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      Five broken alphas. One lost wolf. A fate she never expected.

      I’d never looked into my past—never tried to discover what awaited me there.

      Maybe I should have.

      Mona’s arrival brought a whirlwind of possibility, even if her claim seemed impossible. How could I be her daughter? It was a moment of discovery quickly eclipsed by what she needed from me—why she had truly shown up at Silver Falls University.

      Hastain, and others like him, were a threat to many, and the only way to stop them? True magic. Now my mates and I are on a mission to uncover the truth, all while being pursued by those bent on stopping us.

      Those who want to shatter my snowglobe of happiness.

      

      Join Effie Harlow on the second part of her journey at Silver Falls University.

      This slow-burn reverse harem paranormal romance features five protective and possessive shifter mates that are bound and determined to keep Effie by their side, no matter what. To prove to her that she is so much more than anyone has ever tried to tell her she was. Will they be able to convince her of her place at Silver Falls and in their lives? Or will Effie get lost in the university crowds like she did back home?

      Find out in this fourth installment of five in the Silver Falls University Series.

      Warning: This PNR university-style RH will contain swearing, adult sexual content +18, elements of PTSD and mention of prior emotional, sexual, and physical abuse, violence, and additional darker themes. Minor cliffhanger warning.

      

      Important Note: Pursued is book 4 in the Silver Falls University series. Readers can find Lost, book 1 of the series, as part of the Kingdom of Wolves Universe Collection. Please note, Lost should be read FIRST before Forgotten, Discovered, and Pursued in order to read the series in proper order. https://geni.us/Lost-SilverFallsUni

    

  







            PROLOGUE

          

          

      

    

    






EFFIE HARLOW

        

      

    

    
      My family was in danger.

      I’d heard the words directly from the seer’s mouth. My heart was palpitating as I leaned against the stone wall right outside the grand ballroom, the celebratory feast in honor of my birthday going on inside. None of the happiness, the joy, or thankfulness I’d been feeling before mattered because now there was a looming cloud over the head of every single person I loved. My hand tightened on my throat as a nervous energy invaded my body.

      It was my fault they were in danger. My fault.

      Your daughter is in danger—she will bring danger to your entire family.

      I knew my mom and dad would only hear the first part, but I was far more focused on the second part—the part where something I did, or maybe just who I was, would bring danger upon everyone. A tremble worked over my skin as thick tears began to crowd my lashes.

      Distantly, someone called my name, and I knew I needed to go back in there—after all, this was my birthday feast. But now it felt like a shell of a celebration. I knew the threat was immediate or of major importance—or both—because the seer had pulled my parents out of the event to deliver the warning. I mean, if that didn’t say urgent, I wasn’t sure what did.

      I should have stayed to listen to what type of danger, but I’d been so panicked that I’d missed that part while walking away. I needed to know, though. I needed to ask my parents. I had absolutely no clue how to fix this, but I would try.

      “There you are. Little moon, what’s wrong?” My mom appeared in front of me, panic in her gaze as she captured my face between her palms.

      “I heard what the seer said,” I whispered, confessing immediately, “about me bringing danger to our family.”

      Understanding washed across her face. “Analise often has visions that occur years in the future, or of things that can be misunderstood. Right now she doesn’t even have a clear vision; this was just a feeling that was strong enough to spook her. I promise you, Effie, the only thing you bring to this family is joy and happiness. I don’t want you for one moment to think otherwise. Analise is just trying to keep us updated on everything her magic tells her.”

      “You think so? You really think it’s not a big deal?” I wanted to believe her so badly, to let relief collapse over me, but I also knew there was a possibility she was just telling me that to make me feel better. I could see concern in her gaze still, I just didn’t know if it was because of how I was reacting or the situation itself.

      “I promise, that is exactly what I think,” she confirmed, gently grabbing my hand and leading me into the ballroom. The guests welcomed us back and I let out a small sigh, trying to shake the dark moment from my mind. I still planned on practicing my own magic to help in case there was trouble, especially if it meant making my other forms emerge, but for today I would enjoy the beautiful party my parents were throwing me.

      “Everything okay?” my dad asked as we reached the front of the room. I nodded as my mom said something about ‘telling him later,’ his wrinkled brow letting me know he was concerned. All too soon, though, our moment of privacy was interrupted as gods and goddesses alike approached our table to both wish me happy birthday and talk to my parents. I suppose it was one of the benefits of being their daughter—I got to sit and listen to everything quietly, and usually people forgot I was there since I was young.

      I found most of what they were told fascinating, especially since I had never left the capital—something I hoped to change soon.

      My gaze wandered as talk of civil wars in the eastern lands began, and I watched all of the couples on the dance floor waltz gracefully. I could never fathom how they moved so easily, how their dresses didn’t get caught under their feet. Every freakin’ time I had a dance lesson, that happened. Being graceful obviously wasn’t in my future…but maybe one day I would have a dance partner who was good enough to help me.

      I nearly smiled at that. Now I was being really silly.

      All of the girls my age, especially the ones in my tutoring classes, had started to talk about the boys they liked. They were from the capital, but since I rarely left the palace and everyone in my classes was female, I’d never met any of them. They argued about who liked who and if they would date one of them, and a bunch of other stuff I’d never thought of… Not that it mattered, I suppose. It wasn’t like I could date. That wasn’t in the cards for me—at least until I was like four hundred, according to my dad.

      My thoughts were broken when the music suddenly stopped. The orchestra members were absolutely frozen in place, everyone staring at them in confusion—

      Light burst out from the center of their group, and an ear-piercing screech sounded as I was tackled to the ground by my mom.

      I whimpered as I hit the ground, my body being pushed under the table as screams echoed in the ballroom. I curled up further as my dad shouted something, leaving my mom and me hidden. Mom was trying to whisper something to me, but I couldn’t make out her words. My hearing went static as the room shook and rumbled with power.

      The magic turned twisted and dark in the flash of a second, a presence entering the room that sent a chill over my skin. Sickness turned my stomach as I hugged my mom, her hand on my back and the fierce expression on her face not making me feel better. The room was darkening from the little I could see, and black fog seemed to be invading every inch—

      My mom was gone.

      “Mom!” I cried out, my pink magic surrounding me defensively as the room went absolutely silent. I knew something was terribly wrong because the quiet grew constrictive, and my chest felt heavy as icicles began to form underneath the table.

      “Mom?” I whimpered. “Dad?”

      A soft chuckle sounded, one that was filled with malice, and caused a terrified chill to roll over me. I curled further in on myself, squeezing my eyes shut and trying to focus all my magic on making me invisible—

      The floor opened up underneath me, a scream tearing from my chest as my eyes snapped open.

      The last thing I saw before falling into the darkness was an unfamiliar, victorious face.
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      I’d never looked into my past—never tried to discover what awaited me there.

      At least not to the extent that I could have. Of course I’d tried to ask Gerald or Theresa once or twice, but each inquiry had always been met with a negative response, to say the least. Although now that I knew more, I understood why they’d been so defensive.

      It appeared that picking up children off the streets and selling them to the highest bidder was a habit of the Whitepaw pack. At least I had to assume that was the case since the way they had talked about it was so normalized. As if it was no big deal that the president of a university had purchased me for hundreds of thousands of dollars. Goddess. My stomach rolled at the thought.

      There had been other times as well when I’d searched as far back as possible within my memories to find any clue as to where I’d come from, usually late at night in an attempt to ignore the crude comments coming from Gerald’s friends on the other side of the door. But each time I’d been met with an impenetrable wall, impossible to break through.

      Then again, my old bedroom wasn’t exactly the best place to focus, the underlying fear for my safety always making my present take priority over my past. I had been far too focused on hiding from those intent on hurting me as well as those who had successfully hurt me.

      Unfortunately, it now seemed my lack of effort was going to be the cause of far more chaos and confusion than I could have ever imagined.

      Mona, the blue-haired woman from my dreams, was claiming that I was her daughter. The room had frozen at her declaration, with the exception of President Hastain who hung suspended against the wall by some type of invisible force. One that appeared to be suffocating him as he clawed at his throat, turning blue in the face. I could hardly focus on that, though, when Mona was continuing to stare at me with a soft affectionate smile that followed words that were so incredibly foreign.

      A mating bond is sacred and should be celebrated, honored, far grander than this…especially for my daughter.

      Her daughter. Mona was my mom. I couldn’t begin to process that. Not only that I’d found my mother, but that she was someone like Mona—the woman looked like a true goddess.

      The ceiling of the room had turned transparent upon her arrival, the moon shining down and casting her in a silver glow—a moonbeam personified. A dress of silver stars and clouds surrounded her, flowing out and spreading throughout the room, casting it in a surreal, dream-like aura. Rather than making the room feel peaceful, though, the darkness fueled the rising tension as a nervous energy bubbled through the dining room behind me.

      While I may have been stunned by the beauty of it, and it seemed like others were in a similar state, I could practically feel the bubble that would soon burst, causing the stupefaction to disappear.

      That was when chaos would erupt.

      Then again, maybe it would last. What did I know about true magic? All I recognized for sure was that this was what my mates had meant when they’d mentioned it before. Although, even if Hastain did have true magic, it wasn’t comparable to this.

      A nervous panic began to crawl up my throat, feeling extremely overwhelmed as any bravery I had when I’d announced to everyone that Tore marked me disappeared and was replaced with caution and worry. I felt off-balance and had no idea what to say in the face of someone looking at me so expectantly.

      A worried noise left my throat as my wolf whimpered and curled up inside me, staring at the woman claiming to be our mother in both anger and distrust. I understood why my wolf felt that way, especially if this was the woman who had abandoned us to the Whitepaw pack, but I couldn’t entertain those emotions. Not yet.

      The noise that left me snapped my mates into action. They immediately turned and looked back at me in concern, from where I stood between Ryder and Caedmon. Confused murmurs filled the space as people began to pull from their shocked states, causing me to feel even more uneasy as the heavy weight of their gazes fell on me.

      “You’re Effie’s mother?” Dakota’s voice pulled the attention from me, his commanding presence and demanding tone making me feel a sense of security and gratefulness for my mate, because he at least seemed to know the right questions to ask.

      “Yes,” Mona said, far more casually than I thought was warranted in this situation. Luckily she didn’t appear to be bothered by his tone, but instead rather amused. It was clear she was powerful though, considering how she was holding Hastain hostage, making me feel that much more on edge. We needed to be more cautious with her.

      Her gaze moved to Hastain, offering him a menacing glare. “I would have preferred a private meeting to tell Effie exactly that, but I had to step in before things grew more dire.”

      Dire was a fantastic word for Hastain’s suggestion of forcibly breaking my mating bonds with my men along with the ties they held to each other as members of a blood-bonded pack. The thought made me feel almost dizzy, and thankfulness overshadowed all my questions, that this powerful woman—no matter who she was—seemed bent on stopping him from moving forward with it.

      Not that my mates would let him.

      “Who are you?” asked a deep, accented voice that vibrated with power. Ryder’s grandfather. His dark eyes were narrowed in distrust, and despite his youthful appearance, from the half-shaved hairstyle to the tattoos covering his neck and arms, his power and the painfully intense aura that surrounded him revealed his nearly ancient nature.

      It didn’t help that he was seemingly livid. Something that stood out in comparison to the shock and fear that filled the rest of the room.

      “Ojiisan, don’t.” Ryder’s soothing voice that always made me feel settled echoed through the space in warning. I wasn’t positive if that was his grandfather’s name or title, but it caused the older man to look at Ryder with anger before directing his attention back to Mona. Ryder didn’t like that, and I could feel the tension through his frame increase as I tried to move my body into action, wanting to comfort him.

      My fingers slid against his arm, wrapping around his forearm. Ryder looked down at me, his gaze filled with concern and a tiny bit of fear. I didn’t know if it was because of his grandfather or Mona, though.

      “Emiko,” Mona offered in greeting, making me think that was the man’s name. Then she smirked. “You know exactly who I am.”

      It was clear he didn’t like her answer because immediately his eyes went wide and he spit out, “Impossible.” He broke into another language while looking down at his son, Ryder’s uncle, who stared down at the floor in contemplation…or maybe it was fear.

      Swallowing down my nerves, I went to say something, knowing I needed to speak up—

      The doors slammed shut.

      I wasn’t sure when they’d been opened, but the shockingly loud noise had me looking towards the door. Caedmon’s father still faced them, the doors having closed right in his face as he’d tried to flee. He spun sharply to face Mona, his gaze darting to Hastain before moving back to her.

      “Let me out of here. Now.” Caedmon froze beside me at his father’s harsh tone, but despite the hardness of his voice, there was something else there. Something stronger and far more overpowering.

      Fear. He was scared of Mona. While I shouldn’t have enjoyed someone else’s suffering, I felt like Caedmon’s father wasn’t just ‘someone else.’ No, this someone had hurt my mate horribly, severely scarring his psyche, and it filled me with a need for vengeance that I’d never experienced before, even when I’d been wronged by others.

      Mona’s face blanked of any emotion, and she nodded back towards the tables. “Sit, boy. You were not dismissed.”

      The room went deathly silent, everyone petrified by the woman holding the room captive.

      Caedmon’s warm, rough hand squeezed mine right at that moment, and when I looked up, he was watching his father with confusion…but also relief. Or maybe not relief, but something else for sure, because the tension he was holding in his frame seemed to be slowly seeping out.

      When his father leaned against the doors, not moving but also not arguing with her, I thought I saw a flash of victory in Caedmon’s emerald eyes. I understood that completely—I imagined it felt good to see someone who had caused him so much pain be put into his place. I had felt a tiny surge of the same when my mates had stood up for me in front of Gerald and Theresa.

      Although that flash was gone when his father shot him a malice-filled glare from across the room. A growl nearly left my throat in defense of my mate, but his gentle squeeze of my hand had me relaxing and looking up into his affection-filled gaze.

      “Now, Effie,” Mona began again, returning her focus to me.

      “You’re my mom?” I asked. The mistrust and confusion openly expressed in my voice and caused her expression to turn sad as she nodded. I didn’t enjoy seeing that look on her face, but I also couldn’t ignore my own hurt and misgivings.

      Namely—why hadn’t she ever reached out to me before? Why hadn’t she come to rescue me from the Whitepaw pack?

      “Yes, I am,” she said softly. Hastain made a choking noise that caused her to turn towards him. “Something we will talk about in just a moment—I need to fix this particular problem first.”

      Mona’s magic released Hastain, and he dropped to the floor, gasping for breath after having the wind knocked from his chest. He eventually scrambled to standing, looking furious and scared, jabbing an accusatory finger at her. “You can’t come in here and—”

      “Take over the room? Remove everyone’s memory of the heinous suggestion you brought up and replace it with one of celebration that ends with you threatening to attack them because you’ve lost your mind, resulting in your possible removal from the school for being feral?” Mona mused, tilting her head in an almost predatory movement. “That is exactly what I will do, and if anyone”—she turned her gaze towards the crowd—“with true magic breathes a word of the truth, I will ensure that you don’t see another rise of the sun.”

      Holy Goddess.

      Despite her terrifying words, the crowd was captivated by her voice, and while there was still confusion, I could feel her magic saturating the room and infecting everyone with a false sense of calm, sedating any possible panic. Well, except for Ryder’s uncle and grandfather.

      “I’m confused,” I breathed out to Ryder, not understanding her magic or what she was capable of, if she could deliver on her threat. It was loud enough, though, that her gaze moved to mine, a softness and understanding invading her features.

      “My magic allows me to remove memories, but it only works for those without true magic, so unfortunately Emiko and his son will remember all of this, along with Hastain. All three are hopefully smart enough to realize the threat to their life is absolute if they don’t follow my directions…and if not, their deaths certainly won’t have me losing any sleep.”

      Emiko grunted in anger but didn’t disagree, sitting down next to his son and shaking his head, livid with the way all of this was going. He wasn’t the only one.

      “You can’t remove our memories.” Tore’s father spoke up. My fenrir mate rumbled in frustration at his father’s demand, but Mona didn’t seem surprised nor did she seem hostile towards him—at least not to the degree she’d been with Caedmon’s father.

      Although the latter did look enraged, nearly purple in the face.

      “Unfortunately I have to, although I understand why you’re upset, Alpha Hansen,” Mona said patiently.

      “I want to remember what that bastard suggested,” he argued, angrily throwing his arm in the direction of Hastain. “If we don’t remember, we can’t guarantee he won’t try it again.”

      “As much as I agree with you, I think you would find most of those present—including the board members that traveled here for the weekend—would have been willing to agree with him.”

      I knew at that moment she wasn’t wrong, because most people in the room were now avoiding her gaze, looking guilty and uncomfortable.

      My wolf made a defensive noise that I swallowed down, feeling betrayed by a group of people I didn’t know. I mean, with the exception of my mates’ family members, I had never heard of, let alone seen any of these people before.

      Who were these people to decide if I should be with my mates or not?

      “Still, I will leave you all with the distinct impression that he was going to attack your loved ones so that you won’t trust him,” she stated matter-of-factly. “Now, I don’t have much time with my daughter, so while I would love to soothe all your concerns, I’m going to make this much easier on all of us.”

      Before I could question what she meant, she snapped her elegant fingers and a blue and silver sonic wave spread through the room, shaking the windows and then snapping back towards her. In response to her magic, the air around me glowed pink, and I felt a breathless sense of wonder at how beautiful it was…before it disappeared.

      I looked up to find all my mates staring at me in surprise and awe. A reaction that had my cheeks flushing.

      “Much better!” Mona declared happily.

      Except for the six of us and her, the entire room was frozen in time.
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      “You froze everyone?” I asked, unsure on how I felt about her tactic. While I understood it, I also didn’t like that she had the ability to incapacitate so many powerful people—that power was a threat to my mates. My wolf let out a growl from my throat at that, one I couldn’t cover this time.

      Mona offered me an understanding smile as she walked closer to us, her gaze moving over the rest of the room. “Yes. Unfortunately, despite my threats, I don’t trust those with true magic to keep their mouths shut. What I need to tell you, the knowledge I need to give you…is so incredibly important, Effie. Something that I can only entrust to you and your mates.”

      When she reached us, her words truly hit me now that I wasn’t distracted by the rest of the room—the reality of what she was claiming and the absurdity of it slammed into me and caused my eyes to sting with tears. More than anything there was heartbreak because the concept of me having a mother…it just seemed impossible.

      Realization filled her gaze as she let out a slow exhale, her brow furrowing. “I am so sorry. I’ve made a mess of this, and now you are more confused than ever.”

      “Rightfully so,” Julian growled. Coffin’s magic sparked the air, causing the hair on my arms to lift as a shiver rolled over me. I tensed slightly, knowing that he would react poorly to the threat Mona posed.

      “Julian…” Ryder warned.

      “It’s okay,” Mona assured my mate. “All of you have a right to be upset at me for making your mate anxious, but unfortunately this situation is unavoidable. It’s been far too long, and too many transgressions have come to pass—ones I could only watch from afar. Still, no matter how I approached this, Effie would have been cautious.”

      My eyes widened. She could only watch from afar? Like, she hadn’t been able to step in and fix whatever had led me to the Whitepaw pack? How had I even gotten in the position where I had to have Julian bite me? What had happened before that? I nearly groaned in frustration. Why couldn’t I remember?

      I had so many questions, but in true form, I could barely open my mouth, let alone put words to my thoughts.

      “What do you need to tell me?” I managed to ask.

      “Please, sit.” She motioned towards our table and snapped fingers. A chair appeared out of thin air beneath her, allowing her to sit elegantly. I slowly sat down, and my mates followed with the exception of Tore, his large frame shadowing me as he stood protectively behind me. Once again, there was that energy vibrating off of him, the one he was attempting to hide from me.

      I didn’t want that, though, especially now that we were mated fully. I wanted him and all of my mates to act exactly as they felt. Like right now I could tell none of them felt truly happy about this situation, probably because it felt like they were letting their guards down by sitting to talk to this strange woman.

      Mona continued, “I don’t have much time here—truth be told, I’m not fully here, so we must talk before I have to leave.”

      Caedmon’s hand tightened in mine, Ryder’s hand wrapping around the back of my neck in a soothing, comforting move. Between the three of them I felt insulated, and I found myself wanting to extend that energy to Julian, who was nearly buzzing with conflict and tension as Coffin tried to push forward. Dakota, on the other hand, was suspiciously quiet as he attempted to make sense of the situation. Unfortunately, the instincts I had started relying on, especially while at Silver Falls and experiencing so many news things, were quiet when it came to this woman.

      Mona spoke after a long moment. “I understand your confusion and frustration, Effie. I need you to listen to what I’m going to tell you though. You can decide whether to believe me or not after, whether you feel like you can trust me, but can I at least guarantee your ear?”

      “Yes,” I whispered. Because while this situation was more than complicated, I wanted to know more. I wanted to at least try and discover if there was any validity behind her story.

      I had to admit though, the longer we were together, the more I realized that we did look similar. There was the blue hair, though hers didn’t have an ombre effect like my own. Our eye color was very similar, as were our features, specifically our noses and their freckles.

      I just wasn’t sure if we truly did look alike or if I was only seeing things I wanted to see. I would have to ask my mates’ opinions.

      “First, before anything else, I want to assure you that everyone in the room outside of the six of you and those who have true magic will not remember me arriving. They will remember the announcement of your being mates—a celebratory moment—and then Hastain threatening to attack you, which is where they will be unfrozen. You’ll want to react to that accordingly.”

      “Why do you have to remove their memories? Just because others would agree with his idea?” Tore clarified.

      “Many would have agreed with Hastain because of the power he has, and while the idea may have ultimately been shot down tonight, the seed would have been planted.” She paused, giving us the opportunity to absorb the implications of high-ranking members of the community thinking that breaking others’ mate bonds against their will was an acceptable practice.

      “So better to just remove it.” She waved her hand in explanation, as if wiping a slate clean. “They don’t want to remember me appearing anyway—true magic always confuses things, especially when it comes to those who’ve never experienced it before.”

      “Right…” I whispered, drawing out the word. “What are you, exactly? Why do you have true magic?”

      “I’m a goddess.”

      My mouth opened in surprise. “Oh.”

      “I thought the divine realm wasn’t accessible, that it had been closed both ways,” Ryder said, confused. Hadn’t he said the gate had been closed for centuries?

      “It is closed,” she agreed, “which is why I’m not really here—I’m projecting myself with my magic.”

      “Because what you need to tell me is so important?” I asked, and she nodded. “That…that must take a lot of power.”

      “It does, but it’s worth it to finally see you. It hasn’t been the right time for so long, but being able to see you like this, all grown up…it’s amazing, Effie.”

      I swallowed, emotion clogging my throat as I let out a shaky breath and looked down at my hands, which I put on the table. “So…are you saying I’m from the divine realm?”

      I had to assume that was what she meant…I just had no idea what to even think of that.

      “Exactly,” Mona agreed. “When I asked you to come and meet me, I was going to tell you that first, but then our seer saw what Hastain was going to do tonight and I had to interfere. Unfortunately, I was a bit too late to catch him before he could even suggest it, but I can at least fix it to some extent. The opportunity to appear like this only comes around every two years or so, so my timing was a bit off.”

      “I think you had an impact,” I murmured, thinking about the shocked faces of everyone around me. Julian chuckled softly, but it was edged in tension.

      “There’s nothing I hate more than a bully,” Mona said, shooting a look towards Hastain’s frozen form. “Unfortunately he is so much worse than that. Which is part of what I needed to talk to you about.”

      Her tone became even more serious, and anger filled her expression.

      “A darkness is infecting Silver Falls University and the wider shifter community. There are so many people like Hastain spread throughout the country, and what he’s started here, what he’s deemed acceptable here—which amounts to trafficking shifter females—is not only expanding but becoming normalized. Your situation, Effie, will now be considered a success story to people like him. If allowed to grow, this will become a full industry as it has in other places across the globe.”

      Nausea hit me as I considered that reality.

      “We can’t afford that,” she said, tears welling in her eyes. “We can’t afford to have our females put in that position. To be sold for profit, their quality of life subject to the whims of the highest bidders.”

      “So how do we fix it?” I asked, horror slamming into me.

      “True magic, real magic, needs to return to this world to counterbalance the hierarchy,” she explained passionately, “before everything is mutated into the dark monstrosity that Hastain and others like him would love to see…which is where you come in.

      “I am here to ask something of you, Effie. To request something. With the knowledge I’ve given you, I need to entrust a responsibility to you—I need you to open the gate and restore the connection between Earth and the divine realm. Only true magic can defeat the darkness infecting Earth.”

      The breath whooshed out of me. I slid a hand up to my chest, feeling my heart nearly beating out of my chest. The hope she was staring at me with was almost overwhelming.

      “Is this a fucking joke?” Dakota demanded, causing me to jolt. Mona cast him a cautious look, having expected his reaction.

      “Dakota…” I drew out, wondering why he looked so pissed.

      “He’s right to be mad,” Tore rumbled, running a hand through my hair in a comforting way despite his voice filled with anger. “Effie, this woman has shown up out of nowhere claiming to be your mother—and is now requesting something from you. It’s bullshit.”

      “She’s trying to use you,” Julian agreed, his gaze narrowing.

      I was surprised by their analysis but…they weren't wrong. Any sense of hope or happiness from meeting Mona was being replaced with hurt. Were they right? Was she just using me? Why wasn’t she denying what they were accusing her of? “Are they right? Is this the only reason you’re here?” I asked her softly.

      “It plays a very large factor,” she admitted.

      Ryder’s voice was colored with surprise, his jaw tight as he spoke up. “Opening the gate is impossible.”

      “For your family,” Mona corrected, her eyes shaded with understanding. “Effie has gone through the closed gate before—when she first came to Earth—and it’s been foretold that she will be the one to reopen it. I know she has the power to…” She turned to me. “Well, once you awaken your magic.”

      “Awaken my magic,” I murmured, inhaling deeply before exhaling, feeling a weird sense of relief. Not because what she was saying was easy or simple. Rather the opposite. But because it was easier to focus on a problem with an identified, concrete solution rather than sift through my complicated emotions. At least with this, there was a goal.

      “Why should she believe you?” Caedmon demanded, a protective edge to his tone. “Why should she even believe you’re her mom? What if you’re saying that to use her like the others suggested?”

      “She shouldn’t,” Mona said honestly. “But I think Effie can feel our connection—I think she knows there’s truth to what I’m saying. More so, this is the only way she can protect herself from Hastain.”

      “What?” I asked, immediately keyed into her words.

      “We protect Effie—she doesn’t need you for that,” Tore rumbled.

      “I believe that,” Mona admitted, “but for Effie to have all her magic, to truly be able to protect herself, and for all of you to be as powerful as possible through the bond you share…she needs to awaken her magic. Without it the mate bond will never be fully complete, not as a full unit.”

      “Is that true?” I asked Ryder as his brows dipped, looking confused.

      “I’m not sure, it doesn’t say anything about that in what I’ve read—”

      “Your pairing is not as unusual as you would think—at least it wasn’t at one time.” Mona’s gaze went far away. “There were groups of six spread throughout, so believe me, you need her magic to be completely secured. It will cement it, and then no one, not even the dark god himself, could pull you apart.”

      In some ways, out of everything she said, that motivated me the most. It shouldn’t have because there was clearly a larger problem at hand, but I wanted my mates safe, and I didn’t want anyone being able to break us apart.

