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      It’s going to kill me this time.

      The certainty of this knowledge is wet concrete pouring over me, welding me to the bed. Driving the breath from my lungs. Crushing my ribcage.

      It oozes up my body. Slowly, savoring every inch of my panic-paralyzed flesh, beginning with the soles of my feet, pouring over my ankles, crawling up my calves and over my knees. I feel it slow as it reaches my hips, a hot, sharp pain driving straight through to my spine through my belly button.

      I try to gasp, but the air has turned solid, refusing to be dragged into my lungs.

      It’s climbing my ribs now, moving over my breasts, circling the base of my neck.

      And tightening.

      Blood pounds in my ears, a primal, dark rushing inside my skull. The metallic taste of fear is acrid on my tongue. A burning leaking down my throat as it squeezes. Squeezes. My body is a cold, leaden lump. Numb fingers clawing clammy sheets.

      I feel myself sinking, cold walls rising around me. The earth shrinking itself to a small, dark hole, and I’m at the bottom. Darkness takes bite after bite, blotting out my vision like shovels of dirt.

      And I know—I know—without question.

      I am going to die.
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          TWO WEEKS EARLIER…

        

      

    

    
      “Gilbert, you’re going to love this place.”

      I sat in the center of my studio apartment in the converted Victorian house in the sleepy historic town of Georgetown, Colorado. The oddly configured space, with its quirky angles, old brass radiator, and claw foot tub in a closet of a bathroom, had been both my home and my recovery ward in the days since my divorce from Doucheknuckle Dave—or so I affectionately called him—over a year ago. Around me, an explosion of boxes cluttered every available surface, all of them in various states of being filled.

      Gilbert, the elder statesman of my three feline roommates, sat on the coffee table before me, his golden-green eyes angling a judgy glare in my direction. Well, I say sat, but mostly he puddled. When you’re a chonk of Gilbert’s magnitude, gravity can do unkind things.

      “I mean it,” I said, picking up a stack of the many, many books acquired during the acquisition of my mostly-useless degree in art history and setting them in one of the open boxes. “We’re going to be high up in the canyon, twenty minutes out of Georgetown. Just think of all the birds you’ll be able to terrorize through the window.”

      Gilbert blinked at me, clearly unconvinced. Stevie and Stella, my two other feline life partners, had registered their discontent with our moving in other ways. Stevie, by carefully selecting which of my shoes she would prefer to vomit in, and Stella, by leaving me “gifts” so far under the bed that I needed the aid of a broom and a contortionist to get at them.

      Launching his considerable bulk from the coffee table into the box I had been filling, Gilbert blinked up at me in silent challenge.

      “Okay, fine,” I acknowledged. “You’re right. Abernathy doesn’t like cats.”

      Most werewolves didn’t. Some kind of biological imperative, I supposed.

      “But,” I continued, “it’s a really big house, and you guys can mostly avoid each other if you want.”

      Indeed, every time I thought of the sprawling chalet I would soon be moving into with Mark Andrew Abernathy, my head went all swimmy. Tucked away in a tangle of trees, possessing floor-to-ceiling windows, soaring cathedral ceilings, crammed with the priceless works of art Abernathy had collected in his 431—soon to be 432—years on the planet, and a kitchen I had actually Hills are Alive spun around in, my new home felt like as much of a dream as the other details of my life at present.

      Chief among them that this beautiful home was to be ours.

      As in, both mine and Abernathy’s.

      For us to live in.

      Together.

      Like, together together.

      Because as of three months ago, we had officially mated.

      Fun fact: Mated is code for boning. Only in the werewolf community, it means you’re bound for life. And when an alpha like Abernathy bones an alpha heir like Yours Truly?

      Kind of a big deal.

      “Look,” I said, reaching into the box to scratch Gilbert in the particular place behind his ear that made his face go all soft. “I know this is a big adjustment for all of us. I mean, we have so many memories here.”

      For Gilbert, these memories mostly involved my sharing scraps of assorted meats and nubs of gourmet cheese with him in the kitchen.

      For me, they were far more complicated.

      The first few weeks of my living here, I had been mired in a misery deeper than I had previously known existed. I had spent most of those days seeing the world sideways as I lay curled beneath the coffee table, a bottle of whisky and bag of peanut butter M&M’s at my elbow, my cheek against the hardwood floor. There had been something comfortable about that position. Knowing I had fallen as far as I possibly could and would fall no further.

      I had been in exactly that position when Abernathy called me to come in for the job interview that changed my entire life forever. At the time, it had been a much-needed infusion of cash. Little had I known that he’d been sworn to protect my family for generations, and bringing me on as his assistant at the art gallery was the most convenient way for him to keep an eye on me.

      Not that I’d always made it easy.

      Rising to my feet, I returned to the bookcase to gather a new armload of the many art history books that lined each shelf like loyal soldiers. As I pulled them out, a scrap of paper fluttered to the floor and landed at my slippered feet.

      I felt like I’d been punched in the sternum when I read the first line of the familiar script.

      By now you’re probably thinking, “This was a really, really bad idea.”

      Morrison.

      A deep and abiding ache woke in my center as his name rolled through my head like thunder. Hazel eyes, a mélange of lake water blue and melted toffee. Hair like brown sugar fudge. Face with the rough angles of a boxer. His achingly beautiful uneven smirk.

      At least, that’s what he had looked like when he’d been the homicide detective charged with investigating the untimely death of several of Abernathy’s lady friends.

      In those days, he’d spent an inordinate amount of time and energy attempting to convince me that Abernathy was a murderer. And then our relationship had become somewhat more complicated.

      And by complicated, I mean we had sex a lot.

      Much to Abernathy’s consternation.

      And by consternation, I mean he broke lots of stuff.

      Drawing a deep breath into my constricted chest, I forced myself to read the rest.

      Well, you’re right about that, but don’t panic. I’m not boyfriend material, and I have no plans to complicate your life further. See ya around, - James (I figured after some of the things we did last night, we ought to be on a first name basis.)

      P.S. The Taser that’s not on your coffee table isn’t police issue and didn’t come from me. You shouldn’t Google Taser X26, learn how to use it, and put it in your purse. It would make me feel better. Hypothetically.

      P.P.S. I’ve had a vasectomy and my ex-wife is the last woman I was with. I got tested after I found out about the carnie. You would have too, am I right?

      P.P.P.S. I plan to fuck your brains out as often as you’ll let me, just so we’re clear.

      I traced an idle finger over the letters, imagining him here in this very space, writing it as I lay sleeping after the very first time we’d been together.

      Always, he had been protecting me.

      Which is how he had gotten himself killed. Bitten and drained by a vampire who had relieved him of his human life.

      A chill stole over me at the memory of the last time I’d seen him. His waxy face and stiff, cold limbs. The two pin-neat puncture holes in a neck I had buried my face in on several occasions.

      And now he was somewhere learning how to be undead.

      Pressing the note to my chest, I sent a silent prayer out to the universe. Please let James Morrison have the most ridiculously amazing vampire life in the history of vampire lives. Kthxbai.

      I tucked the note back into the book and set it into a box not occupied by twenty pounds of gromp.

      Deciding my efforts definitely merited a snack, I hefted myself from the couch and was en route to the kitchen when, in my peripheral vision, something small and white fell from the ceiling.

      Old as my apartment was, it wasn’t all that uncommon for the odd crumb of plaster to flake off on occasion. Though my landlord had assured me the ceiling was asbestos-less, I made a point of collecting them, as Gilbert frequently inhaled anything that would fit in his maw.

      Bending to retrieve the chip, I froze.

      Breathing.

      Deep, ragged, wet wheezes.

      My scalp prickled, a spiny, crawly feeling spilling down the back of my neck.

      Time seemed to slow as I turned, my limbs dragging as if moving through water.

      There, clinging like a spider in the corner of my ceiling over my couch, was Morrison.

      Clad in black, his emaciated limbs bending at unnatural angles, long, marble-white fingers claw-like as they anchored themselves in the plaster. His face was gaunt, his cheekbones prominent. Above them, seething hatred emanated from his two hollow, dead, shark-like eyes. His gray tongue snaked out over his cracked, bloodless lips.

      To say that I screamed would be not at all accurate.

      I opened my mouth and pure, absolute, terror tore loose from the depths of my very being. To this day, I am convinced that my soul briefly left my body.

      In the deafening silence that followed, those horribly ugly breaths resumed, and suddenly their labored nature made sense.

      Because vampires don’t need to breathe.

      The unmistakable tang of sharp, metallic adrenaline scalded my throat. Afraid to break eye contact with him, I glanced toward the door with a haste I usually reserved for flying mouth-first at a plate of nachos. Given what I knew about the extraordinary strength and speed of vampires, making a break for it would make absolutely no sense whatsoever.

      He’d be on me before I could so much as grip the handle.

      And anyway, no way in hell would I leave my furbabies with a creature likely to turn them into hors d’oeuvres.

      A bead of sweat crawled down my ribs as I tried to evict the expression of terror freezing my features.

      “J-james?”

      The corpse face showed no signs of recognition.

      “It’s me,” I said, feet welded to the spot. “Hanna?”

      His unnaturally pale forehead bunched as he snarled, lips peeling back to reveal long, gleaming fangs. A raspy, serpentine hiss rattled from his throat.

      Well, shit.

      That had backfired.

      “That’s s-super cool. What you’re doing there.” My arm felt like it was made of cement as I lifted it to gesture in his general direction. “It must be really neat. To like, be able to umm…climb walls and stuff.”

      His head cocked at a predatory angle, more chunks of plaster flaking to the floor as his grip tightened.

      How had he gotten in, anyway?

      Just as the question materialized in my mind, I received a flash of the kitchen window I’d left open to air out the fridge I had unplugged at my landlord’s request.

      I may or may not have peed a little when I imagined Morrison skittering across the ceiling over my head as, totally oblivious, I had been bent over boxes and chattering away to my cats.

      “You must have lots of cool new powers, huh?” I attempted one small step backward and was rewarded with Morrison scampering several feet closer.

      “Oh dear crispy Jesus!” I yelped as a fresh frisson of adrenaline dumped into my system. I pressed a hand to my chest, feeling my heart flapping away beneath it like a cracked-out bird. “I would really appreciate if you could maybe not do that?”

      A pearlescent thread of saliva dripped from the corner of Morrison’s mouth and hit the floor with an almost inaudible pat.

      Horror began to give way to despair as I realized that I had absolutely no idea how I was going to get out of this alive.

      So, I said the things I had wanted to say to him since the night I’d held his heavy, lifeless head in my hands.

      “I’m so sorry, James,” I said, summoning every ounce of the affection I still bore for him, hoping against hope that some shred of it might reach him. “I’m so sorry this happened to you.”

      His thick, muddy growl made the hairs stand up on my arms and the back of my neck.

      “I never should have let you come with me.”

      And indeed, despite his animosity toward Abernathy, Morrison had refused to let me face Emperor Nero (totally also a vampire, BTW) when the aforementioned werewolf had been in need of rescue several months back.

      “I understand why you’re angry. What happened to you—” My throat constricted without warning. “What happened to you was horrible and unfair, and if I could go back to that night, I would do anything I possibly could to stop it.”

      Though at that precise moment, I would have traded my soul for a pair of rocket boosters to blast me out of this room (or house, or galaxy) I willed myself to take the tiniest of steps toward Morrison.

      “I know that somewhere deep inside, you remember me. You remember us.”

      Morrison shook his head the way one might if encountering a cloud of gnats, trying to brush my words away. Encouraged, I kept going.

      “Remember that kitchen?” I jerked the back of my head toward the doorway behind me. “You made me breakfast in that kitchen. The very best omelet I’d ever had.

      “And that couch.” I nodded toward the old beige monstrosity I’d had hauled up from someone’s curb in the days when I’d had nary a dollar to my name, post-divorce. “Many good times were had on that couch. Am I right?” I raised a suggestive eyebrow at him.

      His empty, haunted eyes flicked downward. When they met mine again, the barest second of recognition softened his features before disappearing just as quickly as it had come. A hideous snarl contorted his face as his long, spidery limbs tensed, an ear-splitting roar of rage filling the room.

      And then he launched himself at me.
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      I ducked down, my arms flying up reflexively to protect my head and neck in preparation for his impact.

      A deafening pop rattled the windows followed by a masculine grunt and a blood-curdling howl of rage.

      I peeled my fingers away from my face and felt a rush of relief so giant that I almost sobbed when I saw my unlikely savior.

      Crixus.

      Mischief-making demigod and former servant of Nero’s right-hand manservant and general scab of a vampire, Klaud.

      Fortunately for Crixus, Klaud’s untimely demise had ended the soul-bond that had held him captive for centuries, and he was now a free agent.

      Fortunately for me.

      He had Morrison pinned in some kind of complicated chokehold that made it easy to picture him in his gladiatorial days. And that wasn’t the only thing.

      With biceps roughly the size of grapefruits, a broad muscle-winged back, and legs like especially well-shaped tree trunks, Crixus had a body that would make dude bros weep creatine-flavored tears of jealousy. In his standard uniform of painted-on plain black t-shirt, worn jeans, and black combat boots, he looked like he had stepped right off the set of Sons of Anarchy.

      Morrison was in something like a modified boat pose, stomach down. Crixus sat on the small of his back, Morrison’s knees bent, his ankles trapped beneath Crixus’s armpits, his hands laced under Morrison’s chin.

      “Leg trap camel clutch?” I asked.

      “Very impressive.” Crixus shook hair the color of rain-soaked wheat out of eyes the boiled down blue of the summer sky. “How’d you know?”

      “WWF. I used to watch every Monday and Wednesday night with the babysitter while my mom went to spin class.” A stab of familial guilt poked at me. Not that my mother and I had had the kind of relationship immortalized in either very good or very bad Lifetime movies, but my recent stonewalling her about the particular details of my life—werewolf mating included—had created a new distance between us. I made a mental note to send her a meme about dogs the following morning.

      Crixus grunted as Morrison surged beneath him, pink-tinged droplets flying from his pale lips as he hissed.

      “Now, James,” Crixus said, leaning back to increase the pressure on Morrison’s bulging throat. “That’s no way to act around company. We’ve discussed this.”

      “Please.” Worry stirred in my gut as I looked into Morrison’s blazing black gaze. “Don’t hurt him.”

      My door rattled on its hinges with a series of sharp, brutal knocks.

      For a split second, I thought it had to be Abernathy, who’d had an uncanny habit of appearing at my apartment whenever another male was on the other side of the door.

      “Let them in,” Crixus said.

      “Them?” I asked, a bolt of dread arcing through me.

      “Just trust me.”

      Shuffling over to the door, I quickly unhooked the security chain and flipped open a series of deadbolts that had grown ever longer each time I came home to find an unwelcome guest kicking it in my apartment.

      Which had been often.

      When I opened the door, I found two tall, pale strangers on my doorstep. Both pale. Both female. Both stunningly attired, alarmingly beautiful, and definitely also vampires.

      “He’s here,” Crixus called out.

      I stepped aside to let them in.

      They picked their way through the maze of boxes, several of them having been upended in the struggle, their contents spilling out onto the old wood floor.

      Irritation darkened Crixus’s eyes as they stood before him. “You were supposed to be watching him.”

      The vampire ladies glanced at each other sheepishly. “We were,” said the silky blonde, her words laced with the slightest tinge of an eastern European accent. “He was tucked away in his coffin—”

      “Then how did he get out?” The sloping muscles of Crixus’s forearms bunched as Morrison twisted and writhed, eyes bulging and glassy with rage.

      The brunette looked down at her chic flats, saying nothing.

      “Lela forgot to padlock his coffin,” the blonde said, an edge of hostility tingeing her melodic voice.

      “Lela?” An accusatory glower twisted Crixus’s features.

      The vampire apparently named Lela lifted her unnaturally pale blue eyes. “Only because Rhona distracted me.” The same musical accent threaded itself through her words.

      “Asking you about the last season of The Great British Bake-Off is distracting you?” Rhona’s blood red lips flattened into an un-amused line.

      “It is if I’m in the middle of tending to one of the Strigoi!” Lela snapped.

      “Enough!” Crixus barked. “Take him.”

      Rhona reached into the pocket of her black Burberry trench coat and dropped an ornate silver amulet in front of Morrison’s gaze. Almost inaudibly, she murmured an intoxicating tumble of words.

      Morrison’s movements gradually grew less frantic, his face beginning to smooth out as his eyelids drooped.

      How many times had I seen him with that exact expression? After our first long, passionate night together. When I’d stopped sleeping with him and he’d showed up drunk on my doorstep.

      “Is she hypnotizing him?” I asked.

      “Not exactly,” Crixus said. “The amulet was forged by a powerful witch. It is said to temporarily steal the pain of a Strigoi.”

      “Isn’t Strigoi just another word for vampire?” I asked.

      Morrison’s head lolled forward, lank hair falling over his closed eyes.

      “All Strigoi are vampires,” Crixus said, “but not all vampires are Strigoi.”

      “I’m not sure I understand,” I said.

      Lela turned to me. “Strigoi are cele neliniștite.” She paused as if searching for the precise words she needed. “They are the restless ones.”

      Restless Ones.

      The word moved through like an autumn wind, dragging with it the lonely scuttling of dead leaves.

      “How exactly does a vampire become one of the restless ones?” I asked, a sneaking suspicion stealing over me that I wasn’t going to like the answer.

      “Surrendering a human life means surrendering all human pleasure.” Rhona’s voice was as even as the rhythmic swings of the amulet. “But it also means surrendering human pain. The Strigoi are those who cannot release their pain. It drives them mad.”

      Beads of sweat broke out on my upper lip. “This human pain you’re talking about, is it just any kind of general upset, or is there something—” I gulped, “—specific?”

      Lela’s eyes were soft and sad, the impossibly long, dark lashes feathering her cheeks as she blinked rapidly. “The Strigoi are born of a broken heart.”

      Well, shit.

      “Is there any way to cure a Strigoi?” I picked the hem of the oversized t-shirt that was my standard sleeping uniform.

      “Oh, yes.” Lela brightened, a cheerful expression lending her an almost childlike excitement.

      “What’s that?” I asked hopefully.

      “They must kill the one who broke their heart.”

      Double shit.

      My stomach felt like a cold, greasy ball lodged in the middle of my torso. “And if they don’t?”

      “They will know suffering without end.” Rhona snapped the pendant up into her delicate hand with a quick flick of her wrist. She nodded to Crixus. “He is ready.”

      Crixus gently lowered Morrison’s head to the floor and then lifted his arms to release his feet. “Think you two can get him home? Or do I need to help you with that, too?”

      Clearly offended by the stinging implication in his tone, Lela reached down and hoisted Morrison over her shoulder as if he weighed no more than a throw blanket. “We have our driver out front. We will take him.”

      They made their way to the door, getting as far as the landing and the shared set of stairs leading to the ground floor of the house, before Crixus called after them.

      “Don’t let this happen again. We may not be so lucky next time.”

      “Lucky?” I asked incredulously, closing and locking the door behind them. “What was lucky about that?”

      He cocked his head, the slim silver hoops on either earlobe glinting in the lamplight. “You didn’t die.”

      “Fair point,” I said.

      Crixus fastened his hands behind his back, his pectoral muscles mounding as he stretched. “You wouldn’t happen to have a cold beer, would you?”

      “I wouldn’t,” I said, gesturing to the avalanche of boxes. “But I do have room-temperature whisky.”

      “Even better,” he said.

      He followed me into the kitchen, which, because this space had never been intended to be an apartment, was cavernously large compared to the combined living/bedroom. Reaching into the cabinet under the sink, I pulled out a bottle of whisky and set it on the counter. “I’m afraid all my glasses are packed.”

      “Who needs glasses?” The cork pulled free with a cheerful squeak.

      Crixus lifted the bottle to his lips and took a pull that would likely have hospitalized most humans, then held it out to me.

      “To not dying,” I said. I took a gulp that I hoped was roughly equivalent to a shot and set it back down on the counter. Warmth spread from my stomach to my limbs, as tension I hadn’t known I was holding began to ebb from my body.

      God knows this wasn’t the first time I’d been attacked. Over the last year, I had been the target of a delightful assortment of homicidal werewolves and vampires alike.

      But this had been Morrison.

      Looking at me with such soul-shrinking, withering hate. Doomed to eternal torment unless he killed me.

      All because he had loved me, and I had chosen Abernathy.

      Crixus retrieved the bottle and took another gargantuan swallow.

      “Can demigods get drunk?” I asked.

      I was genuinely curious. In all the time I had been aware that the paranormal world was even a thing, I’d only had firsthand experience with one species, and it seemed to take a lot more work.

      I’d seen Abernathy drunk one-and-a-half times. The half being at my long lost brother’s wedding, where he had been poisoned and abducted by Emperor Nero. It was the inciting incident to the vast array of fuckery that followed.

      “Are you kidding?” I asked. Already his cheeks were stained with a ruddy glow. “We fucking invented drunk.” He handed the bottle back to me.

      Again I took a much more demure version of a swallow. “So how’s the new gig? You’re doing that whole supernatural bounty-hunting thing, right?”

      “It’s good,” he said, a small, strange smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. “It’s really good.”

      “Ohhhhh,” I hummed, feeling better by the moment. “What’s her name?”

      “Matilda Schmidt.” He recited the syllables not like a name, but a poem. He shifted on his combat boots as a dreamy expression came over his features. “Doctor Matilda Schmidt.”

      “A doctor, no less.” I took another sip from the bottle, figuring that if anything entitled someone to a little overindulgence, being attacked by your eternally tormented vampire ex-lover would totally be it. “How did that come about?”

      Crixus leaned his hulking form over the counter, elbows on the well-used cutting board surface. “So, the main thing I discovered about rogue supernaturals is that they all mostly have the same problem.”

      “Fleas?” I asked.

      “Trauma,” he said.

      “Oh,” I said, feeling instantly chastened.

      “Which is why I engaged the services of a psychologist.”

      I blinked at him. “Like a paranormal psychologist?”

      “Like a human psychologist,” he said.

      “But she already knew the paranormal world was a thing?” I asked.

      “Not exactly.” Capturing the neck of the whisky bottle between his thumb and forefinger, Crixus lazily spun it in a circle. “But I broke it to her as gently as possible.”

      The idea of Crixus doing anything gently was almost laughable.

      “I’m glad that’s working out well for you,” I said.

      “Well, it hasn’t worked for me yet, but it will.” He gave me a smile that I could easily imagine on the face of a pirate. “What about you? How’s wolf life?”

      I bit my lower lip, sinking onto one of the padded bar stools that I’d optimistically IKEA’d for company that had never materialized. “It’s not.”

      He inclined his head, an almost canine expression of confusion on his face. “But I thought you and Abernathy were officially doing the no-pants dance.”

      A blush stung my cheeks. “We are. But…” Words abandoned me as I thought of the source of the constant, deep, and abiding ache in my middle.

      “But?” he urged.

      “But,” I sighed. “I haven’t been able to shift since the very first night Abernathy and I were together.”

      Saying it out loud made it feel all the more real, this truth that swam beneath the surface of my every breath and thought. That I, after finally making up my mind and mating with Abernathy, hadn’t magically slid straight into the rosy cheese-and-whisky-fueled, globe-trotting, forest-running boinkfest I had imagined.

      “Maybe he didn’t do it right.” Crixus grinned. “I’d be more than happy to demonstrate proper techniques, if you’re in need of a tutor.”

      “We don’t need a tutor,” I snapped, surprised by my own irritation. “It’s me. There’s something wrong with me. I just know it.”

      The words came with the kind of nameless, numbing heaviness that was the hallmark of an unwanted truth, in my experience.

      “You don’t know that.” His voice was gentler now, stripped of its teasing edge.

      “Have you known any werewolves who weren’t able to shift except for one time?” I asked, aiming a pointed look at him.

      “It’s really unhealthy to compare your experience to anyone else’s.” Crixus placed a hand on the counter near mine. “The experience of being paranormal is different for everyone.”

      “Wow,” I said. “You really have been talking to a therapist.”

      “You could too, you know,” he said. “She’s helped some pretty fucked-up individuals sort their shit out.”

      I smiled, relieved that the old Crixus had returned. “Thanks,” I said, “but I’m not sure that’s a conversation I’m ready to have yet.”

      “The good news is that you were able to shift, which means we know that you’re physiologically capable.” Picking up the now half-empty bottle of whisky, he took another swallow. “We just need to figure out what’s preventing you from doing it again.”

      “Believe me, I’ve tried.” And I had. Haunted by the memories of what had been the most poignantly, painfully beautiful night of my life. The world as I had never experienced before. The rich tapestry of scents. Damp earth, wet leaves, the warm fur of animals sleeping in their secret burrows. The light of the full moon silvering Abernathy’s back as we raced side by side up the mountain. I lived in torment of the all-consuming wildness it almost hurt to remember.

      “How’s your cycle?” he asked, his forehead creasing in a look that passed for thoughtful. “Are you pretty regular?”

      A fresh rush of blood stung my cheeks. “I am not talking about this with you.”

      “What?” he asked. “I’m just trying to rule things out.”

      “Not that it’s any of your business,” I said, “but yes, my cycle is exceedingly regular and always has been.”

      “And have you guys been raw-dogging it or is he suiting up?” he asked.

      Now I wasn’t just blushing, I felt like I’d just swallowed an atomic bomb. “Crixus!”

      “Look, it’s a valid question.” He shrugged his hulking shoulders. “That’s how the mating deal is sealed in the first place. Additional infusions can’t hurt, right?”

      “I know how mating happens, thank you very much.” Deciding that the cookware urgently needed to be packed, I crossed to the cupboard and busied myself excavating the avalanche of pots and pans.

      Crixus leaned a hip against the counter. “Well?”

      Clearly, he wasn’t giving up on this particular line of questioning.

      “We haven’t exactly been preventing anything from happening.” A worm of worry wriggled in my gut. This, too, had been lurking in the back of my mind. The fact that I’d been having copious amounts of wild gorilla sex with the alpha-est alpha who ever alpha-ed and remained completely un-knocked up. Not so much as a scare.

      “And you’re…” He didn’t finish his sentence, casting a telltale glance at my middle.

      “No,” I said. “Definitely not.”

      “Have you experienced any other physical changes? Super strength, super speed, hair grown in unusual places?”

      “Nope, nope, and nope.” Save for the dashing Errol Flynn-esque fine blonde mustache that I stealthily waxed every month, which predated the mating anyhow.

      “Huh.” Squatting down beside me, he lifted a stack of cookie sheets and set them on the counter. “Have you seen anyone about this?”

      “Like who?” I snorted. “A doctor?”

      “Like a healer,” he said.

      Glancing over and seeing his earnest expression, a tiny pinprick of hope pierced my heart. “Is that a thing?”

      “Absolutely.” Using the edge of the counter, he pulled himself to his feet.

      “Like a werewolf healer?” I asked.

      “Do you really not know about this?” he asked, seemingly genuinely surprised.

      “Really really.”

      Abernathy had been my chief source of information of all things werewolf-related from the beginning, and as far as I could tell, his chief hobbies included brooding and not telling me things.

      “Might be something worth asking Allan about,” he suggested.

      A little spark of fondness shot through me at the mere mention of that name.

      Allan Ede.

      An old friend of Abernathy’s family and a hell of a London tailor, Allan was frequently bedecked in eye-frying shades of turquoise, purple, and peacock blue. A very gay, nearly two-thousand-year-old werewolf, who had saved my life once by loaning me some of his blood when I’d been attacked by Oscar Wilde (totally also a vampire). Though he’d been on an extended holiday since the night that he and Abernathy had been poisoned, he had provided me with a number I could use in case of emergencies.

      I flattered myself to think that this might perhaps qualify as one.

      “Thank you,” I said, looking Crixus in the eye.

      “For what?” he asked.

      “Primarily for saving my sorry ass. Secondarily for being willing to let me bitch.”

      He placed a warm, heavy hand on my shoulder. “Anytime,” he said. “Well, I better get back to it. I’m currently on the trail of a psychotic minotaur.”

      “Good luck with that,” I said.

      With the same, resounding pop, Crixus was gone.

      Alone again in my apartment, I retrieved the broom and dustpan and began sweeping up the plaster chunks decorating the wood floor like the remnants of a hailstorm.

      Gilbert emerged from the closet, having become somewhat of a champion at making himself scarce when shit got real up in our digs.

      To my great surprise, Stevie and Stella followed him. Three sets of eyes peering at me while I attempted to right the chaos that had once again found us.

      “I promise, this kind of shit won’t happen once we’re moved in to the new place.” I dumped the dustpan into the bin next to my bed. “Daddy will cut a bitch.”

      As if on cue, the screen of my phone lit up, as George Michael’s “I Want Your Sex” jingled out.

      Speak of the Devil. Or someone three times as hot.

      Setting the broom aside, I picked up my phone, thumbed open the screen, and flopped on the bed.

      “Well, hey there,” I said, trying to sound sexy and totally un-traumatized.

      “What happened?” Abernathy’s deep, rich, whisky-and-peat-smoke voice vibrated through the phone, sending a little jet of heat directly to my lady bits. I received a frighteningly accurate mental channeling of his face at that precise moment. The dark brows over his lightly hooded, totally picturing you naked bedroom eyes. The arrogant angles of his cheekbones. His smooth, kingly forehead.

      I mean, how the hell could someone’s forehead be sploosh-worthy, I ask you?

      “What do you mean?” I attempted an amused giggle.

      “I know your voice, and you’re doing that thing where you’re trying to sound like everything is fine when everything is not fine,” he said.

      Fuck.

      I briefly debated not telling him about Morrison, but thought better of it, knowing that if he heard it from anyone other than me, I’d be in big, big trouble.

      And not the good kind.

      “I’ll tell you,” I said, toying with the edge of my comforter, “but you have to promise me you’re not going to freak out.”

      A beat of quiet.

      “No.” That one syllable was coated with an icy finality that made my insides squirm.

      “Then I’m not going to tell you.” I tried, and failed, to sound equally resolute.

      “Yes,” he said. “You will.”

      “And how exactly are you going to make me?” It was a familiar dance, and one that frequently didn’t end well for me.

      I heard the schwick of a refrigerator door opening on Abernathy’s end of the line, followed by a rattling that could only be the silverware drawer.

      “I’m sitting here in our new kitchen with the block of aged Cambezola I ordered for you from La Fromagerie in Paris as a four-month anniversary present. It would be a shame if someone were to eat it before you got home.”

      I gasped. “You wouldn’t dare.”

      A crackle of plastic. “I’m taking a buttered brioche crostini out of the bag.”

      “Mark—”

      “I just spread orange-fig jam all over it.”

      “Morrison showed up at my apartment and tried to attack me but I got away and it’s fine,” I blurted in a pathetic rush.

      “I’ll be right there.” His voice had taken on the steely, insistent tone that usually meant some necks would be getting crushed.

      “You don’t need to come,” I insisted. “Really. Crixus took care of—”

      “Crixus?” Abernathy’s voice elevated by several octaves. “What the fuck was Crixus doing in your apartment?”

      “He’s working as a bounty hunter for the Bureau of Supernatural Affairs now.” I flopped onto my back, staring up at the web of cracks in the ceiling overhead. “Morrison is one of the cases he’s been tracking.”

      “If he was tracking Morrison—” Abernathy spoke the words with a quiet and deadly logic. “—then how did Morrison get into your apartment?”

      “He escaped from the vampires who were supposed to lock him into his coffin.”

      An eerie silence spooled from Abernathy’s end of the phone. “He’s one of the Strigoi?”

      “It’s looking that way.”

      “Fuck!” Abernathy roared.

      An illicit little thrill skittered through me. As much as I disliked being the source of Abernathy’s ire, he was absolutely at his most lady-boner-inducing hotness when he went all predatory and possessive.

      “It’s all okay,” I said. “They took him back, and I’m getting everything cleaned up so I can keep packing and it’s fine.”

      “How long ago did this happen?”

      “I mean, I wasn’t exactly looking at a clock.”

      “Ballpark.”

      “Morrison showed up about twenty minutes ago. The Strigoi babysitters left with him about ten minutes later.”

      “And Crixus?” Abernathy asked. “When did he leave?”

      Shit. I did not at all like where this was headed. After the time Crixus had crawled into bed with me pretending to be Abernathy, they hadn’t exactly been on the friendliest of terms.

      “Ten minutes ago,” I admitted.

      “And what exactly was Crixus doing there for the ten minutes after Morrison and his handlers left?”

      A hot blue flame of irritation licked at the base of my skull.

      “Talking,” I snapped. “You know that thing where sounds that have been assigned arbitrary linguistic meaning exit one person’s face-hole and enter another person’s ear-holes? And the person whose ear-holes those sounds have entered make responding sounds with their face-hole?”

      “What did you talk about?”

      I considered informing Abernathy that I felt disinclined to answer his question, but noting how surprised I was by the mannered calm of his response after how bratty I had just been, I elected to fess up.

      “His new job, our new house, shifting issues, etcetera.”

      “You told him?” Abernathy asked incredulously.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I wasn’t aware that my complete failure as a werewolf was a secret.”

      “You have no idea what kind of man he is or who his connections are. Have you forgotten that he was working for Nero?” Abernathy had officially adopted the patriarchal, lecturing tone that, in the past, had prompted me to lob a shoe at him.

      Perhaps not my finest moment, but satisfying nonetheless. My fingers twitched in irritation as such methods were currently lost to me.

      “He wasn’t working for anyone,” I pointed out. “Klaud kept him hostage by stealing a piece of his soul. And have you forgotten that if it wasn’t for him, none of us would have gotten out of Nero’s funhouse alive?”

      I could literally feel him seething on the other end of the line.

      “What I am failing to understand is why, after your life was in imminent danger, you spent ten minutes talking to a man who once snuck into bed with you instead of calling me, your mate?” A flat, deadly calm that I had come to know and dread had crept into Abernathy’s tone.

      Somewhere, deep in the recesses of the swirling carnival of chaos I called consciousness, The Voice of Reason sent up an exceedingly polite request that I discontinue this line of discussion immediately, if not sooner. But then, as it so often did, a chorus of roaring fuckits awoke and began their evening vespers, drowning out all else. I was about to say something very, very bad.

      “At least he’s willing to talk to me about it.” Fuck fuckety fuck.

      Quiet. Electric, buzzing, deadening nothingness.

      “You want to talk?” he asked, a mocking edge sharpening every word. “You will hang up the phone. You will get in your car. You will drive up to our home and we will talk.”

      Despite the slick sweat coating my palms and pits, I conjured a yawn. “I’m afraid my face-hole is tired.”

      “It wasn’t a request, Hanna.”

      There’s something about being told this by a man whom I had personally witnessed kill a healthy cross section of motherfuckers that made sweat break out under my left armpit.

      “I mean, of course it was. Because surely you’re not suggesting that I am not an autonomous being with the power to make my own choices. Because—” a hysterical little giggle bubbled up from my throat, “—I’m autonomous as fuck.”

      “Not when your autonomy is endangering your life.”

      “Autonomy isn’t endangering my life. An endless parade of badly behaved paranormal creatures is,” I said.

      “Which would happen far less if you didn’t insist on doing things your own way 110% of the time.”

      I bit back another potentially inflammatory reply as a drugging wave of exhaustion rolled over me. The adrenaline had officially worn off and it was as if the full weight of everything that had happened that evening fell on me all at once.

      The official plan had been for me to get as much packing done as I could before persuading the cats into their carriers and transporting them to our new digs. Now, the thought of even transporting myself as far as the bathroom just made me want to cry.

      “I think I’m just going to crash,” I said, changing the subject.

      “Fine.” The line went dead.

      The last few months had been a strange period of adjustment following our official shift to eternally-bound mates. Shockingly, all the dynamics that had caused frequent fireworks before our having mated hadn’t magically disappeared.

      Moving in together had felt like a logical first step, but neither of us had exactly been hurrying to make that happen, for reasons neither of us seemed all too eager to discuss.

      I stared down at the screen of my phone, willing an apologetic text message from Abernathy to appear as it sometimes did after our occasional scraps.

      It remained stubbornly, crushingly dark.

      Maneuvering my exhausted body off the bed, I went through the apartment, closing and locking windows, drawing shades, turning off lights. Pausing in the kitchen, I picked up the smooth, heavy, well-used rolling pin that had belonged to Marion Elizabeth Matilda Goebels, my beloved German grandmother. A wave of soul-sucking grief ebbed into my chest.

      “Oma,” I said, gripping the handles, as if I could somehow absorb what remained of her energy in wood worn satiny by her expert grip.

      Times like these, my very soul ached with the need to talk to her.

      Wickedly funny, unfailingly practical, alarmingly observant, and eternally wise, she had always patiently untangled whatever trouble I had managed to cause myself, while feeding me something fattening in the process.

      Though she’d been gone for years, her memory had become something of an unofficial totem. A lucky charm I could touch like home base when my soul was weary.

      Also, it had been the source of my rescue on several occasions.

      The most memorable involving an over-amorous would-be alpha werewolf with erectile dysfunction and a fetish for denim shirts.

      With the rolling pin tucked under my arm, I opened a can of cat food and divided it between three bowls before shuffling toward the bed.

      I deliberately avoided the full-length mirror anchored to the back of my closet door, terrified of what I might find if I caught an inadvertent image of myself. Wild red hair sweat-dampened at the temples and dusted with errant plaster flakes. Green eyes ringed with tear-melted mascara. Lips and cheeks pale and drawn.

      I shucked the jeans from my hips, unsnapped my bra, and slid between the sheets.

      My hand hovered over the switch of the lamp on the nightstand.

      In the end, I left it on, somehow knowing that the darkness, if I dared to meet it, would bear Morrison’s face.
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      I sat up gasping, the sheets stuck to my body with a film of cold sweat, my hand flying to my throat. I could still feel the hot, searing pain collapsing around my trachea and leaking into my chest.

      The dream.

      I’d had the dream again.

      I gingerly reached for my nightstand, trying not to disturb the three feline bodies tucked in various spots against me. With shaking hands, I brought up my contacts and punched the call button, relieved when a sleep-stained voice came on the other line.

      “Bloody hell, ‘ave you got any idea what time it is, love?” Allan Ede’s posh cockney bray warped half of his L’s into W’s, his TH’s into F’s and lopped hard H’s off the beginning of any word, but always managed to feel like a warm blanket thrown over me.

      Rubbing my eyes, I squinted at the clock on my phone and did mental math that I found myself supremely proud of given the hour. “Isn’t it 9:00 am in London?”

      “Huh.” He yawned widely. “So it is. Can ‘ardly drag my Jurassic arse out of bed some days. And I was right in the middle of a Tom sandwich.”

      “Tom sandwich?” I asked.

      “Hardy an’ Hiddleston. Hardy was oiling them beau’ful tattooed arms, and Hiddles was wearing nothing but his Loki horns and a filthy expression.”

      “I am so sorry,” I said.

      “You oughta be.” I heard rustling on the other line and pictured him in his purple silk pajamas, pushing back a snowy white duvet to sit up in bed. “What’s goin’ on, love?”

      I took a deep breath, fully aware of just how ridiculous what I was about to say would sound. “I’ve been having these…dreams. Ever since the State Dinner at Castle Abernathy.”

      “What kind of dreams?” he asked.

      “The details are a little fuzzy, but basically, something crawls up my body and stabs me in the stomach with some kind of fire dagger and pulls all my intestines out and then crushes my chest and my throat and I die in horrible agony?”

      “Oh,” he said, with more nonchalance than I would have expected to follow this kind of revelation. “Those kind of dreams.”

      “It’s just,” I hesitated, the words jagged in the back of my throat. “I’ve been having them a lot lately, and each time they seem to get a little worse and I’m afraid they might…mean something?”

      “What makes you think that?” he asked, his voice still furry with sleep.

      “Well, the dreams aren’t exactly the only other problem I wanted to talk to you about.”

      “Spill, darling,” Allan urged.

      “I’ve only been able to shift once. The night that I…the night that we—”

      A gusty sigh crackled through the speaker. “I was afraid this might happen.”

      My heart leapt with an odd cocktail of hope and fear. Hope that he might actually have answers. Fear that I wouldn’t like what those answers were.

      “What?” I asked. “Afraid what might happen?”

      “This really ain’t a conversation we oughta be havin’ via phone.”

      Just the words a lady loves to hear.

      I held up a hand index and forefinger extended. “Scout’s honor.”

      “Please,” Allan huffed. “You weren’t never a Girl Scout.”

      “I almost was.” Except at my very first meeting, I had been politely asked to leave, after having accidentally discovered the room where all the cookies were kept on my way to the bathroom and helped myself to several boxes.

      To this day, Thin Mints taste like shame to me.

      Delicious, delicious shame.

      Allan cleared his throat. “So, them dreams you’re having? Well, they’re not exactly dreams.”

      My face prickled like an army of insects was marching across my cheeks. “What do you mean?”

      “They’re memories, Hanna.”

      Whether it was sleep fog or a small aneurysm, I couldn’t be exactly certain, but for a brief moment, the words he had spoken sounded like nonsense sounds that belonged to no language whatsoever.

      Memmmmorrrrrieees.

      Memorrrriesss.

      Memories.

      Memories?

      “Memories,” I repeated at last.

      “That’s right,” he said firmly.

      Reaching next to me, I yanked the chain on my lamp so hard that I nearly snapped it. Gilbert only yawned and turned over, but Stella and Stevie took this as sign of the imminent destruction of the Universe and took off at breakneck speed.

      “But I don’t understand how they can be memories when nothing like that has actually ever happened to me, Allan.”

      “Well…” Allan hesitated.

      “Allan,” I warned.

      “This ain’t exactly your first go ‘round as an heir, Hanna.”

      The world slid into a pocket of stillness only interrupted by the primal rushing in my ears. The bed, the floor, and the earth all together had vanished from beneath me.

      “Wait wait wait wait wait wait,” I jabbered, the word tumbling out of my mouth on repeat. “What?”

      I heard the long, slow inhale on his end of the phone. “Part of what it means to be an heir is to have a specific purpose. The part of you that’s an heir is going to keep comin’ back until it’s done what it was destined to do.”

      A desperate gust of air rushed from my lungs. “And what the hell is that, exactly?”

      “I’m afraid that in’t something I can tell you, love,” he said.

      My fingers plunged into the sleep-flattened hair by my temple, as if by clutching it, I could coax the gray matter within my skull to process this information more effectively.

      “So this is my…what? Second time around?”

      “Your mferth,” Allan mumbled, his mouth suddenly further away from the receiver.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Fourth,” he said.

      “How is it possible,” I said, the words coming very slowly and clearly, “that I’ve lived three whole other lives and I have no memory of this whatsoever?”

      “What if you do?” Allan asked.

      “What do you mean?” I could do nothing to banish the hysterical edge creeping into the edge of my voice.

      “Brighid lived on a small island off the coast of Ireland, and ran a sanctuary for the local cats in the mid 17th century. Chloe was a cheese maker in the south of France in the early 18th century. Lillie was one of the most sought-after muses in all of London during the Victorian era. Any of those interests sound vaguely familiar to you?”

      In fact, they did.

      My head was a swimmy whirl, dates and thoughts spinning like a hurricane. “And neither you nor Abernathy thought this might be information I might like to have at any point leading up to this very moment?”

      “Abernathy told me he’d at least broached the subject.” Allan’s words bore a distinctly parsimonious clip.

      “If by broached you mean mumbling one lousy sentence about my being his long lost love before falling asleep and thereafter refusing to address the subject, then yes, I guess he broached the subject.”

      Allan muttered a string of curses under his breath, though I could make out a couple words like thickheaded and bloody stubborn and practically useless.

      “I can’t have this conversation without coffee. Hold on, my love.” More rustling, then the squeaking of a door, followed by Allan’s sing-songy voice echoing down a hallway. “Peter? Be a doll and bring us a coffee, would you?”

      Mumbling on the other end.

      “Do I want it—oh, you dirty boy you,” he said after a laugh coquettes would envy.

      Since when was Allan’s shop assistant staying in his flat, I wondered idly.

      “All right, then. D’you remember what I told you about why Lillie and Abernathy didn’t end up together on our flight back from Scotland?”

      I nodded, then, realizing he couldn’t see me, said, “I do.”

      They’d been engaged to be married. Lillie had been attacked the night before their impending nuptials. She hauled ass out of Castle Abernathy, the shifter kingdom in general and never looked back.

      “Well, those dreams you been ‘aving? That’s what happened to her.”

      “What exactly?”

      “Exactly what you described. Said something strangled her, felt something stab ‘er in the guts. Only fing is, there weren’t any marks on her. Which is what gave her the idea she was cursed.”

      “Cursed?” I repeated.

      “S’right. She became right obsessed with the idea. Insisted that she weren’t meant to be the heir after all. That something would keep coming after her if she mated with Abernathy, and it would be best for both of them if she left.”

      I let this sink in, feeling a sympathetic ache straight through my middle.

      Because these were things I knew absolutely nothing about.

      “Mark tried to convince her to stay, of course,” Allan continued. “That they’d find out what was wrong and how to fix it, but she’d hear none of it.”

      “What did Abernathy do?”

      “He was a wreck, of course. But then, he always—” Allan stopped abruptly. “—oh, thank you, Peter.” A pause as he slurped. “Oh, sweet nectar of life. ’At boy can’t do a French seam to save his narrow arse, but ’is caramel macchiato will restore your faith in the bleedin’ Messiah.”

      “I could use one of those just now,” I said, my heart feeling like a lump of frozen coal in my chest. “You were saying? Abernathy always…”

      I heard a whoosh of air and pictured him blowing a curling column of steam from the coffee’s surface. “There really ain’t no polite way to tell you this next bit, but I hope it might make you want to kick Mark’s arse up around his ears just a bit less.”

      A fine sheen of sweat filmed my upper lip. “Go on.”

      “Fact is, it wasn’t just Lillie who left him.” A poignant, eternal pause. “Brighid and Chloe did, too.”

      My whole body jerked as a bright, hot jolt rushed from my scalp to my toes. Gilbert shot away from the bed, knocking over a glass of water I’d foolishly left on the coffee table in addition to several stacks of books.

      “You mean, in every life but this one, I—we—whatever the fuck I am—has loved and left Abernathy?”

      I heard a ceramic clink of a cup making contact with a saucer. “That’s the long and the short of it, yes.”

      “Lillie, Brighid, and Chloe all chose to remain human?” I asked, my throat tight.

      “They did,” he said.

      “Did any of them go on to have families?” I asked, a tight wire of anticipation circling my stomach.

      “No.”

      My chest deflated as the air exited my lungs in a gusty rush.

      “I know this is a lot, love.” As usual, Allan’s voice felt like an arm draped around my shoulders. “We both know Abernathy clams up tighter than a gnat’s chuff when it comes to the past, ’specially when it involves his own heartbreak.”

      Heartbreak.

      Why the full significance of this just now resonated within me, I couldn’t say. All this time, mine had been the heart I’d considered. To know that I had caused Abernathy this pain, not once or twice, but over and over again, made me feel tired and sad.

      “I know he wouldn’t be thrilled with me tellin’ you this. Always been insistent that he wanted you to have a clean go of it, free from the pain the others knew, but from the sound of things, you might have dragged some with you anyhow.”

      Scooting my back against the pillows, I hugged my knees into my chest with my free arm. “So you think that may be what’s causing my problems? Past life trauma?”

      “Well, I ain’t no psychic or tea leaf reader, love,” he said. “And there’s no tellin’ what you’ll bring from one life to the next, but sure as ’ell sounds like there could be a connection to me.”

      I gently thumped the back of my head against the wall. “Can I just say that it’s pretty rank bullshit. I could be remembering my life on a remote island with cats, or how to make a triple cream brie, but instead, I managed to drag a maybe-curse through the cosmic suck hole of space-time?”

      “Rotten luck, that,” Allan said, yawning. “Now if you don’t mind. I think I’m going to see if I can’t get back to my sandwich.”

      The words he chose all bore his signature snark, but something about the way he said them raised a filament of worry inside my chest.

      “You doing okay?” I asked.

      “I’m fine, my love. Just feelin’ me age these days.”

      A flash of memory brought me back to the night of Steve and Shayla’s wedding, when I’d found him pale, cold, and lifeless in the alley behind the gallery. Poisoned. I remembered the panic I’d felt. How desperate I was for him to be okay. And yet, a nagging fear had me wondering if the events of that experience hadn’t had a longer lasting effect on him than he was willing to admit.

      “You take care of yourself,” I said. “Try and get some rest, okay?”

      We exchanged love and disconnected. I sat for a long time watching pale dawn rinse my curtains a subtle blue.

      Were I forced to identify the chief among the whirling maelstrom of emotions in my middle, I would have chosen fear.

      Could it really be that I had come this far, finally made up my mind to mate with Abernathy and accept that I was truly the werewolf heir he claimed me to be, only to find I would be just one more failure in an endless cycle?

      I curled myself in a tight ball, drawing the covers over my aching chest like gauze over a wound, an endless chorus of what ifs chasing me into an uneasy sleep.
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      Given the night I’d had, I felt more than justified in stopping at the Dusty Dahlia—my favorite tea-room/coffee shop—for breakfast. And by breakfast, I meant a sausage, Gruyere and egg biscuit, pain au chocolat, lemon-glazed pound cake, and a chocolate sea-salt caramel Frappuccino with extra extra whipped cream.

      All of which were absolutely necessary in my mental and emotional recovery after a run-in with Morrison—now a Strigoi, and Abernathy—a garden variety alpha-hole. Not to mention the delightful discovery that past-life trauma may or may not prevent me from ever being an actual werewolf again.

      Cardboard coffee cup warm in my fingers and brown recyclable bag full of my food prizes dangling from my fingers, I paused at the corner of Rose Street and Main to take in one of my absolutely favorite views in all the world.

      After the divorce that had relieved me of my sanity and almost all of the money I’d saved during grad school, I had scraped together all that I had left to make a gutsy move to Georgetown, Colorado.

      On mornings like this, I remembered why.

      Frequent wildlife, clean, clear air scented of piñon pines, and a small but exceedingly charming historic district littered with tourist-friendly shops.

      The Crossing being one of them.

      It’s kind of hard to describe The Crossing if you’ve never been there. It’s part art gallery, part oddities shop, part animal farm for a rotating cast of paranormal artists in need of Abernathy’s protection.

      But mostly it’s home to a ramshackle pack of werewolves, my brother included. Of course, I hadn’t known Steven Franke was my brother when I started working at the gallery, but that there is a whole other kettle of snot.

      Or so they say.

      I filled my lungs with a deep breath of the resiny, pine and pollen-scented spring air, and willed my legs to begin their brief journey.

      Having parked Buckminster, my 1967 Ford Mustang Shelby GT350, in the small lot down the street, I had elected to make the brief walk between the Dusty Dahlia and The Crossing, if only to give myself a few more moments to think.

      The time had come to face Abernathy.

      Emotional support comestibles in tow, I set off. I had made it a block when a strange, scratchy sound behind me froze me in my tracks.

      For a frozen moment, I endured an exceedingly accurate mental rendering of Morrison ripping up the street behind me on all fours Exorcist-style. But then I reminded myself that it was broad daylight, and except for the most powerful of vampires, getting fried by sunlight was totally a thing.

      Glancing over my shoulder, I was inordinately relieved to find a small, tawny squirrel perched dead center of the sidewalk behind me. Standing on his hind legs, his tiny brown-butter paws neatly drawn into his chest, bright little oil-drop eyes looking directly at me, his spider-web fine whiskers gilded in the morning sun.

      “Well, hello,” I said.

