he’d left, Dani asked, “What’s his problem, really?”

      “His brother was addicted to magic,” Will said.

      “Will,” I warned. “That’s not our story to talk about.”

      “It’s not like he’s ever going to talk about it,” Will pointed out.

      I shook my head, irritated by the conversation. Rafe and I promised a long time ago to have each other’s backs, to always tell each other the truth and be one-hundred-percent honest.

      After growing up in my pack, where everyone played some twisted game, it meant a lot to me to trust people. It meant even more to be trusted.

      We’d been having so much fun before the conversation soured, and Dani must have thought the same thing, because she pulled a face. “Sorry I killed the vibe.”

      “It’s all right,” I said. “I think I could go for another beer after all. I’ll go help Rafe. Sure you want anything?”

      Will raised his still half-full glass.

      “Best catch up,” I told him lightly, before heading for the bar.

      To my surprise, while I was waiting for the bartender, Dani squeezed in beside me. “I have a question for you,” she said, her voice breathless.

      “Okay.” I stared down at her, perplexed.

      “What do you think about magic?” she asked.

      I ran my hand through my hair. The shifters I knew might hate magic, but even without it, some of them were power-hungry and cruel as the covens.

      “I think anything that involves human beings is a hot fucking mess,” I said. I certainly hadn’t needed magic to fuck up and hurt Maddie. At their core, shifters and witches were as human as anyone else.

      It wasn’t the wolf inside me that made me hurt people I cared about.

      She watched me expectantly, her dark eyes shining curiously under the dim lights of the bar.

      “I think magic can be used for good or evil,” I said. “Just like money. Just like anything.”

      “You don’t agree with Rafe,” she said.

      “No, but he’s entitled to his perspective.” He was more than entitled after losing his brother.

      She nodded, but she looked satisfied. “I came to order a round of shots. We all need shots.”

      “God, yes we do,” I agreed, and she grinned at me.

      The rest of the night passed in a pleasant, buzzed blur. Dani tried to get Rafe and me to dance with her, and we politely demurred before throwing Will under the bus. Will had always loved dancing. While the two of them swung around to the lively band, Rafe glanced at me across the table.

      “What are we doing here?” he asked.

      “You wanted us to come.” I ignored his real question. If he thought there was something between Dani and me, he was an idiot.

      Anyone could tell Maddie was mine, and that meant I was hers too, no matter how fucked up everything had gotten.

      When we were ready to leave, Dani caught some underclass Hunter and offered them a ride back to campus as long as they drove. Soon, she and Will led us up to a big suite-style dorm room with two couches in the living room and doors to either side.

      “The Hunters have nicer digs than we do,” I told Rafe. “I think we should make the academies compete with each other on quality-of-life.”

      “Good luck,” Will said. “Pretty sure one of the foundational tenets at the academy is that misery develops character.”

      I collapsed on the futon, already falling into an exhausted, dreamy, drunken sleep.

      I woke up when someone crawled into bed with me. I’d been dreaming about a summer day with Maddie, and for a second, I thought it was her. I buried my face in her hair as I slid my arm across her waist, but she didn’t smell like strawberries.

      I stiffened as Dani slipped her head against my shoulder.

      “Sorry.” She smiled up at me in the dark. “Space is at a premium on campus. They gave my room to someone else when I left. Very rude.”

      “Dani,” I said. “I don’t think this is a good idea.”

      “It’s not that serious, Lex,” she said.

      “It’s serious to me.” I sat up, putting some distance between the two of us even though my head swam.

      “Do you have a girlfriend?”

      Sore subject. “No.”

      “Then why…?”

      I didn’t want to hurt her feelings, so as much as I didn’t want to talk about it, I gave in and told her truth. “I don’t have a girlfriend, but there’s someone I care about.”

      “Why aren’t you dating her then?”

      “It’s complicated.”

      “After hearing that whole crazy story about Saint Cain, I’m thinking you shifters make everything complicated.”

      I laughed. “You aren’t wrong.”

      “Hunters keep things a lot more simple,” she said. “We like fighting, we like flirting, we like fucking. As long as it’s fun, there’s no reason to take things too seriously.”

      She ran her hand up my chest, and despite myself, my body stirred at her touch. She added, “I’m not trying to get you to fall in love with me. I’m not looking for that.”

      “Then what are you looking for?” I caught her wrist in my hand and pulled it away from my chest.

      “You’re not stupid, Lex. You know what I want.”

      “I can’t.” I squeezed her hand in mine and let go. “You’re something, Dani. Your magic fascinates me, and I love your…liveliness. I want to be your friend.”

      “You don’t look at me like you want to be my friend.”

      I shook my head. “Well, trust me. That’s all I have to offer right now. Try Rafe.”

      She snorted. “Rafe is worse than you are in terms of the pointless crush.”

      I frowned. “What are you talking about?”

      Sometimes I thought Rafe had feelings for Maddie, just from the way he looked at her. But he judged me so harshly for wanting Maddie.

      She shook her head. “You’ll figure it out eventually. I hope. And maybe you’ll figure out how to turn your devotion into a relationship.”

      Devotion.  It was a strange word and not one I would have applied to my relationship with Maddie. When she said it like that, it sounded absurd. “There are reasons we can’t be together.”

      Not that I’d done a very good job of holding that boundary. It was hard for me to keep my hands off Maddie Northsea.

      Dani studied me, her lips pursed, waiting for me to explain.

      “I’m not very good at showing her I love her. But if I wait…”  I didn’t want to finish that sentence with what I hoped for.

      Maddie was right; it was hard to imagine how we’d ever find our way back together. The fight when we’d broken up felt like an earthquake, but it seemed as though the fissure in the earth between us deepened every day.

      “If you just silently stalk her from a distance, she’ll realize that you love her even though you don’t say anything? Seems like a plan.” Dani sounded amused.

      I shrugged. “Wolves are weird.”

      “Witches are weird too,” she admitted. “I don’t know why I like you so much, Lex.”

      I didn’t know what to say to that. I stared at her, perplexed.

      She pulled a face. “I don’t know why I’m still talking after you told me how much you like her. I thought maybe, if I got you out of my system once, I wouldn’t feel so…weird…”

      My lips parted, trying to figure out what to tell her gently to let her down. She was an amazing girl.

      She just wasn’t my amazing girl.

      She leaned forward, swaying in toward me. Her lips were red, with a pronounced cupid’s bow and a plush lower lip. Her eyes had gone soft. Panic tightened my chest.

      I rolled off the futon, even though my head was an aching blur, and to my feet.

      “I’m sorry,” I said to her shocked face. “I can’t do this.”

      “It’s fine.” She was wide-eyed as she shook her head. “I’m the one who’s sorry—”

      But I couldn’t face her one minute more. If I’d kissed Dani, I’d have proven all over again that I didn’t deserve Maddie. I headed out of the room.

      “Lex.” Rafe’s low voice was a rumble as he came out of Will’s room, where he was supposed to be sleeping. Dani and I must have been loud enough to wake him. Great. I definitely needed my best friend’s judgment right now. “What the hell is going on?”

      Instead of answering, I let the door slam behind me. I needed fresh air.

      Fresh, cold air.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Maddie

      

      Jensen and I put some miles between us and Reefer’s house, just in case, then pulled off the highway at the bright lights of a motel. It was late, and we both needed some rest.

      More than anything, we needed to clear our heads. That tic in Jensen’s jaw kept fluttering, no matter how cool and controlled he pretended to be.

      His sister had been murdered. He’d suspected, but now he was sure of it. But we had to figure out who had done that to her and to the rest of her patrol, and right now, the path forward seemed dark.

      “We’ve only got king-sized bedrooms left.” The lady behind the register looked us over curiously, as if she wondered why we’d asked for a double room at all.

      Between Jensen paying in cash and the two of us looking so young, we were likely to stick in her mind.

      “That’s fine,” I said quickly. Let her think we were sleeping together. It would make our arrival seem less odd. I should’ve stayed in the car.

      Jensen leaned with his elbows on the counter. He looked tired, but the pose still brought the long lines of his body into sharp relief, including the athletic curve of his ass in those jeans. Determined not to be caught admiring his ass yet again, I wandered across the little lobby, checking out the brochures for local area attractions and the coffee machine in the corner.

      Jensen turned, his gaze following me.

      “It’s three o’clock in the morning,” He reminded me. “And really, you don’t ever need to be caffeinated. You’ve got more energy than a squirrel on speed.”

      I rolled my eyes, but luckily, she handed him a key card. The two of us ambled across the parking lot to the row of red exterior-facing doors.

      “Ever stayed at a motel like this, princess?” Jensen asked.

      “I’ve stayed in a lot worse,” I told him. “I’m one-hundred-percent confident you’re the bigger princess, Jensen. I’ve seen those Gucci sweatpants of yours.”

      “You noticed my pants,” he said. “Like you noticed my ass back in the lobby?”

      I leaned against the stucco wall beside our room, crossing my arms over my chest and shooting him a weary glare. I was definitely not opening up that line of conversation. “Let’s just get into our room, okay? I’d like to get some rest before tomorrow’s round of ill-advised antics.”

      He led the way into a small motel room with a single king bed covered in a faded green comforter. The carpet felt thin underfoot and when I hit the lights, only one bulb in the fluorescents overhead flickered to life.

      “You take me to the nicest places,” I muttered, glancing around as I threw my backpack on the end of the bed. “I’d rather sleep in the woods. This place feels like something from a horror movie.”

      He flopped onto the bed, stretching out his arms to either side so he took up the entire bed. With his tall, muscular body, he already took up too much room even before he starfished.

      “Come here,” he told me. “I’ll protect you.”

      If he were anyone else in my patrol, I would’ve made some quick, glib remark but still launched myself onto the bed beside him before resting my head on that big shoulder. I could’ve done that with Penn, or Tyson, or Chase or Silas.

      “Get over on your side,” I said, even though my heart sped up at the thought of pretending for the night that Jensen and I could cuddle. I’d thought things would be different after I helped exonerate him from Faro’s murder. Instead, the two of us were still fighting.

      He sighed dramatically and rolled over, putting his back to me.

      I took my stuff into the bathroom and brushed my teeth, checking the shower to make sure there wasn’t anyone hiding in there—a totally healthy and normal quirk to do any time I entered a bathroom—and frowning at the weird window above the tile in the shower stall. It was big enough for someone to come through, and I checked that it was locked. I couldn’t shake a weird feeling about this place.

      I got under the covers before I pulled off my jeans and wriggled my bra off under my shirt. I didn’t want Jensen to see me undressed but sleeping in a wire bra was a far worse fate.

      He threw his arm over his eyes. It seemed like he was tossing and turning, and I wanted to ask him if he was okay, but it had been a long day in a series of long days. Sleep dragged me under.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I was dreaming about a fight when I was a little kid, a fight where my sister’s mate Finn was stabbed and thrown off the edge of a cliff into the sea. I knew I was dreaming, and I knew he survived, and I still couldn’t shake myself out of the horror of that scene, like I was small and helpless all over again.

      “Wake up!” A hand grabbed my shoulder, and I exploded out of bed, jolting awake.

      “Shit!” Jensen stumbled back, his hand pressed over his nose. Blood trickled from his nostril as he stared at me, wide-eyed in the dim light trickling from the bathroom.

      Somewhere between asleep and awake, I’d punched him in the face.

      “Sorry,” I said. “Dream.”

      “Not a great one, from the sounds of it.” He crossed our threadbare hotel room for a roll of toilet paper, and returned holding some of it to his nose. “I guess I knew from the pits that you had a solid right hook, but I hoped we could get through the weekend without me feeling it. Apparently, a truce means nothing to you.”

      Jensen was one to talk about a truce meaning nothing. Nothing had come of our last truce. He was still a relentless pain in my ass.

      “It doesn’t help if someone wakes me up.” I didn’t have a lot of bad dreams anymore. They’d faded with time.  Why the hell they had to come back now, when I was in close quarters with Jensen, I didn’t understand.

      His gold eyes fixed on me, but he didn’t seem angry. “Well, I guess I knew better anyway. I shouldn’t have come close. Just felt bad for you.”

      I hadn’t expected that gentle reaction. “There’s a first.”

      He snorted, then winced, pulling out another length of toilet paper to ball up to his nose. “What was the dream about?”

      “Doesn’t matter,” I said.

      “Yeah?” He cocked his head to one side, studying me. “Seemed to matter to you five minutes ago. Who’s Finn?”

      I shook my head, refusing to answer.

      “Boyfriend?” He threw himself down into the pillows, so close that his shoulder brushed mine. There wasn’t a lot of room in the bed.

      I shifted over, but I could still feel the heat of his body.

      “No,” I said, irritated into answering. Finn was definitely not my boyfriend. “One of my sister’s mates.”

      He pursed his lips dramatically as if he was about to whistle. As I caught up with his implication, dismay fluttered in my chest. “No, I wasn’t calling his name like—When I was a kid, I thought he was murdered in front of me. But he survived.”

      “What the hell was going on?” A faint protective edge colored Jensen’s voice.

      I frowned, wondering if I’d really heard that.

      “The coven was trying to kidnap me and my sister from our pack,” I said. But that wasn’t exactly an accurate depiction of the situation. Whatever. I’d told him part of it; I might as well tell him the rest.

      Jensen snapped the light back off and we plunged into darkness. “The covens came after you when you were a kid?”

      “Well, it was my mother who tried to murder Finn. She was trying to bring me back to the witch I thought was my father—” I broke off. “Never mind. You don’t care about this. It was just another war with the covens.”

      “You were raised by a witch?”

      “He kidnapped me when I was little so he could drain my magic. He enchanted me so I thought he was my real father.”

      “Wow, Maddie. And I thought I was fucked-up.”

      “You are. Believe me, you are.”

      “So, your mother betrayed your pack?”

      It was too dark for me to see him, but he sounded genuinely interested and caring. I bit my lip, reminding myself not to trust too much. For some reason, it was hard to keep my defenses up with him.

      But these were simple facts. “Yep.”

      “What about your real father?”

      My father. That secret message, the demon-possessed animals… It could be my long-lost father, or it could be someone pretending to be him. “I don’t know, I think he’s dead. Why? Looking for something else you can use against me?”

      Too harsh. The words hung between us, and I’d bit my lower lip. I was just so wrapped up in tension about my father.

      Maybe once I helped Jensen with his family mystery, he’d help me with mine. Maybe.

      He hesitated. “I’m not going to use anything about your past against you, Maddie. Just like you don’t use mine.”

      I couldn’t tell if he was being sarcastic or not. I cast back in my memory, trying to remember if I’d said anything that might have felt like I was using his past against him. I’d been tempted, but I’d tried not to.

      Maybe he was being sincere for once. Maybe it was easier to be honest here in the dark.

      “So, you don’t hate magic even though it was used against you?” he asked.

      I hesitated. My magical ability was supposed to be my secret. I’d promised my sister.

      Everyone could use magic by working spells, if they were willing to make a sacrifice of blood or burning or both, but some of us could weave our magic without any props.

      Shifters weren’t supposed to have that kind of magic.

      “No,” I said. “Shifters do use magic. The way we transform is magic. But no one wants to admit it.”

      “If we did, how would we be superior to the witches?” he asked lightly. “Man, the transformation practically is a sacrifice. It hurts like a bitch.”

      “Exactly.” Did Jensen and I actually agree about something? “What matters is what we do. The covens hurt people…”

      “The packs aren’t always exactly innocent,” he said.

      Reefer’s ambivalence about the packs had been bugging me since we left. “What do you think Reefer meant about seventy percent of the patrols’ mission being bullshit?”

      “Still bothering you, hm?” Jensen sounded knowing, as if he’d guessed that would lodge in my head.

      I turned my head on the pillow to look at his handsome face in profile, barely illuminated by the thin moonlight in the room.

      “Yeah, of course it is,” I said.

      He scrubbed his hand over his face. “I don’t know what Reefer meant exactly. But I do know there’s a big play for power between the packs. The covens are a real threat, but I swear to god they’re also convenient for the Alpha council. Gives them something to keep everyone in line.”

      The words hung between us, and I could almost feel him regret his words, as if he’d been too outspoken.

      I sat up on my elbow. “It’s just me, Jensen. You can tell me anything.”

      “Oh?” His voice came out amused. “Because we’re such good friends now?”

      “No, because no one’s going to believe me. Right? No one’s going to believe you and I ever had some deep heart-to-heart…”

      But I did feel closer to Jensen just now. I would never have imagined he was using magic too. He knew magic wasn’t inherently good or bad.

      If only I could trust my own feelings, including the strange throb low in my belly as I studied the beautiful, chiseled angles of his face. His eyes were closed, his lashes resting above the curve of his cheekbone, and that made me feel bolder to study him.

      Not only did I want to trust my feelings, I wanted to trust him.

      “I’m glad you’re here, Northsea,” he said quietly. “Even if you do have a vicious right hook.”

      He sounded as though he meant it. I didn’t know what to say back to him, so I hesitated.

      I lay back down. We were shoulder to shoulder, touching casually like we really were friends.

      This time when I fell asleep, the nightmares didn’t find me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      Rafe

      

      “You okay?” I asked Dani when I found her. She’d given me a bright smile after Lex stormed out, then she’d disappeared just like he had.

      I’d felt exasperated by both of them, but then, I was always exasperated by Lex these days.

      Dawn was breaking, light coating the pines in the distance even though the moon still shone in the darkness above.

      “Yes, of course.” She smiled up at me. I’d thought she was upset by things with Lex, but she seemed relaxed as ever. She sat with perfectly straight posture, one leg crossed over the other. She held a coffee cup out to me. “From the faculty lounge. You know they don’t even let these poor children have coffee?”

      I grinned as I took the mug from her. “Poor children? Unless Hunters are a lot less annoying than shifters, I don’t think my sympathy is with the students.”

      She patted the seat next to her, and I sat by her side. Cadets rushed to class. Unlike at the shifter academy, these kids wore hunting leathers and t-shirts that were colored by year, so they looked like a rainbow as they hurried past in blue, red, green, or brown shirts. Their cadre all wore black shirts. And everyone carried a weapon.

      “Not a blazer in sight,” I said. “I like it.”

      I sipped my coffee in companionable silence with Dani.

      “Will should be free after classes end at one,” she said. “We can have lunch with him then steal him away. Unless you want to watch their hand-to-hand training?”

      “I’m not sure there’s anything your average shifter would enjoy more than watching Hunters punch each other in the face.”

      She laughed out loud, a surprised peal of laughter. “I have to admit, I don’t understand the enmity.”

      “It’s based in centuries of their people slaughtering ours.”

      “And don’t the witches hate the wolves because you slaughter them?” she asked. “Perhaps you could all just agree to stop slaughtering each other?”

      “You make that sound so simple.”

      “Maybe it is,” she said. “Hunters and shifters have come to work together when threatened by the covens. Maybe if there was another threat, like the humans discovering the underworld, we’d all find ourselves uniting.”

      Some people believed that, thanks to the internet, the underworld would become common knowledge sooner or later.

      I shook my head. “The stuff the covens do—We could never work with them. They hurt people, Dani.”

      She inclined her head; she couldn’t really argue that one. “It doesn’t have to be like that.”

      “Sure. Maybe. I’ll believe it when I see it.”

      She flashed me a smile. “I didn’t mean to start an argument. Just thinking out loud. Maybe I should save my theories until we’ve both finished our coffee.”

      “Maybe.” I didn’t mind her theories, though, so I clinked my mug with hers.

      “Have you seen Lex yet this morning?” She took a slow sip of her drink, her gaze fixed on the distance.

      “Nope.” Half to myself, I muttered, “And if I were him, I would maybe not be a werewolf wandering an academy full of Hunters at night by myself… even if there’s supposed to be a truce.”

      “Your friend can be an idiot,” Dani observed.

      “Yes,” I said fervently. “Yes, he can be.”

      “What bothers you more?” she asked. “That he’s fallen for Maddie too, or that he doesn’t despise magic like you do?”

      I choked on my coffee. She said the words so bluntly, like it was obvious to everyone that I had a crush on Maddie. Fuck me if it was. I did my best to hide those feelings.

      “I am not,” I said evenly. “Where the hell did you get that idea?”

      “I’m not going to judge you for liking her. You should like her. She’s lovely.” She took another sip of her coffee, looking completely relaxed even though she had my heart beating faster now. “I might judge you a little for hating magic, though. Because that can also be lovely.”

      I shook my head. I wasn’t touching that nonsense about magic; I didn’t want to fight with Dani. “She’s a cadet.”

      It wasn’t exactly a denial, though. The first time I’d seen Maddie, it had been easy to see her as just a cadet—and my best friend’s ex, too. She was pretty, but I could ignore that. But there was something about the combination of her sunny, light-hearted personality and the steely toughness underneath.

      She drove me fucking crazy—she was reckless and rebellious and stubborn—but I couldn’t deny that my heart raced when her gaze met mine.

      And when she smiled…I was lost.

      “She’s something special,” she said, just as blunt and certain as she’d been before.

      “You’ve barely spent any time with her,” I said, curious how she came to that conclusion. There was something disarming about Dani.

      “You don’t think so?” she asked, arching an eyebrow at me.

      I rolled the mug between my hands, refusing to answer.

      “Well, she is,” she said, patting my leg. “You never know how much time we have on this planet, Rafe. You should kiss the girl.”

      I shook my head. “We’ve got rules.”

      Not only did I have to follow the rules about avoiding personal relationships with cadets—and get my idiot friend to follow them too—but there were rules about magic, and Maddie played fast and loose with them.

      Last time I got close to a girl who played with magic, my brother turned up dead.

      “Who’s got time for rules?” She stood, reaching out to ruffle my hair casually as she glanced behind me.

      I stared at her, perplexed. No one touched me like that. At least, no one had since my older brother Michael used to give me condescending advice and rifle my hair like I was a kid. She grinned at me in response, completely unashamed.

      “Hey,” I said, understanding dawning for me. I’d seen the way Lex looked uncomfortable when Dani got close to him, as if he felt a claim between him and Maddie. Dani saw way too much. She must have seen Lex’s reaction too. “Why have you been pushing Lex? You didn’t really want him to kiss you, did you?”

      She crossed her arms over her chest, a smile tilting her lips. “No, I would like to kiss Lex. I have a one-hundred-percent genuine crush on him. I mean, he’s smart, handsome, fearless, sexy as hell.”

      I wasn’t sure I could handle all the remaining days of the long weekend if they were going to be full of revelation and witchy machinations. “You’re manipulating us.”

      “I’m trying to help you all out.” She took a step back, shrugging. “You’ll be more effective as a team.”

      “We are a team.”

      “Not when you’re all lying to each other,” she said. “And maybe to yourselves. Be brave, Rafe. Tell the truth recklessly. You’re strong enough to face the fallout.”

      She stood abruptly, hoisting her cup in my direction. “Thanks for the chat. I have hungover Hunter students to torment while I can. I’ve missed them.”

      She waved over her shoulder as she ambled off.

      I frowned as she headed across campus. It seemed like an excuse to leave, not a genuine mission. “Where the hell are you even going?”

      “Lying?” Lex asked over my shoulder, and my heart raced at his voice so near me and unexpectedly, as if he’d caught me.

      “She’s crazy,” I said. I rose from the bench. The fact that I was rattled made me say something I never would’ve otherwise. “Crazy witch.”

      Lex ran his hand through his tousled brown curls as he gazed at me. “We never lie to each other.”

      “Never,” I agreed.

      Lex nodded, as if he was satisfied by that, but his face was still troubled. “Come on, let’s go check out their gym and dojo. See if they’ve got us beat there too.”

      An hour later, the two of us were pounding on each other in the dojo. The big room was air-conditioned but although the air had felt cold when we first walked in, I was sweating hard.

      I stopped to drink some water, energy rippling through my body as my favorite song came on the radio.

      Nothing cleared my head like fighting, and the ridiculous conversation with Dani felt distant now. The stuff she’d said about how little time we had was eerie. But witches were weird. Sweat rolled down my torso as I stripped off my t-shirt.

      Lex had already stripped down to his shorts. When he turned his back to me, taking a long sip of his water, the faint scars across his back rippled with his motion. They’d faded during our years at the academy, and now he never hesitated to yank his shirt off, apparently unashamed of them. When we were first-years, he’d done his best to avoid undressing in front of anyone. They’ve been healed but still vivid then.

      He didn’t talk about what he’d done to catch a beating like that in his old pack, but whatever it was, at least he didn’t think it defined him anymore.

      He turned back, catching my gaze, and his brow furrowed slightly. “What’s up?”

      “Nothing.”

      He pushed his hand through his hair, heaving a sigh. “You’ve had something you’ve wanted to tell me.”

      “If I wanted to tell you something, Lex, you’d know what it was.”

      His brows rose at my bristling words. I hadn’t meant to sound so pissed off. But I was still rattled by what Dani had said. I didn’t want Lex to push me into a conversation I didn’t want to have.

      I cocked my head to one side. Best defense was a good offense. “How come you didn’t kiss Dani when she tried to kiss you?”

      “I don’t want or need to talk about this,” Lex told me evenly. “Come on, let’s get back to it.”

      But I ignored the invitation as he raised his fists again.

      “You’re done with Northsea, right?” I asked. “So, there’s no reason you need to reject a girl who is in your bed, who thinks you are, to quote, handsome, smart and sexy as hell.”

      “Like you said, she’s crazy,” Lex deadpanned, unfazed by the compliments Dani had paid him.

      If he’d met that pretty, smart witch a year before and she’d climbed into his bed, I was sure Lex wouldn’t have hesitated. But something had changed since then.

      He hadn’t been the same since the day he met Maddie Northsea. If she were a witch, I would’ve thought she put a spell on him.

      And on me.

      She was supposed to be a shifter, not a witch, but when I thought of that damned pendant she wore, of the tricks she’d played, I had to wonder. The thought of someone using magic on me, forcing them to do what I wanted, made terror unfurl in my stomach.

      My brother’s face rose in my mind again, the way it had been blank and unseeing when I found him, dead from magic. But I pushed it away, as always.

      Maddie wasn’t a witch. Just a spoiled, albeit fixable, brat.

      “Unless you aren’t really done with Northsea,” I ground out.

      Lex’s jaw set. “More fighting, less talking.”

      “That’s why you asked to take my car,” I said, finally connecting the dots. “You left your car for her. Shit, Lex. That child does not need wheels.”

      “Knock it off,” Lex said.

      He had it so bad for her that he was blind to the fact I was drawn to her too. Small mercies, I guess.

      Dani’s words about how we wouldn’t be a team as long as there were lies between us bugged me.

      “You were just looking out for her,” I mocked him. “Like you would any cadet.”

      Lex’s eyes took on a familiar stubborn cast. He didn’t miss my sarcasm. “Yep.”

      I shook my head. He knew better.

      “What do you want me to do?” Lex demanded roughly, his walls breaking down. He never could lie to me. “I’m trying. I’m done with— I’m not sleeping with her—”

      “You’re making everything harder for her!” I hadn’t known how protective I felt about Maddie until the words exploded out of me.

      Lex stared at me, his gaze furious. “I can’t help it.”

      “You should,” I said. “What kind of asshole is in a position of power over a girl and still has sex with her? You should’ve never slept with her to begin with.”

      “I didn’t know she was coming to the academy. I thought she changed her mind.”

      “A girl like that, she’s just not going to do anything with her life?” I demanded. “She was meant to be one of us.”

      “You sound awfully protective of her now, Rafe.” Lex’s jaw was stiff. “I talked to the Dean about it. He even thought we should make sure she was on our team, where we could look out for her… He didn’t think our history would be a problem…”

      I snorted. “Some job you’ve done looking out for her.”

      This time when Lex hit me, it might have been to end the conversation and get back to training…or it might’ve been because he meant it. He punched me across the jaw, his eyes smoldering with anger, and I rocked back a step.

      Then I caught him around the waist, slamming him to the ground.

      The two of us struggled to pin each other, throwing elbows and fists whenever we could find an opening.

      “What the fuck are you pretending for,” Lex demanded, managing to pin my jaw with his elbow. “On your high horse? If she was just a cadet to you—”

      I bucked him off, and the two of us rolled smoothly to our feet, facing off.

      “She is just a cadet to me,” I said. “I’ve never said a damn thing to her or to anyone to suggest otherwise.”

      “So, if it would’ve been you, you’d have kissed Dani.” His chest heaved.

      I stared back at him without answering.

      “That’s what I thought,” he said.

      He turned and headed across the dojo mats.

      “You’re full of it, Lex,” I called after him.

      He raised his hand to flip me off, something he never would’ve done at our academy, where a cadet might see us. “So are you, my friend.”
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      Tyson

      

      Someone crept into my room. As I woke up, I rolled out of my bed. As soon as my feet hit the floor, I slammed into them, knocking them into the wall.

      Mel. I caught her scent a second too late, when I’d already pinned her to the wall.

      She looked at me, her nostrils flaring, as my hand pressed against her throat.

      “You either need to slow down or speed up your reflexes. Either way.” Her voice was soft.

      “Sorry.” I released her, taking a step back, raising my hands. “What are you doing in here, Mel?”

      I didn’t need the alpha’s daughter in my bed. He’d made it clear he’d rather see me dead than sleeping with Mel.

      I’d resisted temptation when we were teenagers even though I’d wanted her so badly, but something had changed since then. I had to tell her, and I wasn’t sure how. Mel and I used to have big dreams of getting out of here together. But she didn’t want to defy her dying father.

      And I wanted a different life now, far away from this pack.

      With a different girl.

      “What do you think?” She yawned as she tumbled into my bed and smiled up at me sleepily from the crumpled sheets. “Come on. For old time’s sake.”

      I let myself fall into the bed beside her, and she wriggled over, putting her head against my shoulder.

      “Why’d you say it like that?” I asked.

      “Because.” She absently traced her fingertips across my chest, following the path of my tattoos, then diverting to one of the scars across my pecs. “You used to hug me back.”

      “I still hug you back.” No matter what happened between us, she was one of the best friends of my childhood. “Dating or not, I’ll always hug you back.”

      “You used to hug me back differently than last night,” she said. “It sure felt like a message, Ty.”

      “I didn’t mean it to be one.” That would be a pretty crappy way to handle the situation. She deserved a real conversation. Still, relief flooded my chest, like maybe I was being let off the hook.

      “It’s just because we’ve spent so much time apart,” she said, and that relief curdled. “When Penn comes home, promise you’ll come too? Help him?”

      “Penn has almost four more years before he graduates.”

      “He doesn’t have time to graduate, and you know it.” She sat up on her elbow, flashing me a look that was all exasperation. “Dad isn’t going to last that long.”

      I fell back in the blankets and pulled the pillow over my face. “That’s it. You mentioned your father. Morning wood, deceased.”

      She smacked my chest. “Ty.”

      She smiled, but we knew each other too well. I could see the edge of frustration underneath her easy grin.

      Was she upset because I’d changed? I couldn’t help it. It felt like we were growing apart, even when I was right here.

      “Hey.” I rested my hand against her face. “I don’t want to lose my best friend, okay? Whatever happens.”

      She pressed her hand against mine, molding my fingers to the sharp angle of her cheekbone. Her pouty lips parted as if she had something to say, then pressed close again.

      Guilt twisted through my gut. “What is it? Mel, talk to me.”

      She bit her lower lip, her teeth indenting in the soft pink pillow. “I don’t know if being your best friend is enough for me anymore, Ty.”

      Well, right now friendship felt like about all I had to offer anyone. My life was complicated enough without a girlfriend.

      “Maybe you should come to the academy,” I said.

      Her lips parted in a mirthless smile. “I can’t do that without the alpha’s permission, even if I wanted to go. And I don’t.”

      Well, she didn’t have a lot of choices. Neither of us did. It didn’t matter if those choices sucked.

      “There’s another girl at the academy now,” I said, swinging my legs out of bed, pushing her gently out of my way. I was halfway across the room to grab a t-shirt from my bag when I realized how reckless that was to say.

      “Oh?” she asked, her voice barbed. “I hadn’t heard.”

      I pulled my t-shirt on as I turned back to her. “I’m just saying that you wouldn’t be the only one. You need to get out of here. See a little more of the world.”

      “Trade one set of walls for another?” She swiped her hand through her hair. “No thanks.”

      “You’d see the world once you graduated, fighting in the patrols.”

      “See? More like slay the world, you mean.”

      I sat on the side of the bed. Mel had a fierce edge that she had always denied. “I think you’d be good, Mel. And I’d be there too.”

      She groaned. “Ty, don’t do that.”

      “Don’t do what?”

      “Talk to me like this is a valid life option. I’ve been raised for one thing. Well, two.” She raised two fingers to tick off options. “Being someone’s wife and being someone’s mother.”

      It was true that Mel, as much of a tomboy as she’d been when we were growing up together, seemed more polished and pretty than anything else now. But I didn’t think that was really who she was—at least, it wasn’t all she was. I gently punched her arm.

      “I miss you, Mel,” I said.

      I didn’t mean that I missed her when I was gone at the academy.

      I missed the old her.

      The door opened, and I jumped from the bed, ready for a fight. Even though Mel was wearing sleep shorts and a tank top, she still instinctively yanked the blankets up to cover her chest.

      It was Penn who stood in the door. Irritation wrote itself over his features as he took in the two of us.

      “What?” I hated when Penn looked at me that way, like he was already the alpha.

      I’d spent half of our teen years keeping his rebellious ass out of trouble. I loved Penn like a brother, but it seemed ridiculous to me that Mel and their father talked about him as though he was the savior of the pack, the only one who could be the alpha. He didn’t even want the damn job.

      “Mel, get out of here,” Penn said.

      “Don’t be a jerk,” she told him, but she scooted to the edge of the bed. “You’ve got no idea what it’s like here without you guys.”

      His face shifted. “Then talk to me, Mel.”

      Shaking her head, she slipped around him in the doorway. Penn looked skyward, his jaw setting.

      “Missing the academy already?” I asked. That was how I felt when I came back here. At least at the academy, things were simple, clear. There was no pack politics to deal with.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Penn asked.

      So much for sympathizing with him.

      “I don’t know, man.” I wanted to tell him that I didn’t need or want his sister slipping into my bed, but the door was still open to the hall behind him. If Mel overheard, it would hurt her feelings.  “But I’m pretty curious what you’re doing with Northsea.”

      The words hung between us. I couldn’t take them back, and I didn’t want to. I’d never doubted Penn genuinely liked Maddie until I heard him talking to his father.

      I thought the way he looked at her would be hard to fake. But still, the doubt ate at me.

      “I’m not talking to you about this here,” Penn said, like he was the boss.

      “Fine, “I said. “But you are going to fucking talk to me about it, Penn.”

      He raked his hand through his hair, the expression on his face aggravated, then strode out of the room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Maddie

      

      When I woke up, my head was on Jensen’s shoulder.

      I eased away from him, hoping he wouldn’t wake up. My heart beat too fast, afraid of being caught when I was curled against him so comfortably. His arm was draped over my side, his fingertips brushing casually against my bare skin where my t-shirt had slipped up.

      Jensen’s body was warm and solid and comforting against mine.

      I wasn’t supposed to feel that way.

      I let my head fall into the pillows on my side just as his eyes opened. He blinked at me sleepily.

      “So what’s on the agenda for today?” I asked, eager to distract him from the way we’d slept. “Are we going to find out why the Kierney pack has your sister’s sword, or are we going to visit the wolf who hates having women in the patrols—as if that’s so unique?”

      He rubbed his hand over his face, then peeked at me between long fingers as if I scared him. “You are a lot first thing in the morning, aren’t you? Pre-coffee?”

      “Just eager to get started.”

      “You snore, by the way.”

      “Oh man, I’m crushed. You mean I’m not the perfect woman? And here that was all I’ve been aiming for in life.”

      “I figured we could go visit the Kierney pack today,” he said, ignoring me. “After all, they had someone in Eliza’s patrol, and her sword seems to have ended up there.”

      “Two birds with one stone,” I said.

      “I have a feeling the stones are going to be thrown at us, and there’s going to be a lot more than one.”

      “We need a better plan than magic,” I told him. “We’re not just walking onto pack territory asking questions that will either make no sense to them—or will make them want to kill us.”

      He touched the swollen bridge of his nose as if he was testing the pain, then winced. “A plan? How about your right hook? Lord knows I’m scared of you.”

      “That’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me, Jen.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Take a shower, Northsea. We’ve got to spend the day in the car together to get to the Kierney pack.”

      “Of course I’m going to take a shower. You take a shower. Wash off that twenty-four-hour old Axe body spray. It wasn’t great when it was fresh.” I lied.

      Jensen always smelled good to me, even when he was sweating. There was a warm muskiness to his scent that made me feel a conflicted stir of emotions every time he slung his arm around me.

      “It’s not Axe body spray.” Jensen frowned as if I’d found the one chink in his armor. “Believe me, normal girls like it.”

      But he rolled out of bed, yawning, and pulled his t-shirt off as if he was on his way to the shower. Jensen stood there for a beat longer than he needed to in all his damned chiseled glory. He was well over six feet tall, broad-shouldered and powerful.

      “Is that really necessary?” I demanded. “As long as we’re discussing being normal, you can undress in the bathroom.”

      “Why?” he asked, glancing down at his chest and the hard ridges of his abs. He hooked a thumb in the waistband of his jeans, yanking them down an inch, revealing his taut lower abs. “You hate me, right?”

      “The fact you know I hate you, yet you’re still putting on this little show is really weird and needy.” And yet, it’s still turning me on.

      “But if you hated me,” he mused out loud, shoving one hand in his pocket as if he was thinking absently, which pulled the jeans another half-inch down his narrow hips, “you probably wouldn’t have come along.”

      “I’ve got a responsibility as your team-mate to help you out when you’re being a moron,” I told him. “Like right now, when I tell you to stop embarrassing yourself.”

      “I’m not embarrassed, though, that’s the thing.” He winked at me. “You’re the one who feels embarrassed looking at me. Why’s that?”

      “You know, I briefly regretted hitting you this morning, but now I’m happy I did.”

      He laughed as he headed toward the bathroom, one of those rare, genuine Jensen laughs that didn’t have a cynical edge to it. He must’ve unzipped his jeans, because his jeans and boxers slipped down his hips and he stepped out of them as he reached the doorway. I glanced at the muscular shape of his naked ass and his long, lean legs before I made myself look away, before he could catch me.

      But I was pretty sure Jensen knew I looked.

      While he was in the shower, I pulled my fleece sweatshirt on. I almost went out without telling him, but that was dangerous and we did need to work as a team, no matter how much we didn’t get along.

      I headed for the door to the bathroom instead, and steam billowed out. “Hey. I’m going to grab some coffee—I’ll be right back.”

      “Black, two sugars,” he called above the patter of the shower spray hitting the tile.

      “Presumptuous.”

      “You wouldn’t want to be rude.”

      I shook my head as I headed for the door. I called back, “You always have to get the last word in, don’t you?”

      “That’s cheating, Maddie,” he called back, just before I closed the door between us.

      Such a pain-in-the-ass.

      I was in the motel lobby fixing two Styrofoam cups of coffee when my cell phone pinged in my pocket. Worried it was my sister, I set the cups down and slipped it out.

      Babies are a go. Water broke! Headed to the hospital now.

      A second later, there was another ping, accompanying a picture of my sister in the backseat of the car. She was giving a thumbs-up that rested on the swell of her enormous belly. She grinned at the camera and crinkled her nose at the same time, and the trees were a blur in the background; whoever was driving was in a hurry. Probably Arthur. He tended to go full Alpha where Piper was concerned; aka turning into an asshole, but Piper and the rest of her mates seemed to find it endearing.

      I smiled, because my sister was texting me when she was in labor.

      Good luck, sis. <3 you

      A second later, another ping:

      <3 you too M. Josh said to remind you, we all do

      A lump came to my throat. I wanted to stand on my own two feet, but it was nice to know I always had a place to go home too. They were good to me.

      Also, Kai asked if you’ll be judge for who the babies look like. The guys have a serious betting pool.

      I laughed out loud, about to slip the phone back into my pocket.

      Then I realized I had another text that I’d missed earlier. It must have come in while I was snuggled up to Jensen, because it was hours old.

      It was the number I’d saved last night. Reefer’s.

      I thought of something that might help. Or maybe not. Stop back by my place.

      I texted back, be right there.

      I headed across the motel lobby, passing a set of harried parents checking out with what seemed like a half-dozen kids underfoot.

      I picked up our cups and set out across the nearly abandoned parking lot back to our hotel room. What did Reefer want?

      There was something off. My skin prickled with the sense that someone was watching me.

      Instead of leading them toward Jensen, I turned to my left, heading away from our room. Jensen didn’t have his phone. There was no easy way to tell him to watch his back.

      I had to figure out how to watch both our backs right now.
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      Chase

      

      I barely slept that night on the couch. I was too big a guy to sleep on a couch; my feet hung over the arm. So much for resting up while I was away from the academy.

      It felt as if I’d drifted off right before I woke up to clattering in the kitchen. I was still half-drifting when Skyla perched on my legs.

      “Skyla, get off.” I half sat up, pulling away from my younger sister.

      “Stop moving.” She mumbled around the spoon in her mouth, then took it out to say, “you’re going to make me spill my cereal, and that’ll make Aunt Jen mad.”

      It seemed like everything made Jen mad. But she hadn’t asked for the stress of taking in two kids at the same time as she dealt with her sister’s death, either.

      Of course, that wasn’t as bad as the stress of being an orphaned kid who was newly grieving a parent, either.

      “Well, don’t treat me like a couch!” I said, exasperated, but I stilled.

      She wriggled to get more comfortable on my legs. At least she barely weighed anything.

      “Well, don’t sleep all morning when I still have to get up and go to school. I don’t get a holiday today.”

      “I’m sure the fifth grade is really brutal.” I took her cereal bowl out of her hands so I could get up. My legs hurt like a bitch as I shook one cramped leg, then the other. Everything hurt from a month at the academy, between sore muscles and bruises. And I’d thought football was rough.

      “You have no idea,” she told me.

      “I also went through fifth grade,” I told her. “I survived subject-verb agreement worksheets and beginning algebra.”

      She flashed me a look far older than her years. “It’s not the worksheets that are a problem, Chase. It’s the people.”

      It’s always the people that are the problem.

      I ruffled her hair. “You want me to walk you to school this morning?”

      “You’re not exactly cool,” she told me.

      I clutched my chest, over my heart. “Hurtful.”

      “But sure,” she said. “You can come.”

      “Where’s Blake? I know he doesn’t want me to walk him to school.”

      My brother was a junior this year, and apparently coming into a new school and a new town hadn’t been easy on him. He talked about how much he wanted to go back home, and he’d quit the football team here because he didn’t make varsity. He was driving me crazy, even long-distance.

      “Never came home last night,” Jen said from the kitchen doorway, scowling.

