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      I don’t remember much of those first two days after the fight, I was in too much of a state of shock. Silas made us live in a seedy hotel while he “procured our next living arrangement.” Whatever that meant. I didn’t care anymore. I didn’t care about anything.

      “Get up!” Silas snapped, and my body rose from the bed into a sitting position against my will. A growl rumbled in my throat and Silas tipped his head back and laughed.

      He was a master of control. He could force my body to do anything he willed, and that terrified me. I didn’t want to even try to use my ten percent of Greywolf power against him for fear it would get me killed if he found out that I was Wren.

      Wren. I was Wren.

      A sob formed in my throat and Maddy sat up in the bed next to me and rubbed small circles across my back.

      Every night that I lay down to fall asleep, I couldn’t get two things out of my head.

      
        	Brayden saying, I choose you.

        	Leah saying, Brayden, I remember you.

      

      They haunted me simultaneously and tore at my heart and soul. Were Leah and Brayden married yet? Did he miss me at all? I didn’t really want to know the answer to either of those questions but I thought about them often.

      Silas walked over to hover above me. “Don’t be sad, sweet Lena.” He still thought I was Lena, and that was probably best for both Leah’s and my sake. “I can keep your bed warm while Brayden is away.” Silas reached down, stroked my cheek and I whimpered.

      “Touch her again and I’ll remove your balls,” Maddy snarled from her place beside me.

      Maddy and I had been sharing a bed in the motel room and Silas was sleeping alone on the other bed, but he’d made multiple passes at me.

      I was frozen in place as Silas’ power wrapped around me, forcing me not to move. My gaze flicked up without me moving to see him give Maddy the most hair-raising glare.

      “I can do whatever I want to her and you can’t stop me,” he threatened, and my blood went cold.

      No. No. No.

      He’d not actually done anything to me yet, but I feared that day would come. He was too powerful for either of us to fight. He trailed a finger from my collarbone to my cleavage, and I growled like a wild animal but could physically do nothing to stop it. It was the most helpless, defeating feeling in the world, and a little part of me died in that moment.

      Was this how it was going to be for the next year with this psycho? Would he force his way with me whenever he wanted? The thought made me go numb.

      Maddy laughed then, a psychotic evil laugh that forced Silas to look over at her.

      “What’s so funny?” he spat.

      “Touch her again and I’ll shove a broom handle up your ass while you sleep. You can’t control us while you’re sleeping. I know that for a fact because I put a booger on your coffee cup last night.” She cackled and he looked stunned, his eyes widening in shock. “If you want sex, go find a hooker.”

      His hand came out so fast I could barely track it as he smacked her hard across the face. I gasped, but again couldn’t move to do anything or protect her. It was how a caged animal must feel. But I was caged in my own body.

      “Get your crap. We’re moving to New York today,” was all Silas said before walking into the bathroom. Only after he shut the door did his hold over me drop.

      “Are you okay?” I spun to see Maddy holding her reddened cheek and staring at the closed bathroom door like she wanted to light it on fire.

      She nodded. “New York?”

      “Bastard,” I growled, and started to weep softly, no longer able to be strong and hold it all in. It was too much. First, I lost Brayden and Leah, now he was forcing us to move away from home? My mom? My job? School?

      Maddy’s arms came around me tightly and I broke into full sobs. I just wanted to go home. I wanted my old life with my mom where I was clueless to this whole supernatural thing. Spending a year with this monster would break me.

      It was then that I remembered Artemis’ letter and that by me being here it meant Brayden’s little sister was not. The thought calmed me. That was worth it. For that I could get through anything. I wiped my eyes and looked over at Maddy. The moment I’d volunteered, she’d tried to take my place. She was a good friend that I was so grateful to have in this hellhole situation right now.

      “Thank you,” I told her, pulling back and wiping at my eyes. “For… everything.”

      She nodded. “I’m not kidding about the broom handle. He touches you again and he’s going to wake up with a surprise.”

      I smiled weakly. He’d looked frightened by Maddy’s threat. Hopefully it was enough.

      Maddy shook her head. “I can’t believe you willingly gave yourself up for Nora.”

      I’d told her about the note and that it had felt like the right thing to do.

      “It’s just a year,” I muttered.

      I might not even live a year. If I took the curse off Lena and into myself, then I might die on my twentieth birthday come January.

      Maddy leaned forward and lowered her voice. “We’re going to get through this together. The next fight is a centennial, when the Fae Lords remove the protective curse from Silas and Brayden has the chance to kill him.”

      That was exciting, assuming Brayden could do it. Maybe he could with Leah at full power. He’d probably have her skip her monthly dose from Morgana, or have her see Artemis and do it. But it was a thrilling thought. Silas dead was something I could hold on to and look forward to.

      “New York?” I whispered. “Why?”

      Maddy frowned, speaking barely above a whisper. “Silas thinks you’re Lena. He wants to inflict the most pain possible. Make it so you absolutely can’t see Brayden.”

      My mom. What the hell would I tell my mom? She would call the cops if I just moved to New York.

      I just felt numb to everything, I didn’t care about any of that right now. I was still grieving the loss of the man I’d stupidly fallen in love with.

      The toilet flushed and then Silas opened the door, barking orders as we packed his things and carried them to the car without breakfast.

      This next year was going to be hell. There was no doubt about it.
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        * * *

      

      Eight months later…

      

      My birthday was today. Today was the day I might die and I didn’t even care. The last eight months had been hell on Earth. The night after Silas moved us to New York City, he’d made me tell my mother I was following a new boyfriend across the country, something I would never do, and I had to quit the bar with zero notice. Ronan was at the fight, so he knew that I’d gone away with Silas but I wasn’t allowed to say where. At least Ronan had promised to look after my mom before Silas hung up on him.

      Silas was so hellbent on us not having contact with Brayden, it drove me insane. He wanted to torture Brayden and I the most, keeping the beloved soulmates apart in their final months together.

      Little did he know, I wasn’t Lena.

      I tried not to think about Leah and Brayden and their happy life together, but it was hard. Were they married? Surely. Was he bringing her breakfast in bed? Probably. Did Leah worry about and miss me? Sure. Did Brayden ever think of me? Maybe not anymore.

      “I’m hungry,” Silas snapped, jarring me from my thoughts.

      “I’ll start dinner,” I mumbled, shuffling into the small kitchen of our two bedroom apartment like a zombie. I was a shell of my former self, kept under lock and key by this psychotic lunatic.

      The sound of Maddy showering filtered down the hallway. It was such a comfort to me to know that I wasn’t alone with him. I wasn’t sure I would have survived this time if it were just me and Satan—I mean Silas.

      I grasped the knife in my hand, clutching a tomato, and a thought struck me.

      I was unable to kill him because of the protection curse, but what if I had taken the spell from Lena and I really was going to die today anyway? Or what if Leah and I were both going to die? They said I had been injured when I’d done the spell removal on Lena, which was why my memories were such crap. I’d get a few here and there, always of Brayden or his brothers or my sisters, but none that told me anything useful.

      If today was possibly my last day on Earth, I should just shove this knife into Silas’ black shriveled heart and twist, right?

      I glanced at the light hitting the blade and fantasized about stabbing Silas a billion times.

      “Dinner,” Silas said again, and I snapped from my murderous thoughts. Maybe I’d wait until he was asleep, wake him up with a knife to the chest.

      Yeah.

      Forty-five minutes later, I’d cooked the chicken penne just the way Silas liked it. Al dente noodles, chicken not too dry, and extra sauce. It was my birthday, so of course the selfish bastard wanted his favorite meal.

      He made Maddy and I watch endless hours of cooking and organizing shows in order to turn us into the perfect housewives. We weren’t allowed to work, we only went outside one time a day for a run in the park with him, and when he left he spelled the windows and doors so that if we touched them we were electrocuted and passed out.

      I wonder if maintenance would bring up some rat poison so I could put it in his pasta, I thought.

      Someone knocked on the apartment door then and I froze.

      Maddy burst from the back room where she’d been getting ready for dinner. “Got it!” she said, a big smile on her face.

      Silas leapt up from the couch and threw out his hand, forcing her to stop midstride and bow her head. “I have it,” Silas amended.

      I hated him. I hated everything about him. Sometimes the anger was too much for me to bear and my wolf started to come to the surface. This was one of those times. I didn’t care if he controlled me, but when he did that to Maddy I saw red.

      Fur rippled up my arms, and without even glancing at me, Maddy knew what I was doing.

      “Don’t,” she said, unable to look as Silas pulled the door open a few inches.

      “Delivery, sir,” a male voice said.

      Silas took it, paid the guy, and then stepped back inside, locking the door.

      Delivery? I just cooked dinner. Silas rarely let us order anything and if we wanted to he had to do it for us as we weren’t allowed a phone or computer. We were modern day prisoners.

      When he turned back around, I saw the pink sprinkles cupcake box in his hands, and my eyes lined with tears.

      “Happy birthday!” Maddy bounced on her toes and then hugged me. I squeezed her back, knowing how huge this was, knowing she’d have had to ask Silas for the permission and the money to get the cupcakes.

      “Thank you,” I told her. “Thank you, Silas,” I added, knowing if I didn’t there would be hell to pay.

      He nodded and then haphazardly threw them on the dining table and sat down.

      I felt his power wrap around me, then I was walking to the kitchen against my will. That was Silas’ way of telling me he wanted his food now. He was a master of control and manipulation. Any psychologist would have a field day observing him, and then they’d commit him or jail him, because he shouldn’t be a free man.

      Breathe.

      As I made him a plate, I fingered the necklace at my throat. If I grabbed the knife and ripped off the necklace to reveal the ten percent of my power, would I be strong enough to kill him? Maddy and I did kickboxing every day for an hour while Silas sat on the couch and watched us like a perv. We ran in the park together each night, all three of us for forty-five minutes. I was in the best shape of my life.

      “You know, I wonder…” Silas said, and I startled, quickly making his plate and rushing over to serve him. “What’s it look like when she dies?” he asked Maddy, and a deep sadness crept over me. I’d come to terms with the fact that I might die today but I wasn’t really ready, not like this. Not with him. Not when I hadn’t seen my mom or Leah for eight months. Not when I hadn’t had a chance to properly say goodbye to Brayden.

      Silas grinned, knowing he’d struck a nerve.

      “Will she grab her chest and scream, or just slump into her pasta?” He turned to Maddy to indicate that she answer the question.

      Bastard.

      Maddy’s nostrils flared, the anger was apparent on her face. “You’re a dick. Don’t ask me that.”

      “I’m a what?” He shot up from his seat and ran for her like a maniac. I knew he was going to hit her. Maddy always took the brunt of his anger for some reason. She was the one he hit, or yanked her hair, or forced to kneel. I was the one he made passes at, but he was nicer to me.

      It was now or never. I couldn’t see him strike her, not one more time, not if I could stop it. I reached up and yanked the necklace from my throat, snapping the chain in two, and I grabbed the large, sharp steak knife.

      His hand connected with her cheek and I exploded into action. A barely visible shockwave of power rippled out from me and froze him in place. His hand was inches from Maddy’s cheek as she stared at me in shock.

      I lurched forward, using what little advantage I had, and without hesitation slammed Silas in the back with the kitchen knife, pushing past the resistance as it went in all the way up to the hilt.

      “Averly, no!” Maddy cried.

      Silas’ yelp of pain broke whatever hold I had over him and he stumbled forward. I didn’t care anymore if he died and the curse killed me. I just didn’t care, especially if I was about to die anyway.

      Standing quickly, he faced me with an open mouth full of shock. “You bitch!” he snarled, reaching into his pocket.

      There was a glint of shiny gold and he threw something at my feet.

      A portal egg.

      “No!” I barely had time to react before he crashed into me like a crazed linebacker and knocked me off my feet and into the portal to the Ether Realm.

      I was airborne for a second, then his giant weight dropped on top of me, knocking the air out of my lungs. My head cracked backward, hitting cold hard tile, and blackness danced at the edges of my vision.

      “What is this!?” Lora’s shrill voice reached my ears, and Silas rolled off of me.

      “Get a healer!” one of the Fae Lords called.

      He must have spotted the knife sticking out of Silas’ back. I knew I was probably about to die. Not only was it my twentieth birthday, but Silas had portaled us right before the Fae Lords, so they would definitely kill me. But it was worth it. It was so worth it to stab that asshole in the back.

      “I smell Greywolf power.” Lora’s voice made my entire body go still. I was flat on my back, looking up at the white and gold marble ceiling.

      She loomed over me. I swallowed hard, preparing for her interrogation. I couldn’t lie to the Fae Lords, and that thought terrified me.

      “Get. Up,” she growled, and a force, much like Silas’, pressed around my body and pulled me to my feet.

      Dizziness washed over me as a warm, wet trickle slid down the side of my neck. I reached up slowly and my fingers probed a cut at the back of my head. I hissed as I felt the deep laceration and sticky wet blood.

      “She’s injured.” Lora sounded intrigued.

      I peered at her, but my vision was blurry, making two of her, and my mind felt slow.

      “Isn’t today her birthday?” Another Fae Lord had joined us.

      My legs suddenly went weak and I fell to my knees.

      “Is it happening now?” Lora seemed excited as terror gripped me.

      Was this how it happened? How I died? My heart hammered in my chest, and in that moment I was hit with a memory.

      “Don’t go,” Brayden whimpered as I clung to his chest. His hair was longer, chin length, and he had a nice tan.

      He was shirtless, and we lay on his bed as I stroked the name tattooed on his arm. Charlene.

      I was Charlene. It was my twentieth birthday and I was dying.

      A sharp pain sliced through my head and I looked up at him. “I love you. I’ll find you again.”

      “I’ll be waiting.” Brayden’s voice was hollow as he looked at me with utter adoration, love, and heartbreak.

      “Lena!” Lora’s voice snapped me from the memory and I looked over at her. I was on my knees before her, swaying, blood trickling down my neck.

      What the hell? What was that memory? I couldn’t be Charlene; that did make me Lena and… it hurt to think about that possibility after living so long thinking I was Wren.

      “What?” I asked Lora, trying to blink rapidly to clear the blurry vision. My head felt like it was being squeezed into a vise, a deep throb constantly reminding me that I was injured.

      “Why do I smell your power if you’re Lena?” she growled.

      Oh crap. She thought I was Lena, I thought I was Wren. I couldn’t lie to her. But after that memory, even I was confused.

      I shrugged. “A little bit came back.”

      That wasn’t a lie. A little had come back, with Artemis’ help.

      She frowned, her pink glossy lips puckering, and then looked over at the male Fae Lord beside her. “Can that happen?” she asked him.

      He looked perplexed. “I guess so.”

      “Kill her already!” Silas yelled from across the room.

      I craned my neck to see Silas lying on his side with two fae healers hunched over him. Arcs of buttery yellow and deep blue light swirled around Silas’ body, mending where I’d plunged the knife into his back.

      I grinned as I watched him wince in pain.

      Worth it.

      Lora cocked her head to the side as she peered down at me. “When does the birthday curse kill her?”

      The Fae Lord beside her pulled a pocket watch out of his robe and frowned. “Should have already happened.”

      Fear seized me. What did that mean?

      Lora’s head snapped in his direction and dizziness washed over me. “What!? So now that doesn’t work either?”

      One second I was watching them argue and then the next Lora threw a golden egg at my feet and I was sucked into it.

      She didn’t want me to hear this conversation—not that I would understand it with my head injury. It felt like my brain was mush.

      I landed on my butt, hard, and expected to be in our apartment in New York. Instead I peered up into a pair of blue eyes that made my heart stop for a full second.

      Castiel.

      He looked so much like Brayden it took my breath away.

      “Averly.” He fell to his knees before me. “Help!” he called to the others as he looked at the blood that no doubt covered my neck and shirt.

      Lora had transported me to the Greywolf siblings’ jail, and now they were all rushing out into the living room area to be at my side.

      “She’s hurt.” Castiel whipped off his shirt and immediately cradled my head with it. I hissed at the throbbing pain, trying not to trace my gaze over his rock-hard abs and chiseled chest. Did they have a gym down here? They must have…

      Axel moved to hook his arms under me but Castiel growled at him. “I’ve got her,” he said.

      With one fluid movement, he picked me up into his arms and cradled me against his chest.

      “Averly.” Blake and Natalie swam into view, frowns on their faces.

      Blake’s cuffs were glowing blue as she reached out and pulled Castiel’s shirt off to look at the back of my head.

      “Can you heal her?” Castiel asked his sister-in-law.

      “Bring her to the couch,” she said.

      Castiel brushed his fingers across my neck, which caused another memory to hit me.

      Castiel dressed in a grey suit and beaming at me with the biggest smile I’d ever seen. Beside him was Brayden, Axel, and Gabe.

      It was our wedding.

      “Wren, in a world where we can live forever, there is no one else I would want to do forever with,” he said, and then slipped a ring on my finger.

      My throat tightened with emotion and then my lips crashed into his.

      “Averly!” Natalie shook me a little and I jerked back to the present.

      Turning my head, I looked at Castiel.

      What the hell was happening? First a memory of dying in Brayden’s arms as Lena and then marrying Castiel as Wren… it didn’t make sense.

      “I hit my head,” I told the room, because that had to be the only explanation for these weird memories.

      Wren. Lena. Lena. Wren.

      My mind was a jumbled mess.

      “Her life force is thin,” Blake said, looking at me with squinted eyes.

      “No!” Castiel growled. “From a hit on the head? It doesn’t make sense.”

      “She’s lost a lot of blood, look at her shirt.” Blake pointed and I blinked; there were two of her, each version blurrier by the second.

      “It’s Lena’s birthday today.” Natalie reached out and stroked Castiel’s arm, but he shrugged her off.

      “I know that,” was all he said.

      She was trying to tell him that I was dying. This was it. Whether I was Lena or Wren didn’t matter, I was going to go. Maybe we both were. Maybe Leah was lying in Brayden’s arms right now fighting for consciousness. When Wren had taken Lena’s curse, maybe it went into the both of them.

      “In a world where we can live forever, there is no one else I would want to do forever with,” I mumbled, and Castiel froze, turning to face me with wide eyes.

      “Wren.” The word was a sob on his lips as he fell to his knees beside me.

      “I don’t know. I remember him too,” I whimpered.

      “Who?” Natalie peered over at me with concern etched all over her face.

      “Brayden,” I mumbled, and it caused Castiel to reel backward.

      I fully broke down then. The dizziness, the blurred vision, my impending death. Brayden, Castiel, Lena, Wren, it was too much for me. I sobbed as my heart shattered into a million pieces.

      All I wanted was to be loved, and neither of these men would do that until they knew who I was. It didn’t matter anyway. I was dying and I wanted Brayden. Someone I couldn’t have.

      Blake slipped her hand over my chest and a single tear fell from her cheek.

      “If she’s Lena and the curse is taking her, I can’t stop it,” she said. “But if it’s blood loss, we might be able to save her.”

      Axel placed a hand on my left ankle and Gabe on my other ankle, as if trying to tether me to this world. Castiel pulled my hand in his and brought it to his lips.

      “Whether Lena, or Wren, we love you,” he said, and that finally broke me.

      “Always,” Blake agreed as she placed a hand over my forehead.

      I was loved, I realized. Lena and Wren were both beloved wives to amazing men and sisters to these beautiful women.

      My head rolled to the side and a sharp pain sliced through it. Castiel watched me with a gut-wrenching expression.

      “I’m sorry,” I mumbled, my fingers reaching for him when everything went black.
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      I awoke with a start, my body jerking as my eyelids snapped open.

      “Why isn’t she dead!?” Lora screamed.

      I felt the cool marble floor beneath me and noticed my blurry vision and headache were gone. Reaching up, I probed the place I’d been injured only to find there was no wound. Just a faint thick scar.

      “Something has happened to the curse,” one of the other Fae Lords said. I think it was Ellaria.

      I froze, lying there as still as a corpse while the click-clack of heels reached me.

      I steeled myself, bracing for impact as Lora peered down at me with a squinted gaze.

      “What did you do?” she growled.

      “Nothing,” I mumbled.

      Truth. I truly remembered doing nothing to break the curse.

      I sat up. No dizziness.

      “Kill her and let’s be done with this,” a male Fae Lord said from where he sat on his throne. The lazy bastard hadn’t moved.

      I burst to my feet and pulled on what little power I had, prepared to fight for my life if I had to. If I was going to die, I wasn’t going down without at least making Lora bleed.

      Upon seeing me tense up, Lora tipped her head back and laughed. It was a cold and biting sound and I’d had enough. I prepared to thrust my power outward when she glared at me.

      “No,” she said, and flicked her finger.

      A blast of power smacked into my stomach and I keeled over, sliding backward ten feet and then freezing in place as her magic held me there. It was so strong, so tightly encompassing me, that it made it hard to breathe.

      “I wonder,” Lora said as she walked closer to me.

      I was hunched over but could see her light pink heels approaching.

      “This year’s fight is a centennial,” Lora told Silas.

      Silas is here? Damn, the bastard lived.

      “I’m aware,” he growled, his voice close as brown boots came into view.

      Lora reached out and stroked my cheek. “The birthday curse has been lifted from her, so she will live until killed. You might as well keep her in your pack and use her Greywolf power to fight Brayden on fight night.”

      My stomach dropped. “No,” I whimpered, and raised my head, pushing against her power which kept me immobilized.

      My gaze flicked to Silas to see him grinning. He liked the idea.

      No. No. No.

      I couldn’t have Brayden defeated with my own power. The guilt would kill me. Not to mention he would lose his entire pack again.

      “And after the fight?” Silas asked.

      She looked at me cruelly. “Brayden will want to be with his beloved. So we need to make sure she has a little accident before he can pick her as his sole pack member for the next year.”

      Silas laughed and my skin crawled at how evil they could be.

      I’d forgotten for a moment that at the centennial fight Brayden could kill Silas but Silas couldn’t kill Brayden because Lora needed his link to the Greywolf power.

      “How can I tame her power until then?” Silas enquired.

      Lora ran a slow finger across Silas’ chest, making his eyes go half lidded.

      Gross.

      But now it all made sense. They were… I shuddered to think of Lora and Silas between the sheets.

      “I can do better than that, my love. I can give you her power,” she told him.

      She snapped her fingers and a fae attendant appeared carrying a silver plate. On it were two pairs of arm cuffs, just like the ones she wore that linked her to Castiel and Natalie and the others.

      “No, please,” I whimpered.

      I didn’t want to be imprisoned, not more than Maddy and I already were. I didn’t want him to have my power.

      Silas grinned and I pushed against Lora’s invisible hold, but it only wrapped around me tighter, forcing the air out of my lungs. I was powerless to stop her.

      Her gaze flicked to me. “Stop.”

      I realized then that I was not strong enough to fight her. Not with only ten percent of my Greywolf power—hell, maybe not even with a hundred. There was a reason Brayden hadn’t fought the Greywolf council to free his brothers and sisters-in-law. They were just too powerful for one Greywolf. I relaxed, letting go of my hold on my power, and the restrictions around my lungs lessened and I gasped for air.

      Lora grabbed one set of the cuffs and clasped them over my wrists with a snap. The cold metal bit into my skin, glowed light blue for a second, and I felt a drain on my power.

      Silas grinned, placing the second set of cuffs onto his wrists, and I realized these were just like the dragon rings. It enabled him to pull on my power.

      Lora released her hold over me and I relaxed on my feet.

      Silas looked down at his wrist, flexing his fingers as a smile played on his lips. The faint blue glow that emanated from my cuffs was a match with his. He then flicked his hand at me, and it was as if an invisible giant picked me up and tossed me across the room. I was airborne, a scream tearing from my lips, then I crashed into the far wall. A sharp pain burst to life in my shoulder and I whimpered as I hit the ground with a thump.

      Lora looked delighted as she watched Silas with an eagerness that made me sick.

      Silas grinned, the bastard. “You mean I get to use this power on Brayden in four months?”

      Lora nodded, looking back at her fellow Fae Lords, who were all sitting in their chairs like statues. They looked bored.

      “It’s perfectly within the rules. She’s your packmate and you’re using her power,” Lora told him.

      Silas nodded, unable to pull the smile from his lips. “This will be fun.”

      One of the male Fae Lords stood. I think I remembered his name as Dryden. “Lora, I’m bored of this. Send them back and let’s take our lunch.”

      Lora nodded to him and then leaned into Silas, placing a wet kiss on his lips.

      Vomit.

      “See you tonight.” She winked at him.

      Oh gross. Did he travel here to sleep with her?

      He looked at her with a greediness that made my stomach turn, then Silas stalked towards me, portal egg in hand.

      “Come on, princess, it’s time to get you back home.” Silas reached out and grasped me by the armpit and then dropped the egg at our feet.

      Within seconds, it cracked open and sucked us inside, transporting us back to New York City. We landed in the living room, right where we’d left several hours ago.

      Maddy had fallen asleep on the couch, a steak knife in her hand. At the sound of us returning, she bolted upright and grasped the knife tighter, her eyes darting around the room like a madwoman.

      “Drop it,” Silas growled, and one by one her fingers peeled away from the knife against her will. The knife fell to the carpet and she stared at me with shock.

      “I’m okay,” I told her. I must have looked half dead, because she was surprised to see me.

      “You’re alive!” She burst from the couch and tackle-hugged me. My arms wrapped around her and we held each other for a long moment. Two survivors, clinging to each other like a life raft.

      “I’m alive too, thanks for mentioning it.” Silas sounded genuinely hurt.

      Maddy peeled back from me and glared at him with so much anger I thought fire would burst from her eyeballs and strike him down. Her chest heaved and I knew she wanted to tell him that she didn’t give two craps that he was alive, but she also didn’t want to get smacked.

      “I’m tired,” I said, hoping Silas would just let us go to sleep without a lecture.

      “Me too.” Maddy added a fake yawn for effect.

      Silas rolled his eyes and then raised his wrists, showing both of us the cuffs. “I’ve got Greywolf power now, so don’t get any ideas.” He glanced at the knife that now lay on the floor to reiterate what he meant, and Maddy and I both nodded.

      We scurried off to our shared room and shut the door, then Maddy put on music and the box fan, as we always did when we didn’t want Silas eavesdropping.

      “What happened? How are you alive? The curse?” Maddy looked at me again as if she were seeing a ghost.

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe when I took the curse from Lena forty years ago it didn’t work, and Leah just…”

      My throat tightened. I hadn’t allowed myself to even think it, much less speak it out loud until now. Forty years ago, when Wren had pulled the curse from Lena and reunited her with her power, something had gone wrong, but that something had not ended my life last night, so I was grateful. But had it ended Leah’s? My heart hurt at the thought.

      Maddy shook her head. “Who cares why. I’m just glad you’re still here.” She reached out and held my hand.

      “Maddy… I saw them again. Your half-brothers and sisters-in-law.”

      Maddy stiffened. “Were they okay? Did you see Castiel?”

      I nodded. “And I had a memory with him… of marrying him… but also of being intimate with Brayden.” I shook my head in confusion.

      Maddy gasped. “That can’t be. Brayden would never cheat on Lena with Wren.”

      I nodded. “It’s like I was Wren and I was Lena. Like I had memories from the both of them.”

      Her hand froze in mine and I watched as chills rushed up her arms. She dropped my hand and then grasped my shoulders, peering deeply into my eyes. “This makes sense.”

      I frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “I think it’s you. I think you are Lena.”

      Her admission shocked me.

      “Why?”

      She smiled. “I’m not as old as Brayden is, I wasn’t there for the beginning of their relationship, but I’ve seen them both through many lives together and they have this magnetic attraction about them. The same one I witness with you and him.”

      My heart fluttered in my chest. I wanted to be Lena. So badly.

      “How? I remembered marrying Castiel.”

      Maddy chewed at her bottom lip. “When Wren tried to remove the killing curse from Lena and reunite her with her powers, she was injured. What if… I dunno, she messed up both of your memories?”

      It was a fair point, one I hadn’t really considered… Could I be Lena? Was Leah having memories of both Castiel and Brayden too? My gut clenched with jealousy at the thought.

      “Brayden has been alone with Leah for eight months… and she has memories, what if he—?”

      Maddy shook her head. “His heart beats for Lena alone. He won’t do anything until he is sure who she is.”