      Lowering his paws to the cement, he took several deliberate steps toward me before rising onto his back legs again.

      “Which will it be?” I asked, opening the bag. “Pain au chocolat or iced lemon loaf?”

      The black bead of his nose twitched.

      “Lemon loaf it is.” I reached into the bag and broke off a tender corner, making sure to get a bit of the thick snowy icing. Stooping down, I held out the cake, amazed when the squirrel scurried right up to me, took it from my hand, and stuffed the entire chunk into his mouth.

      “No judgment,” I said. With a series of pops and cracks, I rose and aimed myself back toward the gallery.

      I had taken about two and a half steps when I heard a slightly louder scratchy sound behind me. Expecting that the squirrel might have decided to follow me in the event that more crumbs would be cast off—which, if I’m being honest, wasn’t all together unlikely—I was exceedingly surprised when I discovered the squirrel…and a fox trotting along after me.

      “I guess news travels fast, huh?”

      Golden-eyed, sleek-muzzled, and a glowing russet, the fox blinked up at me with an expectant expression that relieved me of a chunk of my still-warm pain au chocolate.

      “All right, you two,” I said, clutching my bag tighter. “That’s the end of the line.”

      And it was. Until several steps later, when I heard the clicking of claws on the concrete and turned once again to find the squirrel, the fox…and now, a badger.

      I stopped, propping a hand on my hip.

      “What in the Motherfucking Goose is going on here?” I glanced around the empty street. “What next? A raccoon?”

      In my peripheral vision, the lid of a black garbage bin slowly began to lift, a petite black-clawed, gray-furred, eerily human-like hand gripped the edge of the can. When a fluffy face bearing the signature bandit mask followed it, my heart began to drum out an erratic song of panic.

      “You have got to be fucking kidding me.”

      And then, they looked at each other.

      A deliberate, meaningful exchange of visual contact, beady-eye to beady eye.

      A jet of ice water shot into my veins. “I am really really not liking this.” I took several slow steps backward, not wanting to incite them to any violence with swift movement.

      “Is this what you want?” I asked, holding out the bag. “Because it’s all yours. I don’t even care.”

      Epic lie of the century.

      The raccoon plopped out of the garbage bin and waddled over to his furry compatriots. They stood in an unnaturally neat row, evenly spaced like soldiers forming ranks. The badger snarled, its striped maw peeling back to reveal needle-sharp yellowed teeth.

      Motivated by a need not to have my ankles gored, I did the kind of split second mental math you only do in the most desperate of situations.

      Without preamble, I threw the bag at them, spun on my red Chuck Taylor high-tops, and ran.

      I say ran, but at 5’11”, the first few seconds of my sprinting involved an ugly, desperate throwing of gangly limbs into frantic—if uneven—motion.

      Looking back on it now, had I been any kind of normal height, the ugly brawl that followed could have been avoided entirely.

      I had accomplished about three wobbly baby giraffe strides when I felt tiny claws fastening onto the calf of my jeans, quickly skittering up my thigh, scaling my back, and plunging into the wild russet explosion of my hair.

      Screeching, I slapped blindly at my head, rewarded with the hot, sharp pain as the squirrel’s small, sharp teeth sank into my finger.

      “I gave you lemon cake, you ungrateful little shit!” I flung my hand outward, hoping to dislodge him, but only succeeded in adding a squirrel pendulum to the end of my flailing arm as I ran flat out toward the gallery.

      Through the adrenaline searing my veins, I hadn’t immediately registered the additional scraping claws and snapping teeth as the squirrel’s thug buddies joined the fray. The fox on my back, snapping, yipping, growling in my ear. The badger on my hip, scratching, hissing, and snarling. And the raccoon with his grabby little paws anchored to my chest.

      Side note: If you’ve never witnessed a raccoon grinning at you with pure malice, I can’t say I would recommend it.

      Inexplicably, no training I had ever received about navigating adult life had adequately prepared me for this scenario.

      A quick scan of my lower brain returned one deeply ingrained mantra.

      Stop. Drop. And roll.

      Without a second thought, I flung myself headlong into the small community flowerbed that separated the gallery from the building next door. With my arms tucked against my chest I let the momentum carry me across the damp soil. We went down in an unceremonious knot of fur and tails and teeth and thrashing limbs. A savage thrill raced through me as a series of surprised and enraged squeaks and shrieks preceded my animal attackers being thrown off one by one.

      Digging my fingers into the damp soil, I scrambled to my feet and before the surprised legion of varmints could re-organize themselves into attack mode, I sprinted the last few yards to the gallery. At last I hurled myself through the door and collapsed against it, panting.

      My eyes were closed, breath sawing in and out of my chest as I conducted a quick survey to make sure all my vital digits were intact. All present and accounted for.

      “Fuck a squeaky duck,” I sighed. “That was weird as shit.”

      “What was weird as shit?”

      My eyelids snapped open.

      At which point I saw Abernathy. All six feet, five inches of him, clad in charcoal gray slacks and a summer sky-blue button-up shirt that didn’t so much fit him as worship every acre of muscle from his shoulders to his shoes. His espresso hair had been tamed into waves that ended at the nape of his neck, eyes like melted milk chocolate alarmed as they scanned me. Next to him, a man I had never seen regarded me with intense but kind interest.

      Given our conversation last night, telling Abernathy that I had been the target of a garbage animal mutiny seemed like not the best idea.

      “I…I uh tripped and fell into those rose bushes in the community garden next door.”

      “Hanna Harvey,” Abernathy said, his voice tinged with amusement, “you are an abominable liar.”

      Resigned, I stepped out of the pool of shadows in front of the gallery door.

      Abernathy’s eyes flew wide in alarm as he closed the space between us, taking my face in his large, warm hands. “Jesus Christ! What happened to you?”

      In the nanoseconds I’d had to process what had just happened, I had landed on reassuring him that really it had been no big deal and that I had totally handled it and everything was fine.

      But looking up into the illegally handsome face of the man who loved me, his features full of concern, treacherous tears sprung to my eyes.

      “They stole my breakfast!” The words exited my rapidly contracting sob. I felt my face arranging itself to a setting known as Ugly Cry.

      “Who?” Abernathy asked, his voice darkening with protective anger. “Who stole your breakfast?”

      “I—it was a sq—squirrel.” My chest hitched in and out as I tried to find breath.

      “A squirrel?” Abernathy asked, running a gentle thumb across my cheekbone. “A squirrel did this?”

      “And-and a f—fox.”

      A crease appeared in the center of Abernathy’s forehead. “A squirrel and a fox stole your breakfast?”

      I nodded, hot tears streaming down my cheeks. “I g—gave them some of my lemon cake and my pain au chocolate—”

      “You had lemon cake and pain au chocolate?” The corner of Abernathy’s lips twitched.

      “And a sausage Gruyere b—biscuit.” I sniffled. “I tried to walk away but then the badger and the raccoon showed up and—”

      “Wait, wait, wait.” Abernathy took a step backward.  “A squirrel, a fox, a badger, and a raccoon?”

      “Yes.” A watery hiccup escaped me. “They were looking at each other and it was super creepy and then they chased me and scratched me and bit me and…and—”

      “Shhhh.” Abernathy gathered me against him, encasing me in the circle of his powerful arms. My stinging face against his broad chest, I inhaled the living scent of him. Clean skin, French milled soap, starch, and something else. Something that was entirely Abernathy.

      All that my human senses could gather.

      A stark, bleak, shallow comparison to the complex, multivalent olfactory bouquet I had encountered the one and only time I’d been able to shift.

      “Tell her, Mark.”

      Until that hauntingly melodic voice echoed through the gallery, I had entirely forgotten that Abernathy and I weren’t alone.

      Releasing me from his embrace, Abernathy picked a dahlia petal the color of orange sherbet out of my hair. “Hanna, those most likely weren’t just hungry strays.”

      A cold, heavy feeling seeped into my stomach. “What do you mean?”

      “Perhaps your office might be a more comfortable place to have this conversation?” the stranger suggested.

      For the first time since my harried arrival, the actual physical details of the gallery’s unknown visitor registered in my consciousness.

      He was shorter than Abernathy but taller than me. Slim. Lithe. His features were delicate and elven, a narrow but shapely mouth, prominent ears, eyes a peculiar amber gold, hair the precise color of melted copper slanting across his smooth, pale forehead.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I don’t believe we’ve met.”

      To my utter surprise, he rose and walked toward me on the balls of his bare feet like he wore a pair of invisible heels. As he closed the space between us, I was free to notice several additional details. The graphic tee with a rainbow and grinning cloud declaring Everything hurts and I’m dying. Army green cargo shorts with a Pokémon stuffie protruding from one of the pockets.

      “Hayden Perry.” He offered me his hand.

      “Hannelore Harvey.” His fingers closed over mine, and a wave of warmth invaded my fingers, tingling up my arm.

      I glanced down, expecting to see it glowing with the comforting heat invading my whole being. Before my wondering gaze, the scratches and bite marks began to narrow, shrinking until they vanished all together.

      When Hayden released my hand, I stared at my palm, instantly missing that lulling, comforting heat.

      “What did you do?” I asked, breathless.

      “Nothing much.” He angled an innocent, boyish grin at me.

      “What are you?” Not a question most humans find themselves asking on a daily basis, but one I had uttered more than I was entirely comfortable admitting over the last year.

      “He’s a dragon,” Abernathy answered.
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      I blinked at the copper-haired, golden-eyed being before me. With his dewy skin and utterly guileless expression, he didn’t look a day over seventeen.

      “You’re a dragon,” I repeated.

      “Yup,” he answered.

      “Like a fire-breathing, wing-flapping, village-scorching dragon?”

      “The whole village scorching thing is total BS, but yes to those other things,” he said.

      “Dude!” I lunged forward and captured him in an impromptu bear hug as had been my unfortunate tendency on so many occasions. “That’s pretty much the coolest thing ever!”

      “You said that about Van Gogh,” Abernathy pointed out dryly.

      “But he wasn’t Van Gogh,” I said, flinging an irritated scowl back at him. “It wasn’t Van Gogh,” I said to Hayden this time. “It was Van Gogh’s revenge-obsessed brother, Theo, who was all bitter and stabby and stuff. Much unpleasantness ensued.”

      “That’s unfortunate.” Hayden’s smile was immeasurably kind, and radiated the kind of patience I had heretofore only associated with spiritual gurus and the guy who hosted those Time/Life hits of the 1950’s infomercials in the wee hours of the morning.

      “Maybe you would like to let go of our guest?” Abernathy’s voice held a mix of censure and embarrassment.

      But dear God, the warmth.

      The soul-soothing, anxiety-banishing, negativity-scorching glow. The closer I got to Hayden, the farther I got from the constant barrage of obsessive, negative, disaster-predicting thoughts in my head. I only wanted to stay there forever.

      “Apologies,” I said, releasing him. “I may or may not have issues managing the physical aspects of unspoken social contracts.”

      “No apologies necessary.” His impish smile conjured both the Lost Boys and Peter Pan. “Should we adjourn to Mark’s office?”

      “We should and we shall.” Leading the way from the blank white walls of the gallery space up the set of ancient wood stairs that led to Abernathy’s office, I remembered the very first time I’d attempted to stealthily move up them.

      Then, I had overheard Abernathy threatening someone over the phone and had almost turned and fled on the spot.

      But he’d caught me before I’d had the chance.

      One look at his face, and all thought of fleeing had been summarily dismissed.

      Which is why I had ended up setting up camp on the landing at the top of the stairs outside of his office. There, I had installed myself at a desk with an Apple monitor where I would do my work when not occasionally (see: frequently) eavesdropping with my ear pressed to his thick old wood door.

      Together we crossed the threshold into Abernathy’s office.

      I couldn’t help remembering the way it had looked the very first time I had seen it. The floor covered with a drift of discarded papers. The couch mounded with Abernathy’s unwashed laundry and dry cleaning. The desk more a cluttered footrest with an ancient phone than a workspace. Now, the orderly bookshelves gleamed with regular lemon oil polishing. The old wood floor was clean and clear, covered over with one of Abernathy’s antique rugs. Within the many drawers, files I had painstakingly organized and labeled.

      Abernathy seated himself in the wide wing-backed chair behind the desk while Hayden and I settled on the leather couch opposite.

      For the briefest moment, I saw Abernathy lean back in his chair the way he always did before kicking his shoes onto the desk. I shot him a warning look and he kept his long legs firmly planted.

      “So what’s this about what happened this morning not being a simple misunderstanding between me and the local wildlife?” I asked, lifting my shoes from the floor to sit crossed-legged.

      “Misunderstanding?” A crease appeared in the center of Abernathy’s forehead. “Being attacked by a squirrel, a fox, a badger, and a raccoon represents a misunderstanding in your world?”

      “I mean, who hasn’t been bitten while trying to pet something?” I said, picking at the newly-acquired rip in my jeans.

      Abernathy leaned forward in his chair, his broad shoulders rolling forward as he rested his totally lick-able forearms on his desk. “Exactly how many animals have you been bitten by?”

      “Oh, geez.” I sank back against the leather couch, my limbs feeling pleasantly languid and heavy. “There was Alvin, the class hamster in second grade who didn’t like the Kraft Singles I brought him. And that gerbil at the pet store who got a little too excited about the Lucky Charms I snuck in. And the giraffe at the zoo on our class field trip that bit my hand when I tried to give him animal crackers instead of leaves, and the baby goats on the other class field trip who smelled the cookies in my pocket. Oh! And my guinea pig Benny, but that was mostly sexual frustration since I was trying to prevent him from humping Julian, my rabbit, who was not at all on board with the cross-species love affair thing.”

      “So really the problem isn’t you trying to pet animals at all,” Abernathy assessed. “It’s that you’re usually carrying food on your general person.”

      “That’s one way to look it, I suppose.” I said, not wanting to look at it that way even a little bit. I glanced over at Hayden. Now was usually the part where whoever it was that had come to seek Abernathy’s protection looked at me like I had naked mole-rats crawling out of my ears.

      His expression remained serene and benevolent, if a little bemused.

      “Soooo,” I hinted. “What was it about those animals not being strays?”

      Hayden and Abernathy shared a look that I liked not at all.

      Abernathy cleared his throat and laced his long fingers together. “There’s been some recent unrest within the shifter community.”

      “Unrest?” I asked. “What kind of unrest?”

      “Any time there’s a new ruling alpha pair, there’s bound to be a certain amount of—” Abernathy paused, his face maddeningly stoic as he searched for a way to say whatever it was he needed to say without freaking me the fuck out. “—back and forth among the various factions.”

      “Define back and forth.” I hugged to my chest one of the many throw pillows I’d installed on the couch, a symbolic padding against news I suspected was going to hurt my feelings.

      “Your standard disagreements.” Abernathy picked up a pen and began flipping it end over end. “This faction deciding that maybe they have a more legitimate claim to rule. That faction electing to back the other factions’ claims, and so on.”

      Despite the pillow, I felt like someone had dropped a brick on my chest. “You’re saying that there are large swaths of the shifter community that are refusing to accept me as the heir.”

      “I wouldn’t say large,” Abernathy said, utterly unconvincingly.

      Next to me, Hayden cleared his throat.

      “Okay.” Abernathy admitted, his broad shoulders sagging. “Very large.”

      I slumped backward. “So, the thing that happened to me on the sidewalk. You think they were shifters?”

      “I suspect so,” Abernathy said.

      “And you think they were deliberately sent to harm me? Or did they just see an opportunity and decide to have a go?”

      “There’s no way of knowing, unfortunately.” Judging by the flinty edge in Abernathy’s tone, it was a damn good thing for the shifters in question, whose spleens he would probably be wearing as cufflinks were that not the case.

      “That’s why you didn’t want me to tell Crixus, isn’t it?” I chewed the inside of my cheek as was my way when battling panic. “Because if word gets out that I can’t even shift, there’s going to be a full-scale rebellion.”

      Abernathy’s gaze fell to the surface of his desk.

      I sank down further and blew a long breath out of my constricted throat. “I don’t suppose that’s something you can heal?” I smiled at Hayden weakly.

      “I’m afraid not.” Witnessing the profound depth of his sincere regret made me feel twice as bad for having asked.

      Something about the set of Abernathy’s jaw sent goosebumps prickling over my scalp and spilling down my neck. The fine hairs on my arms stood up like little antennae. “There’s something else, isn’t there?”

      There always was.

      “When there is a new alpha ruling heir, it’s customary for all the werewolf houses to assemble for The Gathering.” Abernathy’s Adam’s apple bobbed over a swallow. “It’s a meet-and-greet, mostly. And,” he coughed, the loud sound nearly consuming the sound of his final word. “Coronation.”

      I couldn’t have been more surprised and alarmed than I was in that moment. “A coronation?”

      Abernathy nodded.

      I stood up from the couch, marched over to his desk. “At no point in this considerably extensive process, wherein there were many opportunities for such information to be shared, was anything remotely resembling a coronation mentioned.”

      “I wanted to give you as much time to acclimate as possible.”

      “Acclimate?” I sputtered. “Acclimate?” My voice had taken on the high, shrill whistle of a rusty teakettle. “The most important werewolf families, some of whom I’m assuming are not in favor of yours truly, will all be coming here, and you somehow thought I needed time to acclimate?” I raised my hands to form dramatic finger quotation marks. “What I needed, is time to process this information, have a massive panic attack, and plan.”

      “Not here.” Hayden said gently.

      “What’s that?” I asked, turning to face him.

      He stared back into my blotchy face with unflappable calm. “The Gathering won’t be held here.”

      “And where, pray tell, would that be?” I asked.

      “Tipperary, Ireland,” Abernathy said. “The ancestral seat is presided over by Cillian and Sloane O’Farren. Very old friends of mine. They’re tasked with protecting Halla na Mac Tíre—the halls of the Faoladh.”

      Just the mere pronunciation of that name sent a little shiver of anticipation through me. This wasn’t the first time I heard this term. After my discovery that I had in fact been working for a full-moon worshipping, fur-sprouting, throat-tearing werewolf, I had—like the total nerd I am—done a little research. According to the very best Wikis I could find, the Faoladh were a breed of ancient Celtic shape-shifters who took the form of a wolf to protect wounded men and children.

      At least, if what had been handed down generation to generation and made its way to the almighty Google was at all accurate.

      Now the Úlfhéðnar, on the other hand… Those guys, you had to look out for. The Norse equivalent of Berserker werewolves, known for hiring out their devastatingly destructive prowess.

      I had to admit that there might just be the tiniest part of me intrigued by the idea of meeting werewolves from other old houses. So far, my contact had been limited to the assorted mutts who ended up at the gallery, the werewolf/vampire summit I’d attended in Scotland, and Abernathy’s murderous half-sister. “Exactly what is involved in The Gathering?” I asked. “From an event-planning standpoint?”

      “The first night is the cèilidh. Fires, dancing, feasting, etcetera,” Abernathy said. “The following day is games and feats of strength.”

      “Do any of the games involve trying not to die?” Given what I knew of the brutality of the paranormal world in general and shifters in specific, this seemed like a valid question.

      “Are you sure you’ve never been to a cèilidh before?” Hayden asked, his grin teasing a dimple to his cheek.

      “It mostly involves not dying from alcohol poisoning during the drinking contests,” Abernathy explained.

      “I see,” I said, beginning to feel slightly more optimistic about my chances. “And the coronation part of things?”

      “Basically a big assembly and everyone howls and there’s more drinking and feasting.”

      “That’s it?” I asked, a little incredulous. “No speeches or parades or shiny scepters and crowns and whatnot?”

      “Shifters aren’t big on ceremony,” Abernathy said. “Tradition, yes. Pageantry, no.”

      “So just to confirm, we’re talking a scenario where we travel to Ireland, watch the werewolf equivalent of the Highland Games, we eat, dance, and poof, we’re done?” I flicked my fingers in imitation of a dissipating cloud.

      “Done,” Abernathy said, with the barest hint of patronizing certainty.

      I sat down on the edge of his desk. “That sounds all well and good, but I think we’re missing an important point here. This is a giant shifter shindig. And, as we discussed earlier, I seem to be unable to shift at will. This seems like it could be pretty catastrophically disastrous, no?”

      “Let me put it this way. If we get there and there’s a chance they find out you’re having shifting difficulty, there’s also a chance this information could further complicate their acceptance. If you refuse to attend The Gathering, there is no chance whatsoever that they’ll accept you, and an all-out shifter war is pretty much a given.”

      The cloying feeling of suffocation from my dream returned to me. “So, my choice is basically something potentially terrible and something definitely terrible?”

      As it so often had, his silence spoke volumes.

      I sat back, letting this information marinate. On the one hand, the idea of setting foot into a gathering of the most powerful shifters in the world filled me with soul-shriveling dread. On the other, it kindled a tiny flame of hope in my chest. Was there any chance, however small, that someone in the entire cross section of most powerful werewolves in the world could help figure out why I was a total dud in the shifting department?

      “When would this clusterfuck need to unfold?” I asked.

      “Beltane,” Abernathy answered without hesitation.

      My jaw flopped open like the lid of a broken mailbox as a fresh surge of panic crackled through me. “But that’s a week from now. There’s no way we can put an event of this size together that fast.”

      Abernathy and Hayden shared another one of those alarmingly meaningful looks.

      “What?” I asked.

      Abernathy matched the tips of his fingers together, unwilling to meet my eye. “It’s already been put together.”

      I shot to my feet, my hands tightening into fists at my sides. “When exactly were you planning on telling me about this?”

      Abernathy scratched the rocky outcropping of his jaw. “I just figured the less time you knew about it, the less time you had to panic.”

      “Ugh,” I said, indulging in an epic eye roll. “That is such a you thing to say.”

      Abernathy gave me his patented I know you way better than you think I know you smirks.

      “I think what Mark means is that he hasn’t wanted to overwhelm you while you’re still adjusting to your transition.” Hayden spoke slowly and with infinite kindness. “For someone raised purely in the human world, that can certainly be overwhelming.”

      “That, or he’s a stubborn, close-lipped information hoarder who enjoys blind-siding me with life-altering fuckery.”

      Hayden snorted and a delicate puff of smoke jetted from his nostrils.

      Abernathy’s jaw flexed. Truly, it was a wonder his molars hadn’t been ground down into nubs over the year of our direct acquaintance.

      “If I had confidence that this information would be used in a responsible manner, perhaps I would have shared it sooner,” he said.

      A deliberate dig at my conversation with Crixus.

      “So you’re saying I should go ahead and cancel that ad I placed in the Clear Creek Courant? They had promised to run a feature in the evening edition. Just a light humanitarian piece about the potential shifter apocalypse.”

      Hayden looked like he might be considering burning a hole through the floorboards to escape, when a familiar procession of knocks interrupted our verbal sparring.

      My heart leapt in my chest, despite my irritation, as I knew instantly who they belonged to.

      My brother and one of the gallery’s resident artists, Steven Franke.

      If you crossed Machine Gun Kelly with a golden retriever and a space alien, my brother is about what you’d get. Six foot three inches of blond-haired, green-eyed, multiply-pierced, and affable, adorable weirdness in werewolf form.

      The first time we’d met, he’d been wearing leopard print Spandex and a ladies’ bathrobe, and had been doing lunges in the hallway between the artist studios. Much to the consternation of his neighbor.

      Today, he wore skinny lime-green corduroys, a studded belt, sparkly gold suspenders, and a Ramones midriff t-shirt. Below it, the flat, fish-white skin of his belly was interrupted only by the colorful ink of one of his many cartoon-themed tattoos.

      He stood in the doorway with a giant smile on his boyish face and his long, gangly arms flung wide. “You made it!”

      I took a step forward, assuming he was talking to me despite the fact that I’d seen him just yesterday—with Steve, you never knew—but was surprised when Hayden launched himself off of the couch and into Steve’s outstretched arms.

      There was lots of bro-ing and backslapping that devolved into Steve capturing Hayden in a headlock and rubbing a noogie in his coppery hair.

      “What’s the password?” Steve asked, the extensive collection of bracelets looped about his wrist jingling as his hand rotated.

      “Legends!” Hayden gasped through his laughter. “Legends never die!”

      Steve released him, and Hayden righted himself, cheeks a merry pink as he straightened his t-shirt and patted down the flame-like whorls of his hair.

      “What’s shakin’, sis?” A special little smile tugged at the corners of Steve’s lips every time he pronounced that word.

      Even though I had known about our familial connection half a year, Abernathy had forbidden me from saying anything to Steve.

      Surprise, fucking surprise.

      He’d ended up learning about our relation in a sub-optimal way. And by sub-optimal, I mean Nero had bombed him with the news right before the vampire shit stain known as Klaud had plunged a blade straight into Steve’s heart.

      He had miraculously recovered with an infusion of my allegedly powerful blood, and now bore only a small white star of scar tissue dead center in his bony sternum.

      Which he liked to show off to strangers and gallery guests alike.

      “What’s good, Mr. A?” Steve reached across the desk and bumped knuckles with Abernathy. “Or should I call you bro now?” He wiggled his fine blond brows, the small silver hoop-piercing winking.

      A hot flush stained my cheeks.

      The whole topic of marriage, just like the subject of children and so many others, was something we hadn’t made a point of discussing in detail.

      My own feelings on that subject were significantly more tangled than I liked to admit. If I boiled them down to their essential components, it might go something like this:

      I wanted him to want to.

      “Maybe you should just call him Mark,” I suggested, unable to resist the opportunity for one last little jab. “Seeing as we are not bound in any way recognized by the law.”

      “Whose law?” Abernathy’s voice held the low, elemental rumble of thunder as he singed me with a look that burned one word into my consciousness.

      Mine.

      “You have any trouble finding the joint?” Steve asked, effectively cutting through the thickening tension as he plopped onto the couch.

      “Not a bit.” Hayden sat down at the other end of the couch.

      I had been so completely wrapped up in my unfortunate animal encounter and the ensuing tussle with Abernathy that it hadn’t even occurred to me exactly why Hayden had come.

      I perched on the arm of the couch next to Steve. “I’m sorry,” I said. “How do you two know each other?”

      “Dark Souls,” they said in unison. And then, “Jinx!” And then, “Double jinx!”

      “Dark souls?” I asked. “Is that some kind of paranormal support group or something?”

      “It’s an online RPG,” Steve explained. “Basically you’re one of the cursed undead and you have to navigate a world forever bound in a cycle of death and rebirth because of an ancient battle of the Lord Souls against the dragons that started the age of fire.”

      “Soooo, you met an actual dragon shifter while playing an online game about dragons?” I asked.

      “I mean, yeah,” Steve said, as if this were the most natural thing on earth.

      Then again, natural wasn’t exactly a word that floated off the tongue where Steve was concerned.

      “And he’s just here for a visit or… ” I trailed off, inviting either Hayden or Steve to supply the much-needed information.

      “I really didn’t tell you?” Steve asked, an expression of confusion crumpling his boyish features.

      “That would be a nope,” I said.

      “Sorry,” Steve yawned, scrubbing his face with one knobby-knuckled hand, his normally bright eyes dark-ringed by the sleepless nights of early parenthood. “Hayden has agreed to come and keep an eye on the joint now, while Shayla is at home with the offspring.”

      Steve’s wife, Shayla—herself a Nereid—had once been a waitress at the Dusty Dahlia down the street, before she’d quit to come to run the oddities shop. Somewhere in that transition, she and Steve had become an item and she’d come down with an unexpected case of the babies. Two of them, to be precise. River Jude and Olivia Evan had arrived on the planet only a month ago, but had become my unofficial obsession. True to their supernatural roots, they were growing at an alarmingly rapid rate and now resembled 18-month-old toddlers instead of newborns.

      I’d been over several times over the past weeks to see them, but never stayed long, as a flood of Shayla’s various Nereid friends and relations had come into town to help with the Were-eids.

      Or so Steve had taken to calling them.

      “How is Miss Shayla, anyway?” I asked.

      “Exhausted,” Steve said. “Her crew split town a few days ago, so we’ve been flying solo.”

      I felt a pang of guilt. I hadn’t even known. Not only was I failing at being a werewolf, I was also failing at being an aunt.

      “Why don’t we come over and babysit for you guys tonight?” I suggested.

      Abernathy’s brows lowered, the crease in his forehead informing me that I better get the word we out of my mouth immediately if not sooner.

      “You would do that?” Steve asked, his boyish face shining with a desperate hope.

      “Of course we would,” I said.

      Abernathy cleared his throat. “As much as I would love to help you with that, I’m meeting that um…that guy. For dinner. Remember?” He shot me a pointed look.

      “Oh him,” I said, letting him believe I was about to back up his cringe-worthy attempt at a lie. “He called to cancel this morning. You received that calendar notification, right?”

      He glowered at me.

      I turned back to Steve. “What time should we come?”

      Steve ran a hand through his ruffled blond mop. “Yesterday?”

      “How about five?” I suggested. “That will give you guys time to grab coffee and hit the bookstore before dinner?”

      “But the gallery doesn’t close until six,” Abernathy cut in.

      “I’d be happy to look after the place,” Hayden added. “I’m sure Hanna can give me a run-through between now and then.”

      “I most certainly can,” I said brightly.

      I may or may not have been enjoying Abernathy’s misery a shade too much.

      “You’re sure?” Steve asked. “With The Gathering next week—”

      “Did literally everyone know about this except me?” I asked, flinging a pissy look at Abernathy.

      Steve winced, his bony shoulder rising toward his multiply-pierced ears. “Sorry, Mark.”

      “No apologies necessary.” Abernathy shifted his gaze to me, the intensity in it making me squirm in a not altogether uncomfortable way. “I’ll see that Hanna is adequately prepared.”

      Something about the way he said this made me think those preparations could possibly involve rough make-up sex.

      And lots of it.

      To which plan I had no objections whatsoever.

      After even one night without him, I felt an actual, physical ache. A deep, elemental yearning for his physical presence. For the smell of his skin. For the weight of his body. For the cavernous, rhythmic sound of his breathing.

      Never in my mostly inconsequential mortal life—the one I remembered, anyway—had I experienced a longing to be so close to another human that at times, I actually wanted to crawl inside his skin.

      But like, in a totally non-creepy way.

      “I guess I better show Hayd around.” Steve lifted his wiry frame off the couch.

      Hayden followed suit, once again rising to the balls of his feet. “It was a pleasure meeting you, Hanna.”

      “I have to ask,” I said. “What’s with the tiptoes thing?”

      The smile on his face was small and didn’t quite make it all the way up to his eyes. “Would you totally hate me if I promised to explain it to you some other time?”

      If I had a dime for every time I’d heard that…

      “Of course not,” I said. “See you guys later.”

      “Laters,” Steve said, holding up a hand.

      They traipsed out onto the landing and I turned to follow them, but the door closed abruptly before I could reach it.

      Abernathy stood before me, broad back against the door like he hadn’t been back at his desk a nanosecond before. Gone was the friendly fraternal energy he always brought to his interactions with Steve.

      In its place was something predatory. Hardening his jaw, casting his mouth in an arrogant slant, coppery sparks pinwheeling around his irises.

      “Not so fast,” he said.
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      “Oh sure.” I crossed my arms over my chest, trying to pretend seeing him like this didn’t make me the least bit terrified for my mortal life. “I have an entire day of work ahead of me and now you want to talk?”

      His eyes darkened to my favorite shade of molten brownie batter. “Yes.”

      I desperately tried to remind myself of all the reasons I had to be irritated with Abernathy at present. This only managed to fan the flame that proximity to him had kindled.

      His warm breath on my cheeks. The intoxicating scent of his clean skin combined with the subtle aroma of starch from his shirt. His body chemistry even made magic of the sulfate-laden, two-in-one shampoo/conditioner I still hadn’t managed to discourage him from buying.

      He cupped my face in his large, warm hands, running the rough pad of his thumb over my lower lip. “In my 431 years, I have never met a more infuriating creature.”

      “Which reminds me,” I said, “for your birthday—”

      Abernathy’s hand moved over my mouth. He leaned forward until his lips brushed my ear. “You wanted me to talk, and I’m talking. Okay?”

      I nodded beneath his hand.

      “You have no idea what it was like for me last night, knowing that something had happened, and I wasn’t there to protect you.”

      “Mmmph—”

      Abernathy shook his head, letting me know in no uncertain terms that I was Not to Be Interrupty.

      “You are my entire world, Hanna, and I was left there with my dick in my hand. You have no idea what it’s like to love someone like you. You’re stubborn, you’re impulsive, you’re unpredictable. You drive me absolutely batshit crazy on a daily basis, and it makes me so fucking hard I can barely function.”

      My eyes widened. This had not at all been where I thought this conversation was going.

      “Do you want to feel how hard you make me, Hanna?”

      My mouth flooded with saliva. My body’s instant knee-jerk reaction to an inexplicable need.

      I nodded again.

      Keeping one hand over my mouth, Abernathy reached down with the other, pressing my palm against the large, stony length of him beneath his expertly tailored pants.

      My breath quickened as my knees decided to go all buttery.

      Abernathy’s eyelids lowered as he dragged his nose down the side of my neck, scenting the subtle change of arousal in my body’s chemistry.

      Parting my lips, I slid my tongue down his finger, tasting the living salt of him.

      A groan rumbled from his chest. Moving his hand away from my mouth, he anchored it in the hair at the base of my skull, gently gripping it and tilting my face up to his.

      “How about I pull up your skirt, push your panties to the side, and fuck you right against this door?”

      Another wave of dizzying lust flooded through me. “Yes, please,” I breathed.

      Abernathy lowered his head, his warm lips brushing mine as his hand found its way between my thighs. “Would you like that?”

      “Hanna would like that very much.” I blamed the lack of blood flow to my brain for a temporary lapse into the third person.

      “Good.”

      He released my hair, turned and calmly walked back to his desk. I thought maybe he intended for me to follow him until he seated himself and began to flip through the pile of paperwork.

      I blinked at him, pleasure-hazy and brain-fogged. “What are you doing?”

      “Now we’re both frustrated,” he said with a smug smile.

      “You’re not—” I sputtered, the crushing knowledge that an Abernathy-induced orgasm was no longer impending. “You wouldn’t—”

      “I did.” He picked up a pen and began scribbling something on one of the sheets before him.

      “Well that’s just…” I paused, searching for something appropriately searing. “Just mean.”

      “So was refusing to come home last night.”

      “You could have come to my place,” I said.

      Abernathy set the pen aside, giving me his full attention.

      The problem with having Abernathy’s full attention is that after one look at his face, Madge and Betty Lou—the ovaries that so far had completely failed to produce offspring despite our exceedingly dedicated efforts—reminded me that they were still very much interested in doing so.

      “Your place,” Abernathy said. “That’s exactly it. I’m not sure why, but there seems to be part of you that doesn’t want to let it go.”

      Guilt pricked at my conscience. The second he said this, I knew it was true.

      And as much as I didn’t want to, I knew why.

      “After the divorce, it was the only place in the world that was mine.” I stared down at my sneakers.

      I heard Abernathy’s chair scrape back as he rose from his desk and came over to me. With a finger under my chin, he tilted my face up to his.

      “I’ve got you, Hanna.” He searched my face, his expression earnest. “You know that, right?”

      “I do,” I said. I wanted so badly for this to be true.

      “Now.” A sly smile played about his lips as his hand found its way under my skirt. “Where were we?”

      Having since recovered some of my self-control, I swatted him away. “You were at your desk,” I reminded him. “And I was on my way to mine.”

      “I’d be more than happy to fuck you on either of those surfaces.” Abernathy’s mouth found the spot just below my ear that turned my insides to warm jelly.

      I bit the inside of my cheek. “I guess you’re going to have to wait until after we’re done babysitting this evening.”

      His groan belonged to a schoolboy who had just been told that he’d be staying after class. “Do I have to?”

      “Absolutely you do,” I said. “Steve is having a rough time right now and you’re going to come and do your familial duty.”

      “I was under the impression that you and I weren’t bound in any way recognizable by the law.”

      I really hated it when Abernathy threw my own words back in my face in precisely the correct context.

      Tucking my irritation aside, I stepped forward, resting one hand on the steel mound of his pectoral muscle through his shirt.

      “How about this then?” I slid my hand down the silky fabric of his tie. “You come help me watch Steve and Shayla’s kids for a few hours, and I’ll suck your soul through your dick when we get home.”

      Naked hunger scorched his features. “Home being our home?” he asked.

      “Home being our home,” I repeated. “If you’ll help me get the cats transported before we head over to Steve and Shayla’s.”

      With his hands on my ass, Abernathy pulled me into him until I could feel his still very present arousal hard against my thigh. “You’re really pushing your luck today, Miss Harvey.”

      “I’d rather be pushing yours,” I said, grinding my hips against his.

      He raised an eyebrow at me. “That doesn’t even make any sense.”

      “Neither does your face,” I said affectionately.

      “I always regret playing this game with you,” Abernathy sighed, shaking his head.

      “And you always will.” I raised myself to tiptoe to bring my lips to his.

      Our joining was gentle at first, sweet and soft then growing a sharp, hungry edge, tongues tangling, teeth catching, as every ounce of simmering tension ignited with the meeting of our mouths.

      I thought of our first kiss. How, after things had gotten physical between us for the very first time, Abernathy had thrown himself out of a fourth story window and into the Thames rather than risk robbing me of the choice whether to become a werewolf.

      And now I’d chosen, and it seemed like nothing had changed.

      Or everything had, but I hadn’t.

      He broke the kiss, leaving me panting in his wake.

      “Until tonight,” he said.
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      After a day of mostly mind-numbing work at the gallery, we arrived at Steve and Shayla’s at precisely 5:00 pm on the button. We’d spent the last hour wrangling Gilbert, Stella, and Stevie into carriers and packing them in Buckminster for their transport to their—our— new home. Deciding it would be better for them to acclimate while we were there to supervise, we’d closed them in the laundry room with their litter box, cat beds, and food bowls—complete with bribes of Cento olive-oil packed albacore tuna.

      Abernathy had been rewarded with a series of scratches and a single bite that had healed by the time we’d climbed into his old Rolls Royce Phantom to make the drive down the canyon.

      I hadn’t been so lucky.

      With Band-Aids on three fingers and a Steri-Strip holding closed a long, red gouge where Stella had bunny-kicked me on the way into her carrier, I looked like I had literally been in a cat fight.

      Because I had.

      Easing the Rolls into the parking lot across from the upscale complex of condos where Steve and Shayla had settled, Abernathy sent one last desperate glance in my direction. “You’re absolutely positive you want to do this?”

      He’d traded his slacks for jeans, but still wore his button-up shirt, the sleeves rolled to the elbows to announce that he was in casual mode.

      Abernathy’s attire was one of the areas where I’d frequently found stubborn nodes of old-fashioned sensibility that violently resisted any and every attempt at change. Still. I couldn’t help but wonder what he’d look like in the kind of t-shirt favored by Steve and Hayden, or even Crixus’s standard uniform of muscle-hugging plain black.

      “Yes,” I said. “I haven’t seen the twins in a week and you haven’t seen them since they came home from the hospital. A couple more weeks and they’ll be filling out college admissions applications.”

      A slight exaggeration, but I often found myself with a panicky kind of FOMO where my nephew and niece were concerned. As quickly as they were developing, it felt like each day I missed contained an endless list of firsts.

      Abernathy blew out a resigned breath. “Fine.”

      We exited the car and climbed the stairs to Steve and Shayla’s third floor condo. Not for the first time, I wondered how they managed to drag car seats and stroller bags and an endless supply of groceries and diapers back and forth, when I could barely manage to haul my own carcass up three flights.

      My finger hadn’t yet left the bell when the door flew open. Steve stood there grinning, a howling toddler on his hip and a packet of baby wipes in his hand.

      “Welcome to our humble abode!” He stepped back to grant us entrance. Everywhere, I could see Shayla’s keen decorator-ly sensibilities. Plants and curtains and candles, and on several walls, Steve’s paintings. Whimsy was Steve’s specialty, and it showed. An otter in a tuxedo. A stag in a smoking jacket. An opossum in a bright yellow rain slicker. I shuddered when I got to the badger in a summer seersucker suit.

      “Hey, Stee!” Stepping over the threshold, I reached for Olivia. Her long black lashes were stuck in tear-fused clumps, cobalt blue curls just like her mother’s stuck to red, sweaty skin of her forehead.

      “You’ve had all your shots?” Steve asked, his face uncharacteristically serious. “Because she can be a little bitey.”

      “She has teeth already?” I asked incredulously.

      “As of this week, yes.”

      “Fully vaccinated,” I said, holding out my arms.

      Steve peeled his daughter’s clutching fists away from his Ramones t-shirt and lifted her over to me.

      I accepted the warm, squirming bundle of angry baby girl, her weight wonderfully solid and alive against my body.

      Her blue, over-large anime eyes swam with tears as she stared up at me. I felt a strange twinge as a little pop of recognition eased a measure of tension from her discontented expression.

      Olivia had been on this planet exactly a month, and she knew exactly who I was. It was utterly amazing, if a little eerie.

      “Shhhh,” I soothed, patting her back. “Aunt Hanna is here.”

      Ollie’s head fell against my shoulder as her chest expanded with post-sob double-pumped huffs.

      I kissed the top of her head, inhaling the sweet, sticky, French-toast smell of her hair.

      “For the record,” Steve said, thumbing a tear from her cheek. “You’re the only person other than her mother that she’s let hold her.”

      “Clearly she has excellent taste.” I winked at Ollie, who bashfully buried her hot, salty face against my neck.

      “I’ll let Shayla know you’re here.” Steve disappeared down the hallway toward their bedroom.

      I looked at Abernathy, who at that precise moment had the twitchy posture of a horse about to bolt.

      “You okay?” I asked, swaying back and forth, Ollie’s chubby little legs bouncing on either side of my thigh.

      “Fine,” he said in a tight totally-not-fine voice.

      “Let’s see if there’s anything for Uncle Mark to drink.” I’d made it three steps toward the kitchen when a small, warm body collided with my shins, tiny arms wrapping around my calves.

      “Ayt Hayya!” he squawked up at me jubilantly.

      I had to stop myself, leaping back a full foot. The talking was new, though River’s tiny tongue hadn’t quite mastered the finer points of pronunciation.

      “Hey, River.” With Ollie balanced on my hip, I reached down to ruffle his mop of blond curls.

      The water to his sister’s fire, River Jude had over-large, seawater green eyes that looked ready to be hurt by the entire world.

      “Who?” He aimed a small, chubby digit up at Mark.

      “That’s Abernathy,” I said, not wanting to pre-emptively assign him a meaning in River’s life.

      “Aboyathy?”

      “That’s right.” Favorably impressive, I thought, for someone who’d only been alive a month.

      River nodded decisively, a judgment clearly having been made. “You,” he said, tugging on the crease in Abernathy’s jeans.

      Abernathy looked to me, a deer in the stadium lights.

      “Looks like you’re going with him.”

      He squared his shoulders—a man marching into battle. “All right.”

      And then, in a movement that nearly caused my ovaries to supernova, he reached down and took River’s tiny hand. Together they walked down the hallway, ducking into the first room on the right.

      Steve emerged from the master bedroom in a fresh t-shirt, holding an empty martini glass. “She wants to see you.”

      “Of course,” I said, bouncing Ollie on my hip. “Let’s go see Momma.”

      With her thumb firmly inserted in her plump, Cupid’s-bow lips, Ollie nodded.

      I carried her down the hallway, pausing briefly before the twins’ room, where I saw Abernathy sitting on the carpet, his long legs folded before him, an ever-growing congregation of stuffed animals being hauled from the closet and presented to him by a chattering River.

      An actual, physical pain pierced my middle as my exceptionally unhelpful brain transformed River’s curls into a burnished copper, infused his eyes with the exact shade of melted milk chocolate.

      Forcing my legs to keep moving, I walked into Steve and Shayla’s bedroom and approached the combination bathroom/walk-in closet.

      “Knock knock,” I called.

      Shayla sat before the lacquered white vanity, an open can of pomegranate sparkling water at her elbow and a tube of her pin-up red lipstick in her fingers. Her deep-ocean blue hair had been styled into pin curls, her petite form clad in a black, polka-dot rockabilly dress.

      “Just so you know,” she said, “if you were anyone else, she’d be scratching your eyes out to get to me right now.”

      I looked down at Ollie, whose breaths had deepened into the regular rhythm of sleep, her dark lashes feathering the creamy skin of her cheeks. “I feel honored.”

      “So?” she asked expectantly.

      “So what?” I asked.

      Shayla spun on her padded bench. “So how are things?”

      “I mean… good?”

      “Good?” she scoffed. “That’s it? I thought sister-in-law status would at least buy me some juicy details.”

      “And what sort of juicy details are we talking here?” I asked.

      “Ummm, all of them?” She pouted her lips, slicking them with one last coat of crimson.

      With all speed and alacrity, I briefly summarized my current plight.

      “What are you going to do?” she asked, when I had finished.

      “I don’t know.” Shifting Ollie on my hip, I began to sway back and forth, grateful for her solid weight in my arms. “I don’t know if there’s anything I can do.”

      “Have you thought about seeing a healer?”

      “I didn’t even know healers were a thing until Crixus told me.”

      “I have no idea why everyone not of Greek origin feels the need to keep this a closely guarded secret.” Shayla glanced back at the mirror, tucking in a stray filament of blue hair. “That’s so crazy about the Morrison thing though.”

      “Yeah,” I said. The word seemed woefully inadequate to summarize the complex tangle of feelings surrounding that particular nugget.

      “I always kinda liked him.” Shayla rose and walked over to her perfectly organized clothing rack, red-lacquered nails browsing among the hangers. “There was even a time when I thought the two of you might actually end up together.”

      I caught a look of surprise on my own features in her mirror. “That’s news to me.”

      “I dunno.” Selecting a black shrug, she removed it from the hanger and slid it over her bare arms. “He had that tough and protective but sensitive thing. Also he was painfully, obviously, madly in love with you.”

      I tried not to let this comment land where it wanted to.

      “And let’s be honest,” she continued. “This world comes with a lot of crazy.”

      Wasn’t that the absolute goddamn truth.

      Sliding into a pair of red vintage open-toed heels, she stepped back to examine herself in the full-length mirror on the back of the closet door.

      “Steve is going to shit a missile,” I said.

      I felt an acute wave of nostalgia, remembering the days when Steve would station himself at the tea shop, drinking cup after cup of gritty coffee while generally vexing Shayla with his presence.

      “He’d better,” she said, teeth white against siren red lips. “This is the first time I’ve been out of my pajamas in a month.” With the kind of secret smile mothers wear only when looking at their sleeping offspring, Shayla smoothed the damp curls away from Ollie’s forehead and planted a kiss there.

      “Momma will be back before you know it.”

      My chest clenched with an aching tenderness.

      All my life, I’d thought the idea of a biological clock was complete and utter bullshit.

      Careening toward the end of my twenties, I’d realized that I’d been right.

      It wasn’t a clock at all.

      It was a bomb.

      A bomb with endless, unpredictable fuses, and that liked to go off at the most inexplicable and inconvenient times, leaving smoldering ash in its wake.

      I followed her down the hallway and into the kitchen where she pointed out the various locations of pre-made bottles, and cupboards with assorted fruit snacks and crackers that I fully planned on helping myself to, once the twins were tucked in for the night.

      “You can lay her down, you know,” Shayla said. “I’m still not convinced she doesn’t smuggle fishing weights in her diaper.”

      Despite the fact that my arms were aching, I shook my head. “I’ll enjoy it while I can.”

      In the living room, we found Abernathy and River side by side on the couch, a book opened across both their laps. Steve was perched like a bird on the arm, looking over Abernathy’s shoulder as he read about The Loneliest Little Goat.

      A delicate cramp in my middle announced that Madge and/or Betty Lou had decided to set aside their knitting needles and get to work.

      Abernathy’s nostrils flared in a look of keen animal interest as he cut a look at me.

      Sometimes it was just damned inconvenient to be partnered with a being that could pretty much sense your every biological burp and hiccup.

      “You ready, babe?” Shayla asked.

      Steve glanced up from the book and did a double-take before clutching his bony chest and falling backward off the couch.

      Shayla rolled her eyes affectionately.

      “Is this an angel I see before me?” Steve asked, blinking up at her from the floor.

      “Get up, you goober,” she said, holding out a hand to help him up. “We’re wasting valuable child-free time.”

      “Did you show her where Sophie is?” Steve asked.

      “Shoot.” Shayla snapped her fingers. “She’s in the freezer.”

      I sincerely hoped that Sophie was an inanimate object and not some obscure amphibian ancestor of Shayla’s that needed to be kept extra cold.

      “Sophie is Ollie’s chewie giraffe.” Opening the stainless steel freezer door, Shayla, withdrew a small, white giraffe with ochre yellow spots and set it on the table.  “She’s teething, and otherwise she likes to gnaw on the chair legs.”

      Looking at their small kitchen table, I noticed that several of the chairs were missing chips of their black varnish or bore the faint outlines of tiny teeth rings.

      “Good to know,” I said.

      Grabbing her purse and keys, Shayla looped her arm through Steve’s and steered him toward the front door. “We won’t be late,” she called.

      “Don’t hurry back,” I said, earning me a scowl from Abernathy.

      Then we were alone. With children.

      “I think I’m going to put her down while I get some dinner ready.”

      I carried Ollie into the shared nursery, one side decorated with owls, the other with foxes.

      Gently, I managed to lower the side of the crib with one hand before easing her down. I breathed a sigh of relief when she slid smoothly onto the mattress without stirring awake.

      I was halfway down the hallway when a high-pitched screech echoed through the condo. Sprinting to the end of the hallway, I froze, temporarily stunned by the sight of Abernathy sailing River’s tiny body overhead like an airplane, releasing a fresh squeal of pure delight with each whoosh and dive.

      Kaboom.

      I cleared my throat.

      Spinning, Abernathy spotted me and straightened, gently lowering a maniacally giggling River to the couch as he arranged his face in its usual mask of flat, stoic calm.

      “I thought you weren’t a kid person?” I asked, arching an eyebrow at him.

      “Well,” Abernathy said, his posture extra stiff as if to compensate for the moment of silliness he’d been caught in. “I suppose this one is acceptable.”

      “Agay!” River called, stretching his arms up toward Abernathy.

      “Looks like you—”

      I stopped mid-sentence as a look of such horror and revulsion contorted Abernathy’s features that for a moment, I expected to turn around and see a walking corpse dropping huge sheets of flesh behind me.

      “What?” I asked. “What is it?”

      Abernathy’s hand flew to his face, clamping over his nose. “The smell.”

      “Uh-oh.” I hurried over to the couch and turned River onto his side, dipping a finger into the back of his jammies to check his diaper. “He’s clean.”

      Then I remembered two things simultaneously. Abernathy’s hyper-sensitive sense of smell and Ollie napping in the nursery.

      I sprinted to her room and was knocked back by a wall of odor that can only be described as an unholy mélange of hot garbage, strained carrots, and spoiled beef.

      Standing in the eye of the olfactory hurricane, was Ollie, who looked like she’d sat on a mustard bomb.

      Down her legs. Up her back. Coating the sky-blue ringlets at the base of her neck.

      I gasped in horror and immediately regretted the decision.

      “Mark!” I screamed.

      “I’m just going to stay in here and watch the other one,” he shouted back.

      “You will do no such thing,” I barked. “You will pick him up, fasten him in his bouncy chair and get your ass in here now.”

      “What if he does what the other one did?”

      “Mark Andrew Abernathy,” I said, making a club of every syllable. “You’re an alpha werewolf and the ruler of the entire shifter kingdom. Fucking nut up.”