      She looked at me like she didn’t want me here, but worse, she looked at Blake and Skyla that way.

      “That’s not my fault.” The two of us had argued over dinner. Jen had perked up when I came home and gave her the envelope Dean McCauley had given me. Blake, on the other hand, didn’t seem all that thrilled to have me ‘home.’

      “I didn’t say it was.” But Jen’s tone as she stared me down said enough. She was sick of the three of us.

      Unease twisted through my stomach. If she kicked out Skyla and Blake, I didn’t know what I’d do.

      I was glad to escape the cramped apartment to walk Skyla to school. Summer heat was fading into fall, and the world was misty and quiet when Skyla and I headed out.

      Along the way, out of the apartment, she began to tell me about how she was being bullied at school. Kids had been tripping her and teasing her, and there was a girl who threatened to beat her up after school. Skyla always ran home, trying to take different routes and sometimes getting lost in this unfamiliar town.

      Her face changed when she was talking about it, and her wide, frightened eyes made my heart ache. I hadn’t seen Skyla look scared like that since the ambulance came to take our mom away for the last time.

      I was failing Skyla and Blake. They needed me. And yet, if I weren’t at the academy, there wouldn’t be the money for Jen to keep them. She couldn’t afford to raise two kids on her own. I wasn’t going to get a job, after dropping out of high school to take care of our mom while she was dying, that would pay our bills.

      If I had rejected the science experiment deal Dean McCauley offered me, Blake and Skyla would have gone into the foster care system. They were safe with Jen, even if they were pissed at me. But it still hurt.

      I was doing the best I could, and it wasn’t good enough.

      “Well, what do you need?” I asked Skyla, hoping that the right jeans, the right shoes, something would help her fit in. I wanted to fix this. In the four days I had.

      Her lips tightened. Her ponytail bobbed, brushing her shoulders; it was a little off-kilter, like she’d done it herself. Mom used to help her with her hair. Jen wasn’t the type.

      “Money’s not going to help.”

      “Money always helps.” She was still a kid, no matter how much she tried to act grown, if she really thought that was true.

      When I’d seen her off into school, I headed off to find my brother. It was better than going back to the apartment with Jen waiting.
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      Maddie

      

      One of the motel rooms door was already propped open, a cleaning cart parked outside. I dumped the coffees in the trash section of the cart and then slipped inside the room, closing the door softly behind me to slow down whoever was following me.

      The lady was vacuuming with her back to me and didn’t even see me as I slipped into the bathroom. I stepped over the pile of damp towels left in the doorway.

      The night before, I’d been weirded out by the realization that the windows were basically in the showers of the cramped bathrooms, up by the ceiling. I’d checked that ours was locked, standing on my tip-toes on the slick tub surface. Now I grabbed the shower curtain rod in one hand for balance and stuck the toe of my shoe into the slot for the soap, leveraging my weight up to pop the lock open. I pushed the window open.

      Someone knocked on the exterior door to the hotel room. The housekeeper’s vacuum quieted to a whine, then shut off completely. Quickly, I kicked my legs up onto the windowsill. As I shimmed forward, the narrow window ledge bit into my ass.

      The shower rod started to give, tearing away as too much of my body weight hit it, and I let myself slip down the outside wall. The brick on the building’s exterior caught my hair and yanked a few strands of hair out.

      I landed awkwardly on the pavement underneath the window, my knees buckling, but I shot right to my feet even though my knee ached. No time to catalog the damage. I had to get to Jensen.

      I ran the length of the motel, counting those high-up windows in the otherwise blank back wall of the building. I was pretty sure we were the fifth unit from the end. Here goes nothing.

      I could hear the shower going from this side of the window. If this was our room, Jensen was taking the world’s longest, most relaxed shower while I tried to keep us safe. What the hell was the boy doing in there for so long?

      I jumped up and smacked the window. It rattled under my fingertips. I jumped and smacked it again.

      After a second, the window opened and Jensen’s head popped out, frowning. “What the hell are you doing, Maddie?”

      “Someone’s following me,” I said. “I didn’t want to lead them to you.”

      I glanced down the alleyway, but there was no one else out here. Yet.

      “If you wanted to join me in the shower, you could’ve just asked,” he said, already wiggling forward, exposing his shoulders and his pecs as he reached down to me. I jumped and caught his arm, and he yanked me the rest of the way up the wall.

      There was no easy way to get back into the hotel room, just like it hadn’t been graceful getting out. I teetered for a second on the edge. Then I tipped forward.

      Jensen tried to catch me, holding his arms out. I landed on top of him. The two of us fell through the shower curtain as he wrapped his arm around my waist. As soon as my feet brushed the surface, I tried to get my balance on the slick floor. The edge of the tub caught my shins, and the bathroom floor rushed up toward me.

      He twisted and landed underneath me, my body against his. “You okay?”

      “Fine.” His cock pressed against me, and I scrambled up suddenly. “Christ, Jensen, we might be fighting for our lives here—”

      “Don’t take it personally, sweetheart,” he shot back. “I was in the middle of something when you interrupted me.”

      I put my hands over my ears as I turned and headed for the motel room. “I don’t want to know. Get dressed—I’ll grab our stuff.”

      In a hurry, I gathered the files from across the table in the corner. He’d gone to bed when I did, so he must not have been able to sleep and instead returned to the files. He needed so desperately to get these answers about his sister.

      I slipped the files into the bag. That was what mattered. We could get new clothes somewhere else.

      Jensen came in wearing jeans, a t-shirt and motorcycle boots once again. He slipped his 9mm into the back of his jeans and threw his leather jacket on over, then picked up his sword. I was already pulling on my sword sheath.

      He tilted his head to one side, listening, and I stilled. Someone was knocking on all the doors, coming nearer and nearer to us. They were only a few doors down now.

      “Perfect,” Jensen mouthed at me, which would not have been my reaction. “We can find out what they want.”

      He drew his gun before he concealed himself to one side of the door. When I went to the door and took the knob in one hand, my heart hammered in my chest. We had one chance. Whoever came through that door was not friendly.

      They knocked on the door of the room next to us. A woman answered the door. “Yes?”

      “Sorry to bother you, ma’am.” It was a man’s voice. Harsh.

      A little kid said something unintelligible, and the man laughed. “Have a good day.”

      My heart sank. There were innocent civilians so close to us. If bullets started flying, we’d put them in danger.

      Then the knock came on our door. I glanced at Jensen, who nodded. His yellow-gold eyes were bright in the dim light.

      I yanked open the door.

      Jensen hid the gun in the holster so fast I barely saw him move. “Good morning, officer,” he said, in a polite tone I’d never heard from Jensen in my life.

      A police officer in blue stood at the door. His gaze fixed on Jensen, although he gave me a brief confused look. “Good morning. Jensen McCauley?”

      Jensen cocked his head to one side curiously. “Yeah?”

      The cop brightened. “I wanted to ask you some questions about Reefer Tegan.”

      Jensen frowned. “Okay.”

      I had a feeling Reefer had been dead before he texted me.
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      Penn

      

      “Take Tyson with you,” my father said. “You two have always had each other’s backs.”

      I leaned back in the chair next to his hospital bed. His eyebrows lifted slightly, as if it was strange I didn’t jump to follow his orders. As if I ever had.

      “What’s really going on, Dad?” I asked.

      He wanted me to check in on the pack’s businesses outside the compound: the bars, clubs and apartment buildings that our pack used but that also brought in money from outsiders. Something had him worried.

      “You know how they are.” He didn’t have to bother to say who. I’d seen plenty of the squabbling to take his place—and the killing that came after. His voice still sounded so hoarse it could be a stranger’s. “Taking advantage when I can’t get around.”

      He wasn’t in control from this hospital bed like he always had been.

      “What else?” I demanded.

      He sighed. “Penn… I think they’re into shit they shouldn’t be.”

      “Specifically?” I pressed.

      The pack had always been into shit they shouldn’t be.

      And he’d led them into it.

      “I think they’re running drugs again.” He said it reluctantly.

      Well, forget that. I wasn’t going in stupid and maybe getting a bullet to the head because he didn’t feel chatty today.

      “And this is something new?” My voice came out as hard and jaded as I felt, even though guilt tightened my stomach. I didn’t want to be angry at him when he was so close to death. Every conversation between us could be our last words.

      That made it harder to talk about the truth when the truth sucked.

      He stared back at me, a hint of old fire sparking in those watery gray eyes. “I tried to make sure the pack’s business was clean before you took over…”

      “Why?” Was that why he’d sent me away for the summer?

      “Because I didn’t want to hand you over a shit-show.” His voice was impatient. He wanted to change the subject.

      Maybe he wanted me to be proud of him for once. He wanted it to be like it was in the old days. When I was a kid, I admired how tough he was and how everyone followed his orders.

      I’d been just six years old when another man challenged my father for alpha. I’d watched the fight wide-eyed, my heart pounding frantically against my chest. It was no small thing to watch my father fight for his place—and his life.

      When he ripped the challenger’s throat out, blood had splattered across my white sneakers. My parents were frugal; they didn’t waste money on stuff like a new pair of shoes to replace the bloodied ones. And I knew better than to ask. I’d worn them even though the stains didn’t come out, and I’d seen the red spots every time I yanked my laces tight.

      My father could have sent me inside the house before he mauled a man to death. Instead, he had me stand and watch.

      When I had nightmares afterward, I stared up at my dark ceiling afraid to fall asleep again. I’d never run down the hall to my parent’s room; I couldn’t even turn on the light. My father wanted me to be tough like he was.

      “You know I don’t care,” I said.

      “You wouldn’t want to deal with the enforcement side,” he said. “I know you, Penn.”

      I know you, Penn. He might as well have said, and I know you’re soft.

      “Do you, really?” I stood, the chair legs scraping across the floor, even though once I was on my feet, I couldn’t leave. “You want me to make sure they’ve stopped, right? And if they haven’t…”

      “You need to figure out who you can trust.” His voice was weary. “I didn’t mean for it to end like this.”

      “It’s only an ending for you, Dad. For me, it’s the beginning.” The beginning of something I didn’t want.

      He studied me carefully. “Be careful out there.”

      A grim smile twisted my lips. I was never known for being careful.

      “I’ll have Tyson,” I said. I took a step back away from the hospital bed, then turned back, thinking of Tyson and Mel. “What’s going on with Mel, anyway?”

      “You need to help me get that girl married off,” he said. “To someone who can protect her.”

      Yeah, Mel would definitely appreciate this conversation. “She still loves Tyson.”

      “She doesn’t love Tyson,” he said, exasperation an edge in his voice.

      I wasn’t sure if he really believed that or if he just wanted to believe.

      He added, “Tyson’s just been the only option.”

      “Women adore Tyson,” I reminded my father wryly. Everywhere we went, girls flocked to my tall, athletic friend with the bright grin. Beginning in middle school, he’d been a star athlete and every girl’s crush. “I don’t think Mel is immune to blue eyes, charming words, and six-pack abs.”

      “She just wants to move onto the next part of her life,” he said impatiently. “It’s not about him.”

      “Yeah, well, she should move onto the next part of her life,” I said. Dad hadn’t even let her work in one of the bars or clubs because he said it was too dangerous, even though she desperately wanted to learn to bartend. She wanted a life of her own.

      He opened his mouth, then hesitated. Right. Her life lately revolved around taking care of him. She managed the rotating nurses and brought him pain medication and fixed him food he barely touched.

      Mel would only move on when he died.

      I didn’t know what to say, so I jerked my head in a nod. “I’m going.”

      “Bye, son,” he said.

      I was almost to the door when he tacked on, “Love you.”

      He’d barely said the words when I was growing up, but now he said it at the end of every conversation.

      Last words.

      I paused in the doorway, but didn’t look back. “Love you, too.”

      Then I headed out to find Tyson.

      It was cool in the early morning air as I strode across the porch, looking across the compound. He’d stormed out of the house this morning after I found Mel in his bed, but I hoped he hadn’t gone far.

      My father had used us both as enforcers since we were barely in our teens. We had enemies, in the pack and in town, that might be far more likely to take their revenge now my father’s control was slipping.

      My hands knotted into fists. To protect Mel, to protect Ty, I’d take control of the damn pack. That was the only way.

      What I wanted didn’t matter. It never had.

      Tyson was probably in the trailer in the woods at the edge of the compound. There were birds singing in the swaying trees around us, and the muddy ground felt spongy underfoot as I headed toward rotting wooden steps.

      “It’s me,” I called as I crossed the porch, choosing my footing carefully. I didn’t want Tyson to think someone was sneaking up on him.

      The door was unlocked. There were small noises coming from the back of the trailer, and my chest tightened before Ty yelled, “I’m back here.”

      “I need you for some work,” I said as I headed down the hall.

      When I reached the door to his parents’ bedroom, he answered me lightly, “No weekend off?”

      Despite the easy words, there was irritation in his voice.

      He pulled a box down from the shelf at the top of the closet and set it down on the old mattress.  Dust seemed to swirl in the air, and I tasted it in the back of my mouth. I stifled a cough.

      “Nope.” I jerked my head, wanting to get him out of here. Nothing good came from hanging out in his parents’ old house. He’d run here sometimes before, when he was mad at me or Dad. “Let’s go.”

      “Don’t fucking order me around, Penn,” Ty said, his voice low and dangerous.

      “I’m not ordering you around,” I said impatiently. “We’ve just got a job to do.”

      And I hate it in here.

      This house was haunted for Tyson, and that meant it was haunted for me too.

      He shook his head. “Maybe I’m not going on any jobs for your dad anymore.”

      I rubbed my hand across the back of my neck. Great. Like I didn’t have enough on my plate right now, Ty picked today to lose his damn mind. “What fucking brought this on?”

      He didn’t meet my gaze as he ripped the tape off the top of the box. He said stubbornly, “Things are different now.”

      Because we were at the academy together? Or because my father was dying?

      “They’re not that different.” My voice came out level despite the restless anger that spiked in my chest. There was anger in his eyes when he looked up at me, and I went on, “We’re still friends. I still need you to watch my back.”

      He snorted as he began to sort through the box. It was full of old photos, but they’d melted together in the heat and humidity of the abandoned house. He tried to peel apart a few pictures of his family then tossed them back in the box, his jaw tight.

      Some of my anger ebbed. He’d lost everyone in his family when he was just a kid, and all he’d gotten in exchange were jobs from the alpha and a back bedroom in our house.

      And my friendship, for what that was worth to him. I wasn’t sure right now.

      I wanted to ask what he was doing out here, what he had hoped to find. But Ty never talked about his feelings.

      He pulled a framed photo out of the box.

      In it, his mom still looked healthy and pink-cheeked. She was young, as young as Mel was now, and her husband stood behind her, his arms wrapped under the swell of her pregnant belly. He stared out of the photo, unsmiling. I hadn’t seen his face in a long time.

      The photo brought back that old memory, that old nightmare, from when I was six. Blood splattering across the toes of my shoes. A body dropped at my feet. The throat was red, ragged, revealing a glimpse of white spine underneath the flesh. That same face stared above the bloody shreds.

      When my father killed Tyson’s father, I’d stared at the body, all my fear and disgust curdling inside me, silent and cold.

      But next to me, Tyson had fallen to his knees, rocking back and forth. He let out this broken, choking cry. I’d never heard anyone make a noise like that before or since.

      If someone had killed my own father like that, I would’ve spent my life intent on vengeance, even if they did take me into their house. But Tyson was different than me. Better, maybe.

      “Do you plan to get revenge now?” I asked. “When he’s weak?”

      Tyson’s gaze flickered to me. “I’ve never given a fuck about revenge, Penn. If I did, I would’ve left you behind that night in Dallas.”

      We’d been ambushed, and I’d been shot. It never occurred to me that Ty would even have thought to leave me behind.

      He’d come back for me when I was pinned down and bleeding out. The guys who ambushed us had been coming to kill me. I could feel them moving through the night toward me on that city street as I frantically reloaded, as best as I could with a hole in my chest pumping out steadily. Then Tyson had pulled the car between me and them, giving me cover for a second as bullets punched into the vehicle. He’d ducked low as he jumped out, returning fire while I lurched, bleeding, into the backseat…

      When I imagined him getting into that car and driving away instead, it was unsettling. I rolled my shoulders, shaking off the tension. Ty had come back.

      It didn’t matter if he’d been tempted to leave me to die alone. I thought we were close as brothers, but brotherhood can still be pretty damn complicated.

      “Then what do you want?” I asked.

      “I don’t know,” he muttered. His voice was raw, just for a second, then he swiped his hand through his hair as he turned to face me. “Well, what’s the job?”

      “Watch my back while I inspect the businesses, check the books.”

      His lips twisted.

      “And maybe we’re going to have to hurt some people,” I said.

      “Lead the fuck on,” he said.

      There was the dangerous, far-away look in his eyes that had made Tyson simultaneously my father’s favorite enforcer and his least favorite pick for son-in-law.
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      Maddie

      

      The cop’s eyes returned to me as if he didn’t expect me to be there, and then he turned his attention back to Jensen. He was almost dismissive, as if he didn’t think anything of me.

      My nostrils flared. He wore so much cologne that it prickled my nose, as if he was blocking his scent. As if he was a shifter.

      I wasn’t sure how to warn Jensen that this guy was probably not a real cop, but Jensen was smart. Actually, he was usually the most cunning asshole in the room, and for once, that was a good thing. I hoped he’d pick up on the same things that bothered me.

      “Come on in,” I said, eager to get the door closed again because this guy must have backup.

      Unless someone thought it was that easy to get rid of Jensen. They thought one guy could kill us without breaking a sweat.

      He stepped inside. I glanced outside, at the bright morning sun and the family loading their bags into their minivan just a few doors down. Then I closed the door, closing us in with a killer.

      “What happened to Reefer?” I asked. With the cop’s back to me, more-or-less, I tried to lock eyes with Jensen. But the police officer stepped to one side, putting his back to the wall.

      “He was murdered last night,” the cop said.

      Jensen’s eyes widened, his lips tightening.

      Right, Jensen had been accused of murder, then almost killed for the crime, just earlier this fall. He probably couldn’t take something like that in stride.

      But that mask of his was up again. He stuck one hand in his pocket, looking as relaxed as a catalog model. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “You’re the last person who saw him alive,” the cop said. “How did you know Mr. Tegan?”

      Jensen gave him a long look, and I knew he wanted to say something sarcastic about how he  obviously wasn’t the last person. But he held himself back.

      “He was good friends with my sister,” Jensen said.

      I could tell he was choosing his words carefully. Reefer had seemed like he genuinely cared about Eliza.

      It was surreal to imagine Reefer dead now when I’d just seen him last night.

      But this was no time to be emotional.

      Jensen and I had to get out of this room, free and alive.

      “Were?” the police officer asked.

      “My sister died a few years ago. Car accident.” Jensen lied so easily that it was almost unsettling.

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” the cop said. “Why now?”

      The room was small. The fake cop stood by the end of the bed, and I was right by the door, my hand still resting on the knob.

      Jensen always took up a lot of space, with his broad-shouldered, tall body, and he seemed to tower over the cop.

      The motel was no place for a gun fight, with civilians next door, and it was very close quarters for a sword fight. Probably best to take the cop down hand-to-hand, if we had a choice.

      “What’s that?” Jensen asked.

      “Why now? Why did you go see Mr. Tegan now? In the middle of the night?”

      “My girlfriend and I have the weekend off from school.” Jensen held his arm out to me. “Reefer told me to visit him anytime, and I wanted to show off my girl. Come here, baby.”

      Baby.

      Yeah, Jensen clearly had recognized there was something off about this situation.

      I headed toward him, which brought me even closer to the fake cop.

      “In the middle of the night?” the cop asked, his attention fixed on Jensen, not on me. “What was the real reason you wanted to see him?”

      “I’m curious,” Jensen said. “How do you know that I saw Reefer last night?”

      “I’m asking the questions here.” The police officer said sternly.

      “Just curious,” Jensen said.

      The ‘cop’s’ attention remained fixed on Jensen. Shifters always underestimated the girl in the room.

      As I passed close by him, I slammed my elbow low into his stomach. The impact jolted up my arm. As he doubled over, he tried to grab me. I ducked, throwing my shoulder into him and knocking him off balance.

      He rolled over my shoulder and hit the ground unsteadily, catching himself with his hand on the wall as he pulled his gun.

      Jensen was already there, stepping into him, grabbing the gun. The gun went off, but Jensen jerked his arm up into the air so it fired harmlessly into the ceiling. Without hesitating, the man released the gun, then caught it with his free hand. He handled it awkwardly with his left hand, raising the barrel toward Jensen.

      But I got there first.

      I grabbed his hand before he could pull the trigger and forced the gun up above Jensen’s shoulder.

      He fired a second shot, the noise a roar in the confines in the room. I stepped into the back of his calf as I tried to take the man down to the ground, but he had a good hundred pounds on me.

      He stumbled forward as he tried to regain his balance. I still had control of his gun hand, but I clung over his shoulder as my toes lifted off the ground. He tried to shake me off.

      Someone will call that shot in. Real cops will be here soon.

      Jensen slammed his fist into the man’s corded forearm, forcing him to release the gun with a bark of pain. Then Jensen twisted it away from him.

      “Don’t make us kill you,” Jensen said, raising the gun to point at the man’s head. “Why are you here?”

      The man stopped abruptly, panting. Keeping a watchful eye on the gun, he said, “I came here to find out what Reefer told you.”

      “Is he really dead?”

      “Yeah, he’s really dead,” he said. “Don’t feel bad. If he wasn’t such a coward, he wouldn’t have killed himself before we could coax him into telling us what he told you. Then we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”

      “Who’s us, exactly?” Jensen asked.

      The man’s eyes darted to me. “You and your girlfriend work well as a team. Weirdest thing.”

      “Who do you work for?” Jensen asked again.

      “It’s just weird,” the man went on, “because your sister was so fucking useless.”

      Jensen’s finger tightened on the trigger, drawing out the slack.

      “McCauley,” I said, my voice warning. “He’s trying to stall.”

      Jensen’s jaw tightened dangerously. But his finger eased on the trigger. To me, he said, “You think we better get out of here.”

      I nodded. “I think we better get out of here.”

      “Yeah,” the guy said. “Run. Like your sister.”

      Jensen’s gaze flickered to mine. For once, his emotions flashed clearly across his face. He was debating between listening to me and giving into his rage.

      He abruptly cursed and stepped in toward the man who had taunted him, pistol-whipping him across the temple.

      The man crumpled to our feet, knocked unconscious.

      “We’ll take him with us,” Jensen said. “Let’s get out of here.”

      I nodded, already scooping to grab the guy under the arms so we could carry him out of here.

      Jensen McCauley had a side that was absolutely terrifying.

      But he listened to me. I could rein him in.

      No matter how much we fought, I was sure I’d never be on that side of his anger. What happened between the two of us was something…different.

      And strangely enough, scary, unstoppable Jensen kind of turned me on.
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      Tyson

      

      Penn slammed the door as we got out of the car in the parking lot of Heat, the strip club the pack owned.

      “Who’s in a bad mood going to a strip cub, Penn?” I asked.

      We had a quiet ride over. He was pissed about something, and even though it might have had nothing to do with me, I was still pissed at him. We hadn’t finished our talk about what the hell was going on with him and Maddie.

      I thought he’d fallen for her already. With her easy smile that crinkled the corners of her eyes, her strength and quick wit, she was easy to love.

      But maybe he’d just been manipulating her to win a pack princess and make his daddy happy.

      Penn ignored me as he stalked toward the low-slung building. I followed him out of the sunshine and into the perpetual darkness.

      “Hey, Penn. Hi, Tyson.” Women in various shades of undress materialized around us as they melted away from whoever they’d been talking to. Only the woman undulating on the stage remained.

      The bartender caught my hand with hers. “Can I get you something, Tyson?” Her voice came out husky.

      “No, thanks.” I squeezed her hand and retreated as fast as I could without being rude, then stuck my hands in my pockets.

      Penn made a point to ask each girl how they were doing. He remembered everyone’s name and asked specific questions about their families, and as he hugged them goodbye, he reminded them they could always call if someone hassled them. Seeing his genuine concern about each girl made some of my anger ebb.

      I knew Penn. He wouldn’t prey on Maddie like some of the guys at the academy would.

      When we made it past the girls to the back and stepped into the dimly lit hallway, we were greeted by Clint and Derrick. The two of them were bigger than we were, a combination of muscle and fat, and they seemed to form a wall between us and the manager’s office behind them.

      “Good to see you again, Penn,” Clint said. “Your dad’s got you working as soon as you get home, huh? Things haven’t changed much.”

      “I know,” Penn said. “Just doing my job.”

      “What’s he got you looking for?”

      The way Clint said it made me tense. Penn seemed as at ease as ever, but then, I’d seen Penn at ease two seconds before he shattered a bottle open over someone’s head.

      “I’m not looking for anything,” Penn said, his voice quiet. “I’m just checking in.”

      The two of them moved aside. I stood in the doorway as they disappeared back into the club, crossing my arms over my chest and leaning against the frame as I kept a watchful eye out. They’d left cigarettes smoking in the ashtray in the middle of the desk.

      Penn took a seat behind the desk, pulled out the books and began to flip through the records. It didn’t take long before he rubbed his shoulder absently and blew out a sigh of exasperation.

      “Let me guess,” I said. “Their handwriting sucks?”

      “Invoices don’t match up with what’s entered here, but then, maybe they’re just idiots,” Penn muttered.

      He continued to look back and forth across the pages, frowning as he turned them. I stayed quiet so he could focus, until I couldn’t take it anymore.

      “So you didn’t seem too interested in the girls out there,” I said, leaning against the side of the desk, my arms crossed. Was that because he genuinely felt attached to Maddie? I’d never seen him pull away that quickly from their admiring glances and wandering hands before.

      Penn stilled, then said slowly, “Well, no. I guess not. You didn’t seem too interested in them, either.”

      I shrugged. “Is it because you have a girlfriend?”

      “We aren’t in the second grade. I haven’t asked her to be my girlfriend.” Penn pulled open one of the desk drawers, then another. “I need a working pen.”

      “I thought you were going to claim her.” My voice came out casual, dangerously so.

      Penn looked up at me. “How come you aren’t interested in any girls, Ty? Not the ones here. Not my sister.”

      “You know I care about Mel.”

      “Yeah, I know.” His tone was skeptical.

      Penn always saw through me. I cared about Mel, but I didn’t want to mate with her.

      “Are you dating Northsea or not?” I asked.

      “Northsea,” he repeated. A knowing smile darted across his face, as if he could tell I was trying to create some distance between her and me.

      Irritation prickled across my skin. Was I really that fucking transparent? Maybe Penn and I knew each other too well.

      “Yeah, I’m dating her,” he said, some of his arrogance deflating as he leaned back in his chair. “I like her a lot. Okay?”

      Some of my irritation ebbed at his confession. At least he was transparent too, with me, if not with anyone else. “Yeah, it’s okay. It’s better than the idea you’re claiming her to make your father happy.”

      He looked at me hard, his jaw tight, before he said, “That would be pretty fucked up.”

      “Yeah, it would be.” I stared back at him.

      He didn’t like being questioned? Well, maybe since he was the rising alpha, no one else would question him to his face. But I was always going to be the person who challenged him when he was an asshole.

      Penn needed that. Penn needed me.

      “You heard my dad and me,” Penn said. There was no question in his voice. “I get that. But really, you thought I could do something like that? Try to win her over to make my dad happy?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “I’ve been away from the pack for two years.”

      I’d been away from the pack. But more importantly, I’d been away from the guy who was simultaneously a younger brother to me and the future alpha I was supposed to bow before.

      “I didn’t change that much,” Penn said.

      “All right. Good.”

      Penn still seemed tight-lipped and exasperated. He jerked another drawer open, searching for a pen. His face shifted.

      Penn swiveled in his chair, using both hands as he lifted out a brick of Fae dust, the sparkling green enchanted drug that had caused a whole lot of trouble in the shifter community.

      He set it carefully on the desktop. His gaze flickered to me, and without needing to discuss it, I moved to swing the door closed.

      Just as Derrick and Clint headed down the hall toward us.

      I nodded and flashed them a smile like nothing was awry as I swung the door closed.

      Penn scrubbed his face over his hand. “Those fucking idiots.”

      “We’ve got company,” I said, flipping the lock before moving to the side of the door. “Also, that looks like a wee bit more than personal use.”

      “This stuff’s been killing wolves,” Penn muttered. “My father shut it all down.”

      Great idea, in theory. I’d heard he intended to do just that, but I doubted if he’d really meant it. The man loved money.

      But I couldn’t stand the pack running drugs. My mother hadn’t lived a happy life, and once she discovered the magic-tinged drugs that worked far more effectively on shifters than any human drug, she was done. I found her dead in our trailer the year after Penn’s father killed mine.

      “Obviously, some people didn’t get the memo.” Penn’s face was troubled.

      A heavy knock sounded on the door. “Something I can help you with, Penn?”

      We were in a windowless room in the back of the strip club, and the two goons were probably armed. We were carrying too, but that didn’t make a shoot-out any more appealing.

      Penn slipped the brick back into the drawer and eased it shut silently. Wiping his hand on his jeans, he nodded at me to open the door.

      “Hey,” I said as I pulled it open.

      The two of them crowded into the room. It was a tight squeeze if this turned into a fight.

      “What’s going on?” Clint asked, studying Penn.

      “Your record keeping sucks,” Penn said, smacking his hand on top of the book. “I’m going to take these with me.”

      “No, you aren’t.” Clint said.

      Penn leaned back in his chair. His lean muscles were taut with tension, prepared to strike, no matter how relaxed his pose. The room simmered with violence.

      I hadn’t seen Anton, who was one of the alpha’s closest friends, much over the past few years, and I liked it that way. He usually ran stuff at Heat.

      But when Anton stepped in, looking around with a genial grin on his face, at least it seemed to defuse some of the tension in the air. “Hey, guys. How’s it going?”

      “Good,” Clint said. Whatever he was about to say next, he broke off as Penn and Anton greeted each other.

      I’d never trusted Anton—I thought he was slimy as hell—but at least the simmering violence in the room eased. He let us take the books, and walked the two of us back out to our car.

      “I’m glad you’re back,” Anton told Penn at the car. “Your father needs you.”

      “I’m just here for the weekend,” Penn said.

      “For now,” Anton reminded him.

      Penn’s jaw tightened, but he nodded.
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      “So if we’d gone back to Tegan’s house to meet him like the text said, we’d be dead,” I said, my hands tightening on the steering wheel.

      “I have the feeling we’re on to something.” Jensen twisted to look behind us, searching for a tail. “Otherwise, people wouldn’t be dying.”

      “Way to look on the bright side.”

      “If it’s the Kierney pack, they’ll be waiting for us. We can’t just waltz in there.” He leaned back, his face thoughtful. “Who do we know from the Kierney pack?”

      “You can’t just waltz in there,” I said. “But maybe I can. People know I’m a pack princess. And they won’t expect me to be on your side. Everyone knows I don’t like you.”

      He snorted. “They’re misinformed.”

      “They might not know I was at Reefer’s. That ‘cop’ seemed surprised to see me with you—”

      “Despite what he said, we should assume Tegan told them everything,” he interrupted. “You’re not going into that kind of danger, Maddie.”

      “What do you care? It’s one way to get girls out of your precious academy.”

      He checked behind us again, then turned his gaze on me, his brows twisting together.

      “Are we really going to argue about that? Now?” he demanded.

      “I’m not arguing with you. It’s a fact. That’s been your mission.”

      His face clouded. “Yes, yes it has.”

      He said it in a way that made me wonder, as usual, what the hell was going on in his head. But I didn’t get a chance to press him before he added, “I think we’ve got a tail.”

      We’d put quite a few miles between us and that motel in a hurry. But it hadn’t been enough.

      I swore. “You think he planted a tracker on our car? I knew we should’ve taken the cop car.”

      There had been a genuine-looking police car parked outside our hotel, complete with crackling radio. I’d stared at it as we were hustling toward the Rover. The police car made me wonder just what kind of enemies we were up against.

      Were there shifters in the police department itself that would be coming after us?

      “You do love attracting attention, don’t you?” he muttered.

      I certainly didn’t care for it at the academy, where I was either ogled or bullied. I wasn’t sure which one I hated more. “I don’t seem to have much choice.”

      We sped down a long, empty country road. Every dip and crest in the road bounced the car up and down, and taking corners at this speed made my heart flutter in my chest.

      “Mm.” The sound was tight and non-committal. He glanced in the mirror again, and his eyes widened.

      As I dared to glance away from the road in the rearview mirror, a truck popped up behind us. It accelerated toward us rapidly.

      “Tinted windows.” Jensen twisted in his seat, his hand braced behind my seat, as he observed the car. “Maybe bulletproof glass? Only one way to know for sure.”

      I pressed down on the accelerator, trying to see if we could lose them, as Jensen pulled his gun out.

      “What if it’s not someone coming after us? What if it’s someone innocent?” I demanded.

      “Driving like that?” he asked skeptically.

      I glanced in the rearview mirror again. We flew at ninety-five miles per hour, but they kept pace with us.

      “You don’t know how aggressive some soccer moms get on the road,” I said, but he had a point. “All right. Light it up.”

      He leaned out the window and fired off two quick shots. They bounced off the windshield, ricocheting into the fields.

      “Okay, forget the soccer mom theory,” I said.

      I eased off the gas as we took a corner. The world was moving in a fast blur around the car, and I concentrated on the road ahead of us.

      Spike stripes. Spike stripes blocked the road ahead. A dark car beyond them.

      “Get back in the car,” I snapped at Jensen. “Hold on.”

      He slid back into the car without hesitation, before he flashed me a dirty look as if he didn’t appreciate how bossy I was.

      Then as he was jolted in his seat, bouncing back and forth so that his big shoulder swayed against mine, he yanked his seatbelt back across his chest.

      I whipped the wheel to the right, taking us off-road, trying to get around the spike strips.

      Trees flew past us, dangerously close, as the car jolted and bounced over the rough sloped terrain at the edge of the road.

      One of the tires still hit the spike strip. It popped with a sound like an explosion.

      Someone shot at us from the car, and then we passed them, bouncing back up onto the road. I barely had the car under control as I clung to the steering wheel.

      Barely. But that was enough. I’d gotten us through the roadblock. The wheel was making a whush-whush sound, but the car kept driving.

      “Nice job,” Jensen said.

      He didn’t even sound like a dick. He meant it. I hadn’t expected that from him. “Thanks.”

      The black car was on our bumper, and it slammed into us, jolting the Rover forward.

      Jensen twisted out the window again, firing at their tires now instead of their windshield.

      They darted forward, pulling up alongside us.

      I mashed the accelerator to the floor as I leaned over the steering wheel, trying to get as low as I could. The other car slid back into place behind us.

      The passenger in the car alongside us lowered their window, then stuck the barrel of a gun out.

      Jensen grabbed my shoulder and leaned across me to fire into their car. The noise of the gun sounded too loud in my ear, and I grimaced as my eardrum popped painfully, followed by a constant low hum that muted the sounds around me.

      I clung tight to the wheel to keep from flinching and hurtling us to our death in the trees.

      The guy who’d been about to shoot at me slumped back in his seat as blood seeped across his shirt.

      “Can you go any faster?” Jensen gritted.

      “The engine’s maxed out.” I was standing on the accelerator, and it wasn’t helping.

      We headed for a one-lane bridge. A mini-van drove slowly toward us from the other side.

      I slammed the heel of my hand against the horn as I honked frantically. We needed the right-of-way.

      Driver’s Ed never prepared me for this.

      The car came to an abrupt halt on the other side of the bridge, pulling off into the grass.

      I sighed in relief, watching the sides of the bridge as it came nearer and nearer, hoping I could keep our car straight at these speeds—

      The car behind us slammed into our back bumper, hard enough to knock the Rover off balance.

      We hit the cement pillar at the end of the bridge. The car revolved 180 degrees, and I glimpsed the face of the driver of the car that had hit us through the tinted windshield.

      Right before the world went upside down.

      Our car rolled down the embankment. My stomach turned, and my vision went dark around the edges in panic. The world was moving too fast around us as the car flipped, over and over.

      We landed in the water with a splash.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Maddie

      

      We were upside-down, and I dangled from my seatbelt, panic burning in my chest as the car filled with water. I reached out for Jensen. “Are you okay?”

      My fingertips grazed his hard biceps, but he didn’t answer. I finally tore my eyes away from the water pouring in through his open window to his face. His body hung from the seatbelt, his eyes closed. A bloody gash stretched across his forehead.

      The damned air bags were in my way as I struggled to release my seatbelt.

      I landed hard against the water-flooded windshield. As I sat up in the rapidly-growing pool of water, I drew in a deep, ragged breath, trying to catch my breath for the swim.

      Outside, I heard ping, ping against the metal underbody of the car. Gunshots. They were waiting for us to swim out.

      What if we swam underwater instead?

      I was a good swimmer now—I’d come to it late, but I’d grown up as part of the Atlantic pack as well as in Blissford.

      I could swim down the river alone, under water, without drawing their attention.

      But I wasn’t sure I could do it carrying Jensen.

      The frigid water was up around my breasts now. I gritted my teeth, knowing that the spike of terror in my chest now was nothing compared to how I’d feel once the car was completely submerged. But I couldn’t get the door open until the car pressurized.

      His face looked innocent when he was knocked unconscious—no smirk across his nicely-shaped lips now—and his wild dark curls hung in a loose halo around his face.

      I couldn’t leave him. No matter what it cost me.

      I unbuckled his seat belt and took a deep breath before the car filled with water entirely. Now the water pressure released its hold on the doors, and I could open the car door.

      But I hesitated, waiting as my chest began to ache with the pressure of my held breath. I didn’t want them to see when I opened the door. Hopefully they would believe that we had both been knocked unconscious.

      Jensen’s face was still, his wild dark hair waving around his face in the water. At least he couldn’t fight me. With a little luck, his Mammalian reflex would take over and he wouldn’t try to breathe underwater.

      Wolves don’t drown easy. I had to count on Jensen’s wolfish instincts.

      And I had to count on mine.

      I eased the door open and kicked out, drawing him behind me. My chest ached and a few bubbles slipped out the corner of my mouth as I held him against my body and kicked out frantically.

      The bubbles went up, but I didn’t. I stayed underneath with him, swimming desperately through the murky blue water.

      I trusted my senses to guide me even though, despite my wolfish ability to be in tune with the land, I usually relied on Google maps in everyday life.

      As I swam with him, my arms and legs turned wooden as lack of oxygen dulled my muscles. My fingers dug into his chest, forcing myself to hold him tighter when my survival instincts screamed to let him go.

      I could imagine Jensen floating down to the bottom of this murky water. I wasn’t going to let that happen.

      Unable to bear it anymore, I kicked forward and up, crawling desperately with my free arm.

      I shifted to my left into a survival stroke as my head broke the water, dragging Jensen with me. I made sure his nose cleared the surface, then glanced back at our pursuers, my heart in my throat.

      I’d made it further down river than I would have expected. Three men stood at the edge of the water, watching the wreckage of our car. One of them was peeling off his clothes, as if he was getting ready to go in after us.

      Once Jensen and I turned the corner behind the low-hanging trees, they would be lost to sight, and us to them.

      I took a breath and dove again. Just a little further. They hadn’t seen us. If I swam on the surface, I might accidentally splash and alert them to where we were.

      Hang in there, Jensen.

      When I surfaced again, I swam my survival stroke, holding him against me. Had he taken in any water? Or was I right about his reflexes? I tried to get a look at his face over his shoulder, but his bowed head and closed eyes told me nothing.

      I had to get him onto land and make sure he was okay.

      I dragged him on-shore, panting and struggling until he was on his back in the wild growth along the edge of the river.

      We were too close to those guys. We had to get moving again.

      But I couldn’t carry him forever, and worst of all, I was worried he wasn’t breathing, that he was drowning with every stroke I took. Maybe I was saving myself but killing him.

      “Jensen, wake up,” I whispered. I turned him onto his side, slapping his back so he could cough up any water he’d swallowed. His chest rose and fell, slowly, like he was sleeping peacefully. Not the time, buddy.

      “Wake up.” I slapped his cheek, lightly, and when he didn’t respond, I put some power into it.

      The smack resounded enough to make me look up over my shoulder, hoping no one had heard that. But I had to get Jensen up and moving. I raised my hand to slap him again.

      Jensen’s hand flashed out and caught my wrist, his eyes opening. “What the hell are you doing?”

      “Saving your life, again,” I said. “You’re welcome. Get moving.”

      He glared up at me. “I’m supposed to be grateful you’re slapping me? Something you certainly seem to enjoy?”

      His voice was rough, and he coughed, but if Jensen was bitching, he was fine. Relief flooded through me at the sight of his narrowed golden eyes.

      I scrambled to my feet. Somehow I still had my sword harness on—it was stiff and uncomfortable, but I was glad to feel the sheath pressing against my spine. I held out my hand to him.

      Jensen pressed one hand to his head, wincing as if he was hurt badly, but he nodded and climbed to his feet, ignoring my offer of help.

      “You managed to hold onto your weapons?” I whispered.

      He still had his sword, but I ran my hand across the waistband of his jeans, looking for the gun. He jerked away, looking at me like I was coming onto him in the middle of a fight for our lives, and I narrowed my eyes at him.

      His clip-on holster was empty. Damn.

      I said, “We’ve got to get out of here, but those guys are going to be looking for us. If we shift, they’ll be able to track us. But if we stay human and use your spell, we’ll move slow, but they won’t be able to track us.”

      “My spell?” He scrubbed his hand over his face. “What happened?”

      His golden eyes looked dazed. Fuck.

      “I think you’ve got a concussion,” I said. “Not that you needed more brain damage. Jensen, come on, we’ve got to move.”

      He glanced at the rune he’d drawn on his arm, which was faded now, blinking as if his eyes couldn’t focus. “Yeah. Ah…dissipati peribunt.”

      Relief flooded my chest. “Well, you’re a fucking mess right now but at least your Latin’s still on point.”

      “Prep school, baby.” He grabbed my hand in his. His wet t-shirt clung to his body.

      Together, the two of us loped into the woods.
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      Jensen

      

      As Maddie and I wound our way through the trees, her fingers tightly gripped in mine, the world felt blurry and strange.

      At first, I hoped my head would clear.

      It didn’t. The faster I tried to move, the more the dull ache in my brain spread and grew sharper. My stomach growled as if I was going to puke.

      The memory of all the times I’d accused Maddie of slowing us down haunted me. Fucking karma. I was slowing her down, putting her in danger.

      I licked my lips, trying to get enough clarity to manipulate her one more time. “You should go ahead. Scout out a place we can defend. I’m moving slow, but I’ll be right behind you.”