      I didn’t want to tell her he’d already kissed me and picked me knowing I wasn’t Lena. But I nodded, needing to believe this for now. I needed to have hope.

      Maddy eyed the cuffs on my wrist. “So you got to keep your power?”

      I dipped my head. “Sort of, but he controls it.” I frowned.

      Maddy grinned. “Not while he’s asleep.”

      I raised one eyebrow. “What are you suggesting?”

      Maddy leaned in closer to me. The music and the fan noise surrounded the room and she spoke in such low tones that it was barely a whisper. “At night, I train you in how to use your Greywolf power.”

      My heartbeat picked up in my chest. “You can do that?”

      She nodded. “I’ve sat through a billion of my brother’s trainings with Lena and her sisters and our brothers.”

      Did that mean that when I learned to properly use my power I could… break us out of here?

      She seemed to read my mind. “While those are still on, you can’t do much.” She pointed to the cuffs. “But if we can get them off… or you can become powerful enough to pull back your power from him while he’s awake…”

      Pull my power from him while awake? Then it would be me that would control him. The mere thought of that excited me greatly.

      “Let’s do it,” I told her.

      We went to bed that night and set the alarm next to our beds for two a.m. It had a vibration feature that we engaged, and then Maddy placed it on her bed, right next to her pillow.

      If Lora thought that Silas was going to use my power to hurt Brayden, she had another thing coming.
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        * * *

      

      Hours later, I was shaken awake by a bleary-eyed Maddy, the bright light from the moon cast shadows across her face. She had the room fan on but didn’t speak. I sat up, confused about why I was awake, and then I remembered. Silas went into his room every night around nine p.m. like clockwork. He was like an old man who couldn’t miss his bedtime. Now I wondered how many of those nights he’d snuck off to the Ether Realm to… be… with Lora, and I shuddered.

      But it was two a.m.… he had to be asleep.

      I looked down at the cuffs on my arms and Maddy nodded, tapping her chest as if asking me to hit her with my power. I rolled my eyes and shook my head.

      She tapped her chest again, harder, and gave me a look that said I would try to hit her with my power or she would cut me.

      Geeze.

      Okay.

      I sat up straighter.

      Taking in a deep breath, I pulled for my power, but it was like I’d pulled on a brick wall. Nothing happened. My brow creased in frustration and I pulled again, harder this time, praying that it wouldn’t wake Silas somehow.

      There was a slight tingle along my spine and the cuffs glowed ever so faintly as a small amount of my power came back to me.

      Maddy watched the cuffs illuminate and nodded. “Now freeze me,” she whispered, barely audible.

      Freeze her? Like the guys at the bar parking lot when I’d protected Brayden? I hadn’t really been paying attention then. I’d just lashed out. I didn’t want to hurt Maddy doing something carelessly.

      She started waving her arms in the air like a lunatic and I had to suppress a giggle.

      Worth a shot, I guess.

      Once I’d built up my magic, I threw it at her and she went from waving her arms to hunching forward, grabbing her gut as she gasped for air.

      “Crap!” I whisper-screamed. “I’m so sorry.”

      She nodded, head bowed, and held up a hand. Finally, after a few moments, she stood and looked at me, her face still pinched in pain from my sucker punch to her gut, which had clearly taken the wind out of her.

      “No worries,” she whispered. “You need to learn to tease apart all of your powers. A fully trained Greywolf can stop time, speak into anyone’s mind, do mild healing, throw shockwaves, which is what you just did, and more.”

      Okay… that was a lot to digest.

      I must have looked terrified, because she smiled. “Just keep trying stuff and you’ll start to feel a difference in the various powers. At least that’s what Brayden says.”

      Brayden. The mere mention of his name made my chest ache.

      She seemed to read my mood. “Try again. Freeze me.” She waved her hands and shook her butt in a weird, twerking, crazy-lady move, and I genuinely had to bite the inside of my cheek to keep from laughing.

      I pulled on my power again, the cuffs lighting up brighter this time, and then I tried to tease out one feeling from another. But it all felt the same.

      Freeze time. Just like you did with Brayden in the parking lot, I told myself.

      I hurled an invisible power ball at her. Her eyes went wide for a moment, then she flew backward into the wall with a giant thud.

      “Maddy!” I tore across the room as she fell to the ground beside her twin bed. Loud footsteps rushed down the hall and then the door was thrown open.

      “What the hell is going on in here!?” Silas bellowed.

      Maddy coughed, gasping for breath. “Had a nightmare and fell out of bed,” she wheezed.

      My back was to Silas, and I wasn’t sure I could look him in the eye and lie right now without getting caught.

      “I jumped out to help her when I heard her fall,” I said.

      “Nightmare? Fell out of bed?” His voice was thick with sleep. “What are you, a child? Get back to sleep!” he snapped, and the door slammed shut, before his footsteps retreated.

      I looked down at Maddy, wide-eyed. “Are you okay?” I mouthed.

      She grinned, giving me a thumbs up. “You’ve got the shockwave power down.”

      Hah. That was one way of looking at it.

      Shaking my head in confusion, I helped her up and back into bed. “We’re never doing that again,” I whispered.

      Maddy kept grinning like a maniac. “Tomorrow night. Same time.” Then she rolled over and pulled the covers up.

      Was she crazy? I could have seriously hurt her! It wasn’t worth it. Not to mention we almost got caught. But if I could find a way to hone my powers without hurting her, I might be able to really help Brayden on fight night.

      I lay awake for over an hour chewing on the idea that I could learn to control my Greywolf power. When I finally fell asleep, I was immediately sucked into a dream. This dream felt different. It felt real.

      Morgana was holding a crystal tied to a string and swinging it like a pendulum over a piece of paper. “I still don’t see her. They have a concealment spell over both girls that I cannot break.”

      The view widened and then I saw Brayden peering over her shoulder at a map of the United States. “Could he have taken them out of the country?”

      Morgana looked tired, rolling her eyes. “I’ve scanned the entire world and the Ether Realm. You know this.”

      Brayden’s face was taut with pain. “It was… her birthday yesterday. Do you think she’s… can you sense if she’s still alive?”

      A hand slipped into his and squeezed, and my heart plummeted when I saw Leah rest her head on his shoulder. This dream had just become a nightmare.

      Get the hell off of him! I wanted to scream.

      Back in the dream, Morgana shrugged. “All I can say is that I still sense the spell to conceal the girls. It’s still there.”

      Brayden growled, slipping out of Leah’s grasp, and started to pace the room. The scene in my dream grew larger and I saw now that they were in Morgana’s office back behind the shop in Coeur d’Alene. “You are the most powerful witch in existence. How can you not break this?”

      Morgana sneered at him. “Because the spell was laid by a Fae Lord and fae magic is not something within my realm to easily break!”

      Leah put her hands out to the both of them. “Alright, everyone just relax. Morgana, thank you for trying. We will be back next week to try again.”

      Morgana looked bored at the thought of it but nodded. Leah walked over to Brayden and placed her hand on his shoulder. “Let’s go home.”

      The ache in my heart at Leah asking Brayden to take her home snapped me from the dream and I woke up in a cold sweat and stared at the ceiling.

      Was the dream real? It felt very real. I wondered if this was a Greywolf power. Dream visions? Was that a thing? All I knew was seeing Brayden had left me aching for his touch.

      Now I just felt empty.
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      Three months later.

      

      Sleep was for the weak. I was like a new mother functioning on four hours a night—except I didn’t have a baby; I had a psycho trainer who I’d nicknamed Maddy the Madwoman who pushed me nightly to be able to control my powers. At first it was two to three a.m., then two to four a.m., and finally one to five a.m. of training. When we made too much noise and Silas ran in, we played off the whole nightmares and sleepwalking thing. And it all worked. I could now tease apart the various powers within me and use them at will. Granted I only had ten percent of my power but it was enough to change the game. If I could pull my power from Silas when he was awake, then we could break out of here, something I hadn’t yet tried but I planned to tomorrow. The fight was in a month, and if Maddy and I could get away he couldn’t use me against Brayden.

      “Let’s go for a run!” Silas called into the kitchen from the hallway of the apartment.

      Our daily run was the only thing that kept us sane. We’d be shut off from the outside world if not for these Central Park runs. Lately, he’d let us stop off at a nearby café and have a coffee so long as we were all together and spoke to no one.

      Silas, I had learned, was a narcissistic, territorial, psychopath alpha. If another man so much as looked at Maddy or I, Silas moved closer to us, sometimes even putting an arm around one of us or glaring the guy down.

      If Brayden had done that, I might have thought it sexy that he got jealous, but Silas took it too far. He ordered meals for us, making us eat what he wanted us to eat; we drank what coffee he wanted us to drink. He never asked what we wanted; he didn’t care. We existed to please him, and I was getting so sick of his crap that I fantasized about pulling power from the cuffs in the daytime and torturing him with my now well-honed gifts.

      But I’d have to refrain, lest that stupid killing curse take me out.

      Maddy and I quickly changed into our running shoes and yoga pants and threw on a hoodie. It was still surprisingly cool in the city for April. Silas had to drop the prison wards, as Maddy and I referred to them, and then we all headed out onto the street.

      Even in full winter when snow was falling, it had never stopped our run. I think Silas craved the running as much as we did, especially during the full moon when our wolves were so close to the surface. During that time, we would run late at night and shift into our wolf form, darting through the shadows of Central Park like a tiny little wolf pack without a territory. I think Silas missed Idaho and his land there, but he cared more about sticking it to Brayden and so he stayed in the city. A city of eight million people, where we could be well hidden.

      It was depressing, but in less than one month it would be fight night, and I wasn’t the only one training for that either. Silas trained with my power in the daytime. I felt him pull on it as he prepared to use it on Brayden, and it made me sick.

      As we ran, I relished the feel of my feet pounding the pavement, cool spring air crisp on my face. I was never the running type before our move to New York. I hated running unless someone was chasing me, but now it was my freedom. It was the one time I got to get out of that damn apartment and be back in the world.

      Maddy and I looked at each other and grinned before we both took off in a mad dash sprint. Maddy was competitive, and so was I, so we often raced each other through the park while Silas trailed behind at a more composed jog. We knew the path we were allowed to stay on and how far from him we were allowed to stray. Like trained dogs, we didn’t go too far from our master.

      The first time Silas had taken us out for a run, I’d thought about screaming for help and then telling the cops Silas had kidnapped us, but Silas had made me a promise on our first night here: that if I ever tried to run away or contact Brayden, he would kill my mother. For Maddy, he promised to kill Nora, her little sister. He was a cruel man who was a master of manipulation, which was why I often referred to him as Satan in my head.

      My legs burned and my chest heaved as I pounded the pavement just a hair behind Maddy. The trees, the moon, the fresh air, it was all so lovely to be outside. We broke through the clearing and Maddy tapped the giant oak tree before I did, beating me. I slowed, sucking in huge lungfuls of air as Maddy whooped in jubilation at her win and Silas slowly jogged toward us at the end of the path.

      I chuckled, about to open my mouth to tell her I would beat her next time, when a familiar figure popped into view behind a bush, out of sight of the main trail.

      Artemis?

      I was so taken back by the sudden appearance of the Elder Fae that all I could do was gasp.

      “I’ve been looking for you for nearly a year!” he snapped, almost like a parent who had lost their child in the mall and finally found them in the candy store.

      “Artemis,” I whimpered, rushing forward to hug him when he froze, eyes going wide.

      “Run,” he breathed, and then disappeared again.

      What the…? Had I just imagined that?

      I spun, to make sure Maddy saw him too and that I wasn’t crazy, when I saw what had scared Artemis so much. Standing just ten feet from Maddy, who was oblivious to him, was Novus.

      The leader of the Wild Hunt had found us.

      I had never seen him before, but the sickly-sweet syrup smell that permeated the air along with the pack of spirit-like wolves in a V-formation behind him gave him away.

      He was more human than I imagined he would be. Tall and lithe, with glowing black veins and translucent skin, a large rack of antlers protruded from his forehead, the tips dripping a cloyingly sweet substance. There were a few passersby who didn’t even look his way, and I wondered if they could even see him and his pack of transparent ghost wolves at all.

      “Maddy,” I croaked. “Run!”

      She’d been facing me, mouth agape at having just seen Artemis, but now she noticed that I was staring at something behind her. She slowly turned to look over her shoulder, just as one of the wolves lunged for her, and I snapped into action.

      On a level of one to ten, my protective instincts were a twelve. Maddy was family and there was no way in hell I was letting that bastard carve out her intestines like he had the old Elder Fae.

      I lunged forward, throwing my hand out and pulling power from the bracelet cuffs. Silas roared just off to the right, down the jogging path and so I knew he was close and that he felt what I was doing. An invisible shockwave left my hands and slammed into the lunging wolf, knocking it back so hard that it slammed into Novus.

      Maddy took off like a bullet, running deeper into the park. I didn’t wait to find out what would happen next. I just turned on my heel and booked it after Maddy, farther down the path. Silas very rarely used the alpha gift of mentally speaking into our minds, which surprised me coming from such a control freak, but he used it now.

      ‘What the hell was th—?’ He must have just run into Novus, because he stopped speaking.

      Oh, please let them kill each other, I prayed. How many problems would be solved if that happened?

      Maddy and I fled in a frantic zigzag pattern, weaving through the park and then breaking off the trail and onto the open field.

      “Was that…?” Maddy asked.

      “Novus,” I said.

      “We’re dead,” she exclaimed, heaving lungfuls of air. “He’s never hunted and not made a kill.”

      “Maybe he’s here for Silas,” I offered, stopping to grab at a stitch in my side. We tucked ourselves into a thicket of bushes and tried to think of what to do. Just then, my cuffs lit up; my knees went weak, and I felt the power pull from me.

      Maddy looked at me, wide-eyed. “He’s pulling on your power to fight Novus?”

      I nodded. Or Novus was consuming Silas’s power and taking mine with him. But in that case, the killing curse on Silas would trigger and kill Novus, so I didn’t think that’s what was happening.

      There was a rustle in the bushes behind us and we both spun, coming face to face with Artemis.

      I hadn’t seen anyone from our old life in so long, and I barely knew him, but upon seeing him again I threw myself into his arms and burst into tears.

      He froze, my mental breakdown clearly too much to handle.

      “I’m sorry.” I sniffled, and then laughed maniacally.

      “We don’t get out much,” Maddy explained.

      I pulled away from him and he nodded, looking at me with compassion. “Brayden wants me to tell you—” His eyes widened in alarm and then he poofed away again.

      No!

      Brayden wanted him to tell me what? Or had he been talking to Maddy? No, he was looking right at me. Before I could dwell on it any longer, someone reached into the bushes and grasped me by the shoulder, yanking me backward.

      I yelped, punching outward and connecting with something, thinking it was Novus.

      A hand clamped around my throat then and I went very still.

      “Hit me again and I’ll take off your head.” Lora’s growl in my ear made chills race up my spine. She dropped me and I fell to my knees, panting before Lora who stood in some crazy gold fancy ball gown, glaring down at me as if I were a bug to be squashed. She then looked up into the bushes. “Out. Now,” she commanded Maddy and Maddy walked out against her will.

      I reached for Maddy’s hand just as the portal egg was thrown at our feet and then we were sucked into the Ether.

      After falling for a second, my feet slammed onto the cold white marble. We were in the middle of the main ballroom, the one they always sent us to, but this time it was full of people, everyone dressed in black tie and laughing as they enjoyed their champagne. Maddy and I shared a stiff look. They were all fae.

      “You almost ruined my birthday party,” Lora growled.

      Me? How the hell was this any of my fault? I could see where Silas got his psychopathic tendencies.

      I wondered if all of these portal eggs led here, because we always landed in the same spot and no one seemed to bother even looking our way. This must be some kind of portal egg central location, if there were such a thing.

      Silas suddenly popped into view. His neck was red and blue as if he’d been choked, and his nose was bleeding. “I’m sorry I had to call on you, my love,” Silas cooed at Lora immediately, and I threw up a little in my mouth.

      Lora took in a deep breath and glared at Maddy and I. “Do we need both of them?”

      Maddy stiffened.

      Lora gestured to Maddy. “Is her power of any use to you in the fight?”

      Silas looked at Maddy for a long moment and then nodded. “I think it will be, yes. She was the leader of Brayden’s army.”

      Lora’s eyes lit up a little with recognition. “Oh yes, I remember now.”

      Maddy’s teeth clamped down and the muscles in her jaw ticked.

      There was a story there, but now was not the time for it.

      Lora groaned. “Well, we can’t have Novus gobbling them up. We’ll stash them here. It’s only a month.”

      Relief rushed through me and Maddy relaxed beside me.

      Lora pulled another portal egg from her hand and I steeled myself. It crashed at our feet and a green blinding light sucked us inside.

      I’d barely landed in the dungeon basement when I was tackle-hugged by Castiel.

      “Averly!” He’d grabbed me and enveloped me, pulling me to his chest.

      Whoa.

      I stiffened and he released me, stepping back.

      “Maddy!” Blake and Natalie screamed at the same time as they crashed into her. We had landed in the kitchen of their home-like prison, and now all of the brothers and sisters were rushing forward to greet us.

      “Mads!” Castiel cried, as Axel and then Gabe stomped through the room to pull their half-sister into a group hug.

      The collective sound of multiple sobs tightened my chest, and I couldn’t help the tears that overflowed. They hadn’t seen their sister in over a century.

      Axel reached out with his giant arm and yanked me into the dogpile, crushing us all. Their bodies pushed into me almost painfully, and yet it felt so good to be held I didn’t care. Emotion clogged my throat as we all clung together in the giant group hug.

      “We missed you,” Blake sobbed to her sister-in-law.

      Maddy’s laugh-sob came from somewhere in the dogpile.

      Eventually we pulled away from each other one by one and everyone looked at us expectantly.

      Natalie whispered: “What’s going on? Why did they let you both down here?”

      Castiel gasped, and then reached out and touched my wrist as if noticing for the first time that I was wearing the bracelets. “Wren?” He moved lightning-quick, taking me into his arms, but I pulled back, causing hurt to flash across his face. He thought because Lora had given me bracelets that I was Wren and was back to be imprisoned with him.

      He was hot as hell, so sweet and yet… he wasn’t Brayden. I realized then that even if I was Wren, I’d already given Brayden my whole heart and there was no going back.

      I cleared my throat awkwardly. “Can we talk?” I looked at Castiel.

      Maddy slipped her hand in Natalie’s. “I’ll tell you guys everything. Let’s go in the other room.”

      She ushered everyone out pretty quickly, and then it was Castiel and I standing in front of the kitchen stove, on top of which a fragrant pot of stew was simmering. Castiel looked at me like I’d just killed his puppy.

      “Do you want to sit down?” I gestured to the eight-person dining table and he looked at it with a scowl.

      “Will I need to? What’s going on, Wren? You’ve got the bracelets on. They captured you, bound your magic, and now what? You’re rejecting me?” He acted like I’d slapped him and I hated myself for it.

      I opened my mouth to speak and he started to pace. “If it’s the lack of memories, I’m okay with that. We can build new memories, I’ll take it slow. I’m sorry I got excited. I—”

      “Castiel.” I stepped in front of him and he stopped, peering me right in eyes with so much vulnerability I almost chickened out. He looked so much like Brayden, it tore at my heart.

      Reaching out, I grasped the sides of his face. “The truth is… I fell in love with Brayden before I even met you and now I can’t make those feelings stop. So whether I’m Wren or Lena… I choose him.”

      He broke out into a huge grin then, shocking me.

      Okay, not the reaction I expected after telling him I loved his brother.

      “If you fell in love with Brayden and feel nothing for me, then you’re Lena and not my Wren,” he said confidently.

      Relief crashed through me at his reassurance. “You think?” My hands fell to my sides as excitement bubbled up inside of me.

      He nodded. “Wren is my soulmate. She would never choose another. I’m sure of it.”

      I chewed at my lip, not wanting to break it to him that she was probably married to Brayden for almost year now. “Well… losing your memories can be confusing and—”

      “Tell me about her.” His face brightened. “Leah, right?”

      I had a choice here. I could crush his very soul and tell him how much she seemed to start liking Brayden and how she’d remembered him after the fight and ran into his arms… or…

      “She’s crazy.” I laughed, causing his smile to widen. “She believes in chem trails and sasquatches and aliens.” Castiel looked confused and I waved him off. “Things that aren’t proven to be real.”

      Understanding dawned on his face. “Tell me more.”

      We sat down and for the next hour I told him stories of Leah—of our best friend code word, and her loyalty, sleepovers, embarrassing stuff, anything I could think of, and he just beamed the entire time as if falling in love with her through my stories.

      It made me feel excited and confused at the same time. Could he be right that I was Lena and Brayden was now shacked up with Wren? But it didn’t explain her running to him, kissing him and saying she remembered.

      But I hadn’t actually seen them kiss. I’d passed out beforehand.

      Castiel slipped his hand over mine and patted it. “We’ll figure it out and it will be okay.”

      I hadn’t realized how much I’d needed someone to tell me that everything was going to be okay until that very moment. A single tear slid down my cheek. Castiel opened his arms and I fell into them for a hug.

      This felt right. A brotherly hug and comfort after feeling low.

      Maybe I was Lena, and Brayden and I had been through hell and it wasn’t fair! I wanted my damn soulmate. I wanted our happy ending!

      I pulled back with a growl and Castiel looked down at me with fire in his eyes.

      “In one month, Brayden fights Silas to the death and these cuffs link me to him.” I held up my arms.

      Castiel nodded, an evil little smile playing at his lips. “Then we will teach you to take your power back and leave him helpless.”
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      It turned out that the jail cell they’d turned into a home was truly inescapable. The windows were spelled, the ceiling was spelled—even the floor; you couldn’t dig your way out if you wanted. Once a week, Lora came down and reinforced the spells herself, and while she did she used their collective Greywolf power to freeze everyone in place so they wouldn’t attack her. She truly had thought of everything to keep them here indefinitely.

      Everything but Novus and me.

      I had a plan to burn her and the other Fae Lords to the ground. I would free my sisters and brothers-in-law and restore Brayden’s throne if it was the last thing I did.

      This week she’d brought Silas with her to reinforce the wards. My cuffs glowed as he held me in place, his power wrapping around me.

      I wanted to fight back, to attempt to suck that power back to myself while he was awake like I did while he was asleep, like I had in Central Park, but I knew I had to save that for the fight night.

      While Lora walked around throwing magic at the doors and basement windows that barely let in any light, Silas slowly stalked over to me. His eyes ran up and down my body in a way that made me sick. He then looked over to Castiel and Axel, who stood nearby, fists clenched at their sides, unmoving under Lora’s hold.

      “Have you been a good girl?” Silas asked, reaching out to trace the curve of my collarbone.

      The room erupted into collective growls as every single one of the men present started to shift. Silas yanked his hand back at the sound of snapping bones, and my eyelids widened.

      I’d never had brothers before, but if this was how they acted when I was unwantedly touched by a man, I liked having them.

      “What’s going on in here?” Lora stepped into the room perplexed at the three male wolves now in animal form. They were still pinned to the spot, growling and snapping against her invisible restraints.

      Silas grinned, turning to look at his lady. “Just having a little fun.”

      She rolled her eyes, as if bored of his juvenile behavior. “Well, don’t mess anything up. Two more weeks and you’ll be the new Greywolf King.”

      The air rushed out of me. I wasn’t sure it was possible, but I froze even more than I already was.

      “New Greywolf King?” I muttered, unable to refrain from taking the bait.

      Lora’s lips curled but the smile didn’t reach her eyes; she was clearly dead inside. Nothing made that woman happy, I was sure of it. She slowly stepped closer to me, her long billowy powder-blue dress skimming the floor. Her curly hair fell in loose waves at her side; the tips of her fae ears pointed out.

      “After two centuries, I finally found a way to transfer Brayden’s power to Silas.” She grinned and then leaned forward and stroked an amulet at Silas’ throat. I hadn’t noticed it before because I tried to avoid looking at the ugly bastard at all times, but now that I honed in on it, I felt magic radiating from it.

      “No!” Natalie screamed, bucking against the magical hold over her. The bands at her wrists glowed and Lora’s eyes flared silver. The Fae Lord tipped her head back and laughed at Natalie’s outburst.

      “Yes,” Lora snapped back. “By the time the end of fight rolls around, your brother will be dead and all power will come through Silas, the new Wolf King.”

      Now it was my turn to laugh. I probably shouldn’t have but I knew she needed me alive for the fight and so I tested the waters. “You’ll never kill Brayden without the full power of a Greywolf. My measly ten percent won’t be enough.” Now it was my turn to bait her.

      If I could get her to release my full power, I would be able to use it against Silas in the fight. I’d learned something about the bastard who’d kept me captive all this time. He was weak. Mentally, he didn’t have what it took to wield my power, and when he slept I was able to steal it back from him. Even in the park when he was awake I could pull a small bit. Something Natalie, Castiel, and the others were not able to do when the Fae Lords slept.

      Lora’s glare was hair-raising. “Brayden is a wolf without any Greywolf power. So your measly ten percent should be just fine.”

      She turned to walk away and I decided to poke her deeper.

      “Is he without Greywolf power?” I asked, planting the seed of doubt within her mind and she froze. “I mean, my spell is clearly wearing off, so I wonder if his is too…”

      I knew that my spell was gone because Wren had pulled it off but she didn’t know that. I let that question linger in the air but I knew I’d taken it too far even before the wall of power slammed into me, throwing me backward into the coffee table. I tripped over it, crashed into Axel’s wolf, and then hit the wall.

      Silas laughed, and then they both left, breaking their hold over all of us.

      Maddy ran to my side as the sound of snapping bones filled the room; the boys were shifting back to human. “You shouldn’t taunt her. She’ll kill you.”

      ‘I know what you’re doing.’ Natalie spoke into my mind and my gaze flicked to hers. She had a special affinity for mind speaking, and it seemed that in a mild form they were all able to use their powers down here, so long as the Fae Lords weren’t pulling on them at the time.

      ‘You’re trying to get her to give you full power so that you can wield it against Silas in the fight through the bracelets.’

      I nodded, unsure if she was speaking just into my mind or everyone’s. By the body language of the others, she had just said that to us all. One by one, they perked up and looked my way. Axel, Castiel and Gabe left the room fully naked with their hands covering their junk and returned wearing clothes.

      “Tell me he’s never forced himself on you,” Axel growled to me when he entered.

      “I’ll kill him,” Castiel said.

      “I’ll castrate him first,” Gabe agreed.

      I put my hands out in an effort to calm them. “He’s never… no. He likes to mess with me but he’s never gone too far.”

      Which wasn’t true. A single finger to my collarbone was too far already, but I didn’t want to upset them further.

      They all seemed to relax at my reassurance.

      ‘Do you really think you can pull your power back from Silas if Lora gives you full power?’ Natalie couldn’t let my idea go. She was staring at me with a mixture of fear and excitement.

      Everyone looked to me then and I knew she’d broadcasted that to all of their minds.

      I nodded. “He’s weak,” I spat, thinking of all the times Maddy and I had pushed him to the snapping point. All we had to do was attack his ego and anger him and his power dimmed. Or he lashed out with it. But he was easy to manipulate.

      The side of Natalie’s mouth quirked up. “I have an idea.”

      One by one they rushed forward, grasping hands in a circle. Natalie looked back at me and nodded me over with her head so that she could link our minds. She didn’t seem to need to hold our hand to talk to us one on one, but if we all wanted to talk to each other, we needed physical contact.

      ‘Please tell me your plan involves finally busting us out of here,’ Castiel asked her. His voice sounded out in all of our heads.

      ‘It does,’ she responded with a bigger smile.

      ‘My love is so smart,’ Gabe said to his wife, and she winked at him.

      Blake rolled her eyes. ‘Nat! Stop being dramatic and tell us!’

      Natalie gave her sister a smirk and then nodded. ‘If Averly can convince Lora to release her full power, and she can wield it against Silas in the fight, then Brayden will definitely be able to kill him.’

      I inclined my head. ‘That was my plan.’

      Natalie gave me a knowing look. ‘And then there will be a split second of chaos when you can make your move against Mace and free one of us.’

      ‘Why just one of us?’ Blake looked disturbed at the thought.

      Natalie nodded to her sister. ‘Mace is the weak link of the Fae Lords. If Averly can remove his cuffs, Castiel can use the momentary weakness to break free.’