      “Fuck!” Ollie parroted in her squeaky little voice, one plump, yellow-slime-besmeared hand making a slow-motion voyage toward her face.

      “No no no!” I caught it just in the nick of time and captured the other one while I was at it. “That’s a bad word. We can’t say bad words.”

      Her wide green eyes filled with tears as she stared up at me. “Ayt Hayya?”

      “Aunt Hayya is a very dysfunctional individual with impulse control issues. Mark!”

      Abernathy appeared at the door, his nostrils stuffed with two white wads of paper towel. He crossed the threshold, then seeing Ollie, staggered backward, his arm flying up to his face as he buried his nose in the crook of his elbow. “Jesus Christ!”

      “Hand me a wipe,” I ordered. “Quick!”

      “Wipe?” he asked, his voice muffled through his arm and distorted by the paper wads. “We need a fucking priest.”

      “Would you just get me the goddamn wipe!”

      Ollie was beginning to squirm, desperately trying to wriggle free of my grasp.

      After a series of misses while I barked instructions at him, Abernathy figured out how to open the wipe container and shoved a damp fistful at me. I managed to clean off Ollie’s hands and upper arms, giving me at least one surface I could safely touch.

      Abernathy had watched this process in silent horror, his face frozen in shock.

      Ollie was actively fighting me now, thrashing back and forth and making it nearly impossible to hold onto the only clean part of her.

      “We need to get her into the bathroom,” I said.

      At that moment, Mark looked exactly like I’d just asked him to fold the fabric of space and time. “How the hell are we supposed to do that?”

      “You’re going to have to help me lift her.”

      “What?”

      “I can’t just lift her by her hands! You’re going to have to help me grab her.”

      His eyes darted frantically over Ollie. “Where?”

      A fair question, that.

      “I’ll take her hands and you grab her ankles.”

      “Her ankles?” Abernathy sputtered. “She looks like she’s been wading through the very bowels of hell!”

      “For the love of God,” I groaned. “How about you take her hands and I’ll take her ankles?”

      The tendons bulged out on Abernathy’s neck as he stepped forward, lips pressed tight, the corners of his mouth carving downward in a grimace of pure disgust.

      I shoved Ollie’s clammy paws into his hesitant hands, trying not to laugh as he aimed his face toward the ceiling.

      Steeling my resolve, I grabbed a wipe in each hand and clamped them firmly around each chubby ankle.

      “Got her! Lift!”

      Not at all pleased with these arrangements, Ollie began to buck and sway between us like Galloping Gertie.

      “It’s like hanging on to a greased badger,” Abernathy grunted.

      I shot him a dirty look. “That is so not funny yet.”

      Together, we shuffled awkwardly into the bathroom where Abernathy elbowed on the light.

      “Let’s set her down in the tub, then I’ll strip her.”

      We managed to set her down in the tub on her small pink feet.

      No sooner had I said “clear,” than Abernathy shot away, flapping his hand.

      “Oh God.” He retched. “It’s on my finger. It’s on my fucking finger.”

      I glanced at him over my shoulder, as with pincered fingertips, I managed to get Ollie’s shirt over her head without vastly worsening the situation.

      “I have personally seen you rip someone’s spleen out with your teeth, and baby poop is what disgusts you?”

      Abernathy turned the tap on scalding and stuck his hand under the steaming water, frantically fondling a bar of soap. “Can’t they just shit in the woods and cover it with pine needles, like we did?”

      I pulled off Ollie’s soiled shorts and loaded diaper and flung them in the small wastebasket next to the toilet. “You’re telling me that in four-and-a-half centuries on the planet, this is the first time you’ve ever changed a diaper?”

      “That was not changing a diaper. That was cleaning a toxic waste sp—oh God, it’s under my fingernail.” Staring down into the sink, Abernathy folded at the waist as another gag bent him double.

      “Your Uncle Mark is a total pussy.” I sighed, shaking my head as I turned back to Ollie.

      Abernathy pinned me with an irritated glare as he patted his hands dry with a towel. “I’m going to go check on the other one.”

      “River,” I said. “His name is River.”

      “Right,” he said. “The one who doesn’t shit in his own hair.”

      “Okay, sweet girl.” I turned on the tub tap, careful to keep Ollie far out of the way until the water was an appropriate temperature. “Why we don’t we rinse you down first, then we can fill the tub. Does that sound like a plan?”

      Using the large plastic cup on the side of the tub, I managed to slowly sluice away the horror. When she was clean enough not to make shit-tea of the bathwater, I filled the tub with enough to cover her chubby thighs and added some pink bubble-gum-scented bubbles for good measure.

      Imagine my surprise when, reaching the washrag down into the water, I found that it was gone.

      All of it.

      No bubbles. No water.

      I looked from the faucet to the drain, to Ollie.

      Then I gasped.

      A pink spinning spout of bubbles and bathwater swirled behind her like a small tornado.

      Until that very moment, it hadn’t occurred to me to wonder which powers the twins might inherit from Steve or Shayla, or how long it would take them to develop.

      “Are you doing that?”

      Ollie giggled.

      I reached a hand out as if mesmerized, amazed when my finger sank into the warm whirling water.

      “That’s very good, Ollie,” I said, infusing my voice with encouragement and approval. “But can Aunt Hanna have her bathwater back?”

      The spout disappeared abruptly as water splashed down into the tub, the resulting tidal wave sloshing onto my shirt and spilling over onto my jeans.

      Her control would improve with time, I suspected.

      Lord, were Steve and Shayla in for a ride with these two.

      We exited the bathroom half an hour later. Ollie, clean and pink in a downy white towel, and me, nearly soaked to the skin from her aquatic pyrotechnics. I got her into a new diaper and a clean pair of unicorn pajamas.

      “Should we go see what your brother and Uncle Mark are up to?” I asked, booping the tiny tip of her button nose.

      “Pussy!” She said eagerly.

      “Maybe don’t tell Uncle Mark that?” I suggested, hoisting her diaper-padded butt onto my hip. “He may not be in the best mood at the moment.”

      I paused just out of sight, covertly watching as River stacked blocks with small, clumsy fingers while Abernathy explained to him how flying buttresses were used to support the soaring walls of Gothic cathedrals. River’s eyes widened in expression of interest so like Steve’s that it literally stole my breath. It was one of those moments that moves through you with such beautiful brightness that it can’t help but drag shadows in its wake.

      Back against the hallway wall, I bit my lip.

      That, I realized, was the core of it. A cold, niggling fear that I would never watch my son or daughter working out a problem, with an endearingly broody scowl lowering feathery auburn brows.

      Pasting a bright, if somewhat manic, smile on my face, I breezed out of the hallway and set Ollie down next to the bucket of building blocks.

      “Is everyone ready for dinner?”

      Abernathy eyed her like an especially adorable land mine. “What’s on the menu?”

      “Chicken nuggets, peas, mac n’ cheese.” The menu had been cemented in my brain as I perused the contents of the freezer during Shayla’s tour.

      Because: cheese. And also: nuggets.

      The peas were mostly a ceremonial offering to the gods of nutrition I imagined perched in the heavens, silently judging my every gustatory transgression.

      “That’s not what I’ll be eating.” Abernathy’s gaze scalded me as he tumbled a wooden block in his long, thick fingers.

      Had it been anyone else, I would have been altogether shocked that sexual thoughts could be summoned after the horror we’d just survived.

      Fanning myself with a paper plate, I turned my attention to the freezer, pulling out Ollie’s giraffe along with a bag of dinosaur-shaped chicken nuggets.

      “Here you go, baby girl.” I set Sophie down in front of Ollie before rifling through drawers and cupboards to locate a sheet pan for the nuggets and pot for the macaroni. There would be no microwave cuisine where my niece and nephew were concerned.

      Water for the macaroni bubbling on the stove and nuggets on their way to the perfect golden brown in the oven, it occurred to me that never—not once— had I cooked for Abernathy.

      Given the culinary intimacies that Morrison and I had traded, this seemed an utter and complete impossibility.

      And a betrayal.

      Always they had been diametrically opposed in my cosmos. Morrison, the living, breathing, practical human anchor.

      Abernathy, the seductive, predatory, occasionally frightening, and endlessly exciting invitation to a life beyond my comprehension.

      Locating two helpfully sectioned Peppa Pig plates, I cut the nuggets into definitely too small to choke on this bites before portioning out the macaroni and peas, pausing every now and then to help myself to a stolen morsel.

      “All right, you two,” I said, setting the plates on the table. “Time for dinner.”

      Abernathy looked from me to their side-by-side high chairs before scooping River up to carry him to his seat.

      “Coward,” I accused, lifting Ollie into the seat next to her brother’s.

      Once they had been properly bibbed, buckled, and strapped, I plopped their plates onto their trays.

      “Bon appetite!”

      They tucked in with admirable enthusiasm, shoving handfuls of nuggets into their mouths, cheeks smeared with streaks of yellow and green.

      Abernathy watched them, his mouth puckered in a delicate grimace.

      “You are ridiculous,” I said, helping myself to a nugget.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, you’re all squeamish about babies eating and pooping, when watching you eat a pastrami sandwich is like witnessing recreational vivisection.”

      “What can I say?” He treated me to a roguish grin. “I’m an enthusiastic eater.”

      A blush scalded my cheeks as I glanced at the clock, selfishly wondering how late late would be.

      After the twins finished their dinners, I temporarily relieved Abernathy of duty while I plopped the twins in a bath together, despite the fact that Ollie didn’t technically need one after the thorough scrubbing she’d had earlier. Far be it from me to rob them of what Shayla had told me was one of their favorite rituals.

      Once they’d both been dried, pajama-ed, and read approximately 87 stories, I tucked them into their respective cribs—Ollie’s having been hazmat sanitized—and turned on the machine that cast a shifting galaxy of colored stars onto the ceiling. Soft, somniferous versions of classical music flooded the room.

      I bent to place a kiss on each silky cheek, then turned on the baby monitor and palmed one of the small white transmitters before tiptoeing out of the room.

      Returning to the kitchen, I found Abernathy methodically rifling through the cabinets.

      “Looking for disinfectant?” I asked, leaning against the doorway.

      “Booze,” he said.

      “Steve doesn’t keep any in the house,” I said, crossing to the sink. “Something about it attracting púcas?”

      He leaned against the counter, his beautifully cut, sky-blue tailored shirt rumpled from the evening’s exertions. “Your brother doesn’t keep alcohol in his home because he thinks it will attract shape-shifting Celtic sprites?”

      “You have met Steve, right?” This was the same person I had once found balancing lemons on his bare feet because he’d once read that citrus oils could be used to detoxify the liver.

      “And Shayla is okay with that?” he asked.

      Donning a pair of rubber gloves, I stuffed the rubber plug in the sink and turned on the faucet.

      “Maybe Shayla knows it’s important to the person she loves.”

      Abernathy’s lips flattened into an un-amused line. “Why do I feel like there’s a comment aimed at me in there?”

      “Not at all,” I said, fully aware that I had officially become part of the Passive Aggressive Partners of America Club.

      Slap my ass and call me Karen.

      He picked up his keys and wallet from the counter. “I’m going to make a run.”

      “As a former member of the Red Cross Babysitter’s Association, I’m obligated to tell you that this is a direct violation of the by-laws.”

      “Then you be the babysitter.” Abernathy came up behind me, pectoral muscles hard against my shoulder blades as he wrapped his arms around my waist, tugging at the apron strings double-wrapped and knotted over my navel. “And I’ll be the babysitter’s boyfriend.”

      He nuzzled against my neck, the stubble on his jaw making my nipples harden into pearls against my bra.

      I shuddered as his lips brushed my ear.

      He had succeeded in getting his hands up my shirt when a high-pitched keening wail fractured the silence.

      Abernathy’s sigh of frustration reached me on a soul level.

      “I’m guessing that’s not a púca,” I said, shucking the rubber gloves from my hands. “I better go check.”

      “Be back soon.” Grabbing the Rolls keys from the coffee table, he pushed through the door and into the night. “Lock it after me?”

      I did as I was told before returning to the twins’ room.

      I found River standing up in his crib, curls stuck to his cheeks with tears, his buttery skin painted with a Technicolor circus of lights as he gripped the railing of his crib.

      “M-ma—ma?” His wet sniffle nearly unstitched me.

      “No, sweet boy,” I said, lifting him out of his crib and settling his small, warm body against mine. “It’s Aunt Hanna. But Mama will back before you know it.”

      He shook his head emphatically before burying his face against my shoulder.

      I walked him around the nursery, patting his narrow back until his limbs grew heavy and his breathing slowed. Once I’d eased him back into his crib, I twisted the knob on the lullaby music box to change it to ocean sounds in the hope that this might reach the primordial Nereid part of him.

      Back in the kitchen, I resumed scouring the baked-on cheese from the macaroni pot.

      Which is precisely when I heard it.

      Scratching at the window behind me.

      I froze, the fine hairs rising on my arms and the back of my neck.

      Something was watching me.

      I knew it the way you know lightning is coming in the seconds before electric fingers split the sky.

      A strange static crackling thickened the air as a high-pitched buzz swarmed in my ears. I spun around just in time to see a pair of bright yellow eyes flash in the darkness.

      I yelped a strangled half scream, too stunned and scared to look away, my skin alive and tingling with shock.

      The eyes flared brighter, then were gone.

      I took several steps backward, my hand over my chest, nerves jangling and throat dry.

      Those eyes had been looking at me through the third story kitchen window.

      I just about did a backflip when my phone pinged on the counter behind me. Abernathy, letting me know he was at the front door.

      I hurried to open it, relief rushing through me at the sight of Abernathy, paper bag in hand. One look at me and his eyes morphed to molten amber, his nostrils flaring at the scent of my fear.

      “What is it?” he asked. “What happened?”

      I pointed at the window with a trembling hand. “Eyes,” I said. “There were eyes in the window.”

      In a blur, Abernathy was there, the window thrown open, his body tense as he searched the night.

      “What do you see?” I asked, my hand on the ridged dunes of his lower back.

      “It wasn’t an animal.” He pressed his nose to the screen, scenting the air.

      This statement failed to provide the reassurance I had been hoping for.

      “Do you think it could have been…a vampire?” I asked, knowing that I was actively knifing open an exceedingly problematic can of shit-snakes.

      “You mean, do I think it could have been Morrison?” Abernathy’s voice crackled with unvarnished loathing.

      “That was one possibility I had considered.”

      Abernathy leaned forward, muscles rippling beneath my hands. “It doesn’t smell like a vampire.”

      “What do vampires smell like exactly?”

      “Like the void. Absence. Emptiness.”

      “Emptiness has a smell?” I asked, genuinely curious.

      “It does if you’re a werewolf.”

      Ice pick, meet heart.

      “I’m sorry.” Clearly seeing the stricken look on my face, Abernathy was all elbows and apologies. “I didn’t mean—”

      “It’s fine,” I said, opening the paper bag he’d set on the counter to discover a bottle of the whiskey Abernathy didn’t like but knew I did. “Just because I can’t smell emptiness doesn’t mean everyone else shouldn’t be able to smell emptiness.”

      Not that I didn’t trust Abernathy’s ability to smell…nothing, but I briefly debated texting Crixus to ask if he knew whether Morrison was currently in custody. Seeing Abernathy’s face dialed into the “kill all the things” mode, I decided that this might not, in fact, be the best idea.

      Abernathy closed the window and locked it.

      I felt inexplicably grateful that we’d moved the cats earlier this afternoon. I absolutely, positively did not want to be home alone tonight.

      Or like, ever.

      My hands shook as I rested them on the sink.

      “Here.” Abernathy plucked a tumbler from the dish drainer and unscrewed the whisky, pouring out a healthy slug and handing it over to me.

      “I can’t,” I said. “The twins.”

      “I’ll be the babysitter,” he said, pressing the glass into my hand.

      “What if one of them soils their skivvies again?”

      A greenish pallor crept into Abernathy’s normally hale and hearty complexion. “We’ll address that if necessary.”

      I could tell by his expression that he sincerely hoped it would not be necessary.

      Obediently, I lifted the tumbler to my lips and took a sip. The liquid burned a silky channel of heat from my mouth to my stomach, releasing a series of knots in the process.

      “Better?” Abernathy asked.

      I nodded, my eyes stinging. “Can I tell you something?”

      “Always.” Abernathy poured another finger of amber liquid into my glass.

      “I really kind of wish that so many creatures didn’t want me dead.”

      “You can’t let it hurt your feelings.” Abernathy stole a sip from my glass. “Such is the life of an alpha.”

      “I feel like I have all of the downside and none of the upside.”

      “I’d like to give you my upside.”

      “It’s your penis, right?” I asked, taking the glass back from Abernathy. “We’re talking about your penis?”

      All traces of humor vanished from Abernathy’s visage as he closed in, grabbing my ass with both hands to pull my hips roughly against his. He looked down at me with the kind of intensity that frequently robbed me of both breath and sanity.

      “Hannelore Harvey,” he said, dragging the rough pad of his thumb over my lower lip. “When we get home, I’m going to fucking ruin you.”

      An atomic bomb of heat that had nothing to do with whisky detonated in my middle just as the rattling of keys in the lock had us jumping apart like a pair of busted teenagers. Steve and Shayla spilled in on a heady wave of perfume and air redolent of decadent restaurant food. Garlic and butter and any number of deliciously fried things.

      “Heyyyyy you guys!” Shayla greeted with the ebullient cheer of a woman who had just gotten moderately buzzed for the first time since the birth of her challenging, exhausting, and soul-rendingly beautiful babies. “How did everything go?”

      “Totally fine,” I assured her. “Ollie had suffered a minor colonic explosion, but other than that, things were right as rain.”

      I shot a look at Abernathy, informing him in no uncertain terms that he was not to contradict my account of the evening’s events.

      “My sincere apologies.” Steve helped Shayla off with her coat before bending to unlace his green Chuck Taylor high-tops. “If it’s any consolation, last time Ollie had a blow-out, it was like Jackson Pollock rooster-tailed a kale smoothie.”

      Abernathy abruptly brought his hand to his face to cover a sound I can only describe as the complete and forcible relocation of his pelvic floor to the base of his neck.

      “He okay?” Steve asked.

      “Please.” Abernathy blinked his watering eyes as his Adam’s apple worked over a labored swallow. “I’ve—hrrrp—personally torn spleens out with my teeth. It would take far more than a dirty diaper—urrpp—to disgust me.”

      “He got poop under his fingernail,” I reported.

      “Dude.” Steve shuddered. “The only thing worse than that is scraping your nail against a bar of soap on accident.”

      “Anyway,” I said, shrugging into my sweater and gathering my purse, “we managed to get her cleaned up okay. And River was a total doll.”

      “He always is,” Shayla said, kicking off her heels, a dreamy expression on her face.

      “Well, we sure appreciate areyoumad?” Steve’s flung himself into the kitchen, lifting the bottle of whiskey from the counter.

      I slugged Abernathy’s bicep. “I told you!”

      “It’s been watching us!” Hastily covering the bottle with a kitchen towel, Steve pushed it into Abernathy’s hands.

      “What?” The strange, prickling sensation returned to the back of my neck. “What’s been watching you?”

      “A Clurichaun.” Steve’s gaze darted around the apartment, hopping from corner to shadow.

      “A Cluri-what?” I asked.

      “A Clurichaun,” Steve repeated. “A buttery spirit?” He stared at me as if the introduction of these words was supposed to produce some kind of recognition.

      “Is this French-toast related?” I asked. “Because this feels French-toast related.” I’d learned early on of Steve’s deep and abiding love of breakfast foods, but for French-toast in particular, which he referred to as lickety lickety for his tendency to lick the syrup from the plate.

      “Clurichauns are kind of the drunk, angry uncle at a leprechaun family reunion,” Shayla explained, plucking bobby pins from her perfectly coiled, cobalt blue victory rolls. “Steve thinks that there’s one living nearby.”

      “Steve doesn’t think,” he said, his face uncharacteristically serious and deathly pale. “Steve knows. I’ve seen it. Disguised as an agent of the outer zipper. Wind suits. Orthopedic shoes. Wind bonnet. You follow me?”

      “You think there’s a booze-obsessed, angry leprechaun-thing disguised as an elderly lady watching you.” I pronounced this as much to make the words assemble themselves into some kind of sense as to seek confirmation from my brother.

      “Umm…yeah?” Steve crossed his arms over his arms over his chest.

      “Are you sure this isn’t just a holdover from Mrs. Kass?” I asked. Not that I especially loved bringing her name into the conversation. Mrs. Kass, former octogenarian artist at the gallery had been my first exposure to the homicidal werewolf community. Once a paramour of Abernathy’s father, Mrs. Kass had spawned Abernathy’s half-sister, Penny. Both of them had been especially devoted to the idea of my dying horribly as a punishment for the son of the man who had spurned her.

      But Steve?

      Mrs. Kass had worshipped Steve.

      “Steve had a dream once that an old lady bit his foot after a night on the sauce.” Shayla slung her black shrug onto one of the dining room chairs. “He’s believed she was a Clurichaun ever since.”

      “I wasn’t on the sauce, I had merely enjoyed one too many snifters of cognac with my D&D club, and it wasn’t a dream, it was a vision.”

      Steve said this with such passionate conviction that for a split second, I actually wondered if it might, in fact, have been a snowy-haired, yellow-eyed, whisky-hungry Irish sprite watching me do dishes through the third story window.

      “Well, the safest course of action would most likely to remove ourselves, and our whisky from your general vicinity.” Abernathy drew the bottle closer to his broad chest and lifted the Rolls keys from the kitchen counter.

      “Thanks again for being willing to watch our creatures.” Shayla placed a fragrant kiss on my cheek.

      “Of course,” I said, giving Steve a side-hug squeeze. “Anytime.”

      Abernathy glowered in the entryway.

      “Be careful.” Steve’s voice was full of foreboding as we opened the front door.

      Stepping out into the cool spring darkness, a little chill worked its way over me. The night sky overhead interrupted not by stars, but a thousand glowing eyes.
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      Abernathy and I spoke little on the thirty-minute drive home.

      Whether because he was reliving the Technicolor horror of Ollie’s diaper explosion or I was seeing that pair of malevolently glowing eyes, I couldn’t be certain. Either way, all of the flirty energy that had been crackling between us before Steve and Shayla’s arrival home had seemed to fizzle out entirely.

      This mountain turned us a darker shoulder as we wound our way up the canyon, towering pines becoming thicker, blotting out the city lights. Abernathy steered the Phantom expertly around swooping curves, where occasionally the trees fell away to reveal the yawning pool of inky black, where the mountain roads hugged dizzying cliffs.

      Whipping around one such curve, I reflexively sucked air through my clenched teeth and gripped the leather loop above the passenger’s side door.

      “What?” Abernathy asked, not taking his eyes off the shifting strip of pavement bathed in the gilded glow of the Rolls’ headlamps.

      I bit my tongue. Surely we hadn’t arrived here already.

      First, it would be my picking at him about his driving, then about not picking up his socks—a topic on which I was regularly and sorely tempted—and before you knew it sex was reserved for winter solstice and birthdays on years ending with an even number.

      “Nothing,” I said. “I’m fine.”

      “You flinched.”

      “I didn’t flinch. I merely inhaled with a little extra force.”

      “Because?”

      “Do I really need to have a reason to alter my breathing patterns?” I tried for breezy and casual but ended up with something closer to shrill and totally unconvincing.

      “Do you not trust me to get us home safely?” He flicked a quick sideways glance at me, my hand still death-gripping the leather loop.

      I quickly returned my hand to my lap. “Of course I do.”

      Abernathy’s jaw flexed in the particular way that meant an extremely problematic conversation was about to commence. “Then why have I been smelling your fear since the second we left Steve and Shayla’s?”

      Some women managed to have entire affairs and murder actual humans without their partner’s knowing. I couldn’t so much as have an anxiety-causing thought without Abernathy’s olfactory barometer ratting me the fuck out.

      Kind of a ripe pain in the ass on nights like these.

      “In the last twenty-four hours, I was almost murdered by an insane vampire cursed to long for my death, been attacked by four separate animals, learned that I’m required to attend a coronation, where an exceedingly large proportion of the attendees don’t actually believe I’m the legitimate alpha of the shifter community, and may have had a whisky fiend of a leprechaun ogling me through a third-story window. Pardon me if I seem just the tiniest bit on edge.”

      “You forgot the stolen breakfast.” The barest hint of a smile twisted the corner of Abernathy’s mouth on the side facing me.

      Turning off of the main road, we crunched onto the winding gravel path that would lead us the final half mile to our mountain chalet. Abernathy had already engaged a construction firm to lay down asphalt when the final threat of Colorado’s famed late spring blizzards had passed, but I already knew I would miss this. The tiny, explosive percussions of Abernathy’s thick black vintage tires announcing our imminent arrival.

      Artfully lit like a Florentine Renaissance palace with its glowing banks of windows, gleaming copper awnings, finials of the same mossy patina pointed heavenward, my new home once again stole my breath.

      Had someone told me a mere year after my divorce from Doucheknuckle Dave, this would be my life, I would have slapped them with my half-eaten log of cookie dough.

      Abernathy pulled to a stop at the side of the house and pressed a remote clipped to the sun visor on the driver’s side. A broad, barn-style door of weathered gray wood levered outward, granting us access to the pristine, linoleum-floored, three-car garage. Buckminster slept at the opposite end, hunkered low over his wide tires like a cat about to pounce.

      I waited in the car as Abernathy crossed to the passenger side to open my door.

      Not once did I consider honking the Phantom’s horn right when Abernathy was directly in front of its polished chrome grill as I had once made the terrible mistake of doing.

      Spoiler alert: I totally thought about it.

      Stepping into air redolent of paint, polish, and new, I followed Abernathy to the door leading from the garage to our kitchen, where he flipped open the panel and deftly tapped in a complicated series of numbers.

      I felt a stab of pride as the security system disarmed with the requisite beep and a polite automated voice announced Garage Door.

      Before my arrival into Abernathy’s life, I wouldn’t have put it past him to rig up an elaborate series of Rube Goldbergian booby traps to keep intruders out.

      Under my tutelage, he had discovered garage remotes and security systems and cell phones. We were still working on the whole iPad thing. And by working on, I mean frequently replacing machines that Abernathy ended up yeeting out of frustration.

      Which, as I learned, is a totally wolfy way to handle life’s frustrations.

      “Kitties!” I called toward the laundry room off the hallway leading to the kitchen. “We’re home. Mommy is going to let you out now.”

      “Do we have to?” Abernathy grumbled.

      “They live here too now, remember?” I said, stepping out of my sneakers.

      “Our laundry room is about the size of your former apartment. Couldn’t they just live in there?”

      He wasn’t exactly inaccurate in his size assessment.

      With the gleaming pewter state of the art washer and dryer, folding racks, a granite wash sink, and a window overlooking an impressive red rock formation during the daytime, our laundry room would qualify as a luxury condo in some circles.

      “Where they sleep, I sleep.”

      “Fine,” Abernathy said on a gusty, resigned exhale.

      I turned the copper door handle and Gilbert abruptly darted out, chirping his usual I am definitely starving greeting as he rubbed his considerable bulk against Abernathy’s calf.

      Knowing Gilbert as I did, I was not at all convinced this wasn’t a tactical maneuver in his Mission to Generally Dominate All Humans in the Household.

      “I’m drinking scotch now,” Abernathy said, tossing Steve’s dishtowel in the hamper. “Clurichaun or not.”

      “Pour me one? I’m just going to feed them, then I’ll join you.” Reaching into one of the many cabinets, I brought out their bag of kibble and made sure all three bowls were full before cracking open a can of wet food and dividing it evenly.

      Well, almost evenly.

      “That smells like the south end of a northbound carp.” Abernathy called from the kitchen.

      “Better than a diaper though?”

      I thought I heard a subtle gag, but couldn’t be certain.

      “All right, you guys,” I said. “You’re free to explore your new kingdom.”

      Gilbert flopped sideways onto the polished wood floor, exploring never being high up on his priority list, while—ever the Adventure Cat—Stevie set off in search of new places to regurgitate. Stella remained in the small space between the litter box and washing machine, her golden eyes floating in the dark.

      I brushed away a chill, still not quite having shaken off the oily feeling of being watched.

      The crackle of Abernathy’s antique record player preceded Ella Fitzgerald’s plummy voice filling the open concept kitchen/living room.

      I lost my socks, but kept my sweater on as I followed the music to the makeshift bar Abernathy and I had created from a French Renaissance buffet that looked more like a Gothic cathedral than a cabinet. I ran a finger over one of the ornately carved wooden spires scalloping the edge of the upper shelves and lifted the cut crystal tumbler of amber liquid Abernathy had left for me on the silver tray.

      During the oh-so-fun combining of the things portion of our move-in process, wherein Abernathy insisted I jettison many of the items I had purchased in haste from the Recently Divorced section of IKEA, I had marveled at just how much silver Abernathy owned.

      Of course, as long as it remained in trays and not in hearts, it posed no actual threat where werewolf repercussions were concerned.

      The sliding glass door was open, a pine-scented draft sliding across my skin like a sheet of cool silk. I found Abernathy on the back deck, elbows planted on the railing as he gazed out over the moon-silvered trees.

      I drank a deep breath of the crisp night air and tried my best not to think about that night.

      The night when, as a sleek, copper wolf by Abernathy’s side, we had raced each other up the mountain to this very spot, where I had frozen in pure wonder at my first full moon. Even now, it was seared into my retinas.

      A soul-crushingly radiant orb of a million facets, and each one of them bound to my soul by inexplicable, indescribably poignant longing.

      I sidled up next to him, arm barely touching his, but my entire body aware of that one point of contact.

      “Cheers.” I held my glass out, brushing back a wild red tendril of hair cast across my face on the piñon-scented breeze.

      “And to what are we drinking?” Abernathy asked.

      “To surviving your first adventure in babysitting?” I suggested.

      “I never said it was my first. But it could be my last,” he teased.

      This was one of the chief problems of having a partner who had lived a full four centuries before your arrival on the planet. There was always more to learn.

      I bumped my elbow against his in mock-censure.

      “To surviving in general, then,” I said. We clinked glasses and I took a moment to savor the bouquet of sensory input, limited as it was by my all-too-human faculties. Scotch smoky on my tongue, Abernathy’s radiant warmth through my sweater, the sigh of wind moving through the pines.

      “What was your first time?” I asked. “Babysitting,” I quickly added, lest jealousy let loose a plague of locust-like thoughts.

      Abernathy looked into the darkness, his profile breathtakingly beautiful against the blue-black forest. “I was eighteen. Joseph was very close with the chief of the MacFarlane clan. They came to spend the summer with us.”

      “And who was us exactly?” I asked, hoping the question wouldn’t make him suck back into his shell. He’d spoken so little of his formative years and I felt greedy. Desperate to snaffle up any detail he was willing to volunteer.

      “My mother had only been dead for two years that summer,” Abernathy said. “Joseph was quick to establish a revolving door of “stepmothers” who didn’t seem to have as much interest in mothering as they did wearing my mother’s jewelry and burning through the wine cellar. MacFarlane’s oldest daughter and I ended up in charge of anyone not old enough to drink, generally speaking.”

      “What was her name?” My antennae perked up as they so often did when I encountered a new-to-me female from Abernathy’s considerable past.

      “Margaret,” he pronounced in a manner both wistful and sad. “She was about my age. Her father was a cocksucker of the first order. We spent as much time away from Castle Abernathy as we could, letting her pack of siblings run wild over the grounds.”

      “How many siblings were there?”

      “Twelve,” he said.

      “Jesus.” I took another sip of the soul-purifying scotch. “Didn’t anyone tell them how to prevent that kind of thing?”

      “Werewolves are notoriously fertile.” Abernathy angled a roguish smirk at me. “Anyway, there was a falling out when Joseph learned MacFarlane had betrothed Margaret to one of the McGavins, behind his back.”

      “Why would that have caused a falling out?” I asked.

      “The McGavins had been the sworn rivals of the Abernathy clan for centuries. And their betrothal was announced after Joseph and MacFarlane had already made a verbal contract that Margaret would be betrothed to me. Not that either of us was consulted.” Mark lifted the glass to his lips.  “But that’s the way it was done in those days.”

      “Will either of those houses be at The Gathering?”

      “The McGavins, yes. The MacFarlanes, no. Their line was broken at the beginning of the 17th century,” he said. “They all scattered to the wind.”

      “But what about the Abernathys and the McGavins?” I hugged my sweater tighter around me. “Are they still considered rivals?”

      “Rivals would be too strong.” He placed his hands on the rail and shrugged his shoulders. “Mutual toleration would be closer to the mark.”

      “Twelve kids,” I repeated, my mind still horrified by that particular part of the story.

      “Are you saying you don’t want twelve little pups of our own?” he asked, his tone more playful now.

      “I’m saying it’s a vagina, not a clown car.”

      Abernathy set his drink on the railing and turned to face me. “Have you thought about it?”

      “Thought about what?” I asked, a deliberate bid to buy myself time.

      Like so many other sensitive subjects in our newly shared life, we had gotten as far as acknowledging that kids were something we were both on board with, and that we would let it happen when it happened.

      Only, it hadn’t.

      Just another tick in my definitely not good enough to be the alpha heir box.

      “How many kids you might want?” he asked.

      For me, the answer was somewhere between negative 2 and 75 depending on exactly how well Abernathy and I were getting along.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “I guess I never really had a specific number in mind. I always kind of figured that I’d know at some point.” I shrugged. “How about you?”

      “After tonight?” Abernathy scoffed.

      The hard, painful lump at the base of my throat tightened.

      My last year of graduate school, Dave and I had actually planned out a time to start trying. But when the appointed season arrived and basal body temperatures had been charted, Dave decided he wasn’t ready.

      I had been devastated at the time, having perhaps gotten a wee bit ahead of myself by hoarding a tiny stash of baby-animal themed clothes and toys under our bed.

      Now, I was overcome by a wave of gratitude that there was nothing permanently tying me to a human who had once showed up at the gallery and tried to hit me up for financial support by threatening to lobby for cat custody.

      A warm feeling stole over me as I remembered—rather fondly— how Abernathy had driven him up the wall by his neck in reply.

      “What if I can’t?” I asked. “Have them?”

      I’d said it.

      The thing that had howled in my head like a banshee. The fear that, just like shifting, this might be a thing my body refused to accomplish.

      Silent, Abernathy stared out into the void, his face completely unreadable.

      “I mean, I know it’s only been a few months,” I continued “but it’s something you want. And if I can’t—”

      Abernathy plucked the scotch glass from my hand and set it on the railing next to his.

      Cupping my jaw in his large, warm hands, he angled it up until we were looking each other directly in the eye.

      “Hanna,” he said. “You’re my mate. It’s you, and it’s me, and everything else in the universe is fucking optional.”

      “You say that now—”

      “I’ll say it always.” He squeezed my face gently.

      “What about an heir to the Abernathy name?” I asked.

      Abernathy’s dark brows lowered, his expression stony. “After the kind of man my father was, you think I give a single shit about the Abernathy name?”

      My father.

      Words Abernathy used almost never in reference to Joseph Abernathy and for reasons I understood all too well. I, like so many others, had mistaken him for a charming wastrel, as opposed to a soulless, power-hungry despot who would sell his own son out for a chance to rule.

      “I would change my name to Harvey tomorrow if it meant I could rid myself of his foul, twisted legacy.”

      “Please don’t.” I grinned up at him. “Abernathy is kind of hot.”

      “Oh yeah?” he asked.

      “Most definitely.” Stepping in closer, I wound arms around his neck.

      Eyes burning with the kind of desire that turned my insides to fondue, Abernathy reached over and dipped a finger in his glass. A single, shimmering amber drop clung to his fingertip as he traced my lips.

      His face hovered over mine, close enough for me to feel the heat from his mouth, his breath warm and smoky on my cheeks. The hot, wet tip of his tongue slid across the seam of my lips as he buried a hand in the wild red tangle at the base of my skull.

      Gently, he dragged his lips from the corner of my mouth to my temple, trailing soft kisses down my jaw and the sensitive skin of my throat. He lingered there for what might have been minutes or decades, alternately nipping and sucking until my nipples were rock hard against my generously padded bra, and wet heat had gathered between my thighs.

      At last, Abernathy moved downward, opening my sweater, pulling down the neck of my shirt and pushing away my bra. He dipped his mouth downward, flicking the hardened bud of my nipple with his tongue, intermittently slowing to paint torturous circles on my skin.

      A strangled groan of mingled frustration and need escaped me and Abernathy stopped altogether to look up at me.

      “Do you want my mouth on you, Hanna?” he asked, his voice thick with arousal.

      “Yes, please,” I said impatiently. Forget having his mouth on me.

      I was ready to have him bend me over the railing and punish me for the sins of my ancestors.

      Abernathy’s lips closed over my nipple and he sucked, gently testing the aching bud with his teeth.

      I gasped as a searing arc of pleasure scalded its way through my entire being.

      Tangling my fingers into the silky waves of his hair, I anchored him in precisely that spot, riding each new crest of sensation as it carried me deeper and deeper into the spreading lake of heat.

      Then I felt his fingers under the hem of my t-shirt just above the waistband of my jeans.

      Please, dear God and Crispy Jesus, I thought, let him be doing what I think he’s doing.

      He popped the button on my jeans and slowly slid down the zipper. The cool night air felt delicious on my desire-flushed skin. Despite my urgent plea to the Universe, Abernathy only traced the edge of my panties against my skin as I squirmed under his tickling touch.

      “You want my hands on you too?” His voice was rough, husky. Nearly a growl.

      Wordless with want, I gently pulled Abernathy’s head forward and back to make him nod yes.

      Resuming his work on my nipple, Abernathy slid his hand into my panties, a deep rumble of approval vibrating through his chest at the moisture he found gathered there.

      I sucked air through my teeth as he grazed the slick bundle of nerves at my core. And then, damn him, proceeded to tease everywhere but. I arched my hips, desperately trying to accidentally on purpose relocate him where I wanted him, but he deftly evaded all attempts.

      “Is this still payback for earlier?” My breath was ragged.

      “No.” The word had such a dark, dangerous edge that my eyelids flew open.

      Abernathy’s eyes burned the eerie golden amber that usually marked his impending transformation into a dark, great wolf. But he didn’t. He only looked at me with a kind of rapt fascination.

      “I love watching you like this.” He ran his thumb over my flushing cheeks, my swollen lips. “Beautiful and vulnerable. Wanting.”

      Wanting I was. Badly.

      Deciding to—quite literally—take matters into my own hands, I reached out and pressed my palm to the erection straining against his jeans. “What I want, is this,” I said, surprised at my own desire-deepened voice. “As far inside me as it will go.”

      The railing bit into my back as Abernathy claimed my mouth, our tongues tangling in a smoky fusion laced with the spice of arousal as we drank from each other. His hand covered mine, guiding my palm over him in a rough, urgent, savage exploration.

      I felt myself surrendering a red-walled haze that marked the end of all reason. Though I could no longer become the wild thing I had been, I felt it there in the back of my mind, devouring all thought in the single-minded pursuit of his sweat-slicked skin against mine.

      Before I knew what I was doing, I had climbed him like ivy climbs a tree, legs wrapped around his waist, arms twined around his neck, delicious friction building as I ground against him.

      He walked us back into the house, sliding the door closed behind him, our mouths never parting as we crossed beneath the cathedral ceiling of the living room, his large, strong hands supporting my ass as he carried us both up the stairs to our bedroom.

      There, he deposited me on the down comforter of a four-poster bed other mortals would need stairs or a mini-trampoline to get into.

      There, he helped me out of my shirt and bra. Skimming my jeans and panties down my legs, he held my knobby ankle and kissed the sole of one foot, then the other, before pressing his lips to the pad of each one of my long, thin toes. He gently placed my feet back on the bed and turned his attention to his own clothes.

      To watch Abernathy undress was to watch archeologists unearth a Hellenistic Greek masterwork. Layer upon layer giving way to a body too beautiful to be made of mortal clay. The rounded muscles of his biceps, the narrow canyon between his pectoral muscles, the ridged desert wash of his tawny abdominals.

      This was to say nothing of my absolutely favorite part of him.

      No, not that part. Though it had risen—forgive the pun—high among my councils.

      We’re talking V muscles, ladies, gents, and wombats.

      Inguinal motherfucking ligaments.

      That dangerous cleft of muscle that slanted over both hips, pointing the way to paradise itself.

      At last, he stood before me, his deep, broad chest heaving, naked and hard and so beautiful that I was surprised that the very angels didn’t hurl themselves from the clouds to fall in begging piles of feathers and longing at his feet.

      Without warning, he pounced, pinning my pale, ungainly limbs to the bed.

      “How do you want it?” He asked, the intoxicating scent of his warm, naked skin flooding my nostrils.

      A literal atom bomb of heat exploded in my middle. In the time since I had decided to officially become Abernathy’s mate, we’d pretty much checked the box of every position I had personally been aware of in addition to a collection I was certain he’d pilfered from sacred texts.

      But nothing thrilled me quite as much as when he took me like the animal I wished I could still be.

      “Wolf style.” Which was much like doggy style, but harder and with a lot more biting.

      His large, warm hands grasped my hips, roughly flipping me face down on the mattress. He gathered the wild red skein of my hair in his fist and pressed until half my face was buried in the pillow.

      Resting his elbows on either side of my shoulders, he nudged my thighs apart with his knees, his mouth hot and wet against my ear.

      “Do you have any idea how maddeningly beautiful you are?”

      “No?” It was the most honest answer I could offer him. I didn’t feel beautiful. I felt crazy. Messy. Imperfect. Incapable of fulfilling the sacred calling he insisted I had been born for.

      Abernathy’s lips grazed the back of my neck as his fingers skimmed down my spine, tickling my ribs before tracing the small dimples at the small of my back.

      “You have no idea how long I’ve wanted you like this.”

      “Technically speaking, it couldn’t have been more than a year,” I said.

      No matter how many times we’d been together since we first mated, I still felt an inexplicable burst of nervous energy at the prospect of being naked with Abernathy that inclined me toward my usual tension-lessening chatter.

      “Anyway it was probably less than that, since mostly I seemed to have annoyed the shit out of you during the first few months of my employment.”

      “You’re assuming that annoyance and arousal are mutually exclusive.” He gently nipped at my neck with his painfully perfect white teeth. “They’re not.”

      “You’re saying you liked it when I revenge-cleaned your office and forced you to adopt modern technology?”

      “I’m saying that from the second you stepped in my office, I imagined what you’d look like begging for my cock.”

      The moisture that had evaporated from my mouth seemed to have relocated itself between my thighs.

      “Oh?” was the most intelligent response my lust-hazed brain could produce at that very second.

      “I’m saying that you are the most infuriating creature I’ve ever met, and I love you so fucking much that I’d sooner murder everything that draws breath than to have you change a single thing.” Abernathy pushed his hips forward. His hot, heavy cock resting against my ass.

      My tightened throat worked over a swallow. “A simple ‘yes’ would have sufficed.”

      With a hand splayed flat at the base of my belly, Abernathy lifted my pelvis from the bed, tilting my hips upward to grant him better access. Sliding his velvety heat between my thighs, the swollen head of his cock teased the slick, aching bundle of nerves he had so masterfully thrummed to vibrant life downstairs. The sensation wrung a gasp from me that made Abernathy’s fingers flex against my abdomen.

      “Tell me what you want.” His voice was thick and raspy with his own arousal.

      “You,” I said, struggling for breath. “I want you.”

      “You want me to what?” I could hear a predatory grin with his question.

      Abernathy, consummate alpha male, vividly in touch with his own animal desires, enjoying my twitchy, socially anxious inability to give voice to darker edges of my own sensuality.

      Not that I had been a prude of any kind.

      In the days before Douchknuckle Dave, I’d managed to rack up quite a few artist notches in my sexual sketchbook. But these had largely been of the sensitive and somewhat tortured types that were just as likely to end up crying into my hair as they were to deliver any kind of real pleasure.

      Morrison had been different.

      No.

      I banished that name from my mind as quickly as it had arrived, it feeling like a betrayal, given my current circumstances.

      “I want you…inside me.”

      “I’m going to need you to be more specific, Miss Harvey.” Abernathy’s grip on my hair gently tightened, the subtle pressure on my scalp releasing a flood of goose bumps down my neck and shoulders. At the same time, he drove his hips forward, moving against me, intensifying the growing ache that nearly made my eyes go crossed.

      I knew what he wanted me to say, and goddess help me, I said it. Said it so clearly and forcefully that there could be absolutely no question.

      In reward, Abernathy speared me.

      A raw, primal growl ripped from his chest, leaving me shivering beneath him.

      Turning my chin to the side, I rolled my gaze upward, etching into my memory the unstudied wonder on his features in the glowing lamp on the nightstand. If I saw him every day for a thousand years, I would remember this time.

      We stayed like that for a space of time that might have been minutes or the heat death of the universe.

      His heart beating hard against the skin between my shoulder blades, breath warm against the back of my neck.

      At last, my characteristic impatience won out and I began to squirm beneath him, undulating my hips in invitation.

      The hand elevating my pelvis slipped downward, Abernathy’s skillful fingers sliding into my slick folds to find the tender bud. He coated it with my own copious desire, teasing it with the rough pad of his middle finger.

      The combined sensation of Abernathy inside me and his hand on the outside had me curling silky handfuls of sheets into my fist.

      “You like that?”

      Like?

      Not quite.

      Fucking love.

      Would jog halfway around the world to find.

      “A lot,” I said. Understatement of the century. Or several centuries.

      And then, Abernathy moved.

      Rocking his hips forward, burying himself even deeper than I had previous known was possible.

      I could actually taste the detergent as I buried my face in the pillow on a sharp inhale. Unbidden, I contracted around him, the first warning of my inevitable unraveling.

      “Fuck,” Abernathy growled, his hand tightening in my hair.

      “You like that?” I asked, on a wash of uncharacteristic bravado.

      Big. Mistake.

      Abernathy’s full, warm weight fell against my back.

      “Are you feeling brave, Hanna?”

      “Yes?” I said, sounding brave not at all.

      Abernathy nipped at my earlobe, tracing the shell of my ear with his hot, wet tongue. “Here’s how this is going to go. First, I’m going to make you come so hard that your brains leak out your ears. Then, I’m going to fuck you within an inch of your life.”

      Despite a mental crop duster buzzing through my mind dragging an Absolutely don’t say what you’re thinking of saying banner, the word “Promise?” exited my lips.

      With a sound that was half warning, half threat, Abernathy fell on me with full, ruthless, predatory force. His fingers working faster now, he reached beneath me to capture my nipple between the thumb and forefinger of his opposite hand, my body thrumming with pleasure the way a guitar sings when in the hands of a master.

      Abernathy began matching his rhythmic explorations with deep, slow thrusts.

      I let myself be taken. Relieved of all responsibility and reason as I gave over to pure, drugging pleasure. The telltale heaviness began gathering in my middle, rippling outward with searing tendrils.

      Aware that a series of exceedingly unflattering brays was exiting my mouth, I tried to bury my face back in the pillow.

      Abernathy was having none of it.

      He released my nipple to re-anchor his hand in my hair, turning my face over my shoulder.

      “No,” he said. “I want to watch you.”

      And damned if those words weren’t the plunger to an internal explosion so devastating, I am still convinced that my body briefly turned itself inside out.

      Wrung, wracked, and rocked, I would have folded up like a fan had it not been for Abernathy’s weight atop me. The sweet, pulsing, endless clenching moved through me.

      And then, I died.

      My consciousness slowly returned to my pleasure-slackened husk. I lay beneath him, limp and clammy as a boned fish. “Are you a wizard?” I mumbled against my pillow.

      Abernathy didn’t answer.

      Instead, he pulled himself out of me completely, shocking me with a profound and sincere grief at the loss.

      With strong hands on my thighs, he flipped my pliant body, my back against the sheets and my gaze on the canopy of our four-poster bed.

      He looked at me, and I looked at him.

      His sweat-sheened, bronze pectoral muscles. His mounded biceps and the artfully sculpted forearms I had had vivid fantasies about licking from the first five seconds of our acquaintance.

      His, long, thick sex against what I was certain were 36-pack abs.

      “You’re so hard.” I wrapped my hand around him, marveling at the silk-sheathed molten steel beneath my grip. “So hot.”

      I moved my hand up and down his length, still slick with my desire.

      Abernathy sucked air through his teeth. “I need to be inside you again.”

      I opened my knees in invitation.

      His thick, dark lashes lowered as his eyelids fell half closed. “Open your mouth.”

      I did as instructed, and he slid his thumb inside. “Suck it.”

      A fresh punch of arousal tightened my belly.

      Closing my lips over him, I began to suck, as he thrust into me, his spine curling and unfurling, a gorgeous cascade of movement.

      Pulling his thumb from my mouth, he flicked it over my rock-hard nipple before brushing it between my legs, circling my already swollen clit.

      I wanted to tell him he didn’t need to do that.

      That I had been well and truly satisfied in every way known to woman. But at that precise moment, he felt so fucking good that keeping my stupid mouth shut seemed the only reasonable course of action.

      For once.

      Abernathy leaned forward, his forearms hooked under my thighs, palms on either side of my shoulders.

      I watched him watch us.

      Eyes fastened on the indescribably erotic sight of his cock sliding in and out of me.

      “You want me to come inside you?” His gaze flicked from our joining to my face.

      My belly clenched.

      In the months before our mating, Abernathy had exhibited decorator-ly tendencies that I found an endless turn on.

      He’d come on my tits, my stomach, my back, my neck, my mouth.

      But tonight was different.

      Because maybe, just maybe, this would be the time.

      “Yes,” I sighed.

      “Yes what?”

      I smiled in spite of myself, as exasperated as I was charmed that a being as old as Abernathy wanted to hear these things said to him. By me. In this moment.

      “I want you to come inside me, Mark.”

      “Oh fuck, Hanna.” Abernathy’s face contorted in a mask of pleasure, bearing his even, white teeth as he roared.

      I felt the hot, rhythmic pulses as he buried himself to the hilt, chords standing out against his neck, every muscle of his body tensing as he lost himself.

      Reaching up, I buried my hands in his dark, silky hair, guiding his face to rest on my chest.

      He collapsed on top of me, his cheek against my sternum, his breath tickling my nipple. His powerful arms sandwiched my ribcage, his sharp hips pressing against my inner thighs.

      Slowly, I ran my nails gently over the elegant dunes of muscle in his broad back. Every now and then and for reasons I couldn’t quite identify, despite his age, Abernathy seemed like nothing so much as a lost little boy.

      One I wanted to comfort and protect from all harm.

      His breathing fell into a familiar rhythm as his body went slack and easeful.

      Gilbert chose that precise moment to launch himself onto the bed.

      I held a finger to my lips, indicating that now was definitely not the time to beg for treats.

      To my utter shock and amazement, he didn’t.

      Pacing a few parsimonious circles, he settled himself into a cat loaf between Abernathy’s knees.

      I’d been warned against this kind of happiness.

      Over a table in London, Oscar Wilde, the vampire who had come the nearest to ending my life, had taken my hand. His cold, anesthetic grip promising to relieve me of all pain, he had reminded me in no uncertain terms that as long as I was alive, endings were all I would ever have.

      As I lay there with Abernathy’s drowsy warmth anchoring me to our shared bed, an unwelcome question punched a shot of adrenaline into my chest.

      If I couldn’t shift, if I wasn’t really a werewolf, how long could this kind of happiness last?
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      The following morning, I’d woken to sunlight streaming through the wide bank of windows opposite our wooden four-poster bed. Gilbert was curled against my hip, Stevie draped across my chest like a mischief stole, and Abernathy’s side of the bed empty.