      She looked at me as though she saw right through me. “I’m not leaving you, Jensen.”

      “Why?” The word broke from my lips when I’d meant to think it in my head.

      “Because, like you said, I’m spoiled and temperamental and intense. I’m too spoiled to give up on what I want. And what I want right now is for you to owe me for-fucking-ever. I saved your life twice over.”

      I hadn’t expected that, and I grinned despite myself. She was still mad about what I said in the library. “That really got to you, huh?”

      “I’m feeling very temperamental toward those guys,” she said. “I have an intense desire to kill all three of them.”

      “Just three? Why are we running?” I stopped, but she tugged me forward.

      “Because you’re useless to me right now,” she said. “You’re damaged.”

      “Well, so are you, but I don’t bring it up,” I shot back.

      “I meant you’re literally damaged right now.” Her sapphire blue eyes met mine and widened in exasperation. “And really? I didn’t realize anything was off-limits for you.”

      Even out here, in dire danger, she was picking a fight with me. Some of my tension eased, and with it, so did the pain vibrating through my skull.

      “Oh, there are all kinds of character flaws I see with you that I don’t bring up,” I promised her.

      “Wow. Thanks. You’re a real gentleman.”

      Usually, I chose my words carefully for the maximum impact, whether I was trying to make someone laugh or putting them on the defense or dropping withering words I knew would burn under their skin all day.

      And I was careful when I criticized Maddie, too, but in a different way.

      I wanted to piss her off, not break her apart.

      “I just like to rile you up,” I said, then frowned. Right now, I didn’t have much of a filter. But the hurt that flashed across her face had dug into my chest, and I couldn’t make myself shut up. “It’s not like being spoiled or temperamental or intense are really bad things.”

      She was spoiled by the family who adored her, family who—from everything I’d heard—were really good people.

      She was temperamental enough to fight back against an unfair system instead of accepting it, and temperamental enough to entertain the hell out of me as I pushed her buttons.

      And her intensity…well… I just wished it wasn’t directed toward me as hate.

      “Right.” Disbelief colored her tone. “I’d love to know what you consider my real defects, then. Everyone else seems to think that’s bad enough.”

      “What are you talking about? Our whole team adores you. Fuck everyone else.”

      Her lips twisted to one side. “Ah, no.”

      “You want to know what the real problem is with you?”

      “I’m desperately curious.” She glanced over her shoulder at the forest behind us. “It’s such a pleasant distraction from running for our lives.”

      “You don’t trust anyone,” I said. “You think you’ve got to be invulnerable. But that’s your weakness. You’re trying so hard to be someone who isn’t even real. Not even telling your sister you’re in trouble. Not asking for help.”

      She stopped. “You’re right.”

      “Oh?” I hadn’t expected that to be so easy.

      “I’d like to point out that you have all the same fucking flaws, Jen. Plus several more I am happy to describe in excruciating detail.” She fumbled in the neck of her shirt with her free hand, pulling the necklace that she always wore up.

      Rafe had bitched at her before about wearing it when we were training, but there it was, back around her neck no matter how many times he scolded her for wearing jewelry.

      “I know,” I said. “But it’s different for me.”

      “Yeah, it’s always different for men.” She gripped the rune-covered pendant in her fist.

      “It’s different for me because I don’t have anyone who loves me watching my back,” I said. “You’ve got your family. You’ve got the team.”

      “The team barely knows each other,” she said. “And I don’t know why you’re bitching about having no one who loves you when you always act—”

      She broke off, stopping herself. Even when she was furious, she was reluctant to lash out.

      “Like Jensen McCauley?” I filled in. “Trust me, I’m keenly aware.”

      “But why—” she stopped again, shaking her head. “Listen. Give me a second to send out the S.O.S. You’re right, Piper would kill me if she knew I didn’t call for help, no matter what. But I need to concentrate, and you’re distracting me.”

      “Fine. Concentrate.”

      She closed her eyes, blocking me out. Her wet blond hair was slicked behind her ears, soaked to her head, and her long, blond lashes rested above those sweetly curved cheekbones. She gripped the pendant tightly, and her lips moved with the words of her spell. Familia.

      “So now what?” I asked when her eyes opened.

      “Now, the cavalry should be coming,” she said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Silas

      

      I paged through the rest of the prophecy book Dani had left Maddie as I sat in the car parked outside the house party. Chase had stormed in there to get his brother. The clock was ticking down to the time he’d need me.

      Most of the book was bullshit. The collected wisdom of the nineteen prophets that the Earthside covens believed in—and the Hunters more-or-less did, as well—was a thimble in a sea. But humans were always so convinced by so little.

      If Maddie and her men read the prophecy, they would start believing it.

      And then they really would die. The book said it, and so they would convince themselves they were supposed to die, the way humans did.

      Chase, six bullets in his chest before his adventure even began, before he found his place as a shifter, or as a friend, or as a lover.

      Tyson and Penn, finally united like brothers from the same pack, despite their differences, only to die in the flames of Tyson’s own long-denied magic as it turned against him.

      Lex, dying like a hero with a sword in his hand, the way he wanted, so he never had to confront what it meant to live as the son of a villain.

      Rafe, taking a bullet in the back to save someone else, showing the affection he couldn’t put into words.

      Humans were such a fucking mess.

      Last of all, Maddie, who’d sacrifice herself if she believed she had to save us all.

      She was meant to sacrifice herself, but not like that. Not forever. But I knew she would, if I didn’t protect her.

      There was enough truth in this damn book to be dangerous to them, but none of it was inescapable.

      I shoved those ridiculous prophecies into the driver’s compartment, then locked it. Dani thought she was being helpful. The Earthside witch was trying, certainly.

      Chase stumbled across the porch, flung back from the door. His back caught the railing and he flipped over, head over heels.

      I’d like to know how many men it took to throw my big friend out of that house.

      I checked my watch. I still had time. I got out of the car and left the door open a crack, slipping the keys into my pocket.

      Here we go.
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      Chase

      

      I got to my feet, ignoring the pain that radiated through my shoulder. I’d hit it hard, and my shoulder was already fucked up from football.

      All I wanted was to get my brother out of there and go home. None of those guys knew I could take them all out if I had to. If I turned.

      What mattered was getting Blake out of this situation peacefully, though. I didn’t want to make things worse for him.

      “Get out here,” one of the guys said, grabbing my brother by the shoulders and dragging him onto the porch.

      Blake’s scared gaze met mine. He was just a kid, no matter what he thought.

      “Come on, Blake,” I said. “Let’s go.”

      “Nope. Neither of you are just walking away now,” the guy gripping Blake’s shoulder said. “Your brother owes me money.”

      “I’ll come back with it.” Somehow. I’d need the McCauleys’ help. I’d owe them even more, if it was the only way to save my brother.

      “You sure will,” he nodded. “Your brother will stay with me until then.”

      “No, we’re not doing that,” I said. “He doesn’t need to stay. You know where we live.” Unfortunately. I added, “You know I’ll get you the money.”

      “I don’t know that, though. I do think you’ll be highly motivated if Blake hangs out with me.” He clapped Blake’s shoulder.

      “Let’s all relax.” It was Silas’ quiet, clear voice next to me, and I twisted, wondering where the hell he’d come from. There was an oddly calming, almost hypnotic note, in his voice.  “May I ask how much Chase’s brother owes?”

      “Five hundred.”

      “All this trouble for five hundred dollars?” Silas asked, a note of disbelief in his voice.

      It must be nice to have five hundred dollars mean nothing to you.

      “Yeah, five hundred dollars I don’t have,” I gritted to Silas under my breath.

      “I do,” Silas said, and he didn’t try to be quiet. “I have five hundred dollars. Do you mind if I—”

      He indicated that he’d like to reach inside his jacket.

      The guy grabbed Blake, pulling a gun out, before forcing Blake down the steps in front of him.

      “There’s really no need for that,” Silas said.

      This guy waving a gun around my little brother made me tense with anger. Every muscle in my body tightened. My muscles clenched so hard they ached.

      Shit. The change. The wolf was trying to take me over.

      “Yeah, I’ll take your money.” The guy pressed the muzzle to Blake’s head. “No bullshit.”

      “No bullshit,” Silas promised.

      He reached inside his jacket and drew out a handful of folded bills. I squinted at them; he’d pulled out five crisp hundred dollar bills. How had he known how much to have?

      Silas held the money out, but the guy didn’t take it.

      Instead, he narrowed his eyes cagily and demanded, “How much else do you have?”

      Silas sighed. “Do we really have to do this?”

      “He’s done after this,” I said to the man who still gripped Blake. “Stay away from my brother.”

      “Tell your brother not to come looking for me again.”

      My idiot brother had sought out the drug-dealer. When my gaze flickered to Blake, shame darkened his face.

      The drug dealer gestured with the gun, still not letting go of Blake. “How much you got? I’m not going to ask again.”

      I glanced to Silas, who reached into his jacket and pulled out a tan leather wallet, which he held out. “There. Take it. Just let him go.”

      If Silas noticed the two guys who’d left the porch and eased behind us, he wasn’t worried. He seemed as relaxed as he did over breakfast at the academy.

      “Silas—” I started, afraid he didn’t know they were there.

      Silas smiled at me. “It’s all right, Chase. Just stay calm.”

      Panic jolted through my chest.

      Maddie’s face flashed in front of my eyes: her eyes were closed, her face turned up to the sunlight that fell across her pretty face, and her lips moved in a silent prayer.

      She needs our help.

      My eyes widened as my adrenaline suddenly spiked even harder, and she was gone. I drew a deep sudden breath in. Beside me, Silas gasped too.

      The change took me over so suddenly I couldn’t fight it back.

      My teeth began to grow, my claws tore loose from my hands. I screamed as I fell to my knees.

      Silas burst into motion. The gun was in his hands, somehow, as Blake stumbled away from the guy who had attacked him. Silas turned to face the men behind us, and I could have sworn I saw blue fire spark in his hands before the change blurred my vision. Blood filled my mouth.

      When I stood again, it was as a wolf. The guys around me tried to run, but I bounded on top of them, knocking them down.

      Blake screamed. Silas grabbed him, pushing him into the passenger seat of his car. I raised my bloodied mouth from the throat I’d just torn out and growled at Silas.

      “Still your friend,” Silas told me, raising his hands in the air as he locked eyes with me. He didn’t seem scared, and he gave me a nod. He opened the car door. “Get in the car.”

      I understood him only vaguely, but whatever. For some reason I trusted him. I bounded into the back seat, and he closed the door behind me.

      Blake twisted in his seat to look at me, his eyes wide with fear.

      “Don’t be scared of him,” Silas said. “He’s still your brother. He’d do anything to protect you, regardless of whether you deserve it or not.”

      “And who are you?” Blake demanded.

      “I’m trying to be his brother, or like one—I’m not sure there’s a good word for it in English.” He glanced over his shoulder at me. “Let’s get Blake home. I’m sure you felt that. It seems like Maddie has found trouble.”

      Silas pulled away, leaving the front lawn behind us, and the scent of blood and gunsmoke hanging in the air.

      Silas added, “Our Ms. Northsea seems to be re-writing the prophecy without any help from me.”

      I stared at him, trying to figure out what the hell he was talking about. By the time I shifted back, I probably wouldn’t remember a damn thing to ask him.
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      Maddie

      

      “How far away is that cavalry?” Jensen asked me.

      His long, lithe fingers still gripped mine. I was far too keenly aware I was sweating from our hike through the woods, despite the breeze that swept across my damp brow, but we couldn’t let go of each other.

      Truth be told, I didn’t want to let go of him.

      “It’ll take my sister’s mates hours to get here, but they should be able to follow our trail even with your spell.” Guilt jolted through me all over again as I imagined my sister’s worry—while she was in the middle of giving birth. “Jesus. I’m the worst sister.”

      Jensen glanced at me like he was going to say something, then cut himself off. “We should take care of our friends following us, then.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “But as soon as we separate, they’ll be able to track us.”

      An idea occurred to me, and I stopped dead in my tracks. Jensen took a step past me, then turned, bringing us intimately close together.

      I went on. “Wait. They’ll be able to track me. Your spell will still be working.”

      His eyebrows lifted as if he could tell what I was thinking. “I already hate your plan.”

      “Big surprise. Listen, if they can track me but not you, you can get behind them.”

      Jensen’s fingers tightened around mine reflexively, as if he was afraid I’d pull away. Slowly, he said, “So your idea is I just leave you on your own and let the three bad men try to trap you—”

      “But I won’t actually be alone,” I cut him off. “You’ll be behind them.”

      He gazed at me. “I’m brain-damaged right now, remember?”

      “You always are. You still manage to be pretty badass.”

      His eyes widened at the admission, but despite his many, many faults, it was true.

      “I hate everything about this,” he said flatly.

      “Why?” A few days ago, I would’ve expected Jensen to hate any idea just because it was mine. But he’d been willing to listen to everything I suggested.

      If I didn’t know better, I’d think Jensen genuinely cared about what I said.

      His lips pursed impatiently. “Would you stop?”

      “Stop what?” I pressed.

      He crossed his arms impatiently over his chest. “Stop asking me all those stupid questions.”

      “They’re not stupid questions. You don’t think I belong at the academy. You don’t think I’m worthy. So why do you care?”

      His golden eyes glinted dangerously in the sun. “I never said you were unworthy. Just because I don’t want you at the academy doesn’t mean I want you dead. Just because I don’t want to spend every fight worried you’ll get hurt…”

      “You worry I’ll get hurt?” I demanded skeptically. “You are the reason I got hurt at the academy. You’re the reason people tripped me, bullied me—”

      His face clouded. “I shouldn’t have let that happen.”

      “Wow, that was almost an apology.” My heart raced. Holding hands with Jensen while we fought was truly bizarre, our bodies connected even though I was furious at him all over again.

      His jaw clenched as he stared me down, then he seemed to relax as he made a decision. Swiftly, he said, “I’m sorry we bullied you. I’m sorry I hurt you. I was an asshole.”

      His words made me pause, but before I could react, he added, “I’m not going to apologize I didn’t want you there, though. You deserve better than the academy.”

      Oh, here we go, another circle of Jensen’s insanity. “What the hell else would I do with my life besides the academy?”

      “Literally anything,” he shot back. “Go to a normal college. Have a real life. Take a mate or two or seven—”

      The word mate caused my cheeks to flush. “I don’t want to talk to you about mates.”

      He paused, his lips parting as he stared at me. He seemed as cool as ever, on the surface, but we were so close I could feel his heartbeat thundering. The pulse in his wrist as we held hands was quicker than ever, even faster than it had been when we were running.

      Then he smirked. “You’re mad I didn’t want you as my fighting partner. What about being my mate?”

      The image rose, unbidden, of straddling Jensen, my hands on his powerful shoulders, my lips caressing his…

      His eyebrows arched. He glanced behind us, at the still empty and rustling woods. I was sure they hadn’t given up and were still hunting for us. I caught whiffs of their scents every now and then, but they were distant.

      “We don’t seem to have much choice in being fighting partners if we’re going to get out of here alive,” I reminded him.

      “You didn’t answer my question.” He sounded so goddamn smug, as if he already knew what I wanted.

      I shot him a dark look. “Jen.”

      “Madeline.” When he murmured my name, it sounded teasing—and strangely sweet.

      “No one calls me Madeline.”

      “Maybe I do. Believe me, it’d be better than most of the things I’ve called you.” He tilted his head to one side, studying me, a curious expression written across his handsome face.

      “I’d be offended, but it’s mutual,” I shot back.

      “I know.”

      I stared up into those glittering eyes, wondering what game he was playing now, and he leaned forward.

      I meant to tell him to fuck off. My lips parted as my chin rose, and before I could say anything, his lips met mine.

      Jensen’s fingers tightened around my hand as his lips pressed mine, firm and commanding. I ran my hand up his chest to rest on his shoulder, then kissed him back hard. He teased the tip of his tongue across my lower lip, and my lips parted, welcoming him into my mouth.

      He pulled away reluctantly, our hands still joined. Then he smirked at me, as if he was in control here, as if he’d done that to play with me. But his eyes gave him away.

      Adrenaline flooded my body at his touch, and I took a step away, trying to regain my sanity, but still tethered to him by our hands. “Let’s go kill some people.”

      Thank god for a distraction from Jensen McCauley’s beautiful smirking mouth.

      “Hell of a time for a first kiss, Northsea,” he muttered. “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised.”

      “Shut up and let them come for me,” I said, pulling my hand out of his. “I’d rather die than listen to you gloat.”

      “And that’s why I’d do anything to protect you,” he said, his eyes glinting with the truth of it, before he added, “to ensure your on-going misery.”

      Then he melted into the woods. I drew my sword, knowing they were coming, and continued moving through the forest, drawing them past him. Hopefully, they were spreading out, edging around me now they knew for sure where I was.

      We played cat-and-mouse for the next few hours as they tracked me.

      Then I hesitated as I breathed the strangely sweet scent of death on the air. Jensen had taken one of them out.

      There was the crunch of a footfall as one of the shifter stepped behind me.

      He came at me fast, without hesitation, trying to slam into me and knock me down with his greater bulk before I had the chance to respond.

      I waited until the last second, then spun away, under his arms, before he had time to adjust. He tackled air and stumbled past me.

      I kicked him hard in the back of the leg. The blow didn’t land quite right, and I stumbled, but he was already going down, back to me. I stabbed my sword through his kidney.

      He doubled over, gasping, then lurched to his feet even as I tried to pull my sword loose. I lost my grip on the hilt with the sword still buried in his back. Blood darkened his shirt and flowed down his jeans as he stumbled into me.

      I tried to duck out of his grip, but he caught me with one clawed hand around my throat. My back slammed into the rough tree behind me as he pinned me there. I kicked out at him, but he lifted me off the ground.

      He squeezed painfully tight as I tried to pry his fingers off. His claws sank deep into my neck as his muscles twitched. He was trying to transform, to heal.

      “What are you looking for?” he demanded, his voice gravelly. His lips pulled back over bloody teeth as his gums rippled, his mouth changing and elongating. If my vision hadn’t been fading black at the edges, it would’ve been fascinating. “Why now?”

      Why now?

      I was here, my vision fading black at the edges, fighting for my life, because of the boy with the golden eyes and the bad attitude.

      I twisted, raising my knee and scrambling for the knife I carried in my boot. I hadn’t even checked the sheath after our swim earlier. I hoped like hell I still had the blade.

      My fingers found the hard edge of the hilt through the damp material of my jeans. I gritted my teeth as he shoved me harder and harder against the tree, his claws cutting into my skin as he whined against the agony of the change. I yanked up the hem of my jeans, and my fingers finally closed around the hilt.

      He didn’t see the knife in my hand before I drove it into his gut. As I fell to the ground, he slumped over me.

      I pushed him away, frowning, just as Jensen strode into the field.

      He took in the body of the guy who’d fallen against me before I managed to heave him off, and shook his head. “You’re always trying to make me jealous, aren’t you?”

      “You’re always assuring me it doesn’t work,” I shot back. I cleaned the blood off my blade, testing it to make sure it was still in good condition, then slipped it into my boot again.

      Jensen stooped to pick up my sword, holding it lightly by the blade so I could grab the hilt.

      “Did you get the other two?” I asked as I slid my sword home.

      “Yep.”

      “Took you long enough.”

      “I’m winning,” he reminded me. “Yet again. Two-to-one.”

      “I have the feeling we’ll have plenty of chances to even the score.”

      His eyes widened as if something had just occurred to him.

      “Don’t take it that hard. I think the two of us together are up to the challenge.” I clapped him on the shoulder in what was supposed to be a gesture of comradery, but then my hand rested against his thick bicep. I snatched my hand back before folding my arms across my chest.

      “I just realized. Where are all the files?” he asked. “Everything I stole from my father?”

      “We lost them when the car rolled into the river.” I’d been so focused on saving his life I hadn’t even thought about them.

      He groaned, suddenly burying his head in his hands. “I don’t remember that.”

      I glanced back through the woods. There was a long way to go, and dusk was falling. “First priority is staying alive. If we double back, there might be more of them coming for us. Their cavalry is probably also on the way.”

      “We could push.” His nostrils flared. “If we keep going away from the river, we should reach the highway.”

      I wanted him to rest. The worst thing for a concussion was to keep moving, and we’d been moving—and fighting—all day. It was going to be far harder for him to heal if he kept racking up more damage.

      But Jensen would never admit how much he was hurting, even though his eyes looked even more far-away and dazed now. For the first time, I realized how reckless it had been. I’d trusted him to watch my back while I acted as bait.

      I didn’t trust him with my poetry, but I trusted him with my life. When did that happen?

      We had to take care of each other.

      “I’m exhausted,” I lied. “Carrying your ass on that swim did me in. You got a ride, you wouldn’t know. Can we rest for a little while?”

      “Told you that you’d slow me down,” he shot back.

      “Are we really doing that again?” I demanded.

      He looked at me with a frown dimpling his forehead between those gorgeous eyes, then gestured back and forth between us. “I thought this was our thing. We banter.”

      “There’s banter, and then there’s just you being an asshole.”

      “Well, that’s my thing.”

      “You need to find a new thing.” I jabbed my finger into his chest.

      And Jensen McCauley took that as an excuse to kiss me all over again.

      His hands gripped my hips possessively as he lowered his head to mine. Even though I’d just been telling him off, when his lips brushed mine, I kissed him back hard. His gold eyes sparked with warmth.

      He kissed me as if maybe this would be his new thing.
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      When we finally disentangled, Jensen shivered in his leather jacket. Making him rest was the right answer, but he looked miserable now that he wasn’t moving anymore. I bit my lip. If I could use my magic to heal him, I would. But magic was notoriously unreliable when it came to head injuries.

      The human brain is a finicky thing, and Jensen’s was already particularly twisted.

      “I’m building a fire,” I said, finally settling my internal debate. I worried it would draw our enemies to us, but unless we slept holding each other—ha, no—they could track my scent anyway. “You need to get warm.”

      He gave me a skeptical look. “This maternal thing you’re doing now is really weirding me out.”

      “Jensen, shut up.”

      A smile played over his lips. “You started calling me Jensen instead of Jen.”

      “You stopped calling me Northsea.” As I crouched to pick up kindling and sticks for the fire, I grumbled, “I don’t know why you said that like it’s an accomplishment. You told me only your friends can call you Jen.”

      “That was a lie. I hate it,” he admitted. “But I don’t want to be your friend anyway, Madeline.”

      “Yeah, that’s exactly what worries me.”

      Hurt flashed across his face. “What do you mean?”

      I knelt to sweep a spot of earth clear of debris for a spot to build my fire. Ducking my head, I avoided that look on his face.

      I didn’t want to hurt him, but we’d called a truce once before, and I’d ended up feeling like a bigger fool than ever. “You’re a smart man. You can figure it out.”

      “No, don’t wimp out on me now.” Jensen’s voice was full of challenge. “You said something. Stand by it.”

      I crouched in front of the pile of sticks I’d assembled, carefully setting up the kindling and the little lean-to of branches. I didn’t have matches, so I’d strike some rocks together for show, then use magic to start the fire. Banging rocks together only worked in the movies.

      I ignored Jensen, bending over the kindling to shield it from the wind, coaxing the flicker of flame until it caught.

      “I didn’t know you were so useful,” he said.

      Oh, a change of subject, thank you. “My sister’s mates taught me.”

      “What was that like?” he sounded genuinely curious.

      “Spending my weekends camping and hunting with eight sweaty men and my bossy big sister instead of going to the mall with my friends? It was swell. There’s nothing teenage girls love as much as being turned out into the woods to find their way home.”

      I shook my head as I replayed the day I came out of my tent to find the rest of them had packed up silently in the night and left me. I’d known it was coming—pack tradition—but I’d still cursed my sister out. I’d threatened to call Child Protective Services even though no one could hear me but the birds and squirrels.

      “You liked it,” he observed.

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Have you talked to one of those friends since you’ve been at the academy?” His voice was knowing.

      Jensen paid attention to every little thing, and he put it all together. I admired that skill, and I hated it too.

      “I haven’t had a phone while I’ve been at the academy.”

      He was right, though.

      There were two versions of Maddie Northsea, and one was the normal girl Piper had wanted me to try to be. I’d tried to leave her behind when I graduated human high school. But there hadn’t been any magical transformation. I’d been bad at being a normal human in high school, and I was bad at being a normal shifter at the academy.

      “Makes me sound like a bitch,” I muttered. I’d abandoned my old friends when I stepped into my new life. I hadn’t thought about it until now, but Jensen always saw right through to the worst parts of me.

      “Because you’d rather save lives than go to English Lit classes and get drunk with your friends? Yeah, what a bitch.” His lips tilted, but there was affection in that smirk.

      I didn’t know what to do with smile of his. If he saw the worst parts of me and he liked me anyway, that would make me feel lovable.

      I always felt loved, thanks to my sister and her mates, but I didn’t always feel like I deserved it.

      “I actually do like to drink.” I leaned away from the fire as it began to beat hot against my face, before feeding another stick into it. “And that was not what I expected you to say.”

      “Even when I hate you, I don’t think you’re a bitch.”

      “You make it sound like you’re going to go back to hating me soon.”

      “Maybe. Hope not.” He nudged me with his foot. “Depends on if you tell me what it was you wanted to say.”

      “You’re definitely going to hate me if I say it.”

      “Try me. I think you’ll find for someone who’s usually spouting bullshit, I have an affinity for the truth.”

      I raised an eyebrow at him. “It worries me when you sound self-aware.”

      “I’m always self-aware. I just don’t usually share the details. It’s other people who lie to themselves.” He flashed me one of those signature Jensen smiles that carried so much of the wolf; it was a mix of boyish and handsome and predatory. “That’s why I’m so good at hurting people. I see the lies they cherish, and I take them away.”

      “Yeah?” I tilted my head to one side, curious.

      He shook his head. “Don’t ask me what your lies are. First I need you to speak the fuck up, Maddie. Finish your thought.”

      My jaw set at his brusquely curious tone. Fine. He wanted the truth? He could have the truth.

      “I thought we were calling a truce before,” I said. “When I saved your life.”

      “Oh yeah, that,” he said. “I got really chatty when I thought I was going to be dead in twenty-four hours, huh?”

      He spoke of it as though it was funny.

      “It wasn’t a joke to me,” I said sharply.

      “Our truce?” he asked skeptically. “I don’t remember ever agreeing to anything—”

      “Not that,” I interrupted. “You being dead in twenty-four hours. They were going to kill you—don’t joke about it.”

      “Why’d you care?” he sat forward. His bright golden eyes were fixed far too intently on my face. “I was nothing but cruel to you. I turned the school against you. I probably gave Faro the idea…” He trailed off, his jaw tensing.

      I wasn’t as good at reading people as Jensen was, but even I could see the flicker of self-loathing before his mask slipped back into place. Protectiveness stabbed my chest. I hated that someone had convinced him he was trash. Having met Dean McCauley, I had a good idea of where that lie began.

      “I’ll let you into a secret that almost all women know,” I said fiercely. “There are plenty of men who don’t need help getting that idea. And there are even more men who go along with it, who laugh at the jokes and turn their backs when they know something’s going wrong. So fuck your whole, I’m such a bad guy shtick. You’re an arrogant ass and you have a whole lot to work out in therapy, but you’re not a bad guy.”

      Surprise flashed across his face, a flicker of vulnerability, before he raised his eyebrows. “That’s a hell of a pep talk, Maddie.”

      “I’m not here for the self-loathing,” I said. “I’m not sure where you picked up all that damage but if you have names, I’d love to kick their asses.”

      He stared at me for a second, then buried his head in his hands, his shoulders heaving with silent laughter. “I thought I’d lost my filter with the concussion, but you’re too fucking much.”

      Hurt washed over me. “Right. The intensity…”

      He looked up, and whatever he saw in my face made him stop. Suddenly he was on his knees next to me, catching the hem of my shirt and tugging me toward him. “I like it.”

      I raised my eyebrows skeptically, and he said, “Seriously. I’m not laughing at you.”

      “Then why are you laughing?”

      “Because you surprise me, and I like being surprised.” He tilted his head to one side. “I can figure out most people. But you’re a wild card.”

      “I’m sure they love wild cards at the academy.”

      “We’re not at the academy right now.” He reeled me toward him, tugging on my shirt.

      Quicker than thought, I leaned into him.

      He pressed a sweet kiss to my lips.

      His hands slid up my sides, under my damp t-shirt, and sent sparks flying across my skin. Sudden desire throbbed between my thighs. It didn’t matter what kind of mess we were in; the heat between us blazed in a second.

      I pulled away from him first. “This is not a good idea.”

      “Probably not,” he agreed.

      I couldn’t trust his truce this time, not after last time when he turned around and went back to making me miserable.

      Although, when I played back what he’d done, it didn’t seem so bad anymore. So he’d drawn a silly picture and called me out on the flaws we both knew I had. Whatever.

      But maybe I was just losing my mind, because his warm gaze and handsome face flushed my body with heat.

      He kissed the corner of my mouth, and I grabbed his shoulders, holding him away so I could study his face. “While you have no filter, I want you to incriminate yourself.”

      His brows arched again, his lips quirking in amusement. “You can try.”

      “Were you jealous? About my crush on Rafe?”

      “Sounds to me like you’re incriminating yourself.”

      “Who wouldn’t have a crush on Rafe?” I demanded. “He’s built like a god.”

      “Me,” he said. “I wouldn’t. Also, what’s wrong with how I’m built?”

      “You’re also built like a god, but he’s more Thor and you’re… Loki.”

      “I’m Loki?” he sounded outraged. “I’m definitely the one with the hammer. Thor is the coolest.”

      “I’m pretty sure you’re a trickster.”

      “I’m pretty sure you’re confused, even though I’m the one who took the blow to the head.”

      I was laughing when he kissed me again. He pushed me down, so I sprawled on the grass and leaves beside him, then he straddled me, covering my throat with kisses.

      Fuck the truce.

      I’d take war with Jensen if it felt like this.

      He kissed me wildly, with as much passion in his kisses as in those flashing eyes. My inner thighs throbbed as lust pooled between them. My fingers tangled in his dark hair, pulling him close to me. Then I realized he’d hit his head badly earlier, and here I was kissing him recklessly.

      “Wait,” I murmured. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      He kissed my shoulder, then looked up at me with molten fire in his eyes. “Do your worst.”

      “Jensen, you’re hurt.” I sat up, pushing his shoulder to shove him down beside me. “Take off those wet clothes, and I’ll hang them up to dry.”

      “Oh, you’re back to taking care of me.”

      “You might find you like it,” I shot back. I pulled my still-damp t-shirt over my head, and his eyes sparked with desire.

      I hung my shirt and jeans over nearby branches, then returned to him. He yanked off his t-shirt, revealing his big shoulders, the nipple ring that flashed under the moonlight. As he got to his feet, he staggered.

      “Yeah, that’s why,” I said, catching his arm. “I don’t want you brain-damaged forever.”

      “Well, I’m probably going to disappoint you then.”

      “We can’t,” I said. “You’re not…”

      “Northsea,” he interrupted. “I’ve wanted you since the first time I saw you. Don’t get it twisted.”

      “Convenient,” I shot back. “Sit.”

      To my surprise, Jensen McCauley sat. His posture was still perfectly straight, and he watched me as I hung his t-shirt to dry over a tree branch.

      “Let me prove it to you with a story,” he said. “The first time I saw you was lunch at that prospective student tour. I knew the two of us would end up here, and I hated the idea.”

      “Here, specifically?” I asked, my voice light and teasing. “In the woods being hunted by god-fucking-knows-who?”

      “I was light on the details,” he admitted.

      “The student lunch where you pissed off Lex?” I wasn’t sure if I was reminding him or reminding myself of how Jensen made me unwelcome that first day.

      We were enemies. Sometimes.

      “I always piss off Lex. I’ll admit, it’s a convenient perk if I can win you over. He’ll fucking hate it.”

      I hesitated. “I don’t want to deal with jealousy. I actually already have a complicated thing—”

      “With Penn?” Jensen ran his hand through his dark hair, looking at me with an expression I couldn’t read. “That’s fine. Bring him.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Penn’s a good guy,” he said. “He doesn’t like me much, but I don’t hold that against him. He might get over it if we bond with the girl we both like.”

      He flashed me one of those Jensen winks.

      I raised my hand. “You’re blowing my mind right now.”

      “Why? You grew up with it, right?”

      “It’s the part where you said the girl we both like that I can’t deal with.” I still couldn’t imagine the tangled mess of my relationships straightening out into one tidy, functional relationship. It was hard to imagine myself bonded with multiple men who loved each other and who loved me most of all.

      “Why? Is this your own self-loathing shit?”

      I shook my head. “I definitely don’t hate myself. Isn’t that the other fault everyone complains about? I’m as arrogant as you all are, but it’s not cute when a girl is cocky and smirking. That’s the men’s department.”

      “I like you cocky and smirking.” He quirked his finger at me, summoning me over. “But there’s one problem with your theory. Usually, arrogance covers self-loathing.”

      “Nah. With me, what you see is what you get.” I closed the distance between us, flashing him a smile.

      “I don’t think so, Maddie.” His voice had gone quiet, and he looked at me as if he saw right through me. Jensen always looked at me like that, like I was naked in front of him; all my moments of pettiness and pride were revealed.

      But maybe he liked me anyway.

      Maybe he even liked my flaws.

      “Let’s meet each other’s demons another day, Jensen,” I said, and my voice had gone soft too.

      “Then kiss me and shut me up,” he said. He flashed me a grin that was both genuine and a shift back to his usual, in-control, cool demeanor. “I want you so fucking bad, Northsea. I always have.”

      I knew that, when I had sex with him, I wouldn’t be getting him out of my system. I’d told myself that lie before.

      But I’d always want Jensen McCauley. Always and forever.

      “We are both so damaged,” I muttered. “Not even counting the recent injuries.”

      He held his arms out to me, the expression on his face confident but with an edge of uncertainty in his eyes. He didn’t know if I would come to him. His body was so big and solid; he was well over six feet, protective and muscular. He’d ripped our enemies apart, and we were safe from them for now.

      Were we safe from each other, though?

      I was betting he wouldn’t hurt me again. I didn’t want to hurt him. Yet even as I hesitated, his face changed. Hurt crept in his eyes, despite the cocky smile still plastered across his face.

      Time to be brave.

      “I want you too,” I confessed. “Always have.”

      I closed the distance between us. When I pressed myself into the hard planes of his chest, he closed his arms around me so tightly I could feel his heart beating fast against my cheek.

      Maybe this was the start of us both being brave in a whole new way.
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      Jensen caught my jaw with two of his fingers, turning my face up to his. His lips seared to mine. I kissed him back, nudging his lower lip until his mouth parted.

      As our kisses deepened, his other hand skimmed my back. His fingertips trailing over the curve of my skin sent desire arcing through my body.

      “You’re so short,” he muttered. He leaned over me, his arm wrapped around my waist. He kissed me again, his lips soft above that big jaw, but I pulled away.

      “I’m not short,” I retorted, refusing to be distracted by his lips against mine. Then I kissed him again before I added, “You’re monstrously oversized.”

      He leaned back, quirking an eyebrow, and before he could say anything more, I grabbed his shoulders.

      Jensen’s lips arched in a playful smile as he resisted, just for a second, and then he let me push him down to his knees. He knelt in front of me, his expression as smug as ever as he gazed up at me.

      “There,” I said. “More level playing ground. Since you were complaining.”

      “Trying to tame me?” he asked, his tone mild. His hands cupped my hips, drawing me toward his kneeling body until my hips were against his chest. He nuzzled the rough stubble covering his jaw across my stomach.

      “I wouldn’t dream of it, Jensen,” I said. Sometimes, I appreciated his wildness.

      When he kissed my stomach, the soft caress of his lips sent flutters through my body. One of his big hands stroked my breast, and when his thumb brushed over my nipple, my knees weakened.

      He looked up at me, his gaze mischievous. His hands swept up my thighs, then tightened just below the curve of my ass. I moaned at the intimate touch, and my hips swayed against his chest, betraying how much I wanted him.

      Suddenly, he pulled me toward him, yanking my legs out from underneath me. I hit the ground smoothly, my hands slapping the earth the way I was taught to fall. The impact spiked my adrenaline, but didn’t hurt.

      Jensen straddled me, one big arm on either side of my hips.

      I pressed my bare foot against his chest, and he stopped. His gaze met mine curiously.

      “Does everything have to be a fight?”  I demanded. Normal, emotionally-healthy men probably didn’t tackle their woman to the ground.

      On the other hand, I supposed normal, emotionally-healthy women don’t shove their men to their knees, either.

      “I don’t fight with anyone else like I fight with you,” he said, his voice husky.

      He stroked his hand across my mound, his thumb sliding against my clit. He didn’t push forward, but paused with my bare toes still pressed against his pecs. He watched me with patient amusement written across his face, his thumb working slow circle across my clit, which suddenly throbbed.

      “Oh, you sweet talker.” My voice came out huskier than ever before.

      He continued toying with my clit until heat flushed my core. I let my knee fall to one side, my foot slipping off his body, welcoming him in.

      He leaned forward and kissed me, long searing kisses that reminded me of wildfire. I caught him with an arm around his shoulders, my hips rocking up against his. The hard swell of his cock slipped between my legs.  My body flushed hot as his tip teased between my thighs.

      He broke away, his eyes smoldering with golden fire. Then he stroked my cheek with his knuckle. “Does the ground hurt your back?”

      “I don’t care right now,” I told him fervently.

      He grinned at my tone, then said, “Well, I care. I’m not returning you bruised and damaged to the academy. The guys would kill me.”

      Right now, being bruised didn’t sound bad at all. Having rough sex with Jensen felt authentic for who the two of us were. “Oh, don’t disappoint me.”

      He laughed out loud, as if I’d surprised him again. Then he grabbed my waist with his arm and rolled with me, pulling me on top of him.

      He sprawled on the ground tucking one arm under his head, looking as comfortable and in-control as ever, even in this forest we’d left littered with dead bodies.

      “I don’t want to hurt you either,” I reminded him.

      With my knees to either side of his narrow hips, I took his cock in my hand, and his breath gave. Then I pressed his tip against my core, rubbing him against my throbbing core. I toyed with him in rhythmic circles around my clit, drawing him through the wetness there.

      “I’ll risk it,” he muttered. His teeth gritted as I teased him. Then his big hands cupped my hips, his fingertips skimming the curve of my ass. I ground down, unable to help myself, and he grinned.

      Everything was a fight for control. I rubbed him quicker against my clit, then slowed my pace abruptly, reversing directions, drawing him in slow circles across my opening.

      His breath shifted. “Fuck, Northsea.”

      “Yeah?”

      Then his fingertips skimmed farther down the curve of my ass, drifting inward, and I gasped as he teased me. Heat flooded my core at his touch. No one had ever touched me like that before, and I flashed him a look that made him grin.

      “I can’t tell if you’re indignant or turned on,” he said.

      “Possibly both,” I said. Someone had to end our stand-off—although I looked forward to fighting him for control many, many times in the future—so I abruptly slid down his cock.

      The two of us gasped in tandem as his cock slid deep inside me. I sank lower, taking his almost-painful size in, until my thighs pressed against the hard edges of his abs.

      I rose onto my knees, until the tip of his cock slipped free, and then slid down again, all the way, pressing myself hard against him.

      He groaned, and I tossed my hair back, relishing the power I felt as I rode him. His face was alive with pleasure. I moved slowly, each movement controlled, until he bit his lower lip.

      Then his hands around my hips tightened, and he began to move me up and down, aligning me to his pace. His hips rolled up, the base of his cock massaging my clit.

      The two of us moved together. I raked my fingers through my hair as my body flushed hot; the throb in my clit, the sudden tension in my limbs, it was all almost unbearable.

      “You’re so sexy when you play with your hair,” he murmured, his gaze softening as he watched my hands in my hair.

      I smiled down at him, the two of us still rocking in tandem, as I pushed my hair back from my face and shook it down my bare back.

      He added, “It fucking kills me when I’m supposed to be focused on something else and you touch your hair.”

      “I’ll remember that.”

      “Going to hold my weaknesses against me?”

      I stilled, his cock buried deep inside me. “Well, Jensen, I’m pretty sure I have the exact same weakness, and I hope you’ll hold it against me.”

      My clit throbbed against him, swollen so red-hot with desire that I could hardly bear it.

      “Deal,” he murmured, and the two of us moved together, and my orgasm shattered around me like the sunlight falling in fragments through the lacy leaves of the trees above. I let my head fall back as the world of green washed to gold.

      Then I stilled, as the tension fell away to nothing and he twitched inside me with the aftershock of his own orgasm.

      When I fell against his chest, he wrapped me in his arms.

      “Maybe you’re right,” he murmured into my ear. “Maybe I can cope with you taking care of me, if you let me take care of you.”

      “That’s supposed to be how it works.”

      He exhaled into my hair, and for the first time, as his chest relaxed under my fingertips, it felt as though the wolf left him. It seemed as if all his old anger had slipped away.

      The two of us kept each other warm as the moon rose above us.
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      Rafe

      

      “Are you sure about this?” I demanded as Lex and I stood at the edge of a swathe of wilderness.

      Lex shrugged, which wasn’t exactly comforting. “Can’t you feel her in there?”

      “I feel something. I don’t know that it’s her. What if it’s a trap?”

      “It’s her,” he said with conviction. “I can almost…sense her. Smell her. Feel her.”

      “That makes sense for you. It doesn’t make sense for me.”

      “Maybe you like her more than you realize.”

      “I’m not interested in cadets.”

      “Come on.” Lex headed into the woods. He tramped through swaying grass that came to our knees as he left our car behind. He called over his shoulder, “And you don’t have to sound so self-righteous. She’s three years younger than you are. It’s not weird.”

      “It’s not the three years that bothers me,” I said drily. Fuck. I followed him, because what the hell else was I going to do?

      “In May, we graduate.” he reminded me without looking back.

      “Lex,” I said in exasperation. “I get that you think this is some kind of mating bond. I don’t have a bond with her.”

      He turned back, confusion written across his face. “Do you still have a thing for Dani?”

      “I never had a thing for Dani!” Holy shit. Lex was thick.

      “Come on. She’s out there. Walk and talk.” Lex inclined his head toward the forest.

      I plunged into the woods with him because he was my best friend and I always had his back, but frustration tightened my chest. He wasn’t listening. As usual. “No, I don’t have a thing with Dani. I never did.”

      He looked skeptical. “Then why did you want to go to the Hunters’ academy?”

      “Jesus. I wanted to go with you. You obviously need to get out of there.”

      Even when I said it, Lex didn’t get it.

      And I would never tell him.

      “Maybe it’s more intense for me because Maddie and I have…”

      “Sex isn’t magic, Lex.” My voice came out acerbic.