      ‘Why Castiel?’ Axel sounded pissed.

      Natalie looked at her brother-in-law. ‘He’s the strongest out of all of us and you know it. By the time he uses the weakness that Mace’s death will create in the prison magic to free himself, Lora will have strengthened the rest of our shackles. If there is just one of us that can go free, it should be him.’

      Momentary silence descended on the group.

      ‘Then I will come back another day to free you all.’ Castiel looked ecstatic at the thought, but Axel frowned.

      ‘And what if they can’t come back, just like Brayden? What if you leave us here too?’ Axel growled.

      ‘That’s not going to happen,’ I snarled into their minds. ‘With Castiel and I at full power, plus Leah, and only three Fae Lords alive…’

      Gabe looked excited. ‘Three full-blown Greywolves to take on the Fae Lords might be enough.’

      Castiel cleared his throat nervously. ‘No offense, but you and Leah aren’t trained. We should try to get Brayden’s magic back, then we could take on the Fae Lords for sure.’

      I tried and failed not to take offense to that. ‘Then train me. For starters, how do I get Mace’s cuffs off in order to free you?’

      Castiel nodded. ‘When Silas dies, your cuffs will automatically fall off without a living master to wear the other half. Lora will be too distraught over the loss of her lover to notice. That’s when you strike.’
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        * * *

      

      The next two weeks were a blur of sleep deprivation, bloody bruises, and a whole lot of me getting my ass kicked.

      Maddy, Natalie, and Castiel were my main trainers. When Silas slept, we trained. Sometimes they attacked me all at once. Other times, like right now, it was one on one.

      “Come on, freeze me,” Castiel taunted, and then ran at me.

      I pulled my power from the wrist cuffs and then threw it at him before he could reach me and swipe my feet out from under me.

      He froze in midair, arms out, and I whooped in excitement, getting cheers from Maddy and Natalie. The hold broke seconds later and Castiel didn’t hesitate. He collided right into me and kicked out my legs so that I fell backward on my butt.

      “Hey!” I growled, looking up at him. “I did it.”

      He nodded, reaching down to help me up. “You don’t have time to celebrate. Every second counts, and when your attention is divided, the Fae Lords will use that as a weakness.”

      A frown pulled at my lips. “You’re no fun.”

      Maddy and Natalie both stood, taking attack stances, and I groaned. It was going to be a long night.
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      Today was the day of the fight and I was a ball of nerves. I barely slept. Maddy and I paced the jail house all morning as we waited for Lora or Silas to call us up.

      I couldn’t believe it had been an entire year since I’d seen Brayden and Leah, if I wasn’t counting that weird dream I had with Morgana. Castiel and I had worked out a friendship between us whether I was Wren or not, but I wondered what Brayden and Leah were. I wondered what Artemis had been about to tell me that day in the park. I wondered about a lot of things.

      I stroked the picture hanging on the wall of Maddy’s and my shared room. It used to be Wren and Castiel’s and he was now sleeping on the couch. It was a picture of their wedding. My eyes kept going to Brayden and Lena. Her long blond hair was braided over one shoulder and his hand was confidently tucked around her waist. She was looking at Wren with a huge smile, her fingers threaded through Brayden’s with the ease of long-time lovers. Her dress and crown designated her a queen, so Wren must have gotten married only after she was crowned. Brayden had a sword tucked into his waistbelt, which was so weird to see, and he wore a crown as well. I found myself wondering what their wedding was like. And if I could somehow still be her.

      I sighed, stroking Brayden’s face in the picture, then I was pulled into a memory.

      “Kiss your wife,” Lena demanded of Brayden, standing before him in front of a huge crowd of people. There was laughter. Everyone was dancing and I knew in the dream that this was my wedding and I was Lena.

      “Every day for the rest of my life,” Brayden promised, and leaned forward, capturing my mouth in a kiss.

      Lena moaned, and back in the room I whimpered. Kissing Brayden was something I hadn’t done enough of. In the memory, Lena pulled back and handed Brayden a small wooden box with a grin. It was tied with a red silk ribbon.

      “What’s this?” he asked quizzically.

      Lena shrugged. “It’s just a small thing. What do you get a man who has everything?”

      He looked at her with heat in his eyes. “I don’t have everything yet.”

      Lena blushed, and I had a knowing in the dream that she’d stayed pure until marriage. It was the custom.

      Pulling the ribbon off, he opened the lid and looked into the box. His smile got wider. “Are these…?”

      Lena nodded. “Chocolates. Imported from Earth. I called in a favor.”

      I had all the knowing in this memory as if I were Lena herself. Brayden had never tried chocolate, but his father had told him about it and he’d always wanted to. He’d not yet come to Earth at this point.

      He grabbed one delicately and popped it into his mouth. Two chews in and his eyes opened wide.

      “Have you tried this?” he asked.

      Lena looked at him nervously. “No. Are they bad?”

      He tenderly laid one on her bottom lip and she took a bite.

      Her eyes snapped wide and they both moaned, falling into peals of laughter.

      Chocolates, that’s what Lena gave him every time they married? So simple and yet so special to them.

      He set the box on a table and then hooked his arm under the back of her knees as she reached up and grasped his neck and he pulled her into his arms. They just stared into each other’s eyes, unspeaking and yet saying everything.

      Leaning forward, Lena whispered into his ear, “You may make love to your wife now, Brayden Greywolf.”

      “Averly!” Maddy’s voice snapped me from the memory.

      “No,” I said, and then my cheeks heated as I realized I wanted to stay in the dream only to see Brayden and Lena make love. That was mortifying.

      Maddy looked confused.

      “Sorry. I had a memory,” I explained.

      She looked at the picture on the wall and nodded. “Castiel’s wedding?”

      I shook my head. “Brayden and Lena’s. She gave him chocolates. It was their thing.”

      A grin broke out on Maddy’s face. “It was.”

      I waved her off. “I also remember Castiel and Wren’s wedding, so this doesn’t mean anything.”

      Maddy was still grinning. “Sure it doesn’t.”

      I wanted to be Lena, she had no idea how much but I also needed to protect my heart. “Mads, if he’s married Leah, I won’t interfere.”

      Maddy frowned. “But you’re getting memories of him. He deserves to know.”

      “If they have chosen each other, I won’t interfere and you won’t either,” I warned.

      Maddy was more than a past half-sister slash new best friend. She was my everything this past year. My ride or die. We were about to see Brayden and Leah at the fight, and I needed her to be on my side and honor my wishes.

      “Okay,” she finally said. “Oh, FYI, Silas is calling us up. It’s time.”

      I froze, nervousness suddenly consuming me. I’d trained for this one night to give Brayden the chance he would need to end Silas. Now I had to pray Lora would release my full power so I could take out Mace in all the confusion as well. I let out a shaky breath and Maddy placed a hand on my shoulder. “You got this.”

      I looked down at the cuffs, hoping that when the time came I could do what I’d trained for and keep my power, cutting Silas off from it.

      There was a loud bang on the door and I jumped.

      “Keep me waiting one second longer and I’ll shave your head so that you look nice and pretty for your reunion with lover boy,” Silas barked on the other side.

      Monster. Bastard. Evil a-hole!

      I held on to that rage, just like Castiel taught me. I would use it later to create a wall between Silas and I.

      “Coming, sir!” I growled, and we stepped out of the room.

      Silas was no longer there. He was at the end of the hallway. This stone, dungeon-like apartment was nice enough for a short stay, but I couldn’t fathom how the others had been here for two centuries. I longed to see the sky, swim in the lake, be back in nature even if it was only Central Park. It was absolute torture to keep wolves confined here for so long.

      We met Silas in the kitchen and my gaze flicked around to my other siblings. They were frozen in place, Lora standing there with a grin as she leaned against the dining table. Her eyes roamed over my pale blue silk dress—one I’d taken from Wren’s closet, ironically. It was a little short but otherwise fit like a glove.

      Lora, on the other hand, was wearing a gaudy red dress with gold embellishments.

      “Are you ready to watch Brayden die?” She said it casually but it touched a nerve.

      “Are you ready to watch Silas bleed out?” I shot back.

      Lora cast me a glare. “So much faith in your weak mate.”

      I grinned, baiting her. “You have no idea what he’s capable of. You better kiss your lover boy goodbye before the fight.”

      Her face faltered; genuine fear washed over her for the first time. That fear quickly turned to anger. Her brows knitted together and her pink lips went thin and white. “Silas, are you sure you can handle the power of a full-blown Greywolf?” she asked him, and excitement thrummed through me.

      She was taking the bait. She was going to release my full power.

      Castiel shot me an excited look as well but quickly masked it. If I got my full power and we pulled this off, he was getting freed.

      “If I can’t, then we are in a lot of trouble, aren’t we, love? How else will I become the king?” He moved towards her like an animal stalking its prey and reached out to stroke her collarbone. Just like he did to me. But instead of recoiling from his touch like I did, she moaned, her eyes fluttering.

      Gross. I would need to bleach my eyeballs later.

      “Don’t tell the others I did this,” she whispered to him, and then looked at me. “If you step out of line, I’ll end your life tonight with a snap of my fingers.”

      I rolled my eyes and raised my cuffed hands. “As if that’s possible.”

      She nodded, seemingly okay with that response.

      One second I was standing next to Maddy in the kitchen, and then next a bolt of lightning fell from the ceiling and struck my head. My body was thrown up into the air, suspended over everyone as pure magic filled my every pore.

      A scream of surprise ripped from my throat as my brothers-in-law and sisters watched on, unable to do anything. It wasn’t painful so much as it was uncomfortable. Every pore on my skin bubbled and tightened. My chest filled and ached, and finally there was a sharp slice deep inside my head before the magic let me go and I fell.

      Maddy rushed forward and caught me awkwardly, keeping my head and upper shoulders upright as my legs crashed into the stone floor.

      I realized two things in that moment. Lora was way more powerful than I thought, and now so was I.

      Silas sucked in a deep, audible breath, and then my cuffs glowed blue. His dark, uncontrolled laughter filled the room, and I knew he now felt the power that was flowing through my veins.

      “How do you feel, my love?” Lora purred to him.

      “Like a king,” he replied.

      I growled. At the same time, all of Brayden’s brothers and sisters-in-law did as well. They were frozen to the spot, controlled under Lora’s power but angry as hell.

      Brayden was the only king. Silas would never be. I didn’t care what kind of necklace he wore.

      Lora looked at me. “Not a word of this to the other Fae Lords,” she warned.

      I found it interesting that she didn’t want the others knowing she’d restored my power and given it to Silas, something I didn’t even know she was capable of. In a flash of green light, we were sucked up into the main ballroom.

      My senses were immediately flooded with the sights and sounds of hundreds of people. It was the same place as last year, the huge ballroom with white marble and gold veining running through it. Hundreds of Ether magical creatures filled the space, all wearing expensive dresses and drinking fancy drinks. It was sickening how they looked forward to this.

      But this year was going to be different.

      Lora gave Silas a conspiratorial grin and then stepped away from him, approaching the stage, which the other Fae Lords stood upon.

      I was just about to step forward when metal bars grew under my feet, lifting me and Maddy up into the air. I was thrown off balance as the cage materialized out of nowhere and suspended us only a mere foot above ground.

      Dammit.

      Silas smirked and then walked away.

      “Do you feel the Greywolf power? Are you okay?” Maddy immediately tucked into my side, her blue eyes pinched with concern.

      I nodded. “I feel it and I’m okay.”

      Maddy was forever the elder doting sister. Even if my soul was older then hers, she had a maternal instinct to protect me. Suddenly I wanted and needed her to know that no matter what happened tonight, I wouldn’t have been able to survive this past year without her.

      Turning to her, my throat pinched with emotion. “No matter what happens tonight, you need to run to safety and save yourself.”

      A lopsided grin pulled at her face. “Not a chance in hell, kid. I’m with you to the end.”

      I had to blink back tears as my throat tightened more. “Maddy, this past year…” I swallowed a sob, unable speak.

      She rushed forward, pulling me into a hug. “I know. I love you too.” She wrapped her arms tightly around me.

      ‘Can you hear me?’ Natalie’s voice suddenly boomed in my mind and I went rigid with surprise.

      Pulling back, I looked at Maddy, who peered down at me with concern. “What’s wrong?”

      I tapped my temple. “Natalie,” I mouthed, and Maddy’s eyebrows raised in surprise. I gathered that it wasn’t normal that she was able to contact me so far away. In fact, I didn’t really even know where the Greywolf prison was. In the basement of this very building? Or miles away?

      ‘I’m here,’ I said back to her. ‘The fight hasn’t started yet.’

      ‘Any sign of Brayden?’ she asked.

      I told her no.

      ‘Keep us informed,’ she said, and then went radio silent.

      Brayden. My heart still ached from the memory that I’d gotten of Lena and his wedding just from looking at the photo in Castiel’s room.

      Kiss your wife.

      Chocolates.

      Lena loved him with a confidence I wanted, something I had a feeling I was about to see Leah have with him. Any minute now they’d walk in here hand in hand, Leah smiling up at him, he down at her. They would share a tender kiss and then part of my soul would die forever. He would kill Silas with my help and then I would hide the pain as we all lived together for the next hundreds of years. I’d be like a celibate nun, pining after my own sister and best friend’s husband.

      It was beyond depressing.

      I sighed.

      “Averly!” Leah’s blood-curdling scream made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up.

      I spun, scanning the crowd for her, for him. For the entire pack that I never got to know. When my gaze rested on her, the wind knocked out of me. Her eyes were red-rimmed like she’d been crying, her hair in a messy top knot and barely done. She wore a black gown that looked like an afterthought with its wrinkles and too short hemline. I ran to the other side of the cage to get closer and noticed Brayden beside her. He had a full beard, messy hair, and was wearing a black tank-top and jeans. They both looked like they didn’t care to dress up this year and had been up all night worrying.

      About what? I wondered.

      His eyes locked on to mine and it felt like the world stopped. I couldn’t help the whimper that left my throat or the single tear that ran down my cheek. My gaze caressed the length of him, drinking him in. I scanned over the tattoos on his arm, making my way to his fingers to see if he wore a wedding ring when an extra name caught my eye. This tattoo was fresher, darker black than the other names, and I steeled myself to read the word Leah.

      Only it didn’t say Leah. It said… It said…

      Averly.

      It was me. He chose me.

      The shock of what I was seeing and feeling hit me like a ton of bricks as they both crossed the space and Leah threw herself at the bars.

      “Are you okay?” She reached for me sobbing, grasping my back, my neck, anything she could hug. “I’ve been so worried the past year, we couldn’t find you guys.”

      I could only nod, the shock fully immobilizing me.

      “I haven’t touched him,” Leah whispered into my ear, her voice breaking. “We’re just friends. I have been getting memories of both he and Castiel. Yours and my memories are meshed together somehow. We need to see a healer together to get them right again.”

      One by one, I allowed what she was saying to seep into me, to bring some relief to my aching soul.

      She wasn’t Lena? Was that what I was hearing? Or at least they weren’t sure.

      “But after the last fight? You kissed him?” I asked her.

      Leah pulled back and faced me; her cheeks burned with shame. “I remembered marrying him. I got caught up in the moment and we hugged, no kiss. Then seconds later I got a memory of marrying Castiel. I feel a stronger connection to my Castiel memories. I think I’m Wren and I screwed up that spell, ruining both our memories. I’m so sorry! I love you!” Leah wept as I reached through the bars and held her.

      “I love you too.” I couldn’t keep the tears away if I tried, and I didn’t want to. This raw emotion was healing. I was finally getting closure to something that had eaten at me over the past year.

      When I looked up from Leah, Brayden was there standing behind her, his searing blue eyes burning into me. He cleared his throat and Leah pulled back, giving him room to reach me.

      We stood a mere twelve inches apart, bars between us as we stared into each other’s eyes, both breathing heavily. It was like something I’d dreamed of happening a dozen times, and now that it was here I couldn’t believe it.

      “I still choose you,” he said, and it was the last thing I needed to hear to break down the wall I’d built to protect myself from him hurting me. I rushed forward, sticking my face against the bars as he did the same. His hands grasped my neck, yanking me against the cold metal, his lips claiming mine in a desperate kiss.

      We still weren’t one hundred percent sure if I was Lena or Wren and yet he chose me. He’d tattooed my name on his arm in a place that meant he was putting me first. I would be the next woman in line to hold his heart until the day I died, and I could think of no greater honor.

      I parted my lips as his tongue slipped inside my mouth and we both groaned at the same time.

      “Well, well…” Lora’s voice came over the microphone. “It looks like our star-crossed lovers are at it again.”

      I yanked myself away from Brayden as the crowd laughed and cheered. Panic filled me as I remembered I needed to warn him.

      “Lora gave me my full power. Silas is going to use it to kill you.” I raised my cuffed arms.

      He frowned. “Kill me? But—”

      I cut him off. “She doesn’t need you anymore to hold the Greywolf power. She found a way around it. She found a way to make Silas king.”

      He simply nodded.

      “But I have a plan.” I lowered my voice, leaning my head against the bars.

      “So do I,” he whispered with a slight grin.

      One second he was reaching for me through the bars and the next he was yanked backward with a growl. Brayden stumbled away from me, knocking into a group of people, and my gaze landed on Silas.

      “That’s enough. She’s still mine for the time being,” Silas told Brayden as he sneered at him.

      Brayden lunged for him but Silas pulled on my power and threw an invisible wall of magic at Brayden.

      A growl tore from my lungs as the magic knocked Brayden to the ground and pinned him there. The crowd went wild with excited roars and clapping. Maddy and I threw ourselves forward, grasping the bars in anger.

      “You bastard!” I spat at Silas.

      He’d used my power to hurt the man I cared about, and it felt so wrong.

      A twinkling laugh filled the space, magnified by the PA system that I couldn’t see. It was Lynette, the annoying announcer lady. “I think the boys are ready to get started. What do you say?” she purred into the mic.

      The gathered fae stomped their agreement, and by the time I looked back at Brayden he was already standing and taking off his shirt.

      “Now remember,” Lynette trilled, “this is a centennial fight, and so the Fae Lords have released the protection curse on Silas so that he could be killed tonight without repercussions.”

      They’d already released the curse? I wished I’d known that. I would have killed him already.

      “Ten thousand on Brayden!” someone screamed from the crowd and ran to the betting corner.

      The second cage appeared from nowhere and I watched as one by one Brayden’s pack walked inside in single file. August, Maddy’s fiancé who she’d now been separated from for two years, gave her an excited wave, as did her little sister, Nora.

      Maddy silently wept as she waved back at them, and I gave her a side hug. Our cage was raised higher up into the air as the crowd rushed underneath to get closer to the main fighting cage that Brayden and Silas would be entering shortly.

      I tried to mentally send to Natalie: ‘Brayden’s here. The fight is starting. Tell Castiel to be ready.’

      ‘You got it,’ she said back instantly.

      This fight could take sixty seconds or an hour. I had no idea. When these cuffs fell off and I had free use of my full Greywolf power, I would have only seconds to act.

      As the men slipped on the rings of power, I began to get nervous. Not only did Silas have the cuffs that gave him my power, he now had Maddy’s power too.

      My gaze reached across the space and landed on Leah, who looked determinedly back at me and nodded.

      I have a plan too, Brayden had said.

      I found myself wondering if maybe Leah also had full power.

      “Psst,” a familiar voice called from below, snapping me from my thoughts. I peered down through the bars at my feet, and sure enough, it was Artemis; just like last time.

      I cast a worried glance around for anyone watching, but all eyes seemed to be on Brayden and Silas. I bent down as if checking my shoe, expecting Artemis to hand me another note, when instead he reached out and placed a portal egg in my palm.

      I froze, unsure what to do for a second, then tucked it into my tube sock so that it rested against my ankle. Thank God I was wearing my sneakers under my dress as I knew I would have to fight tonight and possibly run for my life. Otherwise I didn’t know where I would have put this thing to conceal it.

      A portal egg? Where did it lead to?

      Before I could think to ask him, I realized he was gone, mixed in with the crowd. I stood, facing the fight and wondering when the heck I was supposed to use the egg! Now? Did it transport me out of the cage? Or after the fight and it would take me to Artemis’ house and safety? I gave Maddy a nervous smile as Lynette announced that the fight had begun.

      The projector display screen that was there before now appeared on the far wall, showing an up-close zoom of Brayden and Silas.

      One second I was watching the two men in the cage, and the next I was brought to my knees with a drain of power so great it completely zapped my energy.

      Silas held nothing back; he’d gone for the kill within the first two seconds and I hadn’t been prepared. Brayden’s human form was thrown against the back of the cage like a tornado had lifted him up and carried him there. He was held there like a butterfly pinned to a board. Neither male had even shifted into wolf form, and I wondered if they would at all.

      The crowd roared with excitement and Lynnette gasped, “Oh, it seems we have some Greywolf power on display today.”

      Maddy dropped to the ground beside me. “Now,” she said.

      Silas could walk up and rip Brayden’s head off while he stood there frozen and I’d have to watch. I couldn’t allow that to happen.

      Taking a deep breath through my nose, I did as Castiel had taught me and felt for the well of power that lay deep inside of me. It was expansive and never-ending, and when I sensed it I reached out and pulled it to me.

      Brayden dropped from the back of the cage wall, and with a flick of his wrist Silas went flying this time.

      The crowd gasped; even Lora got out of her chair, stumbling across the stage in shock. My gaze went to Leah and she winked at me.

      Holy crap. Just as I’d hoped, they uncapped all of her power too. It was like two full-blown Greywolves fighting against each other.

      “WREN!” Lora’s high-pitched bellow rang through the entire great hall.

      She knew. Leah was in trouble now. Lora thought she was Wren.

      “We have two fully-powered-up Greywolves fighting each other tonight, folks! What a treat.” Lynette sounded nervous but was obviously trying to make this seem planned and keep the crowd from panicking.

      Lora walked over to a group of fae guards and whispered something to them, but I couldn’t look at her any longer. My eyes were peeled on the two men tearing into each other in the cage.

      It was as if Brayden held an invisible whip in his hand and he was lashing into Silas with each hit. I felt Silas reach for my power but I held on to it, and a searing pain laced up my back, taking my breath away.

      “Averly…” Maddy looked at me with concern.

      Silas tipped his head back and roared. There was so much going on, with confusion down below, as Lora gunned it for Leah, but I couldn’t focus on it. I was in a fight for Brayden’s life. I had to hold on to this power so that Silas couldn’t use it, so that Brayden could end him.

      Lora must have caught on to what was happening, because she screamed to end the fight. The Fae Lords were telling her to calm down. The pain in my back had moved to my head.

      I looked up at the cage Silas now fought in and met his angry gaze. The bars were glowing blue and I peered at him through them. My lips curled and I gave him what I hoped was a sadistic grin.

      Bye-bye, asshole.

      The fear that crossed his face just then brought me untold joy. Maddy and I had lived in that same fear for a year, and today that would end.

      Now.

      Silas tried one last time to yank on my power and fresh hot pain sliced through my body. It was sharp and sudden, like someone had tried to rip my very guts out. A scream of agony tore from my throat as I pulled the power back into me.

      Brayden transformed his face into his wolf form, and when his muzzle went around Silas’ throat, I held my breath. The crunch of bone and flesh was magnified throughout the space as Brayden ripped Silas’ throat clean out. The pain encompassing me instantly fled and I collapsed to the floor of my cage.

      “No!” Lora’s guttural cry shook the walls, causing small cracks to appear in the stone. The cheering crowd went silent. My cuffs unlocked and hit the floor, and Maddy looked at me with a panicked expression.

      It was go-time. It was all happening so fast, but I couldn’t let Brayden down, or Castiel for that matter.

      ‘Get ready!’ I told Natalie, knowing she would relay it to Castiel.

      With the portal egg tucked firmly in my sock, I stood and called my full Greywolf power to me. It was the first time I’d called it without having these cuffs on or having to filter it through Silas while he was asleep in the dead of night.

      It was raw, wild, and slightly terrifying. My entire body shook softly, vibrating as I struggled to contain it.

      Pandemonium filled the ballroom. Most of the partygoers knew when a good time was over and were now heading for the exits. Lora was gunning for Leah; the other Fae Lords looked so surprised they were unsure what to do. Brayden was grasping the glowing blue bars of the cage, bending them with extreme strength so that he could escape.

      I reached out, following Brayden’s lead, and yanked at the blue glowing bars. A shock of pain zipped up my arms and then down my spine, but I pushed through it, allowing my Greywolf power to absorb and transmute it. With a final grunt, the bars ripped open wide enough that Maddy and I could jump through. I went first, dropping ten feet into a crouch, and then Maddy landed beside me.

      “Get Mace. Now or never! I’ll protect Leah,” she told me, and I nodded.

      I had to focus on this one thing, this huge thing that could free Castiel and ultimately help us take on Lora and the others.

      I had to kill a Fae Lord.

      Like a ninja, I stalked through the frantic crowd moving hastily to the exits, and kept my eyes on the Fae Lord with salt and pepper hair. According to Natalie and Castiel, Mace was the weak link of all the Fae Lords. And I was going to kill him.

      No big deal. Easy peasy.

      My hand felt empty without the weight of my Walther P22. But the magic thrumming through my veins was far more powerful. I wanted to look for Brayden, to protect Leah from Lora, to see if Artemis was still nearby, but the element of surprise was all I had so I pushed everything else away and seized my moment.

      Pushing through the chaotic crowd, I finally found myself at the base of the stage. One of the other Fae Lords had exited with Lora and now it was just Mace and the other female. Her name was Ellaria; Natalie had told me she was second in power to Lora.

      Awesome.

      I’d trained months for this. In the middle of the night first with Maddy and then with Castiel and Natalie.

      I can do this, I told myself.

      Pulling my power forward, I felt it sizzling along my skin. I opened myself to it like Castiel taught me, letting it fill up every cell in my body like an open reservoir. Once the power had settled into me, I pushed a little bit of it outward in a coating across my skin as a shield. I was going to focus on freezing time. Since there were two Fae Lords up there and I could not fight them both, it was the only shot I had.

      Without overthinking and creating the space for myself to freak out and have an anxiety attack, I popped up onto the stage and did an army roll, landing right before the two fae. They couldn’t even so much as look down at me before I’d blasted them with my power. An invisible blanket of magic washed over them and they both froze where they stood.

      Castiel’s training came to me. Once you freeze him, you will have mere seconds to act before retaliation.

      I’d have to worry about Ellaria’s retaliation later and focus on taking care of Mace.

      Natalie’s advice was in the forefront of my mind: My brother might tell you that a Fae Lord is nearly impossible to kill, but that’s not true. Take their heads off and they are as good as dead.

      I’d learned a lot in my time with the Greywolf brothers and sisters—most importantly that only Lora had the retaliation kill curse on her, the same one Silas had. The others didn’t, as they weren’t powerful enough to hold them, and Lora held not only hers but Silas’ as well.

      Without overthinking it, I built the explosive power of one of my shockwave energy balls between my hands. Mace was starting to move, slowly as if thawing from a deep freeze, fighting my freezing power.

      Lurching forward, I threw the shockwave right at his head from only inches away and it was pulled from his neck in a gruesome fashion. One second he was staring at me with a menacing snarl and the next his face disappeared, blown from his body in a stream of blood. The cuffs fell from his wrists, hitting the floor a second before his body did.

      Bile lurched into my throat.

      I killed him. I killed someone.

      I staggered backward, completely in shock that I’d actually done what I’d set out to.

      ‘Castiel is free! Get out of there!’ Natalie shouted to me, just as Ellaria broke the hold I’d had on her and flicked her wrist in my direction.

      That was all it took. A flick of the wrist and pain like I’d never felt before slammed into my body. A blood-curdling scream tore from my throat, bringing me to my knees.

      “You. Little. Bitch!” Ellaria yelled as she stomped towards me.

      I was frozen to the spot, fully submitted under her power as my limbs groaned in protest and agony. It was as if I was being burned alive.

      “Averly!” Brayden’s sudden bellow was hair-raising, enough so that it caused Ellaria to look away from me for a split second and search for him in the crowd.