      With a tendril of worry unfurling within my rumbling belly, I excavated myself from the layers of cat bodies and down comforters, and shrugged into my robe before padding downstairs.

      On the jet-speckled kitchen counter, I found a note from Abernathy and instructions for the espresso machine.

      The man couldn’t figure out how to open a PDF, but had somehow mastered an apparatus that looked more like a jet engine than a coffee maker.

      Unlike the prospect of fresh espresso, the contents of the note, I had to admit, didn’t overly excite me.

      My stomach flipped as I read his exceedingly vague details about needing to meet with a couple of key contacts in advance of preparing for our travel to The Gathering.

      Setting the note aside, I portioned out three bowls of kibble and cracked open a can of the tuna feast wet food that Gilbert loved and Stevie and Stella wolfed down or ignored, depending on the day.

      I then turned my attentions to the espresso machine.

      I’d gotten as far as tamping down the rich earth-brown contents of the espresso caddy when an eardrum compressing pop temporarily wrapped my head in cotton batting.

      “You’re doing it wrong.” Crixus leaned against the counter, his sinful mouth ticked upward in a grin. “Nice hair.”

      After a night tangled in the sheets with Abernathy, I very likely looked like a ginger version of the Bride of Frankenstein.

      “Dude.” Running a hand through the auburn tangles, I loaded the espresso caddy into the machine and considered a bank of buttons only slightly less complicated than Sulu’s navigational array on the Starship Enterprise. “You seriously cannot keep popping into my house anytime you feel like it.”

      “There’s something important I need to tell you,” he said.

      “You are aware of the life-changing magic that is the cell phone?” I asked, glancing from Abernathy’s note back to the buttons.

      He shifted on his combat boots, not unlike a chastised boy. “Also I’m hungry and I need advice.”

      “McDonald’s, and again, the cell phone, but as long as you’re here, make this thing go.”

      Crixus bellied up to the counter next to me, blunt, square fingertips punching buttons without hesitation.  “When you’ve been alive for thousands of years, certain things become very important.”

      “Like coffee?” I yawned voluminously.

      “Like sex.” Mischief danced in his summer sky-blue gaze. “But coffee is a close second.” The machine began to puff as the bowels ground to life. Mission accomplished, he turned to face me. “Which do you want first. The good news, or the bad news?”

      “Coffee,” I said. “Coffee is what I want first.”

      Crixus cracked open our state-of-the-art stainless-steel fridge, finding milk and pouring it into a tall copper cup before marrying it with the hissing steam wand. With wrist motions that conjured a blush to my cheeks despite the early hour, he plunged and withdrew the wand from the steaming milk.

      The heavenly aroma of coffee perfuming the air as the spout began to spit tawny liquid into the double demitasses Abernathy had left side by side on the chrome grating.

      “Showtime,” he said. Dumping both small cups into the oversized fox mug Abernathy had also left on the counter, Crixus poured in a steaming waterfall of milk and foam. “Sugar?” he asked.

      “Have we met?”

      “Americans,” he muttered under his breath, as he sluiced in a saliva-thick dribble of simple syrup before pushing the resulting manna across the counter.

      “Last time we shared breakfast, I watched you inhale six doughnuts. Let’s not pretend like you’re a paragon of virtue.” Lifting the mug to my lips, I took my first sip, overcome with a wave of gratitude for all mankind when the roasty, silky, life-giving liquid flooded my palate.

      I took mental notes as Crixus repeated his actions, preparing himself a cup of the same. Minus the simple syrup, which honestly, I felt like he did just to annoy me.

      “Still got it,” he said, taking a sip. “Okay, which will it be?”

      I took a deep breath and hugged my middle with my free arm. “Bad, I guess.”

      Because my super helpful brain had spent the last five minutes conjuring lurid scenarios anyway.

      Crixus’s burly arm bunched as he sipped his coffee and set it down on the counter. “The bad news is that Morrison escaped again, but the good news is we caught him really quickly this time, and he’s back in custody under twice as many protective measures.”

      The blood drained from my head in a dizzying rush. “When?”

      “Last night,” Crixus said.

      And that’s when it hit me.

      The eyes.

      “Where was he? Where did you catch him?”

      “Meadows Park,” Crixus said.

      The hairs on the back of my neck prickled as I flashed back to the crime scene he’d once dragged me to when he was trying to convince me Abernathy was a killer. The woman with her throat torn out, tossed like a broken doll near the creek.

      “He attacked and nearly drained a local bear shifter.”

      “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.” I set my coffee down and scrubbed my make-up-less face with my hands. “Like the shifter community needed any more reason to hate me.”

      “He was okay,” Crixus said. “We caught it in time. No long-term damage.”

      “How does this keep happening?” I demanded, slapping a hand on the counter. “I thought they were locking him in?”

      “They did.” For the first time since I’d met him, Crixus looked…concerned.

      “If you don’t know how he got out last time, what’s to keep him from doing it again?” I asked.

      “He’s been placed under the strictest security available within the vampire realm, and I personally have chosen his guards.” He startled me by placing a large, warm hand over mine. “I promise you, I will do everything within my power to keep you safe.”

      I felt the sincerity of his words, the power behind them belonging to a man who had once wielded a sword.

      Blowing out a shuddery breath, I turned my attention to his other requests. “You’re welcome to whatever’s in the fridge. What kind of advice are you needing, exactly?”

      He stalked across to the fridge and pulled out a carton of eggs, a block of cheese, and a wax paper-wrapped package of Parma ham. Opening random cabinets, Crixus looked back at me. “Where are your bowls?”

      “I actually don’t exactly know yet.”

      Crixus raised a sable brow before resuming his search. Luckily for us both, the next door yielded the desired results.

      To my absolute wonder, Crixus cracked the entire dozen eggs into a mixing bowl before adding salt, pepper, and a splash of the whole milk he’d left on the counter.

      “I don’t suppose you know where skillets are either?”

      A pang of guilt pierced my chest. “As it happens, I don’t.”

      Bending down next to the stove, Crixus produced a skillet with a triumphant smile. “I like this guy,” he said. “This is where I would have put them.”

      He set his collected objects next to the stove, turned on the burner, and lifted the lid off the terra cotta butter container before knifing off a goodly knob. It sizzled when it hit the pan.

      “Scrambled okay?” he asked. “I don’t have the patience for omelets.”

      “Fine,” I said. The truth was, despite my culinary leanings, I had never accomplished a successful omelet in my entire life.

      With his back to me, Crixus chopped and shredded, hummed and stirred.

      It’s not like I watched the muscles of his wide, winged back. I just didn’t feel an especially compelling need to force myself to anchor my attention elsewhere.

      Snapping the knob to “off” on the six-burner Wolf range, Crixus mounded his plate with a small avalanche of fluffy golden-yellow curds before arranging a pile only slightly less generous on mine. He set both plates down on the massive kitchen island and settled himself onto the stool next to mine.

      Taking the offered fork, I dug in, pausing for a moment to appreciate the delicate threads of stringy, extra-sharp Vermont cheddar before shoveling it into my mouth.

      Crixus lifted a mounded forkful to his mouth and chewed, nodding appreciatively at his own efforts, which I had to admit, were pretty damned good.

      “So,” I urged. “I’m listening.”

      He sighed, hulking shoulders rounded over as he pushed his eggs around on the plate. “It’s about the psychologist. Dr. Schmidt?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “The thing is I… I—” Crixus stammered, his irrationally perfect features twitching with irritation.

      In the brief period I had known him, I had never seen Crixus look anything but unfailingly arrogant, even when surrounded by a hoard of ravening neophyte vampires.

      He dropped his fork and pushed himself up from the stool, pacing the length of the kitchen. “She has me wanting to do all of these completely bizarre things.”

      “Such as?” I asked, helping myself to a neglected chunk of prosciutto on his unattended plate.

      “Such as not wanting to have sex with anyone but her.”

      “Whoa,” I said, almost dropping my fork.

      “I know!” he slapped his hands down on the counter. “It’s totally fucked up. I literally had a pair of contortionist twin nymphs crawl into bed with me the other night, and I fucking fell asleep. I’m a goddamn demigod. I don’t even need sleep.”

      “Dude,” I said. “But also, where the hell were you that you had contortionist twin nymphs crawling into your bed?”

      “At home.” He blinked at me. “Why?”

      “No reason.” Pushing my nearly empty plate aside, I leaned my elbows on the counter and lifted the now lukewarm mug to my lips. “So have you two…you know?”

      “No!” he threw up his arms in frustration. “And I’ve tried everything. Telling her how amazing I am in bed, offering her help with potentially life-threatening situations in exchange for sexual favors. Making out with other women just to make her jealous.”

      And just like that, the old Crixus had returned.

      I cleared my throat. “There are so many things wrong with what you just said that I don’t even know where to start.”

      “Admitting you need help is the first step, right?” His expression was so genuinely pleading that I couldn’t make myself turn him away.

      “Okay, first. Have you accepted the fact that she may just not be attracted to you in that way?”

      “Oh, she is.” A sly smile curved his lips. “She thinks about having sex with me constantly.”

      “And you know that because?” I asked.

      “I read her thoughts.”

      “Okay,” I said. “As a human who’s been on the receiving end of this particular parlor trick on many occasions, I gotta tell you, it’s kind of a creeper move.”

      “It’s just that I’ve never really pursued any kind of—” he paused, looking for all the world like he had a thistle stuck in his throat “—relationship before, and I’m not exactly sure how to go about it.”

      “Crixus the demigod.” I shook my head. “I never thought I’d see the day.”

      His unusually small, perfectly shaped ears turned a charming shade of beet red. “That makes two of us.”

      “Okay.” I took another sip of my coffee and set the mug down. “I have an absolutely crazy idea, but I want you to hear me out.”

      “Hit me,” he invited.

      “How about you just talk to her? As in, tell her how you feel and what you want.”

      A crease appeared in the center of his smooth forehead. “There’s something else. Actually,” he paused, “someone else.”

      He didn’t so much say the word “someone” as spit it out like a cockroach on his tongue.

      “And they’re…involved?” I prodded.

      “If by involved you mean that she’s having sex with him and not me, then yes. They’re involved as fuck.” Anger darkened Crixus’s eyes to the color of bruised thunderheads.

      “Ahh,” I said. “I see. And this other guy. Would he happen to be a human male?”

      “If you can call him that,” Crixus spat.

      A woman torn between a sexy man-person and a dangerous and potentially life-ruining, ridiculously hot paranormal dude.

      Now this was something I knew nothing about.

      “This is where you come in.” He settled himself back on the kitchen stool next to mine. “How do I make her pick me?”

      “See now, this is going to be another learning opportunity for you.” I said, swiveling to face him. “First and foremost, you don’t make her do anything. You demonstrate through both word and deed that you are a more desirable candidate than your competition.”

      Crixus looked uncharacteristically thoughtful. “Like if my competition is dead?”

      Bringing my hand to my face, I pinched the bridge of my nose. I hadn’t nearly enough coffee to be having this conversation. “Like if you do a better job meeting her needs.”

      “But how do I even know what those are?”

      “By talking to her,” I said with a smidge more force than I had intended. “And even more importantly, by listening to what she says.”

      “Right,” he said nodding slowly. “Right.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “You were totally tuning me out just now, weren’t you?”

      “Not so much tuning you out as noticing you weren’t wearing a bra under your bathrobe and then wondering if you weren’t wearing a bra, how likely it is that you’re wearing panties.”

      “That right there?” I poked him in the sternum. “Is exactly why she’s having sex with someone who is not you.”

      “You think?” He appeared genuinely surprised.

      “Yes!”

      “Huh. So, not killing my competition,” he ticked off on his battle-roughened fingers, “listening to shit she says. What else?”

      “Have you considered whether choosing you over the other dude she’s boning would actually be a better choice for her?”

      “Why wouldn’t it be?” he asked.

      “Oh, I don’t know.” Now it was my turn to hoist myself off the chair and pace. “Because she’s a mortal and you’re a demigod, and you have all these supernatural abilities and several thousand years of ass beneath your belt, and maybe, just maybe, she’ll end up feeling powerless and totally inadequate while trying to find her place in a world full of immortals who constantly judge whether she’s worthy to be among them at all.”

      Crixus cocked his head at a curious angle. “Is this still Dr. Schmidt we’re talking about here?”

      Heated blood branded my cheeks. I felt the urgent need to examine the kitchen countertop. “I was just pointing out that she might need a little more information about what her life would be like as the partner of a supernatural being before she makes that kind of commitment. Whereas with the other guy—” I paused. “What’s his name, anyway?”

      “Whatshisface.”

      I folded my arms across my chest. “I’m serious.”

      “Really,” Crixus said. “That’s his name. Liam Whatshisface. He’s a Las Vegas hit man. And a foreskin wrinkle.”

      “A psychologist dating a professional assassin?”

      “Tell me about it,” he huffed.

      “Well, all right then. Coming from the other side of this equation, my advice for you is to be patient. Focus more on building your relationship with her than you do disparaging your competition, and you may find that things work out in your favor.”

      “You mean, maybe I’ll get lucky and he’ll accidentally get turned into a vampire?”

      Ouch.

      Using the damp sponge on the edge of the sink, I wiped crumbs into my cupped hand and dumped them in the sink. “If you had known Morrison better, you wouldn’t be so quick to say things like that.”

      Rising from his stool, Crixus gathered both of our plates and set them next to the sink beside me. “Hanna, you need to realize that the creature you found in your apartment the other night isn’t Morrison. Not anymore.”

      My heart took an abrupt and unceremonious nose-dive into my bowels.

      Setting the sponge down on the counter, I turned to face him. “Hypothetically speaking, what would happen to him if he did kill me? Would he suddenly become un-restless?”

      Crixus folded his arms across his chest. “Please tell me you’re not considering some wildly stupid self-sacrificial stunt to save your former fuck-buddy.”

      The tips of my ears burned like someone had set a match to them. “First, he wasn’t my fuck-buddy, and second, absolutely not. I was just curious.”

      Curious to know if perhaps a wildly and stupidly self-sacrificial stunt might actually work.

      “Take it from me, kid.” Crixus said. “The vampires have one thing right. Surrendering human life means surrendering human attachments. The less you care, the better off you’ll be.”

      “Oh, totally,” I said, not really listening to him. “But like, what if I only kind of died? Like the kind of death that a couple of exceptionally competent paramedics could totally bring me back from?”

      Crixus looked at me like I’d just suggested a DIY lobotomy. “Please tell me you’re kidding.”

      “I mean, I’ve totally almost died a few times, and feel like I could probably handle it, given the proper supervision.”

      “Hanna.” Crixus placed his hands on my shoulders, forcing me to meet his gaze. “No.”

      “But what if—”

      “No,” he repeated, his tone steely and determined. “Whatever your recent experience may be, you’re not human anymore. Death isn’t an enemy to be toyed with. Especially for non-mortals.”

      My stomach tightened. “You talk about death like an actual entity.” I attempted a laugh to show how utterly ridiculous this suggestion was, but mostly sounded like someone had frogged my windpipe.

      Crixus said nothing, his gaze dropping to the gleaming granite countertop.

      “Is death an actual entity?” I asked. “Like with the robe and the scythe and the collecting of souls and whatnot?”

      “No,” Crixus said. Relief loosened my chest for a split second before Crixus followed this with, “The robe and scythe parts are bullshit.”

      Crixus strolled over to the refrigerator and rooted around before selecting a brown bottle of beer. Resting the bottle on the edge of the counter, he struck it with his palm, sending the cap skittering across the wood floor.

      Bringing the bottle to his lips, he drained half of it with several large gulps.

      “You are aware it’s 9:24 in the morning,” I said, glancing at the digital readout on the microwave.

      “Supernatural constitution.” He treated me to a boyish grin, beer-induced rosiness blooming in his cheeks.

      “Well,” I sighed. “As pleasant as this conversation has been, I need to get to the gallery.”

      Crixus caught me by the elbow as I attempted to shuffle past him. “Promise me you won’t do anything stupid?”

      “Who, me?” I laughed.

      Quick as a wink, Crixus’s hulking frame blocked my path. Though he wasn’t Abernathy’s towering 6’ 5” height, he made up what he lacked height-wise in pure brick-shithouse bulk that had probably impaired the decision-making skills of legions of women.

      Despite his body tensing in He-Man battle readiness, his tone was tender. “Morrison chose to come with you of his own accord. He knew what the risks were and he went anyway. His death wasn’t your fault.”

      If only I could believe those words.

      For months, memories of Morrison had haunted the darker corners of my mind. The imperfectly perfect, rugged, beautiful human he had been, lost forever and for one reason and one reason alone.

      He had loved me.

      He had loved me, and I couldn’t love him back.

      And that hadn’t mattered enough to stop him from surrendering his life.

      Had he decided to hate me for choosing Abernathy, he’d still be tooling around Georgetown in his abomination of a discount-dentist-gold Crown Victoria littered with fast food wrappers. Solving murders. Chasing clues with a bloodhound’s tenacity and native talent.

      It was my fault.

      It had always been my fault.

      And nothing Crixus or anyone else could say would convince me otherwise.

      My eyes stung with tears.

      “I need to get to the gallery.” I shrugged out of his grip, shuffling toward the stairs. “Could you maybe go outside before you do your trick? My cats don’t like loud noises.”

      I heard the security system’s beep followed by the automated front door announcement.

      I may or may not have spent a good ten minutes sobbing in the shower. First, as a backwash of the emotional overwhelm I’d felt in the last couple days, and second, at the raw and inexplicable beauty of multiple massaging showerheads.

      With skin the texture of a soaked prune, I exited the shower on a cloud of steam and toweled myself off.

      Padding barefoot into a closet that was larger than my entire studio apartment, I selected undies, black skinny jeans, a Golden Girls t-shirt, and red high-top Chuck Taylors.

      After perching at the lighted vanity Abernathy had set up for me next to the shoe rack, I consulted the mirror on the back of the closet door.

      I had always loved the color of my hair—the precise shade of a well-loved copper kettle. The texture?

      Not so much.

      From the time I was a child I had deeply resented the fact that other humans could categorize their follicular situation with well-known and exceedingly simple adjectives.

      Curly. Wavy. Straight.

      Caught in a squall, shipwrecked and cast upon the beach among the waves sent by wrathful Poseidon was not among them.

      I made a half-assed attempt to tame the mop on my head with a curling iron with enough hairspray to dissolve what was left of the ozone layer, and the will of Jesus.

      Skipping downstairs, I gathered my laptop bag and shrugged into a light jacket.

      “Make good choices,” I called to my cats.

      In a garage that still smelled like wet paint and lumber, I punched the garage door button Abernathy had clipped to my driver’s side sunshade. The barn door opened smoothly outward as Buckminster’s engine growled to life.

      Only when I shifted into reverse and glanced in the rearview mirror did I see it.

      I was not alone.
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      Elk.

      An entire heard of elk stood in the driveway. Deep brown eyes. Wet black noses. Velvety pelts the color of peanut husks. Long, elegant legs.

      I had prepared myself for more wildlife interaction when I’d known our new domicile would be tucked away in a canyon.

      But this?

      This was like something out of a Discovery Channel special.

      I half expected David Attenborough to break in with details about spring migration patterns and the dangers of the urban sprawl.

      Dead center was the largest bull I’d ever seen, his rack easily spanning a good seven feet.

      A sweat broke out on my back, my t-shirt clinging to my skin as I considered my options.

      Should I honk my horn? Close the garage door? Hope that the motion wouldn’t provoke them and I wouldn’t end up having my intestines rent from my body in red, wet loops by dozens of sharp antlers?

      They hadn’t charged.

      That had to be a good sign.

      Right?

      I considered calling Abernathy, but imagining his response to a quick rehearsal of what I might say dissuaded me of this course of action.

      There are a bunch of elk in our driveway and their intentions are indiscernible.

      Craning over my shoulder, I glanced out of Bucky’s narrow convertible top window in time to see a tiny, spotted fawn hesitantly inching toward my bumper.

      I gripped the steering wheel, my knuckles white with the effort not to pop out of the car and try to pet it.

      This urge hadn’t ended well for me, historically speaking.

      The fawn’s nose twitched as it sniffed nearer to the exhaust pipe than I was entirely comfortable with.

      Without warning, it scampered back to the herd, its snow-white tail twitching as it emitted a dolphin-esque squeak.

      I braced myself, finger hovering over the garage door remote as I prepared for bodies to begin hurtling toward me, murder shining in their oil-black eyes.

      But they didn’t.

      To my absolute and utter astonishment…they bowed.

      Bowed.

      Sleek heads lowering between their elegant ankles. The males’ shoulders flexed with the effort of holding up their racks. Birds in the surrounding trees falling utterly silent.

      “What in the fucking Lion King?” I stammered.

      After my regrettable sidewalk interaction only the morning before, I wasn’t entirely sure this wasn’t some sort of terrible trick.

      But it didn’t feel like a trick.

      It felt right, and rare, and warm, and wonderful.

      I don’t know how else to explain it.

      Despite the little voice inside my head shrieking abort abort abort, I found my hand on the chrome driver’s-side door handle. In a move only slightly less astonishing than the display in my driveway, I turned it. The throaty squeak of the old car’s door easing open was the only sound in the entire world at that moment.

      On my uncertain feet and wobbly knees, I made my way out into the daylight.

      A feeling both foreign and familiar flooded into me.

      With wonder, I realized that I loved every single creature standing before me.

      I mean loved.

      As in, would cheerfully kill every living or undead thing that threatened them.

      The only thing I could compare it to was the kind of irrational, desperately protective urge I felt every time I looked at River’s wide, sensitive eyes.

      I could feel their hopes, their needs, sense the vibrant, living spark in every single heart.

      And they had come, for me.

      “Um…hi,” I said.

      They remained exactly as they were, with the exception of a couple of tails flicking at horse flies.

      “I’m Hanna,” I said, shifting on my rubber soles. “But I guess you already know that?”

      Again, there was no motion whatsoever.

      “You really don’t have to bow. I promise.”

      Nothing.

      Time to roll out the big guns.

      “Who wants a snack?”

      The fawn who had ventured up to my car on legs not much thicker than broomsticks glanced furtively up at the doe nearest him from beneath a fringe of thick black lashes.

      This was all the encouragement I required. “You guys stay here. I’ll be right back!”

      Scampering into the house, I returned with a loaf of French bread and the basket of apples in addition to the entire crisper drawer of vegetables that probably would have languished into vegetable mummies without this particular intervention.

      “Look what I have!” I announced, with all the enthusiasm of a preschool teacher on coke. I set down the sundries at my feet. Picking up the loaf of bread, I began tearing off crusty chunks and tossing them among the crowd, trying not to think exactly how lovely they would have been dipped in golden olive oil and sweet, thick balsamic vinegar.

      I was gratified when, glancing at one another, pink tongues began wetting ink-black lips.

      Next, I opened a bag of carrots and began snapping them into nubs that I tossed with all the enthusiasm of a Mardi Gras float attendant hoping for a glimpse of tits.

      At last, the large bull in the center of the gathering raised his head and looked at me.

      I mean really looked at me.

      I looked back.

      To this day, I’m not sure I can accurately make myself understand what it was that passed between us in that moment.

      I felt his age. His responsibility for his herd. The weight of every care and worry that kept him awake when all those under his care slept.

      These were not shifters.

      How did I know?

      I could literally taste it. The taste of wild. The taste of free. Of wind, and winters, and spring, and death without regret. The simplicity of their thoughts.

      Hot tears streamed down my cheeks.

      Not out of fear, or pity, or worry.

      But because for the first time I could remember, I felt like an heir.

      The heir.

      Because if I could protect these pure souls with my life or my death, I would have done it without question.

      The giant elk lowered his thick neck, his pink tongue snaking out of his velvety muzzle to snap a carrot chunk into his mouth. The rude crunching sound made me laugh out loud with pure, inexplicable glee.

      As if on cue, the other bucks, does, and fawns fell on my offering.

      And it was exactly what I realized I had wanted it to be.

      A sacrament.

      I stayed until every last morsel had been eaten, tossing extra bits to anyone I saw who hadn’t gotten at least a mouthful.

      The latecomers had been the lucky ones, in my opinion. Having to settle for garlic-and-butter croutons and brown sugar-and-cinnamon Pop Tarts when I had run out of vegetables.

      Sated, the herd began to disappear into the trees.

      The bull was the last to leave. When the clomping of hooves on our driveway had ceased, he still stood.

      We faced each other under the late spring sky. Never in my life had I been so close to a wild creature as large as this.

      “I’m afraid I’ve got nothing left, sir,” I said.

      His nostrils twitched, frosted onyx beneath the morning sun as he angled his snout toward my hip.

      “Okay,” I admitted, reaching into my jeans pocket. “I’m busted. Want to try a Haribo gummy peach?”

      The plastic crinkled as I reached into the packet and held a sugar-frosted gummy out on the flat of my palm, remembering what I’d been taught about offering peppermints to the horses at a stable where I’d volunteered before my divorce.

      They’re too excited to know fingers from food, the helpful instructor had informed me.

      I could relate.

      The buck’s nose twitched, his eyes fastened on mine as he lowered his elegant muzzle to my hand, his fuzzy lips scraping over my skin.

      His eyes popped wide open abruptly as he chewed.

      “I know, right?” The feeling of overwhelming love still suffusing my being, I took a step closer. When he didn’t retreat, I dared to stroke a hand over the warm velvet of his muzzle.

      “I know that the forest rangers around here would most likely disapprove, but what’s one gummy between friends?”

      At that, the buck shoved his nose into the bag, which promptly slipped from my fingers and landed between his hooves. When he lifted his head again, his nose was speckled with sugar.

      His pink tongue snaked out to capture the last of the granules.

      Which is, of course, exactly what I would do given the same situation.

      “Anyway,” I said, feeling the morning sun warm on shoulders. “I know you’re not a shifter so probably you have no earthly idea what I’m saying, but I just want you to know that I really appreciate this.”

      He held my gaze.

      “It’s just that, things have been kind of rough lately and this was a much-needed self-esteem boost. I mean, I don’t suppose elk experience self-esteem issues. Like, is my rack big enough, or are her flanks slimmer than my flanks?”

      The pink cups of his ears rotated slightly as a throaty cry filtered down from the trees. His mate, most likely, impatient that he was holding up the herd.

      With more dignity than I had ever witnessed in any human, the bull turned and clopped across the driveway and up to the sloping hillside.

      I watched him, completely transfixed by the rippling muscle of his gigantic body, the whisper of tender grass caressing his elegant legs.

      Only when he disappeared into the tree line did I realize that I had been holding my breath. I’m not sure how long I stood there after he was gone, paralyzed by the majesty of what I had just witnessed.

      That bone-deep, murderously powerful, and all-consuming protective urge I’d felt in front of the herd was the closest I had come to the one time I had been able to shift. I almost didn’t want to move for fear of breaking the spell.

      But Abernathy was expecting me, and I was an hour late already. Not to mention the metric shit-ton of work I needed to do to prepare for our next gallery show.

      I retrieved the empty candy bag and tossed it into the trashcan inside the garage before buckling myself back into Buckminster, whose engine I had completely forgotten to kill, I realized with a burst of eco-guilt.

      Slowly reversing out of the garage, I thumbed the remote to close the door before motoring off to the gallery.
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      I parked in my usual spot on Rose Street, closer to the gallery entrance than the oddities shop. Gathering my bag, I slid an affectionate hand over Bucky’s well-conditioned leather dashboard.

      “Be good,” I said. “Momma will be back in a while.”

      I was greeted by the welcoming scent of old wood, fresh canvas, and linseed oil as I pushed through the gallery door.

      The building had once been an old mercantile store when Georgetown was still a town geared to miners. The wood floors were original, as was the exposed brick on the walls at the back of the building. A maze of standard, clean white post-modernist gallery panels had been added after Abernathy had purchased it at a date he had yet to reveal to me.

      Currently, the blank white slates housed an assortment of pieces still left over from our most recent show, which featured more work from locals than it did our artists in residence.

      Mostly because, there weren’t any.

      Of the four artists’ studios available, only two were officially occupied.

      When I had first stared at the gallery, we’d had four resident artists. Steven Franke, Rob Vincent—unfortunately relieved of his life and his heart by one Mrs. Kass, herself one of the four artists and the aforementioned homicidal octogenarian half were-lady. Scott Kirkpatrick—a surly ginger sparkplug whom I had mostly wanted to kick in the shin. The kicking part had faded with his abrupt personality transplant when his now-mate Helena started surfing his ginger bristles. Now that they had their own growing brood, we saw less and less of him at the gallery.

      Which, to my equal consternation and delight, had recently been the case with my brother.

      The once vibrant space had begun to feel—dare I say it—lonely.

      I ascended the creaky staircase that I’d attempted to navigate—unsuccessfully—

      in a stealthy manner on my first day in the gallery, and slung my bag down at my desk outside of Abernathy’s office.

      His door was open, his light on, but I knew instinctively he wasn’t there.

      Even before the supposed sealing of my transformation into Abernathy’s mate, my body had developed an acutely sensitive and accurate system dedicated to monitoring the proximity of his presence.

      Judging by the fact that my nipples hadn’t hardened into diamonds and my panties remained bone dry, I surmised that Abernathy was not, in fact, in the building.

      I plugged my laptop into the Apple monitor on my desk and scooted the mouse around on the flying pig mouse pad to wake it up. While it ground to reluctant life, I made myself a cup of coffee from the Keurig station I had created on the wall opposite my desk on the landing.

      “Hello, hello!”

      I glanced over my shoulder to see Hayden scaling the stairs, his hair like molten copper even in the blandest daylight. Today, his t-shirt had a picture of a rainbow and a fluffy cloud emblazoned with the words I’m sorry I’m late, I didn’t want to come.

      “Well, hey there,” I said, dumping an avalanche of powered creamer into my coffee. “You getting settled in okay?”

      “Mostly,” said, offering me a toothy grin. “But I’m afraid I have a little problem.”

      Figuring the creamer would need company, I dumped in a commensurate amount of sugar. “What would that be?”

      “You wouldn’t happen to have any snecks would you?”

      “Snecks?” I repeated.

      “Snecks,” he said again. “Nibbly bits. Comestibles.”

      At last, the light bulb clicked on. “Oh, snacks!”

      “That’s what I said,” he insisted.

      “Do I have snecks,” I snorted.

      Walking back to my desk, I set down my mug before scooting into my chair and reaching down to pull out my bottom left drawer.

      Hayden’s eyes lit up with unabashed pleasure at the array before him.

      Four different kinds of crackers. Cans of extra sharp cheddar Easy Cheeze. Kettle corn. Yogurt-covered raisins. Turkey jerky. Mustard pretzels. Sour cream-and-onion potato chips. Dill sunflower seeds. Bags of itty-bitty chocolate chip cookies. Butter-and-garlic croutons. Goo-filled fruit snacks. Black licorice terriers. Raspberry gummy fish. Matcha green tea Kit-Kats.

      “You…” Hayden released a breath that bordered on reverent. “You are an artist.”

      “I mean, I don’t want to brag…”

      Walking on the balls of his bare feet, Hayden stared down at my treasure trove. “You should.”

      “May I recommend the black-pepper water crackers with the sharp cheddar cheese?” I suggested, plucking the ingredients out of the drawer. “Personally, I find a few shreds of turkey jerky and a fine dusting of sour cream and onion chips provide a rather nice textural counterpoint.”

      Hayden plopped down in one of the chairs in front of my desk. “I bow before the master.”

      Locating the stack of cardboard plates I kept in the drawer just above The Pantry, I peeled two plates off and began shingling them with crackers, a firm believer that no one should sneck alone.

      “I really appreciate this,” Hayden said, his gaze tracking my hands with interest. “I was just polishing some of the displays and realized that my stomach was digesting its own lining.”

      “Didn’t you have breakfast?” I asked, remembering my own illicit, if delicious, opening meal.

      “Nah,” he said, crossing one slim leg over the other. “I didn’t quite get to it before I needed to open the gallery.”

      “Where are you staying, anyway?” Crackers deposited, I began mounding each with a goodly swirl of FDA-approved, CO2-propelled, pasteurized, processed cheese food. Gods bless science.

      “Here.” He leaned forward and plucked Clancy, my silver flying-pig letter opener from the pencil cup on my desk, turning it over in his palm.

      Oh, the stories that pig could tell.

      Mostly of the shanking variety.

      “Here?” I asked. “But there isn’t a bed. Or a shower.”

      “Abernathy set up a cot for me in one of the empty studios.” Hayden watched as I began scattering shreds of turkey jerky over the mounds of electric orange goo. “I’ve been showering at Steve’s.”

      Imagining the glorious being before me settling into a lonely little cot, the protective feeling I had experienced earlier grew teeth. And claws.

      “That is totally and completely un-fucking-acceptable.”  Reaching into the bag of potato chips, I felt the barest satisfaction in pulverizing a handful and scattering them over the crackers like so many rose petals. “No wonder you hadn’t had breakfast.”

      “It’s really okay,” Hayden insisted. “Steve and Abernathy both offered me places to stay, but I told him I would prefer not to.”

      “Why would you do that?” Despite the wish for a confetti of chives, I pushed the paper plate across to Hayden, who regarded it with what I hoped was wonder and not horror.

      He shrugged. A quick jerking of his narrow shoulders toward his elven ears. “There’s something about being in someone else’s home that reminds me that I don’t have one.”

      All of the sudden, I felt like someone had taken my ridiculously squishy heart and pushed it through an industrial strength meat grinder. I swear to God, my lower lip threatened to quiver.

      “You—you don’t have a home?” I asked.

      Hayden lightly traced an invisible pattern on the wood grain of my desktop. “Not for a long time.”

      “But…why?”

      “This is a conversation that requires digestive fortitude.” He glanced longingly at the plate before him.

      “Oh my gosh, of course!” Taking the lead, I popped one of the crackers into my mouth, relishing the rude, salty taste of the processed cheese, the dainty, buttery cracker, succulent jerky, and salty chip shards on the back end.

      Hayden followed suit.

      “What is this wizardry?” he asked, the look on his face not at all dissimilar to the bull when I’d given him the gummy.

      “Right?” I mumbled around my own mouthful.

      We chewed together in thoughtful silence.

      “The first thing you need to know,” Hayden said, returning us to the previous topic, “is that dragons were familial. Households included generations. Children, parents, grandparents, great-grandparents. Great-great-grandparents. All living together.”

      “You said all of that in past tense,” I said, a knot forming in my stomach.

      Hayden’s shoulders slumped, his molten eyes dropping to his lap.

      “You’re the last,” I asked. “Aren’t you?”

      He didn’t nod. He didn’t need to.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      With a long, slim finger, Hayden pushed the crackers into an orderly column on his paper plate. “Humans, mostly.”

      “I was afraid of that.” My stomach suddenly went cold and tight, my appetite mysteriously vanishing altogether. Which, for the record, almost never happened.

      Like even when I almost died.

      “It wasn’t always that way.” Whether of his own accord, or to encourage me to reconnect with my snack plate, Hayden popped another cracker in his mouth, chewing and swallowing before he spoke. “Once upon a time, dragons and humans were dependent upon each other for survival.”

      “When was that?” Purely out of solidarity, I lifted another cracker to my lips, mentally calculating exactly how long it had been since Crixus had made me scrambled eggs and deciding it didn’t matter because it was low carb.

      “During the last ice age.”

      “But you haven’t been around that long?” I asked incredulously.

      Still he remained silent.

      “All I know is you better level with me before my head explodes,” I said.

      Leaning back in his chair, Hayden finally met my gaze. “I was there when dragons gave humans fire.”

      The cracker I had lovingly pincered between my fingers fell to my desk, ejecting shrapnel of chip crumbs and jerky. “Say whaaa?”

      “I mean, humans could build fires,” he explained.  “But only if they had wood that wasn’t wet or frozen. Which, when the first storms came, was definitely not the case.”

      “So you gave them the ability to spontaneously generate fire?” I leaned forward in my chair, folding my gangly legs beneath me in the chair as I would have on the elementary school library carpet during story time.

      Hayden nodded. “It started with a few of us feeding the few humans who showed up around our nest. Before long, they started staying after the sun had gone down. Shivering outside the cave.

      “A few of us started venturing out at night. Staying in dragon form while humans huddled near our bodies.”

      “You’re telling me that humans only survived the ice age because of dragons?” I asked, incredulous.

      His narrow mouth pulled into in impish grin. “Where do you think the expression take someone under your wing comes from?”

      Cue head-exploding emoji.

      “Eventually, there were too many of them for us to physically shelter. We couldn’t bear the thought of them suffering, so we gave them our fire.”

      Light from the window poured onto the landing, brushing Hayden’s bright orange hair with liquid gold.

      “When you say gave them dragon fire…”

      “There were certain humans capable of wielding it. Druids. They were tasked with caring for the rest of their kind.

      “They tried to warn us that humans would only use it against us in the end, but by that point, every dragon in the nest had sort of unofficially adopted and was caring for at least one human.”

      The idea of dragons as a group of overly-optimistic, winged love-lizards who viewed humans like cats just made me want to curl up into a ball and cry.

      “Who were they?” I asked. “The ones who didn’t want humans to have dragon fire?”

      “The gods.”

      “As in Zeus and his thunderbolt kind of gods?”

      “Kind of.” He picked up the can of cheese and added a second layer to the cracker nearest him. “Humans of different tribes invented different names for the same entities. Ra, Zhurong, Haphaestus, Dazbhog, Logi. We only thought of them as The Old Ones. Point is, none of them were fans of this idea. But we did it anyway. And it worked. For a while.”

      A look of such deep sadness etched on Hayden’s face for a moment, I was afraid I couldn’t actually bear it.

      “What happened?”

      “Exactly what The Old Ones said would happen. Humans figured out how to use fire to hurt instead of help.”

      I didn’t need to ask what he meant. I knew the whole story already, as much I would prefer not to. “Was there an official breaking point? Between humans and dragons?”

      Hayden picked up the letter opener once again and squeezed the blunt blade. “St. George.”

      I mined the sparse details I recalled from my medieval art history class. “St. George, 4th century AD. Cappadocia. He killed a dragon that had been demanding sheep tributes from local villagers, right up until they couldn’t provide them, and began requiring human sacrifices that ended with the king’s daughter?”

      “Or so the human version goes.” Hayden’s gaze was unfocused, peering at some realm between past and present.

      “What’s the dragon version?” I asked, leaning forward in my seat.

      Hayden rested his elbows on the desk. “Close your eyes.”

      “But…why?” I asked.

      “Trust me,” he said.

      The list of beings who could speak that phrase to me and produce the desired results was perilously small, but for no particular reason I could explain, Hayden was on it. Had always been on it, it seemed.

      “All right.” I set my palms down on the desktop by way of an anchor to reality and let my eyes fall closed.

      All of a sudden, I was no longer at my desk, in the gallery, in Georgetown, Colorado. The darkness was absolute, the quiet perfect and entire. I saw nothing. I felt nothing. And in that pure blankness, a word assembled itself on the blank canvas of my mind.

      “Contrary to legend, it was Coventry, not Cappadocia.” Hayden’s voice seemed to come from nowhere and everywhere all at once.

      And with it, sights. Sounds. Scents.

      An all-encompassing sensory bomb of details.

      The particular, ludicrous green of leaves in an English spring. The gamey smell of livestock. Sun-warmed hay. Mossy well water. The clucking of chickens and the friendly tangle of conversation from the milling bodies in the courtyard outside the cold stone walls of a castle.

      “The part about the tributes was true. But they were never human, and people offered them willingly in gratitude for all that dragons had done to protect humans throughout the ages. So the dragon in this story went to the castle the day of every full moon, and he was met by the daughter of the king, who would bring him what had been offered by the town.”

      All around me, an excited cry rose as a shadow slid over the crowd. I heard the slow, repetitive whoosh of vast quantities of air being displaced. Like a heartbeat, but deeper, larger, and infinitely older. Large, leathery wings carving through the sky.

      “After several years of this, the princess and the dragon began to talk. A shy word at first. Then entire sentences. A shared roasted shank. Before long, the princess was sneaking out at night to meet the dragon in the fields beyond the castle.”

      This last word stretched into a vibration that echoed into infinity. Or as close to it as I could wander.

      Without warning, my surroundings shifted. A watercolor blur that smeared day to night and castle to hill and dale. Above me, the sky shone like diamonds scattered across a bolt of obsidian velvet. The mournful hooting of an owl alone pierced the night. In the field beyond, a woman with cascades of golden hair ran toward the forest, a white nightgown fluttering behind her like smoke.

      Over my shoulder, I heard the slow, metallic rasp of a sword being drawn. Spinning around with all the confidence of Ebenezer Scrooge in the company of the Ghost of Christmas Past, I blinked at the man behind me. He wore a leather tunic burned with intricate designs. His chest was broad, his hips narrow. Legs clad in hose and scarred leather boots caked with mud. Lank, dark hair hung around a gaunt face flecked with stubble. The odor of sour sweat and ale shimmered off him in rank waves.

      His thick chest heaved as eyes burning with malice tracked the woman rapidly disappearing.

      “Unfortunately, the king had learned of his daughter’s infatuation, and had decided to take care of the problem himself. First, it was your garden variety of cheap assassin. When they failed him, he found St. George.”

      Deciding I needed an emotional support cracker, I peeked through one eyelid and slid one into my mouth.

      “Then what happened?” I asked.

      “Close your eyes,” Hayden said in an almost-teasing tone.

      For a brief moment, I wasn’t sure I wanted to. In just the few minutes he had been talking, my mind had sunk into the imagery he spun like a cistern. The deeper I swam, the harder it was to find my way back to the surface.

      But in the end, my canine-loyal curiosity won out. Still chewing, I shut my eyes.

      “The dragon arrived for his regular rendezvous with the princess the following month.”

      The courtyard I had experienced earlier erected itself around me once more. The chattering of mundane conversation. Wooden wheels against cobblestone. The squawking of chickens. The thrum and rush of life itself. All of it, in the shadow of the imposing castle.

      “The dragon perched on the wall of the tower where he always had. Only, as soon as he landed, his feet started burning.”

      Eyes still fastened shut, I was equal parts horrified and curious when the soles of my feet began to itch. Warmth suffused my skin, intensifying into a sensation of such intensity, I had no words to assign to it.

      Stranger? I felt the sensation without feeling the pain.

      “The king’s mage had coated the stones with a potion.”

      I gasped, my hand flying to my mouth. On the backs of my eyelids, blue flame erupted over a mental image of powerful, leathery talons, scales blackening near the webbing.

      “Of course, the dragon was so surprised that he didn’t see St. George’s lance until it was too late.”

      A roar of pure anguish rattled through my mind’s eye, along with a shadowy shape tumbling from the castle wall, sending up a terrific crown of moat water when it splashed down.

      Then I was beneath the water too, my mouth filled with the taste of algae and mud. A ribbon of shimmering red-gold trailed before me, looping and swirling like an eel. I watched it as it curled and spread, mesmerized by the movement of the particles. Following it back to its source, I was horrified to see the large, dark shape of the dragon suspended in the murky water below me. His golden eyes were milky and opaque, the ribbon of blood thickening to a roiling cloud drifting from his gaping, knife-toothed maw.

      I gasped as first one hook then another plunged into the water next to me, a hurricane of bubbles erupting and sparkling upward as the dragon’s great body was hauled to the surface. The lance still buried in his side, it eddied with the current. Then the large shape shrank, the golden scales flaking off and swirling around like fall leaves on the wind. When they had dispersed, a pale, slim figure was left in their wake.

      As the thin, lithe form turned in the water, I saw its face.

      I saw…Hayden.

      “No!” I shouted, half expecting my voice to come out in a series of sound-bearing bubbles.

      “Yes,” Hayden said, as calmly and evenly as he’d spoken since we’d been introduced. “I woke up in the dungeon. They kept me in a tank of water so I couldn’t shift. Couldn’t summon my healing fire.”

      “Why can’t I see it?” I asked, both disappointed and relieved when the screen of my mind remained stubbornly blank.

      “Because I don’t want you to.”

      All at once, I understood why.

      What had happened there was so terrible that he didn’t want it in my memories.

      “I’m not sure how long I’d been there when the princess showed up and helped me out of the tank. In all my years on the planet, I’d never seen a human cry like that. She gave me clothes. She kissed my heels.

      “I offered to take her with me. To fly us both out of the castle. Somewhere we could live together. A cottage by the sea. A hut in the mountains. Anywhere in the world she wanted to go. But the princess knew the king was a vengeful man with armies at his disposal. He would have hunted us as long as he lived.”

      Hearing the way Hayden’s voice had thickened, I could no longer keep my eyes shut.

      In wonder, I watched as a hot, yellow orange flame danced over the surface of Hayden’s gaze. It moved not like a reflection, but like a living thing, a life force with its own will and volition.

      “She made me promise never to come back,” he said.

      I laid a hand over my lips, completely bereft of what to say.

      “I kept my promise.” Hayden lifted the hem of his t-shirt to reveal a silvery star-shaped scar on his ribcage just below his heart. “But I have this to remember her by.”

      “Oh, Hayden.” I reached across the desk and laid my hand over his. It felt like a banked coal beneath my palm. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Me too.” He blinked rapidly, tugging at the neck of his t-shirt. “You wouldn’t happen to have any adult beverages in that miraculous desk of yours?”

      “Good sir, you are in luck.” Pawing through the drawer reserved strictly for invoices and whisky, I retrieved the chrome flask and set it on the desk before Hayden.

      He unscrewed the lid and tipped back several swallows before pushing it toward me. “It’s no Shamrock Shake, but it will do.”

      “You never…” I trailed off, not wanting to wound him further with the exact words, but needing to know in the bottom of my cheese-crumb be-smattered soul. “After the princess?”

      “Never.” He shook his head. “And if you’d seen her, you’d know why I never let my heels touch the ground again either.”

      Despite myself, I felt a fierce little twist of jealousy. Why is it that Abernathy had never refused to let part of him that I’d kissed touched the ground? Just as quickly, the rational voice I most often ended up ignoring reminded me that most of the places I’d had my mouth on Abernathy wouldn’t end up in contact with the ground unless A Very Bad Thing had happened.

      “After St. George,” Hayden said, “hunting dragons practically became a sport. Unless you’d come clopping into town with a dragon’s heart on a pike, it was like, do you even knight, bro?”

      A phenomenon of toxic masculinity whose implications were alive and well today.

      “There had never been that many of us to begin with,” he said. “Once the females were gone, it didn’t take long before the rest ascended.”

      “Ascended?” I asked,

      “Dragons don’t die,” Hayden said. “Not in the sense that humans understand it. We just sort of…graduate to a realm beyond any pain or suffering. We join the Old Ones.”

      And damned if that didn’t sound lovely.

      I brushed crumbs into the palm of my hand and confetti-sprinkled them into the trash bin beneath my desk. “But how is it that you’re the only one who hasn’t ascended?”

      That endlessly endearing, toothy, impish smile creased Hayden’s boyish cheeks. “Because I stopped being a dragon.”

      “How’s that?” I asked.

      “I haven’t shifted since that day on the battlements,” he answered. “It’s probably the reason I’ve lived as long as I have.”

      “Because if they didn’t know you were a dragon, they wouldn’t want to hunt you?”

      “That, and shifting is different for dragons than it is for other creatures. It takes a lot out of us. The less dragons shift, the longer they live.”

      “I’m so sorry, Hayden.” Repeating this felt incredibly lame, but faced with the bottomless suffering I’d often encountered in creatures who had lived multiple lifetimes, it often felt like the only thing I could say. The truest words I owned.

      His face contained not one shred of the bitterness I harbored on his behalf.

      He shrugged. “I’ve only ever had to bear my share of sorrows. How’s that different than anyone else?”

      “You lost the only woman you ever loved and had to watch your entire kind be slaughtered by the very beings you helped survive, and you’re telling me you’re okay with that?”

      “What’s the alternative? Let your soul slowly die as hatred and the need for vengeance slowly consumes your entire being?”

      “I mean…yeah?” Gods knew I often harbored such vengeance even when someone had eaten my leftovers.

      Hayden’s smile was half-pitying, half-indulgent. The kind parents typically doled out to toddlers. “There’s too much to love about life, Hanna. The beauty and the pain. Boredom. Small pleasures. Thursday afternoons and the first bite of French toast. Cold milk and warm cookies. How on earth can anyone be bitter and angry when there’s all of that?”

      Leave it to an eons-old being who had suffered the worst kind of grief imaginable to make me feel all petty and ridiculous for letting life’s mostly mild annoyances make me completely lose my shit.

      “Did you ever see her again?” I asked.

      “Yes,” he said. “Though I never let her know it, I saw her on her wedding day to some prince or other. I saw her raise children and grandchildren. Then I saw her grow into an old woman and die.”

      “What was it like?” I asked.

      “It was absolutely amazing.” Hayden’s face held the unabashed rapture I usually reserved for an untouched carton of assorted doughnuts. And not the kind of shitty assortment you get when you tell the drive-through attendant to surprise you, and end up with mostly plain cake. I’m talking, the kind of curatorial care that makes sure you end up with a perfect cardboard box with at least one pink-frosted and rainbow-sprinkled yeast-raised doughnut and all its maple-iced, chocolate longboy, and Bavarian cream and lemon custard-filled friends.

      “Watching the woman you loved have an entire life without you was amazing?”

      “Do you have any idea how rare and beautiful happiness is? Not just among humans, but all creatures? Most people will never witness an entire life lived with intention and joy. And I? I’ve seen hundreds. Thousands, perhaps. The way I see it, that makes me the luckiest being alive.”

      I found myself silent, considering.

      “But what about the pain, and the disappointment and the betrayal and the fear? How do you let go of all that?” I asked.

      An expression of immeasurable gentleness brightened Hayden’s face. “If you never pick it up, there’s nothing to let go of.”

      “Now there you go, being all Yoda and shit.” Lifting our pillaged tray of snecks, I dumped it in the wastebasket and began tucking the various components away back in the drawer. Truth was, I’d found myself not just holding, but clutching negative energy as of late.

      “Can I ask you a favor in exchange for dispensing my sage wisdom?” Hayden dusted some crumbs from the flat expanse of his chest beneath his graphic tee.

      “Whatcha got?” I asked.

      “There are a few items Shayla must have bought before her maternity leave, and I honestly have no idea how Abernathy prices things. Any chance you could help me?”

      At that precise moment, the Universe offered me up a rare and unexpected gift. A flashback to my very first day in Abernathy’s employ. Before I knew I was a werewolf heir. Before I knew Steven Franke was my brother. That day, I had purchased a desiccated cat, much to Abernathy’s horror, and resold it for thrice as much right in front of him. I wasn’t sure that any memory before or since held such a distillation of pure, unadulterated satisfaction.

      “I would be delighted.”

      Together, we rose from our chairs and made our way down the stairs into a gallery as eerily silent as it had been the day I first met Abernathy.

      On that day, the oddities shop had been nothing more than a collection of dust-choked shelves, crammed with the weirdest shit imaginable, and a dinosaur of a cash register to process actual sales. Under Shayla’s careful and efficient hand, it had become an artful display of curiosities with an iPad check-out station and everything.

      I followed Hayden to the antique buffet that acted as a sales counter, where he scooped up a bloated lawn bag of trash.

      “Here,” I said, lifting it from his hand. “Let me.”

      “You shouldn’t have to—”

      “Shoosh,” I insisted. “I need the activity points to offset the carnage I inflicted upstairs.”

      I drag-walked the bag through the shop to the back door that opened on the alley behind the strip of businesses on Rose Street. Summoning the core muscles I had been neglecting for the last several months—okay, decades—I hefted the bag with one hand and lifted the lid of the large black garbage bin with the other.