      “I know,” he said. He cocked his head to one side as we headed into the trees. “Are you still a…”

      “No. I’m not discussing this.”

      I was saved from whatever he was about to say next as the two of us scented other shifters. Not Maddie. I knew her scent too well.

      There were strangers in these woods.

      His head rose, his gaze meeting mine as his nostrils flared.

      “Shift,” I urged. “We’ll get to them faster.”

      He strode ahead of me, yanking off his shirt to reveal the powerful lines of his shoulders. I gathered my jeans and my weapons into a bundle, tying the legs together into something I could carry.

      He fell to his knees, his broad shoulders heaving, the lean taper of his back fluttering as his muscles shifted. Then my own transformation took me over.

      The two of us raced for Maddie. Now that I was in my wolf-form, I felt it more clearly. She was out there somewhere, and her need for me—I mean, for help—throbbed in my chest.

      I swallowed up the ground beneath my paws as I wound around trees, the forest a green blur around me.

      It was a long run, but I took it at a desperate pace. Lex, transformed into an enormous white wolf, was a flash beside me. His worry and his tension hung in the air. If nothing else, I loved Maddie for his sake. He cared so much about her.

      Sometimes I hated her for that, but god if I ever let either of them get hurt… I’d die to protect them both.

      Then we stumbled into a small clearing between two trees, and their scent was so strong. Maddie and Jensen. I inhaled the scent of more than their bodies.

      An acidic, citrus scent hung in the air, along with wood smoke. Sex and fire.

      But where the hell were they?

      I shifted back so I could think more clearly, and I dragged on my jeans before I looked to Lex.

      “They were just here,” he said. His nostrils flared, and I knew he scented all the same things I did. “Why the hell would they light a fire? Why the hell are they in the woods at all?”

      Stupid fucking kids. “I’m going to make them regret their lives.”

      Lex paused. “Their life choices?”

      “No, their lives.”

      “Take it easy.” He clapped my shoulder, and I knew his own anger had been cooled by mine, which did nothing to ease my irritation. He had no perspective when it came to that girl.

      “She’s going to get herself killed,” I said, my voice hot. “She does what she wants. She doesn’t listen. She’s supposed to be safe at the academy right now, and where the fuck is she?”

      There was no denying that Maddie had been here, very recently. I could smell her maddening scent, with its hint of sweetness mixed with something smoky and dark.

      “Not at the academy, that’s for sure,” Lex said, sounding irritatingly level-headed. “Let’s just find out what’s going on. I doubt she and Jensen left the academy on a joy ride.”

      “You doubt it? Because nothing could really surprise me,” I shot back.

      He grinned, apparently unimpressed my anger.

      “This is your fault,” I told him. “You put her in danger. You think you’re helping her, but you’re just being selfish. You keep playing the hero who’s going to fix her problems when you’re the one making them worse.”

      Lex stared at me, his jaw setting. I knew that look on his face; he was sorting through his anger, fighting a battle that raged inside. He was determinedly not lashing out. He tried so hard to not be like the pack he grew up with.

      Maybe that made him a better man than me.

      “Fuck.” I wanted to take back what I’d just said, even if it was true.

      Instead, I stalked off through the woods.

      There was a soft murmur of a voice in the distance, and I froze, trying to listen. Maddie. Then Jensen answered.

      I couldn’t make out the words as they talked quietly, not trying to hide. I frowned at the realization I could hear them, but not scent them.

      When I reached the clearing, they stepped out from the woods on the other side. They walked so close together that their fingertips brushed. No; now that I looked again, I realized they held hands. What the hell had happened since I left them alone at the academy?

      They both looked exhausted; Maddie’s blond hair fell in tangled waves around her face, and Jensen’s big, powerful body almost seemed to stagger as he walked, but he still stood protectively over her. His eyes were full of challenge when they met mine.

      “What the hell are you two doing?” I demanded, my voice gritty.

      “How did you find us?” Maddie cocked her head to one side, looking confused…and dismayed. As she should.

      “Hell if I know,” I said tightly. “Did you use some kind of magic on us?”

      “You’re in trouble,” Lex said, his voice maddeningly calm, as if he had this all figured out. “There must be some kind of bond between us all.”

      “What?” Maddie’s frown dimpled the space between her blond eyebrows. “No, I called my family. My sister’s mates.”

      “Where are they?” Lex asked. “I don’t know how, Maddie, but you called us.”

      She’d called me? No. She’d used some spell to exert control over us like a witch.

      “You’re using magic?” My voice came out low and dangerous. It wasn’t as if we’d discussed that, more than once…

      “It’s not really me. It’s my necklace,” she said, resting her fingertips on the pendant that swung between her small breasts. “It’s enchanted. And if I call—”

      “Using magic,” I muttered. I’d warned her she’d be expelled if she used magic on academy grounds. We weren’t at the academy right now, but the thought of someone using magic on me made me sick.

      It made me think of that day I found my brother, his eyes wide, slumped over in a pool of his own blood. Magic had still shimmered in the air around him.

      Her cheeks flushed pink under my gaze, but she met my eyes evenly. “When I use the beacon, my family comes to help me. It’s always worked before.”

      “You need to use your distress beacon regularly?” Jensen asked, a worried edge in his voice.

      I looked at him sharply. They’d had sex; anyone with shifter senses could tell that. But something else had changed between them. A strange flare of jealousy tightened my chest. It felt as if I’d missed out on something. I shook my head to clear it. Maybe her goddamn spell was fucking with my head.

      “A few times,” she admitted.

      “And that is why you shouldn’t go off on your own,” I said sharply. God, she could have been killed; the thought made me so furious I could rip someone apart with my bare hands. “No common sense.”

      “Rafe,” Lex said, a warning note in his tone. He wanted me to calm down.

      Well, some situations didn’t call for calm.

      Maddie’s bright blue eyes met mine. There was something certain in her gaze, and fury had my hands tightening into fists even before she demanded, “Why are you here?”

      “I came with Lex.” On the verge of boiling over, I turned and walked away. I was so angry I could barely see straight.

      “Just for the record,” she called after me, “I used my beacon before to protect other people. When I was fighting witches. Because I was meant to do this, no matter what anyone at that goddamn school thinks.”

      I turned, on the verge of telling her to backtalk me one more time and see what happened, but Lex met my gaze.

      “If there’s no bond,” he asked quietly, “Why is it her that you’re so pissed off at? Why aren’t you just as angry at Jensen?”

      Jensen raised his hands in a placating gesture, his eyes widening like the smart-ass he was. “I’d prefer not to be dragged into this.”

      I was on the verge of saying they were both going to suffer for the rest of the year, but Lex was right about one thing: I was so angry I needed to stop talking.

      The only other times in my life I’d ever been this angry…

      I’d been scared.
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      Maddie

      

      I didn’t understand how my magic had summoned Rafe and Lex, yet it seemed undeniable that somehow, I had.

      “Are you in danger?” Lex demanded. He looked toward Rafe, who was still so tense that the air around him seemed to shimmer with his anger. “We scented other shifters on the way.”

      “How many?” Jensen asked grimly. “Yeah, we’re in danger. We’re being chased by shifters from the pack that probably killed Eliza.”

      Lex frowned. “Eliza wasn’t killed by witches?”

      “There’s some kind of cover-up,” I said. “We haven’t figured it all out yet, Lex, but it’s bad. They killed a man who talked to us, and they tried to kill us—”

      “Jensen had a good question,” Rafe interrupted. “How many? Maybe we can get some answers.”

      “We’ve got to move,” Lex said urgently. “Rafe, look at them. They’re not ready for another fight.”

      I tried not to look at Rafe, who paced in the corner of my vision. His anger—directed toward me—tightened my stomach until it ached. “Jensen’s hurt.”

      “I can keep up.” Jensen rested his hand on my shoulder and squeezed as he looked down at me. “Promise.”

      “Shift.” Rafe ordered. “We’ll move faster that way, and we’ll be ready for a fight.”

      “Give us one second first,” Lex said.

      “We definitely have time for you to talk,” Rafe muttered as Lex grabbed my hand and pulled me away from them. Rafe threw his hands in the air in exasperation. “Feelings are the top priority, I guess. Fuck survival.”

      “One second,” Lex said harshly to his friend, a note of steel in his voice I rarely heard. Rafe’s jaw tightened, but he jerked his head in a nod.

      “Can you do it?” Lex asked, his voice soft. “Don’t be proud. Just tell me.”

      Shifting wasn’t my strength. I could shift, but I was slow to learn the skills that seemed to come easily to other shifters, like being able to think as a human in wolf-form. That was scary when there were murderous thugs on our tails. But maybe the other shifters in the woods weren’t coming after us…

      “The other shifters in the woods might be my sister’s mates,” I said. “I don’t know why you guys came.”

      “Well, that would be the best case scenario,” he said.

      “You don’t seem surprised at all to be here,” I said, perplexed by how even-keeled he seemed.

      Meanwhile, a few yards away, Rafe vibrated with rage.

      “I’m not happy you’re in danger,” he said. “And I have a lot of questions about what happened. I want answers when we get to safety.”

      “Me too,” I said.

      He hesitated, then admitted, “I’m glad you called me, though. When you needed help.”

      My lips parted, but he hurried on. “For now, let’s move. We can stay human if it’s easier for you.”

      “I can do this,” I promised him. I hoped it was my sister’s mates, but we had to be ready for another attack on our lives. Traveling as wolves gave us the best chance to run—or fight.

      “All right,” he said, confidence in his eyes. His gaze warmed my chest with sudden pride. “Let’s do this.”

      I was about to step into the woods to undress for the shift when I scented another wolf on the air. It was just a wisp of a scent, and my nostrils flared, trying to breathe deeper.

      A stranger. Somewhere out there in the woods.

      “We’ve got trouble on the way,” I said urgently.

      Rafe and Jensen both whirled toward me, and I could’ve sworn they wore twin expressions of protective fury.

      “Shift now,” Lex commanded.

      Without hesitating, the four of us transformed. My jeans tightened on my swelling muscles, then they burst off. I dropped to my knees as agony laced through my body, and I tasted copper and bile in the back of my throat.

      Then adrenaline flooded my body. The moment of weakness was over.

      I shook my head as I climbed to my feet again. An enormous white wolf—Lex—pushed his head against mine, as if checking that I was okay, and I bumped him back. A gray-and-black wolf with glowing golden eyes brushed his shoulder against mine, and I nuzzled him, saying hello in our wolf form.

      Across from us, a white-and-gray wolf with dramatic black markings rimming his intense eyes snarled at us. I bobbed my head at Rafe. Ready.

      Rafe took the lead, setting a quick pace as the four of us ran through the woods. Lex fell in right behind us, as if watching over Jensen and me. As we bounded through the woods as fast as we could, the trees blurred around us.

      The cool air carried the scent of that other shifter, as if he was chasing us, and then it was gone as we left him behind.

      Rafe suddenly stopped. Fueled by momentum, I bounded past him. Jensen got a few steps past him too as we both tried to skid to a stop.

      Rafe jumped into me, knocking me down. I slammed my shoulder into the ground, hard enough to bruise, and I snarled up at him. His eyes narrowed at me warningly, even in wolf form, as his paw pinned my neck to the rough forest ground.

      Lex growled questioningly then nudged Rafe’s shoulder to push him away.

      Rafe snarled something I couldn’t understand fully, something about scents being wrong. Jensen and Lex seemed to understand, and frustration tightened my chest as Rafe backed off. I got to my feet, still glaring at him.

      Then Rafe led us back the way we’d come for a quarter mile. His pace was slower, his paws picking soundlessly through the underbrush, and we followed in a line. We climbed another ridge that paralleled the one we’d raced along.

      We’d made it back as far as we’d been before when I caught a flicker of movement on the opposite ridge. I made a soft sound at the back of my throat, but even so, Lex moved quickly beside me. His gaze followed mine.

      Rafe and Jensen came to a stop too. The four of us were silent on the ridge. The quiet sounds of nature surrounded us—birds somewhere distant, the constant hum of the autumn breeze through the trees as they dropped their leaves—and my heart pounded loud enough for me to hear it too.

      Slowly, I picked out more and more shifters on the ridge. If we’d kept going, they would have ambushed us. There were at least a dozen of them. More than we could fight on our own.

      None of us had scented them—maybe it been the absence of any odor that caught Rafe’s suspicion—so they must have been using some kind of magic, despite the pack ban.

      Rafe bumped my shoulder with his head. When our eyes met, there was something in his expression I couldn’t quite read, but it was more than anger, at least.

      Rafe turned and led on, and the three of us followed. We slipped down the other side of the ridge so they couldn’t see us and went on running. Rafe kept us near the top of the ridge, though, occasionally breaking above the ridgeline so he could see them.

      He crested the ridge to look, then turned and snarled a warning to us from the top of the ridge. Danger. Then he charged down the other side of the ridge, disappearing from view.

      The three of us sprinted after him.

      When I crested the ridge, the other shifters were charging up toward us. They must have realized we’d slipped out of their ambush.

      The ground fell away under my feet as I galloped toward them. A dozen of them, snarling viciously, ran up toward us.

      We had the high ground, and that would help, but there were so many of them. Three to one. Fear tightened my chest, but I would never turn and run when Lex and Jensen ran alongside me, depending on me.

      Rafe met them first. He was a flash of furious teeth and claws as he threw himself at one enemy and then another. Blood flew, splattering white fur. He was at the center of the action as wolves threw themselves around him.

      I slammed into one of those wolves, knocking it away from Rafe.

      This other wolf was bigger than me, older, full-grown; I was quick, but he was thick with muscle. If he pinned me, I was done for. I darted around him, snapping and snarling, trying to find an entry point to his throat or his soft underbelly.

      Someone slammed into me from behind. I rolled over and over, my concentration broken. The world was a blur. When I came to a stop, the second wolf that had attacked me lunged at my throat.

      I launched myself up, snapping my jaws into his throat. The two of us locked onto each other as his teeth sank into my throat. He shook his head back and forth, drawing blood. I wrenched down harder, clamping frantically into his throat, then tore.

      He let out a strangled sound as I ripped away the flesh at his throat. He released my throat in his desperation to get away.

      I scrambled to my feet, the sweet iron tang of his blood in my mouth. He lowered his head to cover his neck, which dripped blood steadily across the dead leaves scattering the ground, and snarled.

      His lips curled back from his bloody teeth. That was my blood. He wasn’t done with me.

      He and his friend, the first wolf who had attacked me, prowled around me in a circle. I focused on the first shifter, keeping an eye on the wounded wolf out of my peripheral vision.

      All around us, the battle raged. None of us could help each other; we were fighting three-to-one.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Jensen’s golden-eyed wolf pin another wolf and tear his throat out, only to have a second wolf jump on top of him. The two of them struggled for supremacy on top of the corpse.

      Beyond them, Rafe and Lex had closed up together, watching each other’s backs as they fought a whirlwind; the rest of the shifters were focused on them.

      I had to kill these guys and help my friends. Instead of waiting for them to attack first, I bounded toward the hurt wolf. He was already weak. I’d to finish him before his friend attacked me from behind.

      He was so surprised I attacked that he was slow to respond. By the time he lunged forward to meet me, my jaws were already snapping closed on him. He slammed into me, trying to use his superior weight to throw me off balance. My teeth glanced off his hard skull as he lowered his head, so my jaws snapped shut on his face instead of the side of his throat.

      My teeth slammed painfully into the hard bone, but one sank into something soft. His eye. He let out a bark of pain as I latched tight. My momentum meeting his bulk caused me to roll over his back, but I clung to him.

      His friend jumped to pin me, but I was already over draped the hurt shifter’s shoulder. The three of us slammed into the ground, hard enough to jar my bones painfully, and I forced myself to bite down harder no matter how it made my teeth ache.

      With their weight on top of me, I could barely breathe. But the hurt shifter’s body was protecting me, covering me, while I wrenched away at his face. The second wolf shifted, trying to find a good angle of attack.

      The hurt wolf made a high pitched keening of agony. Blood flowed steadily from his damaged eye and it splattered across us both. Done. He wasn’t coming after me again. I released him, my teeth sticking for a second before I managed to pull away from him. I tried to wiggle free, but I was still trapped beneath their combined weight.

      Growling, the wolf on top leapt off his friend and stalked toward me. I was still trapped. Frantically, I tried to heave off the wolf that pinned me with his weight.

      His eyes narrowed cruelly, his lips curling back from his teeth. I was still helpless, and I wriggled back and forth frantically, trying to escape the weight that pinned me.

      Lex slammed into him, knocking that wolf head over ass.

      Three other wolves streaked after Lex. But he’d given me enough time to get loose. With a final heave and a wiggle, I slid from under the wolf that was weeping blood and ran to help Lex.

      There were so many of them. There was no way to run. We were going to fight to the death. I could feel it, and I hoped I wouldn’t be the last one left alive. I didn’t want to watch them die.

      For now, I dove into the fray.

      Until the end.

      I’d fight with them until the end.
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      Just before jaws could snap shut on Lex’s shoulder from behind, I drove that wolf to the ground and snapped my jaws shut around his neck.

      Another wolf streaked into the fray around Lex, slamming into one of the wolves attacking him. My nostrils flared as I breathed in a familiar musky scent. Penn. It was Penn.

      The wolf I’d just attacked leapt at me. He was big and mean and scarred, and he charged into me, going for my throat relentlessly.

      The most enormous wolf I’d ever seen tackled him. Chase.

      Lex fought just two wolves now, and I leapt onto one of them. The two of us rolled together.

      He almost managed to pin me, but Tyson was there, knocking him down just long enough to give me an opening.

      Tyson streaked on to another opponent, but he’d given me enough time to pin the wolf who attacked me. I tore out his throat.

      Then the world was quiet. I raised my head to glimpse my friends through the trees. Our enemies’ scattered bodies were on the ground.

      One by one, I picked them out: Lex, Rafe, Tyson, Penn, Chase, Jensen. We were all splattered with blood—our own and theirs—but we were alive. My heart rose in my chest with relief.

      I peered through the trees, seeking someone I hadn’t seen yet. Silas. Where was Silas?

      At the edge of the woods, Silas stood in his human form. He held his hands in front of him, cupped as if he held a pool of water, but magic rippled in his hands. And then it died, and he dropped his hands to his side.

      His eerie eyes met mine, and he nodded, as if we shared a secret.

      Jensen butted his head against my shoulder, and I turned into him, nuzzling him back. Okay. I’m okay.

      When I turned back, I didn’t see Silas anymore. I frowned. Had I just imagined that?

      Wait. Hadn’t I seen him as a wolf?

      Rafe growled an order, and the others began to shift back. Already, the corpses were shriveling, their muscles shrinking as they turned back to their human form. Gratitude washed through me. I could choose the agony of turning. They had no choice.

      Not dead. Not dead. It was like a song in my head.

      Then I dropped to my hands and knees on the rough ground. Rocks in the hard earth pressed up against my knees. My mouth ached from the changes in my jaw, but I swallowed and the last of the pain faded away.

      I climbed slowly to my feet, suddenly self-conscious. We were all naked in the woods together. Lex and I exchanged a long look, as if he felt the same gratitude I did to be alive.

      Penn strode toward me just a little quicker than normal—still Penn, still cool—then his arms wrapped around me. His hug lifted me off my feet. I smiled into his shoulder as I closed my arms around him. That hug gave him away, no matter how cool he was. It carried all his protectiveness and his affection.

      “You’re okay,” he said, his voice filled with relief.

      “You came.” I wrapped my hands around his shoulders so I could lean back and look into his face. Somehow, I’d summoned him.

      “Always, Mads.” He winked as if it was nothing.

      Behind him, I caught a glimpse of Tyson, who folded me into his arms in a big hug a second later. “Glad you’re okay, kiddo.”

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “That’s what I was about to ask you.”

      Silas and Chase approached behind them. Chase looked around at all of us, his eyes wild. At least the rest of us had known about magic and the wars between packs as we grew up. He’d only had a few months to get used to the idea—as well as becoming a supernatural creature himself.

      How had Chase and Silas and Penn and Tyson found us? Had I somehow summoned them too? I stared at them, and they stared back at me.

      Rafe gazed around us with his jaw clenched. He didn’t know what the hell was going on either, but he clearly didn’t like it.

      Well, one of us didn’t seem confused. Silas looked relaxed, even naked and surrounded by bodies and blood-splattered forest. He leaned against a tree as if waiting for the rest of us to catch up.

      “What the hell are you all doing here?” Rafe demanded. “Wait, is anyone hurt?”

      “Not terribly,” Jensen drawled. The change back hurt our bodies, then healed them. We were all still battered and exhausted, but our wounds had healed when we transformed.

      “She summoned them,” Lex said wearily, answering Rafe’s first question. His tone sounded as if it exhausted him no one else understood.

      Silas nodded, as if the two of them were on the same page.

      “Silas called and said what we felt was real…” Tyson frowned, still trying to make sense of it.

      “Real magic,” Silas supplied helpfully.

      “This never goes beyond our team,” Lex warned. “We don’t need the council hearing anything about—”

      “About Northsea using magic to compel us all?” Just like that, Rafe was pissed all over again.

      “I didn’t do anything to you on purpose,” I shot back. The accusation I’d tricked him burned in my chest. “I don’t know why you’re here. It should have been my family who came. My sister and her mates.”

      The word family hung in the air, making me self-conscious. I crossed my arms over my breasts, reminded once again I was naked with them.

      It had been nothing that we were all naked—except for fur—just a few minutes ago, but now that we stood human and naked in a circle, a rush of embarrassment flooded my belly.

      I was surrounded by powerful, chiseled male bodies. No matter how cool the fall air or how bloody the scene, lust suddenly pooled between my thighs. I crossed my arms over my chest, hoping they wouldn’t scent my desire.

      I was turned on in the middle of a battlefield. Totally normal.

      “What’s the spell you used?” Lex asked. Apparently, he could still think straight, even though when he crossed his muscled arms over his chest, the movement made his cock bob in front of the hard ridges of his abs. Well, maybe he wasn’t entirely immune.

      I forced my gaze to stay on his face. “It was the et asperis evocat. Piper and I did it with them. So I don’t know why it would have summoned you.”

      “Does it bind magic between you and certain people?” Silas asked. His eyes were wide and innocent, but I still frowned at him, certain he knew what I was talking about better than anyone.

      “No,” I said. “It calls up the people that you…” I caught myself on the verge of saying love and substituted, “trust. The enchantment activates when I clutch the pendant and say familia. That’s my word…”

      “It seems obvious what’s happened here,” Lex said. “Maddie’s spell used to alert her sister and her sister’s mates that she was in trouble, because those were the people she was closest to.”

      “Is it obvious?” Rafe demanded. “Because it’s been a month. We’ve known each other for a month.”

      “That doesn’t mean we haven’t made deep connections,” Penn said. He didn’t seem bothered, and I felt a rush of relief. Neither he nor Lex seemed to be particularly perturbed by this situation. “We’re wolves. Our pack, our mates. We know.”

      “Even before we admit it,” Lex added.

      Rafe’s lips tightened.

      “We can sort out why we’re all here later,” Lex went on. “For now, what the hell’s going on, Maddie? Why are you here?”

      “It’s my fault,” Jensen said. He stepped by my side, tall and protective beside me as we faced Rafe, and Lex, and the others. “I left the academy and Maddie tagged along with me to watch my back.”

      Jensen’s handsome face was stoic. He’d decided to keep our truce and take responsibility. I wanted to reach out and take his hand that dangled at his side, but doing so seemed like a big step in front of everyone.

      “Why?” Lex asked in a far more level tone than I would have expected from him.

      When Jensen hesitated, I said, “For Eliza.”

      Both Rafe and Lex’s gazes snapped to me.

      “What?” Lex demanded.

      Quickly, Jensen sketched in the details about what we had discovered in his father’s office—Lex raked his hands through his hair but stayed silent through the story of our break-in—and about what had happened since.

      “Eliza and the rest of her patrol were betrayed and murdered. I have to find the truth,” Jensen finished.

      “I never believed that story,” Rafe said.

      “Oh really?” Jensen’s voice was sour.

      Rafe frowned, sudden color rising in his cheeks, and I wasn’t sure I’d ever seen him so self-conscious before. “I didn’t have any reason to doubt the official story. But it never squared with…Eliza.”

      “Yeah, it didn’t fit with what I knew of my sister either,” Jensen muttered. “But I didn’t need anything official to tell me it was bullshit.”

      Rafe’s jaw tightened, but he let it pass.

      Lex moved to the side of one of the corpses, then to another, then to another. He gripped the man’s shoulder and rolled him over to look at his face. “I thought so. They’re all from my pack.”

      “There was another one,” Rafe said suddenly. “The one we scented was chasing us into the ambush. These wolves were using magic to hide their scent.”

      He gave me a dour look, as if the fact that our attempted killers used magic was a reason not to.

      “If the bad guys use magic, I think we should probably do the same,” I shot back. “So we aren’t defenseless.”

      “I can’t talk about this with you now,” Rafe said tightly. “I need to chase down that wolf—”

      “Already done,” Silas said. “That’s why I wasn’t around during the fight—sorry, guys—I scented him and went after him. He won’t be able to give away any information about what happened here.”

      I frowned, but my head hurt when I tried to remember if I’d even seen Silas during the fight. Maybe I’d been hurt worse than I realized, and even after the change, I was still fuzzy-headed.

      “Good,” Rafe said. “We need to get out to the road, get our vehicles and move to someplace safe to plan our next move. Where are you all parked?”

      We had a quick discussion of logistics, then the eight of us loped through the woods toward the road. We automatically fanned out into a wedge, ready to fight and defend ourselves if we ran into another threat.

      I found myself near Rafe in that formation. He stalked along, intense and angry. No one spoke—we were all exhausted and eager to get to safety—and it was a long, silent, painful hike back to the road.

      When we neared the edge of the forest, I was glad to see the concrete shimmering gray through the trees ahead.  We’d hiked through the forest, survived being stalked by the shifters, and made it out the other side—together, unexpectedly.

      Rafe seemed to simmer with tension, and as we neared the cars, I fell back, to walk by his side.

      Penn slowed, and I begged him with my eyes to understand. He squeezed my hand, a quick comforting touch, before he moved forward.

      “Can I talk to you a second?” I asked Rafe, following him to his car.

      He turned to face me, knitting his arms over his chest. “What is it, Northsea?”

      I tucked my hair back behind my ear absent-mindedly before I realized I was fidgeting under his dark, angry gaze.

      “You came with Lex?” I asked carefully—because I had a funny feeling he was so angry because he’d felt the same tug the other guys said they had. I wondered what that felt like.

      He nodded as if it was a stupid question.

      “So you didn’t feel anything…”

      He raised his hand to stop me. “I’ve got a question for you, actually. Did you choose us on purpose?”

      “What? No. I told you I didn’t expect you—”

      “I don’t believe you,” he cut me off. “You and Lex already have all that history. You, Penn, Chase, Tyson and Silas are good friends, and anyone can tell you all might…”

      When it was obvious he wasn’t going to continue, I said, “I don’t know why you’re here, Rafe. Why you felt something, if you did…”

      He stared at me, his eyes stormy, his jaw tense. He wouldn’t tell me if he had felt something or not when I used my pendant.

      “I’m not trying to trick you into wanting me, Rafe,” I said.

      Those words did anything but placate him. His gaze met mine furiously, but his voice dropped low as he told me, “Don’t call me Rafe. You’re a cadet. And—”

      “You’re not Lex. I know. We had this conversation already.”

      “You’re on thin ice.” His voice was very soft.

      “I figured I would be after leaving campus,” I said, purposefully pretending to misunderstand him.

      I headed toward Jensen’s car, leaving Rafe behind, even though I could feel his irritation ratchet up another notch because I’d walked away from him.

      “These rules all exist for a reason, you know,” he called. “No magic. No—”

      “No leaving academy grounds to solve a murder?” I said over my shoulder, not bothering to turn around. “You know what, I lied in my essay. You were right. I was just checking boxes. Because this is what I’m here for. To protect people, find the truth, save lives.”

      “And you don’t need the academy,” he said. It was the same thing Lex had said to me once before. Rafe was trying to remind me I was just a first-year, that I didn’t know anything.

      Well, I didn’t know everything. But I wasn’t stupid, either.

      “I think the academy needs me, so I’m not going anywhere.” I turned back and flashed him a smile.

      “You’re going to be on restriction until you graduate, if you graduate.”

      “Oh? You going to come back when you’re in the patrols just to chain me up in the library?”

      He could make my freshman year miserable, and I didn’t doubt he’d try. I wanted to win Rafe over…but I didn’t want Rafe’s approval more than I wanted to do the right thing.

      Helping Jensen was the right thing.

      Even Rafe had to feel that.

      Tension prickled across the back of my neck, as if I were being watched. At the front of Jensen’s car, I whirled to face Rafe. He still stared me down, his arms crossed over his chest.

      I didn’t try to look meek when I met his gaze in challenge. “I don’t care what you do to me once this is over. But now? Are you going to follow the rules and drag us back to the academy, or are you going to look out for your friends?”

      His jaw set. “I’m doing this for Eliza.”

      “Good,” I said. “She deserves the truth.”

      Let him say that. He was doing it for Eliza, but anyone could see it was more than that. The bonds within our team were growing stronger all the time.

      He gave me a long look, and I waved goodbye flippantly as I headed toward the next car parked down the road.

      Jensen stood at the trunk, pulling out an emergency duffel bag. Wolves always carried spare clothes; we tended to be hard on our wardrobes.

      Jensen tossed me a flannel shirt and a pair of boxer briefs.

      “I’m sure this will be a cute look,” I said, holding up his shirt, which was about eight sizes too big for me.

      “I’m sure you can rock it.” He winked at me. “You’re never dressed without a smirk.”

      Quickly, we all pulled on what ragtag clothes we could. Then I swung into the passenger seat of Jensen’s car as he got into the driver’s side.

      Chase and Silas clambered into the back. Chase’s knees jammed into the back of my seat, and he grumbled as he squeezed his massive body into the car. Silas folded his hands in his lap, his eyes bright.

      “I never even asked,” I said, looking into the backseat. “You guys don’t have to be a part of this. You could walk away.”

      Chase scrubbed his hand over his face. “Shut up, Northsea. You know we’re in.”

      Silas said, “Besides, Chase doesn’t want to go home again. His aunt is scary.”

      “You can shut up too,” Chase told him.

      Jensen held out his hand, and Chase tossed him his keys.

      I turned toward the window so they wouldn’t see me smiling.

      My men, my team.

      The ones I called.

      My magic had good taste.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Lex

      

      We put some distance between us and the forest where the Kierney pack had tracked us down. Rafe and I agreed to move into the nearest city, where we’d be hard for any shifters to track and where fighting was strictly forbidden.

      If humans ever realized shifters lived side-by-side by them, war would tear across the planet, and both shifters and humans would suffer.

      We parked the cars in a row in the garage beneath a nice hotel, the kind of place no one should look for us.

      “I’ll go in and get our room.” I said.

      “One?” Rafe put a lot of feeling into that one word, his brows arched.

      “We need to stay close together. And anyway, you’re already grouchy, so might as well keep it going,” I said.

      Rafe rolled his eyes.

      Silas knocked on the window. When I got out of the car, he said, “I ran out to the street and stole a debit card from a man’s wallet. We don’t want anyone tracking our cards. We can make sure it’s paid back later.”

      “I didn’t know you were so useful, Silas,” I said.

      “You have no idea,” he said.

      I thought he was dreamy and odd when we first met, but he’d grown on me.

      Silas and I headed into the hotel and booked a two bedroom suite, so there would be enough room for all of us. The thought of having Maddie more than a few feet away from me after someone had tried to kill her made my heart ache. Just being in this shiny marble lobby while she waited in the car made me twitchy with anxiety.

      “I’m glad you came to find her,” Silas said quietly as we headed back across the lobby toward the garage.

      “I’ll always be there if she’s in danger.” I pushed the elevator button. With my back to Silas, I accidentally blurted out what had been on my mind. “It’s everything else that makes me an asshole.”

      Shit, I’d just really said that. There was something about Silas that made him too easy to talk to.

      Now that I’d confessed that, I found myself spilling the other thoughts that had consumed me. “I was thinking about graduating early. I have the option—they need us out there. I could leave the academy in December.”

      He tilted his head to one side, his eerie, bright eyes intent on mine. “Do you think that would make things better for her? If you left?”

      “Maybe.” Rafe was right. All I did was hurt her.

      Sometimes at night, I couldn’t sleep; the memories of all the times she’d looked at me with hurt written across her face, with her blue eyes shiny as she held back tears, haunted me until I gave up and went down to the dojo. Sometimes I was lucky and there were others down there to fight, one after another, until I felt beaten and exhausted.

      “And yet, here you are, when she needs you.” He shrugged. “That girl has enemies. At the rate she’s going, she’ll have far worse ones soon. She needs good friends.”

      The thought of not being around to protect her if she needed me was like a spike in my chest. And at the same time… “I’m not very good at being her friend.”

      Not like Silas or Chase or Tyson, who were protective and sweet to her. They never lost their damn minds from wanting her.

      They never turned cold on her, afraid of the intensity of their feelings in such a fragile relationship.

      They didn’t have baggage from their lives before that made any misunderstanding seem like a fatal lie.

      I could see now where I’d overreacted when Maddie and I broke up, but that didn’t mean I wouldn’t do it again. That didn’t mean she should trust me.

      “Did she ever want you to just be her friend?” he asked.

      My lips quirked to one side. I hadn’t expected that question from Silas, who seemed to be the perfect friend to Maddie.

      The elevator doors slid open, and a few people got out and streamed by us. We got into the elevator and rode it down with a human woman, which meant that the relationship counseling was over. Thank god. But his question would stick with me.

      His question would probably haunt me at night just as Maddie’s tears did.

      Relief ached in my chest when we went back and Maddie climbed out of the car, unharmed. She even smiled through her exhaustion as she traded smartass remarks with Chase and Jensen.

      Once we were in the hotel room, Rafe said, “We need to plan our next move.”

      “I think it’s clear,” I said. “The Kierney pack has Eliza’s sword. They had some kind of eyes on Reefer or even a spell… they’re guilty.”

      “Right, but next—”

      “Next, it’s time for me to go home,” I interrupted Rafe.

      Rafe’s mouth tightened. He knew how much I hated the pack I came from. He didn’t like this plan. “Sounds like a good way to get yourself killed.”

      “The Kierney pack alpha’s son was in Eliza’s patrol. I went to his funeral. I saw his…” I trailed off.

      “Could someone have faked his death with magic?” Chase leaned forward, his face intent.

      “Yeah,” Silas said. “They could have used another body to replace his in the casket.”

      “They could have used a face-swapping spell,” Maddie said.

      “Another way magic is being used for good, I see,” Rafe said tightly.

      “Either way, someone knows who that survivor is and what happened to him,” I said.

      “It’s going to look strange. You never go home,” Rafe warned me. “Going back now, when your pack is on high alert—”

      “I can’t get married without the alpha’s blessing.” I broke in, as soon as the idea had come to me, even though it was half-formed. “I’ll go home, say I want to get married—”

      “You can bring me with you,” Maddie said, her voice sure. “They don’t know I was there with Jensen. We’ve killed everyone who’s seen me.”

      “Hell no,” Rafe said. “We don’t know that for sure. You’re not both going into danger—”

      Maddie looked back at him, her face calm as if she saw right through his sudden heat. “We stand a better chance of getting out of there if we’re together, watching each other’s backs. They probably knew we were dating, right?”

      They did—the packs were too gossipy to keep any secret like that for long—but I shook my head anyway. “It’s too dangerous, Maddie. You don’t know what they’re like.”

      “That’s not going to convince me you should go alone,” she reminded me. She looked at the rest of the team. “What do you guys think? Are they more likely to buy that Lex came home for permission if I’m with him?”

      Tyson leaned forward, his elbows braced on his knees as he looked to me. “I’ll go with Lex and watch his back. I can just be there as a friend…”

      “Yeah, that’s not suspicious at all,” Maddie said tartly.

      She shoved his shoulder playfully, and the friendly tension between them caused jealousy to flicker in my chest. Loving Maddie would mean sharing, if the two of us ever got back together, and I was fine with the idea. I just hated that she didn’t touch me like that anymore.

      “She’s right,” Jensen said quietly. “I don’t like it either. But you guys haven’t seen her in action. She’s Lex’s best chance.”

      Maddie’s lips parted as though in surprise. She reached out and gripped his leg. He took her hand in his, squeezing her tight.

      “Can I just take a second and ask what the hell is going on here?” Chase asked, his gaze shifting back and forth between Jensen and Maddie.

      “Not now,” Rafe said in exasperation. “Believe me, I have questions too.”

      “What if we just went back to the academy now? Talked to the council? Is that an option?” Penn asked.

      “They already covered this all up once,” I said. “You know how the packs are. If word gets out the Kierney pack is dirty, the other packs will use it as an excuse to challenge for their territory.”

      “The council needs us focused on the covens,” Rafe filled in. “Eliza’s reputation was a sacrifice.”

      “So should we stop?” Chase asked. He swiped his hand across his beard-stubbled jaw.

      “There’s no stopping now. The Kierney pack isn’t going to stop coming after Jensen,” I said.

      “Then let’s do this.” Maddie stood impatiently. She held her hand out to me, flashing me a smile. “Come on. Be my fiancé.”

      God, the thought of pretending to be her future husband tore something open inside me. But I shook my head. “I’m not taking you into danger.”

      “I’m not some fucking princess, Lex.” She ran her hands through her hair in exasperation, her fingers tangling in her long blond strands. Then she pulled a face. “Well, not really. I need to end this. Or Jensen and I will always be looking over our shoulders…”

      Her blue eyes met mine and her voice was soft when she said, “Please. Trust me.”

      The words hung between us as she waited for my answer.

      Impulsively, I stood from the couch, towering over her, before I dropped to one knee.

      “Madeline Northsea,” I said, holding my hand out to her. “Will you fake-marry me?”

      It was an invitation to havoc and bloodshed, and we both knew it.

      But Maddie’s smile was still like sunshine that warmed my soul.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty

          

        

      

    

    
      Maddie

      

      As we drove, I twisted my new fake engagement ring around my finger absently. I did love shiny things, as much as I loved fighting. “Thank you for helping.”

      “Eliza was my friend,” Lex said. “I should’ve done this before. I should’ve been there for Jensen.”

      “I thought you couldn’t stand him,” I said.

      “He’s been a pain-in-the-ass since he was a kid. Cocky, manipulative, willful.” His mouth tightened as if he was disappointed in himself. “But Eliza always saw more in him than that. She saw the best in all of us. She would’ve been furious I let her kid brother down.”

      “You’re really close to Jensen’s brother, right? Will?”

      “Yeah, he’s my best friend. It was easy to be there for him. Meanwhile Jensen got wilder and wilder, and meaner and meaner, and I didn’t…” He shook his head.

      He looked so angry at himself that my chest ached. “You’re human, Lex. You’re allowed to make mistakes. Especially after losing a friend.”

      “Maybe I can make up some of it to Jensen, and to Eliza too, now.”

      “This means a lot to him,” I said, wanting to assure Lex we could all move on from the past.

      “You mean a lot to him.” Maybe he meant it as a simple statement-of-fact, but it came out sharply.

      “We’ll see what happens when we get back to school,” I said. I didn’t want to be vulnerable again.

      “Things will be different,” Lex said, and he sounded sure about it.

      “Sex isn’t magic,” I said, a smile in my voice to soften my words. I wanted to believe so badly that things would be different. But I didn’t want to open myself up to heartbreak.

      “No, but you are.” His voice was certain.

      I stared at him, but he reached over and snapped the radio on like he hadn’t said anything.

      I touched my necklace absently, trying to think of what to say to change the subject. “In case we get separated, I wish you had a pendant like mine to call us if you needed us. Could you…”

      “I’ll be fine,” he promised me. “Also? I have a cell phone. Speaking of, what happened to yours?”

      “Lost in the river.”

      “You have no idea what I went through to get you back that phone.” When I raised my eyebrows curiously, he added, “I incurred Rafe’s judgment.”

      “Ooh. That is the worst. Did he give you the eyes? Oh my god, did he give you the eyebrows?”

      He nodded.

      “I’m glad it’s not just me,” I said.

      He’d risked all that to make sure I had a phone in case things went badly for Piper. I’d checked in on her from the hotel with one of the guys’ phones—she had no idea I was in trouble, and she was delirious with happiness about the babies. It felt strange to keep such a big secret from her. But she deserved peace with her family…at least for now.

      Impulsively, I leaned into him, brushing my shoulder against his. The console between us jutted into my side, but I still managed to hug him. His eyes crinkled at the corner.

      When he dared to glance away from the road at me, his gaze was full of familiar warmth, and my breath caught in my chest.

      “It’s definitely not just you,” Lex said casually. “Rafe’s natural mode is bossy, and he tips over into furious when he cares about someone. Trust me. He’s tried to kick my ass too. It’s all love.”

      It’s all love. There were three little words I’d probably obsess over if I survived.

      “What did you do to piss Rafe off?” I asked.

      He shook his head.

      “Come on,” I teased him. “You can’t keep secrets from your fiancée.”

      His lips pursed. I didn’t think he was going to say anything more, but then he said, “He feels very protective when he cares about anyone. He wasn’t happy with how I treated you.”

      His voice was so raw that my heart dropped. God. I’d meant to stay angry at Lex, but it was so hard when he was obviously torn up about what had happened between us.

      Plus, I couldn’t seem angry at him if we were going to get into the Kierney pack, get the info I needed, and make it back out alive. At least for now, he and I could have a truce.

      “Yeah,” I said, trying to disarm the tension between us. “Sure. He can barely look at me. I definitely can read protective from his simmering rage.”

      Lex’s gaze shifted away from the highway just for a second. Quietly, he told me, “You can.”

      Restless energy ran through my body at his words. Pushing it away, I slipped my feet out of my sneakers and propped them on the dash.

      “Tell me about your pack,” I said, changing the subject.

      He pulled a face at the question. “Well. I probably wouldn’t tell my girlfriend much about them.”

      “I know. Remember, you didn’t tell me anything about them when we were really dating?” My voice came out tart.

      Back in the hotel room, Rafe had reacted as if he knew the Kierney pack was bad news long before they tried to murder Jensen and me. It bothered me Lex never told me about them. Why had he kept it a secret?

      “I was surprised your pack even let you date me,” he said. “My pack has a… reputation. They deal drugs through the underworld and the human one too. They’re violent and cruel and dangerous.”

      His voice was bleak, and defiance spiked in my chest. I hated this whole damn world we lived in: the castes and the misogyny and the jockeying within the packs. Shifters were full of magic, but we made ourselves small.

      “No one could have stopped me from dating you,” I said fiercely. “You’re not like your pack.”