      I pushed against her power, trying to fight her hold on me, but the pain made me too weak and I felt sick to my stomach. I was in so much anguish. It stung and burned and throbbed all at the same time. Sweat beaded my brow and black dots danced at the edges of my vision. Please pass out, I prayed. If I could just lose consciousness, this misery could all just go away. But I didn’t. It was like the pain sensed when I might pass out and it lessened just enough to keep me conscious.

      Holy hell, make it stop. A sob ripped from my throat, and then something semi-transparent flew over my left shoulder and crashed into the Fae Lord, sending her stumbling backward.

      “I’ve got you,” Brayden’s deep voice whispered in my ear. A strong hand laid on my back, and like a balm to my wounds, all pain fled. I whimpered and then he pulled me into his arms. Looking up at him, I was so relieved to be protected from that pain that I nearly burst into tears. With me in his arms, he spun, ready to take off running, and the air was sucked from my lungs. As if things couldn’t get any worse. The great hall had emptied of most people; only about fifty or so were left, as opposed to the couple hundred from before. And that fifty looked to be mostly Brayden’s pack. Leah was in the middle of the pack; they’d formed a circle around her. But that wasn’t what had stopped Brayden and I dead in our tracks.

      It was the creature looming over us.

      Novus.

      Behind him were a pack of six wolves, spectral and ghostly like the ones I’d seen in the park.

      I barely had the time to enjoy being in Brayden’s arms again when I was ripped from them by an unseen force.

      “Hello, little one.” Novus’ raspy voice wrapped around me and made my stomach churn.

      Extreme cold surrounded my body as if I’d been plunged into frigid waters. Suspended in midair before Novus, I gasped as the iciness consumed my flesh. The leader of the Wild Hunt cocked his head to the side, examining me, his gaze roaming over my body as if deciding which organ he wanted to feast on first.

      “No!” Brayden growled, and a wave of blue fire knocked into Novus, causing him to hiss and tumble backward.

      The hold over me was broken, and I fell straight into Brayden’s waiting arms. Before I could process what was happening, Brayden was running, faster than I’d ever seen before. We were out of the great hall and into a green courtyard within seconds.

      “Leah!” I panicked.

      “Safe back on Earth. I can’t pull her power anymore.” He looked down at the ring on his hand. Maddy must have gotten her out, and the second she left this realm Brayden’s link to her Greywolf magic was lost. “Lora is closing the portals down, so we’re stuck here. I’m not sure I can get us back.” His eyes scanned the beautiful well-manicured gardens as if looking for a place to hide us.

      The egg.

      Reaching into my sock, I pulled out the portal egg and looked up at him. “Artemis.”

      Brayden sighed in relief. “I owe that bastard.”

      The back door to the ballroom opened just as Brayden threw the portal egg at our feet and we were sucked into a ball of green light.
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      As we landed on a gravel driveway, Brayden tucked me closer to his chest. I peered around, wondering where Artemis had sent us, and then frowned in confusion when I recognized the Amarok’s house.

      Brayden and I seemed to realize at the same time that we were safe, together and finally alone.

      “Averly,” he whimpered, and then his lips were on mine.

      Reaching up, I threaded my fingers through his hair and primal need surged through me. Our tongues collided, and everything inside of me that I’d forced to not think about Brayden, not care about him, came to the surface. Pure passion rose up in my chest and butterflies took flight in my stomach.

      He chose me. After all this time he waited for me, knowing I might not be Lena. A single tear rolled down my cheek and sealed our lips.

      When he pulled back to look at me, his eyes were yellow. “Tell me Silas never hurt you or Maddy.”

      I couldn’t lie to him. He’d hurt us plenty, but that was all done now.

      “Silas is dead,” was all I said. “And so is Mace.”

      Brayden’s brow furrowed. “How did you kill a Fae Lord? Without training?”

      I was still in his arms and I didn’t think he was going to let me go anytime soon.

      “I had training,” I corrected. “Maddy and Natalie and Castiel.”

      He stiffened at that, and I quickly launched into the story about New York City and then seeing Artemis and Novus that day in the park. How Lora had taken us and I’d spent the last month with his brothers and sisters-in-law.

      “Castiel is free now,” I told him. “We need to find him and release your power somehow. Then we can take on the rest of the Fae Lords and Novus.”

      I was assuming Leah had full power, which was how Brayden was able to fight today using the ring. If we had myself, Leah, Castiel, and Brayden at full power, we totally stood a chance against them.

      His scrunched brows hadn’t lifted. “I went to New York. I didn’t sense you there,” he said angrily.

      “You went to New York looking for me?” Maybe he’d known that Silas had taken us there somehow.

      Brayden’s face fell and he reached up and stroked my cheek. “Leah and I traveled to every major city in the country over the past year, showing pictures of you and Maddy and asking if anyone had seen you.”

      My heart leapt into my throat. “You what?”

      “I couldn’t do nothing.” His voice broke.

      That dream, where he’d been looking over a map with Morgana and Leah, I wondered if that was real.

      “I’m here now. I’m okay.” I leaned my head against his chest and trailed my finger down his neck.

      “When Leah didn’t die on her birthday, I—” He took a minute to compose himself. “I wasn’t sure if you did or not. For the past four months, I haven’t known if you were dead or alive.”

      My heart broke then. The anguish he’d gone through was just as bad as what Maddy and I had been through, just in a different way.

      The sound of crunching gravel drew our attention and I froze as the Amarok came into view.

      “You really screwed up this time, didn’t you?” He looked at Brayden and I clinging to each other.

      I let out a nervous laugh and Brayden finally released me, allowing my body to slide down his, but he kept me close.

      Reaching down, I picked up the portal egg and slipped it into my sock again.

      “I have a business proposition for you,” Brayden told the Amarok.

      I swallowed hard, sensing tension in the air as the two men stared each other down. “You don’t seem to be in a position to offer me anything,” the Amarok finally said.

      Brayden ran a hand through his hair coolly, like he wasn’t bothered by the stinging comment. “Silas is dead. So is the Fae Lord Mace. We’re going to kill the other three Fae Lords and Novus and I’m getting my throne back. You can stay here and play babysitter to all the wolves or have a place at my side as Lord of Moon Valley.”

      Holy crap!

      I had no idea what a lord was in relation to a king, but it almost sounded like a second-in-command. If that was the case, then it was quite the bold statement.

      The Amarok let his gaze sweep over the both of us until a slight smirk pulled at his lips. “I’m a bit tired of babysitting to be honest. What do you need my help with?”

      Relief rushed through me and Brayden stepped forward to extend his hand. “Hide us until we’re ready to make our move. The Fae Lords will be all over Sandpoint, and I can’t go to the Ether without being discovered.”

      The Amarok looked at Brayden’s outstretched hand. “If I do this, it’s treason against the Fae Lords.”

      Brayden kept his hand out. “If you don’t, it’s treason against me, the rightful Greywolf King. I guess it’s time to choose your enemy.”

      Wow, I was seeing Brayden in a whole new light. It seemed that the taste of power he’d gotten from wearing the ring and using Leah’s magic had given him a thirst for his throne.

      And it was sexy as hell.

      The Amarok reached for Brayden’s hand and shook. “Wolves should stick together,” was all he said.

      It was settled. We were now fully at war with the fae.
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      When all hell had broken loose at the fight, Brayden’s pack had scattered. He’d gotten word to Maddy, August, Nora, and Leah through the Amarok to meet us at the Amarok’s safe house in Montana.

      “I wish I could see my mom.” I paced the open field, staring out at the five hundred acre wheat farm. Not a tree in sight. I wondered if that was because the trees had ears like Brayden often liked to say. The Amarok apparently had a safe house that no one knew about. Some guy named Larry and his wife oversaw the farm with his crew. They lived in the main house, and behind it was a huge pole barn that looked like it held horses or farm equipment, but when we’d stepped inside we saw that it was a multiroom home used only for the Amarok.

      “I’ve kept an eye on her this whole time—Ronan too. She’s okay,” Brayden said. “Sad she doesn’t see you often, but okay.”

      That just made me feel worse. I was finally free and I couldn’t see my mom? It wasn’t fair.

      A car pulled down the dusty road and I steeled myself as I recognized Leah’s car. They headed around the house for the barn we were standing in front of, and I took off into a run.

      I could see August behind the wheel and Maddy in shotgun, but no sign of—

      The back door opened and my best friend, my sister, poked her head out and searched for me frantically.

      I sidestepped the car door and crashed into her as she fell into sobs in my arms.

      “We looked for you,” she cried as I held her tightly.

      “I know.” I struggled to find my voice

      “I never touched him. I knew he was yours. I’m so sorry,” she breathed through her tears.

      There was a time when she’d openly flirted with him, but that was all forgiven now.

      “I never kissed Castiel either,” I told her.

      She pulled back, looking up at me with tears falling down her cheeks. “Is he…? Maddy said he might have gotten free?”

      I nodded. I’d tried to talk to Natalie when we’d left the Ether but our connection was broken. “He’s out. He’ll find us. He’ll find you. I told him all about you.”

      That brought a smile to her face.

      Castiel would be free and with his full Greywolf power. I was hoping that magic included tracking of some sort. We had told him where our land was in Sandpoint, but now we couldn’t go there and I hadn’t thought to look at a backup option for him to meet us at.

      “Averly.” Leah looked at me with regret in her gaze. “I’m so sorry.”

      I gave her a small smile. “It’s okay. But if we can get our memories back, do you think we could restore Brayden’s power?”

      She chewed on her lip. “I think so.”

      Okay, that wasn’t very confidence inspiring.

      “I mean once we get all our memories sorted, I’m sure we can,” she added.

      Well, I guess that was fair. It was hard to feel confident in doing something you didn’t remember, especially since we still weren’t one hundred percent sure who was Wren.

      “Now, how do we get our memories back?” I asked her.

      “I think I can help with that,” a familiar female voice called behind me.

      I spun just in time to see the Witch Mother, Morgana, glide towards us wearing a purple fur coat and clutching a white designer purse.

      I raised one eyebrow at Leah, who grinned.

      “We’re cool now,” Leah said.

      Hmm, I am still wary of the woman, thank you very much.

      “Morgana, did you get the address?” Brayden came up behind me and possessively wrapped his arms around me.

      I melted into his touch, still not used to being able to rely on it.

      She nodded and handed him a piece of paper. “You’ll protect me from Novus?” she asked.

      He gave her a stern look. “You’re here, aren’t you?”

      She pursed her lips but ignored his comment, instead looking down at his ring. “We need to hide that or it will call to the Fae Lords. So will Leah’s and Averly’s power. I can throw up some shields to cover that, but the ring must be buried and spelled.”

      He looked down longingly at the ring, and then finally took it off of his finger and handed it to her. I couldn’t imagine what it was like to be without powers for so long, only to get them back for a night and have to lose them again.

      She clutched her hand around it and nodded, before walking off and throwing green spells around the land left and right. They poured from her palm, hitting the ground and then springing up to form an invisible wall.

      Someone cleared their throat and I turned to see Brayden’s little sister Nora standing to my left, her head bowed as she nervously fiddled with her hands.

      Brayden reached out and grasped Nora’s shoulder. “Averly, Nora has been waiting a long time to tell you something.”

      She looked up at me then, eyes swimming with unshed tears. I was taken aback at how much she looked like a miniature version of Maddy. I’d seen her from across the room many times but now, this close, I could see that her eyes were the exact shade of blue as Maddy’s.

      “Thank you for—” Her voice broke. “Taking my place.”

      My throat tightened and, in that moment, all of the abuse I’d sustained from Silas was worth it. Stepping forward I pulled her into my arms and wrapped her in a tight hug. “You’re very welcome,” I told her and she wept softly against me.

      After a full minute of holding each other, we pulled away and both wiped at our eyes.

      “I’m going to see if Morgana needs any help,” Nora said and ran off then. I wasn’t sure what she could help a witch with but she probably needed some space after crying openly in front of everyone.

      I took that moment to look around at our ragtag group. Maddy and August were making out against the car, Nora was now standing behind Morgana in the distance inspecting a baby wheat stalk, and I stood with Brayden and Leah.

      The Amarok was inside the main house, no doubt telling his farm manager that he was about to have company for the next few weeks.

      Why did it feel like someone was missing?

      Artemis.

      He’d saved my ass twice now and I hadn’t been able to thank him. As if my mere thoughts summoned him, the space before me shimmered and then a portal egg dropped to the ground a few seconds before the Elder Fae followed.  He had a bloody lip and the tips of his hair were singed, but otherwise he looked okay.

      I didn’t know why I had such a strong emotional connection to him, but I did, and I burst forward and pulled him into a hug.

      “Oh.” His shocked voice and limp arms told me he wasn’t a hugger, but I didn’t care.

      When I finally let him go, I looked up at him with misty eyes. “Thank you.”

      He paled, a nervous look running over his face. “We need to talk privately,” was all he said.

      Oh crap. That wasn’t good.

      I looked back at Brayden, who nodded, as if telling me it would be okay. Did he know what we were going to talk about?

      Artemis simply headed for the barn without another word, and I was forced to follow him.

      “Uhhh, what’s this talk about?” I asked, running to catch up.

      He looked behind me at Morgana and everyone else. “Not here.”

      Anxiety tightened my gut. I hadn’t seen the dude for a year, except briefly in the park and the ballroom, and he wanted to talk? Why? What was so urgent? I barely knew him.

      We stepped into the barn and my eyes skimmed over the space more closely this time. It was a large loft type of setup with an open kitchen, living room, and then six different doors that I assumed led to private rooms.

      “I’m freaking out, man. What?” I said, the second we shut the door behind us.

      “Tea?” he asked, heading for the kitchen, and I groaned.

      Was this guy for real? He barely says hi to me, rushes me in here to tell me something, and now wants to make tea.

      “Screw the tea. Tell me what’s wrong!” I yelled.

      He froze, hand on a drawer, and then dropped it, turning to face me with a shameful look that only confused me. “I lied to you before when I said that you were part weak healer fae,” he finally said. I physically inclined my ear towards him as if I didn’t hear him properly and he rested his hands at his sides. “I’m sorry, I was caught off guard and didn’t want to worry you and the king before I figured out what I was dealing with.”

      I gave him a what-the-hell-did-you-just-say? look, and frowned at the Elder Fae. “I can’t handle much more today, Artemis. What do you mean you lied?”

      I hadn’t really thought about the whole part fae thing all year.

      He sighed, skimming a long index finger over his jawline. “Your fae half smelled extremely powerful. I think that’s why my brother, in his dying moments, sent you to me. He knew only an Elder Fae could train you.”

      “Train me!” I snapped, and then it turned into maniacal laughter. The look on Artemis’ face cut the laughter from my throat.

      I was trained. I’d trained for months with Maddy and Castiel and Natalie. I wasn’t doing it again with fae powers if that’s what he was getting at.

      Wait, he said fae half. Wasn’t I only a quarter?

      “My brother probably had intentions to train you but…” he trailed off.

      I started to pace the barn. “Train me how? In what? Fae magic?! You said half just now but before you said I was less.”

      Artemis swallowed hard. “I was processing everything the day I met you. My beloved brother had just died, then you walk in smelling so powerful. I was putting it all together, I didn’t really know—”

      “What are you talking about?” I screamed.

      “I’m your father!” Artemis snapped, and the entire room swam as dizziness washed over me.

      “What?” I staggered backward in shock.

      The Elder Fae sighed, looking at me intently. “I knew you were half fae when I met you. I suspected maybe my brother’s child since I smelled my own lineage on you, but it wasn’t until I did some research into who your mother was that… and by then you were gone and I couldn’t find you.”

      It hit me in that moment that he was suggesting he’d slept with my mother twenty years ago. I stumbled backward until my knees hit the couch and then I sank into it.

      “Father?” My mom told me my dad was a one-night stand and she never saw him again. Realization dawned on me. “You had a one-night stand with my mom!” I shot up into a standing position and started pacing the space. “This is so gross.”

      A slight grin pulled at his lips, but the second I shot him a glare he wiped it from his face. “I used to like coming to Earth to drink away my troubles. Your mom was in Miami for a funeral and very distraught.”

      Oh my. Gross. My mom screwed Artemis after her mom’s funeral? Grandma Patty lived in Miami. It had to be her. Breathing became hard then.

      “This is a lot to take in.”

      His cheeks turned pink and he cleared his throat. “I didn’t think much about that night until I looked up who your mother was, saw a picture and… well, the memory flooded back.”

      I sat back down.

      Artemis was my dad? The Elder Fae was my dad.

      “You abandoned us!” I said angrily, suddenly feeling cheated by not knowing him the last twenty years.

      “I didn’t even know you existed!” he shot back. “I was so drunk I barely remember the night with your mother.”

      I sank into the couch. “Fair enough.”

      A moment of silence stretched between us and then he awkwardly came to sit next to me. “Sorry for… missing stuff,” he fumbled.

      This was so weird. Beyond weird. “Only twenty years of my life.” Why was I angry? I just needed someone to yell at.

      “Fate brought us together again.” He shrugged. “Can’t promise I’ll be a good father because I have no idea what that entails, but I do promise to protect you from harm, provide whatever your needs are, and kill anyone who double-crosses you.”

      I chuckled then, my heart softening. “That’s basically the rules of being a parent.”

      This was weird. So freaking weird and yet kind of nice. I’d always liked Artemis, and he’d been nothing but helpful to Brayden and I.

      “Does Brayden know?” I finally asked.

      He shrugged. “I told him you were more of a powerful fae than I let on, but I wanted you to be the first to hear about our familial connection.”

      What did I do with this information? What did it mean? “So I’m a part Elder Fae and part Greywolf? Good combo?” I prayed it was a good combo and not a scary one.

      Artemis sighed. “There might be complications to the combo.”

      My body went rigid. “What kind of complications?”

      The fae rapped his fingers along the side of the coffee table. “The kind that could get you killed.”

      “Awesome. Just what I wanted to hear.” I crossed my arms and glared at the old man.

      “But with my help and some of your Greywolf memories, you should be okay,” he added.

      Should be okay? Those weren’t very confidence-inspiring words.

      “What complications, Artemis?”

      His thin pale lips drew into a frown. “Fae of a high caliber of magic are trained from a young age to use that magic. When an accident happens—”

      “Are you calling me an accident?” I raised one eyebrow.

      “A high ranking fae such as myself… breeding with your mother and leaving the child for twenty years untrained… was an accident I assure you. A welcome one, but had I known I would have been more involved in your life and training,” he added in some lame attempt to assuage my feelings.

      I was a welcome accident. Cool, cool. I decided to push the words breeding with your mother out of my mind since they were liable to make me vomit.

      He cleared his throat. “In any event, you need training in your fae magic, and so each night—”

      “Every night I need to train?” I shrieked. I was just looking forward to a full night’s sleep now that Silas was dead.

      “Well, we do have twenty years to make up for, don’t we?” He crossed his arms now, mirroring me.

      Would training to be powerful be a bad thing? Not really. Especially if I could become powerful enough to kill Lora.

      “Fine. But I need a day’s rest. I’ve been training for months with my Greywolf power at all odd hours of the night,” I told him.

      “Of course.” He stood and patted my knee. “I’ll be here.” He crossed the room and exited the door, leaving me alone.

      Artemis was my dad.

      What. The. Hell? I was not going to fully process that for a solid twenty-four hours.

      I felt like I was on another planet and nothing was real.

      A few moments passed of staring at the grain of the coffee table and then the front door to the barn house opened.

      Brayden walked in looking shocked. “Artemis is your dad?” he said.

      So he’d told him too.

      I nodded as he snuggled into my side on the couch. “Super weird. Still processing,” I told him.

      Brayden just looked down at me, reaching out to trace something on my neck. “You have an adorable freckle here I knew nothing about.”

      Laughter pealed out of me. “Freckles aren’t adorable.”

      His eyes hooded. “They are when they’re on you.”

      Swoon.

      Reaching up, he stroked his thumb over my bottom lip. “I can’t believe you’re here.”

      I smiled. “Chocolate.”

      His brows drew together in confusion. “What?”

      “That’s what Lena gets you at every wedding. Chocolates. You never had them in the Ether Realm until she brought you some.”

      His face fell for a second and it was like a punch to the gut. I thought my memory of Lena and Brayden’s wedding would excite him, but somehow I’d said something wrong. Then it dawned on me. “Leah told you this too.”

      He cleared his throat. “She did. But I’ve chosen you, so I think it’s best if we forget about Lena for now.”

      Forget about Lena? Didn’t he think I was Lena? Unless…

      I pulled away from him. “You aren’t sure that I’m her?”

      He sighed. “I don’t care anymore. I’ve let Lena go and I’ve chosen you.”

      But what if we did fix our memories and Leah was Lena? And we had proof of that? What then?

      “You know what, I’m tired. It’s been a hell of a night and I need some rest,” I told him, standing.

      “Averly, please don’t be upset, I just got you back.” He reached for me but I moved out of the way before his hand could grasp mine.

      “I’m good. Just exhausted. I’m going to head to bed early.” I had no idea what time it was, but I was perpetually exhausted from nightly trainings, and with finding out who my dad was and now the fact that Leah had been having the same memories as me… I felt overwhelmed.

      “Averly…” Brayden stood, his voice pleading.

      Tears filled my eyes and I knew that if I didn’t find a room to be alone in soon, I was going to lose it. Walking into the first closed door I could find, I slipped inside and scanned the space. It was a nice room with hardwood floors that matched the main house, and a dark, wooden four-poster bed. There was a cowboy theme going on with the artwork and I really didn’t care at this point. I just kicked off my shoes and sank face first into the bed.

      After a year of living in captivity with Silas, under his rules, and only having Maddy as my sense of normalcy, I just wasn’t prepared yet for all of this outside stimuli.

      Artemis, Brayden, Leah, it was too much. I was still processing the fact that Silas was dead and I’d killed one of the Fae Lords.

      Being alone in the room was like a painful deafening silence, one I welcomed but still felt uncomfortable with. There was something uneasy about it and it took me a minute to realize it was the lack of Maddy’s presence. I hadn’t slept alone in a year, and lying in bed without hearing her breathing next to me was tripping me out. It must not have bothered me for too long because heaviness began to pull at my limbs and I finally fell asleep.

      Hours later, the bed dipped and my eyelids sprang open. Brayden’s face hovered over me. “You can be mad at me, or need space, or whatever, but I’m sleeping next to you,” he commanded, and then lay down beside me. I rolled into him and he tucked me against his body with one of his giant arms.

      A contented sigh escaped both of us and I realized this was what I needed. I tried to open my eyes, to stay awake and apologize for earlier, but I was too tired and sleep won.
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      The next morning I awoke to find a twenty pound weight across my stomach, pinning me in place. I peered down to see that the weight was Brayden’s arm. Turning to the right, I looked up to find him staring at me with sleepy blue eyes.

      “I’m sorry about last night. It was too overwhelming,” I told him. The guilt of running off had eaten at me.

      Leaning forward, he placed a kiss on my forehead and then pulled me closer, resting his chin across the top of my head.

      This feeling, complete safety and acceptance, it was everything. I finally allowed myself to believe that this was real. Brayden and I were back together and I was in his arms. A small sob lodged in my throat. “I assumed you were married to Leah the entire year,” I croaked.

      He stiffened, pulling me tighter into him. “Never.”

      My insecurities were mounting inside of me and I had to ask him a question. “Brayden…” I looked at his tan chest and spoke to his collarbone, unable to meet his gaze. “What if Leah turns out to be Lena?”

      Silence permeated the room and I felt sick to my stomach with each passing second. After an agonizingly long moment, he peered down and grasped the bottom of my chin, tilting it upward to look at him. “I choose you, Averly. And I have the tattoo to prove it.” He gave me a cocky grin.

      I loved him. I had totally fallen head over heels in love with him. Not the him of my past lives but who we were now, and I believed that made it all the more better.

      Leaning forward, he planted a kiss on my lips just as a loud knock came at the door and Brayden groaned.

      “Averly needs to train,” Artemis boomed from outside the thin wooden door. “And shouldn’t you be in separate rooms until marriage?” he questioned, causing both Brayden and I to burst into laughter. “I’m serious,” Artemis growled, which made Brayden stiffen and peel away from me.

      Whoa.

      My “father,” which still felt totally foreign and weird to say, was suddenly protective?

      Brayden stood, pulling on his t-shirt, and answered the door. “She’ll be right out for training,” Brayden announced.

      My heart hammered in my chest at the fact that Artemis knew I was in this room sleeping with Brayden. I mean we hadn’t had sex or anything, but… it was weird.

      “And the room situation?” Artemis pressed him, causing my cheeks to burn with shame. “I will gladly take the couch and she can have my bed.”

      Holy crap. He was totally blocking me from hooking up. This was mortifying.

      “Yes, sir,” Brayden replied, a dejected sound in his voice.

      Kill me now.

      I slipped out of bed and pushed past Brayden. My cheeks had to be the same shade of red as a tomato. “See you later,” I mumbled to him and stumbled into the bathroom across the hallway.

      After finding a fresh toothbrush and a set of clothes, I changed and got ready for training.

      Artemis was waiting for me outside, sitting in a wicker high-backed chair and reading a book.

      “Whatcha reading?” I asked, wondering what the Elder Fae read for fun.

      “History of the Wild Hunt, Volume Three,” he said, closing the book and placing it on the ground. “I’m taking notes on all the weaknesses Novus has so that we can kill him when the time comes.”

      I thought back to the man-like creature we’d seen last night and shivered. I was pretty sure the dude didn’t have a weakness, but I was glad someone was doing their research.

      “Do you know anything about what Lora’s weaknesses are? Because I’m going to kill her too.”

      He chuckled. “To find a weakness within Lora would be to find a weakness within the rest of the Fae Lords’ magic.”

      “What do you mean? Are they connected?” Had the lesson started? It kind of felt like it had.

      He nodded. “Lora is the most powerful, and is imbued with extra abilities through the remaining Fae Lords. Killing Mace will have weakened her a little, but not much. And don’t forget if you kill her, you will be killed by the curse that protects her life.”

      “How?” I stepped closer to him. “How does that curse work? Can I break it? Because if I can, or maybe you can, then I can take her out.”

      Artemis assessed me with an intellectual gaze. “Are you asking me for a lesson in curse breaking?”

      Duh.

      I looked at him blankly. “Yes.”

      He reached up and stroked his chin in a comical way that said he was thinking. “Pull up a chair and then grab a pen and notebook from over there.” He pointed to a little journal with a pen on top that had been laid on the coffee table a few yards away.

      Notes? He wanted me to take notes? I needed to shoot fire out of my eyeballs or something in order to kill Lora, not take notes.

      He snapped his fingers, indicating I hurry, and I jumped into action. I dragged the other chair over from the open grassy field and then grabbed the pen and notebook, sitting before him.

      “A curse only lives as long as the curse maker,” he declared, and I jotted that down.

      “So, kill Lora and every curse she’s ever done will die with her?” I said.

      He touched his nose, with a small smile. “Precisely.”

      I groaned. “Well, that’s stupid. Then I would die for killing her because she protected herself with that rebound killing curse!”

      He nodded. “In a case that a curse is too powerful to break, you can dissolve a curse.”

      I perked up at that. “I thought that’s what we were talking about.”

      He shook his head. “You asked about curse breaking. This is… a little more complex, and only something someone of great power and concentration can do.”

      “Like Wren did? She restored Lena’s Greywolf power and then tried to break her reincarnation curse,” I added.

      Artemis raised one eyebrow. “And failed miserably, making an absolute mess of both of your memories.”

      I squirmed, jotting down his warning.

      Breaking curses is no small feat and Wren rushed it while injured. Don’t do that.

      “What if she had dissolved it?” I used the right wording this time and Artemis smiled.

      “Then I think your memories would be intact,” he confirmed.

      Something dawned on me suddenly. “Leah and I both have the same birthday because we died on the same night, but we didn’t find Brayden the last lifetime because he hasn’t seen us in almost forty years… Do you think that’s because for an entire lifetime we just couldn’t remember him?”

      He seemed to seriously consider my crazy question, which I admired. “That or you went into the Void for two decades before it spit you out.”

      I gulped. “The Void?”

      He waved me off with one long-fingered hand. “Never mind that. You want Lora to be killed, you need to help me dissolve the rebound death curse on her so that you won’t die in return.”

      I nodded. Right. Focus, Averly. “So how can I do that?”