      A gray blur launched itself at my face.

      Shrieking, I abruptly flung the trash bag as I clawed at the furry body clinging to my head with all the tenacity of an alien face-hugger.

      Needle sharp teeth nipped at my fingers as claws scratched my scalp through the considerable cloud of my wild red hair. Slapping blindly, I succeeded in gripping a fistful of fur from its neck ruff, but couldn’t manage to dislodge it. Worse, damp, warm, dumpster-juice-soaked fur invaded my mouth and nose every time I tried to scream.

      I pitched forward, hoping the force of movement would send my assailant sailing over my head and to the grimy alley cobblestones. Instead, I succeeded in aligning my nose with musty hindquarters that had remained blissfully unaware of either soap or washcloth for years uncountable.

      Knowing that I might soon need to gargle with bleach, I opened my mouth and howled into filthy fur.

      The back door banged open, followed by a deep, thundering “off!” that seemed to shake foundations of the buildings themselves. An intense wave of heat boiled over me, followed by a silence so absolute that I briefly wondered if I might not, in fact, be dead.

      And I was free.

      Glancing down, I saw my would-be attacker.

      A raccoon.

      Or something that had at one time resembled one. What crouched at my feet was naked, pink, and smeared with soot, a pile of ash-gray singed fur encircling its feet like a morbid wreath. Its beady black eyes were wide as it stared in horror behind me. With a sound not at all dissimilar to a baby who had just had a bottle slapped from its hands, it scampered down the alley, the rat-like pink twig of a tail helicoptering in its wake.

      “That’s right!” I shouted after it. “That’s what you get! Tell your friends!”

      Hayden stood in the doorway behind me. Smoke ribboning from his nostrils. Eyes a burning, volcanic orange.

      “Dude!” I said. “That was—”

      The words died in my mouth as his eyes rolled back in his head, the whites appearing as his skin went as pale and clammy as good mozzarella. Though my reflexes have never been a particular point of pride, I lunged in time to catch him before his skull hit the ground.
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      I cradled his limp body, his skin so hot I had to shift him for fear of blistering myself.

      “Hayden?”

      He made no answer.

      Dark lashes feathered against his pale cheek, his narrow chest rose in shallow increments.

      That was good, at least.

      The breathing.

      Slight as he was, there was still no way I could carry him. I glanced around the alley and spotted a tarp covering the neatly stacked cord of wood behind the Dusty Dahlia. Once a simple teashop, they had recently added smoked brisket sandwiches to their menu. Much to my and Abernathy’s carnivorous delight.

      Releasing the bungee cords that held it in place, I shook the tarp out and brought it down to the alley, where I succeeded in rolling Hayden onto it. I dragged him into the gallery and managed to wrestle him onto the chaise in Steven Franke’s currently unoccupied studio. Raiding his mini-fridge, I pulled out an A&W cream soda and pressed it against Hayden’s coal-hot forehead. The condensation on the can sizzled as it made contact.

      “Hayden?” I pressed my hand against his cheek and instantly drew it back.

      “What happened?” Abernathy’s thundering voice filled me with equal parts relief and dread. The relief: Something older and bigger than me had arrived to deal with this. The dread: Something older and bigger than me had arrived to deal with this.

      “I was attacked, but Hayden stopped him!” The words blurted out of me in a rush.

      “What?” Abernathy demanded. “Attacked by what? And how do you know it was a him?”

      “It was a raccoon! At least, I think it was a raccoon but it’s hard to tell without the fur. It jumped out of the trashcan and attacked me and also its balls were in my face and it tore out a clump of my hair.” I brought a hand to the area of my scalp that still smarted and was not at all comforted when it came away with a dime-sized smear of tacky blood.

      Abernathy’s face could have doubled for a mausoleum door. “Again?”

      Dear reader. I ask you. I implore you. Who, when receiving the information that his significant other had been the victim of a raccoon attack wherein balls-to-face action was mentioned has ever had to utter the word again?

      Abernathy.

      That’s who.

      God send him deep-fried cheesecakes for life.

      “Yes, again. But then Hayden horked a fireball at him and then he fainted.”

      “The raccoon?” Abernathy asked, pinching the bridge of his noble nose.

      “Hayden. Jesus, Mark. Can you at least try to keep up?”

      Now it was Mark’s turn to look like someone had just hiked a knee into his coinsack. “The point is—”

      “Snecks,” a wavery, brittle voice croaked.

      Abernathy and I glanced over to the chaise in concert, where Hayden smiled weakly, his eyelids pale as milk. A wave of relief surged through me like the first warm spring breeze.

      “I’m on it!” I sprinted through the gallery and up the stairs, yanking open my drawer and cramming as much as I could carry into my arms. Cradling my treasure, I scurried back as quickly as I could, chips falling like rose petals in my wake. Breathless, I dumped the entire pile next to the chaise, where Abernathy still crouched.

      The barest hint of a smirk tugged at Abernathy’s scowling lips. “You had all of this in your desk?”

      “Surely it’s not censure I detect in your tone regarding my clearly life-saving snacks?” I reached down and peeled open an almond Snickers, handing it over to Hayden before cracking open the cream soda.

      He drained it in three giant swallows. “Sugar,” Hayden said, wiping his lips with the back of his hand like a child and handing back the empty can. “Always helps.”

      “That’s basically my personal life philosophy,” I agreed.

      “It was bad this time.” Abernathy looked down into Hayden’s eyes.

      Hayden smiled weakly, a lock of orange peel-bright hair sticking to his damp forehead. Something passed between them.

      “What?” I asked. “What was bad?”

      Abernathy cleared his throat and rose to his feet. “The shifter attack.”

      “You’re basically a terrible liar.” I narrowed my eyes at him then looked to Hayden. “What are the odds that either of you will tell me what you’re actually talking about?”

      Both met with matching smiles of neutral impenetrability.

      “Fine.” Plopping down on the arm of the chaise, I folded my arms across my chest. “So yeah, that sucked. And honestly it really hurt my feelings because after this morning, I totally thought I was making progress.”

      “What do you mean?” Abernathy asked, the scowl making a quick return to his face. “What happened this morning?”

      “It was the weirdest thing,” I said, turning enough to prop my feet on the couch. “I was getting ready to back out of the driveway and I looked in my rearview mirror and an entire herd of elk were all Circle of Life gathered in our driveway. They were just standing there so I got out of the car to politely ask them if they might want to return to the forest and then they bowed.”

      Abernathy and Hayden exchanged another meaningful glance.

      “Anyway, I ran back into the house and brought them some food and the one with a rack the size of my Mustang—”

      “The alpha was there?” The incredulity in Abernathy’s voice sent alarm sizzling down my veins.

      “What?” I asked. “What does that mean?”

      Hayden scooted himself into a seated position. “This hasn’t happened in a thousand years.”

      “What hasn’t happened?”

      “For non-shifters to recognize the rule of the alpha heir,” Abernathy said.

      “Sooooo this is a good thing?” I asked hopefully.

      “Let’s call it a not bad thing,” Abernathy answered.

      “I’ll take not bad. Anyway, the alpha stuck around after the others had left so I gave him gummy peach rings—”

      Abernathy dropped his face into his hands, his words coming out muffled through lips smooshed against his fingers.

      “A venerable elder statesman of the non-shifter community comes to pledge his herd’s support to your rule, and you—you—give him candy.”

      “I mean, they’d already eaten all the carrots,” I said.

      Shaking his head in a manner commensurate with the very textbook definition of rue, Abernathy lifted his face. “Well, I guess it could have been worse.”

      “I could have given him pot brownies?”

      Abernathy wasn’t amused. “Your intestines could have ended up as antler garlands.”

      “Well, I’m going to call that a very not bad thing,” I said, snitching a chocolate-covered pretzel rod and raising my hand, pretzel and all. “Question?”

      “Yes, Hanna.” Abernathy waved his hand impatiently.

      “What are the chances that if the elk herds support my rule, that other animals might too?”

      “Hanna,” Mark said, gaze fastening onto mine the way they did only when he was about to tell me Something Very Important. “Elk are considered the elder statesmen of the animal world. If they support you, then all animals do.”

      My mouth creaked open for the space of several seconds. “All animals?”

      “All,” Abernathy repeated.

      “Like all of them.”

      Abernathy sighed. “That’s what I said.”

      “Sharks?” I asked.

      “Sharks are—” Abernathy began.

      “Ducks?”

      “Those would also be—”

      “Leaf-nosed bats?”

      “Hanna—”

      I gasped, clapping my hands to my cheeks and also nearly jamming the pretzel into my eye in the process. “Sloths!?”

      Rising to his feet, Abernathy cast a desperate glance at Hayden, who had now worked his way into a box of Junior Mints, and was eating them in the same distracted way I did when caught up in the throes of a particularly entertaining movie.

      “Hanna—”

      “So what you’re saying is,” I interrupted, “there are, as we speak, sloths hanging from tree limbs in Costa Rica, adorably chewing leaves and living their best sloth life, and I’m their queen?”

      “So now you want to be the queen?” Folding his arms across his chest, Abernathy gave me the kind of smug look that made me both want to slug him in the bicep and climb him like a tree. “I suppose that means you’re ready to proceed with The Gathering?”

      I suddenly felt like I’d swallowed a golf ball. “Other question?” I asked, raising my hand again.

      “We both know this is a deliberate attempt to distract from the question I just asked you, but okay, why not?” Abernathy crossed his arms over his chest.

      “Why would all the animals in the entire world accept me if so many of the shifter clans won’t?”

      “Because animals aren’t politically motivated,” Hayden answered matter-of-factly. “They only see the heart.”

      “Oh,” I said, not entirely sure whether to be pleased or insulted. “Okay.”

      “As for the coronation, there are decisions that need to be made.” Leave it to Abernathy to dump a fresh pile of reality concrete all over my Sloth Queen high.

      “Like whether or not I’m going?” I said, shooting him a snotty smile.

      “Like practicing the dance you’ll perform with the alphas from the other houses.” Pushing aside an old mason jar of paint-flecked brushes, Abernathy perched on a tall side-table next to Steve’s neglected easel.

      “I’m sorry…” I blinked at him. “What?”

      Abernathy lifted one of the brushes and slowly swept it back and forth over his palm. “It’s tradition for the cèilidh to open with the new heir dancing with the alpha from each house. Each house has a different traditional dance.”

      “Is it optional?” I asked.

      “If you want to further alienate what remains of your supporters,” Abernathy said.

      “I have supporters?” I asked, genuinely surprised. “I mean of the non-animal variety?”

      “Let’s just say that they support whom I support.”

      “So you’re saying that, in addition to arranging our travel to Dublin, then to Shannon, I now need to learn several traditional Irish, Scottish, and Scandinavian folk dances within a week?”

      “You’re half right.” I’m not sure I can adequately describe to you the tsunami of love that rushed over me when Abernathy turned his phone to me to display a screen shot of a first-class flight itinerary for two to Ireland.

      When I had met him, he’d still been calling an actual travel agent to book his flights from the ancient rotary phone on his desk and picking up paper boarding passes at the airport. And here he was, all technologically adapting under my careful eye, making plans and reservations from the smart phone he had once chewed out of frustration like the Luddite he had always been.

      “You did that yourself?” I asked, aware that there was the slightest hint of congratulating a preschooler in my tone.

      “We leave Thursday.” Abernathy answered, with a pride not unlike the aforementioned preschooler.

      Hayden swung his legs over the side of the chaise, the balls of his bare feet coming to rest on the paint-flecked floor of Steve’s studio. “Do you think there’s anyone who might be able to help around the studio and shop while the two of you are away?”

      Something about the way he said this made me feel like that wasn’t really the question he was asking.

      Abernathy looked to me. “Think you could call in a favor to Kirkpatrick and Helena?”

      “Do I absolutely have to?” I asked, thinking of how, seeing them together, I could never quite keep myself from imagining how Kirkpatrick’s piggy face would look mid bones jumpage. His unnaturally small eyes squinched into passionate belly buttons beneath his red bottlebrush eyebrows.

      Still, I had to hand it to Helena, who seemed to have found the secret sauce that transformed her from a terminally salty, high-end dominatrix type to a blissfully contented suburban housewife and mother to a growing pack of perpetually sticky ginger cubs.

      He caught my hesitance.

      “If I downloaded the American Airlines app and signed up for an AAdvantage number, you can do this one thing for me in return.”

      My shoulders sagged.  “Fine.”

      A few phone calls later, and Kirkpatrick was lined up to watch the gallery and a sitter was lined up to watch the cats. Previously, Steven had been my go-to, but given his current situation, there was no way I felt okay prevailing on his already limited bandwidth.

      Both he and Shayla had expressed serious FOMO about not being able to attend the coronation, but also seemed deeply relieved when I told them we had the gallery covered, too.

      This just left me with one exceedingly unenviable task.

      Packing.

      Only slightly smaller than my entire studio apartment, the walk-in closet in our master bedroom suddenly contained not one damn wearable thing.

      The all-black ensemble of my I’m Definitely an Art School Student days.

      The flowy boho skirts and strappy tanks of my pre-grad school Please Ask Me to Pose for You phase.

      The button-up blouses and knit vests of the I Promise I Really Deserve to Teach Survey Classes grad school years.

      The holey perma-stained sweats and stretched-out yoga pants that had nearly grown to my flesh my Fresh From a Divorce and Not Convinced I Want to Continue Breathing epoch.

      And then, there were my gallery outfits. Skinny slacks, sweaters, boots, and even a grown-ass blazer that I wore to try and resemble the sort of put-together human who had any place working in a gallery.

      Damned if any of it seemed like an appropriate Instagram look for the Alpha Female of the Entire Shifter Kingdom.

      I had been flipping through the racks for the better part of an hour, irritated, flinging rejected options into piles on the floor, when Abernathy cleared his throat, sending me rocketing out of my skin.

      He leaned in the doorway as only he could, his long frame somehow making it seem that he was holding up the structure instead of it being the other way around.

      “Jesus,” I clutched at my chest, adrenaline-electrified blood pounding in my ears. “You know I hate it when you sneak up on me like that.”

      His mouth twitched into an amused half-smile. “I said your name three times.”

      “Oh.” I returned a hanger with a long-neglected leather mini-skirt from the very brief—but very memorable—My Husband Just Cheated on Me But This Totally Isn’t Revenge Screwing period. “I’m just a little…distracted, I guess.”

      Making short work of the distance between us, Abernathy thumbed the leather skirt’s studded waistband. “I can see why.”

      Blowing a gust of hot air from my nostrils, I bunched my hair into a sloppy bun on top of my head. “There is absolutely no way to pack for this trip.”

      “How is it that I’m packed already, then?” Abernathy jerked his thumb at the backpack hanging from the chrome hook on the back of the closet door.

      “Maybe because to you, packing consists of three pairs of boxer briefs and your toothbrush?”

      “Four,” he corrected. “And my razor is in there too.”

      “And you were just planning on being naked the entire time you’re there?” I asked, resuming my resentful search.

      He nipped at the back of my neck, his body a warm, hard wall behind me as his fingers found their way under the hem of my tank top. “As much of it as possible,” he rumbled against my skin.

      “I mean it.” I plucked his hands away in hopes of keeping the blood in my brain where it could aid with thinking and stuff. “Are you packing a suit? Do I need a formal gown? And what do people wear to these games, anyway? Should I have gotten hiking boots? Do I need a hat?”

      Turning his back to me, Abernathy commenced unbuttoning his dress shirt. “It’s not like there’s a dress code.”

      “No dress code?” I demanded, hands finding their well-worn notches on my hips. “Dress codes are helpful as fuck. They let you know exactly what is expected of you. They tell you if you’re going to the kind of event where people will be bringing around hors d’oeuvres and whether you should have suitable topics for small talk prepared. They make it damn near impossible for you to inadvertently but completely alienate a group of people you’ve never met, but who will now be deciding whether or not they believe you’re really good enough to lead them, while the guy who actually does isn’t even worried enough to help you pack. Well, I’ll tell you one thing, Mark Andrew Abernathy, if anyone will have me, my very first act as alpha will be to make sure there are dress codes for every goddamn shifter event so no one ever has to know that kind of shame!”

      Lava glowed beneath my cheeks. I could feel the telltale tightening at the base of my throat and averted my gaze to the shoe rack, hoping like hell the sight of all those orderly rows would soothe the tempest roiling inside me.

      Now clad only in his white undershirt, Abernathy turned to me, dropping large, warm hands on my shoulders. “Look at me,” he instructed.

      I shook my head no, afraid that seeing the understanding and compassion would unleash the torrent of anxious tears I’d felt building for days. Weeks even. Months, maybe.

      “Okay then, will you at least listen?”

      I nodded grudgingly.

      “You want to know why I’m not worried about the coronation?”

      I shrugged.

      “Because I know they’re going to love you.” He gave my shoulders a reassuring squeeze. “And you want to know how I know they’re going to love you?”

      I shrugged again.

      “Because it’s a physiological impossibility not to love you. I know, because I’ve tried. We see how well that worked out.”

      A bitter little snort escaped me.

      “What about your sister, and Penny, and Mrs. Kass, and Theo Van Gogh, and Oscar Wilde, and Morrison?” I said, rattling off the ever-growing list of people/creatures who had tried to end my life.

      “Psychopaths, homicidal maniacs, and cursed vampires,” he added. “None of whom will be in attendance.”

      “But you said yourself that some of the factions have already refused to accept me as the heir.” I mustered the strength to look him in the eye. “What do you think is going to change at the coronation?”

      “Their minds.” Abernathy’s hands slid from my shoulders up my neck to frame my jaw. “Once they see you, meet you, speak to you, they’ll know what I know.”

      I searched his face, hoping to see something there that would stitch up the bottomless wound that my transition—or lack thereof— into the shifter world had been.  “And what is that?”

      “That they could live a thousand years and never find another heart like yours.”

      “Right,” I said. “I’m sure that’s going to go over huge with the big, scary Viking warlord werewolves.”

      “Loyalty is everything in the shifter world. Love inspires loyalty. And in all my years, I’ve never known a soul who loves harder than you do. It’s your superpower.”

      Reaching up, I hooked a finger in the neck of Abernathy’s t-shirt. “And here I thought my superpower was my ability to architect the perfect snack bite.”

      “Also formidable,” he said, releasing my face to reach down and palm my ass, “but unlikely to unite the packs.”

      “You underestimate the bonding capacities of a charcuterie tray.” I pressed my hips to his, leaning into him.

      “I’d like to show you my charcuterie tray.” Abernathy’s fingers flexed against my rear, a hardness pressing into my hip.

      Despite the instant rush of heat to my middle, I rolled my eyes. “You did not just liken your penis to a shareable meat plate.”

      “Can I help it if they’re both crowd pleasers?”

      “Oooookay,” I said, wiggling out of his arms. “I need to finish packing. Our flight leaves at 9:30 am tomorrow.”

      Approaching my dresser, I opened the top drawer and began pawing through an assortment of underwear that had lived in fold-out bins inside the closet at my studio apartment I couldn’t even fit into unless I scooted in sideways.

      Abernathy was behind me. Hips against my hips, his strong arms a parenthetic containment of my entire existence, his hands playing among the satins and silks to lift the scantiest of lace numbers for my review. “These.”

      Just as I began to imagine myself rolling down the lush green hills of Ireland with naught but a scrap of black lace separating me from Abernathy’s ardor, the sonorous jangling of our front door bell echoed through the cavernous space.

      “Who could that be?” I asked, surprising myself with the kind of septuagenarian question that typically Abernathy would be responsible for asking.

      “I’ll check the Ring.”

      As someone who hadn’t even known werewolves and vampires were an actual thing even a year ago, I can honestly impart that I know what shock feels like.

      Like, a lot.

      So when Abernathy dug his cell phone from the back pocket of his pants and opened an actual by God security app that he had managed to attach to a camera at our front door, to say I almost fainted would be no exaggeration whatsoever.

      “Who are you?” I asked.

      “A man who intends to keep his mate safe.”

      For me.

      For me, a man who had resisted anything more than a landline and a blackjack in his desk drawer had installed a security system in the home we would share for the express purpose of keeping me safe. Even if he had somehow miraculously missed any notifications he might have received concerning my wildlife encounter.

      With several pokes and carefully curated curses, Abernathy managed to open the Ring app and check the camera.

      I felt him tense at my side when he saw who was standing on the porch.

      Crixus.

      At lease he hadn’t materialized into our kitchen.

      “I’ll get it,” I said.

      A dark cloud of suspicion darkened Abernathy’s eyes. “Why are you assuming he’s here for you?”

      “I’m not,” I said. “I just don’t particularly want to deal with a werewolf-demigod fight before I finish packing.” I rose on tiptoe to plant a kiss on Abernathy’s jaw and set off down the hallway to the main staircase.

      Disengaging an impressive succession of locks, I whipped open the front door.

      The witty greeting died in my mouth when I saw Crixus’s face.

      I’d become accustomed to what I thought of as the range of his expressions. And please understand that I’m using the word “range” in metaphorical quotation marks, because as far as I could tell, Crixus was capable of only two. Lust, and arrogance. So when I looked at him at that precise moment, I felt like someone had just booted me in the gut.

      His eyes had darkened from sapphire to onyx. That teasing mouth had become a line as deeply carved as the epitaph on a tombstone. His shoulders were slumped, one hand wringing the other as his gaze darted around the porch and found anything but me to look at.

      “What is it?” I asked, panic fluttering like a bird around my chest. “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s Morrison,” Crixus said, his eyes at last finding mine. “He’s gone.”
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      A high-pitched buzzing invaded my skull. My teeth had begun to chatter as a full body shiver overtook me.

      “What do you mean, gone?” Abernathy’s voice thundered behind me, but I had only the vaguest sense of how he’d gotten there, what time it was, or where I even was on the planet.

      Morrison, free in the world, wanting my death and impeded by nothing save opportunity.

      Crixus brushed by me, shouldering past Abernathy into the foyer. “He’s escaped custody and we can’t find him.”

      “But I thought you said he’d been transferred to the highest security possible,” I said. “And that you were adding several guards of your choosing?”

      “I did.” Making a beeline for the kitchen, Crixus went straight for the liquor cupboard. “They’re missing as well,” Crixus said, sloshing about four fingers worth of Abernathy’s best scotch into a rocks glass.

      Abernathy stiffened, his hands tightening into fists as this sides. “How could you let this happen?”

      “I’m not the one who let this happen.” He tossed the liquor back as if it were tap water. “I did everything I possibly could to prevent this from happening.”

      My thrumming panic dialed itself up several notches. Sweat bloomed on my brow and upper lip, a single cold tear slid from my armpit down my left ribcage.

      I glanced at Abernathy, wanting some kind of confirmation that he wasn’t as terrified of this revelation as I was.

      I didn’t get it.

      “I thought you were a bounty hunter.” Abernathy’s knuckles whitened as he gripped the edge of the marble countertop. “Shouldn’t you be hunting him?”

      “I can’t.” Crixus refilled his glass.

      To Abernathy’s eternal credit, he didn’t relieve Crixus of the bottle and use it to rearrange the demigod’s ludicrously perfect face.

      “What do you mean, you can’t?” I forced my frozen legs to carry me over to Crixus, if only to give myself something productive to do. “How did you find him last time?”

      Though it might have been my imagination, a measure of the hardness evaporated from Crixus’s expression when he looked at me. “One of my many, many abilities is to put an emotional trace on someone. The stronger their feelings, the easier it is for me to locate them in the continuum. Let’s just say that Morrison’s feelings about you the night he broke into the apartment were…intense.”

      It was an exceedingly kind way of saying that he wanted to disassemble my ribcage and piss in the open cavity, or so I thought.

      “And now?” I prompted.

      Swirling the amber liquid in his cup, Crixus set it down with a decisive thunk. “His entire emotional signature has disappeared.”

      “You mean he doesn’t feel anything anymore?”

      Turning his back to me, Crixus gazed through the glass kitchen door that opened on our deck. “I’m saying it’s as if James Morrison never existed. Past. Present. Or future.”

      “How is that even possible?” I asked.

      Crixus’s hulking shoulders bunched toward his ears. “I have no idea.”

      “What about the Counsel?” Abernathy asked. “There are specific protocols when regarding the Strigoi.”

      Crixus turned back to us, retrieving his glass and draining the rest. “Seems that due to Joseph’s recent interactions with the vampire community, they’re not all that eager to get involved.”

      “Fuck!” Abernathy’s fist slammed down on the counter, making our wood block of Gunther Wilhelm knives—and me—jump. “Goddamn cocksucking son of a bitch.”

      “Hell of thing to say about your own father.”

      I braced myself.

      Surely this was the moment where Abernathy would fly across the marble island and crush Crixus’s tawny throat with his bare hands.

      “Joseph Abernathy was many things,” Mark said, his full voice of cold iron. “But a father wasn’t one of them.”

      “If it’s any kind of consolation, mine wasn’t exactly showing up for little league games either.” Squeaking the cork back into the scotch bottle, Crixus set his glass on the counter. “In any case, the Counsel has become decidedly disinterested when it comes to events affecting anyone within your sphere of influence.”

      Abernathy loomed large behind him. “You’re telling me there’s a homicidal vampire hunting the heir to the werewolf kingdom, and the governing body of the entire vampire world isn’t willing to do a goddamn thing about it?”

      “That’s pretty much it, bro,” he confirmed.

      “But do we know that he still is hunting me?” I asked. “I mean, if he’s pretty much disappeared from the time-space continuum?”

      “All I’m saying is, I’ve been around a couple thousand years and never heard of anyone’s emotional signature completely disappearing from the cosmos. This is way beyond my jurisdiction, and I’m telling you this so you’ll be careful.”

      “We’re cancelling the coronation,” Abernathy announced, pacing the length of the kitchen.  “The packs will just have to fucking wait.”

      “What? No! You yourself said that if I didn’t show—”

      “I’m not dragging you half way across the world when Morrison could be out there, waiting to pounce. It’s out of the question.” He stabbed a pointed index finger at the air in my direction as punctuation.

      “How likely is it that I’ll win the packs over after cancelling The Gathering because of an insane, shifter-attacking, vampire ex-boyfriend?”

      The second the word was out of my mouth, I regretted it.

      I watched the word boyfriend register on Abernathy’s face like the blow of a fist. His posture instantly changed, chest expanding, eyelids sinking, mouth flattening into a knife slash.

      Crixus stretched and angled his boots toward the door. “Well, I think I better be getting along.”

      “Not yet, you don’t.” Abernathy stepped in his path, planting a hand in the center of Crixus’s chest.

      Crixus glanced down at it. “It’s really cute that you feel like you have any hope of stopping me, but since we’re on the subject, I suggest you take your hand off of me before I tear it off and shove it up your ass dry end first.”

      In moments like these, I couldn’t pretend I didn’t feel just the slightest surge of smug pleasure.

      At one point in the not-so-distant past, I couldn’t tear my human husband away from a broken-down Honda Civic whose engine he lavished with far more attention than mine.

      And here I was, in the sprawling kitchen of a more than glamorous mountain chalet, a demigod and a werewolf all pissing-match flexing on each other, with me smashed in the middle.

      Technically, it’s not the worst thing that can happen to a woman.

      Abernathy didn’t blink. The kind of lethal, coiled control that usually preceded a whooping of much ass stilled his tensed frame. “There’s something you’re going to do for me.”

      “I mean, I haven’t crossed swords since the second Punic War, but if that’s what you’re—”

      With no warning whatsoever, Crixus was propelled toward the wall of the entryway, which he hit with enough force for the oval mirror with the gilded, ornate frame to fall to the ground, the crazed glass shattering and spilling across the wood floor.

      Crixus coughed, laughed and was on his feet quicker than I could blink. “Weird flex, bro. Between you and me, your form could use some work.”

      “So could your understanding of human women,” Abernathy said. “I’m sure your Doctor Schmidt would agree.”

      The smirk couldn’t have disappeared from Crixus’s face more quickly if it had been slapped off. I felt a pang of guilt as he cast a pointed look in my direction. “What do you want?”

      “You’re going to talk to him.”

      It might have been my imagination, but I would have sworn that even the crickets fell silent in the aftermath of Abernathy’s statement.

      “Him who?” I asked.

      “Crixus knows who I’m referring to.”

      I watched as the energy crackled between them, arcing and sparking in a way that made goose bumps rise on my skin.

      “Why would I do that?” Crixus’s tone was barbed and angry.

      Abernathy took a step toward him. “Maybe because, without my help, you’d still be responsible for wringing the sweat out of Klaud’s jockstrap.”

      Crixus’s lips tightened into a silvery scar. “You of all people should know not all of us get to choose whom we’re bound to or why.”

      The fact that Abernathy looked like someone had just punted his nuggets up to his neck made me feel lightheaded and a little breathless.

      “What is he talking about, Mark?” I asked.

      “Just as I’m sure you know what it feels like to be betrayed by those you’ve tried to protect.” A stony resolution hardened Abernathy’s features.

      I cleared my throat. “I don’t want anyone to lose his job or anything, but I’d like to call attention to the fact that neither of you seem to be answering my questions.”

      “I do know,” Crixus growled, again directing his words at Abernathy instead of me.

      “How come I can’t know?” I demanded.

      “Because the more you know, the worse things typically end up for all concerned,” Abernathy said.

      “Can’t argue with that,” Crixus answered. The testosterone boiling between them reduced to a simmer.

      “I think I liked it better when you guys were measuring inflatable meat sticks,” I said.

      “So you’ll do it?” Abernathy said, addressing Crixus instead of me.

      In that moment, I saw how he must have looked with the dust of the coliseum settling at his sandals, the setting Roman sun painting his shoulders orange, the opponent across from him all that stood between him and victory.  Somewhere, a thumb waiting to rise or fall. “I’ll try.”

      “Try hard.”

      In a very un-demigod like manner, Crixus turned on his boot heel and exited through the front door instead of just de-materializing. Shortly after it closed, I watched in wonder as the mirror shards rose, tinkling from the floor and, in a glittering blizzard, assembled themselves back into a mirror on the wall.

      “Dude,” I said. “We could really use a guy like that around the gallery, what with how often we’re having to repair various walls and windows.”

      “Like hell,” Abernathy muttered. The specter of their conversation haunted his face, hollowing his cheeks, smudging the slightest of shadows beneath his eyes.

      Needing physical action to anchor me back to reality, I traipsed over to the sink, rinsed Crixus’s glass and slid it into the dishwasher. “What are the chances you’re going to tell me what that was really about?”

      “Nonexistent.” His broad shoulders sagged as he leaned over the kitchen counter.

      The dish towel felt warm and real in my hands as I hung it over the glossy cream-colored ceramic of our almost big enough to bathe in if you laid off the Gouda farmhouse sink. “Can you at least tell me one thing?”

      “I can try.”

      “Did the person you told Crixus to go see have anything to do with finding out what happened to Morrison?” I asked.

      His gaze was exhausted and resigned. “It did.”

      I rushed forward then, wrapping his deep ribcage in my hasty embrace. “Thank you.”

      His arms hovered around me, hesitant. “Typically this would be the point where you throw something in my general direction for not telling you what you wanted to know.”

      I tilted my face up toward his, appreciating the rocky outcropping of his jaw from this lower vantage. “Consider this an attempt at self-improvement.”

      At last he folded me into his arms, his chin coming to rest on the crown of my head.

      “So you have no idea what I asked Crixus to do, and you’re okay with that?” he asked.

      “Okay would be a little strong, but…” I drew in a deep breath before forcing the words from my mouth. “But I’m going to trust you.”

      “Since when?” Abernathy’s masculine chuckle vibrated through my chest.

      “Since always.”

      “You have a remarkably odd way of showing it,” he said, lips planting a kiss on the unruly nest of my hair.

      “Perhaps.” I agreed. Giving him a squeeze of punctuation, I disentangled myself and scuffed off toward the stairs.

      Abernathy caught me by the waistband of my third favorite pair of stretchy yoga pants and whirled me around to face him. “Where do you think you’re going?”

      I batted his hands away. “To finish packing. I have a coronation to attend, in case you haven’t noticed.”

      “Oh, I’ve noticed.” I yelped as he scooped me up in his arms and began ascending the stairs. “I need to help you practice for the festivities.”

      “That’s part of the festivities?”

      “A very important part.”

      Shaking my head, I leaned in to brush a kiss across his waiting lips. “Werewolves.”
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      And then it was Thursday, and we were on a plane. Side by side in the second row of the first-class cabin, Abernathy’s large frame sprawled into the aisle seat and me by his side, investigating every possible creature comfort-inspired feature I never received in steerage.

      “It’s an 11-hour flight, Hanna,” Abernathy said, as I opened the sanitizing hand wipe with my teeth and began cheerfully applying it to every stationary surface. “You don’t need to make use of every single amenity within the first five minutes.”

      “What’s that?” I asked, pulling one of the complimentary earbuds out of my ear. The truth was, I had a pair of top-of-the-line, noise-cancellation jobbers in my carry-on bag (a must, I had discovered, as on nights after he’d shifted, Abernathy’s snore rivaled a boar drowning in pudding), but they didn’t plug into the sound of the also-complimentary in-flight entertainment.

      “Hot towel?” Offered a softly lilting Irish brogue. With her perfectly shellacked chignon and toothpaste ad smile, the woman holding the steaming basket looked less like a flight attendant and more like an actress who plays the flight attendant for those painfully bouncy safety instruction videos.

      Which I had insisted on watching all of, while reviewing the notecard located in the seat pocket in front of me, of course.

      My hand shot out so fast I almost knocked the I’m totally a hypocritical doucheknot with my complimentary beverage ice water out of Abernathy’s grip.

      “Jesus!” he grumbled, holding the sloshing glass away from his Prussian blue, perfectly pressed shirt.

      “Can I have two?” I asked, already helping myself to a second while I pressed the first to my chin. “I have a really long neck.”

      “Of course,” she beamed. “I’ll be coming around with snacks before the evening meal is served.”

      “We get a meal and a snack?” I asked.

      “You absolutely do.” Her kind blue eyes swiveled between Abernathy and me. “As well as complimentary soft drinks and spirits. Are we celebrating anything special on this trip?”

      “Yes! I’m—”

      Abernathy didn’t so much clear his throat as he attempted to eject his larynx from his mouth with the force of sound.

      “—going to Ireland for the first time,” I finished, cutting a sharp look at him.

      “Well, that’s something to celebrate indeed.” She smiled. “I’ll be right back with champagne.”

      “It’s ten o’ clock in the morning,” Abernathy scolded when she’d departed in a whoosh of lemon-and-apple scented perfume.

      “Airport rules,” I mumbled through the steaming towel. “Time has no meaning when it’s every-o-clock.”

      Meagan, as I learned her name to be when she returned, placed bubbling actual glass flutes before us on the tray table I had helpfully lowered in anticipation.

      Abernathy took his grudgingly, but clinked glasses with me just the same.

      Fifteen minutes hence, I had drained my glass, refused Meagan’s offer of refill like the goddamn oak that I am, but was starting to work on Abernathy’s glass when he’d left it long enough for the film of condensation to begin melting away from the rim.

      “Do you remember the first time we traveled together?” I asked, growing pleasantly drowsier by the minute.

      “How could I forget?” By this time, Abernathy’s noble profile was aimed at the book he’d brought from his vast array of first editions.

      Twirling the flute in my fingers, I watched a little hurricane of bubbles spiral up from the tapered base. “Because you forget all the things.”

      “Like what?” he asked, not looking at me.

      “Like to bring me home from that first trip.” It was only a half-hearted friendly poke, but I saw Abernathy’s jaw clench in my peripheral vision.

      “You know, you would lead a much fuller, more peaceful life if you forgot some things,” he suggested.

      “Maybe so.” Yawning, I set the empty glass aside and let my head sink back against the seat.

      “Sleepy?” Abernathy asked.

      I nodded. “I am, all of the sudden.”

      “Morning champagne will do that to you.”

      “That sounds awfully judgy,” I said, working over another yawn.

      I heard the scrape of the flutes as Abernathy handed them off to Meagan before lifting the armrest separating his seat from mine.

      “Here.” Abernathy patted his shoulder. Just as I let my face sink toward him, he held up a finger to stop me. Taking a handkerchief from his pocket, he folded it in half and laid it over the area where I had drooled copiously on his shirt once upon a time. “Just a precaution.”

      “Bastard,” I said, in the most affectionate way possible.

      The all-encompassing vibration of the airplane’s engine moved us in a straight, smooth line through the sky. Deepening blue, around and above and below me, punctuated only by the downy quilt strata of clouds. Eyes closed, I felt myself sinking. Not the kind gentle lapping movement of a sleep tide rolling in.

      But actual, physical movement downward through matter as cool and silky as plunging your hand into a flour canister.

      It took me, down, down, until the down made sense.

      I woke in Hell.
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      Woke isn’t really the right word, and neither is Hell, for that matter.

      My awareness returned to me, something between dreaming and knowing, full, clear cognition all at once.

      Hell is the closest word I can think of to describe the place I found myself. A flaming river at my back. A vast marble structure before me, and the sky above like frozen smoke.

      Other than sight and sound, my senses had utterly deserted me. I felt nothing. Smelled nothing. Tasted nothing.

      Nothing is all there really was.

      Without my asking them to consciously, my legs began to carry me toward that great, gray structure. Up those cut stone steps. My hand reaching out for the ornate handle of a giant, carved bronze door. It opened with far less force than its size had made me think it would require.

      The hall before me was long and lit only by torches, flickering every few feet on either side. No heat ebbed from them to caress my cheek, no scent of kerosene or burning straw. Halfway down, I paused before an ornately carved wood door, knowing this was my destination.

      My palm made contact, the bas-relief figures biting into my palm as I pushed. Just as the doors on the outside of the building had, it swung open effortlessly. A wave of deja vu swept over me.

      The bookcases. The candelabra on every surface, setting shadows dancing on every wall. The gilt mirrors and priceless works of art.

      The man seated behind a broad desk of black marble.

      He had the face of an archangel. Features sculptures begged to immortalize in hopes of competing with what was already permanent. Endless. Beginning-less. Always.

      Skin as pale as the moon and twice as luminous. Red lips. Shoulder-length hair, black as a crow’s wing and the kind of mussed that hinted at hours spent on horseback, styled by wind through the trees.

      A beautifully fit suit, but of the kind men wore in London at least a century ago. Waistcoat. Pocket watch. Cuff links.

      “You came.” His voice was bedrock and brimstone. Ashes and amber. Every lovely thing that only lived in moonlight. I didn’t so much hear it as feel it, with the redoubled power of all the sensory input I had been denied until this very moment.

      I stood opposite him, eyeing the beautiful brocade chairs across from his desk, not daring to do anything as mundane as taking a seat. “I’m not sure I had a choice.”

      “Ahh, but you did.” He inclined his head a fraction of a degree. “You always have.”

      “What do you mean always? I’ve never—” As soon as I tried to say the words, they evaporated from my mouth. “Who are you?”

      He reached for the quill suspended in a brass cone to one side of the leather blotter on his desk. Long, elegant fingers stroked the lacy edges of the feather. “I have many names.”

      

      He lifted his arm to indicate one of the chairs. Though I had been inclined to stay standing, as bolting the fuck out of there would have been easier from that position, I found my body responding to the invitation. Crossing the room, surrendering my weight to the polished wood and Damask.

      “Do I get to know one of them at least?” I asked.

      Our eyes met and I understood that he had seen me before. Seen me, but never really looked at me.

      He looked at me now.

      Dear gods, his eyes. A pale, pitiless blue. The exact shade of raw aquamarine in full daylight and just as hard.

      “I’m him.” The candles guttered in unison, their combined light dying away before blazing back to life.

      “The him that Abernathy and Crixus were talking about.”

      “Yes.” The sibilant “s” was drawn out into a hiss that put crystals of ice into my veins.

      “What am I doing here?”

      He placed the quill back in its holder with an effortlessly graceful flick of the wrist that indicated he’d done this precise thing an incalculable number of times. “That, my dear, is entirely up to you.”

      “I’m not sure I understand.” Though I could only manage the shallowest of breaths, every slight inhale was perfumed with the smell of old parchment, oiled leather, and something else. Something completely other.

      “You’re here,” he said, lacing those preacher’s fingers together, “because I can give you what you want most.”

      A chill slithered through me, bringing with it one incredibly inconvenient fact. He was telling the truth.

      “The question is…what do you want most?”

      He pinned me with his merciless gaze, not so much looking at me as into me. As if those eerie eyes could swim through the semi-permeable membrane of my skin, slide like smoke into my skull, and unspool the thoughts shuttling through the meandering coils of my brain.

      For all I knew, they could. Crixus had certainly enjoyed demonstrating that particular skill at the most inconvenient of times.

      A slow, smug smile curled the corners of his could totally be a sexy movie vampire lips.

      “An eternity later, and humans still have the power to surprise me.”

      Folding my arms across my chest, I lifted my chin in a haughty angle. “How do you know what I want most?”

      “Before I tell you that, perhaps we should discuss terms.”

      “Terms?” I repeated.

      “I can give you what you want. The question is, are you willing to give me what I want?” The question became darkly sensual when posed in a voice sharp and precise enough to cut corset ribbons.

      “Let me guess…” I crossed one leg over the other, leaning back in the chair. “My soul?”

      His laugh could have peeled paint. Like ripping velvet, and nails on a chalkboard.

      “What’s so funny?” I asked.

      “Your soul couldn’t interest me less. It will come to me either way,” he said with a wry twist of his lips. “Eventually.”

      This last word was pronounced with the finality of an epitaph.

      “What then?” I asked.

      He inclined his head at an assessing angle, those icy eyes moving like a caress over my face, my hair. “Your body.”

      “You want me to trade you sex for whatever it is you think I want most?”

      “Oh, I want to be inside you,” he purred, steepling his long fingers beneath his chin. “But not in that way.”

      “Enlighten me.”

      He rose, his chair scraping back against the stone floor as he paced the length of his bookshelves, the tip of his finger idly stroking the spines. “It’s an unfortunate consequence of my existence that being who I am, doing what I do, means I have never had the opportunity to occupy a physical body. And you, who have lived in several, would be a most interesting subject.”

      “So, you want to possess me?”

      “Briefly,” he said.

      “How briefly?”

      “Crixus tells me you’ll be attending a celebration. Eating. Drinking. Dancing. I should like to experience what that sort of thing would be like.”

      “With all due respect,” I said. “I kind of have to be mentally present for that too.”

      “You would be.” His black leather riding boots echoed off the stone. “Your body is a vehicle. It accommodates more than one passenger.”

      Reaching forward, I lifted a heavy obsidian orb from its wooden base, relishing the cool weight as I passed it from palm to palm. “And in exchange?”

      He walked around behind me, placing a hand on either side of the chair just beyond my shoulders. Bending near, his silky hair brushed my cheek, his breath icy by my ear. “What if you could save your damned detective?”

      The orb froze between my hands as sound died away, my head ticking quietly as if wrapped in cotton batting. “How is that possible?”

      “To save your detective, you must die.”

      “How do you know that?” I asked, angling my jaw back toward him.

      “I know everything.” He released the chair, crossing around the opposite side of his desk, candles guttering in his wake. “But just because you have to die, doesn’t mean you have to stay dead.”

      “Explain.”

      “You could let him kill you. And I could refuse to take your soul. You’d be alive. He’d be free.”

      We stood together in silence as thick as wax. I bit my lip, as much to remind myself that I still had a physical body. I had been jokingly curious when I’d suggested it to Crixus earlier.

      Could this really be an option? Morrison free, me not dead?

      Death isn’t an enemy to be toyed with.

      “I think I’d like to go now.” Setting the dark gleaming ball back on the wooden base, I pushed myself up from the chair.

      He was beside me in an instant, those mesmerizing blue diamond eyes boring into me like drill bits.

      “Would it help if I told you that’s not the only problem your dying would solve?” He reached out, capturing a lock of my hair and winding it around a tapered fingertip.

      Cold fingers reached right through my ribcage and commenced squeezing my hammering heart. “What are you saying?”

      “You are cursed Hanna,” he said. “I know by who. And how to rid yourself of it.”

      The room swayed around me. Or perhaps I swayed in it. The flames atop the wax tapers blurring in colors of chromium yellow, Mars orange. I closed my eyes, put a hand on the back of the chair to steady myself.

      “Just say yes,” he whispered, cold fingertips on my eyelids. My cheeks. “Let me help you. Let me in.”

      I could feel him there, sending shoots and tendrils of consciousness into my mind.

      “No!” I shouted, hitting him in the chest with the heels of both hands, driving him out of me. Away from me.

      The world around me turned into a macabre Monet. Skids of color folding into each other, blurring and dancing as my field of vision shrank, narrowing to a telescopic view of my current reality.

      Gasping, I sat bolt upright.

      Beside me, Abernathy’s entire body jerked, the book he’d been reading flew from his hands to skid into the aisle. His teeth were bared in the snarl he employed anytime he was startled and ready to tear out a throat in reply.

      The first-class cabin of the airplane assembled itself around me, several of the other passengers blinking sleep-crusted eyes, sending censorious glances in my direction.

      I shrank down in my seat, humiliation hot in my cheeks. “This is why I don’t sleep on planes.”

      “Here I thought it was the drooling.” Plucking the semi-saturated hanky from his shoulder, Abernathy folded it and tucked it into the pocket of his shirt.

      Choosing to ignore his comment, I leaned forward, taking a sip from the water bottle that had magically appeared in the seatback pocket while I slept. “I had the weirdest dream.”

      Abernathy’s strong fingers worked at my lower back. A preview of pure heaven. “What did you dream?”

      “It’s too weird to tell you. It sufficeth to say, you were right about the pre-noon champagne.”

      “I thought as much.” Reaching down between his Italian leather shoes, Abernathy came back with mini bags of pretzels, potato chips, a banana, and a fruit bar, dumping the loot on my tray table. “You missed the snacks, so I just grabbed you one of everything.”

      How my love for him doth bloometh. “How long was I out?”

      “About six hours.”

      “Six hours?” I said, alarm spiking my blood pressure.

      Just as I was about to lose my entire shit, Meagan materialized in the aisle. “Did you have a good nap then?”

      “What year is it?” I asked.

      “We’re just about to serve dinner. Will you be havin’ the beef, the chicken, or the salmon?”

      “Which would you choose?” I asked.

      “The salmon,” she said. “We usually keep it for pescatarians, of which there are miraculous few. It’s fresher.”

      “The salmon it is.”

      In a completely unsurprising turn of events, Abernathy ordered the beef.

      Abernathy always ordered the beef.

      God bless her, Meagan returned with a glass of white wine for me and red for Abernathy.

      “To The Gathering,” Abernathy said, raising his glass.

      “May it not end in bloodshed,” I added (hopefully) in jest.

      We clinked glasses.

      The remaining hours passed quickly, vastly aided by dinner and the wine refills Meagan seemed eager to provide.

      Our plane bumped and scraped into the Shannon airport; here we made our way through customs, and were met by a dour-faced chauffeur bearing a sign with Abernathy chalked onto its worn surface.

      We followed him outside, where an old, black Packard limousine was parked at the curb. I took a moment to breath in the cool, damp air, relishing the feeling of a fine mist settling on my face and hair as I turned my face up to the sky. Overhead, the brooding clouds glowered from gray-blue to a bruised eggplant.

      I hoped it would storm.

      “How far is it to Tipperary?” In our exceedingly brief discussions of the plans Abernathy had colluded with the other werewolf clans to assemble, I learned that we would be arriving early in the day, would have time to settle into our rooms at Halla na Mac Tíre and refresh ourselves before the festivities began at dusk the evening before the full moon. Though a nap had been briefly mentioned as an option, I had fully resolved never to sleep again after my most recent doze.

      “About 66 kilometers by car. The others have already arrived, so I’m afraid we’ll have some meeting and greeting to do when we get there.”

      “What?” I felt like the cartoon illustration of a thermometer in the desert, blood rising upward to flood my neck, my face, then my scalp. “But you said I’d have time to get ready first. You said—”

      “I know what I said.” Abernathy wrestled my elephant offspring-sized checked bag into the trunk of the black cab when the driver made no move to do so. “I didn’t know they would arrive before us. We can’t just get to Halla na Mac Tíre and not talk to anyone.”

      Despite our long flight, Abernathy looked annoyingly fresh and well-rested, his shirt not bearing a single crease. I, by contrast, looked like a clammy pair of panties that had gotten stuck in the rim of the washing machine.

      “Why not?” I asked. “The first social event isn’t scheduled to begin until sunset.”

      “And what do you think happens before that? Everyone staying at the castle completely avoids each other?”

      “That would be the polite thing to do.”

      Sliding into the back seat through the door our driver grudgingly opened for me, I clicked my seatbelt closed and sulked.

      But I couldn’t maintain it for long.

      As we pulled away from the seemingly mundane Shannon Airport and the small town gave way to a rolling patchwork of Technicolor green, I found myself smudging the window with nose grease as I tried to maniacally drink it all in.

      “Wait until you see the Rock of Cashel,” Abernathy said as if sensing my excitement vibrating in the close air of the taxi.

      “I have,” I said. “Someone studied art history, if you will recall. Oddly enough, some educators consider castles an important enough contribution to include them in the medieval architecture section of the curriculum.”

      The idea that an ancient Celtic witch had placed an enchantment over it so that it looked like well-maintained ruins as opposed to a thriving stronghold for the Faoladh, on the other hand, had caught me slightly off-guard.

      As Abernathy had explained, for the duration of The Gathering, the official story would be that the historic site would be “closed for maintenance” to the general public.

      “Can we do the names one more time?” I asked.

      A beleaguered sigh escaped Abernathy’s deep chest. “Seriously? We spent the last two hours of the flight going over this. You even made up a mnemonic device, for God’s sake.”

      “Look, I get one shot at pretending I belong at this travesty of a gathering and I’ll use whatever I can.”

      He waved a hand, letting his head fall back on the headrest. “Go ahead.”

      “First, the Úlfhéðnar. I absolutely gag at kids. Ingevar and Astrilde Halvardsen, and their sons Aric, Geirolf, and Knud.”

      “Correct,” Abernathy said, not bothering to open his eyes.

      “I mean, who names their child Knud?”

      “You’ll understand when you meet him. Next?”

      “The Faoladh. Cheese slugs nibble Camembert ferociously.”

      He cracked one eye. “Cheese slugs?”

      “Don’t question my methods. Cillian and Sloane O’Farren, their daughter Noah, and their sons Connor and Finn.”

      “Impressive,” said Abernathy sounding not impressed at all. “And the McGavins?”

      “Right,” I said. “The Abernathys’ rival Scottish clan.”

      “Rival may not be the most effective way to win them to your cause.”

      “I mean, I wasn’t going to say that to their faces.”

      “I can’t tell you how relieved I am,” he said. “What ever-so-memorable sentence were they assigned?”

      The carpet of green sliding behind Abernathy’s profile beyond the window managed to make him look even more kingly and regal than usual. Of course, I had often felt like this when seeing him in locations beyond the gallery. That somehow the world itself was made more magnificent by his being anchored in it.

      “Anxious iguanas lick loquats.”

      “Loquats?” Abernathy opened his eyes. “Since when do iguanas eat loquats?”

      “First, they’re not eating them, they’re licking, and second, reality isn’t the point. The point is to create a vivid visual image.”

      “Mission accomplished.”

      “Aillig and his mate Isla and their twin sons Lachlan and Leathan.”