      His lips tilted up at the edges. “Yeah, I imagine they couldn’t have stopped you. I wouldn’t want to stand in the way of anything you wanted, that’s for sure.”

      He drove with his big hands lazy and confident on the steering wheel. I found myself stealing glances at his broad shoulders, hugged by his t-shirt.

      No matter how broken things were between us, I’d missed this boy.

      “I’m not sure that’s a compliment,” I grumbled.

      “It’s just true,” he said. “You’re unstoppable. It’s something I love and hate about you. Depends on the day.”

      My lips parted—love and hate, huh?—but he went on. “So when we visit my pack, you’ll meet my sister, Rosemary, my mother Sasha, and my father. Things you need to know…”

      “Yes?”

      “Rosemary is seventeen. She should be a senior in high school, but my father pulled her out a while ago.” His jaw tightened. “He’s planning to marry her off. I’ve got to get her out of there somehow.”

      He shook his head. “Anyway, that’s a crisis for another day. Things you need to know about my father: his left eye is glass, so if you need to hurt him, remember where his blind spot is.”

      I cocked my head to one side. Normally, people don’t warn you about the best place to punch their parents. “What happened?”

      “He thought he was alpha material,” Lex said. “The pack alpha didn’t agree.”

      “Ah. Is there anything I need to know about your mother? Crises, blind spots?”

      “Oh, she’s got a big blind spot, but it’s not physical,” he muttered. He raked his hand through his hair; by now, I knew him well enough to know that was his tell when he was emotional. Did he think I’d judge him for his family?

      “Lex,” I said. “I know family is complicated.”

      He shook his head. “Your family is great. They all love you, Maddie.”

      “I’m lucky,” I admitted. “You know I’m not going to judge you by your family, Lex. I like who you are. The fact that maybe you don’t come from the best background…that just makes it more amazing you chose to be a good person.”

      His eyebrows lifted before he reached for the sunglasses in his console. He snapped them open and slipped them on before he asked skeptically, “You think I’m a good person.”

      “I think you’re one of the best people.” I ran my palm over his leg, and he caught my hand in his and raised it to his lips.

      “I don’t know if you’re just getting into character or what,” he said, “but I’ll take it.”

      He wouldn’t believe me if I said I meant it, so I just squeezed his hand before his lips brushed my knuckles. The two of us traded a smile.

      Maybe, just maybe, it was a smile that carried more meaning and trust than before everything went wrong between us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Lex

      

      We left the highway and headed down the long country roads that led to my pack’s homes. Most packs didn’t care if other shifters drove through their territory, as long as they stuck to the roads and the populated areas and didn’t run as wolves. My pack was far more particular, but that’s how it is when you run drugs for a living.

      By the time we reached the first house, my pack would know we were coming. I glanced at the house, which would have been almost invisible among the trees to someone who didn’t know what they were looking for; its windows looked dark, the house abandoned, but it wasn’t.

      I took the next turn. The car jolted over rough gravel and pits in the road. Maddie grabbed the dashboard to steady herself.

      “It’s not like your family’s house,” I said, thinking of the big house in Blissford, nestled among the trees.

      I’d loved drinking coffee with Maddie on that wide front porch in the morning, with the breeze carrying the scent of the pines. Sometimes the wind would tease her hair until she sought refuge with her head against my chest, and I’d wrapped my arms around her.

      “Lex,” she said, flashing me an encouraging look, “it’s going to be fine.”

      “Yeah,” I muttered. I wasn’t nervous about betraying my own pack, or the possibility I’d be caught and punished. The pack had put me through hell before, and I was still standing.

      But I worried about bringing Maddie into danger with me.

      And I hated—just as if I’d really brought her home to meet my family—that she’d see where I came from.

      But I’d do whatever it took to bring Eliza’s murderer to justice and to find peace for Jensen and Will. It didn’t matter if it cost some of my pride.

      We turned off the dark country road into my parents’ driveway. The cabin looked the worse for wear. I’d painted it when I was in high school, one hot summer. I’d balanced on the ladder as sweat trickled into my eyes. It was already peeling, revealing strips of weathered wood beneath.

      There were no cars in the pitted gravel driveway. My father must be out. Mom and Rosemary didn’t drive. At least I didn’t have to deal with him yet.

      “Lex?” Maddie looked at me curiously.

      “Yeah.” Pretending as if I hadn’t been staring at the house, I got out of the car and went around to open her door.

      Then I popped the trunk before slinging our new overnight bags over my shoulder. At the department store near the hotel, we’d each picked up a weekend’s worth of clothing and toiletries. We didn’t want to draw any suspicion.

      And we’d also bought her engagement ring, which had been trippy as hell. Both Maddie and I had pretended it didn’t matter as we stood around the glass cases, trying to pick something quickly, but I’d never forget what kinds of rings had made her eyes light up.

      The front door was still closed as I reached to take Maddie’s hand. Maybe no one was home. Her fingers wrapped around mine firmly, and together the two of us walked up the steps.

      My mother’s dozens of plants, hanging in pots from the ceiling or lining the porch in plastic planters, filled the tiny space with chaotic green beauty. The scent of damp earth and growing things filled the air.

      I didn’t want to just barge into my childhood home, even though any shifter would’ve known we were on their property long before I reached out and tapped my knuckles on the door.

      After a pause, my mother opened the door. Her cheeks were pinched and lined like an old woman’s even though her hair still fell in dark waves around her face. She looked far older than the picture in my head, and my heart lurched.

      “Hi, Jacob,” she said. She was the only one who called me by my birth name instead of my nickname.

      “Hi, Mom.” Awkwardly, I stepped in to hug her, although she still blocked the door.

      Even though she hadn’t moved to hug me first, once she wrapped her arms around me, she clung to me tightly. I inhaled her familiar scent of earth and greenery and bitter coffee. She used to smell like home.

      “I missed you,” she murmured. “You stay away from home too long.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said. Pretending everything was normal and fine, I turned back to Maddie. “I brought my girlfriend home with me.”

      She looked at Maddie curiously, as if she wanted to ask why, but my mother never asked many questions. “Your father’s waiting for you down at the bar.”

      “You called him already?”

      “He’s my husband,” she said.

      Same reason she’d always picked him over Rosemary and me. We were just her children who depended on her. Or at least, we used to.

      Maddie held her hand out to my mother, smiling at her disarmingly. “I’m Maddie. Nice to meet you.”

      They shook hands. Still standing in the doorway, surrounded by the riot of plants, I added, “Mom has quite the green thumb. She can grow almost anything.”

      “That’s wonderful,” Maddie said.

      “What’s your claim to fame?” My mother asked her lightly. “Besides being pretty?”

      Maddie was incredibly special, with her bravery and quick wit, but she just smiled. “I guess I don’t really have one.”

      I shifted the bags on my shoulder. “Could we stay for a few days?”

      “Why didn’t you call?” My mother scolded. “I barely have groceries in the house.”

      “Sorry. Spontaneous trip.” Flashing her a grin, I lifted Maddie’s hand in mine and turned it to face my mother. The ring flashed under the porch lights.

      My mother gasped. “Oh, Jacob.”

      I let my smile dim. “That’s not really the reaction anyone hopes for.”

      “You’d better go to the bar and talk to your father,” she said.

      Great. I wanted to get answers as soon as possible, but I’d rather deal with my father privately before I tried to talk to anyone else in the pack. An audience always brought out his worst. “Now? We drove hours, Mom.”

      “I’ll be here when you two come back,” she assured me. “It’ll give me the chance to make something for you all to eat.”

      “Where’s Rosemary?” I demanded.

      “She’s at the bar too, if you want to go see her.”

      Shock jarred my chest. “Rosemary’s working at the bar? Mom. She’s seventeen.”

      My mother threw her hands up in the air. “She’s not a little girl anymore, Jacob. You don’t need to protect her.”

      “Bullshit I don’t.”

      “It was so nice meeting you,” Maddie said to my mother. She tugged gently on my hand, looking up at me with her eyes full of warmth and affection, and my heart lurched again for entirely different reasons.

      The two of us got back into the car, and I braced my hand on the back of her seat, twisting to look over my shoulder as I backed down the dark driveway.

      “What’s this bar like?” Maddie asked.

      “Dangerous.” The road behind us was dark, no headlights, so I backed out. We drove on even further into pack territory. “No place for my sister, that’s for damn sure.”

      My hands tightened on the steering wheel. I talked to Rosemary briefly every week to make sure she was okay. Even though we didn’t get along very well anymore, it hurt she hadn’t told me.

      The parking lot around the bar was full of cars, this time on a weekend evening. Lights and music spilled out of the long wooden building.

      “Stay close,” I told Maddie as I cut the ignition. “Some of the guys may try to separate us.”

      “Well, I’m not going to wander far from the man I love.” She touched my hand, still on the gear shift.

      “You sure can sell it,” I told her, my voice flat.

      She leaned over the center console and touched my cheek, turning my face to hers. When she leaned into me, I closed my eyes so I could focus all my senses on the softness of her lips against mine.

      There had to be someone watching, there had to be a reason. But at least I could have this moment. Her lips pressed mine like she loved me all over again. My hand slipped against her shoulder, then caught her, as I kissed her back.

      Then I pulled away and got out of the car. By the time I came around to open her door, she was already standing in the muddy parking lot. The ground almost seemed to pulse under our feet with the music.

      Hand-in-hand, the two of us walked into the wolves’ den.
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      Maddie

      

      When we walked into the bar, it was smoky and dim. Lex’s fingers tightened around mine. The music played on, loud as ever, but every gaze shifted our way, and conversations broke off.

      Lex’s gaze fixed on a man who sat at the back of the room, surrounded by other men and looking as if he was holding court. The pack alpha?

      But he had Lex’s bright eyes in a weathered face.

      “Son!” Lex’s dad sounded thrilled as he stood from his chair. “I didn’t know you were coming.”

      “Yes sir, holiday from school.” Lex shook his hand. Apparently, they weren’t hugging types.

      “And for once, that academy isn’t keeping you busy?” He asked the question with a sly note in his voice. Lex didn’t go home often, apparently.

      “Always, sir.” Lex pretended not to hear it. “But I wanted to bring my girlfriend home. My fiancée, actually, if that’s all right with you and the alpha.”

      His father’s gaze roamed my face, then dropped lower, before he held his hand out to me. “Pleased to meet you. I’m Rand.”

      “Maddie.”

      His father’s gaze shifted to Lex’s consideringly. I could guess what he was thinking. I was a pack princess, and possibly someday, I’d be a queen like my sister. Given how Piper controlled three packs, I’d have a host of shifter suitors these days if I weren’t at the academy.

      I might be scrubbing floors and getting my ass kicked in the pit from now until graduation, if Rafe had his way, but I was still grateful to be there. I was glad to have something else to be besides be a princess.

      “Where’s Rosemary?” Lex asked.

      “Around. Sit with me, have a drink.”

      “Let me say hi to Rosemary first,” Lex said. “I haven’t seen her in months.”

      There was an edge of genuine worry in his voice that he didn’t have to fake.

      “Sit down,” Rand repeated. The men at our table got up, taking their beers and nodding goodbye. Some of them clapped Lex on the shoulder as they left.

      Lex hesitated, his jaw tensing. Then he pulled a chair out for me, a smile plastered across his face. I could feel eyes on us, watching to see what would happen next.

      “So, I imagine you want to talk to the alpha, get his blessing,” Rand said.

      “That was my plan.” Lex took the chair next to mine, which meant he sat with his back to the room. Rand’s chair was against the wall on the other side of the table. Unease crept up my spine.

      “What’s the rush?” His dad asked lightly. He glanced at me, and his gaze lingered on my stomach. I crossed my arms in front of my chest. The way he looked at me made me feel unsettled. “I heard the two of you broke up at the end of the summer.”

      “Word gets around,” Lex said tightly.

      “It’s a small world,” his father returned.

      Right. He was staring at my stomach because he thought I might be pregnant. He must assume that was why we were getting married after our earlier drama.

      I rested my hand on Lex’s thigh, giving him a gentle squeeze, and he leaned in toward me, his face intent. Into his ear, I whispered, “Should we give your dad the good news? That he’s going to be a grandpa?”

      To Lex’s credit, his face didn’t change at all. He nodded slowly, as if he agreed. “All right. No sense waiting.”

      “What is it, son?” Rand asked.

      “Maddie is expecting,” Lex said. “Well, we’re expecting.”

      “Congratulations,” he said.

      A sudden gleam in his eye made my sixth sense tingle. I didn’t trust him. But was that because he was a danger to us now? Or because he was just an unreliable asshole?

      The team was waiting just outside pack territory, ready to storm in if we needed them. But it would take them time to get all the way to here. At least an hour. If they came any closer, the Kierney pack would know.

      “Oh, good.” Rand’s gaze fixed beyond us. “The alpha’s here. Convenient.”

      A shiver of tension passed through the room. I twisted in my seat. A tall, heavyset man with a faded red beard had just come in the door. He made his way around the room toward us, greeting some people with handshakes and claps on the shoulder.

      “Stand up, Lex,” Rand prompted him.

      Lex stood and the two of us held hands as the alpha approached. I started to greet him, and Lex caught my eye, shaking his head.

      Rand introduced us to the alpha. He went from sounding arrogant to being subservient, reminding me all over again why I loved my sisters’ mates—and why the rest of the shifter world worried me.

      The alpha eyeballed me curiously, and Rand added, “The girl is pregnant.”

      The girl. He’d literally just heard my name, but now I was the girl. Fucking shifters.

      “Congratulations,” the alpha said to Lex. “Well then, I suppose I have to give you my blessing. Saint Cain already has.”

      Lex started to say something, but his attention was pulled to the girl who sashayed out from behind the bar. She had Lex’s bright blue eyes, chiseled cheekbones and determined jaw, but she still looked baby-faced.

      Rosemary. Long, shiny brown hair, carefully curled, hung around her shoulders, and her tank top dipped low to reveal a flash of her small breasts.

      “Maybe we’ll have two weddings to celebrate,” Rand said.

      Lex looked at him hard, a spark of fury in his eyes. Fortunately, Rand and the alpha were distracted by their conversation, as if they’d dismissed the two of us already.

      The two of them took seats at the table, and I sat again reluctantly, even though my muscles felt restless for a fight. It took Lex a beat to catch up.

      “Hey, big brother.” Rosemary plunked down four mugs of beer on the table before she slipped her tray under her arm and leaned in to give him a hug. I caught of a whiff of vanilla perfume with her movement. “Long time no see.”

      “You didn’t tell me you were working at the bar.” His voice came out flat.

      “Because I knew you wouldn’t like it.” She smiled at him playfully. “Who’d you bring home?”

      Before Lex could finish introducing the two of us, the alpha gestured her over, grinning, and she slipped into his lap.

      Lex was so tense that a muscle in his jaw rippled. Stay focused, I begged him silently. We could help his sister later, if she even wanted help. Maybe she liked the pack alpha.

      But she perched on his thigh uncomfortably, with a fake smile plastered on her face that didn’t reach her eyes. He absently patted her hip as he talked to Rand and to the other men who began to approach the table.

      A shifter pulled out the chair next to the alpha one-handed, while he smoked a cigarette, and Lex’s gaze sharpened on him.

      Lex leaned forward, holding out his hand. “I don’t think we’ve met.”

      “We haven’t.” The shifter, who looked to be in his late twenties, stared him down without smiling, but he stuck out his hand. “Maddox Leon.”

      “Jacob.” I’d never heard him say his name without adding but everyone calls me Lex.

      I studied Maddox, curious what had caught Lex’s attention. He was young enough that he could’ve been the alpha’s son like the man we were looking for, but there hadn’t been a Leon in Eliza’s patrol.

      “I was a loner,” Maddox added, as if he knew what we were wondering. “Came too close to pack territory, but it all worked out. Decided to stay.”

      Lex nodded. “It’s always great to grow the pack.”

      “Sounds like you’re doing your part,” Maddox said. “Going to be moving home then, when you graduate?”

      “Of course,” Lex said.

      Maddox leaned back, regarding Lex skeptically through the smoke.

      “Dad,” Lex said quietly. “I’d like to bring Rosemary home. Spend some time with my sister.”

      “You’ve got time here. She just finished her shift,” Rand said.

      I wondered what he expected to get from marrying his daughter to the pack alpha—the same man who’d taken his eye. Rand Alexander was a forgiving man, or at least, he wanted everyone to think he was.

      “So tell me, Lex,” Leon said. “How’s the academy treating you?”

      “It’s all right,” Lex said, without missing a beat, but I was sure he’d noticed the same thing I had.

      Maddox had called him Lex, even though he hadn’t introduced himself that way. Maybe he’d heard about Lex.

      Or maybe he’d met him before, back before he was Maddox Leon, when he was in Eliza’s patrol.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Lex

      

      “What?” my sister asked, her voice irritated. She’d been all smiles for the alpha, no matter how tense her posture, but now the alpha had left with Maddox Leon, her anger leaked through.

      “Nothing.” I ran my hand through my hair, wishing we wouldn’t have this conversation in front of Maddie. But I didn’t want Maddie to leave my sight. “It’s good to see you again.”

      “I barely ever see you.” Her voice was still tart. “It’s a nice surprise.”

      “Speaking of surprises. Since when do you work here? You’re not even old enough to drink.”

      She shrugged. “Since when do human laws matter to us? I just started.”

      Any father worth anything wouldn’t want his underage daughter hanging out in a bar full of low-lifes. “How’s homeschool for you?”

      “Fine.” She offered me a tight smile.

      I was pretty sure that there was no homeschool, despite what my father had said when he’d pulled Rosemary out of school. He claimed the humans ruined their daughters, and he didn’t want Rosemary to be like them.

      “Are you thinking about college at all? Going to take the SATs?”

      “Lex, come on,” she said, a disbelieving smile parting her lips. “I’ll get you another beer. Have a good time, enjoy your holiday.”

      “I can enjoy my holiday and nag you about the SATs at the same time.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      “He’s pretty good at nagging.” Maddie smiled at Rosemary, who looked at her a second time, really focusing on her for the first time.

      Maddie had been quiet while I talked to my father and Leon, even though she was normally loud and vivacious. I was impressed by her ability to figure out what my pack expected, and conform to what those assholes wanted to see. She was going to be incredible when she graduated and joined the teams.

      “Hey,” I asked, leaning closer and dropping my voice low. “Do you know that guy? Maddox Leon?”

      Rosemary had seemed to be flirting with him too.

      She nodded. “The alpha’s new right-hand man.”

      “From loner to beta? That’s quite the leap.”

      “Yeah, Dad is pissed.”

      “Are you friends with Maddox?”

      Friends. What a loaded term, especially when it came to the relationship between men and women in most of the packs. Rosemary hesitated over it.

      “It’s all right,” I said. “I won’t tell Dad.”

      I’d seen how Maddox looked at her.

      She shrugged. “We talk. He’s a nice guy.”

      Yeah, he was a really nice guy. As nice as his father.

      Our father seemed intent on rising in the pack by marrying Rosemary off to a man as old as he was, a man with wandering hands and a dark reputation. And Rosemary, for her part, was flirting with that man’s son. I had to figure out how to get her out of here.

      But for now, I had to stay focused on finding Eliza’s murderer. Rosemary wasn’t in any immediate danger.

      If I kept telling myself that, maybe eventually I’d start to believe it.

      “Let’s go home,” I said.

      Maddie and I needed to plan our next move. Unmasking Maddox Leon did nothing for us unless the Council knew.

      Or I could just kill him and save us all the trouble.

      Whenever I pictured Eliza again, I saw her smiling with her staff in her hand, gently encouraging Will and me even though there was nothing gentle about her swing. My hands tightened. God, I wanted to kill Maddox.

      But we needed information first, either way.

      Rosemary nodded. “Dad brought me down this afternoon. I can ride with you.”

      “You ever going to get your driver’s license?”

      “You ever going to stop nagging me?”

      I’d tried to teach her, even though Dad didn’t like it, but when I snuck her out last summer to take the test, she’d failed. She’d refused to try again.

      I didn’t know what the hell was going on in her mind; it drove me crazy that she just kept shaking her head and refusing to try the test again. I’d been willing to come home from the academy to help her, but she refused. She’d added, “Besides, Lex, you’re better off being not-here.”

      She was right, but I’d still come home for her, even if there was nothing else to bring me back.

      When we got back to the house, I texted Rafe to let him know we’d found the survivor, Maddox Leon, then deleted the sent message. I wouldn’t want anyone in my pack to see it.

      When I’d hung out with Eliza and her patrol, Tommy Smith, the son of the Kierney pack alpha, had seemed like a surprisingly nice guy. He didn’t talk about what happened back in my pack, which I appreciated.

      Like a lot of shifters, he smoked, but unusual cigarettes. Eliza had teased him, calling him a hipster; whenever they went on missions, he tried to find a specialty tobacco shop. There’d been a fancy gold label on the cigarettes he favored.

      And Maddox Leon, strangely enough, was smoking the same kind. I’d caught the glimpse of gold between his fingers as he smoked, even before he slipped and called me Lex.

      “Where’d Maddox live?” I asked. “Do you know?”

      “Don’t be all protective and weird,” Rosemary warned me.

      Maddie smiled faintly, as if she recognized that was an impossibility.

      “I’m not,” I said. “I’m just curious. You can make your own life choices.”

      She made terrible ones. But that was no surprise, given our upbringing.

      “He’s still got a place outside of pack territory,” she said, and there was a hint of guilty pride in her voice. Our father would kill her if he knew. “A really nice house. I guess he lived near here for a while without realizing he was so close to the territory lines.”

      Or maybe, he’d needed a place to stay out of sight while he waited for the furor to die. Until the world was convinced there was nothing suspicious about the death of an entire patrol at the hands of the covens. Until everyone believed it was Eliza’s fault.

      “Cool.” My chest tightened with anger.

      ‘Maddox’ and I would get the chance to talk soon, I was sure.

      When we went inside the house, a familiar smell rushed into my nose like something I’d forgotten until now. It smelled musky and human.

      The house felt claustrophobic as I stood in the living room, trying to make small talk with Maddie and Rosemary.

      There was the doorframe where my mother had marked our heights in pencil.

      That was the same doorframe I’d grabbed while I tried to fight off the shifters who came for me at the alpha’s orders.

      My father had stood there, by the couch. While I fought the alpha’s four henchmen, he’d edged out of the way without making eye contact. I’d shouted, begging him for help, just as they wrestled me out the front door. They’d thrown me down the steps and I’d hit the hard, frozen ground alone.

      For a while after that night, I’d thought I’d always be alone. The academy, the McCauley family, Rafe; they’d saved me.

      Whether human or wolf, there was nothing we feared as much as loneliness.

      “Lex, I made your favorite spaghetti Bolognese,” my mother said, leaning over the kitchen counter into the living room. That was where she’d been standing, too, wringing her hands while I was torn out of the house.

      At the time, I thought I was a man. Now I looked back at photos of myself at fifteen and realized I was still just a kid. Someone should have had my back. But my parents were never going to protect me after I disobeyed the alpha.

      To Maddie, my mother said brightly, “It’s the perfect fallback recipe! You practically always have the ingredients for a Bolognese right on hand!”

      Maddie stared back at her as if she was perplexed. Why was anyone was talking to her as if pasta was going to be the most important part of her life? She was a warrior.

      Then she smiled. “Are you still cooking? Would you show me how to make it?”

      She was amazing. As she passed me, I ran my hand across her shoulder. I just wanted her to know I appreciated her. She stepped into me without hesitation, turning her face up to me, and I brushed my lips across her forehead.

      I breathed in the familiar soft strawberry scent of her hair, the earthier scent of her body, and it felt as if some of my tension went with her as I let her go again. She slipped into the kitchen with my mother.

      Half an hour later, the four of us sat down around the oak table, but my mother texted my father. Maddie picked up her fork, then glanced around the table and paused.

      “Didn’t he eat dinner already?” I asked. “Come on, Mom.”

      “We don’t want to be rude, Jacob.” My mother gave me a look that was wide-eyed and horrified.

      “It’s always strange to hear you call him Jacob. I forget that’s his real name sometimes,” Maddie said.

      “You’ll have to remember when you’re an Alexander too,” my mother said, shaking her head. “Lex Alexander? It doesn’t even make sense. I gave him such a beautiful, strong name to suit my beautiful, strong little—”

      “Maybe I’ll take her name,” I said. “Maybe I’ll be a Northsea.”

      My mother laughed, then frowned as she realized I was serious.

      Why should I be attached to the name of a family that had barely taken care of me growing up?

      “So, how did Lex propose?” Rosemary asked Maddie cheerfully.

      We were back to pretending everything was normal. Nothing to see here.

      Maddie grinned and buried her face in her hands, as if the story was embarrassing. “Oh, man. I’m not sure it counts if you’re holding a pregnancy test.”

      Rosemary rolled her eyes. “Very romantic, Lex.”

      I shrugged. “You know me.”

      “Lex is definitely not romantic,” Maddie admitted. Her hand brushed mine as she glanced at me sideways, looking up at me through her eyelashes in a way that made my heart ache. I wished that look was real. “But he’s always there for me. Always. That counts for something.”

      “He’d better be now,” Rosemary muttered.

      “I could be romantic,” I said. I felt a little bit offended.

      I had been her real boyfriend, and I’d been romantic. Hadn’t I? What the hell did a guy have to do to count as romantic?

      Maddie raised her eyebrows. “Theoretically. Anything is possible.”

      “Game on, Northsea. Prepared to be wowed.”

      She grinned. For a second, it felt like a real moment between the two of us.

      Wheels rolled over gravel in the driveway. My mother smiled, tension lining her eyes. “There he is now. See? It wasn’t much of a wait at all.”

      My father reeled in the door, smiling broadly. “Hello, wife.”

      He grabbed my mother’s shoulders and kissed her, and she smiled adoringly at him the way she always did, like the two of them were still madly in love after twenty-five years. “Son! Future mother of my grandchildren!”

      Maddie grinned when he hugged her. He towered over her—Maddie was slender and average height for a human girl, which made her tiny compared to me or him—in a way that irritated me.

      Dinner was fine. Afterward, my mother enlisted Maddie to help her clean up. Maddie flashed me a look just once—help me—but then went on acting the role she was supposed to play.

      My father and I stepped out onto the back porch. There was barely any backyard; the pines and bare trees seemed to press against the house.

      When I was a kid, the branches of one of those trees used to scrape across my window at night. It reminded me of claws scratching at the house, but I hadn’t minded it. It made the outside world feel closer when I was trapped in the house. Nature had been where I felt free.

      “The alpha’s pretty happy you’re bringing a pack princess home,” he said.

      “Great.”

      If he couldn’t steal the alpha’s place at the top of the pack, my father lived to please him. I didn’t quite feel the same.

      “It’s hard to believe you’ll be home for good in June.” He clapped my shoulder. “Not long.”

      “That’s right.” Graduation loomed. Especially if I graduated early to give Maddie her space.

      “You are coming home, aren’t you?” His voice had gone quiet.

      “Where else would I go?” I glanced toward the house; the light shone out of the window between us, and I could see the women moving around in the kitchen.

      Now that we knew where Tommy Smith had gone, I needed to get Maddie and get out of here. Maybe having an argument with my dad was a good excuse.

      My father stared at me with a spark in his blue eyes. “You seem to have a knack for finding other places to be.”

      I shrugged.

      “Nothing to say, huh?” There was a sharp edge in his voice. The joyful-drunk part was wearing off. “You never have a lot to say.”

      “You’ve never been interested in listening.”

      “Oh, here we go again. Poor Lex.”

      “I thought you just said I never have a lot to say.”

      “I guess I should’ve said, it’s always the same old tired shit.”

      “You know what, maybe I will go work for the Council. That’s what you’re really getting at, right?”

      “No, you won’t. You won’t be a traitor to your own pack.” he said it as an order, not a statement.

      “Why would that make me a traitor?” I softened my voice. “The Council is trying to protect us all—”

      “Really?” he asked, his voice barbed.

      Well, the Council hadn’t protected Eliza. But my pack hated Council oversight for reasons that were far from admirable.

      And speaking of disgusting motivations… “What are you doing with Rosemary?” I asked.

      “It’s time she was married. She’s almost eighteen.”

      “You know, normal people don’t squeeze those two sentences together.”

      “She’s a good girl. She’s not a normal human, and I’m not going to wait around for her to decide to become one.”

      I rubbed my face, gazing at the moon high above the trees. It hung round and tranquil and shining above a planet full of chaos.

      “Clearly, you wouldn’t know anything about good girls,” he muttered.

      “You’re selling her to the alpha,” I said, ignoring the poke at Maddie. “What are you getting out of it?”

      “I’m not selling her. Get your head out of your ass, boy. She knows I’m looking out for her.”

      “Yeah, because every seventeen-year-old girl wants to be married off to a fifty-year-old asshole.”

      “He’ll give her a better life than you’ll ever give her.” He didn’t have to name Maddie, but he jerked his jaw at the house.

      “For once in your life, act like a father. Give her a chance at a real life.” I’d told Maddie once that I wouldn’t want my little sister to come someplace like the academy, but it was a better option than here. “Let Rosemary come to the academy next year.”

      He stared at me for a second, frowning, then threw his head back and laughed. “No, that’s all right. I’ll leave that for whores like your girlfriend who—”

      I slammed into him. The two of us trampled and tripped over the potted plants before his back slammed into the porch railing. We teetered on the edge for a second, then fell over it.

      He landed with a bark of pain, then scrambled to his feet. I stood across from him, my chest heaving and my hands folded into fists. I couldn’t hit him first. I should, but I couldn’t.

      He looked at me as if he’d kill me, his nostrils flared and his eyes alive with rage. I was familiar with that face. My heart hammered with panic, as it had a hundred times when I was growing up.

      But this time, I wasn’t just a kid.
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      When I heard the thud, then howling, I ran outside. Lex’s mother pretended for a beat more that nothing was happening, then ran after me, calling my name. In the yard, Lex and Rand traded ferocious blows as if they were trying to kill each other.

      Sasha grabbed my shoulders, trying to pull me back into the house. “Come on. This isn’t any of our business—”

      “The hell it isn’t,” I snapped. “Rosemary, grab your stuff. We’re getting out of here.”

      Rosemary looked at me wide-eyed before shaking her head.

      “Why the hell do you want to stay here?” I demanded. I’d only been here for an evening, and this pack seemed like a madhouse to me.

      “Get Lex and get out of here,” Rosemary said urgently. “Dad doesn’t trust him. The alpha doesn’t trust him—he’ll be coming—”

      “Rosemary!” Sasha’s eyes flashed.

      “Come with us,” I begged, afraid of what would happen if we left her.

      “I’ll be fine,” Rosemary promised. “This is my home, my family. I’m not going anywhere.”

      “She doesn’t need you,” Sasha said fiercely, grabbing her daughter’s hand.

      I shouldered past Sasha roughly—fuck anyone who doesn’t fight for their own kids, no matter who wants to hurt them—and ran into the house for my purse. I had the spare keys to the car. I grabbed my stuff and Lex’s.

      When I came back into the living room, Sasha was closing the door as if she could shut out any unpleasantness. Outside, I could hear half-human snarling, a grunt.

      “Stay out of my way,” I warned her as I stormed for the door.

      “You’re never going to make it,” she said tartly. “You’re going to be just an academy drop-out, and you and Lex will come back here begging—”

      “Blah blah blah,” I interrupted. I’d think of a better comeback later, when it was too late. My heart raced with anxiety for Lex.

      But when I ran out of the house and into the dark night, it was Lex who had his father pinned. Rand thrashed under his grip, his muscles convulsing as he tried to transform.

      “Lex!” I shouted. “Come on, we got the ‘blessing’ we came for. Let’s get out of here.”

      The only ‘blessing’ we needed was the identity of the survivor of that patrol.

      I threw open the trunk, revealing the guns in the back. I didn’t want to kill anyone in Lex’s pack, though. I threw our bags in, slammed it shut, and headed for the driver’s side.

      Lex turned and ran for the car just as his father exploded into a wolf. Rand streaked after him, but Lex slid into the passenger side, slamming his door shut.

      I threw the car into reverse and it fishtailed down the driveway as gravel sprayed up from under the wheels. My hands felt slick with sweat on the steering wheel as I watched the driveway behind us in the rearview mirror. The wolf raced toward us, filling my windshield.

      Lex said, “I guess it’s true what they say. You can’t go home again.”

      His voice was calm even though he was bleeding and bruised. He pressed his fingers to a cut at the corner of his mouth, and looked at the blood on his hand. Some of it was his, but not all.

      The car’s back tires bumped up onto the road. The werewolf slammed into the side of our car, with a thud, but I didn’t hesitate. I slammed the gear into drive. I fishtailed across the road, my fingers white on the steering wheel, but I still had the car under control.

      As I pressed my foot against the accelerator, the force pressed me into the back of my seat. The two of us raced off pack lands.

      “Was the fight with your dad an excuse to get us out of here?” I asked.

      He hesitated. “I don’t know. I thought about it.”

      “I’d love a heads-up next time.” I’d barely had time to react.

      “Yeah. Sorry.” He sounded weary, not like Lex’s usual self.

      When I glanced over, he stared out the window at the dark night, his jaw clenched.

      “You all right?”

      He shrugged.

      “Has your dad always been like that?”

      His gaze swept toward me. “You don’t have to feel sorry for me, Maddie.”

      “I don’t feel sorry. I’m just trying to understand.” My voice came out tart. I didn’t sound very understanding.

      “What’s there to understand?” he demanded. Then he stopped, holding himself back with visible effort, his jaw tense. His voice was different when he added, “I’m sorry. Thanks for having my back.”

      “Yeah.” I glanced at him, a smile cracking my lips for the first time. “Well, I’ve got to look out for the future father of my children.”

      The tension eased between us. He sounded admiring when he said, “That was quick thinking.”

      “You were quick too. Picked it right up.” The wheels rattled over the bridge we’d crossed on the way in. We were leaving pack territory.

      I pressed my foot down on the accelerator, and the car leapt forward. I couldn’t wait to leave them behind us. I wondered if Lex and Rosemary would ever really leave their pack behind.

      “Let’s get back to the team, come up with a plan, then find Maddox Leon,” Lex said.

      I shook my head. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I can’t wait to go back to the academy and have things get back to normal. I’ll be glad when this is over…assuming we all survive.”

      He grinned. “You really pissed off Rafe. You know your normal is going to suck.”

      “I don’t even care right now. Besides, you said it was all love—”

      “Absolutely,” he agreed. “But that isn’t going to make it any more pleasant.”

      An hour later, we were back with the team.

      While everyone brainstormed our next move, I wandered over to Jensen, who sat alone at the desk in the corner of the hotel room. Why was he by himself? Chase and Rafe had said they had questions about what happened between Jensen and me, and I’d caught the way Penn had glanced at him a few times. The guys were so protective of me in their own ways. Were they still freezing Jensen out?

      There were dozens of papers in piles across the desktop, all covered in his quick, lazy scrawl. I’d come over to check in on him, but I stared down at the pages, distracted as I caught Eliza’s name and the other names from her patrol.

      When I looked up, his warm golden eyes gazed into mine.

      “Photographic memory,” he reminded me. “I’m trying to get everything down.”

      “That’s brilliant!” I said.

      His eyes crinkled at the corners. “I wish I could draw the crime scene photos,” he said. “Maybe…I’ll try that last.”

      “You’re a really good artist,” I encouraged him.

      “That’s not why I don’t think I can draw them,” he said.

      There was something vulnerable in his eyes for once—something I only saw only when Eliza came up—and protectiveness flared as Rafe wandered over. I didn’t want anyone to see Jensen’s vulnerable side if they might it against him.

      Rafe put his hands on top of the chair. “Is that what I think it is?”

      “That depends.” Jensen looked up at him. “Do you think it’s a recreation of files I swiped from the dean’s office?”

      Rafe crossed his arms over his chest. “You played me to get on restriction this weekend.”

      “That’s not a very charitable way to look at it…” Jensen said slowly.

      “Were you two always in on this together?” Rafe demanded as his gaze flickered to me.

      “No.” Jensen said. “Maddie being sentenced to restriction too was collateral damage…and, well, fun for me.”

      “God, I hate you,” I muttered, but I didn’t mean it.

      “And then you know how she is, I couldn’t stop her.” Jensen wrapped his arm around my waist, tugging me toward him.

      I let him pull me into his side, wrapping my arm around his shoulders as the two of us faced Rafe.

      Rafe shook his head tightly. “What happened between you two fools, anyway?”

      “Well, sometimes when a man and a woman like each other very much…” Jensen began.

      “We all know the two of you fucked,” Penn said, rising from the couch. He flashed me a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes, and a pit settled in my stomach, afraid that he was jealous. “Which is fine. But you haven’t exactly been the best friend to Maddie, Jensen.”

      Jensen held his gaze for a few long seconds, tension simmering between the two of them. Jensen’s hand tightened on my hip, as if he was tense, but I didn’t think he even realized.

      “That’s true,” Jensen said flatly. “I was an asshole to Maddie. I’m going to try not to be an asshole going forward. Is that okay with you, Penn?”

      Those words sent a warm glow of relief through my chest. At least Jensen was acknowledging the past. I hoped Jensen really meant things were going to be different, and I hoped the rest of the team would have the chance to see the good in him.

      “That would be great,” Penn said tightly.

      “Because I noticed you all love to play hero to her—” Jensen went on.

      “Shut up,” Rafe told him. “You don’t need to keep talking.”

      Tyson leaned forward on the couch and set the laptop he’d been using on the coffee table. He stood to his full impressive height, crossing his arms over his chest. “Hey. Rafe. I get it—you’re the boss. But now when it comes to Northsea, we all care about her, and right now, we want to have a conversation with Jensen. All right?”

      Rafe stared Tyson down for a few long seconds. Then he abruptly said, “Fine. Get it out of your systems. I don’t want to hear any more drama and whining after this.”

      “Great,” Tyson said.  “Thank you.”

      Whether Tyson was being sarcastic or not, Rafe rubbed the back of his neck in irritation as he paced away across the room.

      “If you hurt her again,” Chase said tightly to Jensen, “after that? I’m going to kick your ass.”

      “I’m not going to hurt her again,” Jensen told him, rising to his feet, to his full height. “But you’re welcome to try anyway.”

      Protective, aggressive male energy radiated across the room as Jensen and the guys stared each other down.  I was never short for a girl, but I felt small surrounded by these guys—they were all at least six feet tall, and Jensen, Chase and Rafe were all close to six-foot-six—especially when violence seemed to simmer across the room.

      “We’re all friends here,” I reminded them. “The enemies are out there.”

      “So you forgive him, Maddie?” Penn asked me tightly.

      Way to put me on the spot, Penn. I hadn’t even thought about it.

      “That’s a weird question.” But they were all looking at me as if it mattered.

      Jensen turned bright golden eyes on me, and his energy had changed. No longer aggressive and dangerous, now he looked at me with a question written across his face.

      “When Jensen says things will be different now, I believe him,” I said, even though I wouldn’t be truly sure until we got back to the academy.

      I had such confused feelings about the guys’ protectiveness, which was comforting and inconvenient at the same time.

      “Now can we get back to work?” I asked, and after a second they all nodded and moved back to their separate projects, to my relief.

      I pulled Penn aside, though. Dragging him out onto the narrow balcony that overlooked the chilly, windswept city street below, I asked, “Are you okay with…”

      I raised my eyebrows, but he stared back at me with an expression that was guarded and impenetrable.

      “Penn,” I said softly. “Don’t lecture Jensen about hurting me, and then just look at me like that without saying a damn thing—”

      He cut me off abruptly by catching my face in his hands and pressing his lips to mine. No matter how cool his gaze, there was nothing cold about his kiss. Penn’s lips seared to mine. I ran my hands up the hard planes of his chest to his broad shoulders as he wrapped his arms around my waist. He kissed me like he needed to know something, and when he pulled back, the expression on his face was satisfied.

      “I never expected to have the only claim on you, Maddie,” he said. “But I…”

      He shook his head, as if he couldn’t tell me he’d been afraid I’d reject him for Jensen.

      “Penn,” I said, begging him to hear me, to really hear me. “I’m not going anywhere. Not ever.”

      Penn stared into my face as if he was gauging whether he believed me, and then his face softened.

      When Penn kissed me, the wind blew hard around us, flinging grit and leaves around us. Penn turned me, pressing me against the glass door behind me, caging me with his big, protective body. The two of us traded wild, hungry kisses.

      “As long as you want me, Mads,” Penn promised me, his breath warm against my ear, “I’m not going anywhere either.”

      “Not ever,” I repeated, because I couldn’t imagine my life at the academy without him now.

      “Not ever,” he promised, and then he kissed me again, the kind of kiss that carries a promise.
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      “Hey, here’s something interesting,” Tyson called from where he sat on the couch with his feet propped up and a laptop balanced on his legs. “Leon’s apartment isn’t in his name. It’s a house owned by the Kierney pack.”

      Lex raked his hand through his hair, betraying his tension, even though he said, “Good.”

      “Are you all right?” Rafe asked him quietly.

      “Yeah, I’m good,” Lex said, but a long look passed between them, a look of shared history I couldn’t parse.

      “Sometimes I think you should write the poetry about their great bromance,” Jensen muttered in my ear.

      “You’re going to have a very long second year, McCauley,” Rafe said without looking our way. “Anyway, Maddox Leon is almost certainly being watched. We’ll be heading into a trap.”

      “I know,” Jensen said. “But they don’t know my team has my back. So really, it’s a trap for them.”

      Rafe’s phone rang. He checked who it was, then held up a finger. “It’s the Dean. All of you, keep your mouths shut.”

      Rafe glanced around, making eye contact with everyone to make sure we understood, then raised his phone to his ear. “Good afternoon, Dean McCauley.”

      I held my breath, afraid Rafe would turn us in after all.

      Rafe listened to him, then said, “I left them both on restriction on campus. They should still be there.”

      He nodded as he listened. “All right. Lex and I will make sure they get back to the academy safely. Do you have any idea where they went?”

      He looked up. “How would they have gotten the idea the real circumstances were covered up?”

      After a second, he said, “Got it, sir. We’ll bring them back to the academy.”

      Jensen grinned as Rafe hung up.

      “What?” Rafe asked, his voice irritated.

      “You didn’t lie to him once.”

      “Yeah, I’ve learned something keeping up with hooligans like you,” Rafe said. He clapped his hands together. “Let’s do this. I can’t wait to get you two back to the academy.”

      “And clear Eliza’s name,” Lex said quietly.

      Rafe hesitated, then agreed, “Most of all.”

      Lex clapped Jensen’s shoulder. “Time to finish this.”

      Jensen nodded. A tightness in his muscular frame betrayed feelings rippling under the surface, but his handsome face was a mask again.