      “You can’t yet,” he said flatly. “You need training on your fae magic first.”

      I growled and tossed my pen down. “Is this your idea of a lesson? Because you’re a shitty teacher!”

      “Do you always yell at your professors?” he asked coolly.

      I sighed, feeling emotionally fragile, and heavy with the need for more sleep. It was a bad combo for me.

      “I’m sorry, but I feel like we need a faster solution.” Novus was gunning for us and Lora would be pissed about Silas’ and Mace’s death. I didn’t have time to train. “We don’t have a week or a month or whatever you have planned.”

      Artemis nodded. “Give me a few days. It will give you enough of a base to work with and keep you from hurting yourself or anyone else when you use your fae magic. I’m surprised it hasn’t come out sooner in anger or desperation. I really thought you might have displayed power in your year of captivity with Silas.”

      My face fell, because in that moment I realized how much Silas had broken me. Sure, I got mad and desperate the first few weeks, but it was easier to just comply and slowly simmer with secret rage than to lash out at him. Had I known this entire time I had some badass Elder Fae power I could have called on, I would have used it.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—”

      I waved him off. “No, I’m fine. So, how about you teach me how to use this fae magic.” I rubbed my hands together excitedly.

      “Eager,” he observed.

      Whatever would take me one step closer to killing Lora made me very eager.

      “Alright, close your eyes.”

      Okay, I thought I’d be grabbing a sword or something cool, but I could roll with this. I sat on my chair before him and closed my eyes, resting my hands on the notebook in my lap.

      “For nearly twenty years you have not accessed your fae power, so the first time might be a shock to your system. Don’t be frightened.” His voice was calm but his words had my eyes snapping open.

      “Shock to my system, how?”

      He sighed. “Close your eyes, get into a relaxed state.”

      “Shock to my system, how?” I repeated.

      He shrugged. “I honestly don’t know. I’ve never trained a novice that was so old.”

      Did he just call me old? I didn’t like that one bit. “Shouldn’t have abandoned me as a child, then.” I stuck my tongue out playfully and he rolled his eyes.

      “Eyes. Closed,” he commanded, and I followed his instruction.

      Taking a deep breath, I tried to Zen myself out. I let thoughts of Brayden, and worries about Novus and Lora, slip from my mind.

      “Fae magic hides within a child until it is beckoned by the wielder or forced to come out in a dangerous situation. Call on it now so that you can learn to control it.”

      Call on my hidden fae power? Huh?

      Come here, power. Here, girl, I said into my mind, and nothing happened.

      Keeping my eyes closed, I shrugged. “It’s still sleeping.”

      Sleep, which was what I wanted to be doing right now.

      “Just be silent, go within yourself and pull it out. It’s there. It’s always been there. You’ve learned to live with it, so you won’t even notice it until it shows itself.”

      I really hated cryptic stuff. I needed a step-by-step guide and this was not that.

      I groaned in frustration but let the silence permeate the space, trying to calm myself and go within like he’d said. The wind rustled through the trees, birds chirped in the distance. First I thought of everything, then I thought of nothing. I must have stayed quiet for a full ten minutes, nearly on the verge of falling asleep, when I felt a tug deep inside my chest.

      I gasped a little.

      “Call on it. Beckon it outward,” he commanded.

      I knew now that he didn’t mean to verbally call on it, but more physically. I placed a hand over my chest and opened myself up to the tugging feeling.

      Boom.

      Something knocked against my hand and caused me to jump a little.

      “Don’t be scared. This is a part of yourself that has been sleeping but it’s always been there,” Artemis said. My heart raced in fear just the same and my eyelids popped open.

      After a few cleansing breaths, I focused on the thudding against my chest and then it cracked wide open. Pure golden sunlight blasted from my palms and illuminated the outdoor space so brightly I was nearly blinded.

      Artemis rushed forward, throwing his hands out, then we were plunged into darkness. The morning sunlight that had previously bathed us in its rays was like a black circle in the sky for a moment and then all returned to normal, as if I’d never just exploded into light at all.

      I stared at the new Elder Fae in shock.

      “What. The. Hell. Was. That?” My palms felt sweaty and hot as if they contained fire, and my heart beat wildly against my chest. I blinked rapidly, still seeing a large spot from where I’d just momentarily been blinded.

      “That is why we don’t wait twenty years to teach you how to wield elemental magic,” he groaned, straightening himself and brushing the hair off his face.

      “Elemental magic? Like you?” I asked.

      He nodded. “Specifically, that was sunlight magic.” He smiled wryly. “You almost blinded us both.”

      “Oops.” I winced. I conjured the freaking sun from my palms?

      Holy hell, that was scary and exciting, but mostly scary.

      “And this is why you will need training,” he exclaimed and patted my palms, which were facing the ground in case they suddenly decided to become sunbeams.

      “What if I accidently sunbeam Brayden or something when I’m angry?” I asked.

      “Don’t do that. That could kill him if you learn to hone them into lasers and take off body parts.” He was dead serious and a stone sank in my gut.

      Take. Off. Body. Parts.

      Okay, this was not exactly a power I was prepared to have.

      “Well, obviously I won’t do it on purpose but… why did we awaken this magic if I could accidently dismember people!?” I didn’t mean to start yelling at him again, it just happened.

      “Because it is with this magic, combined with your Greywolf power, that you will help defeat Lora and Novus and return Brayden’s kingdom to him,” he declared, and chills ran the length of my entire body. He said it like he’d already seen it happen or something.

      “Do you mean that—?” My words were cut off by shouting and whoops of joy around the other side of the barn. I recognized Maddy’s and Brayden’s voices.

      What the heck was going on? I peered at Artemis and he inclined his head in the direction of the ruckus, dismissing me. Kicking off the chair, I ran to the front of the barn house and skidded in my tracks as I stared at the scene before me.

      Castiel was here. He’d just pulled away from hugging his brother and now he was staring at Leah with rapt attention. Maddy and August were there too. Brayden’s head craned in my direction and he reached out a hand for me. Walking to his side, I slipped my hand in his and gave Castiel a welcome smile.

      “Glad you made it out,” I told him.

      He nodded, looking over at me for a moment. “Thanks to you.” He tipped his head.

      Leah whimpered slightly and he faced her again.

      “Leah?” His voice broke. “Wren?” he tried, and my heart pinched. I’d never shown him a picture of her, but he must have sensed her.

      She shrugged. “Unsure about the last one, but… it feels like I might be.” She took a step closer to him, timid and unsure. That was all he needed to eat up the distance, pulling her into his arms as they hugged each other tightly.

      Maddy spun, pulling August with her as she beckoned Brayden and I inside the barn to give them some privacy.

      “It’s so nice to see everyone back together.” Maddy stroked her thumb over August’s hand.

      He sat on the couch and pulled her into his lap as Brayden did the same with me. I snuggled against him, forgetting that I could do this any time I wanted now.

      “So what’s the plan to get the others out?” August asked, inclining his head to the door, where Castiel and Leah were talking outside.

      Brayden sighed against my chest. “Leah, Averly, and now Castiel have full Greywolf power. If we can heal their memories and get Wren to restore my power like she did Lena’s… we have a fair shot of taking down the Fae Lords and Novus and freeing my family.”

      Maddy shivered. “Novus was way scarier than I thought he would be.”

      Brayden’s arms tightened around me. “He seemed to specifically be after Averly. I don’t like that.”

      I wrapped my arms around his. “You think we can lead him to Lora as bait and he’ll kill her?”

      That would be nice. A two for one. Novus kills Lora and then I kill Novus.

      “He will smell the rebound killing curse on her. No, he’s too smart. He’ll find a way to break it first and then drain her power,” Brayden said.

      “Dissolve, not break,” I corrected him. He looked at me, confused, and I shrugged. “That’s what Artemis is teaching me. There’s a difference.”

      Maybe if we just waited for Novus to dissolve her curse, we could take Lora out after that. But then Novus would probably be too powerful to stop. Absorbing Lora’s power would be like the cherry on top of the cake for him. I couldn’t let that happen.

      The front door opened and Castiel and Leah joined us, holding hands, with red swollen lips. It looked like they had chosen each other as well, and that made me immensely happy.

      I grinned at Leah, who blushed.

      “We have to get the others out of there,” Castiel pleaded with his brother.

      Brayden nodded. “I have the address of a fae that lives here in Montana, just a few hours’ drive. Morgana thinks he can restore Leah and Averly’s memories.”

      “Let’s do it,” Castiel said. “Then Leah can bring your full power back and we can take on the Fae Lords together.”

      “If I’m Wren,” Leah corrected.

      Castiel laughed and it was so much like Brayden’s it was creepy. “You’re my Wren.”

      “And if I’m not?” She looked nervous, and I knew she’d wanted him to pick her for her and not because she was Wren. I’d gone through the same thing with Brayden.

      The room suddenly felt very awkward, but Castiel took it all in stride. “Then I guess I’m hooking up with my sister-in-law.”

      “Not cool,” Brayden growled, and we all laughed. It was a joke, but it did make me wonder if Leah was Lena, would Brayden ever be able to be okay with her dating his brother? I glanced at Brayden, who was smiling playfully, but he seemed to read my expression and his face became serious.

      Leaning in, he kissed my ear lightly. “I choose you, Averly,” he whispered for the tenth time.

      I settled against him, hating this insecure version of myself and ready to just be done with it.

      “I have to train every day for the next few days with Artemis,” I told them all, and Castiel groaned.

      “We can be back by tonight with memories restored, then you can train a few more days,” Brayden said, “but then we are storming the palace and releasing my brothers. I won’t sit for too long at full power.”

      “Assuming Wren can even restore your powers,” I told him.

      Leah pulled something out of her pocket. It was a round red stone which had flecks of gold in it. “Whichever one of us is Wren used this last time and I think it will work again.”

      I knew what it was then. The power amplifier stone that Artemis’ late brother had given Wren. I had a vague memory of it now that I was looking at it, but it wasn’t enough for me to fully comprehend.

      “Where did you find it?” I stood and moved closer to inspect it.

      “I found it the morning of…” Brayden trailed off. “I didn’t really know what it was, so I hid it in the house and forgot about it until recently.”

      “Let’s go right now. Get our memories healed and move on with this whole thing.” I just wanted it done with, I wanted to know who I was once and for all.

      “Sounds good to me,” Castiel agreed.

      It was like a Band-Aid that you had put over a really hairy spot. It was going to hurt when you ripped it off. There might even be hair loss, but eventually it had to happen.

      Hair loss I could deal with, but here’s hoping I didn’t lose Brayden.
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      Maddy and August offered to stay back so that we didn’t need to take two cars.

      I sat up front with Brayden, who was driving, while Morgana sat in the back with Leah and Castiel snuggling and whispering and laughing like lovestruck teenagers.

      “This is nauseating. Why did I agree to help you again?” Morgana asked Brayden as he barreled down the interstate.

      Thick green trees and rolling grassy hills passed us by as we pushed further north.

      He grinned. “Your sense of self preservation.”

      She pursed her lips and nodded. It was a beautiful drive through Montana to a small town east of Eureka. The second we exited the main road and onto the private driveway, there was a change in the air.

      “Stop the car!” Morgana shouted and Brayden slammed on the brakes. Dust and gravel kicked up and Morgana threw the car door open.

      “What the hell, Morgana!?” Brayden screamed.

      The witch stepped out of the vehicle and stared at the air in front of the car. It was a pretty tree lined road with a barely visible white farmhouse just ahead.

      “What is she doing?” Leah asked.

      “She’s a loose cannon. Who knows,” Brayden offered, seemingly exasperated. I had no idea what these two had been through over the past year but it seemed Brayden and Morgana had been seeing a lot of each other.

      “Hang on a second. I… see something.” I opened the car door and walked a few paces, staring at the air in front of the witch. There was a… thickness to the air that was hard to explain. It just felt off.

      “It’s a curse,” she said and I jumped a little, forgetting she was beside me.

      “For us?”

      “For anyone who drives onto this private property.” She began to roll up her sleeves and I wondered how I was able to see it but none of the others in the car could.

      “Can I see it because I’m part fae?”

      She nodded. “This is fae magic so it makes sense you can see it. Now step back unless you want a haircut.”

      Whoa. Okay.

      Taking five steps back, I only stopped when my butt hit the hood of the car. The other doors opened and Leah, Brayden and Castiel joined me.

      “There’s a curse,” I told them in a whisper, unsure why I was whispering.

      Morgana tipped her head down and a gust of wind rushed past, picking up the ends of her hair and tossing them around.

      I steeled myself as she raised her arms, mumbling under her breath, and the leaves started to funnel with the breeze beside her.

      Shooting a look to Leah, I was glad to see she appeared as surprised as I was. By the time my gaze flicked back to Morgana, some silvery fine threads had appeared in the air, laying out a network of patterns and shapes.

      The curse?

      “What is she doing?” Brayden asked.

      “You don’t see that?” I glanced over at him. He looked perplexed, so I was taking that as a no.

      Morgana suddenly thrust her hands out and a burst of purple magic flew at the silvery pattern. One by one the threads unwound, falling away until the curse had unraveled and become powerless. It fell to the floor and withered, dissolving completely.

      Something clicked in my brain. Dissolve, don’t break. It was what Artemis had taught me this morning.

      “Did you just dissolve that curse?” I asked her.

      She raised one eyebrow at me and simply nodded.

      That’s what I needed to learn to do by the time I went up against Lora, or maybe I just needed to convince Morgana to break the curse on the Fae Lord. Artemis seemed the type to have a plan working behind the scenes for everything. It seemed quite the coincidence that he’d just taught me about dissolving curses mere hours ago and now I witnessed one firsthand.

      “Carry on,” Morgana said, and walked back to the car, leaving everyone else dumbfounded.

      When we finally got our wits about us, we headed back into the car together and Brayden drove us the rest of the way up the road.

      I found myself wondering what the curse would have done to us. Make us all feel sick? Kill us? Or make us forget why we were here and turn around?

      “Who is this guy exactly?” I was now nervous as we were seeing someone who had some kind of curse on his property.

      “He’s a potions master,” was all Brayden replied.

      When the small farmhouse came into view, my thoughts shifted. If this guy could help us, I would finally know who I was and have all of my past life memories restored. It was a nerve-racking and equally exciting thing.

      Brayden parked in the well-manicured driveway and we all stepped out. The house looked well loved. The bushes were nicely trimmed and there was a veggie patch off to the side that looked tended to as well.

      “Sure this is it?” I asked Brayden.

      Just then the front door flew open and a person just over three feet tall walked out holding a shotgun.

      “The answer to whatever you want is no,” he growled. “Take one more step if you want to lose your head.”

      We all froze, looking wide-eyed at each other as the man aimed the gun right at the Witch Mother. She hissed at him and I steeled myself.

      “Son of Erwin Mulberry, put down that gun,” Brayden commanded in a deep, authoritative voice. “You bring shame on your father’s house!”

      The guy looked stricken, lowering the gun as a pink heat flushed his cheeks. “W-who are you? How do you know my father?”

      Now that my heart wasn’t in my throat, I stared at him more closely. He looked about thirty years old, with high pointed ears that peeked out of his messy brown hair. On his fingers he wore a ring for each one, all topped with a different colored crystal shard.

      Fae… but something else too. I inhaled and the scent of cinnamon and sage hit me.

      Fae and warlock? He was mixed.

      “I am King Greywolf,” Brayden boomed, and the hairs on the back of my neck stood up. When he used his power like that, it had an effect on me and everyone around us. It was also sexy as hell.

      “Braydon Greywolf? Fallen King?” The guy looked confused. Clearly he was a young fellow in terms of what had been going on. He must actually be thirty years old and not over two hundred like the others.

      Brayden nodded. “And I need your help. Your father owed me a debt that falls to you now. Surely he told you?”

      Erwin swallowed hard and nodded, but then looked at Morgana with a scowl. “She broke my intruder curse. It took me five hundred dollars in herbs to make the potion for that curse.”

      Brayden waved him off. “I will repay you for the herbs.”

      Erwin nodded and then turned on his heel, waving us forward. “Might as well come in, then. Doesn’t seem as if I have any choice in the matter.”

      Yikes, that wasn’t a great start.

      We all filed in after him, making our way up the white-painted porch and inside a small home. The kitchen, living, and dining room were all open concept and within fifteen feet of each other so it was a tight fit once we all got inside.

      We watched as Erwin walked over to the kitchen stove, filled a pot of water, then set the pot on the stove and started to boil it.

      Probably for tea—all fae were obsessed with tea, I was discovering. I noticed that his kitchen was modified for his height and everything was accessible to him without a stool or having to strain. I felt like a giant peering down at the two-foot high counter.

      Finally, Erwin turned to face us. “Alright, what kind of potion do you want? Depending on the complexity, I’ll need to have you return tomorrow so it can brew.” He motioned to the stove.

      Oh, that’s what he was boiling water for? He had known we’d need a potion? I guess since he was a potions master that made sense.

      Brayden opened his mouth to speak but Erwin cut him off. “And you will pay for the herbs I use. My father might have owed you a debt but I’m not in the business of handouts,” he said curtly.

      Dude was grumpy and I wondered what his story was. Why’d he go into hiding? It seemed like he didn’t even know who Brayden was when we’d walked up.

      Brayden seemed to read my thoughts. ‘His entire family was murdered by a rival fae gang. He saw his mother, father, and ten siblings all die. He lived.’

      It was like the air had been snatched from my lungs. I had to bite the inside of my cheeks to keep from whimpering.

      Ten siblings. All dead. That was horrific. And he probably had survivor’s guilt. I’d read about that once. My heart instantly softened. I’d be grumpy too if I saw my entire family get murdered.

      “We’ll pay you for the supplies of course,” I told Erwin, and Brayden nodded in agreement.

      Erwin looked at me more closely now and his nostrils flared. “Interesting,” he said.

      A nervous laugh escaped me. “I get that a lot.” He must be smelling my Greywolf magic and my fae magic now.

      “What’s the potion for?” He waved his hand to hurry us along.

      Brayden cleared his throat but I stepped forward. “I’m either his top, he met us eye to eye.

      “I need a piece of your hair.” He held out a hand.

      I looked back at Brayden, who looked to Morgana. She nodded and I plucked one of my hairs, giving it to him. He grasped it between two fingers and placed it between his teeth, chewing on the end.

      Disgusting.

      But something was clearly happening, because his eyes widened and his mouth went slack.

      “Now you,” he hissed to Leah, who pulled out a hair with a shaky hand and gave it to him.

      He nibbled on the end of that one too and shook his head. “Imbecile, novice, magic users trying to be powerful…”

      “Excuse me!” Leah said, offended.

      His gaze flicked to hers and there was a harshness there. Not one of maliciousness but one of a teacher scolding a student.

      “The curse the Fae Lords put on was one of exquisite beauty that had no place being taken off so quickly. It looks like a kindergartener did it,” he growled. “At this rate, you will both have amnesia in five years.”

      Leah and I both stilled, chills racing up our arms. “What?” we asked in unison.

      “What do you mean?” Brayden and Castiel both stepped forward at once.

      The air in the house had changed. We’d come here to get a curse removed but now it seemed we were getting bad news.

      The fae narrowed his eyes at the king of the Greywolves. “Whoever disrupted this curse didn’t properly get rid of it. They broke it and it’s mending itself back together in a way that makes itself a new curse entirely.”

      I felt the room sway around me as my palms slicked with sweat.

      “Can you fix it?” Brayden asked him. “Can you remove the curse entirely so that it’s like it was never there?”

      The fae frowned, his eyes scanning over me and Leah. It wasn’t in a creepy way, more like he was looking at something unseen around us. The curse?

      “I can, but it will strip the past life memories,” he confirmed. “They will only remember this life.”

      The collective gasp from Brayden, Castiel, Leah and I was heartbreaking. A tangible pain simmered in the air. All of our lives together… marriages, my sisters, my other parents. My memory of marrying Brayden and the chocolates.

      I wept then, unable to hold in the sorrow that was filling the emptiness inside of me.

      “I’m sorry,” I mumbled. “I wasn’t expecting you to say that.”

      The fae shifted uncomfortably and Brayden came up behind me, wrapping his arms around me from behind. When his lips came to my ear, he whispered softly, “We will make new memories, my love.”

      It was in that moment that I knew one hundred percent that he’d chosen me for me and that he loved me for me. I wanted to tell him I loved him too but now wasn’t the time. I simply nodded.

      Castiel whispered something to Leah as well. She wiped her stray tears, and after a moment we faced the fae.

      A thought struck me then. “Brayden, we won’t be able to restore your power. Wren will have no memory of it.”

      Brayden hadn’t seemed to consider this yet. His face fell but Erwin interrupted. “There will be a small moment, maybe thirty seconds, where both girls remember everything, combined. It will feel like they are both Wren and Lena. In that moment, the knowledge to restore your power should come to them.”

      “So if we restore his power before the memories fade away, his power will be back?” I asked.

      Erwin nodded. “But then you’ll lose it all, forever.”

      “Understood,” I said.

      “And if we do nothing?” Leah piped in.

      Erwin looked at us both sullenly. “Then you won’t even know your own name in five years.”

      If it was our only chance, then we’d need to take it. “Let’s do it.”

      Everyone looked around at each other and nodded in agreement.

      There was a somberness to Erwin now. Maybe he didn’t understand what he was asking before, but deleting all of our collective memories was like taking out an organ, and he seemed to understand that now.

      He looked at Morgana with disdain. “I assume you’re here because you knew I would need your services to help with this?”

      She nodded. “I’m not crazy about it either, darling, but I’ve sworn loyalty to the king, so here I am.”

      He crossed his arms over his chest. “I’ll need one thousand cash. Five hundred to repair my intruder curse and five hundred for the herbs for this. The Witch Mother stays behind with me tonight, and in the morning you pick up the brew.”

      Morgana snorted. “An all-night brewing? I haven’t done that since I was in my twenties.”

      He looked at her like she was beneath him, which made me wonder just how powerful he was. “It must be stirred every sixty seconds under the moonlight. Neither of us will be sleeping tonight.”

      Morgana looked at Brayden like she was going to murder him. “You owe me so big for this!”

      He winced a little and nodded.

      “Thanks, Morgana,” I told her honestly.

      “Yeah, thank you,” Leah piped in.

      Morgana softened then, giving us each a nod. Something had happened in the year I’d been gone, because this woman was completely different from the one I’d met.

      ‘She’s changed,’ I sent to Brayden mentally, hoping the mental speak worked and went to the right person.

      He perked up in surprise at hearing my voice in his head. ‘Her shop was attacked by Novus four months ago. The pack and I have kept her and her coven safe this whole time.’

      Oh wow, that made sense now, why she would vow to be by his side.

      We said our goodbyes and left the two of them arguing over the use of dried rue or fresh, and what affect each would have on the potion.

      We were silent nearly the whole drive back to the Amarok’s farm. As Brayden drove onto the land and the barn came into view, a heavy feeling settled into the car. Tomorrow, Leah and I would forget our past lives and what little we remembered about them.

      “Brayden, I remember when you were crowned king. Castiel, Axel, and Gabe picked you up and carried you around the great hall for over an hour,” Leah said.

      My heart pinched at what she was doing—talking about the good memories before they were gone.

      Brayden cracked a small smile. “I still remember the pies the palace chef made that day.”

      I snort-laughed. Men were so food motivated.

      I looked back at Castiel. “I remember your wedding to Wren, it was so beautiful,” I told him, and he looked at Leah, reaching out to stroke the top of her hand.

      “It was,” he agreed.

      Brayden parked the car and Leah and Castiel got out, leaving us alone.

      Brayden then turned to face me, his eyes a stormy mix of orange and blue. “You remembered our wedding?”

      Our wedding. My heart pinched. For the first time he was treating me like I was Lena even though none of us were one hundred percent sure who was who, and we never would be.

      I nodded, tears filling my eyes.

      “Kiss your wife,” I said softly, remembering how much I’d liked the demand Lena had uttered.

      Brayden grinned ear to ear, reaching over to squeeze my thigh. “These memories will always have a place in my heart, but maybe this is for the best. You won’t reincarnate anymore, so I get to love this version of you forever. Make new memories with Averly. No more tattoos. No more names. Just you.”

      Just me. Brayden always knew what to say to put my mind at ease.

      “I love you,” I said suddenly, and it was like all of the oxygen was sucked from the car.

      Brayden froze, his chest heaving as he leaned forward and cupped my face in his hands. A small smile danced at his lips. “Every life I wait for you to say it first because it means so much more.”

      My heart fluttered wildly in my chest. “Why?”

      Brayden grinned, showing his straight white teeth. “Because I love you before you even know that I exist.”

      A whimper left my throat the same time his lips crashed into mine and he inhaled the sound. Need blossomed inside of me and I unclipped the seatbelt, leaning into his kiss. Our tongues crashed together in a heated passion I’d dreamed about over the past year but never allowed myself to believe would happen. He reached out and grasped my hips, lifting me up as I crawled over the center console and straddled him.

      “I missed you,” he huffed as his hand slid up the back of my shirt, reaching for my bra strap.

      He had no idea how much I missed him. I was about to tell him as much when a loud bang came at the window, causing us both to jump. I yanked my face away from his to see Artemis breathing into the window with the angriest expression I’d ever seen.

      “He’s really taking this father figure thing seriously.” Brayden cleared his throat, pulling his hands out of my shirt and holding them up like Artemis was pointing a gun to his head.

      The door popped open and I stepped out, crawling off of Brayden, mortified, and wishing for a quick and painless death.

      Artemis looked at me. “Averly, I’ve made your bed up in my room. I think you should tuck in now and get some rest.”

      I groaned. “Seriously, dude?”

      Dude was the wrong term. I could have sworn some black smoke lifted off his shoulders.

      “Night,” I told them both and booked it for the house.

      Holy crap. He knocked up my mom, missed twenty years of my life, and now he’s psycho protective dad!

      This was the worst.

      After brushing my teeth way too hard out of anger, I opened the door to Artemis’ room and rolled my eyes. In front of the bed was a small cot where Artemis was clearly planning to sleep in order to keep Brayden and I away from each other. A chuckle sounded behind me and I spun, seeing Brayden standing there.

      “This isn’t funny!” I told him.

      Brayden wiped the smile off his face and then nodded. “In the Ether Realm, a woman’s marriage prospects are diminished by certain… premarital activities. He’s just protecting you.”

      “Well, this is Earth. We like those activities,” I argued.

      Brayden’s eyes flashed yellow. “I have spoken to your father and I have respected his wish that we remain chaste until…”

      My heart hammered in my chest. “Until?”

      He ran a hand through his hair. “Do you want a big proposal and ring and all that, because I can—”

      “No,” I cut him off. “I just want to be your wife.”

      I already felt like his wife, that was the crazy part.

      He looked relieved. “I wasn’t sure if it would be too fast since you don’t have all of your memories.”

      I shook my head.

      Brayden leaned forward, kissing my cheek. “I’ll dream about you.”

      A throat cleared behind him, and Brayden pulled away to see Artemis standing there with narrowed eyes.

      Brayden grinned at the Elder Fae. “Goodnight, sir.”

      Sir.

      Artemis seemed to like that way of being spoken to and nodded.

      Oh kill me now. I’d pined over this guy for a year, and we finally get together and my illegitimate father had become my chastity belt? Awesome.

      I stepped into the room and climbed into bed. “You know, I don’t need a nanny. I’m twenty.”

      He cut me with a glare that made my insides turn. “You’re my kin, and your mother isn’t here to keep an eye on you, so I’ll protect you until you’ve wed.”

      I couldn’t help the groan that escaped me.

      This was going to suck.

      I wondered if he’d allow a quick Vegas wedding? Doubtful.

      I pulled the blanket over my head and fell asleep.
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      No one spoke much the next morning. It was a somber moment. Brayden had told the others that in a mere few hours we’d be losing our past life memories and the heaviness of that had permeated the entire barn. The Amarok had been in and out, dealing with a lot of things still, but today he was present at breakfast. His alpha power rested over all of us like a heavy blanket, and I think he knew that and was making himself scarce as much as he could. Whatever power the Fae Lords had given him was un-freaking comfortable to be around.

      “Brayden, we need to talk.” The Amarok indicated they step outside, and Brayden nodded to me before grabbing his blueberry muffin and exiting the front doors.