      My hand floated up to my mouth where I began to nibble at my cuticles. Under normal circumstances, my stress-processing tactics revolved exclusively around cheese and/or whisky, but at the moment I found myself devoid of either.

      Reaching across the seat, Abernathy captured my hand and enveloped it in his, folding his arm to press it against his chest.

      “Everything is going to be okay,” he said.

      Worry still gnawed at my gut despite the contact high I always got from contact with Abernathy’s general person. “How can you possibly know that? We’re talking about the first potential shifter revolt in centuries, and all of it hinges on whether I can make people I’ve never met believe that I’m qualified to lead them, despite that I: A) can’t shift, and B) haven’t yet been able to get knocked up.”

      “We can work on that second bit.” Abernathy slid a mischievous glance at the smoky glass separating us from the chauffeur.

      “You know that’s not what I mean.” I attempted to jerk my hand from his, but Abernathy held fast.

      “Listen to me, Hanna.” The impish expression evaporated, replaced by something both earnest and intense. “Whatever happens, however this goes down, I’ve got you. You know that, right?”

      I turned away from him, the lump in my throat growing rapidly by the second.

      Warm fingers found my jaw, gently guiding my gaze back to his.

      “I don’t give a single fuck if every shifter on earth burns to a heap of bone and ash. It’s you and me. Got it?”

      “I do,” I said, offering him a watery smile. “I really kind of hope they don’t though. Because it would definitely hurt my feelings.”

      “If they hurt your feelings, I’ll hurt their everything else.” A shadow passed behind Abernathy’s coffee in the morning sunlight eyes.

      “And here you say you’re not a romantic.”

      Little more than an hour had passed when the Rock of Cashel rose from the serene green fields on a tree-lined swell of land—at first, a battle-scarred wall and a collection of soaring stone structures stabbing into an obscenely blue sky. The closer we drew, the more it began to resemble an old stone abbey. Tall, narrow windows, old stone walls sprinkled with green moss and yellow lichen. A circular tower, pointed steeples, and around it all, a blocky stone wall giving way to a sloping hill dotted with trees.

      We wound our way up, and before I knew it, we were crunching over the gravel of the circular driveway leading to the structure’s grand entry.

      Frozen, I could only blink up at the edifice, four brightly colored flags bearing various coats of arms whipping in the spirited Irish wind.

      Much to my dismay, I saw several luxury cars in addition to an assortment of motorcycles parked near the main staircase and semi-truck-sized double doors.

      People were here. I would have to talk to them.

      Right on cue, my left armpit began enthusiastically pumping liquid into my shirt’s already travel-damp fabric.

      “Only the alpha families will be staying in the castle,” Abernathy said, very likely scenting my spike of fear. “Everyone else won’t be here until tonight’s celebration.”

      Given how deeply my current freak-out extended, thinking of how many beings might be included in that everyone else didn’t even bear thinking about.

      The chauffeur opened my door, the hinges releasing a squeal of protest.

      “I guess we’re doing this.” Forcing a deep breath into my lungs, I unfolded my body from the car, feeling the ache invading every travel-stiffened muscle.

      Abernathy pressed a wad of currency into our driver’s black leather-gloved palm, and slid a protective arm around my shoulders as we made our way up the wide stone steps.

      Scarcely had Abernathy opened the door when he was leapt upon. The man wore fitted gray slacks and a crisp white shirt rolled to the elbows, revealing a series of Celtic knot tattoos.

      “Christ on a bike! Mark fookin’ Abernathy! Look at the state o’ you!” The man slapped Mark lightly in the face.

      I couldn’t help but wince.

      Under normal circumstances this offence would have resulted in the removal of the offending hand at least, and the offending throat at most. Much to my surprise, Abernathy’s face broke into a broad grin as he swept up the slapper in an epic bro-hug and spun him around.

      “Cillian!” he bellowed. “Hewya, me auld segotias?”

      “Who’re you callin’ old, you walking relic?” A lilting brogue, not at all dissimilar to Meagan’s, teased a playful cadence into Cillian O’Farren’s words, and I was absolutely and completely smitten on the spot.

      From the hectic color rioting in his freckle-flecked milk-pale cheeks to his shoulder-length, wildly curly hair, fading from copper at the roots to a brassy, sun-bleached bronze, to the toothy, uneven smile, I decided that I loved him instantly and completely.

      Which is pretty much the only way I knew how.

      Cillian turned to me, his eyes the stunning golden green of leaves in their first breath toward autumn. “And this must be the lovely Hanna.”

      “Most days,” I said, offering him my hand.

      “Charmed.” Capturing it in both of his, he lifted it to his lips and planted a kiss on my knuckles before looking to Mark. “How on earth did you convince a creature this fit to put up with your cantankerous arse?”

      “Damned if I know,” Abernathy answered. “How’s Sloane?”

      “Grand. She’s restin’ now, but she’s right eager to meet this one, I can tell you.” Turning his attention to me, Cillian squeezed my hand before releasing it. “She can talk the hind legs off a donkey, my Sloane. Brace yourself, because the wee ones are visiting their gran in Donegal.”

      “I look forward to meeting her,” I said, the words sounding completely and utterly flat on my tongue.

      It was only in that brief pause that I had time to take in the knee-weakening lovely great hall. Warm, silky wood floors. Curling grand staircase as wide as a Mac truck. Ornate tapestries. Paintings I was afraid to look at too closely lest I recognize the artists, spazz-gallop over to them and explode into a thousand bits of squee.

      “The McGavins are here already, you know.” Some of the brightness had been scraped away from Cillian’s voice.

      Having spent as much time as I had observing Abernathy both surreptitiously and in outright adoration, I liked to think I had grown fairly adept at identifying his various moods and expressions.

      But seeing his face in that moment, a worm of dread began to work at my gut.

      Abernathy looked…concerned. “How have they been?”

      “Actin’ the maggots as usual. Weren’t happy with the quarters we’d given them. Demanded certain kinds of foods and liquor for the feast and so like. Speakin’ of which, you’ll be wanting to refresh yourselves.” Cillian stuck his thumb and forefinger into his mouth. His freckled cheeks puffed out as a shrill but musical whistle filled the hall.

      As if on cue, a slightly stooped, snowy-haired man with kind blue eyes and a neatly cut tweed suit shuffled out of a side door and lifted our bags with surprising vigor and strength.

      “They’ll be in the tower suite, Darragh,” Cillian advised.

      “That’s not necessary,” Abernathy cut in. “Just the—”

      “Just you shut your gob, Mark Abernathy. This lass is here for a coronation. She’ll have the best suite in the building or I’ll be a dog’s bollocks. Besides, you’ll need a place to recover after we all get legless.”

      “Isn’t that the truth.” Abernathy slapped his back.

      “See you tonight, then,” Cillian said. “Give us a shout if you need anything at all.”

      Our room was, of course, staggeringly beautiful. Putting me in mind of my suite at Castle Abernathy, our quarters housed an ornately carved four-poster bed, small swimming pool-sized hot tub, and a view of the Irish countryside that would have made John Constable, my favorite Romanic landscape painter of all time, weep.

      After tipping Darragh, I set about unpacking my bag. Pulling open the drawer of what I was sure was an antique chest of drawers, I felt a little funny about filling it with my carefully selected panties and neatly folded socks.

      True to form, Abernathy flopped onto the bed and watched me, insisting that nothing he had packed was in any danger of wrinkling.

      Of fucking course.

      When I’d made my way to the two dresses I’d packed, I slipped a hanger in each and held them up for Abernathy’s opinion. One, a clingy tea-length black silk, the other, a hip-hugging moss-green V-neck, with a wrap-around skirt that brushed the top of my knees.

      “Which of these should I wear to this cèilidh tonight?” I asked.

      He rolled onto his side and propped himself up on an elbow in what I had come to think of as his “reclining satyr” pose.

      I held one up to myself, then the other, switching back and forth when he failed to reach a timely conclusion.

      “Neither,” he said, a mischievous glimmer in his eye.

      “Very cute,” I said, hanging them both in the deliciously-scented, beautifully carved armoire that I half expected Aslan to pop out of. “But I highly doubt anyone in attendance would be all that excited about seeing the body-that-cheese-built in the buff.”

      A mysterious smile teasing his lips, Abernathy swung his long his legs over the side of the bed and approached a tapestry hanging next to the picture window. “It just so happens I had something else in mind.”

      He reached behind and came back with a sleek black garment bag.

      “What is that?” Excitement fluttered behind my belly button.

      “A surprise,” he said.

      The gleaming chrome hook of a hanger swung on his extended finger as he held it out to me.

      I lifted it off, surprised at the heft as I carefully carried the bag across the room and set it on the brocade bedspread.

      “Open it,” Abernathy urged.

      As if I had any choice.

      I drew down the zipper, my breath catching in my throat as I caught the sight of plaid. The ludicrous red of the first poppies, crossed by azure blue and forest green, interrupted by stitching of gold, the exact hue of the sun on a summer lake.

      Carefully pushing the sides of the garment bag back, I pulled out the dress. Sleeveless, mid-length, with a corseted bodice and asymmetrical layers of tartan cloth, over tulle with a silky underskirt. At the back, a discrete bow hid buttons below delicate corset lacings.

      “It’s beautiful,” I said, running my fingers over the fabric.

      “It’s customary for the heir to wear the colors of the clan she’s mated into,” Abernathy explained, leaning against the bedpost, arms folded across his chest.

      A fine, thin pain pierced me. “So, at least I’ll look like a real heir to everyone else, even if I can’t actually do any of the things I’m supposed to?”

      “Fuck them.” The corners of Abernathy’s lips drew back to reveal his perfectly white teeth. “I don’t give two shits whether the shifters of the world accept you as their ruler. You are the heir and you are my mate. I want you to wear this for me. Because every time I look at you tonight, I’ll want to see my colors on you.”

      Despite the hopelessly backward sentiment, a little thrill skittered through me. Followed immediately by a hot filament of irritation.

      “What is it?” Abernathy asked, his eyebrows knit together in concern.

      I parked myself on the edge of the bed, unsure how to describe exactly what it was I felt.

      “I used to imagine this,” I said. “Being your mate. But nothing is like I thought it would be.”

      “You used to imagine being my mate?” he asked, an amused smile curving his lips.

      “Of course I did.” Only in those days, it had mostly been whisky and cheese-fueled wild gorilla sex I focused on.

      “And?” he asked.

      “It’s just been…different.” I captured a long lock of hair between my fingers, and worried the end, thoroughly flattened by the long plane journey. “Steve and Shayla are a family now. Hell, even Kirkpatrick and Helena are breeding. We used to feel like a pack. A super weird and totally dysfunctional pack. But a pack, at least.”

      The mattress sank as Abernathy lowered himself onto it next to me.  “You’re inheriting a bigger pack now.”

      My chest deflated as I dropped my face into my hands. “And none of them like me.”

      “It’s not that none of them like you.” Abernathy smoothed my dress out on the bed. “It’s just that a few of them need convincing.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “I have literally been attacked by raccoon shifters twice this week.”

      “Okay, so maybe a lot of them need convincing.” Abernathy reached over, his warm heavy hand coming to rest on mine. “But that’s exactly what you’re going to do.”

      “You really believe that?”

      “With all my heart.” Abernathy lifted my hands to his lips and kissed my knuckles. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have to see to my own outfit.”

      “You look pretty fucking fantastic just right this second.”

      Clearing his throat, he rose from the bed and crossed to an ornate wardrobe, tucked in a corner against a wall papered with an ornate pastoral scene. Abernathy pulled open the cabinet with a flourish and produced a hanger bearing an outfit that produced an instant rush of heat in my travel-rumpled panties. Black suit jacket, a kilt in the Abernathy tartan, a sporran, and a crisp white shirt.

      I licked my lips. “Please, dear gods, tell me you’ve got the kilt hose and Ghillie brogues.”

      Reaching back into the cabinet, Abernathy returned with a box that he waggled at me suggestively. “We aim to please.”

      I know it sounds absolutely crazy, but picturing Abernathy in this outfit, a single beam of sunlight penetrated the whirling black ball of anxiety that had been following me around like a cartoon storm cloud.

      It’s important to have something to look forward to in life.

      Several hours later, aided by an epic nap and lurid shower sex, I found myself almost—dare I say it—excited for the evening’s festivities.

      Laced into my new dress with Abernathy’s help, I stood at the window, a crystal tumbler of Red Breast 27-year-old whiskey in hand. With its warmth in my throat, I watched nightfall wash the rolling hills surrounding the castle a deeper green, as bonfires began dotting the landscape, their cheery glow making shadows caper among the old stone walls. I wondered how many people had witnessed exactly this same sight. How many creatures, their bones now feeding the earth, had loved and lost by that same light?

      I felt warm hands slide around my waist, breath tickling as Abernathy nuzzled my bare neck. Deciding my hair could not be counted on to help me remain as charming as possible in the Irish spring night, I had gathered most of it into a bun and made a half-assed attempt at braids to wind around the base.

      “Ready?” he asked, the deep rumble of his voice every bit as smoky as the peat-fed fires.

      I surrendered my weight to the circle of his arms. “I’m not sure if this is the kind of thing a girl can ever be ready for.”

      “Tonight’s the easy part,” he said, pressing his lips against the shivery place where baby hairs sprang from my neck like the springs from a broken clock.

      “Well, that’s marvelously reassuring.” Swirling the last of the amber liquid in a tumbler that probably cost more than many of the paintings I had studied in grad school, I tipped it down my throat.

      My stomach took an epic dive toward my toes when there was a sharp rap at the door. Was this it? My official summoning?

      I waited for Abernathy to do the gallant thing by going to answer it, and was more than a little piqued when he remained rooted to the spot.

      “I think it’s for you,” he said.

      A memory arrived in my brain like a gift.

      My Oma, incensed whenever unexpected visitors arrived at our door. She’d risen from the couch, rolled her shoulders back, lifted her chin, and set her German glare to stun. Channeling her as effectively as I could, I rose, walked across the ornate carpet, flung open the door, and screamed.
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      “Surprise, ye lanky twat!”

      Allan Ede stood before me, his dark, neat head held at a cocky angle, his arms flung wide.

      “You’re here!” I gasped.

      He clucked at me, his oddly endearing longer two front teeth pillowed against his lower lip. “Like I was goin’ to miss your bloody coronation.”

      I don’t exactly remember launching myself at him. But then again, I rarely did. I only became aware that, at some point, delicate fingertips began digging at my biceps.

      “Leave off,” he croaked. “You’re collapsing me trachea.”

      Chastened, I extracted myself, leaving a startled Allan massaging his reddened neck.

      He was paler than I remembered behind his rectangular black-rimmed Gucci glasses, a waxy sheen adding years to a face that had always seemed to me unnaturally, eternally young.  He wore his customary turquoise waist coat and aubergine velvet suit coat, but had traded the matching pants for a kilt of the same hues, sparkling throughout with crisscrossing lines of buttery yellow stitching.

      “Like a python on methamphetamines you are,” he said in his endearing posh cockney accent. “I see me packages arrived okay?”

      “You knew?” Hands on hips, I turned to Abernathy.

      “’Course he knew. Who d’you think made the bloody gown, then?” Allan bustled into our room with his characteristically prissy gait. “Well, you lot sure ain’t in the cheap seats,” he said, standing before our obscenely large picture window.

      “How was your flight?” Abernathy asked, sipping at his drink.

      “Awful. I was sat next to a yowlin’ brat what done a vomit on me trousers not twenty minutes after take-off. I’ll be needin’ a bottle of bleach and a plunger to get the smell of chips and curdled milkshake out me nostrils.” He shuddered.

      “Can I make you a drink?” I offered. “That might fog the memory at least.”

      “Don’t bother, love. I’ll do it meself.” He crossed over to the cabinet and busied himself with the bottles, tossing a look back in my direction. “So, how d’you feel?”

      “About like this.” Reaching under my armpits, I produced the wadded washrags I’d stuffed into the edge of the tight bodice shortly after Abernathy had helped wrestle me into it.

      “Listen here, you.” Allan dumped ice from the sweating brushed metal bucket into a cut crystal glass, glancing at my discarded sweat pads with a mix of irritation and exasperation. “There ain’t no one ‘ere that’s got a more legitimate claim to rule as you. And if they tell you any different, they can bloody well wank a walrus.”

      “Wow,” I said. “That’s an oddly specific image.”

      Lifting a pristine-looking gin and tonic to his lips, Allan took a healthy slug. “Oh gawd, did I need that.” He exhaled, his shoulders lowering from his earlobes. “Strikes me that the real problem ain’t that the other shifters don’t believe that you’re the true alpha.”

      “Then what is?” I asked.

      “That you don’t,” Allan said. He really did have the most annoying habit of staring directly into my psyche.

      “I feel attacked.” I sank onto the chaise longue, the corset keeping my back brutally straight in a way that was both restrictive and comforting. As if my inability to breathe was the fault of the dress instead of a generalized anxiety disorder.

      Allan plopped down next to me, sending up a waft of crisp, expensive cologne, soap, and gin. “I know this is all disgustingly overwhelmin’, but here’s the thing. Werewolves are pack animals, love. As long as you can win over their alphas, everyone else’ll ‘ave no choice but to accept you.”

      “And how exactly am I supposed to win them over when I can’t even shift? Isn’t that like the most basic requirement?”

      “Not necessarily.” Allan raised one dark, expertly-manscaped eyebrow in a sly expression.

      “Well?” I prompted, hoping for some kind of magic bullet.

      “Alpha energy.” Allan sipped at his drink, the ice clinking in his glass. “Part of being an alpha is knowin’ that you’ve got bollocks the size of grapefruits knockin’ about between your legs.”

      “Um, I literally do not have that,” I reminded him.

      “Right,” he said. “You just need to make ‘em think that you think you do.”

      A fresh film of sweat bloomed beneath my arms. “Basically the best advice that a millennia-old werewolf can offer is fake it till you make it?”

      “Basically yes.” Allan took another sip of his drink. “Take Henry Cavil, for instance.”

      “He’s okay, I guess,” I said, flicking a careful look at Abernathy. “If you like the sweary and stabby type.”

      “Now, if he can go from a rosy-cheeked lad to sword-wielding sociopath monster slayer with just the addition of a white wig and a bit of gruntin’, surely you can do the same.”

      “You want me to wear a wig?” I asked, not entirely certain where he was going with this, but grateful for the mental imagery all the same.

      “What I mean,” he said, resting a hand on my knee through the lush tartan, “and don’t take this the wrong way, love, but perhaps talkin’ less and practicin’ your resting bitch face might be in your best interest?”

      “Let me get this straight,” I said. “You want me to win over the alphas by not talking to them?”

      Abernathy cleared his throat, walking to the drink cabinet to set his glass aside. “It’s not the worst idea I’ve ever heard.”

      Were my ribs not being slowly crushed into my lungs, I might have snatched the lace-up Mary Jane from my foot and lobbed it at him. I settled for a someone is totally not getting laid until my willpower breaks in a couple hours look.

      “There!” Allan said excitedly. “That’s perfect!”

      “Well, I’ll do my best to keep exactly one expression on my face all evening and prevent words from coming out of it at all costs.”

      “Speakin’ of,” Allan cut in, casting a pointed glance at Abernathy. “Were you planning on getting’ dressed Mr. Insist that Everyone Wear a Kilt?”

      Abernathy stalked to the wardrobe and lifted the hangers bearing his clothes. “Five minutes,” he said, closing the bathroom door behind him.

      “Five minutes,” Allan mocked, reaching down to smooth a hand over his kilt. “I can’t believe he talked me into this. The eel and two pearls, hanging out there for the world to see. A breeze blowing round the ol’ rope.”

      “You could wear skivvies,” I said.

      Swirling his drink, Allan drained the few remaining sips before setting it on the round wooden table next to the chaise. “That’s what’s a matter with you pups today. No respect for tradition.”

      “Ready?”

      I turned, and promptly had to peel my jaw off the Persian rug.

      Seeing Abernathy’s outfit on the hanger did exactly nothing to prepare me for the sight of them on the man himself.

      He stood in the doorway to the bathroom. Crisp white shirt with the sleeves rolled to the crooks of his elbows, a vest black as night, a kilt of the Abernathy tartan with the barest hint of his powerful thigh muscles below the hemline, his painfully perfect, muscular calves bulging beneath the cream-colored knit fabric of the kilt hose.

      I had seen him in a traditional Scottish garb once before, for Steve and Shayla’s wedding, but something about that outfit in the current context had me spinning into vivid fantasies of boning on horseback as we tore across the emerald carpet of the surrounding moors.

      Wordlessly, he came to my side, taking me by the wrist and tucking my arm beneath his, my fingers wrapping around his bicep, my forearm sandwiched against the heat of his ribs. He smelled of wool and pine-resin soap, and clean, delicious skin.

      Riding the wave of dizzying hormonal intoxication laced with whisky, I allowed myself to be squired through the door and down the hall. We passed ornate tapestries bearing an array of mystical creatures from unicorns to leprechauns. I idly wondered just how many of them had at one point wandered these very halls.

      As we neared the top of the stairs, a humming swell of conversation punctured by a staccato bolt of laughter froze me in my tracks. Allan ran directly into my back, which did nothing to help keep my heart from lurching around my ribcage like a drunken bird.

      “Breathe,” Abernathy whispered through the side of his mouth.

      “Easier said than done,” I hissed back.

      What followed was a blur of introductions. Names and faces and handshakes of varying strength and enthusiasm.

      The O’Farrens. Cillian, who I’d met earlier and his wife, Sloane, who, like her husband, was pale and freckled, but blessed with wide brown eyes that reminded me of the elk fawn, and a waist-length waterfall of hair the color of sunlit garnet.

      The Harvaldsens. Ingevar, Astrilde, Aric, and Geirolf, who were blond and braw, and looked like Nordic supermodels filling in as extras from the show Vikings. And then there was Knud, who was at least half a foot taller than his family, significantly less comely, and seemed like he could drive someone into the ground like a tent stake with his ham-sized fist.

      And finally, the McGavins. Frankly, I wasn’t certain someone not so far back in their line may have mated with a bear, all wolf shifter status aside. Aillig, his mate, and their sons, Leathan and Lachlan, all shared the same inky black hair. Isla had thankfully escaped the protuberant brow shared by her husband and sons, but looked even meaner for it.

      The iron band slowly crushing my ribs eased incrementally when I had made the full round, shaking leathery palms, side-kissing fragrant cheeks, and mostly trying not to think about the malice that had crackled between Abernathy and Aillig when I’d been presented to him.

      I was feeling hot and a little dizzy when Cillian’s shrill whistle echoed through the soaring hall.

      My stomach roller-coaster flipped when the crowd went silent and all eyes swiveled to me.

      “It’s time for the first dance,” Cillian bellowed. “And as the Halla na Mac Tíre is hostin’, I get the pleasure of goin’ first.”

      Bodies shuffled backward, clearing a circle in the center of the room.

      Cillian sauntered across the circle, stood before me, and bowed, his curls sweeping over his flushed, freckled cheeks. Like Abernathy and the McGavins, he wore a kilt, but his was all of a saffron-gold color with smaller pleats. His white shirt billowed at the sleeves and was open at the chest, crisscrossed by a leather strap like a shoelace.

      He placed one hand behind his back and held the other out to me.

      “May I?” he asked.

      “You may,” I said.

      Abernathy placed my hand in Cillian’s and he led me out to the center of the circle. We faced each other, my left hand on his shoulder, my right gently gripped in his.

      It was so strange to be this close to a man who was not Abernathy, so foreign to smell another male’s skin, and the sweet, grainy beer on his breath. To feel the shape of foreign muscles beneath my palm.

      Cillian’s narrow nostrils flared ever so slightly and his expression gentled. He winked at me and leaned close. “Don’t you worry, love. Just follow me lead.”

      I nodded and attempted a quick mental review of the steps I’d practiced with YouTube as my sole instructor.

      The band began again, a bright, string-driven jig.

      Follow his lead, I did. To my utter shock and relief, we were moving effortlessly in a playful loop around the circle, hopping and spinning, the momentum dizzying and light.

      Cillian laughed and I realized I, too, was laughing as the crowd clapped and cheered in time. The knot of anxiety in my chest melting into a grateful glow.

      It died an abrupt and violent death when we stopped in front of Ingevar Harvaldsen, who bowed, but looked about as excited to dance with me as to swallow steel rebar.

      On cue, the music shifted to a harsher, sharper more percussive tempo.

      “May I,” he barked, presenting me a broad, callused palm and assessing, with eyes of Baltic blue.

      “You may,” I said.

      His hand closed over mine, and he pulled me to the center of the circle where he turned and placed a hand at the tip of my waist.

      I summoned what was left of the endorphins dancing with Cillian and smiled up at his stony face. “I like your braids,” I whispered, glancing at the ornate knots that wound from his temple to the base of a gray-blond ponytail at the crown of his head. Beneath it, his head had been shaved in an undercut.

      I received the barest twitch of a smile and considered this a good sign.

      He swung me into step with him, his movements more deliberate and precise than Cillian’s had been, the cadence more ritualistic and calculated. We had made only once around the circle when Aillig McGavin lurched into our path, drawing a murmur from the crowd.

      Ingevar halted abruptly to avoid crashing into him, a barbed invective muttered under his breath.

      Aillig’s meaty palm shot out, swaying a little as his barrel of a chest listed slightly. “May I?” His words were heavy, sticky with booze.

      I caught Abernathy’s eye across the room, and though he looked mere inches from removing Aillig’s head from his non-existent neck, he jerked an almost imperceptible nod.

      “You may,” I said.

      His grip bordered on painful, the bones in my knuckles scraping across one another.

      Reluctantly, I placed my hand on his shoulder, finding the rough fabric of his shirt already damp with sweat.

      As if I were in any position to judge.

      The sharp peal of bagpipes joined the strings and he lurched forward, dragging me in his wake. Though I tried my best to keep up, he scarcely let my feet land on the floor before he was flinging me into the next abrupt turn.

      A wave of nausea gripped my stomach as the crowd blurred behind the wild, dark mane of his hair.

      The music stopped at last, the song’s final note echoing through the hall as Aillig dipped me, my torso sinking toward his thigh, his thick knee driving between the shoulder blades, knocking what little breath I had out of me.

      His face loomed above mine, his coarse, heavy cheeks sweat-slicked and whisky-bloomed, and ugly smile twisting his mouth within the crop circle of his beard. Bog-brown eyes burned into mine beneath heavy lids and thick black brows, the one on the left interrupted by a single spot of pigment-less white.

      I, and I alone, saw that split second flick of his gaze to my throat, to the wildly pulsing jugular vein, before he hoisted me back to my feet.

      I pulled myself free, not wanting to wait another single second to not have his hands on me.

      A last look passed between us before he turned and rejoined his pack.

      I flew to Abernathy’s side under a downpour of applause pierced by another of Cillian’s eardrum-puncturing whistles.

      “Outside with ye, rabble,” he called. “There’s mead and feasting to be had!”

      The rumbling crowd began to ooze toward the giant wooden double doors, which had been flung wide, admitting a bracing breeze that smelled like damp leaves, rain, and the sea. I drew in a deep breath, feeling it clear my head.

      “Are you okay?” Abernathy’s hand pressed against my lower back as his lips tickled the sensitive skin of my ear.

      “I’m pretty sure I smell like sausage now and everyone one hates me and I’m terrified, but you know, other than that, I’m totally good.”

      “No one hates you.”

      “What about Aillig McGavin?” I accused. “Did you see the way he was looking at me while we were dancing?”

      “Aillig McGavin has the social skills of a rump roast,” Abernathy said, guiding me towards the doors. “You were amazing.”

      “He’s right,” Allan added. “You managed to make the oaf look ‘alf decent.”

      We melted into the exodus of revelers spilling out into the night. “What’s next on the agenda?”

      “Now, we dance,” Abernathy said.

      “More dancing?” I asked. “But Cillian said feasting.”

      Abernathy smirked down at me. “Well, we have to work up an appetite first.”

      “I don’t,” I said. “My appetite requires no work whatsoever. It’s pretty low maintenance that way. And anyway, last I remembered, dancing wasn’t exactly your favorite thing. Both of the previous occasions to my knowledge involved you consuming copious amounts of alcohol.”

      “This isn’t that kind of dancing.” A mysterious light glimmered in his eyes as we made our way outside.

      There, next to a large bonfire, a brick of a man with a wooden bucket of blue paint beckoned to us. Glancing around, I saw that there were several others, each of them corresponding with one of the family groups.

      Abernathy shrugged out of his vest and began unbuttoning his shirt, placing it in a pile of other discarded clothing on a table nearby.

      “I wasn’t aware this was a check-your-shirt-at-the-door situation,” I said, turning to Allan.

      “This is just bloody humiliatin’,” he grumbled, plucking at the buttons on his vest. “I look like a twink at a Muscle Mary convention.”

      Allan folded his shirt with expert precision, capturing the collar under his chin creating a perfect, display-style square with a quick, complicated series of sleeve tucks. He placed it well apart from the others and covered it in someone’s discarded cloak. “Took me 28 hours to make this feckin’ thing. I’m not about to let some mouth-breather with a neck beard spill ‘is cheap ale on it.”

      Together, we joined Abernathy and watched as the man dipped three fingers into the bucket and smeared it across each of Abernathy’s pectoral muscles, creating a surprisingly accurate rendering of the sort of gauges a wolf’s claws might leave.

      Firelight kissed the still-wet paint with a flickering patina of copper as Abernathy turned to me. The man with the paint raised sent me a questioning look, a thick, blunt finger dripping blue.

      I glanced around at the other women, noting that some had similar markings around their collarbones, others on their cheeks.

      “Oh,” I said. “No thanks. I uh…actually break out really easily.”

      His hulking shoulders jerked upwards in a suit yourself gesture.

      Thus anointed, Abernathy placed a large, warm hand on the back of my neck and steered me toward a long table laden with what I can only describe as Christmas dinner at Henry the VIII’s house. A whole roasted pig, its skin burnished a deep mahogany, complete with an apple tucked into its snout. Every type of game bird imaginable. Silver platters of tumbling fruits and steaming crocks of various stews, soups, and sauces. And cheese. Dear God, the cheese. Endless thick wooden boards decorated with architectural displays of every kind imaginable. And at the end of the table closest to the fire, a woman filled silver tankards from a giant wooden cask.

      “First things first,” Abernathy said, stalking toward the drink station. I followed behind him, watching the firelight worship the sloping planes of muscle on his broad, bare back. He handed a tankard to me before taking one for himself.

      “What’s this?” I asked.

      “Mead,” he said. “Traditional for all shifter celebrations.” He clinked his vessel with mine.

      “It’ll have you gettin’ into the spirit of things or I’ll know the reason why.” Glancing beyond Abernathy, I saw the woman smiling warmly at me, her round cheeks flushed with excitement and probably more than a little of her own draught.

      I sniffed at it, the aroma of yeast and honey tickling my nostrils. The first sip slid down my throat like warm, spiced silk. The second suffused my soul with sunshine. The third conjured a boundless love for all mankind, and for the beings around me in particular.

      Meanwhile, Abernathy had his vessel tipped upward, chugging as his throat worked over a series of swallows. A chorus of cheers erupted as he wiped a jewel-like drop of mead from his lips with the back of his hand. Clunking his tankard down on the table, it was immediately refilled.

      I could remember how surprised I had been the first time I discovered how high the average werewolf’s alcohol tolerance actually was over shots of 151 at the pub down the street from the gallery. Karaoke had quickly become involved.

      Thing was, I wasn’t sure if my inability to shift also meant that my alcohol tolerance had remained solidly human as well.

      One way to find out.

      Following Abernathy’s example, I drained my glass and was rewarded with an even more enthusiastic series of hoots, grunts, and shouts.

      A flare of pride coursed through me as I pushed my glass up next to Abernathy’s for a refill. If I couldn’t wow them with my ability to shift, then I’d win them over with my German constitution, by God.

      Heat surged from my navel to my neck, thickening the air to the point where I actually reached out to steady myself against it. “Whoa,” I said.

      Abernathy caught me by the arm. “You okay?”

      “You’re really handsome,” I said, looking up into his concerned face.

      “Be careful with that stuff, love.” Allan had appeared at my elbow, offering up a hunk of dark brown bread slathered with a thick carpet of ludicrously yellow Irish butter and topped with a fat slab of Brie. “I once woke up in a ditch stark naked with a basket of courgettes and a mule named Sir Francis Drake.”

      Gratefully accepting the bread, I took a lusty bite. “Thank you for always taking such good care of me.”

      A chorus of howls raked the air, raising a colony of gooseflesh on my arms. Before their eerie echoes had even begun to die, they were met with rumbling drums and a low, guttural chanting rose up to meet it, filling the night with a hypnotic drone.

      Then the sounds split, and I understood that sounds were a call and response, each clan with its own rhythm and dialect. Slowly at first, then with increasing intensity, the bodies around us began to move.

      Abernathy and Allan snagged glances.

      “Gawd, I’m too old for this shit,” Allan sighed, setting his own tankard aside.

      Abernathy held out a hand to me.

      I felt my feet rooted to the spot. Apparently, even throating an entire mug of mead wasn’t enough to relieve me of all traces of my super adorable social anxiety.

      “I think I’ll just…um, watch for a little bit then join in when I get the hang of it.”

      “You’re sure?” Abernathy asked.

      “Positive,” I said. “You go. Chant and grunt and dance and stuff.”

      “Just long enough to satisfy social bonds.” Wrapping a possessive arm around my waist, Abernathy drew me to him. His naked chest was warm and hard beneath my palm, his lips hot against mine, honey and spice on his tongue.

      When he was gone, I carried my bread and mead over to the large log before the fire where the only other attendee not dancing had seated himself.

      “Knud, wasn’t it?” I asked, perching a few feet away.

      He, like the other members of the Úlfhéðnar, wore not kilts, but leather breeches, each bearing a unique pattern of tanned symbols and runes.

      Knud neither turned to me nor replied.

      Though I had mostly adhered to Allan’s advice to keep my mouth shut and my expression salty, I couldn’t resist connecting with the only other creature who might just be more uncomfortable than I was.

      “You’re not much into the dancing either I take it?”

      I looked at him as the fire popped, shooting a brief spray of embers into the air like confetti. An orange glow bathed features so stony and primal, they could have been swiped from an Easter Island statue.

      “Just so you know,” I said around a mouthful of bread and cheese, “my first act as the heir will be to outlaw all events requiring group dancing and singing. I mean, who even decided that this was a thing that humans should be required to do?”

      His monolith of a head tilted toward me an almost imperceptible degree.

      Encouraged, I continued with renewed effort as was the way of my people. “Not that I’m saying you’re just a human. Even though there’s really nothing wrong with being just a human. I was. Am, I guess. At least partly. This shifting thing isn’t as easy as everyone makes it look.”

      A jaw that could probably break granite twitched.

      “If you’re not born a shifter, all of this is really jarring, you know? Like no one tells you how exactly you’re supposed to do it. And then there’s the clans and ancient blood grudges and who can even keep track?” Popping the last bite of bread into my mouth, I washed it down with a swallow of mead. “I’m trying. I really am. But like, once upon a time I thought werewolves existed only in paranormal romance novels and movies with bad CGI. Speaking of, did you ever see The Howling?”

      Then, to my absolute and utter shock, Knud reached up, a hand on either side of his head, his middle and index fingers an eerily accurate rendering of the overly long ears of The Howling’s iconic protagonist.

      “Yes!” A golden wave of mead washed over the rim of my mug in my excitement at his recognition. “How ridiculous was he?”

      The corner of Knud’s mouth creased.

      “You’re a really good listener,” I said. “Has anyone ever told you that?”

      His body stiffened and the recognition that he likely wasn’t in the habit of receiving compliments lodged itself in my chest like an arrow.

      I was on the point of engaging him with further movie trivia when two brawny bodies with the particular aroma of horse sweat and booze staggered from the crowd, rudely dropping themselves down between me and Knud.

      The butter and cheese curdled in my stomach as recognition settled in.

      Lachlan and Leathan. The twin sons of one Aillig McGavin.

      The brother closest to me—I’d be damned if I knew which twin it was—breathed high-proof fumes into my face as he squinted dark, piggy little eyes at me.

      “You’ve got a puss like a melted Wellie,” he said, the booze making his Scottish brogue thick as cold mud.

      I glanced down at my lap. “I beg your pardon?”

      “He means yer face,” his brother said. “Ye look like someone pished in yer ale.”

      “Oh,” I said, simultaneously relieved and insulted at the same time. “Well, I don’t have ale, so that’s a relative impossibility.”

      Leathan/Lachlan’s torso sagged towards mine, the resulting action casting an even stronger current of musk in my direction. “How is it a fit lassie such as yerself isnae out there kickin’ a leg up?”

      I sipped at my mead in what I hoped was a prim and unapproachable manner, which is no easy feat, I don’t mind telling you.

      “I have an aversion to dancing in public.”

      A heavy hand landed on my knee, the fingernails rimmed with a grimy corona black as the devil’s smegma. His inky brow—yes, there was truly only one of them to speak of—lowered suggestively over heavy-lidded eyes more than a hair too close together. “We could always go somewhere private, then, eh?”

      “Ease off, Lachlan,” his twin said, chucking him in the shoulder. “Ye know she’s Abernathy’s bit of arse.”

      “Excuse me,” I said, picking up Lachlan’s hand with two pincered fingers and placing it back on his own exposed thigh. “I am more than just a bit of arse.” I had meant it as a rebuke against the diminishment of my role in Abernathy’s life, but ended up sounding like an argument about the size of my hindquarters.

      “Aye,” Leathan agreed. “He’s a lucky man, your Abernathy. You’re a double-decker pecker wrecker if ever there was one.”

      “And Lord knows he’s had plenty of those,” Lachlan added, his voice oily with suggestion.

      Before this moment, I hadn’t exactly allowed myself to think about the people who had known Abernathy for centuries. What unwelcome revelations they might be able to throw in my face.

      “Do ye remember that Lughnasadh the summer when he were twenty-three?” Leathan lifted his tankard to his lips and took a lusty swallow, amber liquid dribbling down into a pelt of black chest hair that would make a bear feel bald.

      “When he lined those lassies up over a hay bale, lifted their skirts and laid the tadger to them one after the other?” Lachlan burst into a wheezy gale of laughter that made his belly shake.

      Though I was nothing of an expert in Scottish slang, I managed to work out by context that tadger most likely referred to man bits.

      “They were fair gantin’ for it.” Leathan slapped his meaty thigh. “And there you were in the hay loft hollering gee it laudy while having a yank!”

      “You’re talking shite.” Some of the levity had evaporated from Lachlan’s voice as he sulked.

      By this point, Leathan was laughing so hard that white curds of saliva had appeared at the corners of his mouth and words came out in onion-scented bursts. “I’m surprised…you didn’t pull your…willie clean off.”

      “Hawd yer wheesht,” Lachlan thundered, his face turning a vibrant shade of pre-stroke purple.

      At which point, Leathan fell backwards off the log, knees spread wide beneath his soiled kilt, treating me to an unintentional view of what looked like a toadstool in a bird’s nest.

      My stomach turned as I rose to my feet, unsure whether it was this unsolicited junk sighting, the amount of mead I’d necked, or the revelations about Abernathy’s wayward youth that had me feeling in imminent danger of projectile vomiting. “Excuse me,” I said. “I think I better go find my mate.”

      Lachlan grabbed me by the wrist and hauled me backward. “Gonny no dae that.”

      “Aye.” Leathan had thankfully righted himself. “We’re glad to see Abernathy’s finally settlin’ doon. With him out eh commission, there’ll finally be some tail for the rest of us.”

      They both broke into another peal of drunken laughter, but Lachlan failed to release my wrist.

      “Let me go,” I insisted.

      “You’ll no be a snitch, eh?” His eyes went the flat, dead calm of a shark.

      “Abernathy and I have no secrets from each other.” The words were bitter ash on my tongue. Because experience had taught me this was categorically untrue.

      “Oh, sweet lass,” Lachlan drawled, his smug expression bearing an undercurrent of knowledge I cared for not at all. “I bet that isnae so.”

      “Let. Me. Go.” I said through gritted teeth. Scanning the crowd, Abernathy was nowhere to be found.

      “Not until ye—”

      Lachlan’s words stopped abruptly, his mouth hanging open, blinking in rapid succession as a gurgling fart ripped out of him. His hand fell away from my wrist as his knees buckled and he fell into a malodorous heap at my feet.

      Knud stood behind him, one massive fist balled at his side, thunderheads on his face as he sent a menacing glare in Leathan’s direction.

      “Keep thee heid.” He held up his hands in a gesture of innocent supplication as he knelt next to his brother and hoisted him into a seated position. “We were just takin’ the pish.”

      Once halfway vertical, Lachlan listed to and fro, scrubbing his face with his hand. “Ach. I’m burstin’ for a shite.” With Leathan’s help, he gained his feet and they stalked off to presumably violate the scattering of bushes beyond the nearest wall.

      I turned to Knud, who watched them go with a narrowed gaze.

      “Thank you,” I said. “If there’s ever anything I can do to repay the favor, I promise you, I will.”

      I meant it, no matter how lame it sounded. Because what in all actuality could I reasonably do for a hulking Úlfhéðnar werewolf that he couldn’t realistically do for himself?

      He resumed his place on the log, staring out over the revelers, who had officially whipped themselves into a thrumming, vibrant frenzy.

      Some were fully nude now. Sky-clad, as I’d heard it called in descriptions of rituals. Others in wolf form, exuberantly bounding in and out of the circles, throwing their heads back to howl.

      I stood back and watched, feeling scooped out and hollow. Separate. Through a parting in the crowd, I spotted Abernathy and Allan, both of whom had now managed to ditch their hose and shoes and were doing some sort of complicated circle fling, their black-bottomed feet flying out behind them.

      I willed Abernathy to see me. To feel me looking at him and meet his gaze with mine. Finding me. Anchoring me. Showing me I belonged exactly where I was, despite all the things I couldn’t be and couldn’t do.

      Only, he didn’t.

      Loneliness yawned open in my chest.

      All I wanted in that moment was a bath and a bed, and decided to set off in search of both. I set my tankard on the table, refusing a refill and pointed myself back toward the castle. I had made it about fifty paces away from the festivities when all sound abruptly died. Not quieted.

      Died.

      The cricket song. The night birds. The hush and sigh of the wind. The rustle of leaves in the trees.

      Slowly turning back toward the crowd, a cold chill spilled down my back as I saw that the celebrations continued uninterrupted. Dancing. Laughing. Drinking.

      But all completely silent.

      Despite feeling the thundering in my chest, I couldn’t hear the pounding in my ears. Couldn’t hear the sound of my own ragged breaths. A deep, sinking dread stole over me, making my bones ache.

      Ice water replaced the blood in my veins as one word boomed through my head.

      Run.

      I ran.

      Gathering my skirts in two frantic fists, I sprinted for all I was worth, praying I wouldn’t roll my ankle in a ditch as surely not a single soul would hear me screaming for help.

      With the castle in sight, I forced my screaming legs to carry me faster until I flung myself through the giant door and heaved it closed behind me.

      “Everything all right, miss?”

      I recognized the same snowy-haired gentleman who had handled our luggage earlier. His blue eyes were kind within, the creases at their corners indicating he’d spent more time smiling than frowning.

      “Fine, Darragh,” I said, struggling to catch my breath. “I just…got feeling a little funny.”

      “You’re quite safe here,” he said, a gentle smile on his weathered face. “I assure you. The O’Farrens have taken every possible precaution for this special occasion.”

      “Thank you,” I said, desperately trying not to wheeze in his general direction. “I think I’ll just retire to my room.”

      “May I bring you up some warm milk?” he asked, lacing his fingers together over the stomach of a gray waistcoat.

      I was on the point of refusing as was my default setting with all unsolicited acts of kindness when I realized just how wonderful warm milk sounded.

      “That would be lovely, if it isn’t too much trouble.”

      “You run along and I’ll have it up to you in two shakes.” He bowed and bustled off toward the kitchen.

      I ascended the grand staircase on wobbly legs, feeling perilously close to crying but not entirely sure why. The walk to the door of our suite felt about three times farther away than it had when we’d arrived earlier, and it was with great relief that I pushed through the door.

      I kicked off my shoes and crossed the plush carpet to the window overlooking the festivities. As I searched the gathering for Abernathy and Allan, I worked at the ribbons lacing my corset together, shimmying them apart by degrees as I’d been taught. When at last I could draw a full breath into my ribcage, I worked it up and over my shoulders, relishing the feeling of freedom when it sighed to the floor at my feet.

      I returned the dress to the hanger, zipped it back into the garment bag, and hung it in the wardrobe. In nothing but my underthings, I padded into the bathroom and slipped into my robe, eagerly releasing my hair from its braids and bun before the mirror. Thus liberated, I sat on the side of the tub and squeaked on the tap, relishing the purifying sound of hot water sluicing into the tub as I massaged my tender scalp.

      Moments later, there was a knock on the door.

      I prepared myself for the friendly sight of the butler bearing a silver tray laden with a steaming mug of milk as I crossed to the door, a sunny “thank you” dying on my lips as I opened it.

      And saw Morrison.
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      “I’m so sorry, Miss.” Darragh dabbed at the damp spot on his jacket as he crouched over the wreckage of a tray. I was certain it had been arranged with care before I upended it in blind panic trying to shove him back and shut the door.

      “No, I’m sorry. I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I could swear that—” I stopped myself, not wanting to make the brief and brutal vision real by giving it words. “Never mind.” I shook my head. “It sounds crazy.”

      “Perhaps not as crazy as you might think.” His expression was open and encouraging as he picked up the pieces of a china cup so delicate I felt a genuine pang of sorrow for what it must have looked like before it shattered into shards on the floor.

      “When I opened the door, I...I saw someone else.” And I had. I would have sworn it. Down to the hollow black eyes and gaunt, bone-white skin.

      A knowing look passed over his face then. “This is a very old place. And full of many spirits. Some of them not as—” he hesitated, “—kind as others.”

      But then, Morrison wasn’t really a spirit.

      Or was he?

      I thought back to Crixus’s words about Morrison’s emotional signature. How it had ceased to exist on any detectable plane. Could it be that he had become something altogether…other?

      Gathering the sodden fabric napkin, I placed it on the tray next to the silver tea pot that Darragh had filled with hot milk.

      “Very kind of you, miss.” He rose to his feet with a creaking and a grimace that belied the cost of his effort. “I’ll be right back with some more milk.”

      “Please don’t,” I insisted. “I’ve caused you enough trouble already.”

      “Are you quite sure?” he asked.

      “Positive,” I said. “Please go enjoy what remains of your evening.”

      “I’ll say goodnight then.” A smile creased his papery cheeks.

      I closed the door after him, remembering the tub with a stab of panic. Luckily, I caught it just before the water spilled over the edge and onto the polished marble floor. I bent over to pull the plug and nearly leapt out of my own skin when a smeared reflection appeared over my shoulder.

      I swung without thinking, my fist flying backward out of reflex. It connected with a satisfying crunch.

      “Jesus Christ!” Abernathy clutched at his face, blood seeping through the creases in his cupped hands.

      “Oh God!” My hand landed over my sternum. “You scared the shit out of me.”

      “What the hell is wrong with you?” Abernathy’s voice was distorted behind his hands.

      Oh, the many varied and vibrant answers to that question.

      “Well, I was walking back to the house and everything went all quiet and then I got here and the butler was bringing me milk but then I opened the door and saw Morrison’s face and knocked his tray over and then you showed up—”

      “You saw Morrison?” he asked, shuffling over to the sink.

      “It was the weirdest thing. I opened the door and I would have sworn Morrison was standing there, but then he wasn’t. I feel like I’m losing my mind.” I ran my hands through the wind-tangled mass of my hair.

      Not that I had much of one to begin with.

      Abernathy leaned over the sink as he examined his reflection in the mirror, wrinkling his nose and rotating his lips over crimson-stained teeth. Already, he had begun to heal, the freshest of blood abruptly ceasing its flow from his fine, flared nostrils.

      “Here,” I said, turning on the tap and sinking a washrag under the cold water. “Let me.”

      He flinched away at first.

      “Oh, don’t be a baby.” Gently, I dabbed at the blood on his lip and chin. “Here, hold still.”

      Slowly and with great care, I removed every last trace, smear by smear. “There,” I said, rinsing out the rag. “Good as new.”

      Abernathy dipped his face under the tap, filled his mouth, and spat pink water into the white marble bowl before drying his face on a towel.

      “What are you doing up here anyway?” he asked.

      I glanced down at my bare feet. “I got tired.”

      With a finger under my chin, Abernathy tilted my face up to his. “What are you really doing up here?”

      Stepping backward to release myself from the force of his gaze, I walked back into our room and settled on the edge of the bed.

      “Lachlan and Leathan were sharing some stories of celebrations past,” I said.

      To his eternal credit, Abernathy had the presence to look sheepish. “Lughnasadh?”

      “So it’s true then?” I picked at an invisible lint ball on the bedspread.

      “Hanna.” Abernathy sighed. “That was over 400 years ago.”

      “Exactly how many?”

      “How many what?” he asked.

      “How many women exactly were lined up over that hay bale?” As soon as the question was out of my mouth, I wanted to reel it back. How quickly my brain would rush to assemble a mental picture based on his answer.

      “This is not information that will be helpful to you,” Abernathy said, holding his dark gaze steady on me.

      “A reasonable estimate would be appreciated.”

      He blew out a whoosh of air and examined the air above his head as if watching a replay. “More than five but less than twenty?”

      “Twenty?” I gaped. “Are you fucking serious?”

      “I said less than twenty.” He collapsed onto a chair, his grass-flecked feet stretching out in front of him.

      “But you don’t know how many less.” I hugged my arms across my chest.

      Honestly, it wasn’t even him I was upset with. It was me. For assuming that just because he was now the strong, silent, serious, brooding, reserved, book-reading type, that he’d always been that way. Or had I brought that out in him? I realized that I had absolutely no basis of comparison for his personality and habits before I’d darkened his doorstep.

      Deep in my heart, I knew my anger was totally and completely irrational. Hadn’t I bounced my way from futon to futon through a healthy swath of the fine arts department during my undergraduate degree until I’d run face-first into Doucheknuckle Dave?

      But still.

      Some number slightly less than twenty? In one night?

      I pushed myself up from the bed and returned to the bathroom, where I grabbed my make-up removing wipes and commenced with my nightly skincare routine. Such as it was.

      “Really?” Abernathy asked, slouching in the doorway.

      “Really what?” Scrubbing my face with more force than may have been required, I did my best to keep my expression neutral.

      “You’re really going to pick a fight about something I did several centuries before you were born?”

      “It’s not that you did it,” I said. “It’s that I had to hear about it from someone other than you.”

      He sat forward in the chair, resting his elbows on his knees. “You wanted me to tell you about the fact that I train-railed a score of farm maids one time when I was twenty?”

      Truly, this shouldn’t have made me just a little aroused. So much for that flawless inner compass.

      “Twenty-three,” I corrected. “And no, it’s not that one specific thing. It’s that there are people you don’t even like who know more about you than I do, and to be honest, it kind of blows.”

      Beyond the picture window before the tub, the celebration still raged on. Muffled sounds of that low, guttural, hypnotic singing now punctuated with howls.

      Abernathy drew in a deep, chest-inflating breath, rose from his chair, and stood before me, planting his hands on the bed on either side of my hips. He looked me directly in the eye.

      “I’m not a perfect man, Hanna,” he said, meeting my gaze in the mirror. “I’ve never claimed to be. I’ve made mistakes. I’ve hurt people. I’ve hurt you, and I probably will again. But I am yours. Blood to bones. Body and soul. I can’t change my past, but you are my present. My future. Every breath I draw from this moment going forward belongs to you and you alone.”