      “Maddie,” Jensen said. “Into trouble. One last time?”

      I met his gaze. “You already know you can’t stop me.”

      We all headed down to the parking garage. I said goodbye to the guys before Jensen and I got into our own car.

      As Tyson gave me a big hug, I thought about how we’d all split up just a few days before. So much had changed since then. It felt as if we were becoming more of a team—more of a family—with every passing day.

      “Wish me luck,” I told Silas.

      “You don’t need luck.” Silas grinned at me, a rare cocky edge in his smile. “You’ve got me.”

      As I shook my head at Silas, Penn grabbed me in his arms, hugging me hard. I wrapped my arms around his lean waist.

      “You’re not mad at me?” I murmured into Penn’s ear.

      “I’m mad you left me out,” he teased. His eyes were as cool as ever. “Are you trying to ask if I’m jealous?”

      “I was trying to be subtle.”

      “Don’t, Mads. Subtle is not your strong suit. But I love you just the way you are.”

      My lips parted in surprise. Those words sent a warm glow through my chest. Had he really just said that, so casually, in the parking garage right before we loaded up and went into a dangerous situation?

      “Penn,” I started.

      He shook his head to stop me, cupping my face in his hands. His eyes were intent on my face.

      “If you’re going to say it back to me, save it,” he said. “Until I get you back safe. All right?”

      I nodded, sliding my hands over his calloused knuckles to hold his hands to my face. “I’ll be back.”

      Jensen leaned against the driver’s side door, his hands shoved in his pockets, and he looked up with a familiar mischievous light sparking in his eyes. “And then she’ll probably write some cheesy poetry about it.”

      I shot him a dirty look. “Could you not?”

      Penn’s lips arched into a tease of a smile before his mouth straightened. “I might want to read some of that poetry.”

      “And I might want to die instead,” I wisecracked, but Penn kissed me again, and I stopped, savoring his kiss.

      “All right, get out of here.” Rafe opened the passenger side door of Jensen’s car and waved me in. The gesture seemed less gentlemanly and more exasperated.

      Jensen slid into the driver’s seat across from me and as he pulled his seatbelt across his chest, he muttered, “The things I do to get you to myself.”

      “You don’t want me along,” I said.

      “No, I don’t,” he admitted. “But I think I need you.”

      As I started to smile, he added, “I know. Relish the moment.”

      The other guys were already getting into their cars, slamming the doors shut. As we pulled out, I twisted in my seat, watching them follow us. Something ached in my chest. I wasn’t sure we’d all make it home to the academy.

      By the time we parked in front of ‘Maddox Leon’s’ house, I couldn’t see them anymore, but I knew they were there.

      “How do we want to play this?” Jensen asked me. He tucked his gun into the holster at the back of his jeans, then pulled his shirt to hang loose over it. “Clueless like usual?”

      I shook my head. “He met me in the Kierney pack with Lex. I was wallpaper there, but he’ll still remember me. Any idiot would connect those dots.”

      We knew Maddox Leon was really Tommy Smith, the Kierney alpha’s son who’d survived the patrol. But we didn’t know why.

      Quietly, Jensen told me, “You should stay here with them. I’m going to use magic, Maddie. It’s the fastest way to get the truth.”

      “You know I’m not scared of magic.” I met his gaze evenly.

      Rafe hated magic, but magic was the solution right now. The only other way to get the answers we needed was to torture Tommy, and that wasn’t exactly the moral high ground either. This way, we could get the truth.

      I added, “As long as the rest of the team isn’t in the room with us, they never have to know.”

      Jensen’s lips turned up at one corner, and his hand swept up my back to cup my neck. “My little witch.”

      He leaned in to kiss me. I tilted my head back, my lip parting as his mouth pressed mine. His lips were as soft as his fingers against my neck were hard and unyielding.

      Maybe we were both hopelessly damaged, but I loved the way he touched me.

      And I loved fighting by his side.
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      Jensen

      

      As soon as Tommy opened the front door, I barged the rest of the way through it. I pushed him up against the wall as I jammed the barrel of my gun into his throat. “Hey there, Tommy.”

      He didn’t even try to argue with me. “Hi, Jen.”

      He seemed calm, still, as if he’d been expecting me. He didn’t see Maddie until she popped up at his side. She grabbed the gun he carried before he could press it into my side, chopping his hand, and he let out of a bark of pain.

      “He hates being called that, by the way,” she said as she took a step back, raising the gun to train the barrel on him. “And if I were you, I would maybe not antagonize him right now?”

      His teeth were still gritted in pain.

      “It’s funny, babe,” I said. “Seems like other shifters never see you coming.”

      “Mm. Maybe misogyny is its own punishment.” She flashed him a tight smile. Then she eased back to close the front door.

      “Let’s take a seat,” I told him, before pushing him across the room.

      Maddie moved ahead of to the dining set at the corner of the room and grabbed a chair, spinning it on its back legs and plunking it down. I checked Tommy for other weapons, then forced him back into the chair.

      He sat, a resigned look on his face. “How do you think this ends, kid?”

      I didn’t answer. I pulled Tommy’s hands behind his back and wrapped them in duct tape. Meanwhile, Maddie duct-taped his legs to the legs of the chair.

      “What do you want?” Tommy asked.

      “For one thing,” I said, “I want to know why you’re alive.”

      “Because the witches missed me,” Tommy said. He studied me carefully. “Magic blasted off most of my face. They thought I was dead. Like my new look?”

      Bullshit. He thought he could just lie to me. “How come the records from the mission and your statements don’t match up? The official records place you tracking down a coven, but the statement you gave puts you at a shipping warehouse—”

      “What we were really doing is classified,” Tommy interrupted.

      “We’ll keep it between the three of us,” I promised.

      “I’m not going to tell two nosy kids about it.” Even with two guns trained on him, Tommy looked relaxed. “But everything that mattered? That your sister fucked up and got our patrol killed? That’s all true.”

      “That’s it,” I told Maddie, “I’m using the spell.”

      “Jensen.”

      “No one will know unless you tell them.” I glanced through the kitchen behind Tommy to the back door, the window there, even though I saw no hint of our team.

      “He’ll know. You going to kill him?” she asked, glancing at Tommy.

      “Good fucking luck, kid.” Tommy muttered.

      I hesitated. A month ago, I didn’t give a damn what anyone thought about me. Lots of people looked up to me—God have mercy on their miserable souls—and lots of people hated me, and none of it mattered. But Maddie looked at me with those bright blue eyes and a question written across her face. No judgment…at least, not yet.

      “It can’t make things much worse,” I told her. “After everything I’ve done, we’ve done, the only way out it is to see this through.”

      “Okay.”

      Tommy stiffened against his chair. I grabbed his arm, peeling back his sleeve, and pulling out the Sharpie I’d carried in my pocket. He tried to pull away, and Maddie grabbed his forearm, pushing it down against the table.

      “You don’t need to be part of this,” I told her.

      “Can’t make things much worse,” she shot back.

      I was still inking the rune in when he stiffened. His eyes went blank. Maddie and I exchanged a look.

      “Tommy? You still with us?” I asked. Was he faking?

      The smirk returned to his face. “What?”

      Maddie looked to me, her face troubled.

      “Do you have my sister’s sword?” I demanded.

      “Under the bed upstairs,” he said without hesitation.

      But I wasn’t sure yet the spell had worked. He might be playing along with every intention of lying to me.

      “I’ll go.” Maddie touched my back lightly as she passed.

      “Be careful.” I didn’t like having her out of my sight for a second, no matter how capable she was.

      “Why do you have her sword?” I demanded.

      “Because I loved her,” he said.

      Those simple words pressed a cold edge of fear into my chest. If he really couldn’t lie to me right now, then what he’d said about Eliza getting her patrol killed had to be true. No one who loved someone else would betray them like that.

      “Start at the beginning,” I said flatly. I had to know the truth, no matter how ugly it was. “What was your real mission?”

      “Our mission was to destroy the covens who were smuggling drugs into the states,” he said.

      “Why was that a secret?” Everyone knew how many shifters had died from magical overdoses.

      “Because they were working hand-in-hand with wolves. The Council couldn’t afford the infighting that would cause. They thought it was a small faction within the packs. It wasn’t worth all-out war.”

      “Jensen.” Maddie’s voice was quiet.

      I turned to see her coming down the stairs. She carried Eliza’s saber. I would’ve recognized it anywhere.

      The cold edge of fear was back in my throat. I didn’t want her to hear if my sister had really fucked everything up, but there was no time to hold back.

      “What happened when Eliza was killed?” I demanded.

      “We got to the warehouse where the drugs were being distributed before the packs did. We were supposed to kill everyone involved in the smuggling ring, take the drugs, then disappear. Like it never happened. Keep it quiet. Cut the packs off at the source.”

      “And then?”

      “The witches were ready for us.”

      “How did they know you were coming?”

      He stared at me for a long second, his lips parting. Maybe the magic was fading.

      “Because I told them,” he said finally. “The Council was getting too close to the smuggling ring. But they only had so many of the ‘Council’s Own.’ All we had to do was take out that patrol and we’d buy ourselves time.”

      “You betrayed your own patrol,” Maddie said. “And then your pack took you back, with a new face? Does your father know his new beta is his son?”

      Maddox Leon stared her down. “My dad wasn’t too fond of the Council’s Own. But he knew having me there would be useful.”

      “What really happened to my sister?” I demanded.

      “I killed her.” His lip curled up at one corner as he stared at me. The expression on his face was almost proud.

      Rage spiked in my chest until I could barely breathe. I forced myself to stay calm. “You said you loved her.”

      “I did. But she turned me down,” he said. “She and Nic had a thing. You should’ve seen the look on her face right before she died.”

      Maddie touched my arm, and when I looked at her, she shook her head subtly.

      She must’ve seen I was on the verge of losing it. For a second, my anger flared hotter. I stared back at her for a long second, but there was nothing but affection and concern in her luminous blue eyes. She was trying to take care of me.

      I nodded stiffy, then turned and walked away, putting some distance between Tommy and myself. We needed more information to exonerate my sister. I couldn’t kill him.

      “Did they know they were asking you to turn on your father’s pack?” Maddie demanded.

      He shook his head. “I wasn’t working for him.”

      “Who were you working for?” she asked.

      There was a faint sound outside. Maddie and I exchanged a look.

      “You’d think you’d have learned at Reefer’s house,” he said with a laugh. “You trip the spell, the witches show up.”

      “It wasn’t witches who came to find us before,” Maddie said, frowning as she looked to me.

      “Might as well be.” Tommy said. “They’re working together. Better run, Jensen. They’re going to get you and your girlfriend too.”

      Glass broke in the living room we’d come through to get here. I turned toward it just as Maddie shoved me hard, knocking me down.

      A bullet crackled above us. Tommy’s head fell back, blood trickling between his unseeing eyes.

      “No!” I screamed, but it was too late. I needed more answers.

      “We’ve got to get out of here.” Maddie grabbed my arm to pull me up as she scrambled to her feet. I looked back to where the bullet had come from, but there was no direct line of sight from here to the broken glass of that window.

      The bullet that had just killed Tommy had come through the window, then turned a corner to find him. Magic.

      “Jensen, come on!”

      It was the edge of fear and pleading in her voice that snapped me out of it. We didn’t know if they could write bullets with our name on it that would twist and turn to find us, or if the witches had something of Tommy’s that had allowed them to kill him long distance. But we couldn’t stick around to find out.

      Together, the two of us ran for the back door.
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      Back in the hotel room, Rafe paced back and forth while Lex sat silent and still, his elbows braced on his knees.

      “With Tommy dead, I don’t know how we clear Eliza’s name,” Rafe said.

      Lex looked up. “We finish the work their patrol was supposed to do.”

      “You want to take down a coven of witches?” Rafe asked tartly. “We don’t know where to find them. We don’t even know which packs are working with them—”

      “We do,” Lex said. “We know my pack is involved.”

      “Tommy said he was working for someone else,” Jensen interrupted. “We just didn’t get a name before the witches got him.”

      “Speaking of,” Penn said. He leaned against the wall alongside the window, watching out the curtain. “Those magic bullets give me a twitchy feeling. We should move soon.”

      Rafe swore, then strode out of the room, raising his cell phone to his ear.

      Lex went on, “If we take out the smugglers—shifters and witches both—the Council gets what they need. They’re never going to come clean about why Eliza’s patrol was there; they can’t afford the war that would follow. But we can end this.”

      “Eliza was murdered,” Jensen said, his voice low and cold. “I don’t just want to end this.”

      “I know,” Lex said. A long looked passed between the two of them. “I don’t want that either.”

      “But if we give them what they want, and we expose that Tommy was a traitor and a liar, maybe they’ll pin the murder of the patrol on him. Like it should be. They could say he was a traitor without giving away the whole truth,” I said.

      It wasn’t perfect, but we’d get what we wanted most: honor for Eliza’s memory.

      “I’ll go back,” Lex said abruptly. “Find out where they’re getting the drugs from. We can follow the trail, take out the coven.”

      “No.” I shook my head. “Lex, they’ll never trust you—”

      “It’s a long-term plan,” he interrupted. “Not a quick fix. It would take time to get them to trust me.”

      “You’re going to drop out of the academy and go home?” Penn asked skeptically.

      Lex nodded. He was focused ahead of him, on nothing, and I had the feeling he was deliberately avoiding my gaze. “You guys would be safe at the academy. You know, if you actually stayed there like you’re fucking supposed to for once. If I got myself kicked out of the academy, my pack might buy that I was willing to do the stuff I never would before.”

      “No, Lex,” I said. “You can’t do that.”

      “Why’d they keep Tommy alive anyway?” Tyson interrupted, a grim set to his handsome mouth. “It’s been bothering me. It would have made more sense to kill him. Erase the whole patrol.”

      “The Council doesn’t kill their own,” Chase said, frowning. “Right?”

      No one answered him. These days, I could believe that shifters were capable of almost anything. Especially the Alpha council.

      “Maybe they intended to do the same thing we’re doing now,” Silas said. “Maybe they were suspicious about him. Maybe they left him alive to get information.”

      Jensen jumped to his feet. “Maybe they bugged his house. We’ve got to go back.”

      “That’s too dangerous,” Rafe interrupted. He leaned in the doorway, toying with his cell phone absently.

      “I get it. You two—” he nodded to Jensen and Lex, “would do anything for Eliza. I would, too. But she’d just be pissed off if you were reckless and got yourselves killed.”

      “Now you give a fuck what she would’ve wanted,” Jensen muttered.

      Rafe’s gaze sharpened on him, but he swallowed his anger. His voice was cool when he said, “We’re not giving up on Eliza. But it’s time to shut down the Scooby team. We can go to the Council—”

      “Is that who you called?” Fire sparked in Jensen’s eyes, but his voice only turned colder.

      “No.” Rafe flipped his cell phone in his hand absently. “Maybe it should’ve been.”

      “Who?” Lex demanded.

      “Dani,” Rafe said. “I wanted to make sure we weren’t going to catch a magic bullet.”

      “You told a witch,” Jensen said flatly.

      “She’s known something was going on since Rafe and I tore out of the Hunters’ academy because we had a funny feeling about Northsea,” Lex said.

      “I’m not going for help to the same Council who sacrificed my sister’s memory,” Jensen said. He grabbed her sword from the coffee table. “I’m going back to that house. I’m—” He broke off suddenly.

      “Jensen?” I asked.

      He fell to his knees, his shoulders bowing. The sword was still clutched tight in his hand.

      “What happened?” Rafe demanded, running across the room to him.

      Jensen collapsed to one side, sprawling across the carpet as if he’d died.

      “Jensen!” I cried again. I wrenched the sword out of his hand, and a jolt of magic traveled up my arm, like an electric shock.

      I tossed the sword away across the room, before grabbing my hand. An uncomfortable pins-and-needles feeling crawled up my arm in the wake of the magic, and my hand cramped, my fingers stiff as claws. “What the hell was that?”

      Jensen’s eyelashes fluttered open. He sat up, shaking his head as he rested his elbow on one knee. “I think I saw some kind of… I think those were Eliza’s last memories.”

      “She enchanted the sword,” I finished for him. I was wary to touch the sword again, but when I knelt by it, ignoring the pain that radiated through my arm, the runes still glowed in the hilt. “Did she carve these runes herself in the hilt?”

      “Eliza didn’t use magic,” Rafe said.

      “You’re smarter than that, Rafe,” I muttered.

      He glared at me in response.

      I stared back at him. His glares didn’t make me shrivel up inside anymore. I had bigger problems. “I would expect you to all be smarter than that, but apparently not. Either she used magic herself, or she had someone help her.”

      “What did you see?” Lex asked Jensen.

      Jensen took a deep breath, as if steeling himself to pick up the sword again. It had hurt so badly when I touched it. I wondered if he was afraid of the pain or the memories.

      “Let me try,” Rafe said. His dark eyes fixed on Jensen as if he saw more than Jensen wanted him to.

      Jensen hesitated. Then, as if he couldn’t re-live his sister’s death over and over, he nodded.

      Rafe knelt and picked up the sword. He gritted his teeth as if the same electric tingle ran through his hand, then finally cursed and threw the sword back down.

      “Let me try,” I said. “Like Eliza, I’m not afraid of a little magic.”

      Rafe narrowed his eyes at me. But I wasn’t exactly scared of his ire today. I’d faced a lot the past few days. And if we didn’t figure out how to end this, I’d face a lot worse.

      Jensen shook his head. “I think maybe the spell is tied to our DNA. Otherwise the memories might have come up for anyone, and they might have realized what they had. They might have destroyed the sword.”

      “Why did they keep it at all?” Penn asked. “Shouldn’t it have gone back with her for her burial?”

      “I never even thought to look for it,” Jensen said. He scrubbed his hand over his face. “God, I was such an idiot.”

      “Tommy said he was in love with her,” I said. “But he wasn’t, really. He hated her for not choosing him… and he was the one to kill her. He must have kept it as a trophy.”

      Jensen nodded. “She thought about it before she died. About how he betrayed her because he couldn’t just be her friend…he couldn’t see her as a person. She was a mate or nothing.”

      He looked shaken by the thought.

      “I wish I could see it,” Penn said quietly. “I wonder if my pack…”

      I had an idea. “Maybe we can.”

      Rafe raised a skeptical eyebrow. “Maddie, what—”

      “I have a question about Dani,” Lex said suddenly, moving toward him.

      Thank you, Lex.

      I grabbed the sword’s hilt and Jensen’s hand in my other. Painful magic jolted through my body, burning through my chest like a lightning strike. Through gritted teeth, I muttered, “Show us.”

      The shape of the docks leapt up around us. I blinked as the walls of the hotel room disappeared, replaced by a dream-like vision of boats rocking on the water and the rough shapes of buildings.

      God, Jensen, close your eyes. He didn’t need to see this again.

      “Holy shit,” Rafe said softly, his eyes going wide as he stared at the magic. Through the pain, I almost smiled. Maybe I’d win him over one day.

      The world we were watched spun around us sickeningly. We saw through Eliza’s eyes as she and her patrol walked into a trap, betrayed by Tommy. They fought fiercely against both witches and shifters. Their small patrol was surrounded by a dozen shifters and even more witches, and watching their fierce, hopeless battle made my heart hammer in my chest.

      Eliza had been the last to die. That’s my nightmare. To watch my team die in front of me, to realize I was the last…

      She ran, trying to get away, trying to get justice. But she didn’t make it.

      She was scared when she was dying, when Tommy kicked her over and put the bullet through her head, but she was fierce more than anything else.

      “Fuck you,” she said out loud, then it all ended.

      The docks faded away, replaced by the same bland hotel room we’d left just minutes prior.

      Jensen stared for a second, his jaw set, before he suddenly leapt up and strode out of the room.

      “Let him go,” Lex warned me, catching my arm.

      Penn’s face had gone pale. He said, “You don’t need to go back to your pack, Lex.”

      Lex hesitated, as if he sensed a trap. “Why’s that?”

      “Because we can go to mine.” Penn said calmly. “I saw my father in Eliza’s memories.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Penn

      

      Maddie grabbed the top of the car door and yanked it out of my hands. “Penn, wait.”

      “What, Maddie?” I demanded.

      We’d driven to the outskirts of my pack territory in North Carolina. I’d done my best to avoid her. But apparently, she wasn’t going to let me get into the damn car for the last leg of the trip.

      It was bad enough to face what my pack had done. But it was worse if Maddie thought I was as rotten as they were. I couldn’t stop thinking about the way she’d looked at me that one day back at the academy, with disgust written across her face.

      Maybe right now, when the mission was a distraction, she wasn’t looking at me like that. But when she had time to really think about who I was—and who I’d have to be to protect Tyson and Mel—she’d look at me that way again. Not just once, but every time.

      “Be careful.” Her blond brows pulled together over those bright blue eyes.

      Even when she frowned, she was so damn cute.

      “Of course I’ll be careful. I’m the alpha’s son, Mads. I’ll be fine.” I told her, with confidence I didn’t feel. I swiveled in my seat to face her, putting one boot outside the car.

      “Come back to me,” she murmured, resting her hands on my shoulders.

      “You sure you want me back?” I asked, my voice rough. I’d known my pack was mixed up in dark stuff, but I didn’t know it was like this.

      Her frown deepened. “Penn. This doesn’t change anything.”

      I twined a strand of her long blond hair between my fingers. I could never resist the pull of touching her. “It does, Mads. You have to see that.”

      She shook her head. “You’re still the same person. You’re trying to fix what your pack did—”

      “You can’t fix dead,” I interrupted. “You think Jensen’s just going to get over my pack working with the witches responsible for his sister’s death? Does he strike you as the forgiving type?”

      Her pink lips parted, and I shook my head, cutting her off. “Mads. I can’t get into my feelings now, all right? Let’s end this. Then we can talk.”

      “You promise you’ll come back to me.”

      “Yeah.” My voice came out rough. “Always, Mads.”

      She wrapped her arms around my shoulders, leaning into me until her forehead brushed mine.

      Just for a second, I lost myself in her touch. The sun shone down on her, brightening the small freckles that dotted her cheeks and haloing her golden hair. She felt so good in my arms, warm and lithe. When she was close to me, I almost believed in happy endings.

      Gently, I disentangled from her first. I swung back into the car. “Got my back? If things go wrong?”

      “Always, Penn.”

      “Good.” I winked at her, pretending everything was fine, then closed the door between us.

      She stepped back, the expression on her face still worried.

      Jensen was right there, sliding his arm across her chest. He nodded goodbye to me, his face the usual impassive mask. She leaned against him easily, and her hands came up to grip his forearm as if she found comfort in his body.

      Fuck my life.

      I drove for home.
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* * *

      “Hey, Dad.” This time, when I stepped through the door, I expected to see him in the hospital bed. But somehow, it still wrenched my heart with the same jolt as the first time.

      He’s an asshole. Don’t forget that.

      His eyes brightened. “Penn. I thought you went back to the academy.”

      “Eventually.” For as long as I can stay there, anyway.

      I took a seat next to his hospital bed. His eyes looked as though they were caving in, sunken in his wan face. He looked so frail, and as soon as I’d leaned forward and hugged him, he fell back into the pillows as if he couldn’t bear sitting up.

      “I have a question,” I said. “And I need you to tell me the truth.”

      He watched me curiously. “Wow, that’s ominous.”

      “Is our pack working with witches? Is that where the drugs come from?”

      “We’re out of the drug business—”

      “But you weren’t,” I interrupted him. “Is that why you never sent me to pick up a shipment when it came in? You said you needed me elsewhere—”

      “Penn.” He sighed. “You don’t understand. I didn’t have a choice.”

      “You didn’t have a choice about selling drugs,” I said flatly. “Whatever, Dad. Tell me how I find the coven.”

      He shook his head.

      Anger tightened my chest, and my voice came out low and fierce. “Let me rephrase. Tell me, or I’m walking away. If I don’t get the chance to fix your shit, I’m done. I’ll go lone wolf. No alpha. No fucking legacy.”

      What a goddamn legacy it was, too.

      He stared back at me. His gaze was probing, and then he sighed.

      “You don’t want to find them,” he warned me.

      “No, I really don’t,” I said. “I don’t want any of this, remember? I don’t want to be alpha. I don’t want to go to the academy. I don’t want to hunt down a murderous coven. But here we are.”

      He tilted his head to one side. “What do you want?”

      “Not the time for philosophical discussions,” I told him.

      “I’ll tell you what you want to know,” he promised. “If you can tell me that.”

      “Why?” I asked. “Why does it matter?”

      What I wanted had never mattered before. The pack mattered. That was all.

      “You can’t live your life avoiding what you don’t want,” he said. “It’s a big world. So what the hell do you want, son?”

      Funny how even now, he managed to sound as exasperated as he so often had when I was growing up. It was almost comforting.

      “I want to be worthy of the girl,” I said. The rest of them came to my mind, too—the way she’d found comfort in Jensen’s arms as she watched me drove away, the way Tyson had always had my back even when the two of us were bitching at each other, the way Rafe tried to look out for us even if he was a goddamn sadistic know-it-all. “And of my team.”

      “The girl I told you to find? To claim?”

      “Don’t look so smug, Dad. I know you’re a murderer, that you—”

      “Did what I had to do to protect the pack,” he interrupted. “You wouldn’t understand.”

      “You’re right, I don’t. How do I find the coven?”

      He sighed. “I have one last payment to make before we sever ties. They don’t exactly appreciate the end of our business relationship. I was going to send Anton.”

      “Send me,” I said.

      “I don’t want to put you in that kind of danger—”

      “Dad. You asked what I wanted.” And to be the kind of man I wanted to be—one who deserved Maddie and the team—I’d have to face plenty of danger.

      “Fine.” He told me where on the docks they were going to meet the coven’s boat, and all the other details I needed to know.

      I listened intently, the same way I had for dozens of other missions my father had sent me on over the years. Some for good causes, some for bad.

      This would be the last one.

      “After all, you’ll do a better job than I ever did,” he said, and even though I knew he was a bad man, the affection in his eyes still meant something to me. “It’s time for a new legacy, Penn.

      “Yes, it is.” The gravelly voice came from the doorway.

      I whirled to face the newcomer.

      Anton stood in the doorway. He had one hand shoved in his pocket, but his other hand was down, concealed by his side. I didn’t need magic to know he was carrying a gun.

      I’d trusted him. But now the prickle of disquiet crawling up my spine told me I’d been wrong.

      “What do you want?” my father demanded.

      “To challenge for alpha,” Anton said.

      “My father isn’t dead yet,” I said. “Give him the respect of waiting—”

      Anton brought the gun up and fired.

      The shot echoed in the room.

      Blood blossomed across my father’s chest as his head slumped forward.

      I stared at him. That hadn’t just happened. One second I was talking to him, then he was gone.

      “Like I said,” Anton repeated, “I want to challenge for alpha.”

      I stared at him. He still held the gun. He could just shoot me, but the pack would never accept him. To be alpha, he’d have to beat me.

      And to get past him, to get off pack land, with the info that Maddie and Jensen and the team needed, I’d have to defeat him.

      “Let’s go,” I said softly.

      When I walked out onto the front porch, the pack lined the yard. Their faces were a blur, but I picked out a couple of kids in the crowd.

      “Hey,” I called to one of the parents I saw. “Get the kids out of here. Anyone under twelve.”

      A murmur rippled through the crowd, and I crossed my arms over my chest, glaring them down.

      I was going to do things my way. No matter what my father would have thought—no, I couldn’t think of him now. I’d grieve later.

      For now, anger washed over me. I didn’t even want to be alpha, but I wasn’t letting this asshole take my place, either.

      I yanked my shirt over my head as I came down the stairs of the front porch.

      “Do you want me for alpha?” Anton demanded of the crowd. He was still standing on the porch as if it was his stage. “Or this child who doesn’t even want to be here?”

      This was never a democracy. Today wasn’t the day we started, either.

      “Less talk,” I told Anton, raising my voice to make sure it carried to the crowd. He’d made sure to gather them before he came in. How long had he planned my father’s murder? “More fighting.”

      He raced across the porch and jumped into the yard, racing toward me.

      I danced out of his way at the last moment, then kicked my foot into his calf with all my power behind it. He stumbled but kept his balance as he whirled to face me.

      I took a step back, bringing up my fists. He had a lot of weight on me. I had to stay out of his reach.

      “Shouldn’t have taught you everything I knew,” he said.

      He was still putting on a show for the crowd. A whispers raced through the crowd, he glanced their way.

      And I jabbed my fist into his gut.

      He grabbed me as he doubled over, and I almost managed to slip away, but he drove his knee up into my abs.

      Pain exploded in my torso, but I punched into his kidney as we locked up close together.

      The two of us traded furious blows. I got in a good hit across his face, then another. Blood flew but he didn’t stop coming.

      He managed to close his arms around me, bulging with muscle. He bit into the side of my throat hard enough to draw blood, his teeth lengthening, cutting into my throat as he began the transformation.

      I slammed my forehead into his face as hard as I could, and his grip loosened, and I did it again.

      He stumbled back and I kept going after him. Blood kept running into my eyes, though. It burned as I blinked, red clinging to my eyelashes. I’d burst my forehead open getting out of his death grip.  I swiped it away as best I could with my arm, then went after him again.

      But I couldn’t see well enough, and he managed to punch me across the face with a right hook, then hit me with a left that lifted me off my feet. I slammed into the ground.

      My breath was knocked out of me, but I scrambled to my knees, launching myself to my feet.

      His bulk landed on top of me, driving me to the ground. Pain arched through my back from the way I fell even as he punched me in the chest, forcing me to my back.

      I shielded my face with my arms as he planted his fist into my face, and the blow glanced off my crossed forearms. Fuck. This was the worst place for me to be.

      He had a lot of size on me, he had reach. He sat back on my chest and pummeled my face and I couldn’t reach him without opening myself up to another blow.

      He rained blows down on my face and head. My head thudded into the ground, and I heard a crack as some of my bones broke.

      The world was a red blur, and through it, I could barely glimpse his smug face.

      “Sorry it had to end like this, kid,” he said. “I always liked you.”

      I lunged up and grabbed him around the waist like I was hugging him, like I had when I was a kid. With my head buried in his chest, he couldn’t nail a good punch into my face again.

      He was looking for somewhere to strike another blow, but I trapped his right arm with mine, got my left heel into the ground, and exploded up. He fell to the side, unable to stop himself with his right arm, and I swung on top of him.

      I punched his face over and over as hard as I could, feeling my knuckles pop as they broke. His blood sprayed over me.

      Once I was sure he was staying down, I scrambled to my feet and moved back in a hurry. Then I took a fighting stance again, waiting for him to come at me again.

      But he just lay on the ground, groaning.

      “Are we done?” I demanded. My voice came out rough.

      The iron tang of blood was in the back of my throat. I staggered on my feet, but I drew myself up to my full height and squared my shoulders.

      He tried to get up, but he couldn’t. He collapsed in the grass.

      “He’s done.” His brother stepped out of the crowd and crouched to check on him. “He yields.”

      “Alpha.” Everyone in the crowd repeated the word, as they knelt, facing me.

      Jesus, that was embarrassing.

      “He murdered my father,” I said. I should kill him. I could ask any of the men in the crowd for their gun, and they would hand it to me, and no one would think I’d done anything wrong if I stepped up  behind him as he crawled across the grass and blew his head off.

      But I didn’t want to kill anyone today. I added, “Throw him in the cells. I’ll deal with him later.”

      I staggered past my pack to my car. My hands weren’t working quite normally when I tried to open the car door, and my fingers were slippery with my own blood, but I managed to get it open and throw myself into the seat.

      “I’ll be back,” I said. “Try not to do anything stupid while I’m gone.”

      I collapsed into the front seat. I’d left a sweatshirt on the passenger seat, and I wiped away the blood covering my eyes. Just touching my face lightly made it even ache even more. I was pretty sure he’d broken my nose, my cheekbone.

      I’d barely hung onto my position as alpha. I’d barely survived.

      I started the car and drove away, leaving the pack behind me, wishing I could leave for good.

      But at least this time, I was driving toward something, too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Maddie

      

      When Penn got out of the car, he moved slowly. He looked like he’d been beaten half to death, and my heart stopped.

      “Penn!” I would have rushed into his arms, but I stopped because I didn’t want to hurt him.

      He gazed into my face through an eye barely slit open, surrounded by a dark bruise, but didn’t answer. Instead, he pulled me against his body in a tight hug. He made a small sound of pain as my arms wrapped around him, but he hugged me fiercely anyway.

      “What happened?” I demanded. “Who are we going to kill?”

      He grinned. “That’s my girl.”

      When I turned my face up to his, he kissed me, even though it must have hurt. Our lips brushed softly together. I ran my hands over his leanly muscled chest, cataloging him for damage, avoiding his bruises. Seeing him like this made me ache. “Oh, Penn.”

      “Don’t worry about me,” he said. “I think I’m not hurt too bad to shift, and that’ll fix this. But I wanted to get to you guys first. Plan for tonight.”

      “What’s going on tonight?” Rafe asked over my shoulder. Then he interrupted himself as if he’d just realized how hurt Penn was. His jaw tensed with anger, and his dark eyes smoldered. “Who do we have to kill?”

      “You two are so in sync and you can’t even see it,” Penn said, with a glimmer of that usual Penn sarcasm. “My pack’s meeting with the smugglers tonight. I was right, but my dad was trying to get us out of business with them.”

      “He’ll still have to deal with the Council,” Rafe warned.

      “He’s dead,” Penn said shortly.

      I gasped, but he went on without any emotion.

      “I’ll have to go back and deal with my pack. Another day.”

      I slipped my arm around his waist, and he half-leaned on me.

      “Let’s make a plan,” he said simply.

      He looked so cool as usual, so… Penn. Even with his face bruised and swollen and bloodied. But his father had just died.

      Was Penn afraid to fall apart now, when we needed him? Or had he changed his mind about the promise he’d made to let me see all of him, even the broken parts?

      He must’ve felt me staring, because he squeezed me gently. But he didn’t say anything; he just loped toward where the guys were forming up around the hood of one car.

      Both Penn and Jensen seemed to stick with the same motto that my sister’s mates had: Fight first. Feelings later.

      Or—as a wolfish boy—it generally seemed to be: feelings, never.
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* * *

      We staged the cars a few blocks away from the docks. The scent of salt water washed over me as I got out of the car. I was suddenly keenly aware of the seven athletic, muscular, heavily armed male bodies surrounding me.

      “Be careful in there.” Penn grabbed my shoulder, his eyes smoldering with intensity.

      “You should all be careful in there,” Rafe said sternly, glaring at Penn

      Well, that was endearing. For all Rafe’s issues, at least he didn’t see me as needing to be protected more than the guys.

      He reminded us, “Be smart. Be careful. And do your jobs.”

      Then, as if he remembered we were cadets—and that half of us were first-years at that—he added, “The jobs you decided to take on yourselves because apparently, one month of hand-to-hand combat training and you’re ready to go to war.”

      Penn kissed me goodbye one last time. Now that he’d shifted and healed himself, he kissed me hard, his hands cupping my waist. I kissed him back just as recklessly. Seeing him so badly hurt had left me shaken, even if he was fine now.

      I could lose one of my men out here tonight.

      “See you on the other side, Mads,” he said, then went around to the side of his car and got in.

      Tyson ruffled my hair with his hand and flashed me a smile as he headed for the passenger side. We figured it wouldn’t raise alarm bells for Penn to have someone from his pack tagging along.

      We didn’t want any of us to be alone tonight.

      The rest of us melted into the shadows, away from the streetlights. Moving silently, we approached the docks.

      An enormous commercial boat was already anchored along the pier. The slightly rusty boat rocked on the lapping waves and looked as if it had already been completely unloaded.

      I hid with Lex behind a set of shipping crates. The docks were quiet, and it was a cloudy, starless night, so the only light came from the enormous street lights dotting the pier. Good; if we had to, we could take out the lights. Then we’d be able to see better in low light than the witches could, at least until they had the chance to form a spell.

      There was no one on the gangplank leading to the ship. Except for a handful of lights onboard in the cabin, it looked abandoned.

      I heard the low rumble of Penn’s car and turned to see him pull into the dock, just as planned.

      Lex touched my shoulder. His deep blue eyes met mine, then I followed his gaze to the gangplank, where a pair of witches in dark robes swept down the thin ramp between the boat and the water.

      “Really?” I whispered. While it was convenient for us, did the witches really have to wear those discount ren-fair-looking robes everywhere? I never remembered seeing my faux-father dressed like that before Piper killed him.

      A faint memory bubbled up from the back of my mind. He’d worn dark robes the day he tore Piper away from me, dragging her toward the basement door, the place we were never allowed to go…

      But was that a real memory or just my imagination? I could never be sure. I shook my head to clear it. Head in the game, Northsea. The past doesn’t matter.

      Penn and Tyson met the pair of witches and handed them the money. I’d thought this was a final pay-off, but one of the witches turned and gestured to the boat.

      And half-a-dozen heavily armed men started down the ramp, carrying boxes.

      Holy shit.

      “Penn’s pack isn’t out,” Lex muttered.

      The men his father had sent must have just decided to keep buying and distributing drugs.

      The skepticism on Lex’s face surprised me. I reached out and grabbed his hand. “Penn doesn’t know.”

      “Where the hell has Penn been?” Lex muttered back.

      “Lex, trust me,” I murmured. “He doesn’t know.”

      Some of the disbelief left Lex’s face. He squeezed my hand in his and gave me a nod. “Okay. You know him better than I do.”

      A warm glow lit my chest. I hadn’t expected Lex to defer to my judgment.

      I turned back to the scene in front of us just as one of the witches threw his arms out toward Penn. Magic ignited across his hands and blasted out, knocking Penn backward.

      Penn slammed into the ground ten feet away. My heart stopped, but he was already scrambling to his feet. Penn was tough.

      Tyson already had his gun out, and as he ran for cover, he popped off several shots at the witches.

      “Let’s go,” Lex said urgently.

      As we swarmed the dock, one of the armed men threw his rifle to a friend and dropped to all fours. His muscles shook as he began to transform.

      God damn it. We weren’t just dealing with a coven bringing drugs to the packs; the smuggling ring comprised wolves and witches working in tandem.

      “And here I always thought wolves and witches were mortal enemies,” Lex snapped. “Maddie.”

      When I turned to him, he handed his gun to me. I slipped it into the back of my jeans as he dropped to the ground, already transforming. We weren’t supposed to shift anyplace humans could see us. But if they weren’t playing by the rules, we couldn’t either.

      Lex and the other shifter slammed into each other, snarling, going for each other’s throats. The dock erupted into chaos. Bullets and magic flew.

      The witch who’d knocked Penn down advanced on him, holding his hands out as if he was going to finish him off.

      Magic sparked between the witch’s hands. But Chase, in his form as an enormous wolf, charged into him. The witch screamed, then went suddenly silent.

      Rafe grabbed Penn’s hand and pulled him to his feet. Another shifter aimed at Rafe’s back, but Penn raised his gun and popped off two rounds that hammered into the shifter’s body. He hit the ground.

      Where was the other witch? The docks were a riot of noise and violence. I wasn’t afraid of magic, and I could use it myself. I should be the one to face him down if Lex or Chase didn’t get to him first.

      “Behind you!” Silas shouted suddenly. My gaze snapped to his—his eyes were wide with alarm—but I was already spinning as I dropped to the ground. Bullets crackled over my head.

      The shifter behind me jerked his gun down to where I was on the ground, but I fired off two quick shots. His body jerked and went down.

      “Silas!” I shouted. The witch was behind him, but I didn’t have a clear shot because Silas was in the way.

      Silas whirled, raising his hands, and a blue bubble of magic shielded him as the witch’s magic crackled against it.

      What. The. Hell.

      Even if Silas’ pack did magic—which I was sure of—that was magic unlike any I’d learned as a wolf.

      Freaking useful, though. I was jealous.

      “Silas, left!” I shouted, aiming through him toward the witch, and he threw himself—and his bubble—to the left without question.

      Before the witch could move, I squeezed the trigger. Once, twice. He looked at me with surprise written across his face before he fell.

      “Clear the boat,” Rafe shouted.

      The chaos was quieting now; Chase and Lex fought the last two shifters.

      “They might have multiple buyers. Look for more dust,” Rafe ordered.

      Tyson held his gun out confidently, waiting for his shot. Chase fell, his opponent’s mouth bloody, and Tyson squeezed a shot off that went through the other wolf’s throat. The other wolf fell, blood soaking his white fur.

      “Northsea, McCauley, Chase, with me,” Rafe shouted, heading for the gangplank. We didn’t know how many more shifters or witches might be on the boat. And we didn’t know how long we had until the cops showed up. Someone must have heard all this gunfire, and they’d probably call it in.

      We had to be out of here with the Fae’s dust first.

      I looked up at the boat, checking for the glint of a barrel—or the spark of magic—but I didn’t see anyone to pick us off at our most vulnerable.

      Chase streaked up the ramp, still an enormous, terrifying wolf, and Rafe charged after him. As I ran up, it shook under my feet, and I caught blurry glimpses of the dark water in the narrow, deadly gap between the ship and the dock far below.

      Jensen was close behind me, and I raced as fast as I could, no matter how much the plank shook beneath me.

      “Don’t want you saying I slow you down,” I shot over my shoulder as Chase and Rafe disappeared into the boat ahead of us.

      “Going to hold that against me forever, aren’t you?” he demanded, his voice low and sexy no matter how dangerous the situation.

      “Yup.”

      Together, the two of us reached the top of the gangplank and burst onto the ship.

      “We need to find the drugs and get out of here,” Jensen said.

      “You two, that way,” Rafe ordered, pointing the other way down the narrow hall we’d just entered. He nodded down the hall as he locked gazes with me, indicating I should come with Rafe.

      I followed him down the narrow hallway. He moved with quick, athletic grace despite his tall, muscular body.

      I caught a flicker of movement and pushed him into the sunken doorway to our left, pressing my body against his so we’d be hidden out of view. His arm closed around my waist, drawing me close.

      My heart galloped harder with his hard forearm against my abs and his taut, muscled body against my back; his body heat washed over me.

      God, I had it so for bad for Rafe that even when we were raiding a boat full of smugglers, evil witches and pixie dust, being close to him excited me. What the hell was wrong with me?

      His lips grazed my hair as he held me tight, as if he was listening intently to the footsteps. With his body against mine, I could feel his heart pounding too. The two of us barely breathed as two witches rushed down the hallway toward us.

      “Ready?” he breathed into my ear, so softly that no one would have heard it without shifter hearing. “As soon as they go by.”

      I gave him the faintest nod in return.

      As soon as they were past us, I stepped out, grabbing one around the shoulders and yanking him down to the ground. Rafe caught the other, seizing his jaw and snapping his neck so the man dropped to his feet.