      Mona’s gaze turned soft as she leaned forward, looking at me. “I understand I have no right to ask any of this, and I want nothing more than to explain everything about what happened and how you ended up here, how we lost you…but even at this moment, it’s not safe enough for that.”

      “And where is it safe enough to tell me?” I asked.

      “In the divine realm—back home,” she whispered.

      Back home? I didn’t think the divine realm was my home… No, my home was with my mates.

      Biting down on my lip, I exhaled shakily. “Let’s say I wanted to open the gate—how would I do that?”

      “You would need to awaken your magic—your divine magic, your true magic, and the elements associated with it. Only then can you open the gate from the outside.”

      “And how does she awaken it?” Julian’s voice was rough, and when I looked at him, I found that Coffin had completely taken over. Mona noticed as well, staring at him in confusion before letting out an amused laugh.

      “You are not supposed to be here, let alone in the body of a college student, Coffin,” Mona mused, shaking her head. “No matter—better protection for my daughter, I suppose. To answer your question, the way you awaken your divine magic is by channeling true magic through your pendant and into you. You can use it to unlock all elements of your magic, through the Homura Stone and the Fengari Stone. I believe Ryder is intimately aware of where the first stone resides—it’s the same place where the magic was first truly lost.”

      Ryder made a concerned noise but didn’t deny it.

      Before I could ask him what she was referring to, the ceiling flickered like a projection, and Mona’s image faded slightly before returning in full vibrancy. Frowning, she stood, her chair disappearing.

      “It’s nearly time for me to leave. I will quickly remove the memories from others, but then I must go. When you unlock both parts of your pendant, it will show you where the gate is. I promise I wouldn’t lead you astray, Effie, and I hope you can trust in the connection you feel between us. If nothing else, I would want you and your mates as safe as possible.”

      Her gaze moved to my mates. “I would suggest leaving after you confirm their memories that Hastain was about to attack you. Don’t over complicate it.”

      “I don’t know if we’re going to do this,” I admitted, getting the words out there. I felt bad about what I was saying, but I also wanted to be honest.

      “I understand.” She nodded sharply. “I hope you consider it, though. There are so many women in danger right now. So many. If you don’t do it because of what I’ve told you, do it for them. Get your divine magic back, if only so you can stand up to Hastain by helping those women.”

      I knew at that moment that I was going to do it. Not because she was claiming to be my mom, but because Hastain was capable of so much darkness. A darkness that continued to try to hurt my mates—my true family—and I wouldn’t stand for that. I wouldn’t allow for there to be any chance of him being able to break us apart. More so, if there were even more people like him out there, then there were women who needed help.

      I couldn’t look away from that.

      As she stepped back, she spoke softly, meeting my gaze. “Goodbye, little moon. I hope to see you soon.”

      At that moment, the entire room warped and waved with power. I felt a momentary fog, like I couldn’t properly remember what had happened, but then my magic fought against it, reminding me of everything we now knew.

      Mona was gone, though…and everyone in the room unfroze.
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      The moment everyone unfroze, the room devolved into utter chaos. Voices exploded in low, harsh tones and panicked accusatory calls—all centered around Hastain. He stumbled back in surprise before realization struck his face, looking around in fury and narrowing his gaze at me. I could see he planned on saying something—I could see he planned on explaining to everyone what happened.

      Dakota must have seen it as well because he was across the room in a second flat, knocking him out with one hit. I blinked in surprise, relieved that he’d known what to do. Mona had wanted us to handle it as if he were attacking us…and that was exactly how Dakota would have handled it, I think.

      Before I could say anything, Tore swept me up and into his arms and pinned me against the wall, his energy vibrating around me dangerously. My other mates stepped in front of us and Dakota’s voice echoed through the room, but I could barely hear what he was saying. I knew it’d be something about what Hastain had done, or at least the story Mona had placed in their heads.

      But my attention was captured by Tore.

      “We’re getting out of here, lil bit. Give us just a minute,” he murmured, his voice warm and rough. I nodded, completely trusting him.

      I knew my mates would keep me safe, and I ran my hand up his chest, resting it over his heart. One of his hands came off the wall, pressing my palm into his chest as if worried I would move it away.

      As always, my fenrir mate towered over me, but where I used to find it intimidating, I now found it comforting. It was such a basic need, wanting to feel safe and protected—that was exactly how he made me feel, and so much more.

      I loved Tore. I more than loved him—I was completely enamored by him. How could I not be? He had captured my attention from the start, even when I had been scared, and his mix of sweet protectiveness and dominant personality made me feel high on his affection and attention.

      It didn’t help that the man was so incredibly captivating to look at. His rich vanilla and fresh-cut wood scent reminded me of the holidays, and his icy blue eyes were a direct, cool contrast to his dark blond hair with warm caramel undertones. His hair was pushed back out of his face tonight, bringing my attention to the gorgeous tattoos that ran down his neck, tattoos that I now knew covered his body…like, all of his body.

      A flash of heat washed over me with the thought of what we had done, of what we’d shared and how he had marked me from the inside out. Literally.

      “Effie.” His voice was rough and pained, and my cheeks flushed because he totally knew where my thoughts had gone.

      “What?” I whispered, embarrassed at being caught.

      “I can tell where your thoughts are,” he rumbled, pressing his forehead to my own.

      “And as good as you smell turned on,” Ryder appeared at our side, talking almost in a whisper, “Coffin is all of two seconds away from killing half the room. As it is right now—”

      A cold chill ran over me as Tore let out a frustrated noise, clearly not liking my reaction to his words and the violent imagery it provoked. It wasn’t Ryder’s fault, though, and I knew in his own way he was attempting to protect our group from any consequences that Coffin’s rage could bring. I went up on my toes and tried to look around my mate, but Tore stilled my frame, his hold on my hip firm, and spoke quietly. “We’re trying to get everyone to leave; I don’t want them trying to talk to you.”

      “Our families won’t leave that easily,” Ryder said. Tore sighed and turned to see the room, keeping me hidden behind him.

      Before, I would have questioned Tore’s urge to hide me from his family, but I knew it wasn’t about anything but him being protective. He didn’t trust his family after what happened with his sister, so I didn’t blame him.

      “How are you feeling?” Ryder asked. His attempt at keeping his tone light went away completely as he tilted my chin up with his thumb, his touch causing my skin to roll with heat.

      “More than overwhelmed,” I admitted, his tobacco and citrus scent calming me in its familiarity. “But I also think it’s pretty clear what we have to do.”

      “Kitten, you don’t need to do anything you don’t want to,” Ryder said, his burnt-orange gaze flashing with determination. I nodded even though I didn’t completely agree with him—if there were women in danger, in a position like I was but without amazing mates to help, I needed to help them.

      More so, Mona’s words about cementing our bond continued to ring in my ears, solidifying my reasoning on why we needed to do this.

      I looked over Ryder’s expensive tailored suit and how it framed his 6’6” muscular body, making my mouth almost feel dry. It was a far better distraction than overthinking everything else going on or trying to meet his intense gaze.

      “Ryder.”

      My mate’s gaze snapped away from me, and I fought the urge to reach up and run my fingers through his thick dark hair. Well, until footsteps drew closer and I realized it wasn’t one of my mates who’d called him, but instead his grandfather. Tore let out a rumble but shifted slightly, as if he could pull me away from the situation at any moment, which allowed me to see the room. I was surprised to find that it was nearly cleared, except for Hastain on the floor and some family members.

      Noticeably absent was Caedmon’s father, though that didn’t surprise me. I didn’t know the man, but he didn’t strike me as someone who’d to stay in a place where he wasn’t at the top of the dominance chain.

      In fact, he was the type who liked to victimize smaller shifters that couldn’t defend themselves.

      “Grandfather.”

      Ryder’s grandfather drew closer, but his uncle kept his distance. I got the distinct feeling that while he’d been presented as being ‘second in charge,’ he was far from that. I fought to keep my eyes on Ryder’s grandfather as he grew closer, a magic radiating off of him that was almost blinding. Ryder’s description of kitsune forms occurred to me, and I wondered just how bright their forms really were.

      “You didn’t inform the family that you found your mate.”

      Ryder’s throat produced a low, defensive noise but his expression remained calm. His grandfather stopped a foot or so away from us, looking over me with a clinical gaze, evaluative and uncomfortable.

      “Because it’s not the family’s business.”

      His response seemed to surprise his grandfather, who narrowed his eyes. “You will be returning home. It’s been a long time coming, and now is the most opportune time. This isn’t the type of place you should be.”

      Ryder chuckled softly, but not in a nice way—more in the way that sent chills scattering across my skin. “I’m not bringing her home.”

      “You will, because if you don’t, Aanya will be the one brought back home.” The threat rolled out easily, like it had been practiced and prepared—as if his grandfather knew exactly what to say to affect my mate.

      Ryder went stock still as a defensive noise left my throat, suddenly worried about my friend. His grandfather’s expression flashed with victory before he turned on his heel and left, his uncle following him.

      It was such an uncomfortable and formal conversation that I felt stunned at the end of it, staring at their departing forms through the now open doors.

      “Bastard,” Ryder spit out, his eyes flashing with anger.

      Pain squeezed my chest. I was putting Aanya in danger…we both were. I didn’t know what it would mean for Ryder’s sister if she was brought back there, at least not fully, but I knew it wouldn’t be good.

      “Effie?” Speaking of my mates’ sisters, Catori’s voice had me stepping away from Ryder, who was now trapped in thought, and Tore, who was talking to his father quietly. That conversation, at least, seemed slightly less tense than most that had taken place.

      I made my way over to Dakota and Catori, who were standing near the older man who’d been staring at us during our previous conversation—the one who was a near replica of Dakota.

      “Hey,” I offered politely, feeling a bit awkward. Dakota wrapped his arm around me, pulling me against his side and burying his nose in my hair. I swear I heard him inhale, but instead of finding it weird, I flushed, finding it oddly flattering that he wanted to smell me.

      “Since Dakota is grumpy and my dad is awkward,” she drew out, her dark gaze sparkling with amusement, “I thought I would make the introduction.”

      My attention moved to Dakota’s father, his obsidian eyes an exact match to my totemic wolf mate’s. He offered me a polite smile, although it was tense.

      “It’s nice to meet you. I’m Effie,” I said softly.

      “Alpha Claymore,” he said, shaking my hand.

      Dakota let out a low rumble as our hands met, on edge because of his father’s presence. While I didn’t understand the full nature of their relationship, it was clear that their mother’s death had a very large impact on the two of them and the relationship Dakota had with his father. And then there was the story that Catori had brought up that Dakota would have to tell me about later.

      Instinct told me that it would be another piece to the confusing puzzle that was slowly building a picture of what each of my mates’ lives were like before me.

      “You wanted to meet her, and now you have,” Dakota said.. “You can leave now. Catori, I’ll call you like normal.”

      “Dakota,” I whispered, seeing the hurt on his father’s face, even if he tried to hide it.

      “Yes, little wolf?” He offered me an innocent expression while peering down at me.

      I nearly smiled at the attempt before I looked at both of them, trying to change the direction of the conversation. “Sorry if that dinner was a bit intense, but I’m glad I got the chance to meet both of you.”

      “Wolves are always so intense, we should have expected it, especially from a fenrir wolf. As for my brother, Dakota is always grumpy like this—it doesn’t surprise us.” Catori smiled warmly.

      “Although he is a bit less of a grump than normal,” his father appraised before looking at me. “I have you to thank for that.”

      Oh.

      I swallowed awkwardly. “I’m not sure—”

      “He’s right.” Dakota mused, his nose brushing my hair once again. “Still don’t like talking to him though.”

      Dakota’s father sighed but offered me a barely there smile. “Hopefully we’ll see you again soon, Effie. Maybe my son will have come to his senses by then and will plan to return to his pack.”

      “Don’t count on it,” Dakota growled sharply.

      “Call me!” Catori grabbed her dad’s arm and nearly dragged him out.

      The instant they were gone, Dakota whisked me into his arms and pressed his forehead against mine, holding me there. Our connection surged under my skin, and I couldn’t help but run my fingers up to my mark on him, grazing over the bite mark. I couldn’t express the relief I experienced at biting all of them, and I knew he loved the reminder as well by the growl that left his throat.

      “I need to explain about my family,” he said, “but let’s get out of here first and decide what we’re going to do.”

      “Quickly,” Caedmon added from nearby. I shifted back from Dakota to see Caedmon standing in front of Julian—or maybe more Coffin than Julian—as he tried to calm him down.

      I didn’t know for sure what the catalyst for Coffin’s rage was, but if I had to guess, I’d say it was Hastain considering it was his body Caedmon was blocking.

      “By the way, how did you get everyone out of here?” I asked Dakota as we neared them. My mate chuckled softly with a dark edge but didn’t answer, which made me assume it included some level of threats. It didn’t bother me, though, especially knowing so many of them would have sided with Hastain.

      “Julian,” I called softly as we neared, and immediately the man turned to look at me. Surprisingly, it wasn’t just Coffin that was vibrating with anger. No, it was Julian as well, and his warm, golden brown eyes swirled with black that contrasted his natural warmth. It made sense, in a confusing way, similar to how he was looking at me with affection but was obviously angry.

      “Preciosa,” he rumbled, and I nearly curled up against his chest, the tension in his body releasing. From the day I met Julian on the train, his raw earth scent had called to me in a way I’d never experienced before, and now it made so much sense—not only was he my mate, but we’d met before. He was the one who’d disguised me as a bitten wolf, before Coffin had joined him.

      Finding him had been like coming home.

      Looking up into his warm gaze, I couldn’t help but appreciate his chiseled jaw and the way his dimples accented the golden warmth of his skin. Julian was so captivating, and I didn’t hesitate to run my hands up his neck, across his bite, and softly touch the ends of his navy hair. I let out a surprised moan as he sealed his lips to mine in a heated kiss, his cold tongue piercing swiping against my lips.

      “Julian.” Caedmon’s sharp tone had the man pulling back and offering a low rumble that sounded much more like Coffin than Julian—more animal than man. It did draw my attention to my lycan mate, who despite looking frustrated seemed far less tense than he had during the dinner. Largely, no doubt, because his father was gone.

      Which reminded me—I nearly flew into Caedmon’s arms and hugged him tightly, burying my head against his chest. I didn’t need to explain why, at least I didn’t think so, and after a single surprised second he wrapped his arms around me and tucked me under his chin. Dakota said something that had Julian responding, but I was far more focused on comforting the cinnamon-and-spice scented man that was holding me.

      Caedmon was so many wonderful things, most of which he didn’t see in himself because of how he had been raised, but I wanted to show him. My confidence in our relationship had grown so much recently, especially after I’d marked him, and I was no longer holding back when it came to him. Even if my own insecurities got the best of me sometimes.

      When his hand slid under my jaw and tipped it up, his dark green eyes flashed with gold that had me nearly melting. Despite the man viewing so much of life in a cold and clinical light, he was so warm, like something out of a fantasy novel. He was beautiful, from his dark hair and olive skin tone, his only imperfection a single scar on his upper lip. Though I could hardly call it that because it only made me want to kiss it more. Kiss him more. As if knowing, he brushed his lips against mine.

      “Thank you, mon ange.”

      My angel. That was what that meant—that was how he viewed me. I couldn’t even begin to explain how insane that was to me, that someone as beautiful and untouchable as Caedmon viewed me as an angel.

      “Always,” I murmured.

      “You should have come to us, Tore, that’s all I’m saying.” Tore’s father’s voice had me turning in Caedmon’s arms as he stepped back from his son, disappointment painted across his face. “You have an entire pack for support.”

      “I do,” Tore agreed, motioning to the group of us. “I have an entire pack right here. When I left home, you knew I wasn’t coming back.”

      Tore’s father swallowed as sadness filled his gaze. I walked over to Tore and leaned against his side as his father moved his attention from the floor back to his son. “We all miss you. Your mom misses you.”

      Tore’s jaw tightened. “You haven’t come here once, not until you heard I had a mate, so it’s hard for me to believe that.”

      “You know it’s hard with the pack—”

      “And the pack comes before your own children,” Tore bit out. “I know.”

      His father’s face filled with remorse as he shook his head. “I didn’t disagree with your actions—”

      “Right.” Tore chuckled before shaking his head, frustration clear on his face. “Listen, I don’t want to talk about this, especially not with Effie right here. Hopefully you can understand that.”

      “Of course,” he said, then met my gaze. “Effie Harlow, it’s good to meet you. I wish it was under better circumstances.”

      “Same,” I stated softly, although I wasn’t positive that was the case.

      “Just consider visiting, Tore,” he said a final time before turning to walk out. Tore exhaled and shook his head, making me feel a stab of sadness for him as we were left in silence. Hastain was the only one left, unconscious on the floor.

      No one had picked him up. It showed me that even if people would have agreed with him tonight, it would have been out of fear rather than loyalty.

      Or maybe my mates hadn’t let anyone help him.

      “We need to talk,” Ryder said. “Decide what to do.”

      “We need to leave here,” Caedmon added immediately. “Soon.”

      I nibbled my lip. “If we planned on going forward with what she said…” I paused, not wanting to give too many details since Hastain was still in the room. “Where would we need to go first?”

      “Where the true magic was lost,” Ryder hissed. “My home.”
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      Normally I considered myself a collected and rational man, but not at this moment.

      I was burning alive with fury, my kitsune magic and instincts rolling under my skin, demanding that we do something to fix this. All of this. Everything that threatened our mate. From seeing the man that had hung onto my life like a dark shadow, waiting in the wings ready to infect everything, to the true danger that my mate was now in. More than she probably even realized.

      From Hastain.

      From everyone who placed perceived ‘breeding’ value on her.

      From our families—fuck, especially my family. I had seen the look in my grandfather’s eyes, how pleased he’d been to know I’d found my mate and what it would mean for our family line. It was so fucked up.

      I was just thankful that he hadn’t seen the mark on her arm.

      A mark that would tell him so much more than I was comfortable with him knowing. Although, if we were going to go back ‘home’ even for a small moment, then there would still be plenty of opportunities for him to see it. Which was only one reason to keep her away.

      I didn’t want to go back there to begin with, and I didn’t want Effie stepping foot in that damn palace, let alone the country. Which is why I had some semblance of a plan on how we could avoid him. It wasn’t perfect, but it would at least prevent my grandfather and uncle from being in the country with us the entire time.

      “Ryder,” Effie said as she packed a small bag of belongings for our trip—including a miniature snow globe, wrapped in not nearly enough clothing, at least in my mind. Then again, I always felt an uncontrollable urge to ensure that Effie had everything she could desire; even the smallest need felt like a compulsion to me.

      I wasn’t as bad as Caedmon, though…probably.

      “Yes, kitten?” I asked, my voice rough as she stepped away from her bag and approached where I was sitting in her desk chair. The minute she was within reach, I tugged her forward between my legs and examined her gorgeous face. Her muscles were tense as I ran my hands along her frame, and I knew tonight had affected her far more than she even realized or would admit to.

      “You seem tense,” she whispered, making me nearly smile at our similar thought process. Her fingers ran through my hair, hesitantly at first, until I leaned into her touch. Then she dug her fingers deeper, making my chest produce a deep rumble. I fucking loved her touch.

      “We don’t have to go,” I said, wrapping my hand gently around the back of her neck and grazing my thumb over the column of her throat. She let out a small breathy sound at the touch, and my cock took way too much notice of the needy sound, already impossibly hard as she moved forward and brushed her lips against mine.

      I loved how she responded to my touch, and even more so, I loved that she had started to trust me more, to give me more of her. A groan nearly left my throat thinking about her on that desk as I’d teased her, talking about knocking her up before she marked me. This woman was going to kill me.

      “We do.” She hesitated, her desire dampening as sadness invaded her features. “Think about what she said, about all of the women in trouble.”

      The worst part was that I didn’t disagree at all.

      I not only believed that there was a threat to women at the hands of men like Hastain, and there most likely had been for years, but it was clear that Mona—whether she was Effie’s mom or not—was extremely powerful.

      Powerful enough to scare my grandfather, which had been more than gratifying in its own right. Powerful enough that I had no doubt she understood and had more information than we did on what was going on right now. Powerful enough to make my magic react so negatively that it almost seemed impossible she would be Effie’s mother—but I couldn’t deny that they did look similar in some ways.

      Her magic also had a familiar feel—different from Effie’s, but it gave off the same aura.

      “I know what she said…” I drew out, examining her dipped brow and clouded gaze.

      “You don’t think she’s lying, right? I mean, she wouldn’t have me run around to unlock powers that didn’t actually exist, right?” Effie asked. “I don’t want to put any of you in danger… I don’t know, all of this seems so silly to even consider. I mean, she can’t actually be my mom, right? That would mean I have divine powers. That I’m from the divine realm. Crap, Ryder, maybe this is a bad idea, but if unlocking my power and then opening the gate is what will save these women and cement our bond, I—”

      Interrupting her anxious ramble, I kissed her hard, tightening my hold on her neck and gently tugging her down onto my lap. I groaned as she nibbled my bottom lip and dug her hands into my hair, eagerly meeting my kiss. I ran a hand over her ass and gripped it, loving how fucking perfectly she fit in my hands. Like she was made for me.

      Effie was made for me.

      Finally breaking away, nearly causing me to scowl, she flushed at the way I was looking at her, my expression no doubt betraying my need. “If we keep kissing, I’m never going to pack, and we need to go.”

      “I like the idea of continuing to kiss you,” I argued, digging my fingers into her hip.

      “Ryder,” she whispered.

      “Kiss me again. Give me your lips, kitten.”

      Her lips pressed to mine softly, and I groaned as she ran her tongue over my bottom lip, causing my cock to jerk against her center. At that moment, I had to fight the urge to lay her out and take her right on her dorm floor, and when I finally pulled back, my magic tightened around us with a roar of possessiveness, wanting to keep this woman in my grasp forever.

      “Alright,” I rumbled, frustrated with my lack of control. “Finish packing, kitten.”

      “Okay,” she said breathlessly while standing.

      I stood after a long moment of trying to collect myself, walking towards the door before looking back at her once more. I had to admit, the dorm room had easily become a perfect space for her. The light from the shelves for the snow globes fell onto her perfect form, and while I knew we couldn’t stay here, I hated the idea of changing Effie’s home once again. She felt safe here, and she was happy; it felt wrong to have to fucking leave.

      I continued to stare, loving the way that her oversized sweater, which she had swapped for the dress she had been wearing earlier, hugged her hips and drew my attention to her ass. Her hair fell almost to her waist, making me want to wrap it around my fist while I bent her over—

      “Ryder. What’s the plan?”

      I turned sharply to find Dakota and the others sitting in the living room of the triangle-shaped dorm. The luxurious living space, featuring a view of Lake Michigan, seemed to exist outside of the school, like it was floating above it. It was no wonder it was reserved for the blood-bonded packs and the wealthiest students at the school.

      “The plan?” I leaned against the wall outside of her room. “We don’t know if Mona is being honest. I can tell you that she isn’t lying about the divine realm and that I believe her about the women being in danger, but as for Effie’s heritage and their connection? Or if she has true magic? I can’t confirm.

      “We know Effie is lykos, possibly even more. And the pendant she has…well, it would make sense if she came from the divine realm, having that in her possession. Mona has nothing to gain from Effie traveling to unlock these powers unless she tries to open the gate, so until Effie makes a decision on that element, it can’t hurt, in my mind. More so, if Mona is right about cementing our bond so no one can break it apart, then I would damn near say it’s essential we go.”

      “Plus,” Dakota pointed out, “I know Effie won’t want to risk the women’s safety if she has a chance to help them, so you’re right, Ryder. I say we go.

      “Effie wants to go—she’s hellbent on it,” I added.

      “So we go to your home, which is dangerous for Effie?” Tore rumbled, looking pissed.

      “Yes,” I admitted. “Which is why we’re leaving as soon as possible. We need to take my grandfather’s jet before he can—he’ll find his way back on his own, but we’ll have a head start. I’m hoping it’ll give us enough time to do what we need to without running into him; we’ll just need to figure out a way out of the country after. We can’t risk him realizing Effie is lykos, and the more time we spend around him, the more likely that is to happen.”

      The four of them thought on my words, and Caedmon finally nodded. “Okay, fine. Do we know where the jet is? Closest airport?”

      “Yeah, private.”

      “It’s probably better we leave as it is—even if we weren’t traveling overseas,” Dakota admitted.

      “I don’t want her on this damn campus anymore,” Julian agreed, his eyes moving to the door. “I think we need to consider withdrawing from the university before summer—I don’t want to take this away from Effie, but I also can’t handle the idea of her being in danger every day. Us marking her isn’t going to make a difference to Hastain, even if it should—in his mind, everything is bendable to his will.”

      I didn’t disagree in the least, and as much as I hated running, I hated the idea of her being in danger far, far more. I would do anything to keep my mate safe. And if there was a chance that this pathway would cement our bond to the point that it couldn’t be forcibly broken? Well, there was no question in my mind of our pathway forward.

      “Let’s see how this goes, and then we can start looking at other options,” Dakota suggested. “Ryder, I assume you know some other schools that would work for her interests?”

      “Yeah,” I mused softly, the list ever expanding as I got to know her more and more—there were so many places in this world that Effie would love. “I have more than a few ideas.”

      Ones that would take us across the country, if not international. I loved the idea of starting fresh somewhere—maybe my sister and her mates would move as well. My grandfather had hit the nail on the head, threatening my sister.

      Of course, nothing would ever come before my mate, but Aanya was the only part of my family that I maintained a genuine connection to. I would never leave her here—it wasn’t safe enough. It wasn’t safe for anyone with that bastard in charge.

      Effie walked to the door and offered all of us a small smile, her bag slung over her shoulder. “I’m good to go.”

      “No, you need a coat,” Tore rumbled. She nodded in agreement, her smile growing at his words. I had a feeling that Effie more than enjoyed how protective we were over her, which was good because it would absolutely never stop.

      After she was bundled up in a coat, Dakota, Caedmon, and Tore having gone downstairs to pack up the SUV and warm it up, Julian and I took her towards the elevator. The normally outgoing man was quiet, and I had a feeling it was because of his wolf. I still didn’t fully understand the details of his relationship with Coffin, but I could tell it wasn’t something he wasn’t completely in control of.

      Just the concept of that was enough to drive me mad, so I had sympathy for him.

      “Julian,” Effie said softly. “Are you okay with leaving? I feel like I didn’t get to ask what you guys wanted.” Her brow dipped. “In fact, I don’t know how any of you feel about leaving.”

      “We want what you want,” I said, even though my chest felt tight at the thought of returning to the place where I’d grown up.

      “I don’t mind leaving,” Julian drew out, “but what I do mind is that Hastain’s body is unconscious on the floor and not fucking obliterated.”

      Effie flinched at his tone, and I let out a low rumble, causing his gaze to dart to her and soften in apology. “Sorry, preciosa.”

      “It’s fine…I don’t mind that idea,” she whispered, then clarified, “About not having him around.”

      I arched my brow in curiosity. I had known Effie was getting more in touch with her wolf, I just hadn’t seen it expressed in quite this way yet, her not having much of a problem with the idea of violence. It made me feel like less of a bastard for wanting to destroy every fucker who thought they could take her from us.