      Part of me was comforted.

      The other part, the restless, disbelieving, disaster-expecting part, nodded, smiled, and set a calendar reminder to gloat when she’d been proved right.

      I had never liked her very much.

      “Okay,” I said. Moving away from him, I checked the bathwater and found it the perfect temperature to boil away the knot of anxiety at my center. I loosed the tie on my robe and let it puddle at my feet, before stripping away panties and stepping into the bath in full view of Abernathy.

      In the earliest days of our relationship, this wasn’t the kind of thing I would have dared for a couple of very important reasons. First, because I favored cheese and crostini over yoga and keto, and second, because I had never quite made my peace with casual conversations conducted in the buff. But on this particular night, it seemed the very least of my worries.

      I allowed myself a moan of contentment as the first curls of steam tickled my cheeks.

      Abernathy stalked out to the bedroom and returned with a cut crystal tumbler with amber liquid dancing within its prismatic depths. He seated himself on the side of the bath, looking down at me through darkened eyes as he pressed it into my hand.

      “Thank you,” I said, gratefully accepting it and taking a sip.

      Rising from the side of the bath, Abernathy loosed the belt of his kilt.

      I bit my lower lip by way of trying not to drool. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “Getting in with you.”

      “Not until you rinse off that sweat and paint you’re not,” I said. “I am not at all interested in being people soup.”

      “As you wish.”

      Abernathy thumbed his boxers down and stepped into the shower, maintaining eye contact through the glass door as he turned on the spray and soaped himself.

      Once upon a time, on our very first trip together, I had listened to him through the paper-thin wall of a quaint German hotel. Then, my imagination had feverishly assembled what I had since had the chance to freely inspect. With an eye I had once dedicated to connoisseurship and provenance of late 19th century French paintings, I compared the real Abernathy to what I had first envisioned, point by point.

      And found my imagination severely lacking.

      Having not been raised in what I would deem as a naked household, I often experienced the barbed pricks of jealousy when confronted with Abernathy’s complete and utter comfort with his naked body. But then, if I looked like Abernathy, I just might feel the same. Hell, if I looked like Abernathy naked, I would probably never leave the house.

      He didn’t bother to dry himself off for the short passage from shower to tub, which I suppose made sense, given the key objective of the journey.

      He lowered himself opposite me, his long legs sandwiching mine, feet anchored on either side of my hips, muscular arms propped on either side of the tub. Water lapped just below his pectoral muscles, what I would describe as precisely the right amount of chest hair peppering the cavern between them.

      “What kind of games are we talking about tomorrow?” I asked, stirring the water with my finger. “Pin the tail on the alpha? Dodge the bullet?”

      With his head cocked to one side, Abernathy perused my face with more scrutiny than should be allowed during bath time.

      “What is it you’re so afraid of?” he asked. By his tone, I knew he wasn’t just referring to the specific situation we’d just been discussing.

      I lifted the glass to my lips, relishing the burn as the magical liquid of feeling numbing-ness scalded its way down my throat. “How long have you got?”

      Dipping his hands below the water, Abernathy fished my foot from its resting place tucked tightly against my ass and began to knead it with the long, strong strokes of his wonderfully rough thumbs.

      Not for the first time, I wondered if their scratchy texture could be attributed to Abernathy’s toe beans when he was tear-assing around in wolf form a goodly measure of the time. Because the rest of his life sure didn’t involve manual labor.

      Unless you counted keeping my pasty ass out of danger.

      Which you could.

      And should.

      Probably.

      Noticing that Abernathy’s grip on my foot had slackened, I looked up. His head lolled back against the towel he’d propped behind his neck, his dark eyelashes feathered against the smooth skin of his cheek.

      “Come on,” I said, pushing myself to my feet and wrapping myself in a towel. “Let’s get you to bed.”

      He mumbled something unintelligible, but began to shift to a seated position.

      I helped him to his feet and out of the tub and patted him mostly dry with another towel before shuffling him over to the bed. I barely had time to peel the covers back before he flopped into it, naked as a jaybird. Pushing dark, damp hair from his brow, I pulled the covers over him before quickly slipping into my standard uniform of underwear and an oversized t-shirt.

      I crawled in next to him and made sure my phone was charging and an alarm set for Really Fucking Early, planning for enough time both to get myself ready and to have a minor panic attack.

      Sleep didn’t come easy, of course. But when it finally did, I was back before the flaming river, the sky concrete gray above me and just as solid.

      Something seized me from behind, crushing my throat. Searing pain exploded in my middle, spreading outward as my pulse throbbed behind my bulging eyeballs.

      That dark, icy eternal voice echoed through my head like thunder.

      Thought about my offer?
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      “Fuck!”

      My eyes flew open and I found Abernathy blinking at me, pinning my wrists to the bed while swiftly moving the rest of his hulking form out of my legs’ direct path.

      “Oh God, I’m so sorry.”  I wiggled beneath his grasp until he released me. “I was having a bad dream.”

      Abernathy rubbed at his shin. In the silvery light of early dawn, a red welt was already rising on his naked shin. “I fucking gathered.”

      The sheets were stuck to me with a clammy film of sweat, my hair a damp rat’s nest tangle against my neck. I peeled the sheet away and swung my legs over the side of the bed. “God. I hate that dream.”

      Despite my sleep-karate assault, Abernathy rubbed my lower back. “Do you want to tell me about it?”

      “Can I pee first?” Yawning, I stretched. “This definitely feels like the kind of thing that should be discussed with an empty bladder and preferably over very strong coffee.”

      Nodding, Abernathy reached for the phone on the nightstand. “I’ll call down to Darragh.”

      I returned moments later, surprised to hear a knock at our door. “He’s pretty quick for a septuagenarian,” I said, stepping into the shorts I had optimistically purchased for exercise, but that had been relegated to sleeping and slumming ever since.

      Now clad in a pair of gray sweatpants I had purchased for him out of purely selfish reasons, Abernathy stalked toward the door. Only, when he opened it, it wasn’t Darragh.

      It was Allan.

      To say he didn’t look like himself would be an understatement of Herculean proportions.

      His dark hair was rumpled, his glasses smudged and slightly askew, the eyes behind them puffy and sporting double eye-bags. His shirt and slacks looked like something pulled from the bottom of the hamper. This direct contradiction to his typically pristine attire set off a flare of alarm in my chest.

      “What is it?” Abernathy asked, all bristling, protective energy. “What’s wrong?”

      “You gotta get down to the study right now.” His gaze darted from Abernathy to me. “The bloody McGavins called a meetin’ of all the male alphas in the library.”

      Alarm morphed into pure, blind panic. “Why would they do that?”

      My pleading glance at Abernathy went entirely unanswered.

      “Beats the bloody ‘ell out of me, love,” Allan said. “But if I were you, I’d get me-self down there and no faffin’ about.”

      Scrubbing my hands over my naked face, I plunged them into the unruly cloud of my hair. “Fuck fuck fuckitty fuck.”

      I stalked over to the wardrobe and stripped off my sleep shirt, begrudgingly strapping myself into my best push-up bra with my back turned to both Allan and Abernathy. The latter clearing his throat as if in reminder that we weren’t alone.

      “Don’t be gettin’ your tail in a twist,” I heard Allan say behind me. “I seen her in a lot less, and between you an’ me, I’m more sexually aroused by raspberry trifle.”

      I whipped around to give him the stink eye as I pulled a thick, green cable knit sweater over my head.

      “Nothin’ personal, love,” he added. “I’m just very gay and I really like Framboise.”

      Frankly, I could relate.

      Grabbing a pair of well-worn skinny jeans that mom-jeans reviving Generation Z would have to pry from my cold, dead fingers, I sprinted to the bathroom. True, both Abernathy and Allan had seen me naked, near death, and in a variety of compromising positions, but none quite so revealing as the calisthenics I performed to stretch out the ass and thigh sections of my pants. Lest they cut off the circulation to my feet and then where would we be, I beg of you?

      I quickly tamed my hair into a side braid and applied enough blush and mascara to banish that “fresh from the morgue” aesthetic I tended to give off without the aid of full cosmetic intervention. In a last, bold move entirely inspired by the many TikTok tutorials that filled a place that probably should be occupied by a licensed therapist, I highlighted the tip of my nose and cheekbones and slicked on a brick-red lipstick that made my eyes look green as a clover.

      When I was done, I planted my hands on the cool marble counter and forced myself to meet my own gaze in the mirror.

      “You survived Penny. You survived Theo Van Gogh. You survived Oscar Wilde. You survived the Emperor Nero. You survived body suits. You survived Dave the fuckbonnet. You are going to survive this.”

      I stared back at myself, not entirely convinced I wasn’t full of shit, but out of time to argue.

      Back in the room, I found Abernathy looking annoyingly refreshed and handsome in dove gray slacks and a painstakingly tailored dress shirt of the kind of pale blue you could only wear if pit sweat wasn’t a part of your daily reality.

      The bastard.

      My animosity was quickly forgotten when I saw the thick-handled pristine-white mug clasped in his hand.

      Though my lack of ability to shift had also prevented me from the frequently irritating habit of crossing spaces with unnatural speed, I maintain I must have set a new land-speed record in those few seconds.

      “Hanna,” Abernathy objected. “We don’t have—”

      Having already poured myself a mug of coffee I added enough cream to make chugging a possibility, and held up a finger before bringing it to my lips and draining it in approximately six swallows.

      “Bring it,” I said, clunking my mug down on the silver tray.

      Abernathy and Allan regarded me with matching expressions of wonder and judgment.

      “Ready?” I asked.

      Allan only shook his head and pinched the bridge of his nose. “I’d need a bucket of Adderall and a pint of Bailey’s, but seein’ as I don’t have either stuffed down me trousers just now, we better be on our way.”

      We made our way down the main staircase, cutting down the hall to the immediate right. The muffled sound of voices tangling like barbed whips stopped me short just before the large, wooden double doors of what was apparently the study.

      Aggression rolling off him in hot waves, Abernathy gripped the ornate brass handle, ready to throw it wide with me behind his broad back.

      “No,” I said, catching his hand at the last second. “Let me.”

      Though he looked like I had just asked him to deliver his scrotum into a vice, he nodded stiffly and stepped back to grant me access.

      I paused before those doors, my heart thundering in my throat.

      Apropos of nothing, I remembered a scrap of advice that the first therapist I had after my divorce had given me.

      Namely, that my hunching posture was like a bat-signal for narcissists.

      I took a deep breath, lifted my chin, and shoved the doors open, doing my best not to flinch when they banged loudly against their hinges.

      All eyes swiveled to me. Faces displaying emotions varying from surprise to outright rage all trained in my general direction.

      “Good morning,” I said.

      But like, with so much aggression.

      “Mornin’, Miss Hanna.” Cillian stood next to the window, looking just as rumpled as Allan. He was pale beneath his freckles, his crumpled curls stuck to his forehead the precise way I was certain they had been on his pillow.

      “Good morning, Cillian,” I said, aiming as bright of a smile as I could manage at him. I extended it to Ingevar Harvaldsen and his sons, who had been at least civil to me during the festivities of the previous evening.

      I stopped short when I reached Leathan and Lachlan, propped like bookends on either side of Aillig McGavin, who sprawled in a high-backed chair like it was the throne perched beneath the dimpled ass of Henry the VIII.

      “So verra glad you could be arsed to join us.” Had I taken a snow scraper to the coarse ruddy skin of Aillig’s face, I could have coated the axles of an 18-wheeler. Sweat darkened a bib on his olive-green t-shirt, pants of the mottled camouflage employed by hunters the world over folded down below his ponderous belly. His thick, black, unkempt beard held bits of food from the previous evening’s feast.

      Not that I had ever experienced such things.

      <metaphysical cough>

      I fixed him with an icy smile. “I would have been much more prompt had I been advised in advance that this meeting was happening. Was there a compelling reason motivating this last-minute cock-only gathering, or is this just poor planning on your part?”

      The mocking smirk playing about McGavin lips abruptly evaporated. “I hadna planned on such a gathering, but in light of the new information that has come to my attention, it was absolutely necessary.”

      An iron band cinched around my lungs.

      “And what information would that be?” Abernathy stood behind me. Not placing his hands on me or restricting my movement in any way, but near enough that I could feel him in a way that had only existed since our mating. The space he displaced. The awareness of a solidity I could fall back against if I needed to.

      A smile that could curdle cream twisted Aillig’s mouth as he looked at me. “Canna ye shift, or no?”

      “Not that it’s any of your business,” I said, summoning my haughtiest fuck you face, “but yes, I can.”

      At least once.

      Historically speaking.

      “Show us.” These were officially the third and fourth words Ingevar had spoken to me, and they were accompanied by a glacial glare.

      The first sting of humiliation flooded my cheeks with blood. “Excuse me?”

      “Show us,” he repeated.

      “Why would I do that?”

      Aiming a triumphant glance up at his sons, Aillig pushed himself up from the chair. Dollars to doughnuts that the upholstery would never not smell like a bag of smashed assholes ever after.

      “Tae indulge your subjects,” he said, the edges of the word eaten away by the acid of pure, bitter loathing. “Tae show us that ye can.”

      The only thing I wanted to do in that moment was to look back at Abernathy. Or Allan. For reassurance. For instruction. And yet, I instinctively knew that doing so would be the death knell.

      “Oh, I can.” Trying to seem much more casual than I felt, I sauntered over to the sideboard, where an array of platters bore breakfast pastries, charcuterie, and—in my honor, I hoped—cheeses.

      I made myself a mouthful of Gruyere and ham, forgoing a cheese Danish and a second cup of coffee under much duress. I chewed by way of buying myself time.

      “I dinnae think ye can.” Aillig’s voice landed like a spearhead between my shoulder blades.

      Slowly turning, I focused my energy on leisurely chewing. In terms of a resume, this particular skill was right up there with heavy calendar management and conflict resolution in terms of abilities I hadn’t bold-faced lied about when I had originally applied to Abernathy’s fraudulent job posting.

      “Why is that?” I asked.

      McGavin strolled to the center of the room, clearly making himself its central focus while I remained on the outskirts. “Because I know what an alpha and an heir looks like, and havin’ had the opportunity to observe ye at some length, I say that ye’re neither.”

      A sudden boom of thunder vibrated through my very bones as rain lashed at the leaded window panes.

      The murmur of approval emerging from the Viking side of the room was less than comforting.

      Thanks a fuckton, Thor.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Abernathy’s hands clenched into fists. An expression that had on several occasions preceded him tearing someone’s limb off and beating them with the wet end tightened his features.

      The way I figured it, I had about thirty seconds to gain ground or all the pleading in the world wouldn’t keep him from unleashing a metric ton of ass-tearing upon the general populace.

      Summoning every inch of my height, I calmly crossed the room and stood within sniffing distance of Aillig despite my nose hairs curling toward my sinuses in protest.

      “You know what I think?” I said, holding my gaze steady on his. “I think you’re afraid. Afraid of a female heir. A female who doesn’t care about your heritage. Or whether your grandfather’s grandfather who owned a castle and sired this many pups or what the fuck ever.” I dropped my voice into a low, slinky soft barely audible register. “I think that you just can’t bear the idea of a woman who understands her own power, and who wants to protect the weak as well as the strong. I think it makes your grimy sack shrivel that for centuries, men like you could rule as you wished, and now here I am and you have to fucking deal with me.”

      An ugly snicker rose from the corner where Leathan and Lachlan slumped in chairs opposite each other, actual flies buzzing around their heads. I couldn’t imagine that their distinct odor of ball sweat and spoiled pork sausage had improved overnight.

      “Nae,” Aillig said, his expression unchanged, his eyes unblinking. “That’s no’ it at all.”

      “Enlighten me, then,” I invited.

      “I dinnae think ye can shift because ye’re no’ really a wolf, and ye’re no’ really a wolf because ye’re no’ truly mated to Abernathy. And ye’re no’ truly mated to Abernathy, because he already had a mate.”
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      The floor skated beneath my feet.

      My peripheral vision blurred until the only thing in the world was Aillig’s muddy irises and the swirling abyss at their center, an ugly grin somewhere in the blurry realms beneath them.

      My cheeks stung like I’d been slapped. I became dimly aware that the muscles of my face were jerking and ticking, but I was powerless to stop them.

      It might have taken me only seconds or an entire century to turn to Abernathy.

      What I saw on his face threatened to turn my legs to water.

      Fear.

      “What are you talking about?”

      Aillig’s wooly brows ascended his oily forehead as he turned to Abernathy. “Ye didnae think we knew, did ye? About you and Margaret MacFarlane.”

      I blinked but saw nothing, stars having burst at the back of my vision before the room shrank to a pinpoint of light surrounded by deepening brown.

      The name was a gunshot in my head, the reverberations ricocheting through every corner of my brain. MargaretMargaretMargaretMargaret.

      “The bond was dissolved,” Abernathy growled between clenched teeth. His eyes had turned the eerie molten copper.

      “So ye say.” Aillig shrugged. “Or maybe MacFarlane applied to the council to have it reversed when ye broke her betrothal to me brother, because ye’re no more of an alpha than yer traitor of a father.”

      Abernathy’s fist crashed into Aillig’s face, a fine mist of blood shearing from his knuckles as his roar of rage battled with the crack of thunder. “I will tear your fucking throat out through your ass!”

      “Get tae fuck, arsepiece.” Aillig bared bloodstained teeth at Abernathy. “Ye fucking try it and we’ll paint the walls wi’ yer guts.”

      Leathan, Lachlan, and several of the Viking crew had sprung to their feet, ready to join the fray, bloodlust rolling off of them in hot waves.

      “Oy!” Allan shouted, shoving himself between them. Until that moment, I’d forgotten he was even there. “Acting like a bunch of daft pups, you are. This in’t how we’ve handled things since the Dark Ages.”

      “In the Dark Ages, real alphas ruled.” Aillig wiped the bright red smear of blood from his upper lip with the back of his hairy hand. “Not a weak, willful, mangled fud.”

      Abernathy leapt again but Allan planted a hand in the center of his chest and shoved him back with enough force that my mouth dropped open.

      “Back!” Allan thundered. For a split second, something ancient and angry swam to the normally placid surface of his face and I remembered that he wasn’t just the colorful, flamboyant, chirpy tailor he presented to the world. He was also a two-thousand-year-old werewolf.

      “I’ve ‘ad just about e-fucking-nuff a this li’l cock-measuring contest. I left me comfy flat and power bottom to drag meself here for one purpose and one purpose only. To see Hanna’s coronation. Now if you’re issuing a formal challenge, there are rules and we’ll be following them or I’ll stick me loafer so far up your arse, you’ll taste leather. D’ya understand?”

      “Nae.” Aillig spat a bright red splat at my feet. “I doona understand. And it seems we’re not the only ones who think a return to the old ways is in order.”

      It was then I noticed that the McGavins were no longer standing alone. All of the Úlfhéðnar had joined them.

      “Oh,” I said, hating the stupid surprise in my own voice.

      “Ye’ve been out of touch with your own kind for too long, Abernathy.” Aillig paced a circle around him. “Near war with the vampires. A Strigoi attacking shifters. Awful lot of problems coming to our doorstep with her name smeared on them. Plenty of packs out there ready tae see a new house in charge.”

      A painful knot tightened in my throat.

      He wasn’t wrong. About any of it.

      Aillig’s eyes burned like the holes of a jack-o-lantern. “Ye’ve got until sundown to step down, or be prepared to fight yer corner.”

      With this, he turned and shuffled out with Leathan, Lachlan, and the Harvaldsens in tow.

      I stood in the shrieking silence they left behind, feeling naked, nauseous, empty.

      “D’ya really think he’ll do it?” Cillian asked, finally puncturing the spell.

      “Yes,” Abernathy said.

      “He’s not the only one with allies,” Cillian said. “You know the Faoladh will stand with you.”

      “I can put out a call of me own,” Allan offered. “Lots of wolves in London owe me, and they could be ‘ere before nightfall for certain.”

      “For what?” I asked, feeling treacherous tears stinging my eyes. “So they can potentially fight their own kind and die, all so I can play alpha heir?”

      “You are the alpha heir,” Abernathy insisted, a pleading in his expression that let me know it wasn’t just my rightful place that he was referring to.

      “How can I be?” I shrugged him off, throwing up my arms in frustration. “I can’t even shift!”

      “So it’s true then?” Cillian asked.

      I nodded. “Not since the night I…the night we—”

      “That doesn’t mean you’re not the heir. It just means we need more time to figure out why,” Abernathy insisted.

      “Oh, we have a lot of things to figure out,” I said, cutting him a dark look.

      Allan and Cillian exchanged a tense glance.

      “I think we’ll be leaving you two to talk,” Allan said, looping his arm through Cillian’s and nudging him toward the large wooden double doors.

      “Whatever you decide,” Cillian said, reaching out to squeeze my cold, sweaty hand, “you have our support.”

      “Thank you for that,” I said.

      Then we were alone. Outside, the storm raged on, a physical manifestation of my inner turmoil. At that moment, I would have given anything to be at home, curled up in bed with my cats, my heart un-bruised and empty of despair.

      “Tell me,” I said.

      Abernathy exhaled, his broad shoulders deflating as he dragged himself to the nearest chair and collapsed into it like the 400-year-old man he was.

      “I was nineteen.” He stared into the middle distance, his eyes unfocused and washed with a film of memory. “Margaret’s father had promised her to Aillig’s twin brother Angus, to try and make an alliance between their clans. Of the two of them, Aillig was the nice one, if that tells you anything.

      “She was…terrified. And I thought if we told them Margaret and I had mated, there was no way MacFarlane would still be able to go through with it.” Abernathy paused, meeting my eyes. “I was wrong. MacFarlane forced her to go before the council and testify that we’d never actually mated.”

      My stomach felt hot and sick with relief. “So you never actually—”

      “No,” he said. “We didn’t. But I don’t know if MacFarlane ever truly believed that.”

      “What happened to her?” I asked.

      Placing his hands on the arms of the chair, he pushed himself to his feet, pacing over to the window and giving me his back as if he couldn’t bear to look at me while speaking of her.

      “She was married to Angus a week later and moved with him to the McGavin estate near Wick.”

      Having made a study of Scotland’s geography shortly after learning Abernathy’s origins, I knew Wick to be at nearly the northernmost point of the country, redolent with rolling hills ending in abrupt, staggering stone cliffs.

      “I started getting letters from her six months later. Insisting that the child she was carrying was mine, not Angus’s. That I was her true mate. That I needed to kill Angus and come claim my child.”

      I tried to imagine what that must have been like. Forced to marry someone like Angus or Aillig McGavin, to submit myself, my body, to their mastery. What missing a man like Abernathy might do to your mind.

      “I wrote back to her right away. Tried to remind her that we’d never actually mated, but that I would find a way to get her out of there.” He paused, leaning forward to place his hands on the windowsill before him. “The letter I received in return was from her father. Margaret had thrown herself from a cliff.”

      I drew in a sharp breath, cold fingertips pressed to my lips.

      The spark of an idea then, something just out of my reach. Margaret, desperate, vengeful. Lillie, set to occupy the place Margaret coveted, convinced she’d been cursed.

      Abernathy turned, his large frame against the rain-streaked window. “I didn’t love her, Hanna. She was just a girl with no one to trust and no one else to help her. I tried, and I failed.”

      I thought back to the book I’d found in a secret compartment behind Abernathy’s bookcase once upon a time. All of the women he’d been protecting over the years of his long life.

      Perhaps in compensation for the one he hadn’t been able to save.

      Crossing the room, I stood beside him before the window. “Why didn’t you tell me? Why did I have to learn this information from fucking Aillig McGavin?”

      “Because I didn’t know the McGavins knew!” Anger flashed in his eyes. “The proceedings are of the council are always sealed and only Margaret, our fathers, and I appeared before them. I was a teenager, Hanna.” He drove his closed fist into the window sill. “An idiotic kid trying to help a childhood friend. It was a lie, and it didn’t work, and in 400 years never once has this come up.”

      “Until me,” I said.

      His silence spoke the volumes tucked away in the incomprehensibly complex maze of his mind.

      I wanted to go to him then. To slide into his arms and let him hold me. But I knew that if I did, I would never ask the one question that had been in my mind since last night.

      “What happens if I step down?”

      Abernathy’s features hardened, made fierce and godlike by the blinding flash of lightning. “You are not stepping down, Hanna.”

      “I’m afraid that isn’t your choice to make,” I said.

      “No,” he insisted.

      I laid my hand on his forearm, feeling the muscles tense beneath my grip. “Think about it, Mark. Really think about it. If I refuse, more people will die. I’m so tired of all the anger. All the violence. Of the danger and the threats and the fear.”

      “You were born for this, Hanna. Ruith ri mo thaobh.” Abernathy took my hands in his as he repeated the words he had spoken to me on the night when we had mated. “Run by my side.”

      I jerked from his grasp. “I can’t!”

      Shock at the force of my words wiped Abernathy’s face clean of all expression.

      My contracting throat thickened my words as the muscles at the corners of my mouth tugged downward. “Do you know what it was like for me last night? Sitting there, watching everyone howl and cavort and dance and shift? What it was like to watch you all run together up and around the hillside, in and out of the forest under the moon and knowing that I couldn’t run with you, no matter how much I wanted to, no matter how hard I tried? Seeing all the other families, and knowing that I may not even be able to give that to you?”

      Abernathy was silent, his gaze fixed on mine.

      “It was fucking humiliating, and heartbreaking. And I’m supposed to just be okay with that? To be the one who can’t do on purpose what other people can do on accident, and I have to stand in that place like I not only have a right to be there, but that I have a right to rule? To make decisions affecting people’s lives and have them challenge me, and say these things to my fucking face, when the worst part of all of it is that the person I absolutely can’t stand is right?”

      Surging forward, Abernathy took me firmly by the upper arms. “He is not right!”

      “Look at Morrison,” I challenged, staring up at him. “Look at what knowing me did to him. If I didn’t exist, he’d still be living his best cop life in total ignorance that vampires even existed. You can’t look me in the eye and tell me that’s not true.”

      His eyes darkened with the struggle behind them, the warring parts of him well-known to me. The fiercely protective and painfully old-fashioned brute who most likely would just as soon chuck me over his shoulder and forcibly sprint me out of harm’s way. And the man whose stony heart I had chipped my way into, and who by an exceedingly difficult process, had begun to allow me to make my own decisions.

      I saw the edge disappear from his expression replaced by resignation and understanding tinged with sadness. He reached out and placed the rough pad of his hand along the underside of my jaw.

      “Morrison loved you, Hanna. And as another man who loves you, I feel like this is a topic I can speak on with some authority. We know you’re a pain in the ass. We know that you’re exceedingly likely to bring pain and difficulty into our lives and crumbs into our beds. But we want you there anyway. That’s the real bitch of it, at the end of the day. That we willingly choose that kind of suffering. If I had to wager a guess, it would be that Morrison—the real Morrison—would choose it all over again if he could.”

      I felt my eyebrows draw together. “Thanks?”

      Cupping the other side of my face with his opposite hand, he nudged my chin up to meet his golden gaze. “Whatever you choose, nothing is going to change between us. You understand that, right?”

      Treacherous tears brimmed in my eyes. “What if my not being able to shift means that I’m just going to keep aging while you stay all young and virile?”

      “Wouldn’t that technically make you a cougar instead of a wolf?” That damnable smirk crept into the corner of his lips.

      “I mean it,” I said.

      His thumbs traced over my cheekbones and came to rest on my temples as if they could steady the thoughts pinballing around my head. I looked up into eyes I had barely been able to meet when I sat opposite him in the office that first time, nearly swamped by a pile of his dirty laundry and completely overwhelmed by the raw, terrible beauty of this man.

      “If you can’t run by my side,” he said, his voice smoky with the emotion, “then I’ll walk by yours.”

      I placed my hands on his and peeled them away from my face. “I don’t know if I can let you do that.”

      His need to re-establish physical contact radiated like heat, but he let me move away. “You sure as hell can’t stop me.”

      The others did, I thought but didn’t say.

      “I think I’m going to go for a walk.” I took a step backward and forced air into my constricted lungs. “I need to think.”

      “Not in that weather you’re not.” Abernathy glanced at the large windows, the world beyond them a smear of green between the rain sheeting down the old, mottled panes.

      “No,” I agreed, while my first instinct had and probably would always be to do the exact opposite. “Just around the corridors.”

      Some mystics performed divination using tarot, others runes or bones. For me, it was the flexing of Abernathy’s jaw and right now it suggested how badly he wanted to argue. Instead, he nodded. “You have your cell on you?”

      Ah, the poignant irony of technology-resistant Abernathy now being the one to insist on my having my cell phone for safety.

      Reaching into the pocket of my jeans, I wiggled it at him. “Volume turned on and everything.”

      He let me leave first, pushing my way through those ancient wood doors with their ornate wood carvings. Not entirely sure where I was going, I turned right, toward what I vaguely remembered was the direction of the library.

      The problem isn’t so much that they don’t believe you’re the alpha. It’s that you don’t.

      Allan’s words echoed inside my head.

      He was right.

      He had been right.

      I had expected the transformation to be what convinced me. The evidence of my birthright, my ability to become something I hadn’t been before.

      My boots echoed along the corridor, their sounds only muffled by the ornate tapestries on either side of the hallway. Walking past one, I caught a figure out of the corner of my eye that made me double back.

      Thunder rumbled beyond the stone walls, the beautiful old cloth illuminated in the dusty gray light. I traced a finger over the figure at the center, a wolf the exact color of autumn leaves the split second before flaming orange gave way to brazen crimson. Her eyes, a sunburst of emerald green stitches threaded with gold from a tiny pinpoint of black. The long limbs bent in a moment of a pure, ecstatic flight as she bounded over a hedge, her head thrown back, white teeth like daggers bared against an unseen enemy.

      “Mr. Cillian’s great-great-grandmother,” a voice behind me said.

      I started, turning to face Darragh. His expression was fond and his smile wistful. He held a silver candlestick in one hand and a polishing cloth in the other.

      “What was her name?” I asked, turning back to the tapestry, the individual threads dissolving away into flashes of wet copper paws flying out in front of me in the moonlight, a symphony of scents exploding like a kaleidoscope in my brain.

      “Maeve. A firecracker she was. You remind me a bit of her, actually,” he said fondly.

      “How so?” I asked, leaning in for a closer look.

      “She didn’t know her place.”

      The abrupt, stony shift in his voice caught me so off-guard that I turned, expecting to see a teasing smile on his face.

      “Incidentally,” Cillian said, appearing over the Darragh’s shoulder. “I’m right sorry about this.”

      A thunderclap of pain burst behind my eyes, gold and stunning in its brightness. And as the pain swelled, the light shrank, darkness first softening only the edges, then rapidly flooding in like the tide. My vision withered until it was the exact size of the red wolf’s pupil, then winked out like a dying star.
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      I woke in total darkness, blinking against the sick throb in my skull. Reaching a hand up to the back of my head, I gingerly touched the lump I found beneath hair matted and sticky with blood.

      The air was dank and cold, smelling of old stone, moss, underscored with something sweet and sickly. Decay. The sound of chains scraping on the ground interrupted the distant sound of dripping water.

      I resisted the urge to call out, all too aware that whomever I might encounter in my current surroundings, it wasn’t likely to be pleasant.

      “I really am sorry about all this.” Cillian’s voice was completely incongruous in this bleak place, light and lilting and even tinged with affection. “I really like ye, if you can believe it.”

      Scooting until I felt my spine bite into the wall at my back, I judged him to be about ten feet away from me, but on the same level.

      “I’m finding that just a little difficult given the present circumstances.” My voice came out raspy and uncertain.

      “See?” he said. “Spirit. I admire yours. It really is a pity you’re such a shite alpha.”

      “I haven’t exactly had a chance to prove what kind of alpha I am yet.” Not that I thought there was any hope whatsoever of my talking my way out of this one, but the longer I kept him conversing the more time I spent not dying.

      “And ye never will, I’m afraid. Still.” His sigh was wistful, full of polite regret. “I’d not have had you suffer this kind of humiliation. If that ex-detective cop bloke had just taken care of ye the first time I let him out, all o’ this could’ve been avoided.”

      “The first time…” I fought the painful fog for comprehension. “You?”

      “Aye.”

      “But…how?”

      “Since we’re drawing near the end now, I don’t mind lettin’ you in on a little secret.” He was closer now, his voice almost silky with self-satisfaction. “I’m not really one of the Faoladh.”

      “What are you?” I tried to turn my head toward his voice and winced as a fresh bolt of pain bloomed in my skull.

      “I’m a Púca. As is Sloane, and our children.”

      Their children.

      Their children whom they’d left at their gran’s because Cillian had known exactly what he’d been planning to inflict.

      “You,” I mumbled. “Why—”

      “Because we’ve been living in the halls of the Faoladh for centuries now and we’d rather like to keep it that way.” Even now, it was difficult for me to process the completely lack of antagonism in his voice despite the circumstances.

      “Why would my becoming Abernathy’s mate and the rightful heir threaten that?” I asked.

      “It wouldn’t,” he said, “if McGavin hadn’t been spoilin’ to oust the Abernathys for centuries and saw you as their golden ticket.” His shoes made a scraping sound on the stones as he paced. “If he succeeds, the houses have to agree on a new alpha. All of the sudden, people start asking questions, comparing histories, tracing family trees, and before you know it, our little secret is a secret no longer.”

      “So if I’m out of the way, the McGavins will back down, Abernathy can remain the acting alpha, and everything goes on exactly as it was?”

      “Exactly,” he said brightly. “So you see, it’s really nothing personal at all.”

      As if him saying this should make me feel less offended about being bludgeoned and dumped in a dungeon.

      “Why not kill me yourself then?”

      “Oh, I could’ve. That’s the beautiful thing about Púcas. We can take the form of anything we see. Wolves, squirrels…raccoons.”

      “You mean—” Several windows in my mind aligned, and I remembered that morning after Morrison had showed up. The wildlife royal rumble on the sidewalk.

      “When that pet demigod of yours ruined the first attempt, I thought there might be a chance to at least scare you into stepping down, if you thought your life might be in danger and the shifters were rejecting you.” He gave a soft little laugh. “It was embarrassingly easy getting the locals stirred up.”

      “But if you can take the form of a vampire to set Morrison free, why not take Morrison’s form to kill me?” I asked.

      “With him still in custody? Now how would that look, I ask you?”

      Valid point, I reasoned.

      “Imagine my frustration when the second attempt went even worse than the first, because now you had a fookin’ dragon shifter lookin’ after you as well.”

      My mind spooled back to the night Abernathy and I babysat for Steve. My brother’s insistence that something had been lurking on the premises. Glowing eyes at the window.

      “By the by, do you have any idea how painful is to be scorched by dragon fire? I still have a rash.”

      “Terribly sorry to hear that,” I said sarcastically, hugging my knees to my chest.

      “Anyhow, when I realized there was no stopping you from coming, I’m afraid I had to put one final plan in place.”

      My dry throat worked over a painful swallow. “What would that be?”

      A scratch, hiss, and the sudden flare of a flame as he lit a match. Blinking rapidly, my eyes fixed on that small, single point of light as it floated over to the wick of a candle fixed in the silver candlestick he’d clubbed me with. A dark smear of blood still marred its base.

      “Forgive me,” he said, the candlelight making his smile look like the kind of intimate grin you’d share over a dinner for two. “I always did like a touch of whimsy.”

      And that’s when I heard it.

      The ragged, ugly breathing.

      A sound only produced by someone forcing air into dead lungs.

      Slowly, my eyes crept over the cobblestones until they reached the corner, where the light died in two points in a skeletal face and woke again in the gilded sheen of saliva dripping from two long, pointed fangs.

      Morrison.

      My shriek broke into a thousand shards that scattered like marbles from the cube of stone. I scrambled to the opposite end of the chamber, grit biting into my palms.

      Morrison lunged but was jerked quickly back by the iron manacle circling his neck like a dog collar.

      “Easy now,” Cillian said, strolling close enough that Morrison’s grimy fingers could claw at the air a mere inch from his shoulder. “It’s nearly time.”

      Fear crashed into me like a freight train. My heart leapt into my throat and adrenaline made my tongue metallic and sharp.

      Cillian was going to give me to Morrison.

      Here.

      Now.

      “I think you’re neglecting one factor in this plan.”

      “And what’d that be, darlin’?” he asked.

      “Abernathy. Anything happens to me, and I’m pretty sure he’s going to start tearing throats real damn quick.”

      Golden threads danced through Cillian’s curls as he smiled broadly. “Not when I bring him Morrison’s head.”

      Even now, watching the thing that had once been Morrison, jerking and ravening on the end of a chain, I felt something for him. An undeniable spark of tenderness and regret. He’d already died for me once.

      “Mark will be devastated of course,” Cillian added. “But then things will calm down and everything will be back to the way it used to be. Hell, they might even let Abernathy name his own successor. Unless, of course, he mates again and is able to conceive an heir.”

      Conceive an heir.

      Unbidden, the images I’d once held in my mind of a boy with Abernathy’s dark hair and my green eyes morphed into a stranger’s child. My throat burned with the sob I bit back.

      “Well,” he sighed. “It’s nearly sunset, and we’ve all been searching for you for hours, so we best be getting about our business, don’t you think?”

      “Searching?” I asked.

      “Aye. When you didn’t come back from your little walk, Abernathy was frantic. Had everyone out combing the castle. Of course, I offered to cover the dungeon, seein’ as it’d be right awkward if they’d came down here and discovered our little party.”

      He jerked his dimpled chin at Morrison, who issued a hair-raising growl.

      “How long?” I asked. “How long have you had him here?”

      “Oh, since the night before you came. Beautiful thing about the Halla na Mac Tíre. The enchantments that hide it from humans also do a wonderful job of concealing all sorts things.”

      That odd, cold feeling I’d had on my way back to the castle last night. Crixus’s inability to find Morrison’s emotional signature on his supernatural grid. The flash of Morrison before my door and Darragh standing there.

      An ugly edge crept into Cillian’s smile as he reached into his pocket and withdrew an old-fashioned brass key, bending to place his candle on the ground. “Reckon he’s going to enjoy this an awful lot. Don’t you? I do hope you’ll forgive me for not stayin’. Contrary to what you think, I’m really not a cold-hearted bastard. I don’t think I’ve quite got the stomach to watch you die.”

      “Don—” was all I had time to get out. In a blur of motion that streaked across my vision, Cillian had Morrison’s neck cuff unlocked and was gone from the room, leaving only the candle flickering at the base of the wall.

      My teeth crunched together as Morrison’s weight collided with mine. Having spent countless nights in his embrace, I knew the precise points at which my shoulder met the wall of his chest. The place where his lean hipbones cut across mine. All present but changed by the merciless coldness and stiffness of his unliving flesh, so much of it sanded away to reveal the bones beneath.

      My skull collided with the stone floor. Breath fled my lungs in a whoosh and I scarcely had time to gasp before I felt the sharp, intense pressure of his fangs sinking into the sensitive skin of my neck. And I couldn’t so much as lift a finger to try to fight him.

      The obscenity of this shockingly intimate act happening by candlelight.

      I found myself suspended in in a realm neither past nor present, but somewhere in between. Where I could both remember the pleasure of his warm, living mouth in moments of passion and feel icy lips fastened onto me with terrible, bruising force.

      And as the hot rush of life left my body and entered his, his pain entered mine.

      A slideshow of memory. Me as seen through his eyes. The tingling interest when I had rear-ended his Crown Victoria on my way to my interview with Abernathy and burst into a gale of sobs. The crushing disappointment he’d felt when he’d gone to interrogate Abernathy about the death of his presumed girlfriend, Helena, and found me there at the gallery. The pure, sweet elation the first time he’d buried himself in my body and the fear he’d felt leaving the following morning. The burning jealousy when he’d driven me home from the bar after my dance with Abernathy. Morrison smelling him on my clothing and bending me over my couch, grudge-fucking turning into tired sweetness. The gray, endless desperation when I’d left for London to find Abernathy and refused to let Morrison touch me ever after. The fear and resignation when he’d accompanied me to Nero’s lair. The knowing. The terrible knowing that if he succeeded, he would preserve the life of the man I loved.

      The man who wasn’t him.

      And a thousand wounds of varying size, all bleeding from his heart into mine.

      I felt it all.

      The love.

      The longing.

      The agony and ecstasy that comes only from fully opening up and offering your soul to someone, only to have it handed back to you in a billion blinks and glances.

      My body jerked. My legs twitching, my heels drumming against the stone, slowing as heaviness stole into my limbs. Morrison’s pulls slackened and the memories grew thin and dim.

      It’s okay, I found myself thinking. Give them to me. I’ve earned them.

      The sound that erupted from his throat was half pleasure, half rage. Frenzied in his need for satiation and full of wrath at having the need finally, fully slaked. His terrible strength. The full force of it vulgar against my weakening limbs.

      My ridiculous heart slowing in gradual degrees. The space between beats stretching. Stretching. Until holding onto them anymore seemed impossible.

      I let go.

      In that final surrender, I found peace.

      A flat, even calm like a lake unbroken by a single prow or paddle.

      Falling, falling through space as fine as raw silk until I landed in that gray, endless realm with a sky like frozen smoke and frosted glass only to be greeted by that deliciously dark primordial voice. It was beneath me, above me, inside me and all around me.

      How about now?

      Shall I refuse to take you? Do you want to go back?

      I paused, taking stock of my unbodied presence. Free from anxiety. Free from pain. Knowing instinctively that everything and everyone was just…okay. That all was as it should be and would continue to be. That death would come for all eventually, and this, too, was as it should be. Energy without beginning or end.

      Having nowhere or no one in particular to answer, I stood with my arms flung wide, face turned up to the sky and the answer sure on my lips.

      “No.”
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      He appeared before me suddenly and complete, the wizard popping out from behind the curtain. His dark hair listed in the current rising from that incomprehensible flowing river of fire, his eyes like hot blue flame in the hollows above the brutal angle of his cheekbones. His obscenely red lips were an angry slash above his narrow, elegant chin.

      “Hello, Hades,” I said, surprised at the sound of his name on my lips.

      “No?” he repeated.

      “No,” I said firmly.

      “But, what about Abernathy? Your brother? Your niece and nephew? Are you really just going to leave them all behind? Think of how your death will affect them.”

      And as he said these words, I felt the full, irrefutable weight of their truth. I had been on the earth before. Left it. Come back. Left again. The cycle was older and more established than time immaterial, and on its massive, churning, surface, I was a firefly. A brief, beautiful flare like so many others.

      “So you’re just…you’re just going to… die?” A distinctly non-immortal frustration etched his stony features.

      “That’s the general idea. And anyway, a wise man once told me never to make deals with death.”

      Hades’ eyes darkened to a hard, brilliant sapphire blue. “I’m assuming it’s Crixus we’re speaking of, and if you’re categorizing him as a wise man, then we really need to have a separate conversation about that.”

      “Fair point,” I said. “But trust me, you wouldn’t really have enjoyed being in my body whatsoever. The anxiety. The cheese cravings. The inability to achieve even the most basic of social interactions. It’s no picnic up in here and—dude!” I said, glancing down to see that I wasn’t wearing the clothes that I had been wearing when I’d ended up in the basement with Morrison. “Why am I wearing the outfit I wore on the day when I met Abernathy for the first time? Because that is so not what I would have chosen in terms of a post-life fashion.”

      “Typically souls attach to the clothes they were wearing when—” he began.

      “Am I going to be wearing this forever? Couldn’t I just focus really hard on a different moment? Because there was this time when I’d been doing keto and finally fit into a size six leather mini-skirt with these amazing boots—”

      “No! Fucking no.” He beat a fist against his palm, the lace from a billowing cuff fluffing with the effort. “You do not get to—”

      “That reminds me,” I said. “What time do we eat around here? Wait, do we even eat? Please tell me we eat.”

      “Hades is just a processing station. You do not—”

      “Did you just refer to yourself in the third person?” I asked.

      He massaged a spot in his impressive brow with the tapered tip of a long finger. “You are in the realm of Hades. Which is where souls—”

      “Ohhhh,” I said. “So you’re both a name and a place? Or is the realm named after you? Or vice versa? That would totally bother me if people were like all: I was in Hades, and someone else was all: you wish. And they’re all—”

      “No one says that. No one ever—”

      “How quickly are souls processed anyway?” I asked, bringing my hand up to my face to chew at my cuticle. “Ohmygodlook!” I said, sticking my paw in his face. “My cuticles are perfect.”

      Hades’ eyelids were lowered half-mast in irritation. “How long a soul takes to process depends entirely on the soul’s readiness to ascend to the upper realms. Those who were especially attached to their human lives can find it a little harder to—”

      “Frida Kahlo?” I gasped. “Viva la Vida. Long live life. She put that phrase in a painting of watermelons once. If anyone was attached to their human life it was definitely her. Is she still here?”

      “We are working with her to—”

      “Oh my God, she is!” I clapped my hands to my mouth. “Can I meet her? Is she wearing the green dress from the painting of her wedding to Diego?”

      “Her attire is hardly your most pressing concern at this—”

      “What about Vincent? I mean the real Vincent. His brother Theo totally pretended to be him once so he could try to kill me and make Abernathy watch, but I realized who he was and ended up stabbing him with Clancy, my silver flying pig letter opener, instead. He would have come through here, right?”

      “He did and—”

      “Is he still mad at me?” I asked. “Because despite that whole homicidal thing, I always really liked him. I mean, without his monthly stipend, Vincent would have starved. And then Theo named his own son Vincent. I mean, how precious was that. Speaking of—”

      “Get out!” Hades roared. “Get out, get out, get the fuck out!”

      “But I was just… I’ve never been here before. Like, as me. Hanna. I have a lot of questions and—”

      “I would fucking rather never know what it feels like to have a human body than to another moment of your wheedling, tedious, wearisome presence.” He raked his hands through his charcoal black hair, leaving it sticking up in strange little whirls completely at odds with the perfectly pristine Victorian evening suit and smoking jacket. “I don’t know how the hell Abernathy does it. God’s blood!”

      “Oooh!” I said, clasping the lacy ruffle of Hades’ shirt cuff. “That reminds me—”

      But no sooner had he shrugged off my hand then I noticed it had taken on the half-transparent quality of a watercolor. A strange, tingling feeling pricked my fingers and toes and worked its way upward toward my knees, my thighs, my…

      “Oh please, let me stay that feels amazing,” I protested, even as I felt myself hurtling upward at terrific speed, gaining velocity, stars blurring and stretching into luminescent strings in a tube around me.

      Terrific pressure built in my chest until it burst with a crash that felt like I had swallowed a stick of dynamite.

      Pain returned to me. Aching in my lower back. My skull throbbing. My neck stinging. My shoulders and ribs feeling they’d be pulverized at any second by the crushing pressure bound about them.

      I became aware of a noise. A raw, guttural tortured keening that ebbed and flowed in time to the rhythmic swaying of my torso.

      “What the actual fuck,” I groaned.

      The howling snapped off, and I looked up into Morrison’s face.

      Not the creature that had once been Morrison.

      Morrison his own, actual self. His eyes a glowing version of their former hazel, the centers of his irises blazing cobalt blue, molten honey around their borders. His mouth was a gaping cave in the candlelight interrupted only by the pearly stalactites of his lethally sharp teeth. His pale lips quivered, then rounded, forming two syllables whispered as reverently as a prayer.

      “Hanna?”

      I raised a weak and floppy hand only to have it fall back down, unintentionally slapping my own face. “Present.”

      He looked down at me in a mingled mix of wonder and horror, motivated by exactly how terrible I looked and the fact that I managed to be speaking anyway.

      “I…I thought I’d killed you.”

      With considerable effort, I loosed myself from his grasp. “You did.”

      Cold, dark drops streaked from the corners of his eyes, falling to hit my cheeks and ooze into my hairline.

      “Oh wow,” I said, realizing that it wasn’t just blood, but my blood. “That’s super gross.”

      Grabbing the hem of my sweater, I swiped at my face, certain I’d only managed to further smear the gore. I tried to sit up, but the world went all gray and I collapsed backward again as a wave of nausea flattened me.

      Blood loss.

      I knew the feeling, having suffered it at Oscar Wilde’s hands once upon a time.

      “But how…” he stammered. “How did I get here?”

      “It’s a really long story.” Gingerly, I reached out and grabbed his wiry bicep through his filthy shirt. “I’m going to need you to help me up. And since you’re joining us in the middle of our regularly scheduled broadcast, I’m afraid I’m going to have to catch you up. Would you like the good news or the bad news?”

      “The bad news.” The expression on his face at that very moment was such a perfect rendering of the unfailing practicality that he’d brought to his life as a homicide detective that I almost wanted to weep with relief.

      “Got it. Bad news: you’re a vampire. But the good news is that you’re ridiculously strong now, so I’m going to need you to take it suuuuuuper easy.”

      “I’m a…vampire?”

      “I’m afraid so,” I said. “It happened when you helped spring Abernathy from Nero’s lair.”

      I could see the questions still dancing behind his eyes, but he batted them away.

      An utterly endearing expression of nervous tenderness creased his forehead and cheeks flushed with my blood. With infinite care, he lifted me from his lap until I was sitting upright but still annoyingly feeling my pulse in my lips and eyeballs.

      “Okay?” he asked.

      “Ish,” I said.

      “You want to try standing?” he asked.

      “Not especially? But I don’t exactly see a way around it if we want to get out of here.”

      Grasping me gently beneath the armpits, Morrison lifted me to my feet.

      “This is totally okay,” I said, a split second before my legs turned to sand. Morrison caught me a split second before my face hit the cold stone.

      “Not okay,” he said. Guiding me to the floor, he crouched with his back facing me and wrapped my limp wrists around his neck. “Ready?” he asked.

      “For what?”

      “I’m going to wear you.” Morrison’s commanding cop voice produced a little bubble of joy despite the circumstances.

      “I don’t qualify as vegan-friendly leather. You should know that.” My head lolled back against the wall.

      “I’ve always known that. Now lift your knees so I can get my arms under them.”

      “Abernathy is going to be super pissed, for the record,” I slurred sleepily.

      “The record is the least of my worries right now.” Looping his arms beneath my legs, Morrison hoisted me as if I were an ungainly backpack.

      He got us to the door in three long strides and released one of my legs to try the handle.

      Locked.

      “Fucking Cillian,” I said.

      “Who the hell is Cillian?” he asked.

      “The Irish shapeshifter who brought you here so you could kill me and he could come back and cut your head off.”

      “I don’t like Cillian,” Morrison said, his tone dead and flat.

      “He’s the literal worst,” I agreed.

      Morrison’s body tensed as he gripped my legs. “Hold on tight.”

      “What are you doing?” My head drooped, my chin coming to rest against a shoulder much bonier than I remembered.

      “You said I’m super strong, right?” A cold, marble-pale jaw swiveled over Morrison’s shoulder. “I’m going to kick the fucking door down.”

      “I’m sorry, I can’t help,” I said. “I either need a whisky or several pints of blood.”

      “Probably both.” Lining himself up with the door, Morrison had just lifted one long, thin leg when the door opened.

      A bolt of panic shot from my skull to my toes, expecting to see Cillian on the other side.

      But it wasn’t Cillian.

      In my light-headed, delirious state, I thought he was an especially accurate hallucination at first.

      “Hayden?”

      He wore a Let’s find a cure for stupid t-shirt, basketball shorts, high-top sneakers, and a horrified expression. Caused, I would wager, by the walking gorefest before him.