      I wondered what they were talking about…

      Leah and I both reached for the salt and our hands touched, pulling me into a memory.

      “Sister!” Wren ran behind me and I spun, smiling at her. I was Lena in this memory, something that I just knew instinctively.

      Wren’s hair was trailing behind her as she trotted through the palace grounds. She’d pinned a white flower in her hair, something she’d always loved to do. She was grinning ear to ear and it caused me to smile.

      “What is it that has you so happy?” I asked.

      Skidding to a stop before me, she thrust her left hand into my face. On her ring finger was a delicate gold band and I gasped with excitement.

      “Castiel proposed?”

      She didn’t even answer. She squealed and then threw herself into my arms. I hugged her and spun her around. We both laughed, her joy and my joy mixing into a palpable power that felt like it saturated the entire field. Nothing made me more happy than seeing those I loved in their happiness.

      The memory faded away, and I was then looking into Leah’s teary eyes. We were both on the verge of full-on ugly crying.

      “Sister,” Leah said, and I knew she’d just had the same memory. Leaning forward, I pulled her into a hug and she sobbed into my shoulder.

      Our whole lives we’d wanted to be sisters. We’d talked about it constantly and now we really were, but after today that memory would be gone.

      “It’s okay,” I told her. “It will be okay.”

      Wasn’t that what big sisters were supposed to do? Assure their little sisters everything was going to be alright?

      I decided right then to just believe I was Lena, even though we would never have the proof. Leah had adopted the thought that she was Wren and so this felt right. None of it would matter after today anyway.

      After wiping each other’s eyes, Castiel gave Leah a hug and my bagel with cream cheese sank like a stone in my gut. Messing with someone’s memories was a horrifying thing. What if Erwin took too much and I didn’t even remember who Brayden was?

      No. I couldn’t think like that, it had to be done or Leah and I would both have amnesia in five years, like he’d said.

      Brayden came back, sans the Amarok, and we all looked up at him. He cleared his throat. “Novus was spotted in Sandpoint. He’s looking for Averly.”

      His gaze flew to mine. Instead of the fear and trepidation I expected to feel, I was blanketed in rage.

      “I can’t wait to kill him,” I growled.

      “We need to restore Brayden’s power first.” Leah pulled the stone from her pocket, the one Wren had gotten from the former Elder Fae. We assumed we’d need it to heal Brayden, so it was smart of her to bring it.

      “And I need at least four more training sessions with her,” Artemis added.

      “Well, you may have to get them all in today. I’m not sitting on full power while my brothers and sisters-in-law could be getting tortured by Lora,” Brayden told him.

      Castiel nodded in agreement and Artemis looked at me with a flicker of fear. “We need time to control her power or she could be a danger—”

      “We leave in the morning,” Brayden announced, and that was that. I agreed with his decision. I wouldn’t delay the rescue mission any longer either.

      Artemis glanced at me. “The second you get back from dissolving the curse, find me and we will train all night until morning.”

      My eyes widened. “No sleep?”

      He shrugged dismissively, as if this was a punishment to me. “You want to storm the Fae Lords in the Ether without dying? Then I will need every available hour to train you.”

      Storm the Fae Lords. Yikes this sounded as serious as it was.

      After bidding him and Maddy goodbye, we headed for Erwin’s house just as the sun was peeking over the horizon. We’d all gotten up before sunrise so that we’d make it to Erwin’s early enough for the potion to be strong.

      My stomach was a ball of nerves the entire drive. I was warring between anxiety at drinking some rando potion, and heartache at losing what little memories I had of Brayden, Lena, Wren and Castiel. By the time we pulled up the driveway and passed the place where Morgana had broken the curse yesterday, I felt sick to my stomach.

      Brayden must have sensed it. He reached over and placed a hand over mine. “Whatever happens, we will face it together,” he said.

      That was Brayden, always saying the perfect thing. I nodded and the little white house came into view. There was smoke rising from the backyard, indicating they must be back there. Putting the car in park, we all walked across the freshly trimmed lawn and around the side of the house to find Morgana and Erwin arguing as they stood over a cauldron.

      “I stirred it last!” Morgana shouted. Her normally lustrous hair was frizzy and had a twig sticking out of it. Deep bags sagged under her eyes.

      “No, I did!” Erwin stood on a stool and shouted back at her.

      “We’re here!” Brayden announced.

      “Oh thank the light!” Morgana hissed and dropped the spoon against the edge of the cauldron.

      Erwin turned, facing Leah and I. “Quickly, spit into the pot! Both of you,” he barked.

      “Say what?” Leah asked hesitantly, but Castiel all but pushed her forward. This was clearly time sensitive.

      I ran forward and tried not to overthink the fact that I was probably about to drink my own saliva. Peering into the purple bubbling liquid, I spit into it. A shot of green sparks flew from the pot and I backed away. Leah looked at me wide-eyed, but I encouraged her and she leaned over to spit, which sent blue sparks dancing off the top.

      Interesting.

      Erwin reached out and stirred the pot, and the purple liquid slowly became highlighter-yellow.

      “Cool.” I couldn’t help but admire.

      He put some on the tip of the spoon and held it out to me. “Ready? Hold hands.”

      Now? Like he was ready NOW?

      I thought maybe we would have more time. A little processing would be nice.

      I nervously stepped up to Leah’s side and took her fingers in mine.

      “Brayden, to me!” Leah cried, pulling the stone out.

      This was all happening way too fast. I’d wanted to have a few words, maybe some time to think this through.

      “If this changes color, the potion is dead and I will be pissed—” Morgana growled, and before she could finish I leaned forward and slurped the contents of the spoon.

      A bitter peppery flavor rolled across my tongue, and Erwin quickly dipped the spoon back in the potion and then fed some to Leah. She slurped it off and winced, puckering her lips as I waited.

      Nothing happened.

      “I don’t feel any—”

      I gasped as heat surged from deep inside of me and a cry flew from my lips at the same time as it did Leah’s.

      “Don’t break hands!” Erwin coached.

      I fell to my knees, panting as the pain surged forward, causing me to sweat. Leah fell beside me, our hands in a deathlike grip.

      Brayden rushed forward but Erwin held out a hand. “Don’t touch them. It will be okay, it’s burning off the curse, dissolving it. The memories will hit fully, then fade away forever.”

      Then, all at once, a movie played before my eyes. I was a bystander in the film: Lena and Wren playing together in a garden as young children. Blake and Natalie were there too. In a flash, I was downloaded with both Lena and Wren’s life memories. Every intimate detail of each woman, whether I wanted them or not.

      “Kiss your wife.”

      “You are my everything.”

      “Chocolates.”

      Tabitha, Charlene, Maxine, Veronica, Naomi, Skylar and Hannah. I saw all of Lena’s forms. Brayden married her and made love to her in every single one, holding her as she died in his arms.

      All of these lifetimes of memories flooded into me and a sob ripped from my throat.

      When the memory of Wren lying over Lena’s body forty years ago surfaced, I latched on to it. Wren was bleeding, injured, and Brayden had left to give them some time alone.

      Wren took the stone out and placed it on Lena’s chest. “Blood of my blood, heart of my heart,” Wren cried, and I felt the magic of the Greywolf stir inside of her. It was wild and unrestrained and the second she placed it on the stone, it shot out of her like a nuclear bomb.

      Lena’s body convulsed, magic seeping out of her every pore, lighting up the walls with a buttery glow that then turned blue. Blood dripped from Wren’s nose and then they both unexpectedly collapsed.

      Dead.

      We were both sucked out of the memory at the same time.

      “Not much time left. I already see the memories leaving,” Erwin stated.

      No.

      Leah stood, continuing to hold my hand, and took the power stone in her other. Brayden was staring at us, wide-eyed. Tears were still flowing down my cheeks. It was chaos but there was no time to even think.

      Leah slammed the stone on Brayden’s chest and I placed my hand over hers, my fingers touching the stone as well. With our other hands clasped together, we created a circle of energy.

      “Heart of my heart,” Leah and I both said simultaneously, ditching the blood of my blood line since Brayden was in fact not blood related to us. The amount of power that filled me up in that moment was inexplainable. My body shook and I felt so much raw magic flood through me I was sure I was capable of anything right then.

      It was hard to explain what Leah and I both did next. It came as instinct from centuries of using Greywolf power. Our memories were fully accessible, and so like a seamstress would sew back together a broken garment, we stitched Brayden back into his power.

      It was as if magical lightning fell from the sky, shooting Brayden in the arms, legs, head. A magnificent beam of blue light shot down, splintering into a hundred streaks. Every single one of them zapped his body, pulling him up to suspend him in midair.

      I started to get confused about why my hand was on his chest and what we were doing.

      “Oh my light,” Erwin breathed.

      Brayden looked like a Tesla coil, hundreds of little lightning bolts battering his skin as he shook and convulsed. Fear gripped me.

      “We’re hurting him!” I yanked my hand back and stared at Leah in shock. She looked as surprised and confused as I did, peering at the red stone in her hand with knotted eyebrows.

      “I…”

      Brayden crashed to the ground with a thud and the blue light left him.

      Castiel approached Leah. “Hello, love. Everything is fine. The spell worked and you’ve lost those past memories. You were giving Brayden his power back.”

      Dawning understanding showed on her face, and it was like a puzzle piece clicked in my mind. Yes. We came here to get the curse off of Leah and I, but in doing that we’d lost our Lena and Wren memories.

      We were restoring Brayden’s power! That much I knew, but how we did it or any of that was fuzzy.

      I hunched over my man and his eyes snapped open.

      “Did it work?” I asked.

      “Every single bastard who stood against me and my family is about to pay,” he growled, his eyes glowing yellow.

      Oh. Okay. He was juiced up with power and now he wanted revenge. “Are you okay?”

      He sat up and I moved back, watching him flex his fists. “I’m more than okay.”

      Holy crap, King Brayden was hot.

      He stood and pulled me into his arms, crushing me against him, and my heart ratchetted up a notch. “Tell me you still want to marry me now that your past life memories are gone.”

      It was a valid question. I had the awareness that I used to have memories of Brayden and my life together, or my life with Castiel, but those memories weren’t there. Only things we’d done in this life or talked about. I remembered talking about a chocolate wedding present, but it sounded funny as I didn’t actually remember it. Was it a chocolate bar? A box of chocolates? A chocolate sculpture? Still, even after all those missing pieces, my heart was one hundred percent his.

      “Anytime, anyplace,” I said truthfully, hoping it would be sooner rather than later so that my new dad could stop blocking us from being intimate.

      Brayden gave a sigh of relief and then cupped my chin in his hands, bringing my lips up to his.

      “Alright, alright, get a room,” Erwin muttered, and I pulled away from our kiss, temporarily forgetting where we were.

      Leah, Brayden and I both faced Erwin. “Thank you,” Leah and I said in unison.

      He nodded curtly.

      “You have a place in my kingdom once it’s restored. Palace potions master.” Brayden let the fancy title roll off of his tongue and Erwin looked smitten with the idea for a moment. But then his face quickly fell back into its general grumpiness.

      “We’ll see how that plays out. You might all be dead by next week.”

      Leah rolled her eyes. “Pessimist much?”

      “It’s called being a realist,” Erwin shot back.

      “Okay, enough bickering,” Morgana snapped. “I just fell asleep three times while standing. Take me back to my bed!”

      Brayden approached the fae-warlock. “So they’re safe now? No more curse, no risk of amnesia?”

      “They’re good as new,” Erwin confirmed.

      A loud snore came from Morgana and then turned into a snort. Her head jerked up, eyes wide.

      Poor thing.

      “Let’s get you home.” I stepped forward to guide her to the car and thanked Erwin again.

      I had a knowing that I’d lost some memories, but I didn’t know what they were, so I wasn’t sad about it.

      If this was the new me, I was okay with it.
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      Within sixty seconds of the drive Morgana was out cold, snoring lightly against Castiel’s shoulder. Brayden and I held hands as he drove; there was a simple comfort between us now. We were never going to know if I was Lena or Wren and now that I’d lost all memories and wouldn’t get any more, it was like a weight was lifted. I was Averly and that was okay with him.

      I peered over to see his brows pinched together.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “Nothing. Now that I have my power back, I’m just creating a shield so that the Fae Lords don’t find us. We now have four full Greywolves, which is like a beacon to them,” he said.

      Oh. Yikes. I never thought of that. “I’ll train all night with Artemis,” I told him.

      He nodded. “And we leave in the morning, no matter what.”

      It was final. He wouldn’t take any other scenario and I didn’t blame him. We were ready. The four of us together could do anything. I was sure of it.

      When we got back to the barn, it was lunch time, but I knew that a full day and night of training with Artemis was on the docket, so I slipped from the car after giving Brayden a kiss and then made my way to the back of the barn.

      When I rounded the corner, I stopped dead as I looked at the insane obstacle course before me. Maddy was lifting a heavy sack of potatoes that hung on a pully system with rope, suspended from a wooden beam that connected to a… Ninja Warrior type course.

      There was a balance beam, monkey bars, and all kinds of crazy stuff I would have loved to play with when I was twelve.

      “Uhh, what’s all this?” I yelled over the sound of Maddy now drilling something.

      Artemis was on his back under a wooden bridge type of thing with a wrench in his hand, cranking away. At the sound of my voice, he popped up, looking at me eagerly. “They had all this stuff in the storage sheds. The Amarok said we could use it.” He sounded excited, but it was hard for me to match his tone.

      “For what?” I asked lamely. Please don’t say my training. Please don’t say my training.

      “Your training,” he deadpanned.

      I groaned. “You think I’ll learn to kill Lora by hanging from monkey bars?”

      “You’re a horrible student,” he admonished.

      That made me chuckle for some reason. I liked the banter we had going back and forth. Were we father and daughter of the year? No. But we’d barely just met and this was our way of communication. It suited us both.

      “She’s going down,” Maddy observed. There was some dirt on her pants and blood on her elbow, and I suddenly wondered if she had gone on the course.

      I bristled at her assessment that I couldn’t do it. “Bring it. We timing me or what?”

      There was a mischievous glint in Artemis’ eye that I didn’t like. “Sure, if you want.”

      Maddy pulled out her phone with a grin and stepped away from the course to give me room.

      “Will this thing hold my weight?” I looked at all of the rudimentary chunks of wood and random hay bales.

      “Maddy has tried the course three times. I was just tightening the final bolt on the bridge of death,” he exclaimed.

      I snort-laughed, unable to help myself. “Bridge of death. That thing? That’s cute.”

      The bridge was twelve inches off the ground. I wasn’t trying to be rude. Clearly, they’d been working all day on it, so I didn’t want to hurt their feelings, but this thing was not going to challenge me in any physical way if that was their intention.

      “Well, why not get to it?” Artemis waved me up to the first obstacle. Monkey bars.

      It was laughable.

      “What’s your best time?” I asked Maddy, who held her phone out.

      She smiled. “I wasn’t able to complete the course.”

      Nervous dread settled in my gut. Oh crap. Was I missing something? Was there some kind of fae magic on this thing that made it look easier than it really w—?

      “Go!” Maddy shouted and I took off like my butt was on fire.

      Jumping up to the first rung, I grasped it and then swung forward, grabbing the other. With Maddy saying last minute that she didn’t even complete the course, I half expected there to be spikes or something on the top of the bars. I was almost to the final monkey bar when I sensed heat at my back.

      Wha—?

      A bolt of something hot shot at my back and pierced my shoulder blade, causing me to cry out in pain. My hand slipped from the rung and I fell to the ground, panting. Peering over my shoulder, I glared at Artemis, who was still pointing a finger at me.

      “Did you just hit me with sunlight magic?” I gasped.

      “Stings like hell,” Maddy complained, pulling up her shirt to show me a red mark on her lower back.

      Artemis looked unfazed. “Oh, did you think Lora was going to let you storm into the castle without fighting back?”

      I stood, fists clenched. “No, but this was just a training—”

      “I have exactly eighteen hours to train you for war,” he growled. “There will be pain, and you will hate me, but you will learn to use your magic defensively, and ultimately it will save your life.”

      He said it with so much surety, it caused me to frown. Was he saying he foresaw that or just speaking off the cuff?

      I brushed off my pants. “Fine. Let’s do it again,” I growled, rolling out my sore shoulder.

      He nodded, and I peered over to see Maddy grinning. “He won’t do it at the same spot this time. You’ll always be wondering when he’s going to hit.” She raised her pant leg and produced an angry red welt on her calf.

      Geeze, so Maddy had wanted to go again too? I wasn’t surprised, and now I understood why they laughed when I asked to be timed. The point wasn’t to be fastest on the course, it was to just get through it at all.

      This time I faced Artemis and grabbed the monkey bars, going backward across them, not giving him my back. Both Maddy and he started to laugh, but I kept my eyes trained on the old man.

      “What’s so funny?” I grunted.

      “Maddy did the same thing,” he commented.

      Well, great minds think alike. And although Maddy was a lethal warrior, she didn’t have Greywolf or fae power. I was going to use that to my advantage. Pulling up a shield of energy around me like Natalie had taught me, I let it coat my skin and got to the final rung, preparing for his sunbeam attack.

      He simply smiled at me, pulling his fingers up to do a little wave.

      Oh, it was going to be like that, huh?

      With a growl, I spun, reluctantly giving him my back, and faced the course before me. Next was climbing over the giant stacks of hay bales. I made it over the first one and turned, expecting an attack—that never came—and then the second.

      I hated not knowing when he was going to hit. I ran full blast across the bridge deciding that speed would be my ally, and halfway through realized I’d triggered some pressure valve because the giant sack of potatoes tied to the pole came flying at me. With a shriek, I ducked, and it passed over head.

      Yes! I popped up just in time to feel a beam of light lick the back of my thigh. Because of my shield it didn’t hurt, but one more hit might bring my protections down. I was still learning how to keep it up in times of stress. Turning on the bridge to face Artemis, I froze. He was gone. Maddy stood with her hands behind her back, whistling as she stared at the sky.

      Shady bastards.

      Screw this. I’m going for a homerun.

      Pivoting my weight back to the course at hand, I tore across the rest of the bridge, over a ladder wall, and finally made it to the home stretch.

      All that was left was a thin balance beam that led to a post with a bell on the top.

      Old man probably sensed my shield and went to take a bathroom break.

      Sucka.

      Holding my arms out for balance, I raced across the balance beam as fast as I could. When I was a mere two feet from ringing the bell, Artemis popped up behind it out of nowhere and blasted me with a gust of wind. The wind knocked into my chest, disabling my shield, and I went flying into the grass with a shriek.

      I landed hard on my butt and kicked the ground in exasperation.

      The sound of Maddy’s snickering brought heat to my cheeks.

      “I know where you sleep,” I warned her, and the laughing cut off in her throat.

      “Again!” I yelled, stomping over to the beginning and grasping the monkey bars.

      If there was one thing about me that Artemis needed to learn, it was that I was stubborn and I didn’t give up on anything. I would die before I walked away from this course without ringing that bell.
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        * * *

      

      Everything hurt. Maddy and Nora had fallen asleep on a bench next to Brayden hours ago, and Artemis and I were running the course with headlamps on and barn lights aimed at us. It was around four a.m. and we’d both chugged three coffees. My heart felt like it was at a rave.

      I was bleeding from a gash on my chin, my hair was a muddy windswept hot mess, and I was pretty sure I’d broken my pinky toe.

      Not to mention I had yet to ring the bell.

      “You’re not really trying,” Artemis whined from his place beside the course.

      “How dare you!” I growled. “Of course I am.”

      He gave me a placating look. “Look at you and then look at me.” He gestured to his clean robe and smoothed-down hair. “You’re not fighting back.”

      “Well, I don’t want to hurt you.”

      He actually laughed, which only made me angrier. “Averly, I could collapse the ground at your feet right now and bury you alive twenty feet under. Don’t worry about me. Worry about yourself.”

      My feet twitched at the mention of collapsing the ground. Maybe he was right. I’d been so focused on shielding him or outrunning him, I hadn’t really thought to fight back. After all, he was old, and he was my dad, but he was also a badass Elder Fae.

      “Okay,” I said, rubbing my hands together. “But if you get hurt, don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      He nodded his head. “No hard feelings.”

      I grabbed the first rung, building up my shield, but then also pulled on my shockwave power. When I’d finished the monkey bars and was approaching the first hay bale stack, Artemis appeared to my left like a ninja. With a battle cry, I threw a shockwave right at his chest, but it hit a tunnel of wind he’d called up at the last second and dissipated.

      Okay.

      Climbing over the hay bale, and the next and then the next, I got to the bridge and saw movement at my right. Using my sunlight magic, I shot a six-inch-wide beam at his face, which he swallowed up with darkness.

      With a growl of anger I ran across the bridge, ducking to avoid the potato sack, and a sharp snap hit my back.

      Spinning, I faced him.

      Screw this. I sidestepped the course and decided to just face him head-on. He wanted a fight, he was going to get one. I threw my hand out and a beam of sunlight shot from my palm, but I didn’t let up. Raising my other hand, I shot again, left, right, left, right. I rained down a barrage of laser lights right at him and he created little balls of darkness to disarm them all.

      “Try wind!” he commanded.

      We’d only tried wind an hour ago, but I was so tired and so pissed I just wanted this to be over. Inhaling, I felt the rush of air go into me and then blew out, throwing my power forward.

      A sonic boom shook the earth as a shockwave mixed with wind power flew from my hands and knocked right into his chest.

      Artemis staggered backward into the dirt and I yelped.

      “Artemis!” Rushing forward, I knelt on the ground at his side. He looked up at me with a grin.

      “That’s it! Then pin me down with wind and use sun to cut off my head!” he exclaimed.

      “What!?” I admonished.

      “Well, not me, obviously. Lora, or any of the Fae Lords. Well done.”

      I helped him up, relieved he wasn’t too hurt. “I thought you broke a hip.”

      He glared at me. “I’m not that old. Or at least my body isn’t.”

      Hmm. That was debatable.

      “Can you do that same move again?” he asked.

      It sort of felt like I’d mixed wind with shockwave. “I think so.”

      He pointed to the hay bale. “Try it on that.”

      I glanced at Brayden, Maddy, and Nora, fast asleep on the porch, and shook my head. If that sound hadn’t woken them, this wouldn’t.

      Taking in a deep breath and harnessing wind, while also pulling my Greywolf powers up, I threw the combined power at the hay bale and it burst into hundreds of straw pieces.

      “Whoa.” I looked at my hands in slight fear.

      Artemis smiled proudly at me. “You’re a decent student.”

      I chuckled. “You’re not a horrible teacher.”

      Reaching out, he pulled me in for a side hug and it caught me off guard. It was such a pure moment, caught up in his pride for me, that tears pricked the edges of my eyes.

      He cleared his throat, dropping his arm as he seemed to be emotional as well.

      “Well, I think we can get two hours of sleep if we head in now,” I told him.

      He waved me forward. “You deserve that.”

      My limbs screamed out in joy at the thought of resting. Screw showering, or eating, or even drinking water. I was going to faceplant the bed and pass out.

      Shuffling past Brayden, Maddy, and Nora on the porch, I decided to let them rest. It was a little chilly out, but nothing three werewolves in hoodies couldn’t handle. Maddy and Brayden were sitting on a bench with Nora sprawled across their laps, and it was the most adorable sight to see.

      Slipping inside the house, I walked across the hallway to the bedroom and my phone buzzed. I pulled it out of my pocket, totally forgetting it was there. Brayden had gotten me a new one so I could call my mom. I’d spoken to her earlier to tell her I was moving back to Sandpoint in a week or so.

      When I saw my mom’s name on the caller ID, I frowned. It was pretty early for her to be calling but maybe she had just worked a graveyard shift.

      “Hey, Mama,” I answered.

      Deep breathing greeted me and chills raced down my spine. I froze, my heart hammering in my throat.

      “Mom?” I said again.

      “Mommy’s tied up at the moment,” a raspy but familiar voice came through the line. My stomach tied into knots.

      Novus.

      “Don’t touch her,” I warned as fear took hold of me and Artemis’ face swam into view with concern.

      “I want nothing from a weak human. It’s you I’m after.” He inhaled into the phone, causing me to cringe. “I can almost smell your power from here.”

      “I’m coming. Don’t hurt her.” I rushed to the front door without a second’s thought.

      “Come alone or mommy dies.” He hung up.

      Surged on by adrenaline, I rushed outside, Artemis trailing behind me.

      Keys. I needed the car keys!

      I spun and slammed right into Artemis’ chest. He was holding the keys. He’d heard everything, I knew it, and if he tried to stop me I’d have to wind-shockwave bomb him.

      “I’m coming,” was all he said.

      “Have to go alone,” I growled, snatching the keys from him.

      He nodded. “You can drop me off down the street and then you will answer honestly when he asks if you came alone.”

      Freaking fae. They could all tell when I was lying? Or maybe just powerful ones like Novus. To be fully honest, I was scared. Scared of Novus killing me in front of my mother and then killing her for fun. Brayden would never even allow me to go, but it seemed like Artemis knew I had to and only wanted to tag along.

      So long as he didn’t stop me, it would be nice to have someone else to brainstorm this with.

      I nodded, and he got in the passenger seat of Leah’s car. Sorry, Leah.

      My hand was on the door handle when I sensed someone behind me.

      “Traipsing off into the night alone?” Morgana asked.

      Crap.

      Why was she awake? She’d slept through the afternoon and probably just finally woke up refreshed after pulling her all-nighter.

      “Going to get donuts for everyone,” I lied, hoping she couldn’t tell either.

      She snort-laughed. “Oh, honey, I was sitting on the living room couch. I heard everything.”

      Damn. I hadn’t even noticed her.

      Artemis went very still then, before turning to face Morgana. “You are to go with us.”

      She placed a hand on her chest. “I have been given protection by King Greywolf from Novus. I’m not going to go running to him with the likes of you two.”

      “You have to come or you die in the Ether,” he said plainly.

      Morgana froze and I could see the chills raise on her arms. “And if I go?”

      “You live,” he confirmed.

      How did he know this stuff? Clearly he was more than just a fleeting hunch kind of psychic.

      “I guess we’re off to save mommy,” she exclaimed, and joined us in the car.

      As I drove out onto the highway, all I could think about was my poor mother. If a hair on her head was harmed, I would dismember Novus.
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      I dropped Morgana and Artemis off in the parking lot of Bonner General Hospital and then sped in Leah’s car to my front door. We didn’t talk too much about a plan, as Artemis didn’t want Novus to question me and learn anything. I just had to trust that those two were hatching something great that included not allowing me or my mom to die.

      If not, then I was literally walking into my death.

      Brayden was going to straight-up kill me if I did survive this, and I felt so guilty for running off. Maybe he would have come too… maybe I should have involved him.

      On a whim, I sent him a text.

      Me: Novus has my mom. I’m sorry but I had to go, took Artemis and Morgana. PS if I survive this, we should totally elope. I love you.

      After sending the message, I turned off my phone, slipping it into my back pocket.

      God help me, I thought. It felt like walking into certain death as I made my way to the porch.

      The front door was unlocked. I let myself in.

      “Mom!” I called into the seemingly empty house and clicked the door shut behind me.

      It had been a year since I’d stepped foot in this house and the nostalgia was hitting me hard. Mom’s favorite grey chair, the floral rug—I missed every inch of this place.

      The sun was just now starting to rise in the sky, casting shadows across every piece of furniture in my living room. Yet it was still dark enough outside to hide Artemis and Morgana, who I hoped were making their way into the yard now.

      I froze. If not for the sickly-sweet smell of maple syrup, I would have thought the entire phone call was a dream. A rustling noise came from my mother’s back bedroom, and I advanced that way only to shriek in surprise when a ghost wolf lunged into my path. Her head was to the ground, hackles up as if she were ready to pounce on me. She might look ghostly, but I was pretty sure if she did in fact bite me I would feel it.

      Novus stepped out of my mother’s room then and I pulled on my power, building up a shield around my body.

      “I want to talk to her. Make sure she’s alive.” My voice shook.

      It was terrifying to make eye contact with him, half man, half creature, but I did. I looked into those black eyes, the antler rack protruding from his forehead, and watched him grin, inhaling through his nose. He nodded. “You are the heir of the Elder Fae and a Greywolf. This will round off my collection.”

      Crap. He could smell all that? No wonder he was after me.