      “That can be arranged,” Julian said easily. I smirked, loving that idea.

      I blinked in realization that maybe Julian wasn’t wrong—maybe Effie truly was unraveling me. In fact, I knew she was.

      When the elevator opened, Tore opened the main door of the building and the cold breeze blasted in. I narrowed my eyes at the snow coming down and realized we really needed to get out of here before a storm came to play and grounded our flight. Effie’s wolf made a pleased noise in her throat at the change in weather, even as my mate’s nose twitched uncomfortably. The contrast of what her wolf wanted and what she wanted was so damn adorable.

      “Up you go,” I instructed, lifting her into the front seat of the car and pulling the seatbelt over her chest. She flushed at the action, and I kissed her hard on the lips before rounding the car. It was my SUV, so I would drive, something that made me feel like I had a modicum of control over the world even though I actually had very little right now.

      The car was silent as I pulled away from campus, and I couldn’t help but wonder if it would be a good idea to ever come back here, or if somewhere else would be better.

      As I drove towards the private airport, one hand on the wheel and my other wrapped around her small leg, my thoughts moved to the last time I was home, before I left for university. It had been a long time since my grandfather or uncle had physically hurt me, especially once I grew larger than them, but that hadn’t stopped the emotional and mental abuse, the pressure and toll they had placed on me. It had been fucking exhausting.

      I hated the idea of Effie being tainted by any of it.

      “This is the airport?” Effie asked, leaning forward as we drove through the metal gates. “Why…why did I think they were larger?”

      “Have you never been to an airport?” I asked, my brow dipping. I knew she’d been sheltered, but it surprised me that she’d never even seen one.

      “Never,” she admitted. “Never even drove past one. There is an airport closer to the city, so I would see planes overhead, but yeah, never been.”

      “They are usually larger,” I explained easily, the others quiet as they listened. “This is a private airport, mainly for jets like my grandfather’s.”

      “I can’t believe your family owns a plane,” she murmured before looking back at the others. “I’ve never flown before…it’s not that scary, right? So many people do it.”

      I hoped she wouldn’t be scared, and I could hear the hope in her own voice. If she was…well, I would just have to do my best to distract her in any way that I could manage.

      “Not bad at all,” Caedmon assured her. She nodded, seeming content with that answer.

      The dark jet was stark against the white and gray snowy airport landscape. Lights dotted the area and the sky around us, small planes parked in the hangars nearby. Describing it as ‘a small rural airport’ was generous. I pulled to a stop in front of the jet as the captain walked down the steps to greet us, one of the attendants coming to take our bags.

      “Your grandfather is aware of the plans?” he asked, confused. He hadn’t seen me in years, so it wasn’t surprising.

      “He’s the one who suggested it,” I lied. I didn’t care if he knew—either way he got paid—but I figured it would ease his conscience if he didn’t think he was leaving someone behind.

      “Alright.” He nodded and motioned for us to go up the stairs. “Please make yourself comfortable—we have a long flight ahead of us.”

      We sure fucking did.

      Effie took everything in as we stepped into the gray and black interior, the low lighting creating a relaxed setting. Motioning for her to sit in one of the oversized leather chairs, I brought her a cashmere blanket and sat next to her, leaving the seat near the aisle open for one of her other mates.

      I wasn’t naturally a ‘team player,’ and I was extremely possessive over Effie…but I also wanted her happy. Really fucking happy, and if that meant dealing with the others, then I would do it the best I could.

      I just hoped that my best was enough—that it would make her happy.

      As the jet began to prepare for departure, Effie tensed and slid up the shared armrest between us, snuggling into my side. I secured my arm around her and grazed my lips against her temple.

      “I’m nervous,” she whispered.

      “Never need to be nervous with us around,” I promised.

      We would protect her with our lives.
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      When I woke up, I found that I was warm and flushed from being wrapped up in a blanket. Well, that and because of Dakota’s strong, muscular arms. His intense hold on me was both demanding and possessive, making my center clench with heat as a deeper blush crawled up my throat and onto my face.

      I didn’t even have to open my eyes to know it was Dakota, the feel of his lips pressed against my throat very familiar. He ran a hand up and over the curve of my waist in a hypnotic pattern, again and again, tracing my bare skin because my sweater had been pushed up as I slept, allowing his rough skin to saturate my body with warmth.

      “Little wolf,” he growled softly against my throat. “I need you to wake up.”

      “Why?” I asked groggily, tilting my head to the side so his lips could move up my neck. I had no idea how—I didn’t think it was possible that we had already made it to our destination—but we were somehow in a bed.

      Not only a bed, but an extremely luxurious one. I was thankful for it, having gotten an amazing night of sleep. Well, if it was nighttime even…

      “Because you’ve been rubbing your perfect ass against my cock for over two hours and I’m about to lose my shit,” he said, nipping my delicate skin. I moaned as heat exploded through my center, his fingers tightening on my waist in a wonderfully possessive grip. I pressed further back and moaned as his cock pressed against my butt, causing me to press my legs together, trying to find some level of friction and relief.

      “Effie,” he warned, running his fingers up the back of my neck and gripping my hair to freeze my movement. “I’m so damn close to snapping.”

      “I want that,” I admitted, blushing at my bluntness.

      He chuckled softly, the dangerous note causing me to shiver. “If I snap, I’m going to bury myself inside of you, little wolf. Are you sure you want that? Are you sure you want my cock inside of you and my teeth buried in your pretty throat? Nothing else will satisfy this urge to mark you.”

      “Dakota, please?” I whimpered, tilting my head back to meet his lips. “I want you. I really want you. I need you.”

      “Those fucking words,” he growled as his magic expanded out and ran across my skin. “Those fucking words are what I want to hear for the rest of my damn life.”

      “The rest of your life?” I asked breathlessly, overwhelmed by the serious note in his voice. I could tell he meant it—he truly meant the rest of his life.

      “Yes.” He slid a hand up my throat and stilled, his words soft. “The rest of our lives, and everything that comes with that. You’re my mate, Effie. You’re my everything.”

      “I love you,” I whispered, my voice filled with the intense, overpowering need that I felt for him.

      “Fuck,” he growled, rolling us so I was pinned beneath him, still tangled in blankets. “I love you so damn much. No matter what happens, I need you to always remember that. You take priority over everything. I will drop everything, leave everything, give up everything for you.”

      “I believe you,” I said shakily. Dakota met my lips in a hard kiss, demanding and rough as he explored my mouth and ran his tongue against mine, the erotic action making me jolt. His magic, our connection, expanded out and filled the room all at once, silencing everything else. No distractions. Nothing else outside the two of us.

      Dakota groaned, pulling back, his lips skimming my throat before he pulled away the blankets. My gaze briefly categorized that we were in some type of cabin, but that was all I could really focus on before he was tugging my shirt over my head, leaving me in a lace bra and my leggings. Though he made quick work of those, pulling them down my legs and leaving me nearly naked.

      “You’re too dressed,” I said breathlessly, wanting to see every inch of him.

      “I can fix that,” he said, his voice so rough it was hard to understand him. My mouth went dry as his shirt was discarded, in awe at the expanse of muscles and warm skin on display. I looked down at his moon belt buckle, trying my best to not writhe against the sheets at how incredibly hard he was. Clearly I did a crap job, though, as Dakota chuckled darkly. He gripped my hips, a groan leaving his throat as he took in my flushed skin and my hard nipples pressed against the lace of my bra.

      “Goddess, you’re a fucking vision, Effie.”

      “Dakota, I need—oh!”

      I whimpered as his mouth came over the lace of my bra, his teeth grazing my hard nipple before he tugged the fabric down. It was like a bolt of electricity slammed into me, everything turning into a haze of pleasure as I rocked my hips, frustrated at the lack of friction.

      I needed more, so much more of him.

      “I know what you need,” Dakota growled. “You don’t need to tell me, little wolf.”

      He traced his lips down my stomach, groaning as his nose skimmed the apex of my thighs. I whimpered, then heard a sudden snap as my panties were tossed aside, leaving me bare to him. Despite feeling slightly nervous, I unashamedly opened my legs further, wanting, needing him to see just how wet I was for him.

      “Holy shit, you smell so damn good,” he growled, the sound vibrating over my skin and making me tremble. I moaned in pure pleasure as his mouth met my center, Dakota wrapping his arms around my thighs to keep me in place as my hips bucked.

      When he toyed with my clit, rolling over it with his tongue, I nearly climaxed. My clit pulsed and my center clenched, needing more. More, more, more. So much more. Then he slipped a finger inside of me, and I absolutely exploded.

      “Such a good little wolf,” he praised, “coming on my mouth like that.”

      I whimpered at his words, gripping his hair as he licked up my release, his finger continuing to push in and out of me. Then he added a second, like he was trying to stretch me out to prepare me for his massive size.

      “I want more of you,” I whispered, my center clenching needily.

      “I know what you want.” His voice roughly played against my ears. “You want my cock inside of you. You want my cum inside of you. Don’t you, Effie?”

      “Yes,” I admitted breathlessly.

      Without delay, he tugged down his pants with one hand and freed his erection. I stared at the rigid length, loving how hard he was for me. As he continued to pump his fingers into and out of me, I soaked his fingers, growing more and more wet. I had no idea how he was going to fit inside of me, but I would do anything to make him fit. That was how badly I needed him.

      “Don’t worry, little wolf, I’ll fit,” he growled, reading my mind. I moaned in protest as he pulled his fingers out of me, licking them clean, but when he ran the tip of his cock against my pussy, hitting my clit, I jolted at the electric surge of need that ran through me.

      When the head of his cock pressed right at my entrance, I shivered with anticipation. I knew it would probably sting—after all, it hadn’t been that long since Tore was inside of me—but the pleasure would overtake all of that.

      When Dakota began to push inside of me, my entire body tightened as I gasped at the intrusion. He inched his hips forward and groaned, capturing my lips as I let out a moan of his name.

      “Fuck, I’m sorry, Effie,” he rumbled, his words a bit slurred. “Fuck, little wolf, you feel so fucking good.”

      “I feel so full,” I gasped, my nails gripping his muscular shoulders and probably breaking skin. “I love this—I love you.”

      My words ignited a flame under his skin, and he let out a feral noise, pulling back before pushing all the way back in, hitting a place so deep inside of me that white-hot pricks of pleasure dotted my skin. My fingers gripped the pillows above me as he started to pound in and out of me, causing my head to spin. My legs were shaking, and I moaned as his fingers teased my clit, his thumb rolling the tight bundle of nerves.

      “Tighten around me just like that, little wolf. Holy shit.”

      “I’m going to come,” I breathed out, trembling and losing my voice on a cry of his name. I squeezed around his cock, and my body shuddered with relief as a small orgasm rolled over me, allowing me to further adjust to his size and take as much of him as possible.

      “There you go,” he growled darkly. “You’re so wet, Effie. I want to get even deeper, though-will you let me do that, little wolf? Will you open up as much as possible so I can bury myself inside of you? Come deep inside of you?”

      A primal wave rolled over my skin, demanding my mate come inside of me. To mark me fully so that we would be forever connected.

      “Yes,” I nearly begged.

      “Good girl.” He pulled back, a whimper leaving my lips as he took his cock away and flipped me onto my stomach with a gentle but firm movement.

      I spread my legs for him immediately, and when he slid into my pussy again, I jolted forward, my eyes shutting as I moaned his name. When his hand gripped the back of my neck, I pressed my butt back against him, and he started to pound in and out of me in hard, deep strokes, so much so that I began to see stars from the intensity of it.

      I had no idea how he kept it up—the stamina the man exhibited was insane—but he was relentless, and the pleasure was turning my body into jelly. With a growl of my name, his lips came to the back of my neck and he bit down hard. A cry left my throat as satisfaction at our completed bond flooded everything.

      The position was so primal that I couldn’t help but completely detonate, calling out his name as my eyes rolled back. His cock pulsed larger inside of me before—

      “Effie!” he roared as he spilled inside of me, his seed filling my waiting center. My body sank into the bed as pure pleasure and contentment filled every element of my being. His grip on me was still hard as he continued to push in and out, like he was still coming and trying to keep his cum as deep as possible.

      When he finally pulled out, his lips ran over my ear. “I love you. I love you so damn much. I’m so sorry if I was too rough.”

      “No, never. That felt amazing,” I breathed out, rolling over so I could look up at him.

      “Understatement,” he groaned, his gaze moving between my legs where our mixed cum was leaking out. I watched as he ran his fingers over it before pushing some of it back in, causing me to whimper.

      “Shit.” Dakota blinked, almost as if emerging from a daze. “Let’s get cleaned up. I know you’re probably going to be sore—you’re already pink.”

      That didn’t surprise me, but I also knew how my mates were, so unless it was really bad, I wasn’t going to admit I was even a tiny bit sore—I wanted them far too much for that.

      As Dakota gently picked me up, I took the opportunity to admire the space we were in, a gorgeous bedroom with an attached bathroom. Dakota turned on the shower, and I frowned in confusion but followed him under the hot steam. The sensation across my skin was absolutely wonderful.

      “Are we at a hotel?”

      “No, still flying,” he explained, brushing his nose against mine. I let out a happy sigh as I tried to rationalize that. I had no clue how long this trip was or which airport and city we were landing in. Hadn’t Aanya said her parents lived in Kyoto? How far was that from Wisconsin in a jet?

      Dakota distracted me, dipping his head to press his lips against mine before kneeling in front of me. I trembled as my wolf made a curious noise at the submissive position he was in, though somehow Dakota made it look anything but. As he began to wash me with soap, I closed my eyes and let out a pleasure-filled sound. I wanted to return the favor when he was done, because this felt wonderful.

      “What’s wrong?” Dakota had suddenly paused, his dark gaze moving up my body. I shivered at the raw heat there, but there was something else there as well.

      He stood, backing me up against the wall, capturing my face between his hands and pressing his forehead to mine. “I took you hard; are you really okay? I didn’t mean to lose control like that.”

      “Dakota, I feel amazing,” I said honestly.

      Relief filled his gaze, but then guilt infused it. “I…I made a mistake, Effie.”

      “What?” I tilted my head in confusion.

      “Before I took you, I should have told you everything.”

      “Everything?” I parroted.

      “What brought me here—what brought me to Silver Falls University,” he said, looking angry at himself. “What I haven’t told you about my past.”

      “Oh,” I whispered, relieved that it wasn’t something about us mating. I could handle anything from my mate’s past, or at least I was pretty sure I could. They understood mine so well, and I would always strive to do the same. “What haven’t you told me?”

      Dakota placed an arm over my head, his wet, muscular body distracting me as he spoke softly, his forehead still pressing against mine. “Our pack is fairly small—powerful, but small—and we’re located near the city. There is…was a rival pack in the mountains though, one that was small enough and unthreatening enough that we let it exist without much thought. Until we began getting reports about them shifting and attacking humans. That alone could have been understandable…”

      “How?” I frowned in confusion.

      “Totemic wolves are created through a ritual that allows the spirit of a wolf to become a balanced and connected part of them,” Dakota explained, almost as if it were a speech he’d memorized. “Which is where my magic comes from. However, unless you’re an alpha, you lose your mental connection to your human side when shifted. Which is why alpha dominance is so important in those situations, because they’re the only one able to control their pack. So because of that, we approached their alpha.”

      “Did they know?”

      “Yes. They appeared apologetic about it and even asked for resources and help, but something about it felt off,” Dakota said. “So that night, I snuck back to their pack lands and waited and watched, and I overheard a conversation between the alpha and beta. Not only were they purposefully attacking humans, but they were using their deaths to fuel their magic. I didn’t fully understand how, but their method was obviously successful because despite their small numbers, they appeared to grow only stronger day after day.”

      “Crap,” I murmured.

      “So I went and told my father, which is when he revealed that they had been responsible for transgressions like this before. Apparently it had gotten my mother killed,” he growled.

      “Dakota,” I whispered, my chest squeezing in pain.

      “I was enraged, of course, especially that he hadn’t put a stop to them after that,” he spit out. “I’d never lost control of my wolf, but two nights later the pack attacked us in the middle of the night, and the accumulation of everything I’d learned… Well, I just snapped.”

      “Snapped?”

      Dakota closed his eyes. “You can’t leave me, Effie. I should’ve told you before, and I’m a bastard for not, but I marked you, so you can’t leave me.” Though the words themselves were forceful, he delivered them with a plea.

      “Nothing you tell me could make me want to leave you,” I assured him.

      Pulling back, he examined my face before admitting, “I slaughtered all of them. Every single wolf who came to attack us. I ripped them to pieces with my own teeth.”

      Oh.

      Oh wow.

      My eyes went wide before I asked, “All of them?”

      His gaze darkened. “All of them, little wolf. The ones the pack had left behind, who were not involved in that night—mainly the women and children—were absorbed into our pack following the incident.”

      A shuddered breath left me as I considered the information, trying to figure out how I felt about it. After a few moments of searching, I found that I felt nothing but relief that he had told me. More so, there was a sense of righteousness that came from my wolf, knowing what the other pack had done and how they’d taken Dakota’s mother from him and Catori.

      “You can’t leave me,” Dakota repeated, mistaking my silence for what he feared the most. I wasn’t used to hearing such desperation in his voice.  “I’m serious, Effie. I won’t let you.”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” I said quickly, relief washing over him as he evaluated my expression and found truth. “I love you, Dakota, and while I don’t love violence, you acted as you felt necessary to protect your family and to not let what happened to your mom happen again.”

      It also proved what I had already known about Dakota—that he was willing to sacrifice everything, his own mortality and even sanity, to protect those he loved.

      “It’s why I can’t go back to my pack. It’s why I was sent to Silver Falls.”

      “Sent to me,” I corrected. “I love you.”

      He groaned. “Fuck, I don’t deserve you. I love you too.”

      “Yes you do,” I whispered.

      “No, he fucking doesn’t,” Caedmon growled from the door to the bathroom, causing me to tense, but Dakota only chuckled.  “He’s a selfish bastard, keeping you prisoner.”

      “Wait,” I said in realization, talking under my breath to Dakota. “Was everyone up when we…”

      “No,” Caedmon said, his voice rough. I guess I hadn’t spoken as quietly as I thought. “But we woke up, mon ange. There was no chance of us sleeping with you making those noises. Dakota, you better bring her out soon.” Then he was gone.

      Dakota smirked. “Oops.”

      “You knew they were up!” I accused, my cheeks flushing bright pink.

      “Serves them right.” Dakota brushed my nose.

      “Why?”

      “You have no idea how much I had to fight to get them to fuck off and out of the bedroom,” he grunted before smiling. “Completely worth it.”

      “Understatement,” I said, nibbling my lip. Complete understatement.
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      I’d been overwhelmed by the idea of wealth from the moment I’d come to Silver Falls University, specifically since meeting Caedmon and Ryder. I hadn’t even realized how wealthy someone could be until then.

      The knowledge of how little I had felt like a weight on my chest, making me feel inferior compared to them. Not good enough. Not for them, not for this experience, not for this life. Not for any of it, really.

      But then I remembered the men behind the wealth. I remembered that it didn’t matter to them, that it was just a tool, in their mind. That it wasn’t something to judge someone by.

      Although I had to admit, in moments like this, buckled up as we landed a private jet in Kyoto—more than half a world away from where I’d been before—it became harder to remember. It became harder to feel grounded in that knowledge.

      “Mon ange, I can feel you thinking.” Caedmon’s voice was a low rumble from my right side, Julian’s hand intertwined with mine to the left. Since coming out of that back room, he’d held me captive on his lap, rubbing his nose against his bitten mark as if trying to imprint his scent on me.

      Well, trying wasn’t accurate because I’m positive that is exactly what he was doing. I wouldn’t lie, I loved it. I loved whenever my mates did anything like that—anything that brought our wolves closer. I loved all of it, and even now, with his eyes closed, he clearly had no intention of letting go of my hand.

      “I am thinking a lot,” I admitted, looking around the jet and letting out a small breath. “It’s just a lot, the jet and going to a new country. I’ve barely even been anywhere in the U.S.! It’s just…a lot.”

      My response felt lame. I wasn’t telling Caedmon anything he didn’t already know, but I wasn’t sure how to express how I was feeling. I didn’t want to sound like it was a bad thing, because I wanted to have new experiences with my mates…it was just intimidating.

      Caedmon looked concerned, and maybe slightly confused. “I want you to be comfortable more than anything. If this makes you uncomfortable—”

      “No,” I promised, squeezing his hand. “Don’t change a thing—I’m thankful Ryder thought of the jet; I just need to get used to it. I don’t want anyone to change because of me, okay?”

      Caedmon nodded, looking more perplexed than even before. “I…I’m confused.”

      Julian chuckled but didn’t say anything, Caedmon narrowing his eyes but otherwise ignoring him.

      “About what?”

      “Sometimes you like the things I spoil you with, but other times I know it makes you uncomfortable. I just don’t understand where the line is.”

      Oh.

      “I guess I’m figuring it out also,” I admitted. “I like when you get me things because it makes you happy, not because of the actual thing. So when it’s something like a jet where we’re using it just as a part of normal life…that’s the overwhelming part.”

      Caedmon inhaled and nodded. “So I’ll just make everything a gift.”

      I broke into a giggle, tilting my head up and looking at his lips. A beautiful smile stole over his face, and he gently pressed his lips to mine before deepening the kiss. I think he was being serious, but the suggestion had been adorable, I wouldn’t lie. That also wasn’t a word I would normally ever use to describe Caedmon.

      “Not everything,” I said against his lips. “If this is your lifestyle, I want to get used to it, because I can tell you’re comfortable with it. Just may take a little bit.”

      “Anything you need is yours,” he promised. “I know that probably doesn’t help, but it’s true.”

      I knew it was.

      He inhaled and looked out the window. It was nighttime in Kyoto—around nine p.m. but on the following day, as we had been flying for nearly thirteen hours.

      “I wish we were traveling for leisure,” he said. “I want to show you so many places, Effie, and I want to do it without pressure or threats hanging over your head.”

      “I feel like I’ve brought all of this on you,” I whispered.

      His throat produced a rumble. “No. I go where you go; it’s that simple.”

      And I believed that completely.

      Suddenly a bump caused the plane to jolt, and I let out a small whimper of panic. Caedmon had distracted me successfully for most of our descent, but now…well, now I was feeling every bump. I curled into my seat as Caedmon cursed, and Julian sat up fully from his lounge position, tightening his hand in mine reassuringly.

      “Just a bit of turbulence,” he promised, although his eyes held more concern than I would’ve liked. Luckily, it really did appear to be turbulence, only occurring a few more times, and when we landed it became clear that the reason was the storm that was hovering over the airport.

      It felt almost like a sign as lightning and thunder cracked, the jet going dark and allowing us to see the storm in its full glory. When we’d come to a full stop and the lights in the cabin came back on, I stood up and stretched.

      “There’s a car ready to take us where we need to go,” Ryder said, his face filled with tension. I knew he hated being back here, and I found myself feeling guilty, not for the first time, for bringing him into this.

      I stepped into the aisle, Caedmon and Julian moving towards the front of the plane as Ryder walked over to me, his brow dipped.

      “Don’t, Effie,” he murmured, brushing a piece of hair from my face. I guess the guilt was evident on my face.

      “I can’t help it,” I said, my eyes downcast. “I know you don’t want to be here.”

      “I want to be with you,” he argued, tilting my chin up so I had to hold his gaze. “More than anything, I want to be with you.”

      Nodding, I followed him through the jet towards where Tore was waiting. Ryder moved past as the fenrir wolf stopped me and helped me put on a coat. I was staring up at him with affection, heat lighting his eyes like a wildfire there before he grasped my jaw and kissed me hard. I sighed happily against his lips while melting into him, my hand sliding up to the center of his chest.

      “I love that you smell like all of us,” he murmured, looking almost confused by his own words. I knew from experience that fenrir wolves weren’t nearly as in touch with their animalistic sides as other wolf types, but Tore was very much the exception. I think he was still getting used to it, though.

      “I always want to,” I admitted.

      “That won’t be a problem,” he rumbled, his eyes flashing with uncertainty. “I need you to promise me something, lil bit.”

      “Okay,” I agreed instantly.

      “Since mating, my magic has been all over the place,” he leveled, “especially in reaction to you. If I take anything too far or start to scare you, if I’m too aggressive towards other people, or possessive, I need you to stop me or at least call me out on it. The thoughts I’m having are irrational, and I never want to freak you out.”

      “Like what?” I asked, more curious than anything else.

      He shook his head. “I don’t even want to say, especially the violent ones. Just promise me.”

      I didn’t want to lie to him. “If I feel scared, I’ll say something,” I promised. “But Tore…I like you being possessive, and I like when you act on your wolf magic. I like it a lot.”

      A deep rumble left his throat, sounding far from human. “I’ll remember that, lil bit.”

      I hoped he did.

      The captain appeared at that moment, handing us an umbrella as Ryder motioned for us to come down a set of stairs. The rain poured from above and the wind whipped against my jacket, but the dark SUV was parked right at the bottom of the stairs, so I was quickly ushered in. The heat from it immediately surrounded me as I slid in and positioned myself between Dakota and Tore, the first wrapping a hand around my thigh possessively.

      Despite the ever-present intense energy when it came to Dakota, he seemed different—as if our mating had calmed him down, made his magic relax a bit. I understood that completely though—I couldn’t express the relief I’d felt at finally marking all of my mates.

      “How far is the drive?” Julian asked as Ryder got in, the door closing and the SUV taking off.

      “To the estate? Probably twenty or so minutes. My parents will be there to greet us, no doubt.”

      “And that’s okay?” Tore asked, looking immediately concerned and protective. “I thought we were avoiding your family.”

      “They hate my grandfather.” He sighed, adding, “Sort of.”

      “I’m going to meet your parents?” I asked.

      Ryder’s eyes warmed. “Yes, kitten, but don’t worry—they’re harmless.”

      Somehow I doubted that.

      As the conversation turned more casual, my eyes grew heavy, the exhaustion of traveling catching up to me.

      

      “Effie.”

      Theresa’s voice had me nearly jumping out of my skin as she appeared behind me, yanking on the back of my shirt. “What the fuck are you doing?”

      “Cooking,” I whimpered, staring down at the pan where chicken was sizzling, wondering how I had messed up this time. “I’m cooking dinner for us.”

      Theresa turned me around sharply and narrowed her eyes, moving them over my shoulder. “More like wasting our food—why would I want to eat something like that?”

      Tears stung my eyes at her harsh words. I knew I wasn’t good at cooking by any means, but I’d been trying to do something special since it was the anniversary of them taking me in.

      “Right, this was silly,” I said, blinking away tears. “I can stop—”

      “I’ll take over,” Theresa scoffed. “Go. Outside, now.”

      I felt like a dog being punished from the house.

      Without another word I slipped out the door, immediately regretting not grabbing a jacket but also not wanting to go back in there. Suddenly the sound of her television show began blasting, and I realized she’d wanted me out of the house mostly to just have alone time. Somehow that felt worse than her hating my cooking. I wiped at my eyes angrily, hating that I was shedding tears over her.

      It had been four years. I should’ve been used to this by now. Somehow, though, it always hurt. Their harsh words, their disapproval—all of it…hurt. It just really hurt.