      “Hanna!” he gasped. “Are you okay?”

      “I’ve been better,” I said. “But I’m all in one piece. Hayden, this is—”

      “Detective Morrison,” Hayden finished for me, a kindness in his expression that told me he had sensed he was no longer a threat. “Steve told me all about you.”

      It could have been my fevered imagination, but I thought Morrison’s back straightened ever so slightly with Hayden’s application of his former title.

      “I don’t understand,” I said. “What are you doing here? How did you get here?”

      “I’m afraid we’re going to have to talk about that when we have more time.” The grave, urgent set of his features sent a bright flare of panic sizzling through me.

      “What is it?” I asked. “What happened?”

      “The McGavins didn’t wait until sundown. As soon as they heard you were missing, they turned on the Faoladh. The Úlfhéðnar are fighting against both. Some local packs joined Abernathy and Allan, but they’re struggling. Backed up against the woods.”

      My heart dropped into my pale, bloodless guts. “It’s started? The shifter war?”

      Hayden’s eyes fixed on mine, telegraphing a depth of sadness neither of us could speak. He nodded.

      “I have to get to them,” I said.

      I became aware of an oddly beatific expression glassing over the surface of Hayden’s face. “Do you trust me?” he asked.

      “I don’t understand,” I said.

      His eyes glowed with the light of banked coals, his narrow lips pale and drawn in the most serious expression I had ever seen on his face. “I know we haven’t known each other for a very long time, but, do you trust me?”

      “With my life,” I said.

      “Then come with me.”

      We did.

      Following him up the twisting stone staircase leading from the dungeon to a narrow hallway, to a larger hallway, to the main hall, to a door behind a tapestry that lead to the roof of the castle.

      “They’re about a mile beyond the castle,” Hayden said, watching this information register on my face. “At the edge of the forest.”

      “There’s no way we’ll be able to make it that far.”

      “Yes,” Hayden said, a small, serene smile. “There is.”

      In the same way I had stood before Death himself and realized that all would always be okay, I knew with perfect clarity what it was that Hayden intended to do.

      “No,” I insisted, my fingers digging into Morrison’s bony shoulders. “You can’t.”

      “I can,” Hayden insisted. “Just this once.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            18

          

        

      

    

    
      “Why?” I demanded. “Why would you do that?”

      “Because I’m ready.” He took my cold, clammy fingers in his radiantly warm hand and for the first time, I saw behind his ageless face his kind, patient, eternal, but exhausted soul. “I’m ready to go home, Hanna.”

      Hot tears flooded my eyes and spilled down my cheeks. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes,” he said.

      I felt the conviction of that one word down to my very soul. It was a bedrock word.  A declaration. A living epitaph.

      “Okay,” I said.

      Seeing the stricken expression on my face, Hayden squeezed my hand.

      “All right then.” His elegant, elfish chin hardened in resolution. “When I tell you to jump, jump. Can you do that?”

      “I can try.” My throat threatened to close over this one simple phrase.

      “And you?” he said, turning gentle eyes to Morrison.

      “Yes,” Morrison said, having no earthly idea what he was agreeing to, but agreeing nonetheless.

      Hayden pushed aside the tapestry and together we ascended a final, narrow staircase and exited onto the roof of the castle.

      Beyond it, was horror.

      With searching eyes, I took in the writhing sea of warring bodies. Teeth, claws, fur, blood, and death. Howls of rage, and of pain, and of fear. The yelps and screams and sudden, gurgling cries.

      “Oh God,” I whispered.

      Hayden turned back to me, his expression both resolute and sad. “I’ll get you as far as I can.”

      “Okay,” I said.

      And then he smiled.

      His eyes began to glow, his face elongating as he collapsed onto all fours. I watched in open-mouthed wonder as that narrow, unassuming body expanded. First, like a massive caterpillar thickening, pale skin hardening into gilded scales, twin chasms appearing on his back. In a moment of pure, blinding brilliance, wings ripped from the grooves, blooming like a flower, layers endlessly unfolding, expanding, and insistently displacing the air. His hands, his feet, and the heels he had rarely walked on lengthening into claws, wicked talons at the base of each.

      The long, snake-like neck stretched, an angular, reptilian head with exceptionally kind eyes rotated back toward us.

      “Get on.” Hayden’s voice rumbled with a resonance that had caused the very rocks to be. Deeper than canyons. Higher than mountains. Rushing with the power of each wave upon the sea.

      We did as commanded.

      Morrison, with me still on his back, clambered over a warm, scaly flank and scrambled up to the flattest place between two hulking shoulders. There, he shrugged me over his head like a cardigan and sat me in front of him.

      “Hold on,” he advised, demonstrating by gripping the broad plates on Hayden’s back.

      I mimicked his motions, not at all convinced that my weak-fingered grip would be sufficient to keep me anchored, but somehow comforted by Morrison’s weight behind me, as cool as Hayden’s back was warm beneath my rear and thighs.

      Hayden’s wings unfurled, the rain sheeting off them as they beat against the damp, earth-scented air. The deep whoomp, whoomp, whoomp forming a syncopated rhythm with the thundering of his cavernous heart.

      As long as I had been a traveler, there was something I loved about the moment of lift-off. The intoxicating acceleration followed by that first lurch into the sky. How surreal it was to see the earth receding from you as you climbed the sky.

      Multiply that by a thousand.

      That’s what it was like.

      My fear temporarily forgotten, I glanced back at Morrison, wondering if he was feeling it too.

      His eyes were wide, the whites visible around his unnatural irises. Despite the gore caked around his mouth and streaking down the front of his filthy shirt, he managed to look boyish with wonder.

      Holy shit, we’re riding a dragon. The message seemed to crackle between us telepathically.

      And then the sickening sounds of the battle below floated up to us, and the wonder died away, and I thought of Abernathy and Allan out among the fray and my stomach shrank into a cold ball in the cage of my ribs.

      What did I even think I could do to help, in my present condition?

      I didn’t know.

      All I knew is that I needed to be where they were. I needed Abernathy to know I was okay.

      Ish.

      Rain stung my cheeks, my wet hair whipping around my face in a wild frenzy.

      I half wished that werewolves, like other warriors, wore any kind of defining uniform so that Hayden could open his jaws and roast whole quadrants of the McGavin and Harvaldsen clans.

      No such luck.

      A sudden drop in elevation shot my stomach up to the base of my throat.

      It was then that I noticed the heat beneath my legs had begun guttering like a candle, and the glow of Hayden’s chest along with it. Going dim, only to flare back with even brighter ferocity before dying away again.

      A terrible, racking cough rumbled through his body like a freight train as a hot blue-orange jet shot from his flaring nostrils.

      I heard a collective gasp of wonder from the rabble below.

      All at once, those great, leathery wings folded forward and we began speeding toward the ground. My eyelids peeled backward as we gained velocity, wind flapping my lips in an entirely unflattering and cartoonish manner.

      Morrison’s grasp on Hayden’s scales tightened, his already pale hands going bone-white as my blood was driven from his knuckles.

      “Hanna?” His voice was disarmingly terror stricken and uncertain.

      “Get ready,” I screamed.

      That same, odd, surface-of-the-lake calm descended over me once again, dragging with it an oddly, drugging drowsiness.

      It was happening.

      Hayden was going home.

      When we were a mere ten feet above ground, Hayden’s wings flew out like a parachute, abruptly halting our descent. “Now!” he roared.

      For the second time in my life, I let go.

      Releasing my death grip on Hayden’s scales, letting my legs go limp as I tumbled down his still-glowing flanks.

      And I was falling.

      The air thickened around me as time slowed.

      I looked up and knew in that moment, as long as I lived, be it a human lifetime or several millennia, I would never forget this sight.

      Hayden’s underbelly above me, the violent, radioactive orange at the edges and blindingly bright white at its center only found on the surface of the sun. Those great wings rising, falling against the blue-black velvet of the night sky, the moon a mere smudge of glowing cloud visible beyond his whipping tail. Fire jetting from his open jaws, bleeding lava into the dome of heaven, scorching away every cloud in the darkening sky.

      The searing white spread then, flooding through his body like a mushroom cloud as a deafening explosion compressed my eardrums and sent the entire earth into a moment of unexpected, reverent silence.

      A blinding flash, and the roiling inferno above me scattered into a billion glittering stars, coating every eye on the field below in a scrim of shimmering gold.

      Heat baked my cheeks, dried the surface of my eyes, the tears rolling down my cheeks evaporating as steam into the night as I hit the ground.

      And as if I, not Hayden, were the source of the explosion, every body around me flattened to the earth in a rolling shockwave.

      My ears rang with the force of the explosion. My own ragged gasp muffled as I forced air into my lungs. I dug my fingers into grass ripped by the battle, my fingernails finding the cold, damp soil beneath as I rolled onto my side and pushed myself into a seated position in a small clearing.

      Morrison lay on his back at my side, staring upward in the abject wonder I felt evaporating, as a quick glance at my surroundings revealed that Hayden had dropped us just beyond the tree line he’d described.

      Bodies began to groan in the field beyond, struggling to their feet. Some of them still wolves, others having been jolted back into their naked human form in shock.

      I pushed myself to my feet, stunned to realized I felt no pain. No weakness. No dizziness. On a burst of energy, I raced through the trees as fast as my wobbling legs could carry me, branches whipping my cheeks and tangling in my matted hair.

      “Hanna!” Morrison sprinted behind me, quickly matching my speed. “What are you doing?”

      “They’re out here,” I called back. “I can feel it.”

      I broke through the last stand of brush and froze, my momentum having been arrested by the tableau before me.

      A great, dark wolf with eyes like molten copper. His long legs gouged and bitten, his fur rent, and showing slick red muscle and silvery white tendons over his shoulders. Blood almost black in the moonlight dripped from his open maw. His deep chest heaved with uneven panting.

      I bit down on the scream that threatened to rip from me, not wanting to draw attention in our direction.

      I hardly felt the ground beneath my feet as I flew the last few yards to him.

      Abernathy’s head whipped in my direction, eyes wide in canine confusion and his scarred muscles twitching as he caught my scent on the wind.

      “Don’t move,” I said, pressing a hand to the unbroken fur behind his ear.

      Abernathy pushed his great, dark muzzle under my chin and into my hair, his hot breath tickling my ear by way of greeting.

      I drew my head back so we could look each other in the eye, and though I hadn’t spent a good deal of my time gauging the more subtle aspects of Abernathy’s face while in wolf form, I read pure, exhausted relief written there.

      That I was here. That I was alive.

      His expression abruptly changed when he spotted Morrison, the hackles between his shoulder blades rising as a low, angry growl issued from his throat.

      “It’s okay,” I said. “Cillian locked us in the dungeon together. It wasn’t his fault.”

      I saw the surprise register on Abernathy’s face at the mention of Cillian’s name.

      “We need to get you out of here.” Morrison being part of the implied “we,” as I was relying on his superhuman strength to make up for my lack thereof.

      Abernathy’s head lowered, and only then did I see what he was guarding. Why he stayed here instead of fleeing to find a place rest and heal.

      A small, pale, crumpled body, a bloodied purple scarf still half-knotted around his neck.

      Allan.

      Anguish crashed into my chest like a sledgehammer as I scrambled over to him and sank to my knees at his side.

      “Oh, Allan.” I took his face in my clammy hands, and was surprised when he blinked up at me.

      “’ello, love.” His voice was little more than a croak. “’Fraid you missed all the excitement. ’Ose bloody McGavins done a number on me.”

      “Shh.” I wiped the blood from his mouth with the tail of my already-bloody shirt, while I tried in vain to assess the wounds through the purple red carpet of gore covering the upper half of his body. His throat had been mauled, whistling when he drew in a thin, shuddering breath that sent pink foam bubbling up from the trench in his chest. “We’re going to get you out of here,” I said, having no earthly idea how that would be possible. Abernathy on his last leg, badly wounded, half-collapsing with exhaustion.

      Worse, the sounds of the battle were resuming.

      Yelps and growls. Death and pain.

      It was only a matter of time before they found us.

      “I can heal you,” I said, desperate thoughts tangling in my sorrow-stricken brain. “I…I healed Steve once. Just the way you did after Oscar Wilde. My blood… We could try.”

      “No, love.” Allan’s head moved in almost perceptible increments side to side. “Not this time.”

      “Please?” A single hot tear dripped from my chin, landing on Allan’s marble pale cheek, mingling with the blood. “Please let me try.”

      “I lived long enough—” he paused, waiting for the next thin, wet breath to fuel his words “—to see one of me best friends try and kill ‘is own son. To see my kind tearin’ each other to shreds—”

      A hideous, rattling cough ripped through him, propelling a fresh pulse of blood to leak from the corner of his mouth. Again, I wiped it away with the hem of my sweater, both knowing it was a feckless venture but wanting to honor what little I could of his fastidious nature.

      “I’m going to change all that,” I said.

      His gray lips cracked in a weak smile, revealing the blood-rubied, rabbity front teeth I had found so murderously endearing. “So you ‘ave chosen.”

      Until that moment, I hadn’t known it myself.

      I nodded, my own voice choked with emotion. “I have no idea how,” I said, dashing the tears from my cheeks with the backs of my hands, smiling nervously through the crippling fear and grief. “But I’m going to try.”

      Allan’s dark eyes flicked in Abernathy’s direction. “Look after him?”

      I followed his glance. He stood with his haunches toward us, unwilling to turn his back on the field of battle beyond for even a second. Morrison now stood watch beside him, a dark silhouette against the flickering horror of the field beyond.

      “He’s a great bloody oaf, but he…” Allan struggled to draw in the shallowest of breaths. “He loves you.”

      “I will.” I gently squeezed his cold, slim fingers. “I promise.”

      “Good girl.” I bit back a sob at the familiarity of that oft-uttered phrase. At just how deeply I felt the intense affection in those two syllables.

      Allan’s eyes turned to the sky, their surfaces silvered as a smile spread across his face. “Would you look a that?”

      I did.

      What I saw shamed the painted ceilings of every cathedral I’d ever marveled at in abject wonder. The full moon had broken through the clouds, a pearlescent opal set on a field of indigo, an extra galaxy of glittering stars wheeling around it.

      And when I turned my gaze back to Allan, I was met with an expression of luminescent, beatific peace.

      I watched the wind ruffle the dark hair against his waxy forehead, his dark eyelashes stirring around his unmoving eyes.

      He was gone.

      Bending over, I pressed my lips against the smooth skin of his still-warm, damp cheek. With careful hands, I untied the scarf, the wind lifting the edges of the crimson and purple cloth as I slid it over Allan’s face.

      A rage deeper than I had ever known boiled through my veins. Sweet, seductive poison that flooded through every molecule of me. Literal fire in my belly. The electric ripple crackled through my spine, snapping my face toward the moon.

      Then came the pain.

      Daggers ripping from my fingertips to the soles of my feet. Those shooting tracks of agony drawing me into my most essential self. I collapsed, doubling into a tight ball until it was more than my body could bear.

      When at last I opened my mouth, it erupted in one, long howl that split the still, silent night.

      It danced among the castle stones and the hills beyond, returning to me sheered echoes in haunting harmonization.

      When at last it died within my throat, I looked around, noting several facts at once.

      First: Abernathy and Morrison were staring at me, mouths open in matching expressions of canine and vampiric shock.

      Second: I was looking back at them from a height of approximately three feet off the ground.

      Third: I could smell their fear. And fur, damp with rain. Saline sweat, iron-rich blood. The wet grass and musky earth beneath.

      Fascinated by the ludicrously, intoxicatingly verdant scent of Irish turf, I glanced downward, which resulted in revelation Number Four: I had paws.

      And two long, slim, coppery forelegs with four fuzzy toes respectively, and at the end of each, wickedly long black claws that would have made my 14-year-old would-be Goth self nauseously jealous. My sweater and jeans lay in a shredded heap on the ground next to them, and even that sight was nearly enough to make me weep.

      The fabric that had only been green to me that morning had morphed into a glowing, shifting emerald. If I tried, I could see the woven warp and weft of the knitted fabric.

      I was a wolf.

      A damn good thing, as I suspected after the ruckus I’d just raised, Cillian, Aillig, and the rest of their accomplices would be on their way.

      The spell that had held Abernathy motionless during this entire process evaporated, and he limped over to me.

      Though I knew Abernathy to be capable of speech while in his wolf form when forced, he didn’t need to say a word. Our gazes met and held, the intensity of that connection more consuming than any I had ever known.

      How?

      The question unfolded in my head with perfect clarity, just as it had when we were at Castle Abernathy and the amplification of his abilities had given him this unexpected ability. And despite the brevity of the question and the strangeness of the situation, I knew exactly what he was referring to.

      How had I managed to shift after all this time?

      Stranger still, the answer appeared in my head before I could stop it.

      I died.

      The connection snapped off abruptly as Abernathy’s black lips gathered back in a snarl, teeth like ivory daggers visible behind them. He cut his eyes toward Morrison, who still wore my blood like a bib down the front of his shirt.

      I’m okay, I tried in push into Abernathy’s head. Look at me, Mark. I’m okay.

      Ignoring me, Abernathy took several steps in Morrison’s direction. The raw, ragged muscles in the exposed areas of his body tensed. Morrison bared his fangs in reply.

      “For fuck’s sake!”

      I had merely meant to communicate my irritation, and had expected that, as with Abernathy and other shifters I’d been around, how they spoke with each other while in wolf form was a slightly growlier version of their human voice.

      What came out of my mouth, on the other hand, sounded like all the demons in every horror movie of all time smashed together.

      Abernathy crouched and whined, and Morrison sprang back about three feet.

      “We do not have time for this,” I continued in a far more reasonable tone. “There are shifters very likely on their way to us right now, and we need to get you healed and get ready to fight, so you will both do exactly what I tell you. You understand me?”

      Chastened, they exchanged a nervous look.

      “You,” I said, tossing my muzzle in Morrison’s direction. “Bite me.”

      “Look, I didn’t mean to—”

      “I mean it,” I interrupted. “Bite me. He’ll heal more quickly with my blood and you’ve got the most precise instrument.”  Asked directly, I wasn’t 100 percent sure whether my transformation had completely healed me from being Morrison’s human smoothie, but I figured that I was in better shape than Abernathy either way.

      “No,” Abernathy roared.

      “You’re really going to argue with me when I can see four of your ribs?”

      Abernathy narrowed his glowing eyes at me.

      “You’re too exhausted to do it yourself,” I said. “You know I’m right.”

      “You trust that thing to stop once he’s started?” Acid ate the edges of Abernathy’s words, the sound of them rough and low.

      I looked to Morrison. “I do.”

      Hunger flared in Morrison’s features, a ring of red darkening his irises. He walked toward me stiffly, betraying the effort required to proceed toward what was offered at a controlled pace.

      I sat back on my haunches and sank onto my side, figuring this would both make it easier for Morrison to access a good spot and for Abernathy to do what needed to be done after he had.

      Morrison knelt beside me, cold fingers sinking into the thick russet fur at my flank and running up to my shoulder.

      An angry bark of protest exploded from Abernathy’s maw.

      “Just feeling for the best spot,” Morrison said, a smug smirk dug into one corner of his mouth.

      “You’re not helping yourself,” I muttered.

      “Here.” Morrison had paused just over my shoulder, the glowing red expanding to take over nearly all of his iris. “Ready?”

      “Do it.”

      I yelped as his teeth sank home. The bolt of pain was hot, but brief.

      Mostly because Abernathy had tackled Morrison, sending them both rolling several feet down the hill.

      The mineral rich scent of my own blood flooded my nostrils.

      “Mark!” I bellowed in what forever after would be termed The Voice. “Get over here and do this now.”

      His progress was slow and pained as made his way back with Morrison on his heels.

      He hesitated as he stood over me.

      “It’s okay,” I urged.

      He lowered his muzzle to my shoulder and lapped at the open wound with his rough, warm tongue for the space of several strange moments. Though I couldn’t be certain how, I would have sworn I could feel both the rhythm of his heart and mine emanating not from inside either of our chests, but from the place where his body met mine.  A shared communion that represented a direct reversal of our established dynamic. His hurt and my ability to heal it.

      When he lifted his head, a strange kind of awe had stripped his features of all their usual scowling alpha energy. He looked young. A boy. A pup. A creature still capable of being surprised despite almost half a century on the planet.

      His wounds began knitting themselves together faster than I’d ever witnessed. Skin and fur shrinking gashes into tiny islands that rapidly sank and disappeared altogether.

      I looked at his intact, masterful form and felt an irrational stab of pride, knowing it was me, my blood, that had made him whole.

      And not a second too soon.

      Shapes moving across the field in our direction. The numbers I had seen earlier that evening had thinned considerably, and those that remained looked just as bedraggled and tired as Abernathy had when I’d first spotted him. But still they came.

      “Pleh!”

      We both glanced over at Morrison, who reached up and plucked a clump of fur from his reddened tongue.

      “You should go,” I said. “Vampires may live forever, but they take a really really long time to heal.”

      “I won’t leave you to fight them alone.” Morrison’s pale hands were clenched into fists at his sides.

      “She’s right,” Abernathy agreed. “It could take you centuries to recover from what even one of those wolves could do to you.”

      Tension crackled like electricity between them.

      “Protect her,” Morrison said, acquiescence oddly making his face look harder.

      Abernathy lifted his head and pinned him with a glowing glare. “I always have.”

      A blur, a brief, powerful gust of air, and Morrison was gone.

      We stood side by side in air thickening with the next wave of the gathering storm, Allan silent and still behind us and a shared sorrow heavy between us.

      “There’s no way we can take all of them.” The fading moonlight silvered the tips of Abernathy’s ears, and shone like a smudge of silver on the glossy black of his nose.

      “I don’t intend to,” I said. I scanned the hillside, searching, searching, my mind’s complete attention focused on one goal only.

      There, loping down the hill, was a black, barrel-chested wolf with a bright white spot over one eye.

      Before I even knew what I was doing, I was sprinting at full speed toward the coming horde. And had never experienced a sensation so glorious in all of my life. The wind whipping a rich bouquet of scents into my nose as my feet flew over the grass. The intoxicating freedom of going faster, faster, faster, until it felt like I would leave the earth altogether.

      Without looking, I sensed Abernathy right on my heels, knowing instinctively that he could speed past me, but that he chose not to. Willingly letting me be the one to hit them first.

      Hit they did. Claws and teeth flying at me with jarring force. I found myself weaving through them as effortlessly as a stream through rocks in a river. Anticipating every blow, ducking, feinting, sliding out of the way with the kind of practiced grace I had never demonstrated a single day of my human life.

      Aillig didn’t even have time to turn before I was on him. The impact sent us both flying into several of the bodies around us, to the sound of indignant growls of protest. All of which were abruptly stopped as one by one, Abernathy bit down on whatever body part was closest to him and flung them—yelping—back into the fray.

      Surging beneath me, Aillig unleashed a growl of pure, impotent rage as he snapped upward but couldn’t manage to dislodge me. I let him thrash, waiting for the split second when he was off balance and squirming for purchase to clamp my muzzle down on his shaggy, gore-smattered throat.

      The savage thrill coursing through me at that precise second defied all description. As satisfying and essential as the first sip of water after an endless march across the desert. His blood was honey on my tongue.

      His strangled yelp turned into a scream, as beneath me, fur shrank back into skin and he was once again a man. One whose odor represented a brutal assault on my newly acute olfactory abilities. Sour sweat, half-digested food, and fear. Sharp, metallic, and more chemically powerful than battery acid, it swelled until it blotted out all else.

      Which is when I realized it wasn’t just coming from him.

      But from everyone around me. All fighting had ceased and everyone, Abernathy included, was staring at me.

      “Please,” Aillig’s words were wet and gurgling. “Don’t kill me.”

      And gods, how I wanted to. The need to crush the frail pipe of his esophagus. To feel his muscles tear and his tendons pop like rubber bands. To return every ounce of the pain he’d caused me tenfold.

      Then I remembered Allan’s face. His smile.

      I’m going to change all that.

      With considerable effort, I forced my jaws open and lifted my head, looking down at him in disgust.

      “It’s what you deserve.” That same, eerie demon voice issued from my mouth, causing a visible flinch in the entire gathering. The salty odor of urine twined itself with the stink of fear. “It’s what all of you deserve.”

      When I looked up, I found that more and more of the pack had lost their hold on their shifter form and stood before me naked. Vulnerable.

      Among them, was Cillian. Milk-pale skin, entire galaxies of freckles spiraling on his arms and chest. Blood spattered across his chest and legs. His face a mask of dumb shock.

      “But it’s not what I want for you.” Stepping backward off of Aillig, I looked around, meeting as many eyes as were willing to meet mine. “For any of us.”

      Murmurs rumbled through the crowd.

      “And I certainly didn’t want it for them.” I jerked my muzzle toward the mangled blond body of a man I recognized from the celebration. One of the Úlfhéðnar. His ocean blue eyes staring at eternity, his throat an angry crimson canyon, his blond hair matted with blood.

      “You have been deceived. All of you. For hundreds of years you’ve had pretenders to the Faoladh ruling over Halla na Mac Tíre, and you didn’t even know it.”

      The wolves nearest to Cillian sniffed hesitantly in his direction, hackles raised as he took several reluctant steps backward.

      “You’ve had alphas from the ruling houses plotting violence on their own kind. Twisting you. Using you.”

      A low growl rose among those closest to Aillig McGavin.

      “I didn’t ask to be the heir. I didn’t want to be the heir. I was ready to step down precisely to avoid this. But I am the heir. And I will not step down.

      “If you’re opposed to that, if you have any ideas of challenging me or the ways I will protect, defend, and heal a species I willingly and freely choose to be part of, then here I am.” Slowly, deliberately, I lifted my muzzle to the sky, exposing my neck. “Take it from me.”

      A blinding flash of lightning arced across the sky, casting all into a temporary daylight. In that singular moment, an astonished gasp rose from the crowd.

      “Look!” someone cried.

      A sudden whoosh of whispers and gasps had me searching the immediate vicinity until I saw the source of their amazement.

      All around me, where the earth met the sky, the spiky silhouettes of giant antlers.

      Hundreds of them. Maybe thousands.

      They began to bellow. A sound that I can only describe as a cow crossed with a lion, in an eerie, fur-raising chorus. It was met with a higher frequency version of the same sound. The females, I guessed. But it didn’t stop there. Their song was answered with the piercingly violent and beautiful screaming of foxes. The high, shrill screeching of hawks. The rude, sawing barks of ravens. And then there were so many that I could no longer pick out the origin of the sounds in the cacophony.

      Until the wolves began.

      Those still remaining in their shifter form, one by one, adding their voices to the crashing symphony of sound.

      Abernathy joined them.

      And so, at last, did I.

      When the chorus died away, the field began to empty. One by one, those left after the carnage stopped to duck a deferential head in my direction before leaving, some of them carrying fallen comrades.

      Then we were alone again, in a quiet that felt more solid than the ground beneath our feet.

      Abernathy was the one to break it.

      “There’s something I’d like to show you.” His tone bore neither promise nor punishment, which, given our history, wasn’t always a positive sign.

      “Lead the way,” I said.

      He took off at a pace that thrilled me to match, the heavens rumbling with the promise of another downpour. The scent of rain filled my senses as we raced over the hill and through the trees, the act of running itself a kind of cleansing balm that peeled away the horror of all I’d witnessed that day.

      Abernathy slowed as we reached a clearing. In the strange gray light of the moon still hidden behind the clouds, I saw the craggy outline of a circle of monoliths.

      “Wow,” I marveled, breathless from wonder as much as from our race through the forest.

      An image of myself as a baby art history grad student, teaching survey night courses to bored, blinking freshmen flickered into my head. I remembered the blue glow of my slide presentation glowing on their glassy eyes as I tried to inject them with even an ounce of the fascination I had felt with these inexplicably large old stones, thousands of miles from their area of origin.

      The UK was lousy with them, I knew, but these hadn’t appeared in any of the many gigantic books I had studied. Nor had those images prepared me for the pure presence of these stones.

      I hadn’t exactly known how the process of returning to my human form would work, and was relieved when the mere gut desire to do so found me crouching on all fours, the soles of my bare feet against the cool, damp grass.

      A far easier transition than my second-ever shifting experience, the gods be thanked.

      Naked, stiff with sweat, still smeared with drying blood, I walked into their center. A curious, tingling energy hummed through my chest, making me feel simultaneously ancient and ludicrously young. I gravitated to the broken nub in the circle’s center, running the palm of my hand over its surface, chalky with minerals and slick with moss.

      “I’ve been here before.” And as soon as I’d said it, I knew it to be true.

      “Yes.” Abernathy’s tone was empty of any of the elation I felt. Glancing over my shoulder, I saw that he, too, had resumed his human form. His dark hair was damp, several pieces stuck to his forehead, the rest falling in a wind-ruffled, careless crown that put me in mind of pirates. The stones should have dwarfed him, and yet his giant, hulking, silent presence within them defied that ability. He stalked toward me, every bit as intimidating as he was in wolf form. More so in this setting.

      “I thought this would be a fitting place for us to discuss what happened tonight,” he said. The flatness had been replaced by something darker. Something infinitely more dangerous.

      Worry swept into my chest like a tide. “Which part?”

      His answer came in the form of a blur of movement that ended with my naked back shoved up against the deliciously rough, cold stone.

      Abernathy’s lips branded my ear, the heat traveling in an instant jolt from his palm to the very center of me.

      “The part where you seem to have forgotten who the fuck I am.”
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      I breathed hard, sensation warring with logical thought for supremacy.

      “Don’t you ever put me in a position where I’m powerless to protect you.” Abernathy said, his fingers trailing down the column of my neck. “Do you understand me?”

      A wiser woman would have nodded.

      And dear reader, when have you ever known me to be that woman?

      I shook my head in one silent syllable.

      No.

      “No?” he repeated, the deadly edge of that word sharp enough to sever limbs. “No?”

      “In case you hadn’t noticed,” I swallowed beneath his grip. “I don’t seem to need your protection anymore.”

      He released me and stepped back. His eyes glowed like molten gold beneath his lowered brows. “Prove it.”

      He lunged without warning and to my great surprise, I was gone, watching his broad, muscular back from behind as he crashed into the stone.

      “Holy shit, I’m fast!” I scarcely had time to celebrate this newfound ability when

      an enraged Abernathy turned around, his lips drawn back in a predatory snarl.

      “Uh oh.” Darting away, I managed to duck behind another stone mere nanoseconds before Abernathy reached it, our fingertips grazing for a single second before I sprinted to the next, then the next.

      Then he was on one side of a stone, and I on the other, my years of watching Scooby Doo cartoons giving me an ill-advised feeling of superiority as to how this would go down.

      In the end, my undoing was not my lack of strength or cunning, but lack of cooperation in the weather. The rain had begun to drive down in earnest, making the grass slick. One slight miscalculation on my part and my feet slid out from under me and I went to the ground hard.

      Abernathy pounced, covering my body with his, trapping my legs inside his powerful thighs. He captured my wrists and forced them above my head, pinning them to the wet earth.

      He looked down at me like sin made mortal. Naked lust in his eyes, an answering flame waking in the deepest parts of me.

      “What now, little wolf?” The mocking tone of his words sent a tidal wave of mingled irritation and desire through me.

      Forcing an expression of submission onto my face, I made my limbs go slack and still. “You win,” I said, and the second he’d loosened his grip, I rolled like an alligator beneath him and scrambled several feet away.

      Abernathy howled a harsh, vibrant curse in a language I didn’t recognize as he caught me by the ankles and slid me toward him.  I clutched at the grass, but found no purchase there. He crawled up my body until I could feel him wedged against the base of my spine, hot as a branding iron and just as hard.

      “You are mine,” he growled. “Mine to protect. Mine to pleasure.” With one hand gently fisted in the hair at the base of my neck and the other barred across my chest, he guided me to a kneeling position. I gasped as his hand slid down my stomach to cup my sex. “And I am yours.”

      The rain beat down on us, landing on my lips, soaking my hair, washing blood down our bodies in a mingled, salty stream.

      Using the hand anchored in my hair, Abernathy angled my face over my shoulder and covered my mouth with his. It was an act that could be performed in tenderness, in passion. But this was pure possession, our teeth clashing as his tongue swept over mine, demanding and hot. I answered with equal defiance, dueling with him, nipping at his lower lip, consuming him as I was being consumed.

      Between my legs, Abernathy’s fingers began to move. Sliding through folds drenched with the rain and desire. I moaned into his mouth, helpless against the friction and heat, the delicious contrast of the cool night on my skin.

      His heart beat between my shoulder blades through the thick wall of his chest, the rhythm as wild and wanton as I felt. He lifted his lips from mine and I felt like a wound with no bandage. Open to the world. Wanting to be covered again. To be contained.

      “I can smell how wet you are.” He scraped his teeth along my jaw, pausing to tease my ear with the hot, wet, tip of his tongue.

      I shuddered and tensed against his hand.

      He responded by grazing my aching bud with the rough pad of his thumb.

      My stomach muscles jerked reflexively, curving my torso away from him. He pulled me back, releasing my hair to wrap his fingers around my throat. As he had earlier, he squeezed until I could feel the blood pulsing beneath his grip. A delicious tingling sensation teased my lips and skated rapidly downward where the other blood- and nerve-dense areas of my body lived.

      Abernathy’s index and middle finger dipped into me, gathering the slickness there and painting it around the area where I wanted him most in lazy, torturous circles.  I wiggled against him, unsuccessfully trying to align his touch with the throbbing heat just beyond his reach. He shifted away, drawing his hips back from mine and going even further afield.

      Then, to add insult to injury, he began teasing me with the silky head of his cock. Sliding it to the very edge of inside then dragging it backward toward my ass.

      I groaned in frustration. And just when I thought I might just die from the torment, he hooked his index and middle finger inside me and began rolling my swollen clit under his thumb.

      Had Abernathy not been holding me to his body, I might have collapsed entirely from the sudden onslaught. I felt it building. That heavy, drugging warmth flooding my core. The weightlessness seeping through my joints like the buzz of a first drink.

      I teetered over the precipice, about to lose myself to the promise of oblivion.

      He stopped.

      I actually screeched in frustration.

      Taking my hand in his, Abernathy guided it backward and wrapped it around his feverish cock.

      “Is this what you want?” His voice was rough and low in my ear, smoky with desire. He placed a possessive hand over the part of me wet with wanting, rocking his palm gently to send a thunderclap of electricity arcing through me.

      “Yes,” I moaned.

      “Good.” He caught the hot bundle of nerves between his index and middle fingers and squeezed while tightening his grip on my hair. A supernova of pleasure detonated in my middle and rocketed upward, where the swift rush of blood to my head briefly blotted out everything. For that brief moment, I could taste color and see sound.

      For several seconds, I wasn’t entirely convinced that I hadn’t died for the second time that day.

      When at last I returned to my body, Abernathy was lifting me to my feet, half-carrying and half-walking me to the monolith at the center of the circle. He bent me over before it.

      “Put your hands on the stone.”

      In a move that may well have been a first in our relationship, I complied directly.

      Pushing a large, hair-roughened thigh between mine, he nudged my legs apart. I felt his fingers on me, gathering the moisture between my legs. I looked backward in time to see Abernathy bringing them to his mouth. Nostrils flaring, he licked them before spitting in his own hand. Maintaining eye contact with me the entire time, he reached down and dragged his hand over his cock.

      A crippling wave of lust threatening to buckle my knees.

      Abernathy locked one forearm under my stomach, steadying me as he ran an appreciative hand down my spine, over the curve of my ass, and down my inner thigh. When he reached the back of my knee, he cupped it in the palm of his hand, lifting my leg to further open me to him. With my hands on the ancient stones and one foot upon the earth, he filled me with a thrust so powerful and perfect that it drove the breath from my lungs.

      “Look at me,” he ordered.

      One hand firmly planted on the stone, I gently pried his hand from my hip and brought it back to my hair.

      “Make me.”

      My scalp pricked as he wound my wet hair around his fist and guided my gaze back to his. Our eyes locked, he sank his hips forward until he was touching the deepest part of me. Our bodies joined as profoundly and elementally as they could be.

      And felt what he had wanted me to feel.

      That there was a place in me only he could touch. That he was bound to me and I to him. That I was, am, and always would be his.

      His life. His love. His mate.

      I undulated my hips backward, relishing the feeling of him there, the look of startled pleasure etched in his features.

      This was all the encouragement he required. His fingertips dug into my knee as he slowly withdrew, his abdominal muscles tensing as he filled me again and again. Each time, the sloping dunes of muscle of his arms, his chest, his back tensing and releasing in a motion as powerful and primal as the tide.

      Drops of water collected on ends of his hair, his nose, his chin, falling to my naked skin like scattered diamonds. I watched in wonder, unwilling to surrender the illicit thrill of watching his face. Of watching him watch mine.

      Just when I thought he was nearing his own release, he pulled roughly out of me, spun me around and walked me back to the stone he’d run into when I darted away from him.

      Palming my ass, he lifted me until I had no choice but to grab onto his shoulders and wrap my legs around his waist.

      My back against the stone, he drove into me once more. Rougher this time, unbound by the care he had taken when I was human and he something older and stronger.

      I saw in the wet reflection of his eyes the glowing green-gold circle of my irises, blended with his burning copper beneath. This place where our souls met and held.

      Pouring into each other the joy, the beauty, the pain, the grief of lifetimes met and lifetimes missed. Of death, and pleasure, and a million moments remembered and forgotten, and those not yet lived.

      Tension hardened Abernathy’s jaw, tightened the cords of his neck, carved sharper shadows on a body whose shape had been encoded into my every molecule.

      His pace grew more frenzied, the wet slapping of our bodies echoing off the silent witness of the stones. And for the first time, I knew he held nothing back.

      Neither did I.

      He was growling now. A continuous, rough, low rumble that seemed to vibrate through both of us and swelled with each punishing thrust of his cock.

      Abernathy’s end arrived with a howl of rapture so beautiful and raw that it stung tears to my eyes.

      He collapsed against me, and slowly we sank to the earth together. Letting the rain wash away all but the thing that had just happened between us.

      When our breaths had slowed, I curled on my side to face him.

      He lay like a boy, his head pillowed on the forearm folded beneath his cheek. His mouth loose and young, his eyes half closed, wet lashes clumped around irises fading back to their standard milk chocolate hue.

      He was so beautiful, it hurt to look at him.

      “Mark?”

      “Hmm?” His passion-exhausted grunt was laced with whisky and peat smoke and, despite my complete and utter exhaustion, made me want to launch myself at him like a Velcro koala.

      Let the record reflect my considerable restraint.

      “Do I get to keep you this time?”

      “What do you mean?” Abernathy wrapped a long leg possessively around mine.

      I scooted closer to him, pushing the wet copper cloud of my hair away from my face only to have it spring immediately back where it wasn’t wanted.

      “I loved you before, and I lost you,” I said. “How do I know I’m not going to lose you again?”

      The rain had slowed to a fine mist now settling over my pleasure-slackened limbs like the softest silk. With his free hand, Abernathy reached out and laced my fingers with his, pressing them against his chest.

      “Because that’s what love is, Hanna,” he said. “You lose each other a thousand times, but you find each other a thousand and one.”

      What I wouldn’t have given to remember every single instance in my soul’s long, tangled history where Abernathy had looked at me with the expression of savage tenderness he currently wore.

      When I pressed my lips to his, I tasted the rain, the wind, all the storms he had weathered—I, having been the worst of them.

      I tasted wildness itself.

      And recognized myself in it.
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      As it turned out, Allan had called for reinforcements despite my protests. They arrived shortly after Abernathy and I made our way back to Halla na Mac Tíre.

      With their help, Allan was carried back to the house, then back to the Shannon airport for transport back to London. We followed on a flight the next morning, spending a few days at his flat, first consoling Peter, then reaching out to Allan’s solicitors.

      Unsurprisingly, he’d long since put his affairs in order, as we discovered when, going through his considerable closet, we’d found a polished wooden box with an engraved plaque bearing the words “When I Finally Snuff It.”

      He’d already paid for services, a headstone, and a plot in Highgate cemetery where half of his ashes were to be buried. The other half, as directed by the letter we discovered among the papers were to be “sprinkled down Benedict Cumberbatch’s trousers or scattered over The Meadow in Hyde Park.” But only after we’d asked Benedict very nicely.

      Somehow, I’d managed to hold it together until it was time to pick out the clothes Allan would be cremated in. Standing before the antique wardrobe in his bedroom, I was transported back to his shop in London and saw him squatting there in his purple pinstripe slacks and argyle sweater vest, the measuring tape in his small, capable hands, and pins tucked in one corner of his mouth.

      His chirpy, mildly nasal teakettle voice as he called to Peter at the back of the shop.

      “Jesus Christ, Peter! This isn't bloody Narnia! Come out of the wardrobe already!”

      Maybe that was why, on the gray, drizzly day in Highgate Cemetery when it came time for me to rise and speak the words at his memorial, it had been a passage from The Voyage of the Dawn Treader that came into my head. I stood there before the rows of mourners and the clotted standing-room-only crowd beyond, my heels sinking into the rain-soaked earth and struggled to recite the words on the tear-spotted paper clutched in my shaking hands.

      “It isn’t Narnia, you know,” sobbed Lucy. “It’s you. We shan’t meet you there. And how can we live, never meeting you?”

      “But you shall meet me, dear one,” said Aslan.

      “Are you there too, Sir?” said Edmund.

      “I am,” said Aslan. “But there I have another name. You must learn to know me by that name. This was the very reason you were brought to Narnia, that by knowing me here for a little, you may know me better there.”

      There.

      There was a world where the shifters attending his funeral had all covertly bowed to me as they passed. There was a world where justice and forgiveness had to be meted out, not only to those responsible for those who ended his life, but those who had wanted to end mine. There was a world without his jolly, bitchy, always close to the bone advice and freely dispensed wisdom.

      There was here.

      Now.

      Where I was now called on to dispense it. Where daily calls, e-mails, texts, and letters arrived at my door, needing resolution. Needing help. Needing hope.

      I did my best to give it.

      And whether I was the heir, had been the heir, no longer felt like a question.  Like the question.

      I had been human.

      And Abernathy woke the wolf in me.

      She would have to be answered.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EPILOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Dear God, get that thing out of her mouth.”

      Odd, how it can be a relief when a phrase oft directed at you is actually being lobbed at someone else for a change.

      The someone in question being my niece Olivia, who was currently crouched under the kitchen table in the dining room of our mountain chalet, a first-edition Dickens from Abernathy’s personal library clamped between her tiny baby teeth.

      “Relax,” I assured him, squatting down to coax her out with the only reliable method we’d found effective at tempting to her to release whatever inanimate object/small animal she’d managed to stuff into her adorable little maw: a cheese stick.

      I liked to think she gets it from me.

      Her green eyes widening, Olivia abandoned the book and made a grab for the dairy bribe with small, sticky hands.

      I handed the somewhat-molested book to Abernathy.

      “This is a first edition,” he said, pointing to the dainty half-circle of dental impressions left on the leather cover. “With a note written to me from Dickens himself.”

      “I’m sure he’d write you another if you asked him nicely.” Because, as I understood it, Dickens was currently teaching night courses in English literature under the name Professor Chuck Merdle. Daringly meta of him, I thought.

      Seconds later, Olivia shot out from under the table, a beleaguered Gilbert jogging away as quickly as his stumpy legs would carry him.

      “No!” Abernathy clapped, taking off after her. “Psst! We do not bite cats!”

      “Now would either be the time to close a lot of doors or remove everything knee-level and below from the shelves,” I called after him.

      He stalked by moments later, muttering under his breath, several books and a bust of Nefertiti under one arm and Gilbert under the other.

      A thwarted and scowling Olivia toddled back into the kitchen, the chief sources of her recreational efforts removed.

      “He’s in a mood, isn’t?” I ruffled her blue curls and pushed myself to my feet.

      Not that I could blame him.

      He had reluctantly agreed to babysit the twins at our house, both to grant me the toddler immersion therapy I craved in the weeks after Allan’s funeral, and to encourage Steve to get out of the house in the wake of Hayden’s ascension.

      Having not been raised together, I wasn’t entirely sure how Steve would react to the news. So when I had called him from Allan’s flat to deliver the news, I steeled myself, preparing myself to receive whatever he needed to unburden.

      He was silent for a long time.

      When he spoke, his voice bore a poignant mix of affection and regret. “He was just so…so good.”

      “Yes,” I’d said. I knew exactly what he meant. I’d felt it from the first seconds I’d spent in his presence. That deep, radiant, open-hearted kindness. “I wish I’d had the chance to know him better.”

      “Me too.” Steve’s voice was thick. “He had such great stories.”

      “He told me one once,” I said, hesitating to say what needed to come next. “Steve?”

      “Yeah?”

      “If I hadn’t—”

      “No,” he said firmly. “Don’t even think about it. Hayden knew his time was waning. He wanted one last quest. That’s why he came.”

      I thought of him often throughout my first weeks as the officially acknowledged authority for all things shifter.

      It had been his kind, patient energy I summoned as I reached out, not just to shifters, not just in Europe and the States, but to any and every pack, family, and splinter group I could track down information for.

      With Crixus’s help, I cast my net wider, inviting as many paranormal beings as were interested in creating a place where anyone wishing to could share ideas, thoughts, and hopes for all those navigating life outside the strictly human existence. It wasn’t a governing body so much as a conduit between the vast spiderweb of authorities tasked with keeping non-humans in line.

      It was with their support that the O’Farrens were removed from Halla na Mac Tíre and Cillian delivered to the local supernatural magistrates.

      “Ayt Hayya!” River’s festive little warbler’s voice called from the guest bathroom, pulling me out of my reverie. “I done!”

      Having just stepped into the hallway from his study, Abernathy turned on his heel and went right back in, closing the door behind him.

      “Coming,” I called back, quickly untying my apron and slinging it on the back of one of the dining room chairs.

      When I opened the door, I had to stifle a laugh. River was parked in modified downward-dog, right next to the miniature potty chair shaped like a frog, hands planted on the floor, hindquarters aimed in my direction.

      “Great job, buddy,” I said, grabbing a baby-wipe from the tub Steve and Shayla had left and quickly addressing the task at hand. I tugged up his potty-training diaper and tiny shorts, and lifted him to the sink to wash both our hands.

      “Ready for action,” I said, setting him back down. Catching a glimpse of us standing side by side in the mirror, my breath caught in my throat. He was several inches taller than he had been when Abernathy and I had left for Ireland and could pass for a preschooler with ease.

      “Cu-cakes?” he asked.

      “You better believe it,” I said, taking his small, warm, buttery hand in mine to lead him back to the kitchen. The comforting aroma of warm chocolate wafted out to us just as the microwave timer began to beep.

      “Looks like we’re just in time.” With hands tucked under his little armpits, I lifted him onto the stepstool where he’d supervised the construction of the batter and icing. Scraping the last of the fudgy mixture to the bowl, I handed him the spatula.

      “Your great-grandma used to do this with me when I was your age,” I told him. “I called her Oma.”

      Lifting the spoon to his lips, River managed to smear just as much icing around his mouth as he got inside it. “Oma?” he repeated.

      And for reasons I couldn’t explain, hearing that name spoken in his tiny voice soothed a piece of the ache that Hayden’s ascension and Allan’s death had opened in my chest.

      “Is it safe?” Abernathy’s muffled voice echoed down the hallway from the other side of his office door.

      “Coast is clear,” I shouted back.

      He proceeded hesitantly down the hallway as if expecting Ollie to pop out of the shadows at any moment and gnaw his ankle.

      Which, was not a completely unfounded fear, if we’re being honest.

      “Uncwe Mawk!” River hopped from his stool and sprinted toward him. “I poop!” he said proudly, leaving two tiny brown handprints on the knees of Abernathy’s jeans.

      “It’s not—” I began, trying to get the words out, but to no avail.

      “Bhrrrerrrrkp,” Abernathy retched, sharply drawing in a breath, his eyes watering.

      At which point, River stuck his icing-besmeared hand in his mouth by way of demonstration.

      “Huyghheh!” Slapping a hand over his mouth, Abernathy dashed toward the bathroom. He emerged several moments later, his skin clammy and with a subtle greenish undertone replacing his normally ruddy glow.

      River was back on his stool, watching me with my makeshift pastry bag, proving precisely why Martha Stewart had infallible job security.

      “Cupcake?” I asked, aiming a smirk in Abernathy’s direction.

      He shook his head no. “But save some of that icing.” The way in which he lifted his brow let me know in no uncertain terms how he intended to use it.

      It never ceased to amaze me how quickly he could shift gears.

      “Yes, sir,” I said, setting the pastry bag aside when my phone pinged.

      Glancing down at its glowing surface, I saw Crixus’s name on the text notification. Progress, as far as I was concerned. I thumbed it open and read.

      The mosquito has landed.

      “Mosquito” was code for Morrison, of course, and Crixus had been the chief agent of his re-acclimation post-Strigoi.

      Technically missing for a period of three months, Morrison had been given the option of assuming a brand-new identity with some behind-the-scenes help, or attempting to reconnect with his previous life under a greatly altered narrative.

      He’d chosen the latter, and was shocked to discover his townhouse and belongings exactly as he’d left them on the night we had stopped by to stock up before his fateful run-in with Nero’s neophyte vampire horde.

      Finding myself similarly piqued by this turn of events, I had discovered through some relentless digging of the kind I am infinitely capable, that Abernathy had been paying the mortgage and utilities on his townhouse since the night Morrison had been bitten.

      Abernathy pretended to be annoyed by the fact that Morrison had decided to remain Morrison, and I pretended not to know his generosity was what had made this possible.

      And with Crixus’s text, I knew that Morrison had effectively settled back into his townhome.

      I wiped my hands on a dishtowel and pulled the jug of milk from the fridge, filling two sippy cups and bringing them to the dining table where I’d placed side-by-side buckling booster chairs.

      Abernathy had cast a querulous glance at me when they’d arrived from Amazon. “Something you’d like to tell me?”

      “No,” I said, certainty being the only thing growing within me. A kind of knowing.

      I would nurture, protect, feed, and love many.

      But never a child of my own.

      The knowledge had come back with me, along with a slowly dawning realization of its source.

      Margaret.

      Margaret, whose insane jealousy and despair had driven her over the cliff. Margaret, whose restless spirit had wandered the one place she had felt loved and safe.

      Margaret, who had been determined to run off any woman Abernathy truly loved.

      I had spoken to her then. Told her I was sorry for what had happened to her, and that she had deserved better. That she was remembered and loved.

      The nightmares had ceased in concert with my acceptance. My willingness to face something that both gutted me to my core, and made me that much more determined to love as often and as deeply as I could.

      Whether the drive to do so was compensation for my lack, or the very thing I had been destined to do, I couldn’t say.

      Only that it didn’t need to be said at all.

      It simply…was.

      And it was okay.

      Because I could sit across the table from two voraciously growing bodies and see in their eyes and insatiable appetites a piece of myself, and it was enough.

      Later, Olivia and River had played, chased, and shrieked through their sugar high, followed by baths, followed by jammies. Bedtime fast approaching, we snuggled together on our large, overstuffed leather couch, Abernathy and I bookending their small, warm bodies.

      “Story,” Olivia barked in her ever-direct this is not a request voice.

      I’d thought about them a lot lately. Stories. How there would come a time when, having no progeny of my own to speak of, I would exist only as a spoken name. A face that lives in the minds of others. Things I had said, and things I had done, and people I’d loved and lost.

      All of it beginning with four simple words, which I now spoke to the tiny, pink, shell-like ears waiting for my words.

      “Once upon a time.”
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