      “Did you come alone?” he asked.

      Don’t lie, I warned myself, then envisioned myself parking the car in the driveaway alone. “Yep,” I said with certainty.

      The wolf who’d been blocking my path advanced and I backed up just as a snarl ripped from its muzzle. My brows knotted together as I looked at the white wispy cord floating from the wolf’s back, connecting into the navel of Novus.

      They were linked in this way. I hadn’t really thought much about it, but something inside of me wanted to explore it some more. Could I cut that cord with sunlight magic? If I did, what would happen?

      ‘He’s controlling me. I don’t want to hurt you,’ an older female voice said directly into my mind.

      I cocked my head to the side and looked at the wolf.

      Did she just…?

      The other spirit wolves stepped out into the room then, five in all, and started to surround me.

      ‘Run,’ the woman said, again speaking into my mind like Brayden did.

      ‘No, that’s my mom,’ I told her, totally freaking out at what was happening. How could she talk to me? And did Novus know it? Obviously he didn’t. He was looking happily at me as his wolves advanced, probably about to pin me down and prepare me for him.

      ‘I am Brayden Greywolf’s grandmother. Trust me, I have a plan. Run!’

      Chills broke out onto my arms at the mention of Brayden and I decided in that moment to trust her. Turning, I bolted for the front door, crossing the living room in three quick strides and threw it open. The sound of Novus laughing behind me sent chills down my spine.

      “Bring her back to me. Alive!” he called out, and the second I hit the porch I veered left, running around the side of the house and towards the backyard, which looked out over the water. There was no way in hell I was leaving my mom with this bastard, but it would buy Brayden’s granny time to explain to me what the heck her plan was. I reached the outcrop of trees at the back of the house and spun, yelping when the five wolves surrounded me. They snarled and snapped, clearly under the control of Novus. This was stupid. Why had I listened to her?

      Brayden’s grandmother was the smallest of the wolves. She moved to the lead position as they made a V-formation before me. The wispy cords were floating from their bodies all the way inside of the house and through the walls.

      ‘You see the cords?’ she said into my mind.

      Stunned, and unable to speak, I just nodded.

      ‘I knew the moment I smelled you at the fight night that you had the power to break them. Your fae-Greywolf hybrid magic makes it possible.’

      I cocked my head to the side. What the what did she just say?

      One of the wolves lunged for me then and she stepped in front of him, knocking him out of the way with her muzzle. His body arced through the air and then hit the ground with a thud. ‘Hurry, we don’t have much time,’ she told me. ‘Sever the connection we’ve been forced into with him and we will fight for you.’

      This lady was insane. ‘What? I don’t know how—’

      One of the wolves had gotten loose from the formation and bolted forward. In an instant, his jaws clamped down on my ankle and pain flared to life up my entire leg. A blood-curdling scream ripped from my throat and I reached down by instinct, picking the wolf up by the scruff of the neck and yanking him off of my leg.

      Surprisingly, there was no blood, but a hell of a painful burn that felt like it had done internal damage. Weird ghost bite. If I wasn’t already a werewolf, I would be worried that would turn me into one.

      Pissed off at the wolf, and confused by what Brayden’s grandma had said, I reached out with my free hand and grasped the cord tying the wolf who had bitten me to Novus. The second my fingers touched the wispy cord, power jolted into me like I’d grabbed an electrical wire. I almost let go, but Novus’ yelp of pain that came from my house spurred me on.

      ‘Sever it!’ Brayden’s grandmother snarled, lunging for me.

      All of the wolves attacked me then, but I knew it wasn’t them necessarily, it was Novus working through them. I backed up. They nipped at my legs. And without thinking I charged up my palm with sunlight magic, blasting a beam of light through the cord and watched as it cut in half, sucking back into the house like a rubber band that had suddenly snapped.

      A simultaneous howl and human male scream rang out of the house and onto the sandy beach. Chills rose up onto my arms.

      The wolf whose cord had been severed fell at my feet, panting, and then stood facing the oncoming pack, snarling at them.

      The sound of a window breaking drew my attention to the house. I saw the back of Artemis’ long green cloak as he slipped into the living room window.

      Yes. Save my mom, I prayed.

      ‘Do them all! Quickly, before Novus gets out here,’ Brayden’s grandmother commanded.

      I was sleep deprived. My ankle felt like it was on fire from the wolf bite, and the freaking leader of the Wild Hunt was inside with my mom.

      I honestly had no time to process this, but all I knew was that severing that cord caused Novus pain and that was all I needed. I had to kick a few wolves out of the way as they tried to attack me, but I was able to grab three of the cords in my hands at the same time. With a deep breath, a powerful laser beam of buttery yellow light shot through the cords and they snapped back into the house. The windows shook with Novus’ rage, and a woman’s blood-curdling scream tore from the house. My heart seized in fear as if I’d been plunged into ice.

      Mom.

      Forgetting the final wolf, I tore into the house through the back door and wrenched it open. Novus stood in the mudroom waiting for me. He held my mother by her hair. Black blood dripped down his nose. Was he injured from my taking the soul wolves?

      I could only hope.

      There was a wild look in his eyes. “You can sever soul ties. I want that power.”

      Without thinking, I pulled a shockwave and sunlight power into my chest, through my arms and then finally thrust my palms at his face. The explosion knocked him and my mother backward, separating them. Her scream of pain tore at my heart. I hoped I hadn’t hurt her.

      My mom struggled free of him just as Artemis jumped out from the hallway. A light brighter than the sun illuminated the room momentarily, and I took that opportunity to rush forward and grab my mom.

      “I got her,” Morgana’s voice came from behind me.

      My mom looked like she was in complete shock. The light bomb had faded and she stared at Artemis with disbelief. The bright glowing light in his hands had dimmed and turned to golden threads which pinned Novus to the carpet like yellow snakes.

      “Artie?” she mumbled.

      Artie. That’s what my mom called him?

      Morgana dragged her backward, out of the house and hopefully far away from here. I couldn’t leave Artemis to fight Novus alone. Just when I was wondering what we were going to do, and how we could get out of here without dying, the ghost wolves stepped into the room. One by one, they circled Novus, who was thrashing on the carpet, sprawled across our living room floor like a butterfly pinned to a board. Bursts of dark smoke flew from his skin, but Artemis blew it away with a strong wind. I knew Artemis’ power was keeping him there, but I wasn’t sure for how long. The Elder Fae had limits.

      ‘Free me and then we need to run.’ It was Brayden’s grandmother. She stood at my side, hackles raised as if fighting some inner urge to rip my throat out. She was the last wolf I had yet to free.

      Without wasting a beat, I reached for the final cord tethering her to Novus, and tore it in half with my sunlight magic. The animalistic wail that came from Novus then was akin to a creature being tortured. One second he was pinned to the ground, the next fire licked away from his body, lapping outward and sticking to everything.

      I stumbled backward in shock as the flames started to consume my childhood home.

      “No!” I whimpered.

      In an effort to avoid the flames, Artemis lost his hold on Novus and stumbled out the front door as I rushed out the back. The fire was all-consuming, the heat of it reaching me so quickly I thought I’d been burned.

      In a last-ditch effort to avoid being lit on fire, I leapt off the porch and landed on the sand, the five spirit wolves coming with me. I couldn’t really think; all I could do was run to avoid the flames. Artemis suddenly appeared beside me, grasping my upper arm, and he looked down in shock at the wolves gathered around me. One by one, small wispy cords grew from their navels… and towards me. I backed up, trying to get away from the cords but they just came faster. They floated into the air and attached to my stomach. A warmth spread into me.

      I froze, completely unnerved by the entire thing.

      ‘Alpha.’

      ‘Alpha.’

      ‘Alpha.’

      ‘Alpha.’

      ‘Alpha.’

      They all said, one at a time.

      “Uhh.” I stared at Artemis for help, but he looked just as confused and shocked as I was.

      Movement from the house pulled my attention to my now flaming back porch. A figure stepped out of the fire then. Novus walked out onto the fiery porch of my childhood home completely unharmed. He flicked his wrist at us and suddenly I was flying through the air with Artemis latched on to my arm.

      “Hold your breath,” Artemis warned.

      “Wha—?”

      Before I could ask more about that, we were surrounded by water. We hadn’t fallen in the lake per se, but it seemed Artemis had used his magic to envelop us in it before Novus could throw his next punch. Artemis and I were floating, a tornado of water swirling around us. The ghost wolves gathered at my ankles as I looked up into the Elder Fae’s eyes.

      He looked conflicted for a second until pulling a portal egg from his pocket and cracking it open. I had little time to wonder where he was taking us before I was sucked into the green magic and deposited onto dirt. I landed on my butt with an oof and glanced around. We were in some type of mountain cave, looking out over a beautiful green valley.

      The wolves had made it through as well and fanned around me instantly, looking around for threats. I couldn’t even process them right now so I stared at Artemis.

      “Where are we? Where’s my mom?” I asked, my hair still stuck to my forehead with dampness.

      “We’re in the Ether. We can’t stay long or the Fae Lords and Novus will follow us. Morgana took your mom back to Montana. We will meet them there.” He kept glancing at the spirit wolves at my feet with part fascination, part fear. They stood there quietly, like sentinels facing the opening of the cave.

      “I… didn’t mean for this to happen. Can you fix it? Detach them or whatever?” I asked as a whimper from one of the wolves came from my feet.

      Could they hear me? Oops.

      Artemis cocked his head to the side. “I think we will take this to Brayden and see what he makes of it. I’m inclined to keep them, as they seem to be protecting you?”

      I looked down at the wolf I’d first severed from Novus. He was peering up at me with bright eyes even in his spectral form.

      ‘Our souls were trapped with that evil man.’ His voice echoed in my head and I froze. ‘We were forced to do his bidding, but you set us free.’

      Swallowing hard, I looked at Artemis. “Yeah, let’s ask Brayden, but like… if I do need to be rid of them… can you?”

      I was totally freaking out about having a ghost wolf pack that called me alpha.

      Artemis chewed on the inside of his cheek while staring at the wolves at my feet. I assumed he saw them too and that everyone could, but I didn’t think he could see their cords going into me. That was probably something only I could perceive—myself and Novus.

      “I can. Their souls would then be free to cross over,” Artemis assured me.

      That sounded good, but maybe he had a point with what he said earlier. Having them linked to me could come in handy when we battled the Fae Lords to free Brayden’s brothers and my sisters.

      I tried to put weight on my leg and hissed.

      ‘I’m sorry.’ The wolf who’d bitten me approached with his head hung low, tail tucked between his legs.

      Aww man, I was a sucker for animals, especially ones with tucked tails and bowed heads. There was an awareness within my mind. I sensed him, this wolf. His feelings pressed in on me and I was made aware of the shame and regret he felt for biting me.

      Whoa. Was this what it was like for Brayden when he felt my emotions? It was kind of cool.

      Kneeling beside him, I got into his line of sight. “Hey, as far as I’m concerned, Novus bit me, not you. It’s okay.” Reaching out, I pet his head, surprised when I felt a semi-solid form. It was like petting water, if that were possible.

      “That ankle should heal naturally overnight,” Artemis said, “but we don’t have time for that, so let me speed it along.” He knelt before me and placed his hands over my ankle.

      I hissed as the pressure of his fingers brought fresh pain to the wound, but just as soon as the pain came, it fled. A soothing balm of coldness radiated through my foot.

      “Wiggle it,” he said.

      I did, and then smiled. “It’s better. How did you do that?”

      Artemis stood, head tipped up proudly. “I am the Elder Fae,” was all he said. “Let’s get you back to Brayden.”

      Artemis grasped the portal egg in his hand and hooked our elbows. The magical light of the portal egg glowed green and then we were sucked inside.
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        * * *

      

      I barely had time to register landing on the cold corn fields of Montana before Brayden was all up in my face.

      “HOW DARE YOU LEAVE ME!” he roared, more fear than anger in his voice.

      I frowned. “I’m sorry.”

      He reached out and grasped my arms before yanking me forward, crushing me to his chest. I let him hold me tightly, knowing it made him feel better, and honestly I needed it too. I inhaled, breathing him in and letting him keep me pinned to him in a death-grip hug.

      “Averly…?” He went very still against me.

      “Yeah?” I spoke into his shoulder, suddenly worried about the tone of his voice.

      “Why is Novus’ ghost wolf pack tethered to you?” he growled, and then pulled back to look at me in shock.

      I gave a nervous laugh. “Surprise.”

      The smallest wolf, his grandmother, approached him, head down and tail wagging.

      “That’s your grandmother,” I told him. I didn’t think she could speak to his mind like she had mine. Another wolf broke away from our small pack and approached Brayden. I gasped when I read his feelings. “And that’s your grandfather.”

      Brayden swallowed hard, his blue eyes examining the animals as he dropped to one knee.

      “Mimi?” he said to his grandmother’s wolf.

      The wolf nodded. ‘Tell him I’m proud of him. That his father would be too.’

      “She’s proud of you. Says your father would be too,” I told him.

      Artemis had stepped back to speak to the others and give us privacy. Even so, Brayden lowered his voice. “There’s nothing to be proud of. I lost my kingdom.” He dipped his head in shame. “My family is in captivity. I’ve failed.”

      My heart broke to hear him talk to his grandmother like that. I didn’t know he’d been carrying this much guilt the entire time.

      She stepped closer to him, and so did his grandfather. They both laid their muzzles in his lap. ‘Tell him it’s time to take everything back. We will make sure of it,’ his grandfather spoke to me for the first time.

      I relayed the message to Brayden and he nodded, standing and then facing me as the wolves trotted away to give us privacy. I found that I could go a great distance from them and the cords tying us just stretched to accommodate.

      “You haven’t slept,” Brayden said.

      I must’ve looked like hell, but there was no time for sleep. Not with Novus hellbent on revenge and his brothers and my sisters stuck in a dungeon.

      I slapped my face three times. “I’m good to go.”

      Concern pulled at his features, causing his lips to turn down. “Averly, I… I don’t want anything to happen to you, but I can’t wait any longer. We have to overthrow the Fae Lords now.”

      I nodded. “I’m ready. Nothing is going to happen to me. I’ve got a freaking pack of ghost wolves.” I gestured to the pack, who now faced the wheat fields as if waiting for something to jump out of it and attack me.

      A lopsided grin pulled at his lips. “You do in fact have that. How did that happen again?”

      Nervous laughter escaped me. “Tell you later.”

      He would kill me if he knew how close I was to dying.

      Stepping closer, he took my face into his hands. Looking down at me for a full twenty seconds, I watched as he just studied the lines of my face before finally resting his gaze on my lips. “Of all the times I’ve loved you, I think this version is my favorite.”

      My whimper lodged in my throat and my heart threatened to stop beating. It was the sweetest thing he’d ever said to me. He was always saying the most perfectly romantic things and I was like a cavewoman.

      You hot, sexy man.

      I felt like I’d never be able to tell him in words what he meant to me and what it meant that he loved me without really knowing if I was Lena and without me having any of those memories. Leaning forward, I captured his lips in a kiss. He parted them instantly and our tongues wound together, deepening the kiss.

      When he pulled back, he held my gaze. “I love you.”

      Three words. They were small words, and some people said them so often that they became inconsequential, but to me… to me they were everything.

      A throat cleared behind me and Brayden looked up, trying to hide his annoyance.

      “Let’s save the smooching for the wedding, shall we?” Artemis said, and I inwardly groaned.

      This man would be the death of me. He tells me less then twenty-four hours ago that he fathered me and suddenly becomes super protective dad?

      Ugh.

      Brayden just chuckled. “Yes, sir.”

      I spun, looking at Artemis. “Is my mom okay? Can I talk to her first?”

      The Elder Fae nodded. “She’s fine, driving with Morgana now. Morgana is making tweaks to her memory. She will only remember the fire and being saved. None of the scary or supernatural stuff. They will wait here until we come back from the Ether.”

      Thinking of a witch tweaking my mother’s memory was horrifying, but I supposed it was better than her remembering being held captive by Novus.

      “Okay, let’s just go to the Ether and get this over with then.” I rolled out my neck. I could feel the weight of sleep pulling at my limbs. How long had I been awake now? Twenty-four hours? I blinked rapidly. Now was not the time to lose focus.

      “Averly!” Maddy’s voice came from the porch and I spun to see her holding a small slender silver can. She held it in the air, and when I recognized it as an energy drink I nearly cried. Rushing over to her, I popped the top and took the entire thing back in four chugs.

      As a professional bartender, I was used to long hours, but this was pushing it. I hadn’t bartended in a year. This energy drink would give me the final push I needed to put Lora in an overdue grave.

      Castiel met us on the porch, Leah wrapped in his arms. She broke away for a moment and came over to me, pulling something from her waistband and handing it to me.

      My little Walther P22.

      “Thought you might need this,” she said.

      I took it from her, feeling the cold steel in my hands and wishing I’d had this the last year so that I could have shot Silas with it.

      Missed you, buddy.

      I slipped it into the waistband of my jeans and gave Leah a hug before she retreated back to Castiel’s arms.

      “Okay, what’s the plan?” Castiel asked.

      Brayden walked over with Artemis, and August stepped out of the house to rest his arms around Maddy.

      Nora must have been sleeping in.

      Brayden looked at our little group and pointed to his brother. “If you had a portal egg, could you get to the others?”

      Castiel nodded. “Absolutely, but I’d need the bracelets off of them to be able to portal them out.”

      Brayden nodded, looking at Leah and I. “We will handle that. I’ll take Lora—” He started and I cut him off.

      “I want Lora,” I growled. “Besides, she has a death curse I need to help dissolve.” I looked to Artemis for backup and he bobbed his head.

      Brayden stared at me with part adoration and part annoyance. We were already acting like a married couple. “My love, I am the king of the Greywolves. My power is unmatched. You go ahead and dissolve that death curse, but I will kill her. She took everything from me.”

      He was right, but I still wanted to throw my hand in the ring. “I have a ghosty wolf pack.” I gestured to the wolves who sat behind me waiting for my command.

      He shook his head. “I take Lora, and if Novus shows up, Artemis and I take him too.”

      I looked at the Elder Fae and he gave me a suspicious glance that was hard to interpret. Like maybe things wouldn’t happen as Brayden wanted them to. Damn his future sight or whatever it was.

      “That leaves you and Leah, with the help of Maddy and August, to take out the other two Fae Lords. Do you think you can do that?” he asked us.

      I nodded reluctantly.

      I wanted to be the one to see Lora take her last breath, but Brayden was right. He had more experience and he was king. I’d have to let him lead.

      Castiel rubbed his hands together. “Let’s do this.”

      Brayden checked his phone. “Just one more minute.”

      I frowned, wondering what the heck would change in a minute’s time. That was one more minute my childhood home burned and Novus was no doubt looking for me. I hadn’t allowed myself to grieve the lake house in Sandpoint; it was too fresh. I was in shock, and with the energy drink rushing through my veins, I just wanted to ride this high all the way to the end.

      “What’s going to change in a min—?” Maddy asked and then we saw it.

      A caravan of cars pulled onto the farmland and made its way to the barn.

      “Lora will no doubt have her fae guards ready. I’ve explained the risks to the pack. They want to help,” Brayden said, and I suddenly felt overcome with emotion.

      The cars parked, and one by one the Upper River Pack unloaded onto the lawn. Over fifty pack members in all.

      Brayden looked at Artemis. “The portal egg can take everyone, right?”

      The Elder Fae looked tired; we’d both not had any sleep. “Normally no, but I’m here,” was all he said.

      As the pack approached, they stared at the ghost wolves around me. No one said anything though, for which I was grateful.

      Artemis made us all pack into a tight circle, and then, without wasting a moment, he threw the portal egg at our feet. It broke up and then he pushed some type of magic into it, causing the green light to explode outward and encompass us all. I was jerked forward suddenly, and then my feet landed on the familiar white cold marble floor.

      Oh. He’d portaled us right into the castle. Awesome plan.

      This was so how I died.
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      A shrill scream rang out and our group was immediately plunged into chaos. Brayden was right; there were fae guards, and they’d just loosed a freaking arrow at Maddy. We’d barely had time to land in the room and they were attacking. The arrow struck her leg as she let loose with a painful cry. By instinct, I threw out some wind magic and pushed away the rest of the arrows about to rain down on us.

      Who the hell uses arrows? Fae, I guessed.

      I quickly took stock of the room. Along the entire perimeter were over twenty fae guards all armed with long swords and bows and arrows. The Fae Lords were nowhere to be seen.

      Yet.

      I was just trying to think of how to attack the two dozen or so fae guards when the wolf pack descended on them. They tore out of the portal opening in wolf form and bounded over to the guards, taking them down in a pack kill formation. Bellows of pain rang throughout the hall and I tried not to go into shock.

      This was war. I wasn’t sure I was prepared for this, and yet it was here, so I’d have to process it later.

      Howls rose up throughout the room and I pulled a protection shield around me.

      “You killed him!” Lora’s voice screamed from my right.

      I spun, Brayden stepping up beside me as Lora ran towards the both of us. Her cheeks were streaked with mascara, her hair a wild mess. I’d never have guessed that she actually genuinely loved Silas until this very moment. She looked like a grieving widow.

      Brayden flicked his wrist and Lora was lifted into the air by an unseen force. He pinned her there as I stood in shock at the display of my man’s power. It was incredible.

      “Let’s dissolve this curse,” Artemis said as Lora shrieked and wriggled in Brayden’s grasp.

      What the heck? We hadn’t really talked about a plan. Now he was just throwing me to the wolves?

      Brayden grunted beside me and everything in the room froze except for Lora. The battle around us just ceased to be. Over fifty wolves and a dozen fae warriors were frozen.

      Holy crap, he was powerful. I had no idea this entire time…

      “What do I do?” I sidled up next to Artemis, who now stood in front of the Fae Lord, pinned in the air like a sacrifice.

      Her hands balled into fists, and then Brayden grunted as if he’d been punched in the stomach.

      Artemis urged me on: “I will reveal it. You need to use sunlight magic to burn it up. I’ll help.”

      One by one, the ghost wolves made an arc around me and I looked up at the rabid Fae Lord.

      “I’ll kill you all,” she said through gritted teeth.

      The ground shook, a crack running the line of the entire space, and Brayden whimpered. “I can’t hold her much longer!”

      “Reveal yourself!” Artemis cried out and then splayed his hands out before her. A shockwave of green magic burst from his palms and knocked into her, making her body shudder in midair.

      I wanted to just cut her head off right now while we had her pinned, but I knew that would result in my own death due to the killing curse.

      I gasped as a sickly, black, spider web-type of curse began to form in the air in front of her. I instinctively knew this was dark magic, a far cry from the curse I’d seen at Erwin’s. This felt cold and like death.

      “Burn it!” Artemis cried, keeping his hands out and looking strained under some unseen power.

      Dissolve, don’t break.

      Taking a cleansing breath, I pulled up the sunlight magic within me and then pointed my fingers at the black web. One by one, beams of yellow light burst from my fingertips like lasers, cutting into the web like it was made of paper.

      “NO!” Lora screamed, her voice barely human.

      The ground shook again, and out of my peripheral vision I saw Brayden fall to his knees.

      He’s okay, keep going, I told myself.

      The ghost wolf pack around me raised hackles of fur, getting into a crouched position.

      I knew instinctively that the moment I dropped this curse, they would attack her and help us bring her down.

      I shaved off the edges of the curse, and then feeling emboldened went right for the middle. Pain seized my arm and Lora grinned.

      “Be gone!” Artemis cried, and a light bomb shot from his palms, exploding outward into the web of curse magic and eviscerating it completely.

      Three things happened simultaneously:

      Lora screamed with such agony it made my heart sing.

      Brayden lost his control over everything and the entire room burst into movement again, including Lora.

      A shockwave of Lora’s power flew across the room and slammed into my stomach, lifting me up and throwing me fifty feet into the air.

      So this was how I died.

      I’d been flipped into the air and tossed upside down with Lora’s wrath, and was now heading face first for the marble floors.

      Could a wolf survive a broken neck? Crushed skull? Brains splatted everywhere? I was about to find out.

      Then a gust of wind ripped through the window, shattering the glass and encompassing my entire body, slowing my descent. I flipped and tumbled in the air until I fell hard on my butt, my teeth clacking together.

      Looking up, I saw Artemis give me a wink.

      That was close.

      “You okay?” Leah appeared and reached out a hand to help me up.

      Brayden and Lora had gone ballistic, throwing shockwave after shockwave into each other. It sent pressure into my ears and there wasn’t a window left unbroken in the room.

      His power was incredible, but there was no time to gawk as the other two Fae Lords, Dryden and Ellaria, had finally arrived and were stalking towards us.

      “Ready?” Leah called beside me.

      I looked at my longtime bestie, my sister, and nodded. I had to assume that Brayden had trained her over the year that I was gone and that he wouldn’t have given her a task that would kill her.

      I peered down at my little ghost wolf pack, who had run back to my side. ‘Two of you help Leah, two of you help Brayden, and one stick with me, okay?’

      If I took them all and then lost someone I loved today, I’d never be able to live with it.

      One by one, their heads nodded and then they took off, lining up behind their respective persons.

      I sidestepped a group of Brayden’s wolves who were taking down a fae warrior, and aimed my sights on Dryden.

      The Fae Lord looked madder than hell. Small balls of fire danced in his palms, which made me super nervous. I was sure I had some water magic inside of me somewhere, but as I hadn’t trained with that, we were going to have to rely on what I did have access to. Air and sunlight were the only fae magic I felt even remotely safe using.

      Brayden screamed in pain suddenly, and I had to fight every urge I had not to turn away from the advancing Fae Lord and look at my lover.

      No, he was fine. He had two of my ghost wolves and Artemis helping him. I had to focus.

      Remembering how I took down Marcus, I threw time-stopping magic at Dryden when he was a mere ten feet from me, but he tossed a fireball at it and kept advancing.

      Nothing happened.

      Crap.

      Plan B: wind and shockwave the crap out of this mother-effer.

      Letting the magic build in my chest, I planted my feet right as he threw two fireballs at me.

      Now or never. With a battle cry, I threw my hands out and my wind-shockwave collided with the fireballs, extinguishing them and then continuing on, knocking Dryden off his feet and tossing him twenty feet backward.

      Yes!

      I didn’t let up.

      I threw another, pinning him to the ground with it. Although it was an unseen force, it still picked up his clothing and hair, swirling it around.

      I pulled my pistol from my hip and cocked it. Aiming right between his eyes, I rested my finger on the trigger.

      A shockwave of epic proportions knocked into my stomach and I keeled forward, dropping the gun.

      My hold on the Fae Lord diminished, and he used that and our close proximity to kick me in the jaw. Pain exploded along the lower half of my face and I staggered backward. The wind had been knocked from me and I gasped for air, trying to pull on my shield power.

      You will lose focus at some point, and that’s when they will strike. Artemis’ sage advice from our all night training came back to me then. At the very least, a well-fortified shield can buy you seconds to recover.

      Packing the air in the room around me like a magical shield, I braced myself for Dryden’s onslaught.

      I grunted as invisible shockwaves smashed against my shield like bullets. I was still trying to regain my breath and get a game plan.

      There was a blur of a ghostly wolf, then Dryden screamed as it bit down on his arm. But it was only a momentary distraction. The next second, the wolf was flung across the space with a howl.

      Crap.

      The sooner Dryden died, the sooner those cuffs came off and Castiel could free the others. I took a deep breath, keeping my shield intact as I built up my magic. I stacked it up inside of me brick by brick until my arms were vibrating with power.

      Dryden had a wall of fire in front of him and I knew he was doing the same, building up his magic and preparing to incinerate me.

      Not today, pal.

      Pushing my magic outward at the last second, he countered, releasing his wall of fire. I watched in horror as his fire magic rose up over mine, and then came down right for me.

      Before I could build a shield or do anything, a blur of movement leapt in front of me and Artemis was there, a wall of water in his hands. The water and fire collided together, creating a huge steam bomb. I darted to the right, sidestepping the whole spectacle to retrieve my gun. But when I got to the other side of the steam bomb, my heart leaped in my throat when I stared down the barrel of my own gun, Dryden holding it, finger on the trigger.

      “I just point this at you and pull the trigger, right?” His voice was deep and filled with anger. I’d pissed him off and there would be no way of talking myself out of this one.