      I made my way down the stairs and into the back yard— if you could call the space between the apartment building and garage that—sitting on the stone step and examining the evening skies above. I was tempted to shift, my wolf nearly whining to get out, but shifting on a Saturday night was a bad idea. Everyone would be out drinking, and I would only become a target. Throwing glass bottles at me was a game everyone seemed to enjoy around here.

      “Effie.”

      I stilled as a shadowed figure stepped up to the chain-link fence of our pitiful back yard. Then again, it was the only one I had known. The large spacious ones on television were something out of a dream and completely unattainable.

      “Yeah?” I asked softly.

      “It’s me. Frankie.”

      Oh. Frankie from school.

      I crossed my arms around my knees. “Oh, hey, Frankie. What’s up?”

      “I haven’t seen you in school for a while.”

      It didn’t surprise me that he’d noticed my absence. Frankie had always been relatively nice to me. Not a friend by any means, but he’d once given me a pencil when I’d forgotten my own, so that was cool of him.

      “Yeah,” I said, trying to sound casual. “Decided to do school from home.”

      “Because of Mars?” he asked, cutting right to the chase.

      “Yeah,” I admitted.

      “I wish I’d known it was that—”

      “Frankie, what the fuck are you doing talking to this fucking weirdo?”

      My metaphorical hackles rose at the sound of a female voice that belonged to someone who hated me. I couldn’t even remember her name, but the cruel voice? Couldn’t forget it.

      A group of kids around my age gathered around the fence as Frankie offered me an apologetic look. They were on their way to the bars for the night, something I had no interest in.

      “Just saying—”

      “Nothing,” I announced. “He wasn’t saying anything.”

      I slipped inside right as a bottle cracked against the door, causing me to whimper. I looked up, hearing Theresa’s show still blasting, and sank against the wall in the dirty hallway. The light flickered as tears once again leaked from my eyes.

      Was it always going to be like this?

      

      I knew now the answer was ‘no.’ And while I’d been miserable at the time, it had given me a perspective I was now thankful for.

      As I blinked my eyes open, I let out a surprised gasp. Dakota was kneeling in front of me, his arms on either side of my hips as he studied my face. The rest of the car was silent, and it took me a minute for me to realize that everyone was staring at me in concern. I swallowed uncomfortably, my fingers lifting to brush the tears from my cheek.

      “Bad dream,” I said, hoping the simple explanation would be enough.

      “How bad?” Tore asked.

      “Not horrible,” I promised. “More about how lonely I was.” I knew it sounded pathetic, but I also knew that my mates wouldn’t judge me for it.

      “Dakota?” Caedmon asked. I knew it wasn’t that he didn’t believe me, but Dakota’s reaction did make it seem like it was worse than—

      “It was fucking bad,” Dakota said roughly. “The people in that pack deserve to die.” He shook his head and came to sit next to me, adding, “But she’s not wrong, that’s what it was about.”

      Ryder let out a low, dark noise as Julian tightened his grip on my hand and pressed a kiss to my shoulder. I loved how close we were in this car, but at the moment, with all their attention focused directly on me, it felt overwhelming.

      Luckily, it appeared fate was on my side because at that moment we passed through a pair of gates. My mouth dropped open as I looked out the window, all other thoughts and memories wiped away by pure shock.

      “It’s a palace. Your home is a palace, Ryder.”

      The driveway, which was nearly as large as the runway we took off from, was lined with manicured gardens. The shrubs were lit in a way that showed off their beautiful geometric structures, adding a luxurious ambiance to the experience of driving up to the marble castle. The house was both classic and somehow modern, transcending normal expectations and size. I literally couldn’t see where it ended, the massive obsidian doors taking up most of my attention.

      Well, that and the attendants running outside in the rain—nearly twenty of them.

      “Damn.” Dakota whistled.

      “No shit,” Julian muttered.

      Their reactions made me feel moderately better, and even Tore appeared surprised. Caedmon seemed intrigued but not surprised, which confirmed everything I needed to know—that Ryder and he lived very similar lives, ones that I couldn’t even begin to grasp even though I was now deeply involved in them.

      “It’s not my home,” Ryder got out roughly, motioning for me to come across the car towards him. I crawled over the others and placed myself on his lap, burying my nose against his throat.

      I wouldn’t lie, I felt like a chicken right now. I didn’t want to go out there, but I also knew that if he was here and holding me, the experience wouldn’t be nearly as intimidating.

      “And what is your home?” I asked, breathing in his scent.

      “With you,” he said immediately. “And wherever we decide to make a home—wherever you want to live, kitten.”

      I loved that. I knew Kirkwall wasn’t the place for us—at least not the permanent place—I just wasn’t sure what was the place.

      As an attendant came to the car and offered us an umbrella, Ryder instructed them about the bags. Instead of bringing them in, he had them put in another car, which told me we wouldn’t be here for long. Something I was more than comfortable with because his place scared the heck out of me.

      A line of attendants stood outside the front doors to welcome us into the palace, and without missing a beat, Ryder led me inside. My shoes made a squeaking noise against the marble and I flushed, feeling completely underdressed for the occasion. Luckily, the others were dressed casually as well, so it made me feel moderately better.

      “We’re going to handle this quickly,” Ryder assured me as he led me down a hallway. “My parents will show us where to go.”

      I nodded, feeling on edge about meeting his parents and not for the same reason I’d been nervous to meet the others. No, this was because he and his parents had a relatively okay relationship—at least not a bad one like my other mates had with their parents—which meant I wanted them to like me, and I knew I wasn’t the best at first impressions.

      We turned and stepped into a private office decorated with gold wallpaper and ornate cherry furniture. His parents were in the middle of a discussion and didn’t notice us at first, so I had a moment to study each of them. His mom looked just like Aanya, from the dark, almost purple hair to her elegant, lean stature covered in an expensive black dress. She had a grace about her, almost ethereal. Ryder’s dad, who looked similar to his son, had a power signature that vibrated in its intensity. The two of them made a picture perfect couple.

      “Ryder!” his mom exclaimed as she finally noticed us, moving across the room so fast it surprised me. He’d said she was human, right? I wasn’t positive she was just that though.

      I tried to step back, not wanting to interrupt their hug, but Ryder kept me by his side with one arm as he wrapped the other around his mom in greeting. “Mom, glad to see you and Dad are doing okay in this prison.”

      “It’s not that bad,” she promised, though her eyes were filled with sadness. Then she caught sight of the others behind us, and the sadness disappeared as quickly as it’d arrived.  “Hi, boys. I’m so happy to meet you—any friends of Ryder’s are welcome here.”

      My mates exchanged greetings as his dad approached, drawing my attention. His head tilted, studying the group. “Ryder, your sister—”

      “Is not here, and we won’t be for long.”

      “Your grandfather will be livid,” he said, his eyes moving to me. “Especially if you took the jet and left him stranded.”

      “That’s right, he went for the mate announcement,” Ryder’s mom said to herself, then looked at me with a soft smile. “Which means you must be Effie.”

      So they knew about me being Ryder’s mate? Had he told them? Had his grandfather? Or had Aanya mentioned it? I knew she talked to her parents fairly often.

      “It’s nice to meet both of you,” I offered, hoping that was truly the case.

      “It’s nice to meet you as well; I just don’t understand why my son would bring you here,” Ryder’s dad bit out. “Son, you know the risk associated with involving her in any way—”

      “We need access to the Homura Stone.”

      Both of his parents froze, an odd look coming over his father’s face. “What? Why?”

      “I can’t explain,” Ryder said, “but it’s why we came here, even though we don’t have much time before he returns.”

      “Something is going on,” his mom said softly, looking between the two of us.

      “Something big,” Ryder confirmed.

      With a sharp nod, his father looked towards the door. “We’ll show you where you need to go, then.”
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      I didn’t know what to look for—and had no clue what the Homura Stone would look like—but the further we went into the estate, the warmer my pendant grew against my skin, which I assumed was a good sign.

      Or maybe it wasn’t a good sign. I had no idea. Honestly, it was much easier to focus on that than the awkwardness between Ryder and his parents.

      They were talking, at least his mom was, but it was very surface-level. There was anger on Ryder’s end, changing the tone of his voice to one I’d never heard before. I had a feeling it was about them choosing to return here even after everything they knew he’d been through at the hands of his grandfather.

      It was really confusing especially because I now knew that when Ryder was a child, they’d left him with his abusive grandfather while they and Aanya moved to another country to be safe. But now that Ryder was an adult, they were back in Japan… I had to be missing something. Especially since their love for their children was clear to me in the way they asked about Aanya and looked at their son.

      I didn’t know for sure, but I had a feeling that their choice to return was based on more than just wanting to come ‘home.’

      The others were following behind us, and I knew they were uncomfortable as well because all of them were silent. Although Julian, who seemed a bit more relaxed now, offered me a wink when I looked over my shoulder. I fought the urge to go back to them, knowing Ryder needed my support right now.

      “I have to ask why,” Ryder’s dad said. “Why do you need to see the stone? You’ve never held any interest in it.”

      “It’s really not important—”

      “It really is,” Ryder’s mom argued. “And dangerous, especially if he finds out.”

      Ryder softened at his parents’ concern. “Something is happening at Silver Falls, and we need to get our eyes on the stone. We can’t really say more than that.”

      “Just try to be as quick as possible when we get in there,” Mr. Bosu said after a small nod of understanding.

      “Speaking of school, I haven’t heard from your sister since last week.” His mom’s brows dipped. “How is she doing? Effie, have you met Aanya?”

      “Yes.” I smiled. “She was one of my first friends at Silver Falls. She seems like she’s doing really well. Her mates are really nice also; I’m not sure if you’ve met them yet—” Realizing I was rambling, I cut myself off, but Ryder’s mom had eagerly absorbed every word, a smile flitting to her lips.

      “I haven’t. I’m so glad both our children found their mates. That’s all I can ask for as a mom,” she said wistfully, Mr. Bosu nodding in agreement.

      Ryder’s lips tipped in the smallest smile at her words, one that he couldn’t hide despite his best efforts. Maybe…maybe this would be good, this trip. Maybe it would help his relationship with his parents. Not that it was any of my business…

      No, I needed to stop thinking like that. Ryder was bringing me into his life; I wasn’t being invasive. At least I hoped I wasn’t.

      I hated feeling this insecure, but these were situations I had never been in before, so I was playing it all by ear.

      “We’re nearly there,” Mr. Bosu said as we traveled down a set of stairs that led underground. I’d always imagined basements to be dark and dank like the one in my old apartment building, but this space only grew more luxurious as we descended, the lighting creating a cozy atmosphere.

      There were also runes on the wall. I didn’t know what they said, but I could feel the magic radiating from them, and I had to fight the urge to walk over and run my fingers over their carved edges. A shiver ran up my spine at the idea, so I focused my attention on the stairs beneath my feet—not overly steep, but as we stepped down each one, the noise echoed louder and louder.

      After we turned a bend, we reached a set of tall golden doors. The same runes were repeated on the doors as well, the familiarity really calling to me. I wouldn’t touch them, though. Any runes that could evoke a reaction like that in me wasn’t to be messed with.

      “The stone is in there,” Mrs. Bosu said. “We’ll stay out here and wait for you—just be careful to not disturb anything, especially if you don’t want him to know you were down here.” Which we didn’t.

      I was sure we wouldn’t be able to hide that we were here—I mean, all the house staff had seen us, twenty people at least—but I was hoping that it would be under the guise of meeting his parents or something.

      “Let’s go.” Dakota appeared from behind me and led me forward, Ryder grabbing the door. As I stepped into the circular room, six beams of light shone from the circumference, bathing the pillar in the center in a soft glow. On it rested a rich orange spessartite garnet that sparkled under the lights. It matched one half of my pendant almost perfectly, as if my piece had been made directly from it.

      “Mona said that this is where the magic was lost?” I asked as my mates spread throughout the room, checking for any potential threats. “Why is that here? Or did she just mean in the general area?”

      “This is where the decision was made to hurt the lykos—the very spot,” Ryder explained, his eyes shading with darkness. “The downfall of the lykos—their capture, slaughter, and enslavement—was the start of the loss of true magic.”

      “Is that why the gate was closed?” Caedmon asked.

      “In part, but we can go over that more later,” Ryder murmured, returning his gaze to the Homura Stone. “I’m not sure what we’re supposed to do. Mona didn’t explain what we should do once we got here, right?”

      “She mentioned your pendant,” Julian stated.

      “It’s been getting warmer,” I said, wrapping my fingers around it. Tore approached and felt it as well, and after a moment of contemplation, he motioned me towards the stone in the center of the room.

      His thoughts apparently mirrored mine, something telling me that the key was to get closer to the stone, maybe even touch it. I moved towards the pillar with slow, deliberate steps, my fingers tracing the runes that ran along the edge of the pillar once I’d reached it. Immediately visions flashed before my eyes, causing my body to go rigid with shock.

      Women’s fearful faces. Lykos. Pain. Agony. Like a tattoo imprinted here where deceit and murder were planned, I could feel and see their fear. The metaphoric blood stain was permanent, this place filled with a level of fury that slammed into me. Anger at the injustices that occurred caused me to tremble, and I realized that something was infecting me—something was pulling on me.

      I lifted my fingers from the runes.

      The visions disappeared, and as I blinked my eyes open, I understood that those runes were placed there for a reason. They were for protection, warding off those that looked to hurt the stone. Although I wasn’t positive that made sense since it was Homura Stone…for kitsune. So why would the lykos want to protect it?

      Shaking the thought from my head, I decided to be bold in approaching this situation. Lifting the pendant from my chest, I held it over the fiery stone.

      A spark flashed between the two of them, and like a lightning bolt, it shot right through my chest. A small cry left my lips, pain surging through my torso alongside a weird sense of euphoria.

      Around me the room turned pink, the stone walls vibrating, and despite feeling that my mates were trying to break through the forcefield that my magic was using to keep them away, they were unsuccessful. It was necessary to keep them protected.

      It was a second later I realized what from.

      A searing, deadly inferno like I had never experienced before blasted from the stone, flames erupting all around me. I was momentarily blinded by a flash of light that felt like the sun itself had entered the room. My knees broke, and the skin on my body felt like it was about to melt off, my form hanging suspended by the pendant’s connection to the Homura Stone. I cried out, but no sound left my lips, as a deep bass sound filled everything.

      It vibrated my bones and formed blisters on my skin that immediately began to pop. I let out a sob, tears leaking down my face, but they evaporated right against my flesh. Something was trying to break out from my chest, beating on my ribcage as the blood under my skin began to rise to the surface, boiling up and evaporating.

      It was excruciating, and there was absolutely nothing I could do to stop it.

      The sun ignited the thing that was trying to break out of me and it absolutely detonated, the thing escaping the confines of my body, pulsing out and combining itself with the essence of my magic.

      Sound returned, and my scream nearly broke my own eardrums as the walls themselves began to shake. I watched in horror as my skin began to melt off my arms, but it was nothing compared to the gaping, light-filled hole in the center of my body. I didn’t know what was happening, but I was terrified.

      It was almost like I was in a dream. A nightmare. I experienced every single emotion and physical change, but I had departed, watching it all from a distant place.

      I was being transformed.

      Then I was snapped back into my body as my heart was dragged from my chest. I couldn’t lose any more of myself, I just fucking couldn’t. I cried out for my mates as power pulsed through the pendant, into me, and spread throughout the room. I was going to pass out, I knew it, the room turning black on the edges—

      “Effie!” Mona’s voice filled the space around me, yanking me from my agony-filled state.

      Except everything felt off. Warped.

      She was standing over me, her eyes panicked as she grasped my face, looking over me with fast, rough breaths. I blinked and whimpered, feeling like I couldn’t breathe. Flinging up, or trying to, I realized that was exactly the problem—the organs in my chest were just…gone. I was left with nothing but a gaping hole filled by a small, burning inferno. It was radiating its own damn life force, making Mona shy away from it, her own skin beginning to blister.

      “What’s going on?” I could barely get a word out, let alone a question. My eyes shut, the blinding pain infusing everything.

      “This is your father’s fault,” she hissed, tears leaking down her face. “I told him you needed to practice, and now it’s like you’ve never experienced half of your own magic. Your body is trying to reject it.”

      Her words made no sense. Why would I have magic from what amounted to a sun stone? I was lykos.

      Wait—why was I even here to begin with? Why hadn’t I questioned needing to come here to unlock my own powers? That didn’t make any sense.

      “Listen to me. I can’t explain it fully, not when you’re suffering like this, but you have magic like your mate Ryder. Well, not yet, I suppose—but you can have it. It’s always been a possibility,” she murmured. “Fuck, I should’ve considered this. We have to fix this, it’s going to burn you alive—”

      Feeling delirious, her words floated around me as I tried to pull on my connection to Ryder. I needed him. I knew that instinctively.

      All of a sudden my skin was set ablaze, flames surrounding me as Mona’s image faded.

      Ryder’s hand slid into my hair as he kissed me hard, grounding me. When his hand pressed to my chest, I cried out, the light emanating from it causing fire to travel up Ryder’s arm to…him.

      My eyes widened as the world stilled around me, meeting the gaze of my kitsune mate.

      He was transformed. His entire body was made of pure light, fire licking his skin, and his molten red and orange eyes were filled with anger and panic as he kissed me again. Despite it burning me alive, the sensation of his magic against mine felt good. I whispered his name, realizing that if I was going to die, I wanted to die while kissing him.

      Die?

      I couldn’t die.

      Why was I—

      My thoughts began to blink in and out of existence.

      “Effie, I need you to shift,” Ryder demanded. “It’ll equalize your magic. Shift now.”

      “I can’t,” I whispered.

      “I’ll shift and bring you with me. I’m going to force it, kitten.” Ryder laid me down on the cold stone floor and stepped back, and I watched in a half-dazed state as his form seemed to shimmer gold—before he shifted.

      Wow. I’d never seen a kitsune, and for just a moment, the pain didn’t matter. I was in awe of his massive form, his fur a beautiful mix of orange and red streaked with gold. His black eyes were focused fully on me, and there was a painfully bright light which emanated from him that attracted me like a moth.

      What really held my attention, though? His tails. Eight beautiful tails, all in different fiery shades, flicked behind him, and when his snout pressed against my face, I realized what he planned to do.

      His alpha magic surged through me, forcing my shift.

      It hurt. A lot. More than it ever had before, but then it felt like a cooling balm was running over my skin in a waterfall effect. I sank to the floor, breathing heavily and feeling dizzy with relief. Something had changed inside of me—something monumental. There was new energy under my skin, and I had no idea how to deal with it.

      The room was suddenly silent, and when my eyes flicked open, I found Ryder staring down at me still in kitsune form, my own body having shifted back to human on its own. The pendant was hot against my skin, but as my eyes took stock of my body as I attempted to sit up, I found it whole. I hadn’t imagined all of that, right? I just felt like something like that should have left a physical marker of some kind.

      I wrapped my arms around Ryder as he held me up, my legs shaking. His tails wrapped around my waist as I laid against him, trying to catch my breath.

      My gaze moved to my pendant, realizing in dazed surprise that half of it was lit up—the side that matched the Homura Stone. I tucked it into my shirt before trying to stand on my own, my gaze moving around the room to find all of my mates unconscious. My magic had fallen, the barrier having kept them from harm.

      How had Ryder broken through it?

      “I don’t know what happened,” I murmured, closing my eyes. “Something changed. I unlocked something, exactly like Mona said I would… But when I saw her in my dream state, she said something I don’t understand. She said I have my father’s powers, that I was unlocking them. But if I’m using the Homura Stone which is connected to the sun, wouldn’t that be kitsune powers? Why would I have those?”

      I continued, knowing he couldn’t respond. “I…I don’t get what she was saying, but I know something changed. There’s something different inside of me.” I tightened my hands in his fur, feeling a surge of fear.

      Suddenly, Ryder shifted back. His bare chest was hard and muscular under my hands, and he scooped me up in his arms easily, staring down at me in confusion and fascination.

      “What?” I whispered.

      “Turn for me, kitten.”

      I did after he gently put me on my feet, my gaze moving back to my mates in concern as his large, rough hand pushed up my shirt. I wanted to wake them, but I was so incredibly weak I shouldn’t have been surprised it was so hard to move, especially after what I’d been through.

      “You have them.”

      “Have what?” I asked, looking back at him over my shoulder.

      “Marks, like me. Like a kitsune.”

      “What?” I turned around, trying to see my own back. “What marks?” Why would I have marks like that? Although if they were the same as Ryder’s, maybe that wasn’t a bad thing…maybe it was a mate thing?

      Ryder turned, showing me the circle with eight flames in a reddish tone between his shoulder blades. My fingers traced them and he shivered, distracting me for a moment and making me realize my touch affected him that much. It made me want to touch him more.

      “I don’t understand what’s going on. Is this why we had to come here? Why didn’t I consider that before?” I whispered again.

      Ryder turned and captured my lips in a gentle kiss. “Breathe, kitten. I promise we will figure it out.”

      I believed him. I believed him completely. There was such a strength to Ryder, and underneath his calm, collected control, there was something that burned so intense and bright.

      “Fuck,” Julian groaned, sitting up and running a hand through his hair. “What the hell happened?”

      His clothes were singed, and I moved towards him. He tugged me down to where he was on the floor, pulling me into his grasp and kissing me hard. “What the hell happened? After the explosion, I don’t remember anything. You look different, preciosa.”

      “I do?” I asked, turning towards Ryder for confirmation. He nodded sharply. So the process had left some type of mark.

      “The same, but slightly different. I’m not sure how to describe it.”

      Looking down at my skin, I did notice a faint glow… My nails were an iridescent pink  that they hadn’t been before.

      I was more confused than ever.

      “Effie?” Tore’s rough voice had me turning to find that he’d sat up.

      Rushing over, I knelt next to him as he looked over me, his eyes flashing with a rolling heat. He moved closer, pulling me into his lap and gently running his hands through my hair…then tightening his grip on it and tilting my head back to run his nose against my jaw. The touch was intense and had heat flashing across my skin as his voice came out in a rough tone. “You smell different, lil bit.”

      “Different how?” I breathed, trying to not show just how turned on I was.

      “Less wolfy,” he growled softly. “For sure less like me. I don’t like that.”

      I didn’t either. I wanted to smell like all of my mates.

      “I don’t understand what’s happening,” I admitted as he continued to run his nose along my throat.

      “Your magic has been altered, for sure,” Dakota said, helping Caedmon sit up. My lycan mate was still a bit dazed from being knocked unconscious. “I can tell from over here, little wolf.”

      Tore nipped my neck as if he didn’t like my attention elsewhere, making heat explode in my center. Before I could do anything but gasp, he had me flat on my back. I whimpered as he held himself over me, staring at me with darkened eyes filled with a predatory light.

      “I wondered when this would happen,” Caedmon hissed.

      “What?” I shivered as Tore’s nose brushed against mine. Despite the soft action, there was an aggressive edge to Tore’s magic, and while it should have made me afraid, it didn’t…mostly because I knew it wasn’t towards me.

      Tore let out a defensive rumble. “Ryder, this is your fucking fault.”

      “I don’t understand,” I breathed out.

      “Tore has been trying to keep his shit together,” Dakota explained, making me realize this was what Tore had meant on the plane. “It’s because mating—post-mating—is always hard. Like right now, I want to rip off his fucking head for being that close to my mark on you.”

      Tore’s chest rattled as he shot Dakota a challenging look that I didn’t like at all.

      Dakota’s lips pulled into a smile as he looked back at me. “I also don’t mind being a possessive fucker. He’s been trying to keep it tucked away, so now he has to deal with it all at once.”

      “Which is why he’s been in such a bad fucking mood,” Caedmon bit out.

      “I didn’t notice,” I admitted, running my hands through Tore’s hair.

      “Never with you,” Tore rumbled, brushing his nose against my collarbone.

      “Tore.” I pressed a hand between us.

      “I can’t help it,” Tore admitted. “My scent is nearly gone from you. It’s fucking bullshit.”

      I flinched at the frustration in his tone, purely reactionary, but it caused one of my mates to let out a deadly noise. I breathed out, ignoring the violent energy and rather focusing on the man I loved, trusting and knowing he would never hurt me.

      I swallowed, melting into the ground as he stared down at me.

      “I’m trying so hard to keep it together,” he admitted roughly.

      I knew he was. I could tell.

      “I hate to interrupt,” Ryder said suddenly, “but we need to leave. Now. Effie, are you going to be okay walking out of here?”

      “Yeah,” I whispered, feeling shaky. “Despite remembering how much it hurt…I feel good. Really good.” In fact, it was like I’d been reborn. But I was also exhausted. Everything felt like it was draining me, making me feel like Jell-O.

      Suddenly the doors flew open, and Ryder’s mother stood there looking panicked as she looked over all of us. “Your dad just went to intercept your grandfather. He’s here.”

      That wasn’t good. That wasn’t good at all. It was too late to avoid him; now we just had to make sure he didn’t know we’d been down here or that I was a lykos.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            8

          

          

      

    

    







            DAKOTA CLAYMORE

          

        

      

    

    
      I more than understood where Tore was coming from.

      Being inside Effie and marking her was one of the greatest moments of my life…followed by the overbearing need to lock her away from the rest of the world. Of course, it wasn’t helped by the fact that we’d been in transit to Kyoto—a direct contrast to the idea of shielding and protecting her.

      Now we were once again going to be in a dangerous situation—going to talk to Ryder’s grandfather. I didn’t like the bastard, and I liked him even less around Effie. If I even had a moment of doubt when it came to her safety, I was grabbing her and getting the fuck out of there, plan be damned. I knew the others would agree, even Ryder.

      We would try it his way first, though.

      As we slipped from the room and jogged up the stairs, I kept Effie tucked to my side. With the exception of hers, our clothes were singed, but luckily we’d shrugged off our jackets upon arrival, so by slipping those back on we were able to hide the evidence of what we’d done. Then again, singed clothes wouldn’t necessarily be a dead giveaway of interaction with the Homura Stone. I don’t think anyone would’ve expected how it had reacted to Effie.

      While I hadn’t seen her reaction, I’d felt it through our bond. I’d felt her pain, her surprise, her agony…and now her exhaustion. I wanted to lift her into my arms, but I could tell by the slight tip of her chin that she was trying to be strong. Trying to not show weakness in front of Ryder’s grandfather.

      Didn’t she know we were her strength? She didn’t need to be strong; we could bear that weight.

      “Before we go in, I need a second,” she said as we reached the top of the stairs.

      Ryder’s mom looked back at her with understanding, pointing towards a door to the far left. “I’ll keep him occupied with the others for a few moments. Take your time, Effie.”

      “I’m going with you,” I murmured. Her only response was her hand tightening in mine as we reached the bathroom. Both of us slipped inside and almost immediately I locked the door and lifted her up onto the sink, allowing her to rest her back against the mirror and deflate. Exhaustion filled her face as she locked her legs around me and melted into my frame, her nose buried against my throat. I ran my fingers over her trembling form as I inhaled her natural scent.

      Something had changed about it. There was a note that could only be described as magic.

      There was also the physical change she had undergone. I couldn’t even pinpoint what that was exactly, but it was like she was shimmering, as if she were some type of illusion, not truly here.

      I tightened my hold on her, suddenly fearful that was the case. I couldn’t lose Effie. I drew my hand up her delicate shoulder and wrapped my hand around her neck, my fingers brushing over my bite mark.