      I pinned the witch on the ground as his hands rose to form an incantation, but Rafe dropped to his knees and drove his knife into the man’s chest first. The witch’s incantation died on his lips.

      Rafe yanked the knife out and wiped it on the witch’s cloak before sliding it back into his sheath.  When he looked up at me, his lips parted as if he wanted to say something, but instead he stood.

      Together, we moved stealthily down the hallway, further into the bowels of the ship.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty

          

        

      

    

    
      Rafe

      

      When Maddie and I reached the hold, it was a cavernous room that could hold a lot of boxes and cargo containers—but there were only half-a-dozen wooden crates left strapped to the floor.

      I pried open the top of the box. There it was. Dozens of bags of life-destroying drugs. Drugs that killed Eliza and the rest of her patrol because they were in the way. Drugs that killed shifters like my brother.

      “Worth killing for,” I muttered.

      “They sure are.”

      I whirled to find several men with guns. My nostrils flared at the scent in the air.

      Shifters.

      Traitors.

      I searched for the speaker. He stepped out from between his men, and while he held his gun pointed at us like all the others, he drew my attention the most.

      Because I knew him.

      Joaquin McCloud, head of combat training and the patrols at the academy. He’d worked for the Council for years before he came to the academy.

      Behind him, I saw Lex edge into the room. I kept my gaze focused on Joaquin. That wasn’t hard—a gun barrel pointed in my direction tended to draw my attention. In my peripheral vision, I watched Maddie, who stood tall and fierce as ever, even if she only came up to my shoulder.

      He stared at Maddie in a way that made anger tighten my chest, even before he said, “She’ll fetch a good price on the black market. Thanks for bringing her to us.”

      Rage spiked in my chest at the thought of anyone selling Maddie as breeding stock.

      He grinned. “I never expected someone like Jensen to have so many friends, though.”

      “We’re a team,” I said. “Where one of us goes, the rest of us are probably there too.”

      “Mm. Too bad Eliza wasn’t so loyal—when she realized half her team was on the take, she tried to get help. She died expecting back-up.” The man flashed us a tight smile. “Too bad I was the one she reported to.”

      “So you were working with the witches the whole time.” The anger I felt cut through any fear at facing down the barrel of a gun. My brother had died from their magic. “The witches that have been poisoning our own kind.”

      “It’s a free country. People want to poison themselves, they should be able to.”

      “How can you do this to your own people?”

      “Profitably.”  He gestured to Maddie with the gun. “Get down on your knees. Both of you.”

      Maddie’s eyes sparked, and I knew what she was going to do. They didn’t have any intentions of shooting her. A shifter princess like her was incredibly valuable to the witches; that was why she’d grown up as a victim of the covens until her sister freed the two of them. She’d fetch a high price.

      “Maddie,” I whispered. There were too many people, and she was in the line of fire. No matter how much they meant to keep her alive, in the end, they’d kill her to make sure no one escaped. “Take it easy.”

      We had more backup coming. Lex was angling so he could fire a clear shot on the guys facing us without possibly killing us with friendly fire. That wasn’t perfect, but it was our best chance.

      But she only went down to one knee before she launched herself up at McCloud.

      The room exploded into violence as Lex squeezed off two quick shots, then whirled and took out a third shifter.

      She kicked the gun out of McCloud’s hand, and I grabbed it out of the air. As shooting filled the room, I quickly took out two of the guys.

      Maddie never even saw the one who went to shoot her in the back.

      I caught her in my arms, tackling her, twisting to take the bullet.

      I wasn’t letting any of goddamn pain-in-the-ass cadets die today.

      Pain exploded between my shoulder blades.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Maddie

      

      “Rafe!” I screamed. He landed heavily on top of me, still protecting me from the gun blasts going off all around us.

      His blood spilled out across my shirt, soaking it to my body, as his head slumped by my ear. “You all right, Northsea?”

      “Hang on.” I planted my hands on his body, forcing my magic into him, trying to seal the wound. The bullet had gone all the way through him, barely nicking me on the way out.  It burned in my abs, a puncture that hadn’t hit anything more than muscle.

      Probably better than I deserved after breaking the rules and putting Rafe in a situation to take a bullet for me.

      “Come on, you want to stay with me so you can make me pay for my sins. I know you.” I knelt over him, my lips moving with the words of a Latin spell. Sparks flared under my fingertips as I pressed them into the wound, feeling his blood pump through my fingers.

      And then the rapid flow of hot blood started to slow.

      “This wasn’t your fault,” he muttered. “I should’ve protected you. It’s always my job to protect you all—no matter how difficult you make it.”

      “Yeah, you’re the ultimate big brother. I don’t actually need more of those. I’ve got eight.” His shredded organs knitted together under my fingertips. The wet, moving sensation was unsettling, and I gritted my teeth, focusing on healing him.

      Then his muscles shuddered, convulsing as they began to heal.

      It was a good thing he was so close to being healed, because I was fading. I’d poured all my magic, all my life, into him.

      My vision dimmed to black at the edges as I glimpsed the brass bullet that had fallen when I wiggled out from underneath his body. With one hand still on the knitting-together flesh, I picked it up and slipped it into my pocket.

      He gasped, sitting up abruptly, his hand going to the wound in his side. He still had a bloody wound, but now there was no waste of bone and organ laid open to the world.

      He caught me just as the world slipped to black.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      I woke up in a blur of white. I blinked, wracking my brain, trying to remember where I was.

      Or who I was. My head pounded.

      “Am I dead?” I muttered. My voice came out hoarse. “No, I can’t be dead. Everything wouldn’t hurt if I was dead.”

      “Only you would wake up from twelve-hours of unconsciousness and immediately resume talking non-stop.” That was a familiar, grouchy voice. Rafe.

      I blinked again, fluttering my eyelashes—even my eyelashes hurt—and the white blur turned into the sharp lines where the white ceiling met the wall.

      “And maybe,” Rafe added, “you’re in Hell.”

      “Nonsense.” I tried to sit up on my elbows to find him, but my head swam with the movement. “Me, maybe. Nice boys like you don’t go to Hell.”

      I finally managed to lift my head off the pillow. He leaned against the windowsill. His athletic shorts hung low on his hips and he was shirtless, revealing bronzed skin and the lean, muscular lines of his body. A white bandage covered much of his abs.

      “What happened?” I managed to ask.

      A mirthless smile crossed his lips as he turned to me, crossing his arms over his chest—gingerly, as if it hurt. “How much of the past few days when you were supposed to be here at the academy are you missing?”

      I closed my eyes, trying to remember everything that had happened. “Nevermind. It’ll come back to me.”

      “Mm,” he said. “The academy doc thinks you sustained a bad concussion and that made you pass out. But I was reading the damndest thing about magical drain in the Hunters’ books before this weekend…”

      “Rafe.” I glanced toward the door, willing him to shut up.

      “And for some reason…” His jaw tightened as he closed the distance between us abruptly then sat on the edge of my bed. My body swayed toward his as the mattress dipped under his weight, “I didn’t tell him about it.”

      “Good.”

      “Another funny thing.” He grabbed the blanket and peeled it away, before I snatched the top and dragged it back. Someone had undressed me—except for a sports bra and undies—because I had the same bandages as Rafe across my abs.

      He fixed me with a dark look. “You and I will have matching scars now.”

      “That’s kind of romantic,” I said. “Too bad it’s wasted on you.”

      “You’ve always got jokes.” He didn’t seem to appreciate them though.

      My head felt light, and I was so exhausted I would’ve fallen back to sleep if Rafe’s proximity didn’t give me a tell-tale burst of energy. “Given that I was unconscious five minutes ago, that seems like a superpower.”

      He scrubbed his hand over his face. “I think you saved my life, Northsea.”

      “You seem strangely ambivalent about that.” I frowned as memories flooded back to me. Rafe, catching me in his arms, turning to take a bullet so I wouldn’t…

      That grouchy asshole cared, he really did.

      But he’d threatened to have me kicked out of the academy for using magic. He’d covered it up with the doc, but that didn’t mean he always would. Maybe it’d be better if I pretended I really didn’t remember.

      “I’m happy to be not-dead,” he said flatly. “I’m worried about having a witch on campus.”

      “Rafe,” I said. “I’m not a witch. You know I’m a shifter…you’ve seen me shift.”

      “When there are witches around, can you really ever trust your eyes?” he demanded. “You could be changing my memories. Changing what I see—”

      “You know me!” I shot back.

      He shook his head. “No, I don’t. And you summoned me, with this bizarre magical pull—”

      My pendant had summoned him. Did that mean he loved me too? Or did it just mean my magic thought my ridiculous crush on him was love? That was a lot to take in.

      But still, something had happened that had summoned him, even though he denied it before. He hadn’t just tagged along with Lex. “You felt it.”

      “I felt something.” His dark eyes studied me intently. “It could be a trick.”

      “I didn’t do it on purpose.” I pressed the heels of my hands into my aching eyes, as if that would ease my headache. “Do we have Tylenol or something? Why are you even here?”

      He glanced toward the bed next to mine. “I’ve got some healing to do too.”

      “And you’re sleeping in the same room as me?”

      “Keeping an eye on you.” He wandered across the room to look across a table in the corner.

      “Sweet.” I said mockingly.

      Of course, he would make a big deal of not being able to trust Jensen and me since we’d snuck off campus—but I couldn’t picture him curling up in a sleeping bag on the floor of Jensen’s room.

      “No, it’s not,” he said. “I don’t trust you, Northsea.”

      His harsh words stabbed into my chest, but his face was thoughtful and his gaze was steady on mine. The way he looked at me didn’t match his words.

      He picked up a bottle from the table and shook a pill into his hand, then carried it across the room to me along with a plastic bottle of water.

      “Even if I save your life?” I asked, and my voice came out more curious than hurt. That was a relief.

      Anyway, he’d saved my life first. I’d owed him.

      He handed me the pain reliever, and as I swallowed it, he twisted the top off the bottle of the water. I eyeballed him—did he really think I couldn’t open a bottle myself—but I still took a long sip to wash the bitter taste of the pill down. I hadn’t realized how dry my mouth was, and I guzzled the water down.

      He shrugged. “Don’t take it personally. I don’t like magic, and I don’t trust witches. Look at what we’ve been through this week and tell me I’m wrong.”

      “We’re on the same team, Rafe,” I said, exasperated. “Don’t tell me not to take it personally. We have to trust each other—we fought as a team this week, all of us, and we did amazing things together—”

      “We’re good together,” he admitted, interrupting me. “Turns out the academy is good for something after all, isn’t it? You guys worked as a team.”

      “Yeah,” I said. The academy wasn’t perfect, but maybe the misery did serve a purpose. I was tough on my own, but that was nothing like when the eight of us fought together.

      Maybe Rafe was trying to distance himself from that team when he said you guys. But he was one of us.

      “Do you think maybe one day, we could fight as our own team?” I asked. “The Council’s Own?”

      “Don’t get ahead of yourself, Northsea.”

      I threw my hands in the air. “Right. Because you might try to get me expelled—”

      “If that happens, it’ll be because you tried to get yourself expelled,” he told me coolly. “And if the Council thinks that witches infiltrated the damn school, they would kill any witches. No matter how useful they were.”

      The threat tightened my chest. I’d thought my skill with magic would be an asset to the academy. Not a threat.

      “I’m a shifter, not a witch.” I reminded him again, my voice hot.

      “Maybe you’re both.” He said it quietly, as if he’d been mulling it over. “Maybe one of your parents was a witch—”

      “My parents are both shifters.” I said it with certainty, the second before the memory slammed home of my father’s voice reaching me, of the demon that had protected me…

      Maybe I didn’t really know anything about my father.

      “What?” he asked, breaking into my thoughts, which were racing. “What’s going on in that wild brain of yours, Northsea?”

      “Nothing,” I said.

      It wasn’t as if I was already planning to leave campus again, to track down my father and get the answers I needed.

      “You look me right in the eyes and you lie to me,” he said, his voice frustrated.

      “I look you right in the eyes, and it’s none of your damn business,” I shot back.

      He stared back at me, his eyes smoldering, and I wasn’t sure what kind of heat he felt—anger or desire. For me, Rafe’s anger sparked both—anger of my own, and desire.

      He leaned closer to me, resting one hand on either side of my hips, his big body intimidating and sexy all at one time.

      “You are my business,” he said. “It’s my job to protect you.”

      He was an overprotective, arrogant ass, but his words still sparked warmth across my body.

      “Then we have to trust each other,” I said. “Jensen and I were in danger out there because we didn’t have the team. And we didn’t have the team because we didn’t know if we could trust you and Lex to have our backs.”

      He shook his head, his gaze never leaving my face. “You were in danger because you’re reckless and cocky and stubborn. Both of you.”

      “Also true,” I said, “but irrelevant.”

      “Even without the magic,” he warned me, “you’re on thin ice at this school.”

      Oh, the expulsion threat again? I shook my head. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      “You better not,” he muttered.

      His gaze on mine was still intent. I wondered if he felt the same tension between us, the heat that had my thighs tense. Damn, Angry Rafe really was Sexy Rafe for me.

      He could threaten me, but the truth was written all over his face when he looked at me.

      Rafe would protect me. Lie for me, take a bullet for me. He’d done both in the last twenty-four hours.

      I leaned forward, and he did too. When our lips brushed together, his hand rose and cupped my cheek, his fingertips resting lightly on my cheekbone. There was so much affection in that tender touch.

      It was just the faintest kiss. I wanted more of him, and I shifted closer, deepening the kiss—

      His eyes widened, as if he fully realized what he’d just done. He rolled off the bed and—shirtless and damaged—strode out of the room without a backward glance.

      The door slammed shut behind him.

      Once he’d gone, the room was too quiet.

      I was the worst when it came to boys.

      I threw myself back down in the pillows, covering my face with my hands.

      Face down an evil coven? No problem.

      Deal with shifters who betrayed their own kind? Got it.

      Save the life of a team mate when they were about to bleed out? Done.

      Face-to-face with my crush?

      Total. Disaster.

      “If it’s not too late, I’d prefer to die of my wounds,” I said to the empty room, dragging a pillow over my hot face.

      “Nah. I’d be lost without you.”

      I bolted upright to find Penn leaning in the doorway. Instead of his school blazer, he wore a sleeveless t-shirt and athletic shorts that exposed the ink tattooed on his chiseled arms.

      “Penn,” I breathed. He’d been through so much in the past few days, but he looked as cool and relaxed as ever as he sauntered across the room, no matter what he’d just said.

      He sat on the edge of the bed. “What’s wrong?”

      I shook my head. I didn’t want to talk about it. “What happened after I passed out?”

      “Rafe called Jensen’s dad, who called in the Council. Handed over all the drugs to them.” He shrugged. “Basically got a meddling kids bitch-out and no gratitude. But they agreed they’d reveal Tommy lied—they just won’t reveal the full truth about why. Still, Eliza’s name is cleared. The smugglers are out of commission. It’s a win.”

      I nodded, but I was troubled. Pack politics seemed to be more important to the Council than anything else.

      “So anyone left in the packs who was working with the smugglers gets a pass,” I said.

      “I wouldn’t count on that,” Penn said tightly.

      He had to go back to his pack and face them again.

      “Hey,” I said softly. “How are you doing?”

      He shook his head. “It all happened so fast. My father was murdered, and I fought the man who killed him. He was an old friend. He died of his wounds later, he couldn’t shift and heal himself. It’s… over.”

      He sounded like the thought overwhelmed him. As if he was only allowed vengeance, not grief. I frowned, worried I wouldn’t find the right words to comfort him.

      “That doesn’t mean you can’t have feelings about it.”

      His lips twisted. “I’m the alpha of my pack now. Well—for as long as I survive it. I can’t have feelings.”

      “You’re not the alpha in here,” I told him. His gaze swept to my face as I told him, “You’re just the man I love.”

      Penn leaned in and kissed me, a soft, tender kiss for once. It felt like a testing kiss, and he pulled away first.

      “Even knowing what my pack did?” he asked. “Working with the witches, hurting our own kind—”

      “Penn. You’re more than the pack you come from.”

      His lips pursed. Whatever he wanted to say, he held back.

      “Hey,” I said, an edge of sharpness in my voice I hadn’t intended. “You really don’t trust me? After everything we’ve been through? When I tell you I love you, I want you, don’t you dare second-guess me. I know what I want. I know what I need.”

      He stared back at me, frowning in disbelief for a second, before he grinned. “Wow. You’re yelling at me.”

      “Couples fight,” I said.

      “And they make up.”

      I tugged him down onto the bed beside me, and he wrapped his arms around me, holding me tight. His breath fluttered my hair as we lay intimately close.

      It felt good just to be close to him, held in his strong arms, breathing in his familiar, pleasant scent.

      “If you want to tell me about your father,” I said quietly. “I want to know everything about you, Penn. I mean it. I’m not going to lose my respect or affection for you because of your human side. You don’t have to be alpha around me.”

      He closed his eyes, and I thought for a second that he would keep that last door closed between the two of us.

      Then he said, “It’s complicated, you know…”

      The two of us held each other tight as Penn told me about where he’d come from, and where he was afraid he’d have to go.
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      Jensen

      

      My father paced across his office floor. He’d called in me, not Rafe or Lex, to answer for our team now that the Council had taken our statements and left.

      “This was a sensitive situation before you blew it up,” my father said, raking his hand through his hair. “The packs would use it as an excuse to go to war with each other. They’re already hungry for each other’s territories.”

      “Sorry I wanted to honor my dead sister’s memory,” I said. “They lied about her, dad. Doesn’t that mean anything to you?”

      “Of course it does.” He frowned at me. “I’m proud of you, son. I’m glad we know the truth about Eliza.”

      He was proud of me? Before I could make sense of those unfamiliar words, he added, “But we can be the only ones who know for now. The smuggling ring has been stopped—you finished her legacy. The Alpha council will take action from here. That’s what matters. We need peace between the packs while we fight the covens.”

      “The smuggling’s been stopped, this week. There’ll be another,” I said. “God, Piper and Maddie being kidnapped as kids might have been an inside job. Now we know shifters and witches are working together.”

      “Some,” he interrupted. “A handful, versus so many innocents in the packs that would be endangered if we display any weakness to the witches. It’s not worth war. We have to deal with the witches first.”

      “Dad—”

      “Jensen! This is bigger than either of us.” He softened, and said, “And you and Will, you’ll be there—and the rest of the patrols—when there’s another smuggling ring or something like it. You’re loyal to something greater than yourselves, even greater than the packs. You’ll be there.”

      He genuinely did believe in the academy. I’d thought my father only believed in himself.

      “I’ve got to get back to my team,” I said. “Check on everyone.”

      “Hunt and Northsea are still in the infirmary.”

      I nodded.

      “You and the girl,” my dad said. “What happened there?”

      I hesitated. I wanted a relationship with my father, but I wasn’t sure I wanted that much of a relationship.

      “You don’t need to know,” I said.

      “She still doesn’t belong here,” he said. “The packs don’t want women at the academy. They don’t want women in the line of fire.”

      “They don’t want women taking their glory, let’s be honest,” I said. Eliza had been worth a dozen of them. I stopped and turned back. “I’m done with your crusade, Dad. I’m not trying to force Northsea out. She belongs here. And if you come to hurt her, you’ll be coming at me too.”

      He pauses, his eyes troubled. Then he said, “I won’t come after her. But if she can’t make it, she can’t make it. The trials start next week.”

      “She’ll make it,” I said.

      She was Madeline Northsea.

      And she had me on her side.
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      Maddie

      

      “Northsea!” Rafe called me as I was headed down the hall toward my room.

      “Morning sir,” I said as I turned to face him. It was the first time Rafe had said anything to me since our heated exchange in the infirmary the day before.

      “I’ve been thinking about ways to make you and Jensen suffer appropriately.” He leaned against the wall, his arms folded over his chest.

      I groaned.

      Honestly, Rafe ignoring me as if I didn’t exist had been a worse punishment than anything else he could dish out.  I hated the possibility he thought less of me because of my gift for magic. I hated the possibility he’d given up on me for my mistakes.

      I screwed up sometimes, but I was a whole lot more than my mistakes.

      “Did you think you’d get off because you were shot?” he asked. He seemed back to his usual cool, stern amusement. “Because you were only shot a little bit.”

      “You were only shot a little bit too,” I fired back, before I realized that was not the tack I wanted to take.

      “Yeah,” he said grimly. “You’re fooling them, you know. But you’re not fooling me.”

      I didn’t think I could.

      “No magic,” he told me firmly.

      My lips tightened. I wasn’t sure I could truly avoid magic, despite my best intentions. I wasn’t going to let anyone on my team die on my watch. I’d healed him with magic, no matter how much he hated it.

      “When you give me that rebellious look, it makes me want to take you over my knee and spank you,” he muttered.

      My eyes widened in surprise, and a look flashed across his face like he hadn’t meant to say that out loud. The thought of Rafe’s hands on my body lit a fire inside me that made it hard to stay still. There was such a small distance between us that I could close, like we had in the infirmary.

      “You’re just such a spoiled brat,” he clarified carefully, “that it seems like you’ve been desperately missing a lot of—” he faltered, apparently unwilling to use the word spanking again. “Anyway. We’ll have to do this the slow way.”

      “Maybe you should try it your way,” I shot back before common sense returned.

      Heat flared in his eyes at the suggestion before his lips tightened. Yep, that was Rafe; in control again.

      But no matter what he said, I was sure now he felt the bond between us.

      He went on as if I hadn’t spoken, although it seemed to take some effort. “You’ll be on restriction until Thanksgiving. Mandatory study hours, confined to the barracks. You’ll have additional training sessions in hand-to-hand. Apparently you’re determined to put yourself in danger, so you need to learn to protect yourself. You and Jensen are going to be too fucking tired to be a pain in my ass.”

      Well, it was better than being expelled.

      I nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      “That’s it?” he asked. “You’re not going to try to get out of it?”

      I shook my head. Guilt still ate away at me for putting Rafe in danger, for that moment when he’d twisted to take the gunshot that should have hit me.

      “I would do it all again,” I said, and as anger sparked in his eyes, I hurried on, “I’d help Jensen. He needed this. But it was stupid. We should have trusted you and Lex… We should have come to the team. We didn’t know then.”

      “Didn’t know what?”

      “That you’d actually have our backs.”

      The words hung between us, and he stared at me. His dark eyes in that handsome face were no longer angry.

      “Always, Northsea.” He started to head away, then added, “There is one last reprieve before your sentence begins, though. Go see Lex.”

      Curiosity—and a thrill of hope—washed over me. “What is it?”

      He fixed me with that signature Rafe glare. “Was I unclear?”

      But it was hard to hide my smile when I said, “No, sir. I’m on my way.”
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      When I found Lex, he was waiting outside our house, leaning against his car. Penn and Tyson were with him.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      “We’re going to visit your sister,” Lex said. “And Rafe and I agreed to an equal custody split whenever we separate because you kids drive us nuts. So these guys are coming along.”

      I barely registered the insults that made Penn roll his eyes. I hugged Lex, and he laughed as he put his arm around me and squeezed—although he side-hugged me, our shoulders touching and not much else. That was new. He quickly untangled himself, but he grinned.

      “Really,” Tyson said, ruffling my hair, “we just figure you need bodyguards. And I fought Jensen for it.”

      “Literally?” I asked, because I didn’t trust them not to fight literally.

      “You and Jensen are going to have plenty of time together from what I heard,” Lex said over the top of the car, before he slid into the driver’s seat.

      I groaned. “Don’t remind me.”

      As we drove, I told them, “You know, I grew up with bodyguards. My sister’s mates were always around when I was a kid, even as Piper tried to make sure I had the trappings of a more-or-less normal childhood.”

      “More or less normal?”

      “Does anyone really have a normal childhood?” I asked.

      At least in this car we all carried damage from our families, from our packs, from our upbringings. But we were all so much more than our damage.

      “Fair point.”

      We laughed and talked on the way to my sister’s house. It was going to be a whirlwind trip with the last of our weekend, but I was so excited to see those babies. Piper was fine, but I wouldn’t really believe it until I saw her.

      When we pulled into the driveway, I had the door open before Lex could even put the brakes on.

      “Holy hell, this is why you need bodyguards!” Tyson yelled, grabbing my shoulder as I was about to jump out of the car.

      Lex slammed on the brake, but he laughed.

      “I wish that was why I needed bodyguards,” I said. The possibility someone would come after me again because I was a pack princess, because my magic was valuable to the witches and my womb was valuable to the packs, was terrifying. I’d never forget that shifter threatening to sell me to witches on the black market.

      But for right now, none of that mattered. Tyson released my shoulder, and I dashed out of the car and up the porch steps.

      “No hug?” Finn demanded as I raced past him.

      “Go hug Lex! I’m sure he needs one right now!” I said as I headed up the stairs.

      Piper was in her bedroom, and when I burst in, she looked wan and lovely. One of the babies slept in the bassinette next to her bed, and she nursed the other.

      Whispering, I asked, “So did you give me sweet baby nieces?”

      “I gave you one of each,” she murmured. “Come hold this milk-drunk baby for me so I can eat with two hands. Don’t you dare wake the other one.”

      I slipped into bed beside her and took the small bundle. A few of the guys followed me into the room.

      I was anxious about how to hold her, but Josh was there suddenly, fixing my hands and making sure I supported her head. Her tiny little fist curled up next to her face. “Her hand is so tiny.”

      “It’s all very magical,” Piper said, but Seb came in just then with a toasted bagel-and-cream-cheese and Piper began to stuff it into her face.

      “Thank you,” she told him. “Carbs are also magical.”

      “It’s good to have you home, Maddie, even if it’s just for four hours.” Seb flashed me one of those warm smiles of that lit his green eyes.

      “It is so good,” my sister said. “And also, we need to have a talk.”

      And just like that, the guys cleared out of the room.

      “Thanks guys,” I muttered. “Thanks for the save.”

      Piper rolled her eyes. “You’re not in trouble.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Should you be?” she shot back.

      She stuffed the last of the bagel in her mouth and leaned back into the pillows, sighing. My dignified and glamorous sister had a spot of cream cheese on her lip, but I wasn’t going to tell her. “These babies make me so hungry. I’m never going to lose the baby weight.”

      “It’s been three days. You don’t need to think about the baby weight.” She started to say thank you, but I was already adding, “Your uterus is still freakishly large.”

      “Thanks,” she said, far more tartly.

      But it was hard not to notice the shape of her belly under the blankets, which was kind of unsettling to me, now the occupants had been evicted.

      “Anyway, you can’t be in trouble with me,” she said, “as long as you never, ever comment on my uterus again. You’re all grown up.”

      “I don’t feel grown-up,” I admitted.

      “Yeah, welcome to the club,” she said. “No one ever does. But you still get to make grown-up decisions and suffer grown-up consequences.”

      “People still get in trouble in the packs,” I said, thinking of Lex’s scars, of Penn’s and Tyson’s burdens back at their own packs. “Even if they shouldn’t.”

      “But not you,” she said. “You’re not in any pack.”

      “I’m in your pack.”

      She shook her head. “Not really, Maddie. You’ll form your own pack. Your own family.”

      “But you’re my family…” I said, but I couldn’t stop thinking about that word, familia, on my lips, and how much had changed.

      “Always,” she said. “All of us. But eventually, you’ll make your own family too.”

      “I think I already am,” I said, frowning. “Not that it’s going well.”

      “If it were easy,” she said, “it wouldn’t be family.”

      “That’s a dark thought, Piper.” As soon as I’d said the words, the memories of all the darkness in my shared past with Piper flashed before my eyes.

      Piper had always been there for me, and it had cost her something. She’d chosen to be my family. No spell had forced her to watch out for me. She’d chosen herself to protect me from the beatings our ‘father’ doled out by taking them herself. Then she’d chosen to raise me in the strange gap afterward, when she wasn’t a mother but was more than a sister. None of that had been easy.

      But I’d do anything for her and she’d do anything for me. I felt loved and safe when I was with her.

      And those men of mine, they all needed to feel loved and safe too. They didn’t have that with their own backgrounds.

      Maybe someday, we’d be the family we all needed.

      After a while, the guys gently kicked me out so Piper could nap while two of her men took baby-duty. I left Arthur cooing at the baby he jiggled on his massive chest, pacing up and down with her, and headed downstairs.

      Lex sat in the library, reading on the long leather sectional next to the softly crackling fire.

      “Was this your idea or Rafe’s?” I asked as I sat on the arm of the couch beside him.

      Rafe was the one who had sent me to find him. But I’d bet Lex was the one who fought for my day off.

      “None of your business, cadet,” Lex said.

      Of course neither of them would want credit for doing something nice for me.

      “There is one thing I wanted to talk to you about, though,” he added.

      “Oh?”

      “I did the wrong thing,” he said without hesitation.

      Butterflies rose in my stomach. “Are you going to be more specific?”

      He pulled a rueful face as he raked his hand through his hair. “It’s been every choice since you came to the academy. I’ve made the wrong one every time. I tried to stay away from you, to let you figure things out on your own when you were being bullied, because I didn’t trust myself to be impartial.”

      I chewed my lower lip. I’d felt abandoned by Lex, and from the pained expression on his face, he knew it. He knew he’d hurt me.

      He added, “Well, I’m not impartial. I think you’re amazing.”

      I started to smile before he added, “And I did the wrong thing when you and I were…close.”

      “Lex. You don’t need to be a hero.” I was the only one smiling, and as he shook his head, my own grin fell away.

      “I’m supposed to be your teacher,” he said. “I shouldn’t have put you in that situation.”

      “I wanted to be in that situation,” I argued, remembering the rain falling on both of us. The rain whipping around us had been so cold, but I’d been warm with the heat of his body against mine. I’d been just as warmed by his passion for me, by knowing it was hidden but still there.

      “I know,” he said. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “Lex—”

      “I thought about leaving,” he said, his voice tense. “I thought maybe it’d be better for you if I just… took myself out of the picture.”

      “Where would you go? The academy is your home.” The memory of that awful place he came from almost choked me. He’d even been willing to go back and win them over for us—had he planned, all along, that maybe he would leave me behind?

      He shook his head. “I could graduate early.”

      “No,” I said. “Lex. Goddamn it—you want to be fair to me? Then listen to me. I’m telling you what I need.”

      He raked his hand through his hair, but met my gaze steadily. “I’m listening.”

      “Stay,” I said. “Don’t give up on me.”

      “Maddie.” He leaned toward me, his gaze intent. “That’s not what I’m saying. I could never give up on you.”

      “Then you can’t give up on yourself either,” I shot back. I wanted to tell him I still loved him, but after everything that had happened between us, I faltered. “I…care about you. I still do—no matter what’s happened between us.”

      He hesitated. “Okay. If that’s what you want—if you’re sure—I’ll stay.”

      “It’s what I want.” I caught his hand in mine.

      Just for a second, he squeezed my fingers in his. Then he gently pulled away from me. Our hands fell apart as he rose from the couch.

      “I’m going to try to be a better man, Northsea.”

      Northsea. He was putting distance between the two of us again.

      For some reason, the ring in my jewelry box rose to my mind. I’d still been wearing that fake engagement ring when I woke up in the hospital bed. I hoped maybe one day, Lex would give it to me all over again.

      I met his gaze evenly. “You’re already a good man, Lex.”

      “A good man wouldn’t have hurt you like I did.” His mouth twisted. “But I’ll be there if you need me. Even after everything, you’ve been there for me.”

      I stared up at him, trying to figure out what to say. We couldn’t date while we were at the academy. That hadn’t changed.

      He inclined his head to the kitchen. “Come on. Let’s make the most of your last bit of freedom before we head back to the academy.”

      Everything I’d seen about Lex’s life left me aching with new understanding of why he was the way he was. I understood now, after seeing a house where he could never trust anyone, why he overreacted so much to a misunderstanding. And I understood how much he hated himself for breaking the academy’s rules. The academy had saved him.

      When he gave me a small smile, as if it was nothing for us to wait until he had graduated to be together, it felt like my heart tore in two.

      But I made myself smile anyway.

      “Back to Hell, you mean?”
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      When I answered the knock on my door the next night, Jensen McCauley leaned in the door frame. He took up the whole doorway, with his tall, athletic frame. His face was the blank mask that gave nothing away.

      Was our truce permanent? Or was it over now that we were back at school, no matter what he’d promised before. I crossed my arms as I gazed up at him. “Yes?”

      “I have something for you,” he told me. He jerked his head down the hall. “Come over to my room?”

      Where Jensen was concerned, morbid curiosity would always compel me.

      There was an ache in my chest. I wished he would just tell me if we were back to the bullshit or if everything would really be different between us now.

      “Lead on,” I said, because nothing between us was ever that simple.

      The hall was empty. Jensen held his door open for me, and as I ducked under his arm, it brought me dangerously close to his chiseled body. I tucked my hair behind my ears as I turned to face him in the center of the room.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      He shut the door behind him. “I told you I like poetry too.”

      “You’re always full of surprises,” I said guardedly. I wasn’t sure where this was leading.

      “Good or bad?” He cocked his head to the side, studying me curiously. He had that usual Jensen air of detachment, as if he’d be amused by my answer. But I wasn’t sure it was real.

      I swallowed my first quick, glib remark about how it depended on the day, but found myself tucking my hair behind my ears yet again as if it was my new nervous tic. Something about Jensen’s gaze made me come a bit undone.

      “Lately, they’ve been good,” I said cautiously.

      “But you’re waiting for me to turn back into an asshole,” he filled in.

      “Yeah. Yeah, I am. I don’t want things to back to the way they were.”

      “Me either,” he said. “But I know just saying it isn’t enough. You’re not going to believe me.”

      I never meant to hurt his feelings. “Jensen—”

      He shook his head, cutting me off. “No, it’s all right. I don’t blame you.”

      Tension rippled between us.

      Abruptly, he added, “I don’t write much poetry, even though I like reading it, but I do write songs.”

      “Definitely another entry in the surprise department.”

      He touched my arm as he passed me, as if he was making sure his big body didn’t brush against mine by accident, and that familiar, gentle touch sent a pang through me.

      “Did you write me a song?” I teased.

      “Yep,” he said. He picked up his guitar, then paused, his long fingers splayed across the strings. There was uncertainty written across his handsome face that I wasn’t used to. “I mean, I wrote it about you. Because you get in my head like a shitty pop song you can’t stop humming….”

      “I hope like a shitty pop song made it into the lyrics,” I said. “Very romantic.”

      “You’re not making this any easier.” He sat on the bed, propping his foot up on a blue plastic milk crate as he pulled his guitar across his lap. “But I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. You do like to make things difficult.”

      “Me?”

      “You,” he said, then began to strum his guitar.

      His long, deft fingers played quickly over the strings, coaxing a haunting melody out of the guitar. It made me think of how perfectly he’d whistled the hanging tree when he was waiting to die at the hands of Faro’s pack, which made me feel a familiar protective urge—as if a man well over six feet tall, who could shift into a wolf, needed my protection.

      Well, maybe Jensen did, in his own way.

      Jensen was good. There was a look of stern concentration written across his handsome face as he looked down at his guitar, and his legs were spread as he sat on the edge of the bed, his corded forearm draped over the top of the guitar. I was always drawn to Jensen, but watching him play made me ache to break his concentration, to distract him from his music as I sat beside him…

      “You,” he sang, and my gaze swept back to his face, but he was intent on his guitar. “You always make me crazy, and I should never call you baby.”

      “I take it this isn’t a love song,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest. If Jensen McCauley called me in here to sing a song about how he still hated me, there was a real possibility I’d punch him in the nose again—on purpose, this time.

      “Shut up and listen for once, Northsea,” he said, without looking up from his guitar. His voice was low and sexy as he went on, no matter how guarded I felt at the moment.

      “I can never tell if we’re fighting or flirting. Over and over again, I leave you hurting. Anyone with any common sense would say, you and I should each go our own way. But from the first time I saw you, I knew I was fucking done. You didn’t even try, but I guess you won.” His fingers quickened on the strings as the tune shifted into the refrain.

      The chorus was about the girl who beat him without even trying—the one he wanted to protect even if she didn’t want him. The way he described me as warm and funny and fearless, as bringing light into his world, made my vision blur with tears. It was hard to believe anyone saw me that way.

      He pressed his palm over the strings as the last notes began to fade away.

      “The problem, Madeline Northsea,” he said, “is that I’m the same person I was before. I’m sarcastic and fucked-up and… do you want to fill in any adjectives?”

      I shook my head. “I happen to like you the way you are, Jensen McCauley.”

      “You are really damaged,” he said, and I had to laugh. The slightest smile curved his lips. He picked up the sheet music next to him and held it out to me. “There you go. Now we’ve both got something on each other.”

      Anyone who read this music would know damn well who Jensen wrote these lyrics for. As I took the sheets from him, our fingertips brushed. When our gazes met, heat sparked between us.

      “You really plan on keeping our truce this time,” I said.

      “Well.” His smile deepened. “I don’t think you and I are done fighting. I think we’ll always fight. But I’ll have your back when it comes to anyone else. Everyone else.”

      I could lose myself in that rare, genuine smile.

      I stepped between his legs, slipping my arms around his shoulders. “I’ll have your back too.”

      “I already know that,” he said, serious for once.

      He caught me around the waist and kissed me wildly, with all that reckless Jensen passion that he kept hidden under the surface.
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      A few minutes later, I was straddling his lap, and Jensen’s hand was in my hair as we traded deep kisses, when someone knocked on the door.

      “Ignore them?” He mouthed at me, raising his eyebrows.

      “I wish,” I mouthed back.

      It could be important. We’d raised a whole lot of trouble.

      And, for that matter, we were supposed to be confined to the dorms right now. If it was Rafe or Lex, they’d expect to find us in our rooms or downstairs in the gym.

      I had to be on my best behavior…until I broke all the rules again to go find my father.

      Reluctantly, I climbed off Jensen’s lap. He groaned as he pushed his hair back from his handsome face, before he stood and adjusted his clothes. Pulling at the front of his trousers didn’t do much to hide the enormous hard-on he had from our make-out session.

      When Jensen swung open the door, Penn stood in the doorway.

      “Can we talk for a second?” Penn asked, before he noticed me sitting on the bed. I waved, and his eyes widened. “Oh. Sorry.”

      “It’s fine,” Jensen said. “I was just pledging my undying love to Northsea here.”

      He sounded so flat and sarcastic, as usual, and Penn gave him a look. Jensen was hard to read.

      Especially when he was telling the truth.

      “Come in.” Jensen waved Penn in, surprising me. “What did you want to talk about?”

      I turned over the music on Jensen’s nightstand. Jensen’s song for me was his own little dirty secret, and I didn’t want anyone else to tease him about it.

      Unless he crossed me, of course.

      But I didn’t think that would happen. This time, we had a real truce.

      Penn’s gaze flickered to me. He’d expected to find Jensen alone, but he must have decided he could say whatever he needed to say in front of me. He swung to face Jensen, crossing his arms over his chest.

      “I wanted to talk to you about my pack,” Penn said to Jensen. “The part they played in what happened to your sister.”

      We knew now that Tommy had worked not for the alpha of the Kierney pack—who had been distributing drugs—but for Penn’s father himself, before he tried to cut ties with the witches.

      “Did you know?” Jensen asked.

      Penn shook his head. “I knew we were dealing drugs to the shifters. That’s bad enough. I didn’t know about the witches.”

      Jensen shrugged.

      For a second, my breath caught, watching two men I loved stare each other down.

      Jensen’s face was such a mask as usual that I couldn’t tell what he was thinking.

      Penn, despite his confession, looked cold as usual, with his tattooed arms crossed and his face impassive. Jensen was much bigger than Penn, since he was well over six-feet-tall, all ropy muscle over a lean frame, but Penn was no less athletic, his frame elegant and sleek despite the danger in his coiled muscles.

      But no matter how different they were in some ways, in other ways they were two of a kind. They tried to hide so much of themselves from the world. They faced each other so coldly, as if they didn’t both have hearts that beat so fierce and loyal beneath.

      “Oh good grief,” I said, jumping to my feet. I came between them, grabbing Penn’s crossed forearms in one hand to tug him toward me, then catching Jensen’s hand in my other.

      Jensen’s brows arched above his golden eyes. “What are you doing?”

      “Translating for stupid wolf boys,” I shot back. I turned, pressing myself against Penn’s chest as I pulled his arms around me.

      “Oh Jesus,” Penn muttered in my ear.

      “Jensen,” I said, dropping my voice low, trying to mimic Penn. “I’m sorry for what my pack did to your sister. Can we be friends anyway?”

      Penn sighed behind me.

      I tilted my head up to look at him, just as his eyes flickered closed like he couldn’t even bear to look at either of us. I asked, “Where is the lie, Penn?”

      He shook his head without opening his eyes.

      “I’ll take your body against mine any day, Maddie, but I don’t need you to speak for me,” Jensen said. “I’d like to try being your friend, Penn. If after everything, you really want that.”

      His voice came out flat as usual, but his words made me ache.

      I tugged Jensen’s hand, and he let me pull him closer. Penn’s eyes opened just as Jensen wrapped me in a hug. I was trapped between the two of them, caged by hard abs and muscular chests, and I grinned as Penn wrapped his arms around both of us, just for a second.

      “Truce,” Penn said.

      “For all of us,” I said.

      “Truce,” Jensen agreed.

      Jensen tilted my chin up, pressing a kiss to my lips as if he intended to seal the deal. Jensen’s words came back to me: Penn doesn’t like me much, but I don’t hold that against him. He might get over it if we ‘bond’ with the girl we both like.

      As I returned his kiss, Penn took a step back. I grabbed his t-shirt, reeling him back in.

      Penn’s heart was beating fast, but when I broke away from Jensen and raised my face to Penn, his lips seared to mine. He wrapped his arms around me.

      I was caught between them again, and that was exactly where I wanted to be. As long as I wasn’t torn between the two of them. I broke away.

      “Do you mind, Penn?” I murmured.

      Penn shook his head, just the quickest shake as if he too was lost in the moment, and then his lips claimed mine again.

      Jensen’s hands stroked over my body, lifting the plaid pleats of the skirt I wore, to tease over my hips. When I looked up at him, his golden eyes smoldered with desire. My lips grazed his cheek, from the roughness of his five o’clock shadow to the soft cheekbone above it.

      Jensen wrapped his fingers around the back of my head, his fingers twining in my hair, and I smiled. He was always such a possessive bastard, even when he was willing to share, and I loved it. He kissed the corner of my smile, nuzzling his nose against my face.

      The two of them took turns kissing me deeply, savoring me. While my lips were on Penn’s, Jensen ran his hands up my sides, underneath my school blouse. His trailing fingers left sparks in their wake.

      Penn began to undo the buttons on my blouse. A playful smile arched his lips as his fingers worked slowly, patiently, down each one.