      Luckily, I’d just seen a swoosh of blond hair as Maddy came up behind him.

      “You have to turn off the safety first,” I lied, trying to keep him talking.

      His brows drew together and then the sharp tip of a sword burst out through the side of his gut.

      I rushed forward, disarming him, and then quickly put two bullets into his brain.

      He stood there suspended for a moment, eyes crossing before he collapsed to the floor in a heap and I looked up at Maddy in shock. She still had part of an arrow sticking out of her leg and was holding a giant sword. This was the leader of Brayden’s army, and now I could see why.

      She was a total badass.

      “Leah needs you,” she huffed. “I’ll finish him off.” She motioned for me to give her my gun and I did.

      I nodded, unable to process anything, I just had to keep moving. I turned to take in the scene. It was a bloodbath, the crimson fluid soaked the white marble floors. Brayden and Lora were lashing into each other with magic and I was shocked to see that she was missing an arm!

      Holy crap. These were traumas that I would never be able to unsee.

      But it was Leah who held my attention. She was on her knees, bleeding from a wound on her forehead as Ellaria lashed into her with some kind of glowing green magical whip.

      I was still thirty feet away, but even so I threw a shockwave bomb across the space and grinned in joy as it crashed into her back, knocking the Fae Lord forward. Her magical whip fizzled out and I prepared to help Leah finish her off.

      But I never made it there. Brayden’s cry of pain sliced through the space and into my heart. I spun, just in time to see Lora lunge at him with a dagger gripped between her hands. Brayden was pinned up against the wall, his arms splayed out as if he were frozen. In such a vulnerable position, she could kill him.

      I didn’t think, I just acted. Pulling on my power, I ran forward and thrust my palms out, slamming a shockwave into Lora’s back. With a surprised grunt she stumbled forward, falling into Brayden. Whatever power that had held Brayden was released, and he slid down the wall, landing on his feet. I blinked and then in the next second Lora’s head was in Brayden’s hands. I held my breath as he pulled and yanked her head clean off.

      He did it.

      A half relieved sobbed escaped me and I prepared to run to him but someone grabbed me by the back of the hair, restraining me. I yelped, reaching behind me, trying to pry whoever it was away from my hair.

      A scream ripped from my lips but I had no time to process it as I was sucked into a portal.
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      We landed on a grassy lawn, close to the castle I’d just fought in; I could still see it in the distance. I knew by the smell of syrup that Novus had taken me. One by one, all of the spirit wolves in my little pack popped in beside me almost as if they couldn’t stray too far from me. They crouched, hackles rising, and growled at the leader of the Wild Hunt.

      He stepped out from behind me and ice water flushed through my veins at the sight of him. His black eyes seemed to glitter with malice. There was blood on his teeth, tingeing his lips an angry red.

      I lunged forward, throwing a shockwave at him, but it rolled off of him like it’d hit steel.

      He grinned, causing my stomach to roil as I spotted a bit of flesh between his teeth. An invisible power seized me suddenly, wrapping around me and holding me in place. I panicked, thrashing against it, but I was unable to move.

      “You have such potential,” he purred, inhaling through his nose as he walked around me.

      The wolves continued to snap at him, but one by one they became immobile.

      “You could be like me,” Novus declared, which made my stomach bottom out.

      “I’d rather die,” I spat, forcing the words out against his hold.

      I tried to shield myself but was unable to; his power was too strong, pressing in around me on all sides, covering every square inch of my skin.

      “Oh, you will get that wish.” Novus grinned. “As much as training you might be fun, I’d rather just be you.”

      He pulled up his fingers and the tips of his nails began to grow into long, sharp claws.

      This was what he did. He gutted people and consumed them and their power.

      This was my worst nightmare. There was no way I was going down like this without giving this guy the fight of his life.

      Without knowing what else to do, I screamed. I screamed in his ugly face, my spittle covering him as I pushed against his power with the strength of a woman in labor.

      Drawing in another breath, I screamed again. The wild act of yelling helped to build the rage inside of me, which was kindling for the fire to my magic.

      His face faltered, and he threw his hands out seemingly to protect himself just as I shattered whatever hold he had over me and my wolves.

      ‘Attack!’ I gave the command as I too rushed forward. I had no gun, no sword, just my bare hands and a death wish. I remembered something then, something Maddy had told me.

      Lena was especially good with the time freezing magic that a Greywolf carried.

      Did I believe I was Lena? I wanted to be. As the ghost wolves tore into his legs and Novus shouted in surprise, I wrapped my hands around his throat and pushed the time stopping magic into him.

      It was a terrifying sight. Almost like I was pushing ice into him, his neck froze, then his lips, then his upper body. He staggered forward as if to attack me but I thrust more magic out, protective of myself and my pack, and then he froze completely, not even blinking.

      It was in that moment that Brayden, Leah, Castiel, Natalie, Blake, Axel and Gabe all popped into the grassy field and surrounded us.

      Artemis too.

      They were free.

      I wanted to speak, to act relieved, but it was taking every ounce of my concentration to hold the creature in front of me. He lashed against me with his power, but I held him in that suspended moment in time, not allowing any of his attacks to take hold. My fingers burned as I kept them on his throat.

      Sweat beaded on my brow as Brayden rushed for me.

      “Don’t touch her!” Artemis intercepted him. “She can’t hold him much longer. We have to kill him.”

      Oh thank God. Someone with a plan.

      It was like holding a live rattlesnake that was constantly trying to bite you. Novus was lashing out with so much magic that it actually became physically painful to hold him. My joints started to ache and I felt hot. Really hot.

      “Averly, talk to me, are you okay?” Brayden was right beside me but I couldn’t look at him. I was staring in Novus’ dead empty eyes, focused on the task at hand.

      “Don’t distract her!” Artemis snapped. “Listen! The only way to kill him is to first drain his power. Remember your oath to me, Brayden. That you would help avenge my brother.”

      Brayden shook himself. “Of course. How to do we drain his power?”

      Artemis knelt down in the corner of my vision. I could barely see him. He placed his hands on the earth.

      Something wet trickled down my nose and hit my lips and I knew the second the coppery saltiness reached my tongue that it was blood. My brain felt like it was being squeezed. I looked deeper into Novus’ eyes and saw triumph. He knew that I couldn’t hold him like this much longer.

      “The earth will take it. Through me,” Artemis declared. “Gather round and hold hands. Use your power to push into him. I’ll tease out the magic and funnel it to the earth. Then you rip him into a hundred pieces.”

      “Gladly,” Brayden growled.

      “Averly, hold him.” Artemis’ voice sounded far off, fuzzy in a way, but I shook myself, pushing my power harder than ever before. Everyone was so focused on the monster in front of me that hopefully they didn’t see the blood trickling down my nose, the pinch of pain on my face.

      The Greywolf brothers and sisters gathered around Artemis, Novus and I, and held hands.

      “Now!” Brayden cried.

      Blue magic like I’d never seen before shot from the collective Greywolves and slammed into Novus.

      It was as if I’d been cracked in the back of the head by a baseball bat.

      I fell to my knees, dragging Novus with me, pushing back against his power with all my might.

      “Averly!” Brayden cried.

      A fine mist leaked off of Novus’ skin. His mouth opened, releasing with it the most haunting scream I’d ever heard.

      His magic. They were doing it.

      “Keep going!” I found the strength to muster a reply.

      If all of the Greywolves were here, it meant that after we took care of Novus, we were free.

      I wanted to be free.

      Another crack of pain hit me, this time against my skull as more mist floated out of Novus and made its way towards Artemis.

      I risked a glance at the Elder Fae. He knelt on the ground, fingers clawed into the dirt as the mist suddenly sucked into his back.

      With a cry of pain, Artemis’ back arched. The grass around him drained from a rich and vibrant green to yellow, dry, no longer alive.

      I wasn’t sure how much longer I could hold on but I had to find a way. Novus bucked against my magic like a bull in a cage and blackness danced at the edges of my vision. Calling to every single cell in my body to hold on, I pushed back, delighted when the tips of his antlers started to wither.

      Oh… those were part of his magic. Part of what he was losing. Most likely someone he had ingested in his many years.

      The mist had gone from white to a dark black. It sailed through the air like a dense cloud seeking refuge inside of Artemis.

      The Elder Fae whimpered and I knew he was pushing himself to the limits as much as I was.

      Hang on, old man. We have a lot more memories to make.

      “Finish him!” Brayden cried, and it felt like my entire skeleton snapped in half.

      I fell backward, screaming in pain and dropping my hold over Novus at the same time that the leader of the Wild Hunt collapsed, leaving a misty form of a man completely cloaked in black shadow.

      A shadow monster.

      It was the remainder of his magic, magic from hundreds, maybe thousands of people.

      “Averly!” Brayden rushed to my side, breaking the circle, but the others quickly held hands, filling the gap.

      I must have blacked out for a second, because one moment I was looking up at the sky as the black shadow man walked towards Artemis, and the next Artemis was collapsed next to me, blood dripping from his mouth and nose. The ground beneath us was torched, void of all life and… it was cold.

      So cold.

      Leah’s muffled sobs sobered me and realized it was done. Novus was dead. The circle of Greywolves were now a huddle surrounding us with concerned expressions. The five ghost wolves tethered to me all whined a few feet away with their heads down and tails tucked. I peered into Artemis’ dying eyes, regretting that I never called him by his true title.

      “Dad,” I wheezed, reaching for him. He looked over at me and gave me a half smile. Our fingers touched and then the conversation around me reached my ears with a loud boom.

      “SAVE THEM!” Brayden commanded.

      “I can only save one. I’m too weak,” Blake announced.

      I was just going to tell them to save Artemis, when my father spoke. “Save her.”

      “No,” I whimpered, grasping for him but unable to clutch his hand.

      Without waiting another second, Blake laid hands on my chest, and it was as if I’d been stuck into an electrical socket. I gasped as Brayden, Castiel, Axel, and the others placed a hand on Blake’s back, one by one seemingly giving her power. I wanted to fight, to tell her to save her power for Artemis, but it was too late, I could feel my life force coming back. The coldness retreated and the muffled sounds around me became more sharp, and… my memories were coming back?

      In bits and pieces, I gasped as my past-life memories flashed through my mind. Me as a child running through Moon Valley. Going off to Greywolf Academy with my sisters. Meeting the love of my life and marrying him. It was all so clear now. All of it. I knew who I was. I knew every life, every memory, all of it. I wasn’t confused. There were no muddled memories mixed with my sister.

      I was Lena Greywolf.

      Queen of Moon Valley, wife to Brayden and mother to none. All of our heartbreaks, our love making, every lifetime I had—my hair color changed, my parents changed, I changed, but he found me in every one. He married me in every one, lost me in every one. Tears slid down my cheeks until finally Blake pulled her hands off of me and I burst into sobs.

      “Are you okay?” Brayden knelt before me and I looked up at him, allowing him to pull me up into his arms.

      I gasped. “I remember. I remember everything.”

      Brayden stared at me in shock. “What do you mean?”

      “I know who I am, Brayden Greywolf. Now kiss your wife,” I demanded with the confidence that Lena always carried, and a smile brighter than the sun washed across his face.

      “Lena?” That one word on his lips was full of so much desire and adoration it made my heart bleed in that moment.

      “Damn straight,” I told him, and then we crashed together. My lips, my body, my soul was hungry for him on a level that was not appropriate with everyone standing around watching us. Our kiss was short, a taste of what was to come, and when we pulled back, the glow and high of knowing I was Lena melted away from me in an instant.

      Artemis.

      I turned to see him smiling up at me, taking deep shallow breaths as he clung to life. “I knew you were Lena,” he said.

      Tears rolled down my cheeks as I crawled over to him, lying on the grass next to him. “You did not,” I cried.

      “I did,” he whispered.

      I held his hands, staring into his eyes as I waited for him to pass.

      I looked at Blake, who was panting on the ground as Axel rubbed small circles on her back, and I knew it would be too much to ask for her to try to save him.

      I didn’t know the first thing about healing, I knew that all Greywolves had a little bit of the ability within them, but Blake seemed to be the specialist at it. And all of the others had just charged her up, so no one seemed to have any left for the poor Elder Fae.

      Brayden knelt beside my father and laid hands on his ribs. Hope stirred in my chest but Artemis fell into a coughing fit and Brayden appeared breathless, shaking his head to let me know he wasn’t able to save him. My hope was crushed in that instant.

      “It’s okay,” Artemis said, and Brayden rocked back on his heels, looking down at us with anguish.

      “No,” I whimpered, clutching his ice cold hands harder, as if causing him a little pain might keep him tied to this world.

      There was a sudden blinding green light then, and movement to my left. My brows knotted together at the sight of the little person stepping through the portal egg.

      “I heard that someone might need a healing potion?” Erwin said with a cocky grin.

      Artemis gave him a weak smile. “Right… on… time,” he said breathlessly.

      What the hell!?

      He’d known he might die and had pre-purchased his own healing potion? Who freaking did that?

      “You scared the crap out of me!” I smacked his chest before helping him sit up. I then yanked the small glass vial from Erwin’s grasp. Popping the cork cap off, I pressed it to Artemis’ lips and watched as he sucked down every golden yellow drop.

      Color returned to his cheeks instantly, his skin no longer cold, and I sighed in relief.

      The old man almost gave me a heart attack at twenty years old.

      I helped Artemis stand. He was a bit wobbly but shooed me off, telling me he was fine.

      Now that I knew no one that I cared about was dying, I finally allowed myself to process everything around me. Peering around the garden, I noticed the dismembered body of Novus and the carnage of the fight inside the castle, and I just wanted to get away from it all. The beautiful stained glass was all broken. Cracks ran the length of the marble walls, and bodies littered the garden.

      Brayden turned to me. “Tell me what you need and I’ll get it for you.”

      I nodded. “A shower. To see my mother. To marry you. In that order.”

      His grin made butterflies take flight in my stomach.

      “Granted.”

      Brayden was my soulmate, there was no scenario in which I wanted to live without being his wife.

      We had a kingdom to rebuild, a people to call out from hiding, and a lot of work ahead of us, but it would be fine so long as we were together.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EPILOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Brayden bought my mom a new beach house, this one bigger than the one we grew up in, and mortgage free. I’d been spending every day there with her and only going back to the Ether Realm for dinner with Brayden via portal egg every night. It had been two weeks since we took back our kingdom. True to my father’s wishes, Brayden and I were waiting to share a bed until our wedding night—much to my dismay. Our big Ether wedding with the entire kingdom in attendance was today. I was devastated that my mom couldn’t attend seeing as though she didn’t know what the Ether was. So that she could be involved in our union, we were having a small civil wedding at the Bonner County Courthouse tomorrow, with a reception afterwards at my mom’s.

      The wedding was in an hour and Maddy and Leah were in my dressing room in the castle, eating the delicious food display my handmaids had left out.

      Yes. I lived in a castle and had handmaids now.

      How cool was that?

      The snack table was covered with dried figs, grapes, cherries, and imported cheeses from Earth.

      Leah popped a grape into her mouth and surveyed my elegant dressing room. One entire wall was floor-to-ceiling mirrors. Along the other walls were racks upon racks of dresses and display cases of crowns. This room had been hidden from Lora and the other Fae Lords. In fact, Brayden’s and my entire marital wing had been hidden behind a secret bookshelf door.

      Leah sighed as she inspected a large emerald-jeweled crown. “I mean, I’m cool with being Wren and all, but it would have been nice to be queen for a day.”

      Maddy and I laughed.

      “Anything you want is yours, sister,” I told her.

      She perked up at that and pulled the emerald crown off the display shelf to examine it more closely.

      There was a knock at the door and then it cracked open. Blake and Natalie peeked their heads in. When they saw me in my wedding gown they both squealed in excitement, jumping on the balls of their feet.

      “You look amazing!” Natalie said.

      “Very queenly,” Blake told me.

      I smiled. “Thank you.”

      “Nervous?” Natalie asked as she approached.

      I shook my head. “Can’t wait.” Now that my memories were healed, I remembered marrying Brayden in every lifetime, and I couldn’t wait to do it again. For the last time.

      It was the month of weddings actually. Castiel and Leah were married last week; Maddy and August’s was next week. We were spacing them all in an effort to give everyone breathing room, but it was still crazy. Leah, Maddy, and I had joked about having a triple wedding, but Brayden said the kingdom wouldn’t allow it. They needed to see their queen and king come together properly as protocol dictated.

      I understood. I was living under different rules now in the Ether as opposed to my life in Sandpoint. Blake had discovered that she was able to help heal Leah’s memories, like she’d done to mine. So now Leah remembered being Wren and everything felt like we’d just slipped back into our old lives.

      Brayden’s mother and Maddy’s father had come down from the mountains. Wolves that had been hiding in fear for centuries came out to Moon Valley to be free once again.

      There were still some fae here but they had all pledged their allegiance to Brayden. Without the Fae Lords they wouldn’t be staging a coup anytime soon.

      We’d truly reached a peace that I prayed would be upon this realm for centuries.

      I stood and peered at myself in the mirror. My eyes grew misty at my reflection. My red hair was tied up in a cascade of curls. The white velvet bridal gown I wore was reminiscent of a fifteenth century gown, with a tight bodice and long draping sleeves that touched the floor. The palace seamstress had outdone herself. She’d modernized it with a deep scooping back and shiny silk trim to offset the velvet. It was truly stunning.

      The aquamarine tiara that sat atop my head was a gift from Brayden. This crown had been his mother’s, and it meant a great deal to me. The only thing missing was my mother. The mother I’d had in this life, who I loved so dearly.

      “I wish my mom could come to the real wedding.” I frowned.

      Maddy and Leah walked over to me, both smiling conspiratorially. “Mmhmm,” Leah said.

      I raised an eyebrow. “What?”

      Another knock sounded on the door.

      Maddy and Leah leaned forward, kissing each side of my cheeks. “Love you. You look beautiful.”

      Natalie and Blake then did the same. “See you out there.”

      “Hey, where are you going?” I asked. “You’re my bridesmaids!”

      Maddy popped a chunk of cheese into her mouth and then left, the others trailing behind her.

      What the—?

      I peered at the door, dumfounded, when my father stepped into view. “Oh, hey.”

      He frowned and I instantly felt bad.

      “I just… miss my mom,” I amended.

      My little ghost wolf pack was lying in front of the doorway, guarding it, and allowed Artemis to pass. They were still with me. Brayden and Artemis thought they made good guardians and I’d asked them if they wanted to be released. They voted unanimously that they wanted to continue to protect me. I sensed that they felt indebted to me for freeing them.

      “I missed you too.” My mom’s voice came from the doorway and my head jerked up. A sob formed in my throat. She stepped right through the ghost wolves, her foot passing through them as if she didn’t even see them, and stood beside Artemis shyly. I’d learned that humans couldn’t see them, and in turn the wolves couldn’t hurt humans.

      My mom looked partly terrified and partly in awe of seeing me in my dress. I just stood there in shock that my human mother was in the Ether!

      Wait, did she take a portal egg here? What was happening?

      Artemis cleared his throat. “I have spent the morning with your mother telling her everything. Brayden approved it. She has been magically sworn to secrecy, so there are no issues there.”

      Holy crap.

      “Everything?” I stumbled forward.

      My mom gave a nervous laugh. “I slept with a fae unknowingly, had you, who is apparently half fae and half reincarnated Greywolf queen? You weren’t with a boyfriend in New York, you were a captive, and you just fought a war and won. Oh, and this is your real wedding, not the civil service you were going to do for me,” she said in a rush.

      Yep that was about everything.

      “Are you okay? Are you freaking out?” I ran to her, stopping short of giving her a hug because I didn’t want to freak her out.

      She and Artemis shared a look.

      She smiled. “I’m past the freakout, and the shock. Full disclosure: I’ve had half a bottle of wine and I’m excited to see you marry the love of your life.”

      I burst into laughter, which also caused a few stray tears to slide down my cheeks. “Oh, Mom. I’ll keep your wineglass full. I’m so glad you’re here!”

      She stepped forward then and pulled me into a hug.

      “You look so beautiful,” she murmured, her words muffled into my hair. “At first I thought you were getting married a little young, but I guess you are like hundreds of years old, so now I don’t know what to think.”

      We both laughed, her chest shaking as I pulled back and looked from her to Artemis. “I’m glad you’re both here.”

      Artemis rubbed a red spot on his jaw and narrowed his eyes at my mother. “She throws a nice left hook.”

      My eyebrows raised and my mother glared at him. “You impregnated me with a half magical child and then ditched us!”

      Artemis looked offended at the very idea. “I told you, I was intoxicated and didn’t know!”

      She waved him off, annoyed, but I couldn’t help smirking a little. These two might be fighting, but I also noticed some sexual tension there as well.

      Mom looked beautiful in a deep green silk, floor length gown with white crystals at the neckline. Artemis seemed to notice too, looking her over slowly with his eyes.

      He held out a hand to her. “Truce? For our daughter’s sake?”

      She considered his hand and looked at me.

      I nodded encouragingly.

      Slipping her fingers into his, they shook but their hands lingered and it only caused my grin to widen.

      Go, Mom.

      ‘You’re not leaving me at the altar, are you?’ Brayden’s voice suddenly asked in my head. ‘That would be a first.’

      “Mom, now that you’re here, do you mind walking me down the aisle with Artemis? I want you both to give me away,” I said.

      She smiled, wiping away a stray tear. “I would love that.”

      Holding out an arm to each of them, we hooked elbows and I headed off to marry my soulmate.
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        * * *

      

      Walking towards Brayden, as the music played and the massive crowd faded away, I found myself pondering the magic that brought us together each and every lifetime. I knew that under Brayden’s suit was a list of names tattooed on his arm. Each and every one of them was a version of me. A version he loved no matter which body I was in. Dark skin, light skin, short, tall, it didn’t matter to Brayden. We found each other time and time again and I couldn’t help but feel so blessed to be finally settling into this final stage with him. No more reincarnating, no more searching for each other. This was it, the best years of our lives.

      “Who gives away this bride?” Castiel asked.

      Brayden had asked his little brother to marry us, and I couldn’t be more happy with the decision. So many times I’d tried to envision a life with Castiel only to gravitate back to Brayden. Now I knew why. He wasn’t mine, he was Wren’s—Leah’s.

      “Her mother and I do,” Artemis said beside me and leaned in to kiss my cheek.

      My mom turned to face me, full-on tears falling down her face. There were hundreds of wolves present. Not just Moon Valley wolves, but wolves from Sandpoint. Brayden’s mom and stepdad sat with his little sister, Nora. The Amarok, Brayden’s entire pack, magical friends like Morgana and her coven. Even Ronan was here with Clara.

      “You are so loved,” my mother whispered and kissed my cheek, causing my vison to blur with unshed tears.

      When I turned away from her, Brayden was there, reaching up to swipe a stray tear from my eye.

      “Eight times I’ve married you and you still take my breath away,” Brayden whispered.

      I smiled, stepping up to the white flower-decorated altar and took his hands in mine.

      Here’s to lucky number nine.

      With Leah, Natalie, Blake and Maddy by my side, I married the love of my life… for the ninth time. I was officially crowned queen and then the room erupted into a party of epic proportions.

      We danced, we ate, we drank, and I got to watch in joy as the hundreds of gathered peoples smiled and looked peaceful for the first time since the Fae Lords took over our realm.

      My mom and Artemis danced as Brayden danced with his mom and I watched them with a permanent smile. When I’d been bitten by Silas over a year ago, I thought it was the end of my life. Then I learned I was a werewolf and I never in a million years thought it would end up with me here. Queen of the wolves, marrying my best friend and soulmate.

      As if he knew I was thinking about him, Brayden broke away from his mother and came to sit with me. Reaching up, he pulled me onto his lap and pressed his lips to mine. A delicious heat traveled from my lips, slowly down my body, and I growled. I was ready to give him his present and then go back to our shared room.

      Finally.

      Reaching behind me, I pulled out the small wooden box wrapped with a red silk bow. He grinned, and with the revelry booming around us, he opened it.

      When his gaze fell on the gift, his face fell. “Oh,” was all he said.

      I laughed. “You don’t like it.”

      “I was expecting chocolates. What is it?” He pulled the tiny sapling in its pot out of the box and sniffed it.

      I couldn’t help but giggle. “It’s a cocoa plant. It’s high time that Moon Valley grew its own chocolate, seeing as though I don’t plan on marrying you again.”

      He stilled, looking at me closely. “I will never not love you,” he said.

      It was an odd thing to say, and yet it filled me completely. It was like I needed to hear that. Those words alone seeped into a small hole that was left in my heart from the torment we’d put each other through when we didn’t know if I was Lena or not.

      He stood, lifting me into his arms, and peered down at me. “I’m taking my wife to our bed, and if my new father-in-law gets in the way, there will be hell to pay,” he declared, and glared across the room at Artemis, who was still dancing with my mother. I burst into fits of laughter, and Brayden stepped off the dais we had been on and crossed the floor.

      When we passed them, Artemis tipped his head to Brayden and Brayden tipped his head back.

      ‘Try to stop me, old man,’ Brayden said in my head, causing me to burst into laughter again.

      When we reached the edge of the garden tent where our wedding reception was held, Brayden set me down, taking my fingers into his. My ghost wolves loyally fanned out around me, and that’s when the rain started.

      I looked at him and he nodded. “Let’s make a run for it.”

      It was a few sprinkles at first. We dashed across the lawn towards the main living quarters, but before we were even halfway there the rain turned into a drenching downpour.

      Laughter bubbled out of me as Brayden quickly rushed me to the private hidden entrance of our new bedroom. One of his wolves and guards was standing there, sword on one hip, gun on the other. This new Moon Valley pack was going to be modernized, prepared for anything so that no one would ever get the drop on us again.

      ‘Stay here,’ I told my ghost wolf pack, and they did, flanking the other guard in a V-formation.

      Brayden pulled a brick in the wall and the hidden door popped open, revealing a long hallway. There were many such doors like this in the castle which allowed a lot of our personal belongings to be saved from the Fae Lords’ wrath.

      As we rushed down the hallway, dripping wet and panting, we finally made it to our bedroom door, where another guard stood.

      “Take a walk,” Brayden growled.

      “Yes, King,” the guard mumbled, and stepped deeper into the hallway.

      I grinned.

      Brayden opened the door to our bedroom and pulled me inside. I barely made it three feet into the room when he pushed me up against the wall and with one strong arm pinned my hands above my head.

      I stilled, barely breathing as he leaned into my neck and caught a falling water droplet with his tongue. With a needy growl, I yanked my hands from his grasp and pushed him off. Reaching out, I pulled at the buttons of his shirt before deciding to rip it open. The sounds of the buttons popping off and hitting the floor only spurred me on. I went for his belt next and his fingers trailed my back, looking for the zipper. Our lips met, a hungry need building between us. I’d waited too long for this. Stolen kisses, small displays of affection, but what I really needed was to make love to my husband, to secure this bond that we’d made in this life in a way that only our bodies knew how.

      My heavy wet dress fell to the floor, and then my bra. I shimmied out of my undies and he out of his, and finally we were both naked before each other.

      Brayden pulled back for a second, gazing at me with absolute hunger in his eyes. Reaching out, he pulled me to him and we stumbled over to the bed. When my knees hit the edge of the mattress, I fell backward, landing on the soft duvet and staring up at him.

      Brayden lowered himself onto his elbows, reaching behind my head to grasp the back of my neck before lying fully on top of me. I widened my legs to encourage him as he pulled back and looked at me with his glowing-orange eyes.

      “You were always worth the wait, my love,” he said, and then our bodies came together. I gasped, the pressure filling me as I played his words around in my head.

      Worth the wait.

      My heart ached a little then. Every life, he waited twenty years just to have one year with me, and this last life he’d waited forty. Now I was determined to spend the next eternity with him without even a day apart.

      I glanced at Brayden’s bare shoulder, my gaze falling to his tattoo.

      Lena, Tabitha, Maxine, Veronica, Charlene, Naomi, Skylar, Hannah, Averly.

      I’d never forget how he’d chosen me for me, even when he wasn’t sure I was Lena. That made me love him ten times more, and a love like that was once in a lifetime.

      

      The End
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      Please check out my next series of standalone fantasy romance novels. The Dragon King is on preorder now!
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