      Mine. So fucking mine.

      “Dakota,” she whimpered, pulling back and pressing her lips to mine in a hot kiss. I groaned, her sweetness exploding on my tongue as I tried to coax her to relax, demanding that she give into the soothing energy I was trying to wrap her in. My wolf was hovering as we delved deeper into her subconscious, and I felt relieved when her hold on me loosened just slightly and she let out a trembling breath.

      “Let’s get out of here,” I demanded softly. “Let’s get the fuck out of here. We just need to talk to this bastard real quick and then we can go wherever you want. Okay?”

      “I don’t even mind being here,” she murmured, looking almost dazed. “I just feel really off, like everything is crooked. I’m not in pain anymore…I just feel so incredibly off.”

      I could tell. She was mumbling and repeating herself—it was like she was drunk. Fuck, maybe she was. Maybe she was drunk on magic.

      “I promise, the minute we’re out of here we’ll figure it out. You know what—let’s not even talk to him, let’s just leave.” Her eyes flashed with subtle hope, making me know that was exactly what she wanted.

      “We have to,” she murmured, shaking herself. The move seemed to work, making her slightly more alert. “I just need to make sure this stays hidden,” she said, pulling the sleeve of her sweater down over the mark on her wrist.

      “Want my jacket?” I went to take it off, but she shook her head, probably thinking of the singed state of my clothes.

      “I think my sweater will work. Let’s just do this.”

      Effie pulled me towards the door, and while I didn’t want to go, I also knew the faster we handled this, the faster we could get the fuck out of here.

      We stepped out, joining the others near a set of doors further down the hall. A moment later, an attendant opened the doors and we walked into what could only be described as a throne room. I knew technically it wasn’t, it was more of a ballroom, but the way they had furniture positioned at the front of it where Ryder’s grandfather and uncle stood made it feel that way.

      “Ah, here they are.” His grandfather spoke far louder and more confidently than he had at the event. “When I invited you back here, Ryder, I didn’t mean for you to take our jet and strand us in that shithole town.”

      I didn’t even like Kirkwall, but a defensive rumble threatened to escape at his description of my temporary home. Julian shook his head from Effie’s other side, and I could see that he was just as annoyed with having to entertain this bastard.

      “We have something to do in the area and figured we’d stop by to see Mom and Dad since Effie’s already been introduced to everyone else,” Ryder lied easily. Effie leaned into me, his grandfather tracking the movement. I purposefully ran my fingers through her hair, hoping it was soothing, because I knew it was more than a bit possessive.

      “Unfortunately, I find that hard to believe. In fact, I think you came here with a specific purpose in mind.” His grandfather looked almost bored. “Something to do with the Homura Stone, possibly?”

      I tightened my hold on her but didn’t otherwise react. Ryder shrugged. “I showed it to them, if that’s what you mean.”

      “And do you have an interest in the stone? Or does Effie? I suppose she would since she’s a daughter of a goddess.” The flippant way he said it made me narrow my eyes. I couldn’t tell if he believed Mona or if he was trying to poke fun at the situation—poke fun at the possibility of her being from the divine realm.

      It wouldn’t surprise me in the least.

      “We don’t know for sure that she’s my mom,” Effie said, her voice a bit shaky. “I’m not positive I believe her.”

      The grandfather’s eyes lit up. “Well that would be smart of you. Although I do see the resemblance, and of course that would mean you would be lykos, wouldn’t you? Especially being a direct descendant.”

      “I’m a bitten wolf,” Effie argued, her expression reflecting a slight uncertainty. “I shift into an Arctic wolf species and everything.”

      Disappointment filled the old man’s expression before he fixed her with a clinical look and walked closer, putting me on edge. I was a second away from ripping this bastard’s throat out. Ryder let loose a feral noise as my gaze stayed on the potential threat, the others tensing equally as much.

      “Let me see your arm, girl.”

      Effie froze up as a feral noise left my throat. “Do not touch her.”

      “Why?” Victory flashed in his gaze. “Why can’t I see her arm? How else would I be able to tell she’s your mate?”

      “It’s less about that and more about getting the fuck away from our mate,” Tore snarled, aggression radiating off of him.

      Ryder spoke patiently. “She’s not lykos, I recognized her as my mate the same way Dad recognized Mom. It’s that simple. As for her arm, she’s newly mated to both of them, so I wouldn’t move closer. I’m not going to step between you if they feel like she’s being threatened.”

      I didn’t bother toning down my aggression, knowing it was essential that Emiko, if I was remembering what Mona had called him correctly, didn’t see her arm. Instead I let my magic out more, and I saw him hesitate before he stepped back and fixed his grandson with a narrowed look. I knew he would be suspicious, so we just needed to get out of here without him seeing it. He could suspect whatever he wanted once Effie was out of reach.

      “You let two other men mate with her before yourself?”

      “I didn’t let her do anything,” Ryder drew out, a bite to his tone. “She’s chosen the five of us as her mates, and I’m not rushing anything.”

      “Because you know what it would mean,” his grandfather snapped. “You’re trying to stop the family line from growing—”

      “Stop.” Caedmon’s voice was sharp and cold, Ryder’s grandfather immediately going quiet. He looked at the lycan with caution before shaking his head. At least the bastard was somewhat smart, understanding the delicate position he was in.

      Which is why he needed to stop talking about Effie and mating in any capacity.

      “I’m not wrong, though.” He turned his back, stepping towards his throne.

      He wasn’t. I knew that was why Ryder had been hesitant initially…but now I don’t think any of us were being hesitant. I know I sure as hell wasn’t.

      After all, Effie had made it damn clear that she knew what could happen without protection, and she was perfectly okay with it. I wouldn’t refuse a blessing like that—if the woman was okay with us knocking her up, I would take it without hesitation.

      It was just one more step to building the future Effie deserved.

      Even though I’d never seen a family in my future, the idea of her waltzing around our house, surrounded by a loving family, was something I craved to see. I wanted happiness to extinguish the dark shadows that her time with the Whitepaw pack had left on her.

      The dreams I’d been having recently were of the same note. One of them stuck out crystal clear, Effie round with our child, standing barefoot in a beautiful garden at nighttime, the moonlight making her seem like she was glowing. It had been fucking perfection, and the only thing that could replace it was the reality.

      The part that I’d loved the most? The true happiness that radiated from her. We could give that to her, and I wanted to. I wanted every part of the future I could so easily envision with her. So why did it feel just slightly out of reach?

      It was the danger we faced—one we needed to extinguish, and soon.

      “If we’re done here, I’d like to get Effie to the hotel in the city—it’s been a long day,” Ryder said, ignoring his grandfather’s assertion.

      His grandfather frowned. “We aren’t trying to hurt her, Ryder. We’re trying to bring her into the family.”

      “I don’t want her to be part of this family. I don’t want to be part of this family,” he said blatantly. What caught my attention, though? The envy on Caedmon’s face at the ease with which Ryder handled his family. I’d been impressed by my friend standing up to his father at Hastain’s dinner, so hopefully this would embolden him more.

      I had no doubt we would see the bastard again.

      “Yes, I gathered,” his grandfather drew out before looking at Ryder’s parents. “Maybe it’s best if we bring the girl back.”

      “After school,” Ryder’s mother suggested, trying to hide her fear at the suggestion. Something was up here. I didn’t understand it completely, but the not-so-veiled threat had Ryder growing angry as Effie vibrated with tension in my arms. She didn’t realize just how much she was affected by our emotions, and while I loved it, I also knew we were a reactionary group. I didn’t want that burden on her—five shifters’ emotions could be a lot to handle.

      “I expect you back here, Ryder. And Effie, whether you like it or not, you have a purpose to this family—a meaning. You have expectations on you now.”

      Effie stared at him but didn’t respond, his demands of her making me furious at the old man.

      Ryder shook his head. “We’re leaving. Mom, Dad, always good to see you. Uncle, can’t say the same.” The man didn’t even look away from the fireplace, but both his parents offered nods, their gazes watchful and reserved.

      As we left the room, I kept Effie insulated between us, and relief filled me the minute we were out in the rain. So much so that I swung Effie up into my arms as we strode towards the car, carrying her with ease.

      “Is this ride safe?” Tore asked Ryder.

      “I’m driving, but they don’t know that yet,” he explained easily. Good. I didn’t think his grandfather would risk Effie and him getting hurt considering their ‘importance,’ but it was pretty obvious how he felt about us, so I didn’t want to risk her being caught in that crossfire.

      “When we get where we’re going,” Effie said as we settled in the car, “we need to talk about what happened. Unless you think we can talk now, Ryder?”

      “I would wait,” he murmured. “We’ll stay overnight at a hotel in the city and figure out our next move there. I don’t trust that this car hasn’t been bugged.”

      Taking that into account, our ride was fairly quiet as Effie stayed tucked into my side. My head was starting to thump, and I knew it was because of the influx and change of magic in my environment and, more importantly, with my mate.

      The silence only enhanced the feeling, so I was relieved when we pulled up to a luxury hotel. The valets took our bags, and Ryder arranged to have the car sent away, officially ridding us of anything that belonged to his grandfather. Although, I was going to suggest getting rid of our clothes, too. I didn’t think we’d had anything planted or put on us, but I also didn’t want to risk it.

      The lobby’s black and cherry wood decor captured Effie’s attention as Ryder went to check in. Caedmon walked next to me as she wandered from art piece to art piece, the lobby quiet and peaceful. Effie moved to admire the trickling water of a fountain, and at this point, I had a feeling she was just moving to stay awake. I could see in the droop of her frame that she was growing tired, but until we were in a room, I didn’t want to bring it up and remind her.

      Effie was likely running on pure adrenaline right now.

      “We need to get her some food,” I murmured to Caedmon.

      “I need to know what happened in that room. I don’t think any of our wolves like that she’s gone through a change, mostly because we don’t understand why.”

      I agreed completely. It wasn’t that the change was bad, but it was unknown, which meant our wolves would view it as a potential threat to our mate until we understood it.

      When Ryder called us over to the private elevator bank, I kept Effie tucked between us, watching in concern as she leaned against the elevator wall. I picked her up once we got to our floor, taking her straight to the master bedroom of our four-bedroom suite, knowing the others would order food for her.

      Sitting her on the edge of a square marble tub in the luxurious bathroom, I turned on the bathwater. Effie let out a sleepy sigh as I helped her undress, my eyes catching on the flames tattooed on her back, wondering what the addition meant and if she knew about it yet.

      As I washed her sexy frame with some lavender scented soap, I tried to ignore how hard I was—which was easier than I would have assumed, mostly because I was so damn focused on taking care of her. I didn’t like how fast she was wilting, her arms shaking as if sore as she leaned against the tub. After about five more minutes, I wrapped her in a robe and dried her hair with a towel before leading her to the bed.

      “Rest your eyes,” I said, helping her pull on an oversized shirt. “I’ll bring your food when it gets there.”

      “Okay,” she murmured, closing her hand around the pendant on her neck. My eyes caught on it, realizing that the sun side of it was far more vibrant than before—almost like it was lit from within. But then it was hidden from view as she laid down and rolled onto her side, immediately falling asleep. After a moment of watching her slow, peaceful breaths, I kissed her forehead and slipped into the main room to see what the others were talking about.

      “We’ll need a jet. My grandfather’s won’t be available, obviously.”

      I nearly cursed at that, having forgotten the jet would be returned to that bastard. I hated the idea of Effie’s scent from us mating being there. I liked that it was intertwined with mine, but it pissed me off that someone could have access to it.

      I had to put it from my mind for now; there was nothing I could do, unfortunately.

      “What the hell happened back there?” I demanded. “She’s exhausted—just knocked out—and her magic feels completely different.”

      Tore nodded in concern as Julian walked in from the kitchen with drinks. Apparently this was going to be a long conversation. Caedmon paced by the windows, my gaze falling on Kyoto at night. It was beautiful, of course. I could hardly enjoy it with so many questions ringing through my head.

      “Some type of metamorphosis,” Ryder finally answered. “And that’s not even including what Mona told her.”

      “What do you mean?” Caedmon turned around, looking confused.

      “Effie has more than one type of magic.”
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      I didn’t remember falling asleep. In fact, the last thing I remembered was Dakota’s gentle touch as he helped me into bed and pulled a soft shirt over my head. I was out after that, and I wished I could say it was a dreamless sleep. Unfortunately it was anything but.

      Images flashed through my mind, ones that I didn’t understand and knew weren’t my own memories but caused me unimaginable amounts of pain. My stomach twisted and turned, revolting at the sight of blood splashed across the floor, the screams of the grieving spilling through the house. The sound of crying children echoed through my ears as they were separated from their mothers, the kitsune dragging the lykos away. Turning them into prized possessions of the elite.

      Tears streamed down my face as I trembled, knowing that I was supposed to see this. I didn’t understand why, but my magic deemed it essential.

      So I watched. I grieved. And when I finally couldn’t take it anymore, I closed my eyes. Not once did I try to break out of the dream, though. These women had suffered because of how they were born, and their pain was only strengthening my resolve to stop anything like this from ever happening again. Because mark my words, Mona was right—this was exactly what Hastain would want.

      Eventually though, after what seemed like hours of these visions, everything faded around me, turning white on the edges.

      Looking around in confusion, I waited for the next memory to come, but nothing did. My ears had stopped ringing, leaving me in utter silence. I stood shakily, and the minute I was up, the room shifted and twisted, everything going black—

      Until I found myself in a dark room.

      “Caedmon?”

      I’d experienced this odd shared dream realm with some of my mates before, so it shouldn’t have surprised me to find myself in one with Caedmon…but here I was. Except he didn’t see me. His gaze was on the scene below, a brutal one painted in blood. I looked away because there were other things happening as well, things that turned my stomach. It wasn’t just Caedmon in the room—there were others too, and what was being done to them was revolting.

      Trying to block out the noises, I approached my mate, seeing the agony on his face as he watched the scene play out, almost as if punishing himself. I don’t think he registered that I was even there until I laid my head against his chest and wrapped my arms around him. No words could express the horror I felt at the memory he was reliving.

      Anger didn’t do it justice; neither did fury. Sadness paled in comparison to the way it made me want to cry for him. I wanted to bury myself inside of Caedmon’s head and rip out these memories. To make him forget.

      His hands shook as he wrapped one around my waist and the other in my hair, holding me against him and not allowing me to look. I wasn’t here to see the memory, though—I was here to comfort him, or at least try. My magic had known he needed it, so here I was. If he wanted me to watch it, I would, but I could tell he barely wanted to watch it himself.

      So why was he punishing himself by doing so?

      “I should have fought harder,” he whispered. I knew if we were in the real world, there would be even more agony and guilt in his tone, but right now he seemed partly dazed. “I should have tried to escape.”

      “You were a child,” I said vehemently. “That was your home.”

      “I didn’t try hard enough,” he murmured, tucking me under his chin. “I thought it would stop. I thought she would stop.”

      Tears leaked down my face and soaked his shirt as I did my best to comfort him, running my fingers up and down his back. Eventually the noise from the dream faded, leaving us in a blanket of warmth.

      “You didn’t need to be here—I know that’s fucking grotesque to see,” he whispered, his voice filled with disgust.

      “I’ll always be here when you need me,” I promised, tilting my head up. “I know we can’t sleep together every night, but maybe on the nights I’m not with you, I can be in your dreams like this.”

      “I can’t ask that of you, mon ange,” he said, though his eyes shone with hope.

      “I’m offering it.”

      “Why? Why would you do that, Effie? I don’t want any of this to fucking touch you—”

      “Because I love you.”

      Caedmon’s body went stock still. I felt a wave of insecurity, not knowing if he felt even slightly similar, but it was true. I loved Caedmon. I loved the man he was. I loved how he’d overcome so much and that despite it scaring him, he was willing to give us a chance.

      His eyes flashed gold before swirling a deep purple. “You…you love me?”

      I had to stay strong. Caedmon needed to hear this, even if he didn’t feel the same way. He needed to know that someone loved him.

      “I love you, Caedmon.”

      I couldn’t read the expression on his face, but surprise was there, and maybe a bit of awe. For sure pain. But when his fingers slid further around my body and lifted me up against him, burying his head against my neck, I relaxed a tiny bit. I hadn’t expected him to say anything back—I could practically feel the tension rolling off of him—so instead I ran my hand through his hair, trying not to overthink the moment.

      “Say it again,” he whispered, his voice rough and almost hard to understand. Pulling back, I studied his face and relaxed even further, seeing the hope there.

      “I love you.”

      It was like the third time was the charm. Caedmon broke open. His lips were on me in a demanding, hard kiss as his magic exploded throughout the room, coating me possessively. I let out a whimper as my legs tightened around him, my back hitting a wall. I briefly saw the space around us change into a comfortable, warm bedroom, but my attention was fully on Caedmon’s lips and the way he was holding me. When he ripped them away from me, I felt dazed.

      “Fuck,” he hissed, looking frustrated at himself. “I don’t know what love is, mon ange. I have no fucking idea how to do it or how to not mess this up, but I…I love you. I love you as much as someone like me can. It’s probably a twisted, mutated version of what you deserve, but I will give everything I have to you. I will lay the world at your feet…just don’t stop saying that you love me.”

      “Never,” I whispered, tears of happiness crowding my eyes. “I just need you. If you’re here, I’ll keep saying it because it will never not be true.”

      Caedmon inhaled sharply and pressed his forehead to my collarbone, a vibrant string of joy humming through our connection. I could feel how happy he was, and while the shadows were trying to crawl over the moment, wanting to pull him back into the darkness, our love was stronger. I surrounded him with my magic, the pink light pushing away anything that could hurt my lycan mate.

      I couldn’t say how long we stood just like that, but eventually my eyes closed, and when they opened…

      “Morning,” I whispered, my gaze running over Caedmon’s bare chest. The mid-morning light ran over his hair, showcasing the red undertones as he stared down at me with emerald green eyes that seemed lighter, twinkling with an emotion I couldn’t fully grasp.

      “Morning, mon ange,” he murmured, pressing forward and kissing me gently. When he pulled back, he ran his hands through my hair, examining it with fascination.

      “I like waking up with you.”

      His lips pressed into a barely there smile. “You’re always welcome in my bed. You’re welcome anywhere in my life…although, I suppose this is your bed right now.”

      My brow dipped as I leaned up to look around, swaths of rich navy and gold brocade draped across the bedposts to create an intimate canopy.

      “I don’t even remember when we got here last night. Where are we?” I asked. “Whatever happened there, it really messed my magic up for a while. I was so tired.”

      “Well, considering you were transformed from the inside out, that’s not entirely surprising,” Ryder said from the doorway. Caedmon grunted but let me sit up, keeping his arms wrapped around my waist, as I offered the man a sleepy smile. “I informed them of everything that happened, including your conversation with Mona.”

      “Thank you,” I said, breathing out a sigh of relief. I didn’t mind telling my mates, but I was still so tired. It felt nice that someone else was willing to take that on.

      “No problem, kitten. Unfortunately, because you didn’t get a chance to eat—you need to. Now, preferably.”

      I could see the concern in his eyes, and once I clued into my other bonds I realized he wasn’t the only one worried.

      “Okay,” I said, standing up. Caedmon muttered something in another language but let me go. I let out a languid stretch before realizing that I had literally only a shirt on. I blushed and walked over to a pile of clothes as the two of them talked about our plan for the day. Although I barely caught their words, far too focused on being practically naked around them.

      Slipping into the bathroom, I shook my head at how ridiculous I was being. They’d both seen me naked, I just clearly hadn’t gotten that through my head.

      I found my toiletry bag on the counter, and after brushing my teeth and washing any sleepiness from my face, I slipped into a comfortable outfit for the day. My light wash jeans paired with a soft white sweater, along with purple socks and my purple combat boots. While I hadn’t initially felt comfortable with everything Caedmon wanted to buy me, I wouldn’t deny that I loved what the shopper had chosen—it also showed me just how well my mate knew me.

      After a long brush of my hair, I returned to the bedroom, finding it empty, so I continued into the main room of our suite…or house. This could literally be a house.

      Holy crap.

      I swayed as I took in the beautiful wallpaper, the elegant crystal chandeliers, the expensive furniture, and the massive span of windows showcasing the urban landscape outside. I had thought Ryder’s condo was beautiful, which it was, but there was something about this place that left me breathless.

      “Lil bit.” Tore blocked my view of the room as he appeared in front of me, clasping my face gently and searching it. “How did you sleep?”

      “Good,” I murmured, my eyes darting over his shoulder. “We’re at a hotel, right?”

      “If you can call it that,” Julian mused, motioning me over. I went on my toes and kissed Tore before slipping past him and walking towards Julian, who sat in front of a massive breakfast spread. A happy sound left my throat at all the pastries and fresh fruit laid out. Long forgotten was the luxurious hotel; now my entire focus was on the food around me.

      “What’s our plan for today?” I asked, looking down momentarily at the pendant around my neck.

      “That is something we haven’t fully decided,” Ryder admitted, stepping out of a secondary bedroom. I could see Caedmon pacing back and forth as he spoke on the phone in a third room, Dakota watching him with concern. I didn’t know who he was talking to, but I guessed it wasn’t good.

      “Because we don’t know where we’re supposed to go next to unlock my power?” I guessed.

      “Exactly,” Dakota said, Caedmon following him into the room.

      “Although that may have been partly solved,” Caedmon said, running a hand through his hair. “I’m not sure how, but my father knows. He knows where we are, and more importantly that we went to see the Homura Stone. I assume he’s in contact with Ryder’s grandfather.”

      “Wouldn’t fucking surprise me,” Ryder said, anger flashing across his face before he could push it away. I noticed he did that a lot. Whenever he began to feel extreme emotions, he pushed them down and concealed them with a finely tuned, well-practiced layer of control.

      Maybe it was because of how he’d grown up.

      Julian handed me another piece of fruit, which I ate immediately. At least eating was a better distraction than dealing with the idea of Caedmon even talking to his father.

      “He informed me,” my mate drew out, “that the Fengari Stone is in a town near our estate in Bardelina, around thirty minutes or so away. I’d never heard of it before so I suppose he could be lying, but my father prided himself in living in one of the shifter ‘power centers’ of the world, so I suppose it would make sense.”

      “I didn’t realize these stones were common knowledge,” I said, more than a little perplexed.

      “They aren’t—unless you have the money to have that knowledge,” Dakota said. Tore ran a hand over my leg, not saying anything but clearly uncomfortable with the direction this conversation was going.

      I swallowed down a sip of tea before meeting Caedmon’s gaze. “I don’t want you to have to go back home, especially if your father is there. Like you said, for all we know he could be lying just to get you there.”

      I didn’t normally think that way, but nothing was off limits when it came to someone like his father.

      “That’s a complete possibility,” Julian agreed.

      Caedmon’s gaze darkened as he looked out the window. “I don’t disagree, but I think he’s telling the truth this time. That it’s there. I think he’s just using it to lure us there.” He heaved a sigh. “We’ve already gone to the first, Effie; we may as well go to the other. It’s far enough from my house that we should be able to avoid him.”

      “And if he comes and finds us?” Tore asked.

      “Then we leave. Effie’s safety comes first,” Caedmon stated definitively. “But I also know she wants to do this, so we’re going to make it happen.”

      I didn’t know how to feel at the moment, if we were being honest. I recognized the importance of going, especially after the dreams I’d had, but I also wanted to protect my mate. I wanted to ask him to stay, to keep himself away from all of it, but I knew that Caedmon would interpret that as me not wanting him around because he wasn’t good enough for me, rather than what it actually was—me trying to protect him. His perception was skewed by his past, and the last thing I would ever want was to hurt him.

      “Alright,” I said softly, “then we go. As long as you’re okay with it.”

      “I go where you go.” His voice was so serious that all I could do was nod. Caedmon went where I went. I absolutely loved that.

      “That solves the problem of a jet as well,” Ryder said.

      Caedmon nodded sharply. “It can be here in an hour.”

      Nerves invaded my body.

      I was about to see just how different Caedmon’s life was from mine.
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      Somewhere between Croatia, Hungary, and Serbia, there was a country that was ruled by Caedmon’s family. Yeah, his family ruled over an entire country. I’d stopped trying to rationalize this new reality, one where my mate was essentially a prince of a country that was home to nearly all the lycans in Eastern Europe, and instead accepted it at face value.

      We’d been flying for nearly twenty-four hours, which we’d spent playing board games, relaxing, and curling up to watch movies. But the closer we came to landing, the more tense Caedmon became.

      I attempted to distract him, asking him to show me a map of the country on his tablet, but I didn’t think it was working. In fact, the longer he stared at the map, the more upset he seemed to get. I was cursing myself for my curiosity, not wanting him to feel obligated to tell me about a place that made him so uncomfortable. So I moved on to other topics, only to put my foot in my mouth again by asking him about the family crest embroidered in the leather seats.

      “It’s all over our estate,” he rumbled, shaking his head as if annoyed by the concept. “Not only our estate but the entire damn city.”

      “That’s a lot.”

      “Yeah it is,” he agreed.

      Suddenly, Tore appeared by my side, crouching down in the aisle and offering a small smile. “You hungry? We can probably manage one last meal before we land.”

      “I’m good,” I promised, feeling ridiculously full from the amount of food they’d given me in the past day, my hand resting lightly on his chest. I tilted my head, noticing a slight texture under his shirt. A bandage, maybe?

      “Did you get hurt at Ryder’s place?” I asked, panic hitting me as I tugged up the bottom of his shirt. My fear was confirmed and I stifled a gasp, the bandage resting right over his heart—right where my hand normally laid. How had I not realized he’d been injured?

      Tore chuckled softly, but it was edged in tension. “No, not hurt, lil bit.”

      “What? Then why?”

      Caedmon shook his head in my peripheral, an amused smirk on his lips, only adding to my confusion.

      “I got a tattoo,” Tore explained, almost too casually..

      “Oh…” That was unexpected. “When?”

      I seriously couldn’t see when he’d had time to do that—it had to have been before the flight. He’d been wearing a sweater for a large majority of it, so maybe that’s why I hadn’t noticed.

      “Before the flight, the night you went to bed right away, I had someone come to the room,” he explained simply.

      “Can I see it?”

      Tore almost looked embarrassed, his ears turning pink, making Caedmon actually chuckle this time. I snapped my head over, surprised by the sound, but Caedmon was pretending to look over the map on the tablet.

      He was totally eavesdropping.

      “When I take off the bandage tonight, yes,” he promised, kissing my hand and flashing me a small smile. “I think—well, I hope—you’ll love it.”

      Well now I was even more excited and invested.

      Before I had a chance to beg for a sneak peek, Ryder—who was sitting closer to the front with Dakota and Julian—announced that we would be landing, so I settled in as Tore grabbed the seat next to me. The landing was far smoother than the one in Kyoto had been, and I hadn’t even realized we were on the runway until the wheels were set down, the heavy fog blocking my view out the window.

      “Did your father say where this Fengari Stone was, specifically?” Julian asked as we all stood and stretched, gathering our belongings.

      “He said it’s in the city center—well, technically under it. I know where to find it.”