      Jensen tugged my blouse back, off my arms, then tossed it over his shoulder. As soon as it was off, he kissed the skin he had just bared. His lips moved across my shoulder to my neck, and I pressed back into him, savoring his touch. His hand stroked across the front of my skirt, then slipped beneath it.

      As need heated between my thighs, my hips rocked against his hand. From the corner of my vision, I caught the flicker of Jensen’s grin, before Penn claimed my lips again.

      His lips nudged mine apart, his tongue slipping against my upper lip. My lips parted against his, savoring his taste, the sweet, wet warmth of his mouth.

      Then Jensen teased away my panties. Cool air caressed my mound before his big hand covered me. His fingers circled my clit, and my hips rocked harder against his hand, bucking with my need for him—for them both.

      “You should feel hot wet she is, Penn,” Jensen said softly. His hands slid to my thighs, and Penn brushed his fingers across my clit instead. I bit down on my lip, almost feverish now with desire, and twined my arms around Jensen’s shoulders, letting him take my weight.

      Penn stroked me steadily as Jensen ducked his head to devour my shoulders, my neck, with his kisses. My knees went weak, my thighs tensing and beginning to tremble, as Penn’s touch turned me to jelly.

      “Hold please,” Jensen said, suddenly ducking to catch my legs behind my knees. He swept me up against his chest before carrying me easily across the room to the bed. He deposited me on the bed before covering my mouth with his once again.

      I kissed him wildly, clinging to his shoulders until I felt Penn climb onto the bed beside me. Then I turned, leaning to kiss Penn, as Jensen caressed my breasts. He reached back to unhook my bra with one hand, and I grinned at how easy and practiced that motion was. Remember to hold that against him later. For now, I wasn’t interested in cracking jokes.

      Jensen pushed me down on the bed, gently, teasingly. Penn swung his leg over to straddle my thighs. He flipped my skirt over onto my stomach, then ducked between my legs. His gaze was intent on mine as his mouth pressed to my clit. His tongue darted inside me, his tongue steadily pulsing inside.

      I gasped, then warned him, “I’m going to—”

      He just smiled, as much as he could with his tongue working steadily inside me, teasing against my g-spot.

      “Not to speak for Penn but, that’s kind of the point,” Jensen drawled with his usual sarcasm. He covered my lips with his, as if my every gasp and groan and sigh as Penn pushed me closer and closer to orgasm was delicious.

      My hips bucked wildly, and Penn wrapped his arms around my thighs, going along for the ride, never slowing.

      I tightened around Penn, my muscles tensing one last time. I could barely stand the pleasure, which was so intense it hurt. Then suddenly, the world around us seemed to glow as my pleasure shattered into orgasm.

      My muscles relaxed, and I smiled down at Penn as he rose, my clit throbbing and warm and satisfied. He leaned on his elbow beside me, his fingers teasing over my abs, then pressed a kiss to my lips. When my lips parted, I tasted myself—smoky, a little bit sweet.

      “It hardly seems fair,” I murmured.

      “Babe,” Jensen said. “We’ve got six hours until P.T.”

      “You two are going to be the death of me,” I murmured, twining my hand in his hair, pulling him close for another kiss.

      But really, they felt like life.

      I turned my face from his to kiss Penn. Then I sat up on my elbows, smiling at them both. I was willing, but… “I’ve never…”

      “Well, me neither,” Jensen said. He glanced toward Penn with a raised eyebrow. “You?”

      Penn shook his head. “I think we’re smart enough to figure it out, though.”

      Penn slid off the bed, then offered me his hand. I let him help me off the bed. There were butterflies fluttering against my ribs, just like there had been my first time with Lex; it was a pleasant kind of nervous uncertainty, though, full of expectation and affection.

      “I’ve got faith in us,” I agreed, and I meant that about more than just this moment, these positions.

      Jensen stood from the bed, pulling his t-shirt off over his head. His nipple ring flashed in the moonlight, and as I undid his belt buckle, I kissed his pec just above his nipple. His muscles rippled, tightening, as if in desire, and I tentatively flicked my tongue across his nipple. The nipple ring was cold and hard, a strange sensation against the warmth of his skin, and I drew it into my mouth. When he trembled against my body, a heady sense of power swept over me.

      These men were both so cool and self-possessed, but not with me.

      Jensen stepped out of his jeans, and I pushed him down onto the bed. He let himself fall, a surprised grin flashing across his face as he bounced on the end of the bed. He stayed there with his cock rising above his taut abs, propping one arm beneath his head to watch.

      Meanwhile, Penn spun me to face him. He kissed me slowly, deeply, as he and I undressed each other, removing the last of my surviving clothes and his school uniform. His hands cupped my hips as he pressed behind me. His cock teased against the curve of my ass.

      I looked over my shoulder at him, and he leaned to kiss me, caressing my lips with his as he steered me toward Jensen. The two of us were still trading kisses as I straddled Jensen’s hips.

      His big hands slid up my thighs, trailing sparks in their wake. Golden eyes met mine, and I felt drawn to that stubborn, kissable mouth all over again. I leaned over him, the ends of my hair trailing over his washboard abs, then his chest, so I could press my lips to his. His hand slid across my neck and tangled in my hair, possessive and rough even when his lips were tender.

      Penn stroked his hand over the curve of my ass, up my back, and I exhaled softly into Jensen’s mouth. Just being here between them felt so good, so right, even before we did anything else.

      The tip of Jensen’s cock teased between my thighs, and I shifted back and forth, teasing my clit against his tip. His gaze sharpened with desire, his lips parting, and then suddenly, his hands slid around my thighs again. He pulled me down onto his cock, and I gasped at the sensation as he filled me.

      He paused, but I ground down the rest of the way until our bodies had formed together. My core ached around him at his size, just for a second, and then the discomfort faded away as we began to move together.

      I rode Jensen slowly, rolling my hips, controlling the pace. He bit his lip, gazing up at me with those eerie, beautiful eyes as pleasure transformed his face.

      I felt Penn close behind me, in between Jensen’s legs, and he shifted, his hand caressing my lower back. I looked over my shoulder and found him watching patiently, his cock hard and ready.

      I reached back and took Penn in my hand, drawing him even closer to me. I was so wet from Jensen already that when he pressed between my curves, his tip slid easily, and I gasped in desire and surprise. I hadn’t expected to feel my core tighten around Jensen like that, or to feel my body ripple with longing, as if I needed both of them inside me.

      I looked up at Penn and nodded. Then I braced my arms on either side of Jensen’s shoulders. He and I traded kisses, his hands stroking gently up and down my trembling abs, as Penn slowly pressed inside me, and I gasped as he slid inside me, at the amazing feeling of being completely filled.

      The three of us began to move together. My core continued to clench around Jensen, and I bit my lip to hold back the intense waves of pleasure. Penn and Jensen’s hands roamed my body, toying with my throbbing clit, caressing my breasts, and I threw my head back at the intensity of the sensations as pleasure washed over me.

      Jensen’s hands tightened on my thighs. “I can’t—”

      Those two words, gritted out so roughly, made me smile even though I was almost delirious with pleasure myself.

      I wanted to make Jensen McCauley as crazy as he made me.

      Penn wrapped his arm around my waist, the three of us all pressed intimately close as we shattered together. The most intense tingling sensation swept through my body and I moaned out loud, unable to help myself. We moved together once, twice, a third time.

      Then the three of us collapsed into a heap. I was pinned between two faintly sweaty, naked, muscular wolf boys in a twin bed that was far too small.

      No matter what the academy might throw at me in the morning, there wasn’t anywhere else that I’d rather be.
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      Moonlight seeped through the tangled tree branches above me. The guard patrol had already passed by me, close, while I pressed myself against a tree. I’d squeezed my eyes shut and willed myself to stop breathing so they wouldn’t catch the faintest suspicion. Now they were gone, and they wouldn’t be back again soon.

      I undressed quickly. In the world of the shifters, nudity didn’t draw much attention. If I were caught out here, it wouldn’t strike anyone as strange that I’d disrobe for a naked run through the trees.

      But I was no wolf. My muscles tensed from the cold as I pulled my t-shirt over my head. As my teeth begin to chatter against each other, I forced my jaw to relax. The night autumn wind caressed my body with cold fingers.

      Every molecule we moved between worlds mattered. A t-shirt, a pair of boots. Every thing that belonged to this world poisoned my own if I brought it across. The thin fabric between the realms was tearing. I could bear the cold to protect my world.

      I could bear anything.

      Am I a child of this world or that one? Which realm do I poison by breathing in it?

      I shook my head at myself. I wasn’t going to answer that question today. I hadn’t answered it in years of staring up at an orphanage ceiling at night, unable to sleep. I hadn’t answered it at the academy.

      A smile twisted my lips as I began to cast. Golden magic sparked between my fingertips, quickly and easily. I sketched the shape of a door in the air until it hung in front of me, a glittering rectangle suspended between the trees.

      Magic had come easily for me at the wizards’ academy, and here was my reward after graduation: another goddamn academy.

      And this one was even more dangerous than the first.

      “Bring me home,” I muttered, and the sparks at each corner of the rectangle glowed bright, then streaked inward to correct at the center. Magic glowed across the door, and then it turned into a solid wooden door with an old-fashioned crystal handle.

      Home was a bit of a misnomer. I hadn’t ever really had one of those.

      I knelt and pulled the little slip of white paper out of my jeans pocket, then left my clothes there on the dew-soaked grass between the trees. I would take this one small thing back and forth. Hopefully, it would only be in my world for a few minutes.

      As soon as I stood, I turned the knob and walked in.

      It was night here too. The room in front of me, full of wooden desks and maps hanging on the walls, was usually bustling during the day. Now, only Frederick and Isabelle were in here.

      Frederick looked up from his writing at the whoosh of magic as the door dissipated behind me. “Avert your eyes, Belly.”

      Isabelle, who was also working steadily at one of the desks across from him, looked up and rolled her eyes. “Don’t be such a prude. Welcome home, Silas.”

      I grabbed the robe that hung on the back of the nearest chair—always so thoughtful—and slung it around my body, quickly knotting it in the front. The fire cracked in the corner of the room, and the air smelled of black coffee and old books and the burnt sugary scent of magic.

      I breathed deep. “It’s nice to be here, if only for a little while.”

      “I’ll let Mistress Keen know you’re back,” Frederick said.

      “Don’t rush,” Isabelle scolded him.

      I grinned and went to the fire, stretching out my hands to feel the pleasant warmth beating against my body. “I wouldn’t mind a cup of coffee before I spoke with her.”

      Frederick went to the hutch in the corner. “Whiskey?”

      “You’re on duty,” I reminded him.

      “Right. Giving you mine as well.” He added another glub-glub of whiskey from his flask, then tucked it back into his vest. He came over to me, holding the cup out. “Well, how goes it in the world of wolves?”

      “They’re more human than wolf,” I said.

      “That’s worse, isn’t it?” Isabelle asked lightly. She joined Frederick, standing so close to him that her arm brushed his. A familiar ache jolted in my chest. It wasn’t that I wanted Isabelle—we had grown up in the orphanage together, and she was like my own sister—but for years at the academy, the three of us had been inseparable.

      Now the two of them were in love, and no matter how close we all were as friends, I was on my own.

      I turned to study the map on the wall. “Any more rips since last time?”

      “Two,” Frederick said. He smiled at me tightly. “It’s no problem. You and the girl, you’ll figure it all out.”

      “I appreciate your faith in us,” I said drily. “Given she doesn’t even know we’re on a mission.”

      I hated keeping the truth from Maddie. Worse than anything, I hated the moments of recognition in her eyes when she caught me doing magic—and the way she lost the memory within a few minutes afterward.

      “Silas.” Mistress Keen’s voice was acerbic in the doorway. “So good to know you arrived safely.”

      I turned to find the tall, rail-thin woman with the scarred face. As usual, she knitted absently as she spoke without bothering to look, the metal needles clinking together over and over.

      It looked as if the fearless leader of the magicians’ rebellion was once again making afghan squares—green ones, this time.

      “I was just coming to get you,” Frederick said.

      “Mm. I’m sure.” She inclined her head down the hall, then started back down the hallway without looking to see if I would follow. Her voice drifted back. “Well, Silas?”

      Isabelle mouthed, “Good luck.”

      “I doubt the incredible Silas Zip needs good luck,” Keen’s voice floated back.

      I rolled my eyes as I followed her. I’d had the bad luck to the twenty-sixth arrival at the orphanage the year I came. Mr. Rollins had worked alphabetically through our last names. Whatever my last name had been, I was now Zip.

      I hated my last name and the reminder it carried that I’d been unwanted.

      Now, the incredible part, that I didn’t mind.

      Keen’s office glowed with light from the lamps on her desk. She took her seat behind the desk and leaned back, resting her feet on the ottoman beneath the desk, her attention seemingly fixed on her knitting.

      After taking my chair across the desk from her, I told her about everything that had happened in the first month at the academy.

      “That’s why you’re late?” she asked. I was supposed to return once a month to update her, and so they knew I hadn’t died over on the other side. “You had to help those children of earth?”

      I nodded. “Until we complete our mission.”

      “Mm. And what’s that in your hand?”

      I lay the ticket on the polished dark wood between us. “A lottery ticket. Chase—he’s essential to the prophecy—currently has divided loyalties. He can’t be completely on Maddie’s side as long as he’s beholden to other forces to protect his family.”

      She glanced up from her knitting. Icy gray eyes skewered me as she raised an eyebrow slowly. “You just wish to secure his loyalty. Nothing to do with your own friendship with the boy.”

      “Did you really expect me to spend every day with them and not develop a friendship?” I asked. There was no point in lying to her. “I can be invested in their well-being and still dedicated to our mission. It’s my job to keep them alive and help them grow together, after all.”

      “Mm,” she said. “It’s your loyalty I worry about most these days, not his. But all right.”

      “I assure you, I am completely loyal to the mission.”

      “I know.” She picked up the ticket and fanned herself with it absently. “You are not, however, completely loyal to me. To anyone. Are you, Silas?”

      “I’ll do the right thing,” I said stubbornly.

      “Yes. You will try. Not really the answer I care for, however.” She flashed me a tight smile. “I’ve got no one else who can manipulate the world like you can, though. So we’ll make it work, won’t we?”

      Her fingertips glowed on the ticket, and then she handed it back to me. “There. Freedom for your little friend.”

      “Thank you.” I eased forward in my seat. I’d briefed her on the events of the last month, and I’d gotten what I came here for. I thought we were done.

      “I do wonder,” she said, her voice catching me. “Friends are one thing. But is your own loyalty growing misplaced?”

      Anxiety squeezed my heart. She could end our mission in a second; she could keep me here, and I’d never even get to say goodbye to Maddie and the others.

      “I’ve only been there a month,” I reminded her. “I’ve lived in this world a lot longer.”

      “I’m not talking about choosing what world you stay in,” she said tightly. “The girl. Are you falling in love, Silas?”

      “No,” I said. I shook my head. “Of course not.”

      “Then why did she call you?” She leaned forward, her gaze intent.

      “I’ve been a friend to her,” I said. “But I’ve not crossed any lines. I’ve no interest in beginning a relationship with her based on lies—”

      “Pity,” she said. “It’s the only kind of relationship you’ll be able to have.”

      Pain jolted my chest, but she was right. “I know.”

      Her lips twisted. “Always the hero, Silas. That’s why we do all love you.”

      I couldn’t hide my smile. Ms. Keen didn’t seem to love anyone, but then, she’d seen a lot of rebel magicians come and go and die.

      “You might as well kiss the girl, Silas,” she said, “if you get the chance. You won’t be in their world long. Best make the most of it.”

      “Thanks for the advice,” I said.

      I was almost to the door when she said, “One more piece of advice. About making the most of your time.”

      I turned back. She was knitting again. “Yes, ma’am?”

      “Learn as much about their world as you can. Not solely for the sake of the mission. Learn what it’s like to live without magic, to pay for every thing you buy, to live in their harsh, partisan little universe. You might find yourself with a choice to make one day, and you don’t want to choose wrong—even for love.”

      “I’m not going to fall in love,” I said.

      Her lips curved in a faint smile. “I’d end you if you lied to me, Silas. But I understand when you have to lie to yourself.”

      She always thought she knew us better than we knew ourselves.

      “Goodnight, Mistress Keen.”

      “Safe travels, Silas.”

      I drained my cup of coffee as I headed back down the hallway. It was time to say goodbye to my friends on this side, once again.
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      Something jolted me awake. I shifted my head on Jensen’s warm chest, and his arm automatically closed around my waist, his face turning into my hair.

      Who would’ve pegged Jensen McCauley for a cuddler?

      I lifted my hand to stare drowsily at the glowing hands on my watch. It took me a second to figure out the time. Two hours until PT. Sleep was precious.

      But I couldn’t shake the feeling I was awake for a reason. It could be one of those deep, buried senses of the wolf, maybe, that didn’t make conscious sense when we were in human form.

      I sat up in bed, and Penn murmured sleepily from my other side. “Where are you going?”

      “Go back to sleep, Penn,” I said softly. I didn’t want either of my boys to see me worrying over nothing. I slid to the end of the bed, climbing carefully over Jensen’s feet—which stuck out off the edge of the bed, poor man—and pulled my sweatshirt on. I was hot sleeping between them in even the thinnest tee-shirt and shorts, but the air in the academy was cold at night once I left our cozy little nest.

      I cocked my head to one side, listening.

      In the distance, a long, desperate howl went up. Goosebumps rose on my arms instantly, and I rubbed my hands across my sweatshirt sleeves as I crossed to the window. Had the guards who patrolled our woods found evidence of witchcraft? Was the academy under attack?

      Jensen was on his feet, moving quietly across the room despite his size. “What is it?” he asked softly as he joined me at the window.

      “I don’t know. Something feels off.”

      Penn sat at the edge of the bed, rubbing his eyes drowsily. “Let’s go see what it is.”

      “It could be nothing.”

      “Trust your instincts,” Penn said.

      It was touching that he did. My lips parted, and then the howl went up again, followed by the baying of other wolves nearby. They were tracking the wolf that had cried.

      The howl felt so familiar. I frowned, feeling as if I were trying to place a few bars from a song I’d heard before.

      My mother.

      Suddenly, I could hear her voice in the howl.

      “It’s my mom,” I said. “She’s on academy grounds.”

      And apparently, she was here without permission. The guard might kill her.

      I raced out into the hall and headed down the stairs. Jensen and Penn were hot on my heels.

      The three of us burst out into the cold night air and clattered down the steps to the lawn.  I stopped, my nostrils flaring as I tried to figure out where she was.

      Out in the woods, she screamed. It was a human scream.

      Everything in my body cried out to run to her, but it could be a trap. I stopped, even though my chest heaved with my wild, distraught breathing.

      “Get the rest of the team,” I told Jensen. “I think I need them.”

      Jensen raced back into the house to sound the alarm. Penn rested his hand on my shoulder, and I leaned on him, taking comfort in his warm, muscular body.

      “This is my fault,” I murmured. “I should’ve figured out what was happening to my family the second I knew something was wrong.”

      My family. I hadn’t thought of my mother as my family in a very, very long time. My sister, her mates, those were my family. Not the father who had disappeared and the mother who had betrayed me.

      “It’s not your fault,” Penn said firmly. “You have every reason not to trust them.”

      The woods were quiet. I didn’t hear another scream.

      Penn and I waited.

      Rafe and Lex clattered down the steps behind us.

      “What is it?” Rafe barked, still slinging his sword in its sheath over his powerful shoulders.

      But before I could answer, Lex ordered, “Listen.”

      The human scream rose into the night again, then abruptly cut off, as if she’d been killed.

      The front door of the dorm flew open. Chase, Tyson, Silas and Jensen came flying out—half-dressed but fully armed.

      I stared around at them for a second, my heart beating wildly in my chest. My mother. If they were there, I trusted them to watch my back, even if it was some kind of trap.

      I turned and took off running into the woods.

      “Northsea, wait!” Rafe shouted.

      “I think that’s my mother!” I called back.

      He caught up with me and shouldered me aside impatiently, before racing through the woods ahead of me with Lex on his heels.

      When the two of them abruptly came to a stop, so did the rest of us. Lex turned and flashed me a warning look.

      Together the seven of us picked our way carefully through the brush. My heart hammered in my chest. Fingers brushed mine, warm and comforting, and I wrapped my hand around his without even looking to see who it was.

      I could hear voices up ahead. We stopped between the trees. Moonlight shone down on the fluttering leaves raised by a thin, cold breeze. As I listened intently, I glanced at the men around me. Rafe stood with his head cocked to one side, Lex beside him; both of them had their hands on their swords, ready for anything.

      It was Chase’s hand I held, and my tall, imposing friend squeezed my hand gently as he looked down at me, as if he wanted to give me strength. Silas stood by my left shoulder, his face thoughtful.  Tyson, Penn and Jensen had formed a half-circle behind me, as if they were automatically forming up for a fight.

      The woods felt eerily silent, as if the wolves out here had frightened off every other animal.

      “What are you talking about?” It was a man’s low voice, cold and demanding.

      “There’s a witch at the academy.” That was my mother’s voice for sure. Not dead. Relief flooded my chest.

      But then that sense of relief curdled at her words. What was she talking about?

      “Witches have attacked the academy before—” the man began.

      “They’re already here,” she said abruptly. “Among you. Posing as wolves.”

      Silas tilted his head. There was the faintest tightening of his lips at that news. Wolves feared witches like nothing else.

      Fear spiked in my chest. Why was my mother here? Why did she carry a message like this? Could she even be trusted?

      “Who is this witch?” the man demanded.

      All of us listened, but my mother didn’t answer.

      “Go back,” Rafe mouthed to us. “Lex and I will deal with this.”

      Then, Dean McCauley’s voice. “This witch? It wouldn’t happen to be your daughter, would it?”

      “Go!” Rafe mouthed urgently, anger darkening his features as he pointed back through the woods toward the academy.

      He and Lex turned as one and headed through the forest toward the dean.

      “He’s right,” Silas whispered, the words almost inaudible. He caught my other hand, tugging me back toward the academy. “It’ll be all right, Maddie.”

      There was a long pause as we began to move back silently through the woods.

      Then my mother said, “I don’t know what she is.”
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      After my parents were killed by vamps, my uncle took an early retirement from his life as a Hunter to raise me. I grew up training for battles he hoped I’d never fight.

      Until the night I get into a fight at my school dance, and he takes me out for ice cream after. When the screaming starts, my chocolate-chip-cookie-dough cone splatters on the street. My uncle and I race to help. 

      An hour later, I’m covered in his blood, shell-shocked, being loaded in a police car for a crime I could never commit. 

      The Hunters’ Academy rescues me.

      Or maybe imprisons me. 

      The details are a little dicey, and the men training me—handsome Cade and cruel, cold, perfect Nix—try to avoid the subject. 

      But nothing matters to me now except getting revenge. 

      I know I’ll make those responsible for my uncle’s death pay. But after my revenge, how will I go on with life, now that the last person who loved me is dead? 

      Will I be able to come back to the academy and create a new family, find a new home? Or will I have destroyed my chance here? 

      I’ll think about that tomorrow. Today, I’m out for blood.

      Turn the page to read the first three chapters or download from Amazon now.
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      Deidra

      

      Homecoming is supposed to be one of those big nights in your teenage life. In a good way. Homecoming night isn’t supposed to end with you splattered in ice cream and blood, being loaded into a police car for a crime you could never commit.

      But let me back up. It started off as a pretty good night, as my best friend Kate and I were getting ready in her bedroom. There was no sign of how it would end.

      “I’m not sure I should let someone who can’t parallel park a car curl my hair.” I eyed her warily from my perch on the edge of her pink-and-white vanity stool. As she tried to untangle the cord, she waved the curling wand dangerously near my face.

      “Those two skills are completely unrelated,” Kate said, finally unplugging the wand so she could untangle the cord. “I could point out that I don’t need fashion advice from someone who terrifies all the boys and almost always wears combat boots to school, but I still asked your advice when we were dress-shopping.”

      “But you really shouldn’t take my advice.” I had always been a hot mess fashion wise: I liked black, I liked denim, and I liked military surplus. Those were the only three categories of clothing for me.

      Meanwhile, Kate looked like an angel, even in her disaster of a room, where she was surrounded by discarded pink clothing and piles of books. Her long blond hair was already curled in soft waves around her face, and she had an ethereal glow in her full, blush-colored satin gown. Unlike other girls in our school, Kate didn’t tan; she had a fifties pin-up girl look, all vintage dresses and pale legs, and she rocked the hell out of it.

      “We look like total opposites,” I added. “Luckily for you.”

      “We are total opposites,” she mumbled around the bobby pins she had in her mouth as she re-attacked my dark, wild mane of hair. “But we’re both fucking awesome, and fucking awesome people have to stick together.”

      Her hands smoothing my hair as I perched on her vanity stool felt relaxing, and I let my eyes drift shut. Right before she accidentally jabbed me with a bobby pin. My eyes opened in a hurry as I sat forward. “Ouch!”

      “Don’t be such a baby. For someone who takes eighty-five martial arts classes a week—”

      “Being jabbed in the skull with a pin is a different kind of pain.”

      “It’s a bobby pin, you big baby. Sweet Jesus, if people could see you now, they might stop re-arranging their class schedules to avoid you.”

      “It’s not that many people,” I said. “And they all deserved it.”

      “I’m not contesting that,” Kate said. “I just wish you’d let everyone else see the real you.”

      “This is the real me.” I held my hand out to admire my freshly painted, shiny black nails.

      “The only reason you slashed Nick Molich’s tires was to stop him from beating the shit out of that chess club geek for ‘taking his parking space’.”

      Molich had that poor kid pinned against the kid’s mom’s Hyundai, and he damn near broke his nose. Someone had to end things. “And?”

      “And yet you told everyone you were personally offended by Nick’s new boy band drop-out haircut and felt the need to retaliate on behalf of his hair follicles.”

      As she started to curl the strands of hair hanging around my face, she stuck her tongue out between her perfect white teeth in concentration.

      “I don’t see what you’re getting at here.”

      “You’re the world’s biggest softy, that’s what I’m getting at.”

      “Shut your damn mouth, Katelyn Rodriguez. You’re going to ruin my reputation.”

      “You already did within like, a week of starting ninth grade.”

      I opened my mouth, about to argue even though I was defenseless before Katie-with-a-curling-iron, but just then the doorbell rang.

      “I’ll get it,” Mrs. Rodriguez called as she walked past the open door.

      “Finally,” Kate said. “Wendy and Rach are so late.”

      “Are we done?” I pushed a hot tendril of hair off my forehead, wincing. “I feel pretty. Am I pretty now?”

      “Like super pretty,” Rachel dead-panned from the doorway, in her fakest valley girl voice.

      “Whoa, that is a new look.” Wendy pushed in beside Rachel. “Not you, Kate. You look like a Leave it to Beaver extra as usual. But Hot Topic here looks amazing.”

      “I’d be hurt by your name-calling, but if my name was Wendy, I’d probably develop a bitter, sarcastic outer shell too,” Kate shot back. She took a step back, pumping the curling wand aloft like a prize fighter. That must mean I was finished.

      I stood to hug Wendy and Rachel hello. Despite our banter and vast differences, the four of us had been thick as thieves since we started Bennington High. Freshman year, we’d been four new kids who didn’t know anyone else… and quickly learned that we didn’t need anyone else. We had just seen each other that morning for classes, but it still felt like a hugging kind of day.

      “First dance of senior year, bitches,” Rachel said as she picked her way across the room to hug Kate. I was clearly not the only one who was feeling the celebratory vibe. “The countdown to graduation begins. Everything is about to change.”

      “Don’t start, you’ll make Wendy cry,” I said.

      Wendy slugged me in the shoulder, but I just grinned and let her get away with it for once. Turning, I caught a glimpse of myself in Kate’s full length mirror. My long, sleek black dress had a halter top that exposed my tanned, toned arms. I was never conventionally pretty, with my long nose, heavy brow, and perpetually bee-stung lips. The only feature people looked twice at was my unusual emerald green eyes. Kate liked to say that I looked like more in a world where girls try to make themselves less. I didn’t know what the hell that meant, but I knew she meant well.

      But with my hair in a sleek updo and a few curls loosely waved around my face, and a fancy dress, I did feel pretty that night.

      “Oh, I almost forgot, I brought everyone corsages,” Kate said.

      “Corsages?” I couldn’t hide my grin. “You sweet, sweet dork.”

      “Yes, corsages. We’re each other’s dates tonight. Let’s do this right.”

      After some serious misery at the start of junior year, the four of us swore off boys. Who needed boys when you had your girls by your side anyway, right? I figured I’d try dating again someday when there were men available instead of arrogant little boys, which our school had far too many of.

      I dug in my backpack while Kate retrieved the corsage boxes from on top of her dresser. I never noticed the boxes were up there, mixed in with her perfume bottles and a whole lot of unmatched socks.

      Once she’d pinned scarlet flowers onto one of the halter straps of my dress, I handed her the white-and-blush rose wrist corsage I had smuggled in my backpack.

      “This is so thoughtful,” she said, clutching it to her chest.

      “Let’s not make a thing of it,” I said.

      “Oh, I’m totally making a thing of it.”

      “This is why I don’t do nice things for you.”

      “You do nice things for me all the time, Deidra.”

      The four of us were bickering as we headed out to Wendy’s Prius for the drive to dinner. Because it was senior year, I already felt nostalgic as we got into the car. The bickering was just part of how we loved each other. Wendy drove, Rachel critiqued Wendy’s driving, and Kate sang along to the radio. We were all dressed up and on our way to a ‘fancy’ dinner at our favorite chicken and waffles restaurant.

      That night, I was already thinking about how much I’d miss them when we all grew up. I threw my hands up in the car and joined Kate, bouncing around and singing along to the radio as Wendy turned it up to drown us all out.

      At least I had savored the last moments of my normal life.
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      “I need water!” I shouted at Kate over the music. “You want one?”

      She shook her head, content to bounce along to the beat with her curls beginning to fall out. It was almost eleven. One more hour until Homecoming ended and the after party began. I’d had fun dancing my heart out, but I was ready now to move on to the pajamas-and-ice-cream part of the evening.

      As I slipped through the crowd, two of the baseball guys gave me a slow once-over that I couldn’t miss even with the low, pulsing light. They were both friends with Nick Molich. I didn’t know their names because I didn’t care.

      One of them caught me looking. As his gaze met mine, his lips twisted in a shameless grin.

      I guessed he wasn’t going to ask me to dance. I stared him down as I crossed the last few steps to escape the dim, heated room. I pushed open the double door and stepped out into the hall.

      It was blessedly cool and quiet out here. I’d never been so appreciative of the school’s white cinderblock hallways before. A handful of people dotted the hallway, along with a half dozen freshmen and sophomores who were selling bottles of water at a folding table.

      As I handed over my dollar and took the sweating plastic bottle, I breathed in a patented combination of offensively intense cologne and mild body odor.

      “Hi, Nick,” I said without bothering to look back.

      When I swiveled to face him, he and his two friends from the baseball team were right behind me.

      “Hi, Deidra,” he said, his voice mocking.

      His eyes studied me carefully as he looked down at me; he had a good foot of height on me, and a combination of muscle and chub that my uncle Liam called prison fat. I used to think Nick was handsome, with his ruddy cheeks and wavy dark hair.

      “You look nice,” he said.

      “Thank you.” Kate would be proud of how polite I was.

      I slipped between him and his friends, fast enough that when I turned back, one of them gaped at me. “Enjoy the rest of your night.”

      “Dance with me,” Nick said. “Let’s forget about the past.”

      I flashed him a tight smile and reached behind me for the doors. My politeness quota was maxed out.

      I’d never been a very forgiving person, and call me crazy, but I didn’t think Nick was a better human than me. I was pretty sure he hadn’t forgiven me for humiliating him.

      “Fine,” he said. “Then let’s talk outside.”

      “No thanks.”

      The door opened behind me. As I took a step forward to avoid being hit by the door, I twisted to see who it was.

      Another baseball boy came out behind me, crossing his arms and flashing me a smug smile. Great. Now there was nowhere I could put my back against the wall and keep all of them in front of me.

      When Nick stepped in toward me, I didn’t hesitate. It didn’t take a psychic to see where this was going.

      I got the first punch in, coming in low and slamming my fist into his side. As he tried to wrap his arms around me and slam me down to the ground, I ducked my weight low, staying on my feet. Nothing good happens once four guys get a girl down on the ground.

      I slammed my head forward into his nose and felt it give. Crunch.

      He stumbled back, his hands going up to his face. “You bitch!”

      “Break it up!” The principal was right there, pushing Nick and me apart. Nick stumbled back into the waiting arms of his buddies. Blood poured down his face, splattering down his suit jacket and white dress shirt.

      “He didn’t do anything to her,” one of his buddies rushed to tell the principal. “He just asked her to dance, and she went off like a crazy bitch and hit him.”

      “We’ll sort it out Monday morning with your parents,” the principal said. He glared at me. “For right now, Deidra, it’s time for you to go.”

      “Fine.” Nothing good was going to come from arguing with the principal. My uncle Liam would back me up on Monday morning.

      Liam always told me to trust my gut. If my instincts were that the four intimidating guys trying to drag me outside were up to no good, he’d believe me.

      “Make sure none of these yahoos come after me. I don’t want to break any more noses tonight.”

      “Get out,” the principal repeated, pointing toward the door. As if I didn’t know my way out of this place.

      I waved at them all over my shoulder as I headed for the parking lot. The quick flick of my hand was a lot more flippant than I felt. My heart pounded, and adrenalize buzzed in my ears. Four guys versus me. Damn. That could have gone a lot differently if I had waited to make sure they really meant to hurt me.

      I yanked out my flip phone as soon as I cleared the doors. The fall night was warm, but rain fell softly in a constant light mist that seemed to hang in the air. It made the world feel fresh and clean, something I needed right now. My skin prickled like it was covered in grime after having Nick’s hands on my body.

      Liam picked up on the first ring. “Everything okay?”

      “Were you just waiting around in overprotective mode with your hand on the phone, assuming I’d find some kind of trouble?”

      Guilty pause. “No.”

      “Oh good,” I said. “Because I found some kind of trouble. I got kicked out of the dance.”

      “Deidra.” In the background, I could hear the jangle of his car keys and the sound of a door closing.

      “It’s a good story, you’ll love it.” I chewed my lower lip. “Stay on the line and come get me?”

      “I’m already in the truck.” In the distance, the engine started. Country music suddenly blared, making me wince, before he snapped the radio off.

      I put my back against one of the cement pillars in front of the school so I could watch both the doors and the parking circle. As I filled Liam in, I kept a wary eye out for Nick or his buddies.

      “The same Nick that almost broke that kid’s nose? You think you broke his nose?” Liam sounded far more amused than most people do when their kid is most likely headed towards a suspension.

      “It’s ironic, don’t you think?”

      “I thought I banned Alanis Morisette music from our house until you started using the word ironic properly.”

      “Rude.”

      He tutted on the phone. “What am I going to do with you, Deidra? What kind of delinquent gets kicked out of Homecoming?”

      “The kind you love and adore?”

      The truck turned down the traffic circle in front of the school, and I released a slow breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. Safe. I was always safe when Liam and I were together.

      As he stopped the car, his tattooed arm rested on the rolled-down window. “The kind of delinquent I’m going to buy ice cream. But only because this time, I think you’re in the right.”

      “I know, I know.”

      Liam was strict in many ways, far from what most people expected when they heard the quick banter between us. I both trained and worked in his dojo after school every day, I got good grades, and while I didn’t have a curfew, he always knew where I was. But he had my back.

      I slid into the cab and shut the door with a bang. Then I texted Kate and the rest of the crew to tell them where I’d gone.

      “You know, it wouldn’t take me two minutes to send a simple text if I had a real phone,” I pointed out.

      “That is a real phone,” Liam said. “Smart phones make for dumb people.”

      “You need to join the twenty-first century,” I said. “For my sake.”

      “You love me,” he said.

      “You love me more,” I shot back quickly, the way we always had.

      No matter how strict he could be, I knew he was in my corner one-hundred-percent.

      I chewed my lip, wishing I could find the words to thank him for that. But the two of us had never been mushy people. He showed me he loved me in that daily work in the dojo, so no one could ever hurt me like they did my parents.

      I figured I’d find a way to thank him another time. Maybe I’d make something to give to him on graduation since it would be seriously amazing if I made it there.

      For now, I just snapped on the car radio and switched it over to my favorite station as he sighed.
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      When we pulled up in front of Duffy’s twenty-four-hour diner, it was the lone bright spot on a quiet street. The lights shone out of the windows, and on the roof, a man with an excessively large head and a grin to match, holding a pie, revolved slowly.

      “The guy on the roof is so creepy when we’re here at night,” I said, looking up at it.

      “Duffy?” Liam sounded affronted.

      “You think that’s supposed to be Duffy? You think it’s a statue of the first owner?” I stared up at the sharp-nosed, red-cheeked man, but he was revolving again, so all I could see was his red-checkered back, peeling denim-painted ass, and apron strings.

      “Who else would it be?” When he closed his car door, it sounded like a shot going off in the quiet night. “You know, your dad and I used to stop here all the time when we came through town.”

      “I know.” But I still loved hearing about my parents. I’d been so little when they died that I barely remembered them, but Liam kept them alive for me.

      “Your dad would be so proud of you, kid.” He reached out to ruffle my hair with one hand.

      “You’re going to mess up my curls.” I ducked away, putting my hand up to shield my hair. “Kate worked so hard on this updo.”

      “Did she enjoy making you over?”

      I nodded. “One night for her to pretend to fix me.”

      “You don’t need fixing.” He said it with certainty, even though he was probably the only human being on planet Earth who would ever see me that way.

      The diner was empty except for a couple of pot-heads eating French fries in the back corner and the late night waitress, Beth.

      “Why do you have this child out so late?” Beth demanded sourly as we took our usual booth.

      She was our favorite late night waitress, and coincidentally, she was also the only late night waitress.

      “We’re celebrating,” Liam said.

      She cocked an eyebrow at him as she plunked two glasses of water down on the table. “What is there to celebrate at midnight? We should all be in bed.”

      “Deidra’s ability to stand up for herself, to take care of herself. She’s almost all grown up.” He winked at me. “Doesn’t need me anymore.”

      Beth snorted “My son still lives at home. Thirty-two! Don’t let ‘em stay in your house a day past eighteen.”

      “Too late.” Liam shrugged, leaning back in the booth. “I guess you’re on your own, kid.”

      I pulled a face. I’d celebrated my eighteenth birthday just the weekend before. “Your fault.”

      We’d moved around a lot the first few years of my life until Liam was sure that the vamps that had killed my parents weren’t going to come after me. I’d been late starting kindergarten, but to be fair, I’d had a lot to work through before I dealt with crayons and paste and the alphabet.

      I’d been kind of a mess, after being four-years-old when my parents were murdered, while I heard every bit of it.

      We ordered our ice cream—a chocolate chip cookie dough cone for me, and a piece of cherry pie with vanilla ice cream and a black coffee for him—and Beth sashayed off into the back to get it together.

      “You’re drinking coffee at two in the morning?” I asked.

      “It doesn’t keep me awake.”

      “You say that now, but when you’re watching horror movies on the couch at four in the morning…”

      “You’ll join me?”

      “Do you mind if I meet back up with the girls?”

      “Is that a good idea?” he asked, his voice neutral. “After the night you’ve had? What if those boys come looking for you?”

      “We’re just sleeping over at Kate’s house.”

      “No after parties?”

      I made an X over my heart. I wouldn’t lie to him. It was hard for him to give me space after he’d lost his brother. Our deal was that he’d let me go where I wanted, when I wanted, as long as I always told him where that was. And as long as I did my fifteen hours a week in the dojo and gym, maximum effort.

      “What are you going to do if they go to an after party after all?” he asked.

      “It’s not in the plans,” I said. “But okay. I’ll play. If they go, I’ll get my butt in the Challenger and drive it on home. Okay? That way, I won’t miss out on making fun of you for the inevitable fall out from…”

      I looked meaningfully at his coffee as Beth set it down on the table.

      I’d left my car parked at Kate’s house, so I’d have to go back and get it one way or another. Might as well finish my girls’ night, even though Kate would have an earful to give me about getting into a fight during what was supposed to be a fun evening. Kate didn’t believe that trouble always found me.

      But it was true. Otherwise, my uncle wouldn’t have had to search my parents’ blood-splattered house frantically for me while I sucked my thumb, silent and terrified, in the hidden crawl space behind the hot water heater in our basement. It had been my secret hideaway, my unfindable place when we played hide-and-go-seek.

      It was just lucky that I’d shared my secret with the uncle I loved, and so he was able to pull me out and carry me through that blood-soaked place as the sirens blared nearer and nearer to our house. Don’t look, baby, he’d whispered to me.

      But I’d looked.

      “Did you get the cherry pie before he died?” I asked.

      “Sometimes,” he said evenly.

      It had been my dad’s usual order when they stopped here during their Hunting trips: cheeseburger and fries, black coffee, cherry pie with ice cream. My uncle was kind of a health nut, not someone who made a habit of ordering pie. In his forties now, he was lean and dangerous, his powerful arms tattooed with dark, fanciful scenes from fairy tales. His other tattoos helped hide that his chest was marked with magical runes that prevented demon possession and enhanced his instincts.

      “But you’re right,” he went on. “It reminds me of him.”

      Beth came back with his plate and my cone. I took it from her gingerly; somehow trickles of ice cream were already beginning to run down onto the paper.

      “Tell me about the first time you came here,” I asked.

      “You have a lot of questions about him tonight. Any particular reason?”

      I shrugged. “I can’t work in the dojo forever.”

      “Right. You can’t,” he said flatly, warming up to a familiar argument. “You can go to college. Work in the dojo during the summers. Those little kids in your Mini Tigers karate class love you.”

      “Is that why I’ve been training? To go to college and…what?”

      “There are so many things you can do with your life,” he said. “Your parents did not dream of that life for you.”

      “I know.” I licked my lips. “What if it made me feel closer to them, though? Doing the same thing they did.”

      “The same thing that got them killed?” he asked. He sighed then, running his hand through his hair. “Okay, you really want to hear this story again?”

      “I really do.”

      Just then, a scream vibrated through the night air outside.

      It sounded like a scream, but maybe it was a car’s tires screeching or something. I cocked my head to one side, listening.

      My uncle was already on his feet.

      In my rush to slide out of the booth and follow him, I dropped my ice cream cone.

      He looked at me over his shoulder. I could feel his urge to tell me to take the keys, get in the car, and wait for him.

      But he didn’t.

      He nodded and pushed out the glass double doors, and I went with him.

      To find out what happens, download Her Kind of Magic now…
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