      I was both interested and worried about going, but what I wasn’t looking forward to? My possible reaction to that Fengari Stone. I knew it was necessary, but the last one like it had caused…well, a lot of pain, and I had a feeling it wasn’t going to be a one-time thing. I could only hope that since this one was connected to the moon and lykos magic, the effects would be a bit less.

      As we stepped onto the tarmac, I found that we were in a far different airport than before. It was massive, but more importantly, the row of black SUVs waiting for us took me off guard.

      I shivered in the damp air, tucking myself into Caedmon’s side and we made our way to the closest SUV, the group of us sliding into it without saying a word to any of the attendants. Now that I’d been to Ryder’s family home, I wasn’t so surprised by the number of people Caedmon’s family had working for them.

      “I hate having his eyes on us, but it’s unavoidable,” Caedmon told all of us. “At least they already know where we want to go.”

      I just hoped they didn’t decide to take us to his house rather than to the Fengari Stone.

      “He’s going to want us to come by after,” Dakota said, shooting Caedmon a dry look.

      “We won’t,” Caedmon immediately said, his eyes darkening. “Effie isn’t setting foot in that place.”

      “Agreed,” Tore rumbled.

      Ryder shook his head before looking at the partition between us and the driver. “We’ll leave a different way, not take their car back—I’m sure we can figure out a way to get out of here without using any family resources.”

      “Worst case, we take a train.” Julian flashed me a smile filled with nostalgia. “It’ll be an adventure.”

      As they began to talk about different options, my gaze was drawn out the window to the beautiful landscape. Despite the less-than-ideal circumstances surrounding our travel, I was excited to see so many new places. I just hoped at some point we got to enjoy them. I was so distracted as we pulled into the city center, looking at all of the passing buildings and people, that when we finally came to a stop, I was taken off guard by the simplicity of the building.

      The dark one-story stone building stood out compared to the rest of the city. It was older than the neighboring buildings, with no signs announcing what it was, no windows to give a peek inside. There was only a heavy wooden door with black metal on it. The parade of cars came to a stop, and as we got out, the attendants grabbed all of our bags, filing behind us to the door. Caedmon opened it easily, and while people on the street were staring at us, they almost immediately looked away when we met their gazes.

      “Let’s get inside,” Caedmon said. Dakota walked in first, and I followed close behind. Lanterns hung on the warm stone walls, showcasing runes that were different from the ones at Ryder’s estate but held a similar note of magic.

      “We’re going to stay out here and keep watch,” Tore said quietly, his gaze on all the men waiting by their black cars. “Don’t want to be caught off guard in case this is a trap.”

      “Good idea,” Caedmon agreed, asking Ryder, “You’re staying as well?”

      “I’m probably not the right person to be around this stone,” he said apologetically. “Dakota and Julian have a better chance of being able to use their wolf magic to interact with hers if anything happens.”

      I understood, but I hated being separated.

      “Be careful,” I whispered, pressing a kiss to Ryder’s cheek before doing the same to Tore. Julian stepped across the threshold and closed the door behind him, leaving us in silence. It was only then that I noticed that the room was completely empty, nothing but wall to wall stone, making me think that maybe Caedmon was mistaken. Maybe we’d come to the wrong place.

      “Over here,” Caedmon said, motioning for us to join him at the far wall. He ran his hands over a stone, pushing it into the wall, and the stones around us began creaking as the floor opened to our left, revealing an underground staircase.

      “My father brought me here a few times,” Caedmon explained as Julian offered an impressed whistle.

      “What for?” Dakota asked as we descended. “I can practically smell the blood on these walls.”

      “Torture, watching others being tortured,” Caedmon said in a dry tone. “You can’t tell yet, but there’s an entire complex down here where my father does a lot of his dirty work. Although I don’t know why he bothers since all his shit comes back to our home anyway.”

      I squeezed his hand, hoping to chase away some of the emptiness in his eyes, but the action was as much for me as it was for him. Now that Dakota had mentioned it, it was almost like I could feel the death here. It sent a cold shiver down my spine.

      The stairs seemed to go on forever, but when we finally reached the bottom, a massive foyer greeted us, doors heading in all directions. Caedmon had told us to expect it, but it still came as a bit of a shock. That wasn’t what really caught my attention, though. No, that was held by the woman waiting for us.

      Something was very wrong.

      Caedmon’s entire body locked up, our connection nearly severing as a feral, vicious noise broke from his throat. Dakota and Julian were both on high alert, gazes honed in on the obvious threat.

      I had no idea how old the woman was, but she appeared worldly and gorgeous, supernaturally so, the black satin dress on her curves making her look like a marble statue. Her dark eyes were fixed on Caedmon as a predatory smile curled her lips.

      “Caedmon, darling,” she drew out, her voice accented and husky. “Your father told me you would be here. It’s so good to see you.”

      He didn’t say anything, his breathing rough as I felt him waver. I rounded him, capturing his face in my hands to block his view of her, allowing him to finally focus on me.

      “Caedmon, who is that?” I whispered.

      “Victoria. That’s Victoria.”
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      A name had never caused me such fury, and when I turned to face her, I kept Caedmon behind me. This was the woman who’d traumatized my mate to the point that he believed he couldn’t be loved. To the point that he believed he wasn’t deserving of anything but the constant, tortuous cycle of replaying his nightmares again and again. His father played a part, but this was the woman who had preyed on a young boy—a child.

      A feral growl broke from my throat as Caedmon tightened his grip on my waist, the action the only movement he seemed capable of.

      “Effie, what’s going on?” Julian demanded.

      “This is the woman who hurt Caedmon,” I growled, not positive they would understand what I was saying since they didn’t know his full story. “Victoria.”

      The woman approached slowly, her heels hitting the ground in a soft click. “And you must be the mate. Is that right? Lycans don’t normally have mates, so imagine my surprise when I found out some little girl was trying to take him from me. Trying to claim him.”

      The ownership in her voice sickened me. “Caedmon is not yours. You shouldn’t even be here.”

      “And why is that?” she asked, her eyes running over my other two mates. “He came home, didn’t he? Are you sure that wasn’t on purpose? Are you sure he doesn’t want to stay? It seems like you don’t have enough time for him anyway with…what is it, five mates?”

      “We are here for one thing,” Dakota bit out, “and it sure as shit isn’t you. You can fuck off, lady.”

      “Totemic. Disgusting,” the woman spit. “I understand why your standards are lower if this is the scum you’ve been hanging out with,” she said to Caedmon.

      “This is bullshit,” Julian snarled.

      Caedmon’s energy was volatile, building up to something lethal and dangerous. I could feel his anger—I could feel his fury. He wasn’t scared of this woman, at least not in the same way he’d been when he was when he was younger, but he wanted to kill her. To destroy that part of his past. But Caedmon had dealt with enough darkness, and she didn’t even deserve that level of attention from him. She didn’t deserve anything from him.

      “You need to leave. Now,” I said, stepping through the wall Dakota and Julian had formed between us. I took a fortifying breath before adding, “Before I make you.”

      I wasn’t making an empty threat, either. Pink magic surrounded me, pulsating from my fingertips, but this time streaks of bright red shot through it. In a snap, Victoria appeared in front of me, standing over me and looking down with malice.

      “You can’t do anything,” she snarled. “You are nothing, let alone a woman who could take Caedmon from me.”

      Before I could stop her, she was past me and standing in front of Caedmon. I watched as her hand reached for him, and I saw the exact moment the thread holding Caedmon’s sanity snapped.

      He was going to kill her. If she touched him, he was going to kill her.

      Never in my life had I moved so fast. I grabbed Victoria by the back of her neck and pushed my magic through her—

      Her form crumbled onto the steps, completely unconscious.

      Shit. That was close.

      Caedmon was shaking, the energy under his skin about to burst outward. Turning to the other two, I spoke quietly. “Get rid of her. Take her upstairs or something—anywhere that isn’t here—and then come find us. I’ll be here with Caedmon.”

      “Are you sure?” Julian asked, probably worried about leaving me essentially by myself.

      “He would never hurt me, Julian,” I promised before adding, “Coffin knows that also.”

      He let out a low rumble, grabbing Victoria’s arm with a look of disgust and dragging her to the stairs.

      Dakota hesitated, speaking to Caedmon before he followed to help. “I know you’re in there right now, Caedmon, and I know you’re fucking furious, but we’re about to leave you alone with our mate. I’m trusting you to not put her in danger.”

      Caedmon’s gaze found Dakota’s, and I saw something flicker there, but he didn’t respond. I noticed that Dakota hadn’t said anything about being worried that Caedmon would hurt me, per se…just to not put me in danger.

      Then Dakota joined Julian, grabbing Victoria’s other arm and helping him drag her up the stairs. I hated that they even had to touch her.

      When they were out of sight, I turned towards Caedmon and slowly approached him. His gaze tracked my movement, and I saw him open his mouth to say something, but only a feral noise left his throat.

      “I know you won’t hurt me, Caedmon,” I said softly. “I just need to know what I can do to help. She’s gone—I promise you, she’s gone. You will never see her again.”

      The words left me without thought…and I didn’t feel bad. I wanted her gone. I wanted the threat to Caedmon to perish.

      “Mon ange—” His voice was steeped in pain.

      “I’m here,” I promised, letting my magic roll over his skin. I slowly raised my hand, Caedmon’s breathing going even rougher. I knew I was taking a risk, touching him when he was like this. I had no idea how it would end, but I didn’t want him to ever think he was alone.

      “I’m here,” I repeated as my fingers grazed his chest. “And I love you.”

      The words were barely out of my mouth before I was pinned against the wall, Caedmon’s teeth against my throat.
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      Effie’s fast, fluttering pulse had my head spinning as I fought for control. I could feel her pulse right under my lips, and I wanted to bury my teeth inside of her skin. To mark her. To ensure that no matter what darkness she saw come out of me, we were permanently bonded. That she would continue to say those sweet words to me.

      I love you.

      Effie loved me. I still hadn’t been able to process, let alone accept, that concept. But I savored the words and hung onto them like an anchor as I kept her pinned to the wall, refusing to give into the urge to bite her.

      Don’t bite her. Don’t fucking bite her—not like this.

      My eyes closed, and I repeated the mantra as images—nightmares, really—flashed through my head. Disgust and nausea turned my stomach, hating that Victoria had even filled Effie’s life for a single moment. That she had to hear her voice. That she had to experience her evil and malice.

      I’d almost slaughtered Victoria.

      If she had touched me, I would have ripped her throat out with my bare hands. I wouldn’t have been able to control it. But like the true angel Effie was, she’d appeared out of nowhere and saved me from myself.

      Effie was my salvation. It was that simple and that complicated.

      Which didn’t explain the bloodlust surging through me, wanting to mark her throat in such a feral and savage way. I was trembling in my attempt at restraint. I didn’t trust myself alone with this woman, and I could only hope that the others would return before I did something truly unforgivable.

      A pained sound left my throat as Effie’s finger slid up the back of my neck, her touch soft and gentle. She had no idea how much danger she was in—it was the only explanation for how she was treating me.

      I wanted to scare her. Maybe not want to, but it was like a desperate, clawing urge. It was my default for Effie, to keep her away, to keep her safe. But I couldn’t do that anymore. I loved her. She knew I loved her. I had pledged my life to her, my entire existence. I wouldn’t push her away…but I didn’t know what to do instead, didn’t know what my new default should be. I was absolutely paralyzed.

      “Caedmon.” Her voice was a soft song in my ear. “Come back to me.”

      Didn’t she realize I could never leave her? The only things that existed for me on this mortal plane were my nightmares and trauma…and Effie. That was it.

      “There’s nowhere else for me.” My voice wasn’t my own. I had no idea how I was even managing to speak let alone form coherent sentences right now. My vision was blurring around the edges, dizziness threatening to pull me under. The memories and nightmares were trying to pound on my skull, demanding my attention—demanding everything.

      Suddenly, soft lips pressed against mine. I didn’t move, terrified I would attack her as she pressed another kiss to my lips.

      “I don’t know what to do. I’m scared you’re shutting down.”

      My eyes snapped open at the fear in her voice, and I inhaled sharply, in awe at the sight of her, a pink glow surrounding my mate and blocking out the entire room. A calming melody that only Effie could summon began to play softly in the back of my head, the presence of it soothing and causing me to let out a shaky breath.

      “I’m here.” I wasn’t positive I really was, though, and Effie knew it. When she gently tugged my hand, leading me down the steps, I followed in a daze, hanging onto the heavenly vision of her. It was the only thing maintaining my sanity. The only thing keeping the darkness away.

      “Let’s just sit,” she said as we turned the corner, entering a dark room that I’d seen far too many times. It was a waiting room for several of the torture chambers, and I couldn’t move my gaze to the doors, pretending I didn’t know about the blood-stained walls that laid behind them.

      Effie sat on one of the benches and I followed after, except I knelt on one knee in front of her, placing my hands on either side of her hips and hanging my head. I stared at her light jeans as I tried to maintain some semblance of composure, feeling overwhelmed. When her soft hands began to run through my hair, I trembled at how good her touch felt.

      “I would have slaughtered her,” I said honestly.

      “I know,” Effie said, a strange note to her voice. “She doesn’t deserve anything from you, though. Not even that.”

      I looked up, scared of what emotion I might find painted on her face…and was shocked to see fury. Legitimate fury. In fact, I don’t think I’d ever seen my mate this angry, and something about it grounded me. Something about her strong emotions made me want to be better—to be stronger. I didn’t want my mate suffering because of me.

      That need to make sure she was okay began to solidify everything around me. The world turned more vibrant, and I let out a shaky exhale as I straightened up, my heart slowly calming. Effie continued to stare at me with determination and understanding, as if my reaction…as if all of this was understandable.

      This woman absolutely leveled me, and in that moment, I wanted nothing more than to lay her out and make love to her. I wanted to love my angel for fucking ever. I knew this wasn’t the place, I would never take her in a space so stained with the horrors, but the next chance we had…

      If she wanted me, that was.

      I nearly shook my head at that. I knew Effie wanted me. Despite seeing how dark and truly fucked up I was…she wanted me. She saw the darkness and accepted it. Her love was so damn pure, and it absolutely leveled me.

      “I love you,” I whispered roughly. “I love you so damn much.”

      Her eyes welled with tears, her face crumbling with emotion as she launched herself at me. I held her tight, kissing her hard as she melted into my embrace. The relief through our bond made me realize just how worried she had been, and when her magic wrapped around my own, a warmth bathed us, removing the pain in my chest and the physical effects of my panic attack. I had no idea if she realized she was doing it, but I felt nearly euphoric from it, loving that her magic was so willing to mark me.

      That would never cease to shock me.

      That someone so pure and beautiful would want to risk interacting with my toxic magic. Not only interact with it but to mark it in such a claiming way.

      “Are we good here?” Both of us pulled away to find Julian standing there, relief filling his face, no doubt glad I hadn’t hurt our mate. Dakota was in the doorway as well, but he seemed less surprised, his gaze tracking Effie’s emotions.

      I nodded. “Let’s get the fuck out of here—this place is filled with horrible shit. I don’t want you here longer than we need to be, mon ange.”

      “I know,” she whispered. “I can feel it.”

      We walked back into the foyer, Julian examining Effie’s pendant as she toyed with it.

      “You sure you’re okay?” Dakota asked, the two of us a few steps behind.

      “I am now,” I got out roughly. “I just…I didn’t expect her to be here.”

      Didn’t expect to see her—had prayed I would never have to.

      “She’s the one?” Dakota asked, his eyes flashing with true anger. I’d never known how to deal with the loyalty and friendship he showed me. It was one of the reasons I’d pushed him away, freaked out at the prospect of anyone trying to be friends with me.

      “Yeah,” I muttered. I had never really confirmed it, but Dakota was aware of what had happened, at least to a small extent. I mean, the fucker could read minds.

      “Well then I’m glad she’s dead.”

      I froze, afraid to dare hope it was true. “Dead?”

      Dakota offered a sharp nod. “Can’t have a predator walking around like that. It’s probably a good thing she decided to off herself with poison, isn’t it?”

      Holy fuck.

      I nodded, feeling dazed. My biggest question—Who had poison on them?
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      Despite everything that had happened, I felt more confident and sure than ever in our mission. Ryder’s grandfather had upset me, but seeing Victoria and the type of people Hastain surrounded himself with—like Caedmon’s father—well, that was more motivation than I could ever need. I kept my chin up as I let my pendant cool in my hand, growing icy as we neared a door to the far left. I would have thought it was a sign that we were getting farther away, but I had a feeling it was the opposite, considering the nature of the Fengari Stone. It made sense in my head, at least.

      Julian was walking next to me, his hand resting on my back, and Caedmon and Dakota walked behind me. I’d been so damn scared I’d lost Caedmon. Dakota and Julian had been worried for my safety, but I hadn’t been concerned about that in the least. No, I’d been worried that Caedmon wouldn’t resurface from his state—I’d never seen him like that before. It was like he was just…gone.

      I was willing to do anything to help him escape that icy darkness that had drawn him under, drowning him, even when his teeth had been at my throat. But he had pulled himself back, and the relief I’d felt was something I would never forget for the rest of our lives.

      “I think it’s through this door.” I looked back at Caedmon. “Ever been through here?”

      “Never. None of these, actually,” he said, glancing at the nearby doors. He’d seemed more familiar with the first few hallways we encountered off the main foyer, so my guess was that those were the rooms that his father had taken him when they visited.

      I didn’t let my thoughts stray to what he experienced there. Not until we were out of here and far away from anyone else that could hurt Caedmon.

      Julian opened the door I’d pointed out, and I instantly paused at the eerie darkness on the other side. Logically, I knew it was just the lights being off—or I assumed that was the case—but it felt like there was something sinister about it. This wasn’t the right door.

      “Nope.” I stepped back, Julian letting out a low, threatening rumble at the darkness before shutting the door. He spun around and looked at Caedmon.

      “What the hell is your father involved in?”

      “Too much shit,” Caedmon muttered, eyeing the door. “Let’s be a bit more cautious about which ones we open.”

      Good idea.

      After two more attempts out of the four nearby doors, I was feeling worried that we weren’t on the right path, that my idea about the pendant was off. The second door had revealed an empty space, a single lamp hanging and swinging in the center of the room, just enough to make the room feel eerie. The third had a similar feeling to the sinister room we had originally encountered, causing me to shut the door as quickly as I had opened it. But the final? The final was a bit more hopeful.

      The room was a deep blue, not stone like the others, and there were curtains hanging on all sides over what appeared to be mirrored surfaces. The lanterns cast glittering beams of what appeared to be moonlight into the room, all of them focused on a pillar in the center……that was empty? But as I stepped closer, I realized there was a stone there.

      It was a dazzling lavender gemstone, similar to the one in my pendant but so light that it was almost silver in color and nearly transparent, a faint sparkle giving away its presence. A cool, soothing sensation ran over my skin, and a sense of peace invaded me, luring me forward. Common sense and experience warned me that it may not necessarily be a good thing.

      “This is it,” I called to the others, prompting Caedmon and Dakota, who had followed behind Julian and I, to step inside and spread out through the room. “I have no idea what’s going to happen once I touch it. Hopefully I’ll just get some extra magic, but I may need some help if it reacts the same way the Homura stone did.”

      “At least this seems more like your normal power since it’s lykos-related,” Julian expressed with a note of hope. I appreciated his optimism because I knew all of my mates were uncomfortable with the danger that these situations continuously put me in.

      “Julian,” Dakota drew out cautiously, “I think we should have Coffin on standby for this. I would love to say that we’ll be able to help, but her magic may push us out again. I have no idea how Ryder broke past it, but we can count on Coffin doing some crazy shit.”

      Julian grunted. “The bastard loves that you think that.”

      Caedmon smirked, seeming to find it amusing.

      “I’m hoping it’ll be easier this time,” I whispered, licking my lips nervously as I approached the stone. Lifting my pendant, I kept my gaze on the gorgeous Fengari Stone…before hanging mine above it.

      At first, nothing happened.

      So much so that I wondered if we had the wrong stone.

      I startled at the sound of a sharp crack, looking up to find jagged veins of ice splintering the mirrors. My magic left me in a whoosh of defensiveness as my mates rushed to me, crowding me protectively. The ice continued to spread, deep groans filling the room as it thickened until the walls were completely frozen over, caging us in a glacial prison. My breathing picked up as I was suddenly jolted forward, my magic trying to hold me in place as the pendant created an electric line of energy between itself and the stone.

      I shivered as my breath fogged the room. My mates were saying something, but I couldn’t hear them over the phantom wind that circled the space, howling against the walls. I closed my eyes, disoriented by the magic spinning through the room and pouring into me. It was like being pumped with adrenaline. It was enhancing my lykos magic, and suddenly I felt almost manic with the intensity of it.

      My eyes began to dart around behind my lids, and I trembled, trying to hold still. I couldn’t afford to shift, not yet. My magic tightened around my mates as they moved closer, and when my eyes snapped open I saw that icy thorns had grown from the walls, all pointing towards us. Dakota shouted something, fingers of ice freezing the tips of his hair, but I couldn’t hear him, the wind growing more vicious as if trying to block out his words

      Then the moon appeared.

      I hissed as the ceiling cracked open and a giant, shining silver orb appeared, filling the space with light and highlighting each icy thorn. I felt hypnotized until Caedmon’s power lashed out, making me look back at him. His eyes were flashing purple, making me wonder if he was going to shift. Could Caedmon even do that if he wasn’t being ‘called’ by the moon? I didn’t think so, but now I was second-guessing myself. It would be bad if he shifted with all of us so close.

      “Caedmon!” I yelled, but my voice was cut off as a bolt of power slammed into me.

      I gasped at the purple power coursing through me, icy blue streaks belonging to a part of me I had long forgotten. It all began to surface though, instinctive magic attached to hidden memories. My breathing was irregular and I nearly fell to the ground, my body feeling as if it were being pulled in a million different directions by frigid hands.

      Visions began to flash by, and this time they weren’t of the past…they were of the present. And an unavoidable future—if it wasn’t stopped. If they weren’t stopped. I could see it in startling and horrifying detail.

      I could see the faces of men like Hastain around the world. Men who traded in flesh, planning to use young women just like me. They would rip families apart—take mothers from their children, severing familial and mate bonds alike, and take daughters from the protection of their loving communities. They would celebrate their financial gain while women everywhere became slaves to men willing to buy their mates—willing to force a connection that should have been natural.

      A cry of frustration left my throat, so many emotions all swarming me at once. I was feeling agony and a furious anger, a tremble rocketing through me and causing me to feel like I was going to burst from my very skin. I couldn’t let this happen. I couldn’t let this potential future solidify into reality.

      I would do anything to stop it.

      Tears leaked down my face realizing the true size of this problem, and seeing what it could grow into broke me down until I felt raw. Mona was right—this was much larger than Silver Falls University.

      I had to open the gate.

      I had to let out the true magic, because we would need all the help we could get.

      A final shot of magic pulsed through me, and then everything snapped shut at once. Like Pandora’s box closing, the room went absolutely silent. I sank to my knees, gasping as I held onto the pendant, feeling a weird sense of determination and anger. I knew so much and so little. I knew what I needed to do…but not how. I had no idea where this gate even was.

      I could also feel that my magic had once again shifted. I didn’t know what that meant or how my magic would behave anymore, but I was stronger and it was eager under my skin—almost violently playful, wanting to break out. There was also an element to it that was familiar, very familiar and far more natural to me than the effects of the other stone had been.

      “Keep it together; Effie is right fucking here. You’ll hurt her,” Julian demanded, his voice filled with an alpha command that had Caedmon letting out a feral noise. I turned to find Caedmon stock still, fighting his shift as Dakota looked around at the icy walls, probably wondering how the hell we were going to get out of here.

      “Let’s get out of here,” Dakota bit out, looking at the door through the ice wall. “I don’t know how—”

      Suddenly the door on the outside glowed red, and I backed up with the others as the ice melted before the wood frame was kicked in. Tore and Ryder stood there looking panicked, their eyes locking with mine. I was so thankful now that they’d decided to stay out there. Caedmon cursed, relief filling our bond as he slipped from the room, obviously needing space.

      I went to follow him, but Julian snagged me around the waist as Tore turned to do the same, looking concerned.

      “Give him just a minute. If he needs to shift, I want you away for the actual shift part—he would never forgive himself over the knowledge that he could’ve hurt you,” Julian explained, and I nodded in understanding.

      I could hear Dakota explaining to Ryder what happened as I looked back at the Fengari Stone, sitting silently as if it hadn’t just turned this place into a polar vortex.

      Or maybe that had been my magic more than the stone.

      I really needed to understand my new magic more. Magic that…was from the divine realm. It almost seemed impossible. Then again, so did most of my life lately.

      “We need to get the hell out of here. I think there’s a second exit through one of these rooms,” Ryder said. “I’ll ask Caedmon.”

      “We can’t risk going out the front—they’re still there,” Tore agreed from a distance. Caedmon was pacing, the ritual succeeding in calming him. I craved to comfort him but gave him the space he seemed to need for the moment.

      “There is a secondary exit.” Caedmon snapped his head up. “It’s the way they used to dispose of the bodies. Over here.”

      Everyone grabbed their bags, which had been brought inside by the attendants, and I followed them as I mulled over everything that had happened. Ryder paused, letting me catch up to him. “I’m relieved that went better than the other.”

      “It did and didn’t,” I murmured. They all stopped, staring at me.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I…I saw how bad it could become,” I whispered. “We have to open the gate. There’s no way we can handle this on our own.”
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      The cool afternoon wind brushed over my face as we emerged from a staircase that led into an alleyway. The building it was behind, not the same one we entered, led me to believe that the complex spanned further underground than I’d realized.

      Tore shrugged off his jacket and draped it over me, pulling me into his arms. I hummed happily at the sweet gesture as he kept me tucked against him. Ryder and Julian walked ahead, appearing to have a plan, and Dakota and Caedmon followed behind us. Caedmon was still coming down from the urge to shift, and Dakota appeared to be helping to an extent, keeping him entertained in a conversation.

      Since the night of the dinner when Caedmon had stood up to his dad, there was a significant change in their friendship. I could tell that the hurt between them was repairing itself, and I loved that so incredibly much.

      “Where are we going?” I asked Tore, his gaze on the streets ahead. I wasn’t sure how busy it normally was, but it seemed extra busy today, people streaming in and out of businesses. While it seemed to put Tore on edge, it actually made me more comfortable since it’d be harder for anyone trying to follow us. Namely the parade of cars that was now a few blocks away.

      “Train,” Tore said. “We’re going to take it to London. Shouldn’t take more than a few hours. Ryder can charter a flight from there—apparently he does it often since he owns a property there.”

      “It’s where a lot of my assets are,” Ryder explained. I imagined that before he retired he did a lot of work internationally, although I hadn’t looked into him in an official capacity. I guess I had that ability now, didn’t I? Well, I would if I had my laptop with me. I was pretty sure it could do something like that.

      All I’d packed, though, were some mini snow globes and clothes. That was it. I was irritated with myself, feeling like I was grossly unprepared for this type of trip. I really hadn’t known what to expect, though.

      “Have you traveled a lot?” I asked Tore curiously. As we moved through the streets, I had a moment where life almost felt normal. Like we were just traveling together for fun.

      “No,” Tore admitted. “My family takes pack shit really seriously, so we always stayed in town. Leaving for school was one of the first times I traveled, although I’ve always wanted to. Despite the circumstances, this is pretty cool.”

      I titled my head curiously. “Wait, why didn’t I need a passport or anything?”

      Tore’s lips pressed up. “You don’t need a lot of shit when you fly private, although you’re right—they should’ve checked at some point…maybe when we landed? I have no idea how that works or if we even need them for the train.”

      Nerves invaded my chest, but I had to trust that if Ryder thought it was a good idea, he’d already considered that aspect. Once again, I found myself ridiculously thankful for his presence. The man was so capable and knowing, and besides being extremely attracted to him, I found myself captivated and more than a bit in awe of his confidence in everything he did.

      Once we arrived at the train station, Tore brought me to a bench to curl up as the others went to figure out tickets. When a weird blast of coolness passed over my skin, I looked down at my fingers, momentarily seeing them spark with purple energy. While I wasn’t as exhausted as I’d been with the Homura Stone, I could tell that the magic from the Fengari Stone had left an effect on me.

      Although this time I felt more exhilarated than anything else.

      I wanted to test out my new powers, but I knew this wasn’t the right place. I was starting to be able to tell the difference between magic users and humans, and if I was right, there were a lot of humans around us right now. I didn’t know what their reaction would be to magic and seeing some girl’s hands light up in different colors, but I had to figure the paranormal world and magic were secret for a reason.

      “Alright, the train will be here any minute,” Julian said. He and the others joined us on the bench, most of my mates engaged in a serious discussion. “We bought an entire car for ourselves, so we’ll be able to spread out. There should be at least three cabins in it, so if you need to rest you should be able to.”

      I offered him a grateful smile. “I actually feel really good, although…”

      “What?” Tore asked curiously.

      “I wish I could practice my magic, especially because I can tell I have so much more,” I said. “I was so tired the other day that I didn’t get the opportunity.”

      “Maybe once we’re on the train,” Julian suggested. “I doubt there will be many people traveling in the middle of a weekday, as it is.”

      That was true. Although it did seem rather busy out….

      I nibbled my lip and let out a long, slow sigh. It was a weekday, which meant I should have been on campus, going to class.

      “I feel bad about missing class,” I said for what felt like the millionth time since starting at Silver Falls, before admitting what I’d been holding in for so long. “Actually, I don’t—I feel bad that the teachers are disappointed.”

      Julian and Tore shared a look before the first asked, “Do you want to continue at Silver Falls, Effie?”

      My knee-jerk reaction was to answer ‘yes,’ but I took a moment to consider the question before I spoke. Before, I’d been so thrilled to get away from Gerald and Theresa, so terrified of being sent back, that I’d clung to Silver Falls as my only hope for a better life. But now that I knew there were other options out there—ones that weren’t led by reprehensible men like Hastain—I wondered if a different school may be better.

      “I want to study economics,” I said, “but maybe Silver Falls isn’t the right place.”

      I also wouldn’t fully admit to it, but I hoped to find a university with a bit more flexibility for class scheduling. I wasn’t used to formal schooling, so it would be a lot easier to take it at my own pace, especially since… Well, we had no idea what would happen in the future, but I didn’t want to feel tied down to such an intense schedule.

      “There are a lot of other options.” Tore tucked a piece of hair behind my ear. “A ton of schools that offer the same thing in places that would be far safer to live in.”

      “I like that idea,” I said. “I don’t want to live anywhere near the Whitepaw pack, though—” I emboldened myself, adding, “Especially if we really do plan on settling down and having a family.”

      Tore let out a low rumble that caused shivers to roll over my skin and heat to explode in my center. I inhaled sharply at the intensity in his expression, and Julian hummed softly, drawing my chin back as he examined my face with interest.

      “That’s a good point, preciosa. I wouldn’t want to risk our children being anywhere near Hastain either.”

      “No place for pups,” Tore agreed, making my cheeks heat.

      Then I considered what they were giving up for me. “I don’t want you feeling like you have to leave your entire life, especially after years of schooling—”

      “No,” Julian warned, running a thumb over my lip. “I’m serious, Effie. No more of that. We want to be here, right by your side. Always. Stop questioning it.”

      “Okay.” I knew it would be far healthier to stop feeling insecure about things like that; it had just been branded onto my brain from the Whitepaw situation, so I was still getting used to being…wanted.

      The sudden train horn had me sitting up, and we took our place in the line of passengers, my mates surrounding me protectively as we filed out towards the platform. Dakota wrapped an arm around me and pressed his forehead to mine. “I can feel your wolf jumping around.”

      “Yeah, my magic is acting up—or wants to,” I admitted. “I need to use it to some extent, I think.”

      Actually there was no ‘I think’ about it—it was nearly bursting from my skin.

      Dakota nodded, and as the train arrived into the open-air station, the emerald green and gold paint flashed under the sunlight, making it look like something right out of a movie. The train appeared brand new in everything except its old-fashioned styling, the mountains and forested landscape behind it only making it look that much more idealistic. I bounced on my toes with excitement as I watched passengers depart the train, being handed luggage by the attendants on their way out. When the station was cleared of previous passengers, I eagerly approached the door, and when the attendant read my ticket, he pointed to one of the gold cars a few down from us.

      I had only taken one train before this—the one up to Kirkwall—and to say this one was different was an understatement. A smile claimed my face as we stepped into a small passageway before going through a set of solid dark doors.

      The scent of expensive leather and wood greeted me, the door opening into a cabin that appeared to be a lounge. There were windows from mid-wall to ceiling that showcased the landscape, and dark leather seats framed each corner of the room. A dining table sat in the center of the space, a chandelier hanging from the ceiling above.

      Walking across the deep red carpet, I went to the back of the lounge and looked down the long hallway. There were three doors that had to be the cabins the guys had been talking about. Turning back around, I realized that the room I’d initially viewed as spacious seemed much smaller with all my mates inside of it. Allowing them to spread out with their bags, I opened the farthest cabin and walked in.

      “Wow,” I said as I stepped into the luxurious bedroom, which even had its own bathroom. This was so cool. I wasn’t positive it was better than the jet, as it wouldn’t travel nearly as fast, but I loved it nonetheless.

      “We’re going to be departing soon,” Ryder said from the doorway. “Once we get going, do you want to test out your magic?”

      I totally did. I just hoped it wouldn’t be too explosive.

      After nearly forty-five minutes of watching the landscape go by while I sat leaning with my back to Tore’s chest, I deemed that enough time had passed to practice. Caedmon had gone to get some sleep in one of the cabins, and Dakota had gone to shower in the second. Ryder, Tore, and Julian were sitting around with me, Ryder and Julian playing a lazy game of chess, neither of them fully paying attention to it as they pointed out various landmarks to me.

      “Okay, I’m going to try,” I said nervously, taking a deep breath.

      “Just close your eyes and try to focus on your original magic, then expand out from there,” Ryder suggested.

      Deciding to take his advice, I closed my eyes and focused on my wolf. She was bouncing around, looking almost hyper, and I knew it was partly from being so close to our mates and the bonds we’d created with them, but it was also the new magic surrounding us. There was a thread of purple-blue magic that moved languidly through the rest, like a lazy stream cutting through a fiery orange lake. I reached forward instinctively, trying to grasp it, and immediately my eyes snapped open.

      “Shit,” Julian cursed. The room had darkened, the lights flickering as a blue glow filled it. The sound of ice cracking came from behind me, and I saw across the way that the windows were frosting over. That wasn’t the wow part though.

      No, the wow part was the stars that hung suspended above us, a miniature model of them and the moon rotating. It reminded me of those lights you could buy, the ones that projected constellations on your ceiling. I felt speechless and in absolute awe that I could produce something so beautiful in a natural pull of power. Despite being new to me, it felt familiar, like an extension of myself.

      “I don’t know what it does, exactly,” I admitted, trying to focus it on something but not finding anything close enough. Ryder appeared in front of me and put a glass of water on the nearby table.

      “Maybe it’s elemental, similar to my magic,” he offered.

      I eyed the glass of water and gently used my finger to trace the rim. The magic on my fingers was pink, as expected, though lazy rivers of periwinkle now ran through it.

      The glass froze.

      “Shit,” Tore chuckled.

      “What else can you do with your magic?” I asked Ryder, hoping he could provide more inspiration.

      “There’s our shifted form, but you already have that.”

      I nodded because I did. Although…had my lykos form been changed by Julian’s bitten mark? I hadn’t considered that before. I didn’t know what lykos were supposed to look like.

      “Try to interact with my magic,” Tore suggested. I turned into him, examining his face which was filled with curiosity and excitement. I had a feeling that Tore liked having magic, and while fenrir wolves didn’t normally have a lot, he was in a much different position. I could tell he found it fascinating.

      “I don’t know how,” I said, but before I could finish the sentence, my magic was rushing out to greet him. I let out a pleased noise as his skin shimmered with what appeared to be stars, and despite his breath fogging in the air, he stared at it with wonder before smiling at me.

      “What does it feel like?” Julian asked. I was surprised to find a look of envy on his face.

      “Cold and exhilarating,” Tore answered.

      “I imagine you can turn it deadly fairly easily if needed,” Ryder said, sounding happy about that. I wasn’t sure I felt the same.

      “Try it,” Tore said, but I was already shaking my head no as my wolf froze up. I smiled slightly in relief that my wolf seemed to be on the same page as me.

      “I couldn’t hurt you even if I tried,” I admitted, turning to include all the others. “Any of you. Not only do I not want to, but my wolf would never allow it.”

      “I love that.” Julian flashed me a charming smile, returning his attention to the chessboard for a moment while he figured out his next move.

      Ryder was staring at me with a look I didn’t fully understand. “I want you to be able to defend yourself,” he explained. “We need to figure out a way to train.”

      “She doesn’t need that.” Dakota stepped out of the second cabin, running a hand through his damp hair and looking around with interest. “We’ll slaughter anyone who tries to hurt her.”

      His words should have scared me but instead they came off as…sweet? Was that a word I could use to describe them?

      “It may be a good idea anyway,” Tore murmured, his gaze going distant for a moment. I had a feeling he was thinking about Isabella.

      “Maybe start small?” I asked Ryder. “Maybe I can try with your sister or Ruby?”

      “That’s a good idea,” Ryder agreed, the guys breaking into a conversation about what I would even need to practice.

      My magic loved the girls, but I think we’d be able to view it as more of a game. A small prickle of sadness invaded my chest, wanting to see the two of them. I knew there was a very real possibility of leaving Silver Falls, but I didn’t want that to mean the end of our friendship.

      I let my magic sink back under my skin, and Tore let out a grumpy sound at its departure before sweeping me up and carrying me into the final cabin. I heard Julian shout something, but I just wrapped my arms around Tore and nuzzled against his throat.

      “What are we doing?” I asked, my skin already heating up from the way he was looking at me.

      “I’m stealing you away,” he said. “I want to cuddle while we have the downtime.”

      That sounded like perfection.

      I slipped off my shoes, letting out a small yawn before crawling into the bed. It had been an insane day, and while I was relieved we’d been able to escape after finding the stone, I didn’t think we were out of the woods yet.

      Tore tugged his shirt over his head, my gaze zeroing in on the bandage in the middle of his chest. He chuckled at the blatant curiosity that must have been painted all over my expression.

      I didn’t know the tattoo process, but he didn’t seem to be in pain at all, and as he undid the bandage, I tracked a spark of magic that made me think it hadn’t been done with normal ink. I sat up as the bandage finally fell away, giving me an unobstructed look at the new tattoo.

      Wow.

      I broke into a massive smile as I looked up into his gaze, seeing warmth and affection there.

      “You…you wanted that on you permanently?” I whispered as he moved to the bed. I pushed back so that he was able to move over me, his lips gently pressing down on mine. I could tell he was no longer embarrassed, which was good because there was absolutely no reason to be—I loved it. I more than loved it.

      “Yes. I want to be able to look at it and always have a part of you,” he whispered as he withdrew his lips from mine. My hand pressed to his chest, right over his heart, our heartbeats synchronizing immediately. When I pulled my hand back, tears pricked my eyes.

      He’d tattooed my handprint right over his heart.
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      “A date? With me?” I asked. I was sitting on the couch and looking up at Ryder, Dakota nipping my neck as a nervous giggle escaped.

      “Yes you.” Ryder crouched down and took my hand. “Come to dinner with me. We don’t leave until the morning. We’ve been traveling all day, and you need to relax.”

      “Rich coming from you,” Caedmon murmured. Ryder scowled, but I smiled at the banter.

      “What about us?” Julian was nearly pouting. “I need food.”

      “Same,” Tore agreed.

      “You can order food,” Ryder grumbled. “What do you say, kitten?”

      “Of course! I’ll get ready.” I jumped up, causing Dakota to complain. I’d been sitting in the man’s lap since we arrived at Ryder’s house in London an hour or so ago, so he was just being grumpy. I wouldn’t tell him, but I sorta loved it.

      The train ride brought us into London right as afternoon turned to evening, so I was able to get a glimpse at a city that I was already falling in love with. Don’t get me wrong, everywhere we’d been so far had been beautiful, but there was just something about London. And Ryder’s house here was gorgeous.

      Not overly massive, but right in the heart of the city, a walk-up long, narrow building that looked older on the outside but was completely redone on the inside. From what I could gather, it had six floors and eight bedrooms, as well as four levels of basements, two of which were for cars.

      This was a property he had put a lot of thought into.

      After such a long train ride, it felt good to take my time getting ready, and once I was freshly showered and dressed in a silk cocktail dress with kitten heels, I found myself staring in the mirror. I would have never picked this outfit out in the store. I was hoping it matched…but even if it didn’t, Caedmon’s personal shopper clearly had an eye for what I liked.

      I also couldn’t help but notice that I did look different. My hair looked softer, my skin more vibrant, and the way the clothes fit me, molding to my curves, was most likely because I’d been eating. I looked good. More than anything, I felt good. That type of confidence wasn’t something I’d ever experienced before now.

      “Lil bit—shit.” I turned to find Tore taking me in from head to toe before he groaned and stalked back out. Before, I would’ve worried about what he thought, but I was quickly learning that Tore usually got all grumpy like this when he thought I looked good in something. I know, it was slightly confusing.

      “What’s he on about—” Julian froze as he stared at me, a huge smile breaking onto his face. “Ryder’s a lucky bastard. You look edible, preciosa.”

      “We should keep her here,” Dakota said, flashing a smile as he appeared in the doorway.

      “I’m excited to go out to dinner, especially because I want to see more of London. I really like it here. It just feels…right. If that makes sense?” I asked, rambling a little, mostly because I was nervous they wouldn’t feel the same.

      The two of them exchanged a look, Dakota’s smile softening. “Yeah it does, little wolf. I completely understand.”

      “Now go eat something,” Julian said, tugging my hand and kissing me softly before Dakota did the same. I could hear them joking about keeping me here as I walked past, and when I got to the door I saw that Ryder had pulled an expensive sports car around and was talking to Caedmon outside. Tore met me at the door and had me slip on a leather jacket before kissing me hard and possessively, looking more grumpy than ever.

      “Be back soon,” I promised as I walked down the steps. Ryder’s gaze ran over me, his eyes heating as his throat produced a low rumble. Caedmon turned to see what had caught Ryder’s attention, and his eyes widened on my dress. I blushed as I made my way towards them, and when I was close enough, Caedmon stepped into my space and cupped my jaw.

      “Be safe tonight. I know Ryder will keep you safe, but I still worry.”

      I nodded and went up on my toes, kissing him softly. All too soon the kiss was over and he stepped away and walked into the house, Ryder leading me to the car.

      “I love this.” I looked around his peaceful block as the street lamps flickered on. “I wish I could see more of London. I was telling the others that this place feels different from the other places we’ve traveled. I’m still not sure why, though.”

      “They have several fantastic universities around here for economics,” he pointed out, his eyes filled with interest. As he pulled away from the curb, I peppered him with questions about London. By the time that we reached the restaurant, I had decidedly fallen more in love with the city. I was eager to see where he had chosen to go to dinner after talking about all the fantastic food options they had.

      I hadn’t known what type of restaurant to expect, but when we pulled up to an expensive but cozy place I gave a small sigh of relief. Sometimes the fancier the establishment, the harder it was for me to relax.

      “Bosu,” Ryder said to the hostess, who led us up a small set of stairs to a series of private rooms. The hostess slid open a frosted glass door, revealing an intimate room with a circular booth. Ryder offered her a nod of thanks as we stepped inside and took our seats, the hostess closing the door behind her as she left.

      “I like this place,” I noted quietly.

      “One of my favorite restaurants.”

      “Ryder!” A man with a thick accent opened the door, offering a friendly, confident smile. “Glad to see you’re in town—and with a woman.”

      “Breckinridge, this is Effie. Effie, this is Breckinridge—he owns the place,” Ryder said.

      “Nice to meet you.”

      “I would say the same, but Ryder looks like he might kill me if I do.” The man chuckled, shooting me a wink as Ryder let loose a rumble. The man flashed another smile, seeming like a sunny person. “I get it, I get it—I’m going to bring you the regular and some extra stuff.”

      The door was closed once more, and I blinked, feeling whiplash from his quick departure.

      “He’s a character,” Ryder said fondly. “Nice guy, though. Cute family. Has like six kids.”

      “Wow, six,” I murmured. I’d never considered how many kids I wanted to have myself, but instead of bringing that up, I asked, “So you come here often?”

      “When I worked in town, I’d bring larger investors here to talk. It’s more relaxed than an office.”

      “That makes sense.” I moved closer to him and offered a small, almost nervous smile. “I’ve never been on a date before, Ryder.”

      His eyes filled with warmth. “Good. I’m glad I got to be your first.”

      Ryder’s words caused me to shiver, but before I could say anything, drinks and appetizers were brought. While we ate, I decided to use the time to ask him about his work here, and before long we’d gone down the rabbit hole of talking about economics and, more importantly, the programs around here.

      While we’d been talking, though, his hand had wandered on my thigh, his grip tightening possessively before releasing, skimming his fingers further and further up the skirt of my dress.

      My skin broke into shivers as my nipples tightened against my bra almost painfully. My head swam with need as he moved even higher. His lips trailed my neck for a moment before coming to my ear. “Stop squirming, kitten, or else I’ll have to find a way to restrain you.”

      His words only served to turn me on further, and if his hand traveled any farther, he would realize the effect his slow teasing touch had on my body.

      “I can’t,” I said breathlessly. “Y-you know I can’t.”

      “I do,” he said with a dark chuckle, his fingers tracing the edge of my panties. “And I love getting you all worked up. You’re so damn responsive.”

      “Ryder,” I said on a near-whine, unable to disguise the need I felt. I hoped the restaurant was busy enough that no one could hear us…but if there were shifters, I had no doubt they would be able to scent just how turned on I was.

      Finally, his digits skimmed over my panties and he let out an almost feral growl, no doubt seeing just how turned on I was. I wiggled on his lap, and when he tugged my panties to the side, I let out a whimper of relief, his rough fingers sliding against my wet slit.

      With how worked up I was, I nearly climaxed on the spot, my eyes fluttering shut as I trembled. Ryder groaned, working a finger inside of me as he caught my moan of his name with his lips before it could echo through our private room.

      Though the idea of anyone hearing the effect of him touching me like this wasn’t exactly unappealing… I actually didn’t know how I felt about it. But I wanted everyone to know how good my mate made me feel. Although the reality of their presence had me blushing as my legs almost instinctively closed.

      “Spread your thighs like a good girl,” he demanded roughly. “Do not close them for me. Ever.”

      “Okay,” I breathed, letting my thighs fall open, Ryder slowly moved a finger in and out of me, the sound erotic in the small space of our private room. He groaned, and when his thumb brushed my clit I could feel the orgasm ready to roll over me, invading everything with pleasure—

      Ryder pulled away at that exact moment, making me whimper in pain.

      “I know what you need, Effie.” He sounded almost sympathetic. “But I can’t give it to you—not yet. I want you so turned on you can barely think straight before you come on my fingers. I want to absolutely devour this pussy, but since I can’t, I plan on taking my time.”

      “I like the idea of your mouth on me,” I whispered breathlessly.

      “You would like a lot of what I want to do,” he growled, slowly inserting his finger again. “And there is so much I want to do—namely bend you over this table and fill you with my cum.”

      Holy hell.

      “I need to come.” I was trembling with need.

      “You want that, don’t you.” Ryder tugged on my ear, adding a second finger. “You want me—hell, all of us—to fill this tight hole up with so much cum it’s leaking down your thighs.”

      My eyes closed, giving into the moment completely.

      There was something feral about Ryder right now, dangerous and predatory, as he rolled my clit with his thumb. “You’ve already had two of us inside of you; do you know how much I crave to do the same?”

      His thumb moved off my clit, and I whimpered in pain.

      “Please, Ryder,” I moaned.

      “You’ll come when I tell you to.” He stilled his fingers and I nodded immediately, his fingers resuming their movement, increasing their speed and causing my legs to tremble.

      “The problem, kitten,” he growled, “is that I can’t fuck you—not without filling you up with so much cum that there isn’t a chance you won’t be pregnant.”

      My pussy tightened around his fingers as his other hand ran up my chest to squeeze one of my breasts, toying with my hard nipple.

      “Unless you want that.” He nipped my ear. “Do you want that, Effie? Do you want to slide down on my cock?”

      “Yes,” I answered without hesitation.

      Ryder stilled his fingers as his other hand tilted my jaw back, his gaze darkening. “You want that, kitten? Be certain before you answer.”

      “I…I want that, Ryder.” I knew exactly what I was saying, even if I was in a fog of pure need.

      Ryder’s magic pushed through the room, the lights dimming as he cocooned us inside. I whimpered as he removed his fingers from me, licking them before lifting me off him. I nearly begged him to continue, my clit pulsing with need, before he pulled me back on him so that I was straddling him.

      “Show me how much you want it, Effie, because you better be sure,” he rasped. “There’s no going back if I slide inside of you.”

      My hands were shaky as I unbuttoned his shirt and pressed forward, kissing his lips in a tentative but hot kiss, rocking my body against his rock-hard length. My hands explored his chest, and I savored the chance to touch him. I loved that he was allowing me full access to him. I hadn’t been in charge before, Ryder allowing me to set the pace as he pushed my dress up to my waist, his large hands gripping my butt perfectly.

      “I want you inside of me,” I admitted boldly, my hands traveling down to his pants. I undid them with far from practiced hands and leaned back to free his erection. The minute he was in my hand, Ryder let out a feral noise, a pearl of precum forming. I licked my lips and slid to the floor, leaning forward to swipe it off with my tongue—

      “Effie,” he snarled. “You don’t have to—shit.”

      His pained tone had me stopping until I saw the pure need on his face. Wrapping one hand around his cock, my fingers not able to fully touch, I slid him into my mouth.

      I wasn’t normally this bold or daring, but I was so incredibly turned on that all I could think about was having him in my mouth. I knew I was wet enough to take him, I could feel it on my thighs, but I wanted to take him in every way. I wanted him to understand just how much I wanted this—

      I gagged on his length, and he slid a hand into my hair, pulling me back but not off of him. He looked down at me kneeling halfway under the table, and his free hand tightened on the booth’s leather seat, clearly wanting to touch me. Working my way up his shaft, I swirled my tongue around the head before bobbing back down, taking him so deep that my eyes practically watered.

      “Fuck,” Ryder hissed. “Keep doing that, kitten, and I’m going to come in your mouth.”

      I whimpered, pressing my thighs together, loving the idea of tasting him, of swallowing him down.

      A dark look turned Ryder’s gaze almost gold. “You love that, don’t you? But I know what you want more. I know you want me between your thighs.”

      I did; he was completely right. Unable to stop myself, I pulled off his cock and crawled on top of him again, his fingers snapping the sides of my barely there panties and tossing them to the side.

      I heard someone pass our private room, their shadows only making this more exhilarating. Ryder tugged me forward over his cock, and I could feel his magic binding around me in a lethal hold. There was a wild look in his eye, and I knew he was close to losing control.

      “Slide down on my cock,” he demanded softly. “Show me how much you want to take me. Show me how much you want my cum.”

      I whimpered as the head of his cock pressed to my entrance, moaning as I began to slide down his length. My eyes nearly rolled back as I worked myself down his length, his chest rumbling and hands almost bruising on my hips. Finally, I slammed down completely, and he let out a feral noise that had everything in me lighting up like a fireworks show.

      “Goddamn,” Ryder groaned, burying his head against my throat while gripping my butt. “You feel so amazing.”

      I whimpered, rolling my hips. I felt his cock pulse, and I swear I felt him spill inside of me, but if he did, he only seemed to grow more hard, and the intense dominance radiating off of him did the opposite of scare me.

      “Good girl. Ride my cock, just like that,” he growled as I bounced up and down, loving the grip he had on my ass. When the strap of my dress and bralette fell, revealing my breast, he surged forward and tugged my nipple with his teeth. My clit pulsed and a small orgasm rolled over me, causing him to snarl as I tightened around him.

      Moving faster, I had the sudden need and urge to make him come inside of me. I couldn’t explain it, but the sound of us coming together, the erotic clap of our skin and the way he whispered filthy things against my lips, had everything turning into a hurricane of need. I was going to come, and I was going to come hard.

      “Come for me, Effie. Come for me so I can. I have so much fucking cum for you, kitten.”

      His words had me detonating on the spot, the room turning black as his teeth bit down on the swell of my breast, our magic slamming together as fire licked my skin. I cried out his name as he groaned out mine, the sensation of him spilling his seed causing me to feel a euphoric sense of relief and connection.

      Sinking against him, a wave of sleepiness rolled over me, and I couldn’t help the lazy, sated smile that pressed onto my lips at what we’d just done.

      “Effie.” Ryder tilted my chin up, his eyes darkening on my expression. “Fuck, I love you.”

      “Ryder,” I whispered in surprise, rolling my hips instinctively as he groaned. His cock flexed inside of me and I shivered, feeling him spill further inside of me. He hadn’t been lying…he had a lot for me. My lips pressed to his as he tightened one hand in my hair, deeply kissing me to the point that I felt dizzy. “Ryder, I love you too.”

      That word didn’t do justice to how I felt, though, and the amount of joy his words caused was almost impossible to describe.

      “I know everything seems chaotic, but I promise I’m going to do everything I can to give you the life you dream of.” He pressed another kiss to my lips.

      “I just want you,” I whispered, running my hands through his hair.

      “You did so good, kitten,” He nipped my lip. “So fucking good.”

      His praise had something lighting up under my skin that I’d never experienced before. I loved the idea of pleasing Ryder in all ways, and I found I needed that from him. After a moment, he gently pulled me off him, and I realized I had no panties. Now I was wearing nothing but a silk dress…and cum between my legs.

      Ryder let out a low rumble, looking over me. “Fuck, you are so goddamn gorgeous.”

      I let out a small, soft sound as he flashed a smile and adjusted my dress. He wrapped me in his large dress coat, slinging the leather jacket over the booth before looking over our food. His lips pressed to my temple.

      “How do you feel about getting this wrapped up to go?”

      “That sounds amazing.”
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      I found myself waking in the middle of the night, knowing that something was wrong.

      Or at least off.

      I got out of bed, having fallen asleep minutes after Ryder carried Effie into the house, her form relaxed and sated after falling asleep in the car. Well, that, and after him marking her. Coffin let out a dangerous rumble in my ear at that.

      He was fucking pissed.

      Not at her, of course, but at the fact that males kept marking her before we had the opportunity to do so. I kept reminding him that we had, in fact, marked her, before anyone else. Ours had been the first mark on her skin, but he hadn’t been with me yet, so in his mind it didn’t count. Which was bullshit but also not worth the argument—mostly because I very much wanted to put my mating mark on Effie.

      Despite the late hour, I didn’t resist the urge to go see her. I knew where she was sleeping, the six guest suites split between two levels of the house, and easily made my way down a flight of stairs to her bedroom.

      Ryder stood in the doorway, looking more than slightly concerned. He was still dressed from earlier, making me think that he hadn’t slept yet, but when I came to the door, I found he wasn’t the only one there. Dakota sat on the edge of the bed, his hand running over Effie’s flushed face. My gaze moved around the room, taking note that Caedmon was opening what appeared to be medicine in the attached bathroom, and Tore—

      He appeared right next to Ryder as he went in with a glass of water.

      “What the hell is going on?” I asked finally, breaking out of the sleepy haze and confusion of just having gotten up.

      “No idea,” Ryder admitted. “I just came up here from my office.”

      “She has a fever.” Dakota frowned, his brows pushed together in concern. “A high one. I was sleeping in here with her and woke up to find her super hot to the touch.”

      “Julian, since she’s closest to being ‘bitten,’ although I’m not sure about that anymore… Do we know if human medicine will work on her?” Caedmon asked, looking perplexed. Where Ryder and I were concerned but not overreacting, Caedmon and Tore were damn near about to lose their shit. I didn’t blame them, but I also had a feeling that neither of them had been sick—or around others who were sick—very often.

      “Won’t hurt to try,” I said, crouching down and running the back of my hand over her searing head. I started to stand to find a thermometer, but Tore seemed on the same track because he appeared in front of me with one. I turned back and placed it against her forehead.

      103.2

      “Shit,” I exhaled sharply.

      “I’ll call a shifter doctor,” Ryder said, turning from the room. I had to give the guy credit, at least he was efficient. Caedmon placed the medicine down and followed after him, clearly having something on his mind. Dakota continued to stroke her hair as Tore went to the other side of the bed and tried to gently wake Effie up.

      “Lil bit, I need you to wake up. Just to take some medicine.”

      Effie made a discontented sound and pulled her pillow closer, then let out a happy sigh. Dakota ran a hand through his hair, looking stressed. “I’ve already tried to break through to her mentally, but nothing is working.”

      Just then I felt Coffin tugging at the back of my consciousness, not being nearly demanding as normal but still trying to get my attention.

      Before meeting Effie, I tried to communicate with Coffin as little as possible, feeling like if I did more than was necessary he would use it as a foothold to get more control.

      Having another entity inside your head was fucking weird when you didn’t trust they wouldn’t take over. But I’d found recently that the more I listened to him, the more he was willing to work with me. So I offered him some attention, knowing he was probably worried about our mate.

      “What?”

      “Let me out. I can get inside of her head.”

      “You can?” When the hell had that happened?

      “She marked us, of course I can.” He said it as if it was common knowledge.

      “You good?” Dakota asked. “Coffin bothering you?”

      “Sort of. He’s telling me to let him out so he can get inside her head. I’m not sure I believe he can do that.”

      Tore looked up with interest. “Has he ever lied to you before?”

      “No,” I admitted, letting out a sigh. If Coffin thought he could get through to her, then I was going to let him out. I wanted to know what was going on in her head, exactly—

      Coffin surged forward and threw me to the back of my consciousness.

      This time, though, I didn’t fade into unconsciousness. I was completely present, and I watched as he let out a low rumble at Dakota and Tore’s presence before turning his attention to Effie. At first I really didn’t understand what he planned to do, but when his fingers brushed over our mark on her, I felt it. The mark she left on us surged with power, and in a wave I was pulled into Effie’s mind, feeling disoriented and like I was watching a movie.

      One that featured Effie standing in a dim room, shivering with a blanket wrapped around her. The walls were hazy, and despite her clearly not feeling well, I didn’t feel anything off with her magic. In fact, it felt vibrant and healthy…I think she just was sick. That boggled me a bit, and as Coffin approached her in wolf form, she curled up against him.

      What I didn’t expect was how Coffin planned to keep her entertained and present until she felt like waking up.

      The room darkened further, and like a projector, images began to play out in front of us. I moved forward to watch them, Effie’s eyes growing more alert.

      “What is this?” I asked it out loud, but I knew from Effie’s lack of reaction that only Coffin could hear me.

      “Memories.” It was a simple word for anything but.

      I watched as the sun rose over a spacious landscape of mountains with an ocean in the background, wolves waking from their slumber in the caves nearby. I assumed it was from Coffin’s point of view, as he stepped out and was immediately surrounded by small pups, their parents watching nearby. It was obvious, at least to me, that he was the alpha of this pack, which didn’t surprise me very much.

      What surprised me was that he could talk.

      “We need to go down to the village today,” he said to the others, his language not one I recognized but somehow understood in this dream. “The humans have decided on an agreement.”

      “What type of wolf were you?” I asked.

      “We were wolves with true magic, an offshoot of the original lykos. However, the agreement that happens next is the reason that bittens exist—at least from where I came from in the world.” His voice echoed, and I realized Effie could hear when she nodded, looking captivated.

      Where he came from in the world. I drew upon the faint knowledge I had from my geography classes, deciding that the projected memory was taking place in South America somewhere; I wanted to say Peru. I sat down and watched the agreement with the humans play out. They wanted to know if a bite from the wolves would turn them into wolves as well, scenes of the wolves and humans experimenting flashing by. Before long, Coffin had been watching a merger of the two communities as they used their resources to grow and become stronger, able to communicate in both human language and wolf.

      “The next part isn’t nearly as peaceful,” Coffin warned, and before I could suggest not showing her, the scene exploded in chaos.

      In the middle of the night, another group of humans attacked them, and Effie buried her head in Coffin’s fur as the children and adults were slaughtered, their powers meager defense against modern weapons. Although in this case ‘modern’ consisted of swords and the like, making it clear that the town hadn’t been prepared for battle in any sense.

      “Why are you showing her this?” Anger boiled beneath my skin.

      I could practically hear Coffin’s wince. “I can’t leave out this part.”

      “Skim!” I snarled.

      “Fine, fine,” he grumbled, and then his voice grew louder, speaking to her. “Sorry, little wolf. That part is over, I promise.”

      And it was. What followed next wasn’t particularly better though, and I began to realize that he was jumping around to avoid the violence. But I didn’t miss the massacred cities in the background. I didn’t miss the blood on his fur, even if what he was doing at the time seemed innocent enough. He had been far more than just a normal killer.

      “How old are you, Coffin?” Effie asked softly.

      “Far older than the first memory, but that’s the first time I remember participating in a formal culture. Before that, I roamed on my own and went by a different name. I was worshiped as a god by many.”

      A god? The wolf inside of me had been a god…that shouldn’t have surprised me, if we were being honest. His entitlement fit the part.

      Effie nodded as he continued to play his memories, and I decided to test something. Leaving him with our mate, I pulled back from the moment. All the way back. When my eyes snapped open I let out a sigh of relief because I could feel Coffin’s approval, letting me know that he was still with our mate inside her head—connected through our magic.

      Looking around, I realized we had moved next to her on the bed, her form tucked against us. No one else was in the room at the moment, but I could feel them close by.

      Almost right on cue, Ryder walked in and looked at her with concern. “How’s she doing? They told me Coffin is with her? The doctor will be here in an hour at most.”

      “Good,” I said softly. “There’s nothing wrong with her magic; she’s just legitimately sick.”

      Ryder frowned but seemed to accept the notion, as he walked back out. Letting out a sigh, I sank into the bed and looked around, trying to see the place from Effie’s point of view.

      I wasn’t positive how I’d lived before I met Effie and my memories were removed, but I suspected it wasn’t much better than how I’d lived with my pack. I hadn’t minded our conditions all that much, though, because the atmosphere and culture had been community-based. Even at Christmas, the pack had worked together to make sure each pup got a gift, so the ‘lack’ of extra never bothered me.

      I had never lived a life like this though.

      This level of opulence was beyond me, though I had to admit this place was far more comfortable than any of the others. I could tell Effie was more than a bit in love with it, and I started to wonder if maybe this was the place for us.

      I’d never given thought to living internationally, but I could see it. It would also give us the opportunity to travel more, which I had a feeling she would enjoy.

      The only thing I would worry about was the closeness to Caedmon’s father and even Ryder’s grandfather in comparison to Wisconsin. It was just one more thing to consider. What I did know? None of the houses in Wisconsin were ‘the one.’ None of them had this type of feel, and if this is what Effie wanted, it’s what we would give her.

      I was lost in thought for some time before the bedroom door opened and Ryder walked in with a woman in her seventies, her eyes immediately taking stock of the room. I wasn’t sure if Ryder had briefed her on our situation or if she was just that good, but she didn’t bat an eyelash about Tore and I both in bed with Effie. Tore had joined us some time ago, along with Caedmon and Dakota, who sat talking quietly near the windows. Dakota was probably calming Caedmon the fuck down.

      “Hi there,” the woman said with a small smile. “I’m Dr. Hills. I heard we have a sick bitten wolf?”

      “Yeah,” I admitted. “We don’t think it’s her magic; she seems to just be sick.” I sat up and moved just enough for the doctor to get to her, still sitting on the edge of the bed. Tore didn’t move—stubborn bastard.

      She nodded in understanding. “Start of the school year, right? Ryder told me that you’re students at a university. If this is her first year, then it’s probably from exposure to all the germs there.”

      That made way too much sense.

      After taking her vitals, Dr. Hills took down a few notes and asked, “Do we know if she’s on any medicine?”

      “None,” Dakota answered.

      “Nothing?” She arched a brow. “Are you positive?”

      I knew what she was asking. She probably figured we didn’t know or would have forgotten about it. “No, nothing.”

      Not even birth control.

      I shook my thoughts from that, not allowing myself to dwell on it. I knew exactly how I felt about that entire situation, and it probably wasn’t healthy, but I also didn’t feel guilty about it.

      “I’m going to give her what I would consider the shifter version of Tylenol.” Her lips quirked up as if she was amused at the thought. “Her heart rate and everything else are relatively normal; I would just have her take this, and tell her to take it easy for the next few days. If I had to guess, this is the worst of it. She’s probably been feeling bad the past few days and didn’t fully realize it.”

      Considering she’d been unlocking new magic, I could completely believe that.

      After getting what we needed from her car downstairs, Dr. Hills was off. I checked in on Coffin, who seemed relatively content. He was also half asleep, which was weird on its own, but I assumed that meant the movie was done. I didn’t fully understand who was in charge right now—the lines felt blurred—but I could also feel him willingly sinking into the background since Effie was relaxed.

      Maybe there was a chance we could learn to work together.

      “What’s our plan for tomorrow?” I asked quietly after managing to wake Effie up just long enough to have her swallow the medicine. Everyone gathered back in the room, Ryder having returned from seeing Dr. Hills off. I had a feeling that all of us were going to be sleeping in here, so it didn’t surprise me that he held a stack of blankets.

      “Mona mentioned that the pendant would lead Effie where she needs to go,” Caedmon reminded us.

      “ I don’t think it’s said shit yet,” Dakota pointed out.

      “Let’s wait till she wakes up and go from there,” Tore suggested.

      “It wouldn’t hurt to stay a little longer,” Ryder said in thought before adding, “Effie loves London—she was asking about it all night.”

      “If she wants to move to London…”

      “We move to London,” Dakota finished for me.

      Damn right we would. Anything to make our mate happy.
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      I didn’t want to wake up. That was the first thought that came to mind as someone said my name softly, urging me to do exactly that.

      There were a million reasons I didn’t want to wake up, but the main one was Coffin. He was still with me, and my wolf had curled up with him as I wandered in and out of consciousness, not truly present. Not like I’d been when he’d shown me his past, the life he’d come from. It’d been both really cool and a little sad, the sadness only because I could feel the loneliness through the memories.

      There were memories where it seemed that everyone except him had families, whether it be a partner and children, or even brotherhoods. He always seemed alone. A leader of the pack but ultimately alone.

      Not anymore.

      While I knew that Coffin was more magic than anything else now, I promised to always try to include him on stuff. I think that was what Julian wanted as well, even if he didn’t always get along with his wolf counterpart. I’d felt their connection as they worked to find me in my own head, although it hadn’t taken much since I’d been searching for them anyway. To say I needed comfort when I was feeling like crap was an understatement.

      I wasn’t positive what had changed, but I’d been feeling amazing following my dinner with Ryder, and then on the way home, I’d started to feel achy. Before I knew it, my eyes had been closing, my natural assumption that I was exhausted from my encounter with the Fengari Stone and the exchange of magic between Ryder and me. Apparently, though, I was just sick, because my magic seemed energized and fine.

      Me, on the other hand? Not so much. My eyes were heavy and I felt feverish, although far less than before. I really didn’t understand why I needed to wake up, though. That was total nonsense.

      “I know, lil bit,” Tore chuckled, but there was tension behind it. “But you need to take more medicine, and you’ve been sleeping for fourteen hours—”

      “And twelve minutes,” Caedmon murmured from nearby. I nearly smiled, but I was far too tired.

      “We need you to wake up,” Julian said, “before Tore and Caedmon lose their minds.”

      “That doesn’t sound good.” I yawned, flipping my pillow to the cool side and laying back down.

      “I’m going to get her some breakfast,” Ryder rumbled, the sound of his voice making my toes curl.

      “Already got it,” Dakota said as he entered the room. I would have said I wasn’t hungry, but right at that moment my stomach decided to growl. My wolf glared at me like I was somehow a traitor to our sleep plans. She didn’t want to wake up either, especially since sleep meant being with Coffin.

      “Fine,” I sighed. I sat up, blinking and looking around at my mates’ worried faces before taking in our environment. It appeared to be late morning, and all of the windows were open, allowing a cool breeze to roll over my skin.

      “Thank the Goddess,” Caedmon grumbled, all of the guys visibly relaxing that I was not only up but wasn’t going to fight them on eating. I began to eat some of the fresh fruit and pastries from the platter Dakota placed in front of me on the bed, but my brain was elsewhere, still not completely used to the easy access to food I now had. I guess I kept expecting to not eat, so my stomach demanded food in fear of that.

      That was the explanation in my mind, at least.

      I was only half paying attention to what they were saying, my focus mostly on how I was feeling. Still achy for sure, but mostly I was tired and a bit foggy. I briefly remembered the things that’d been going on around me last night, although most of them were focused around Coffin.

      There was a doctor, though; I remembered that. She’d said something about medicine, and then everything had gone out again until I groggily woke up to take medicine and then fell back asleep. I did sleep significantly better after that.

      I was suddenly pulled from my thoughts by a ringing noise. The room went silent, and I looked up to see Ryder staring down at his phone in concern. It wasn’t making the tone of someone calling him; I was beginning to recognize that one. This one was different.

      “I’ll be right back,” Ryder said distractedly. “Eat and rest; I’m sure it’s nothing.”

      “That doesn’t make me feel any better,” I murmured, as Julian made a sound of agreement.

      “I’m going with him,” Dakota said, dropping a kiss on my lips before following Ryder out the room. Caedmon walked over and tilted my chin up, and the light brush of his lips on mine had me letting out a happy sigh before he left the room as well.

      I could tell Tore wanted to go with them, his eyes on the door, but he also hadn’t gotten up to leave.

      “Tore? If you want to go, I promise we’ll be totally fine. I’m just going to eat breakfast and then get ready.”

      “No.” He shook his head. “It’s fine.” But then the ringing sounded again, this time sounding like a house alarm, and Tore cursed, getting off the bed and jogging out the door.

      “Think it’s anything serious?” I asked Julian, taking a bite of a muffin. I probably should have been more worried but I trusted my mates, and more than any of that, I wasn’t positive I had enough energy to get super worked up right now.

      Julian looked out the window in thought. “This time of day? I wouldn’t think so, but that’s for Ryder’s security to worry about. You focus on eating, and then we’ll shower.”

      I groaned. “A shower sounds amazing.”

      He chuckled softly, checking my temperature as I sipped some tea. Only 100.9. When I was finally done eating, he helped me get out of bed. I felt so gross, having been both freezing and so incredibly hot while running a fever, so when he turned on the hot water to the shower, I didn’t think twice about pulling my clothes off and stepping inside.

      “I love that.” Julian’s throat produced a noise that had my body breaking out into shivers.

      “Love what?” I asked softly as he joined me, running his hands over my body as we stood underneath the rain head.

      “How comfortable you are around me,” he said, brushing his nose against mine. “I love it.”

      “And I love you,” I teased, knowing that he was right. Never in a million years would I have thought I’d be in this position with Julian when I first met him. I wouldn’t trade it for the world.

      “I love you isn’t enough to describe how I feel about you,” he admitted, running his hand over my waist and down to my ass. I shivered and reached up to kiss him, but he groaned.

      “Nope, we can’t start that—you’re sick and I have no self control. Turn around for me, preciosa.”

      “I feel better,” I said softly. Still, I did what he said, Julian grumbling about me not feeling perfect as he grabbed shampoo and lathered it in my hair. I sank into him as he massaged the soap into my hair, getting each and every strand, which was an accomplishment since I had so freaking much of it.

      When he was done, he conditioned my hair and washed my body. I nearly fell asleep standing up—until the shower turned off and he wrapped me in a towel, a scowl slipping onto my face at the loss of the soothing warmth. I swayed on my feet, dizzy as I stepped out of the shower, but Julian was right there to catch me. He sat me down on the vanity, saying, “Stay right here. I’m going to get your clothes.”

      I had no issue with that—I wasn’t positive I could stand up even if I wanted to.

      A minute or so later he walked in with clothes and held my hand as I got dressed, looking over me with concern. When he led me back to bed, the sheets had been changed and my other mates had returned, talking quietly as they looked over some footage. Tore immediately pulled me against him, running his hands through my hair before braiding it.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked.

      “Much better,” I admitted, leaning back into him. “What’s going on, Ryder?”

      His burnt gaze met mine, his concern apparent. “Security breach. Someone tried to break into the garage.”

      I blinked in surprise. “Wait, really? Like someone random?”

      “We don’t know; security didn’t get them before they left. I have a feeling they thought we wouldn’t be here since I sent one of the house attendants out in my car to grab something.”

      “Oh,” I whispered.“Maybe they did think someone was here, though. Maybe they thought only you were gone.”

      Tore froze. “Like you?”

      I nibbled my lip. “Not necessarily me, but maybe one of you. I’ve been thinking about this, and it may not be accurate, but I think it’s a little weird how easily we were able to leave without seeing Caedmon’s dad.”

      “You think he had someone follow us?” Caedmon asked, but a moment later he exhaled sharply. “That sounds about right.”

      “Either that or it’s Hastain,” Dakota rumbled.

      “Bastard,” Julian growled. He was crouched on the floor in front of me, and I barely flinched at his swearing before squeezing his hand in comfort.

      “I may be wrong—it could be just someone breaking in,” I said, nibbling my lip. “But it seems a bit odd.” The man was demanding and pushy; I didn’t see him just letting us leave his country without getting a word in edgewise…unless it was part of some plan we were unaware of.

      Ryder nodded. “You’re right, which means we probably need to figure out our next plan.”

      Almost as if knowing it was being talked about, the pendant on my chest warmed underneath my oversized sweater. One that was a mix of purple and blues and very fuzzy.

      “Mona said the pendant was supposed to show us the way,” I said, “but it hasn’t shown me anything yet. I guess we can wait here for it to show me, or go back to school and wait? Maybe?” I didn’t love that idea, but I also didn’t like the idea of not warning my friends what Hastain was up to…although I could do that with a phone.

      “I think before we go back to school, we need to make a decision,” Dakota said, keeping my gaze. “Do you want to stay at Silver Falls? We go where you go, Effie, so it’s up to you.”

      I already knew my answer.

      “I wouldn’t mind leaving; I’d honestly prefer it.” I exhaled. “But I also don’t want to pass the responsibility of Hastain to someone else. I’m worried he’ll continue to hurt people.”

      “We can handle him without you being within reach of him,” Ryder pointed out. “I have homes in both Milwaukee and Chicago, and we can also hire people to keep eyes on him. Sure, you’ll have to leave classes, but all of you can transfer your records and start fresh in the fall. Hell, some schools may even take you for this semester.”

      How did I ask about moving to London without it seeming far-fetched? I nearly shook my head at that. One thing at a time, especially until Hastain was handled.

      “And what about Ruby and Aanya?” I asked softly.

      “Aanya knows and hasn’t been back to campus. Ruby, I’m not sure,” Ryder said.

      Nibbling my lip, I looked down at my hands and spoke honestly. “I think we need to tell Ruby what’s going on. I think we need to take our stuff and go to Milwaukee or Chicago, at least for the time being. I don’t necessarily want to stay or go to school there, but until we figure out this gate thing and Hastain, I don’t feel comfortable leaving.”

      In that split second, I felt a surge of pride at how good I’d become at expressing myself. The Effie that had come from the Whitepaw pack would’ve never been able to do that comfortably without fear of repercussion.

      “And after, we can come back here,” Julian said.

      A smile pulled at my lips. “You like it here?” I asked hopefully.

      “We all like it here,” Tore said, looking amused.

      “Really?” I sat up straighter. “Then we should definitely come back after all of this. I really like it.”

      “Then that’s what we’ll do,” Ryder said, Caedmon nodding in agreement. He still looked tense, and I had a feeling that my feverish state had really thrown him for a loop. I just didn’t know how to make him feel better.

      Dakota stood up. “Let’s get ready to leave, then. Ryder, you got the flight covered?”

      “Yep.” He nodded and took his phone out, sending a message.

      “I’ve got Effie—she won’t move an inch. Tore has my back.” Julian chuckled, and I pretended to scowl as I realized they were keeping me captive between them.

      “I’ll grab the bags. Caedmon, come help,” Dakota said.

      Once everyone was off on their tasks, I cozied back onto the bed and looked around the space. I really liked it here.

      “Should I try to call on Mona?” I asked Tore and Julian, interrupting their conversation about travel plans.

      “Does it work like that?” Tore asked.

      “I’m not sure,” I admitted, wrapping my hand around the pendant and closing my eyes. I focused on my magic and tried to call out for Mona, not verbally, but by searching for her very trademark power signature.

      It felt like I was calling into a void, though.

      Becoming frustrated after a few long seconds, I instead focused on my pendant. I could feel the magic surging through it, almost a tool to push my own magic through, and I realized with a bit of surprise that I could use it for that exact thing. I felt my magic waiting behind it, wanting to explode out. The piece would help me control my magic, and I promised the next time that I had a chance, I would try out my kitsune magic and see if it helped me feel more comfortable with the new power.

      “Wake up, sleepy.” Dakota easily lifted me into his arms, Julian and Caedmon making their way to the door alongside us. I was confused, not realizing so much time had passed, but wrapped my arms around him. I wasn’t tired by any means, but I would never complain about him carrying me.

      Well, until he set me down and kneeled to help me lace up my boots. I almost told him not to, but the way he smiled up at me was so charming I couldn’t help but be okay with it. And to be honest, the idea of bending down sent my head spinning.

      “Are we good?” Julian asked, squeezing my hand. I nodded and took his hand along with Dakota’s as we walked out to Ryder’s SUV, which was waiting on the curb. Caedmon and Tore’s attention were both on the busy street as they talked in hushed whispers and looked in the distance.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked them.

      “Let’s get in the car,” Tore said gently.

      “We may end up having a tail,” Caedmon pointed out softly.

      “A tail?” I asked, thinking about my wolf’s tail.

      “Someone following us,” Ryder explained from the front seat, and I let out a worried noise. Yet as I got in the car between Caedmon and Julian, my eyes were on the London house.

      I hoped we could come back here. I had never felt a connection so strongly to a place.

      My mood dipped as we pulled away from it, and when I looked over my shoulder, I saw exactly what the boys had been talking about—three black SUVs. This spelled a lot more than our usual trouble.
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      “I’m guessing this isn’t one of those things where we ask them to stop following us?” I said, turned in my seat to watch the cars behind us. I knew that wasn’t the solution—it was a silly suggestion—but I needed something to break the slowly mounting tension.

      The further we drove, the closer they seemed to grow, weaving in and out of cars on the highway but never getting close enough for us to see through the front window so we could try and identify them. That paired with the threat they posed overall was making my mates tense, which made me upset.

      It had already been a long night and morning with me being sick, and this was the last thing they needed.

      “I have a feeling they aren’t planning to stop us. I think they’re either making a point or relaying information and don’t care if we see them,” Ryder said.

      “It is weird how far behind they’re staying. They could have made it up here by now,” Dakota admitted, turning in the front passenger seat. “If they wanted us to stop, I think they would’ve tried to cut us off by now.”

      “I don’t know if I agree with that,” Tore said, his hand slung over the back of his seat in the last row of the SUV so he could look behind us easier. “In fact, I would bet they’re waiting until we get out of this traffic and away from possible witnesses.”

      And it was fairly heavy traffic, though I knew it wouldn’t last long. I didn’t know exactly where we were going, but it was somewhere out of the city, so if Tore was right, I predicted they would have their chance soon.

      Julian’s hand rested on my thigh, his face was oddly expressionless, but I had a feeling that it was his attempt to keep Coffin from freaking out. I could feel their connection more than I’d been able to before, to the point that I felt like Coffin now resided between and within our bond instead of only within Julian. I liked it, and more so, my wolf loved it. Not only did she have her other mates’ magic, but now Julian was fully present.

      “Fuck—you were right, Tore.” I was pulled from my thoughts at Dakota’s curse, my attention going over my shoulder as Caedmon did the same. He had been extremely quiet since getting in the car, and I had a feeling he was trying to hide how he felt about the possibility of this being his father’s people. Of course none of us would blame him, but that wouldn’t necessarily stop him from blaming himself.

      The black SUVs sped up the minute traffic thinned out, and we took an exit onto a rural road that led to the airport. Ryder made a low rumble. “Effie, do me a favor—make sure you’re buckled in, and put your head down.”

      “My head down?” I questioned, though I immediately followed his instruction. Caedmon placed his jacket like a pillow on his leg so that I could lay down comfortably, Julian tightening my seatbelt.

      “In case they shoot.”

      Oh. I hadn’t considered that.

      The next few minutes were nerve-wracking, especially since I wasn’t able to see what was going on. Between Ryder speeding up the car and the boys talking in low, dangerous tones, I couldn’t help the panic mounting in my chest. With Ryder’s warning, I found myself wanting all of them to do the same, but I knew that wasn’t possible, let alone reasonable.

      “Shit,” Caedmon cursed. “Those are my father’s people—I recognize the first driver.”

      Which meant they were driving close enough to us to be recognized—this situation was getting progressively worse.

      “Keep your hands on her—this is going to get bumpy,” Ryder said, and I let out a small scream as we suddenly turned so sharply that I jolted my head against Caedmon’s leg. I had no idea where we were going, but the terrain wasn’t nearly as smooth.

      “It’s okay, preciosa,” Julian soothed. “The minute we’re in the gates of the airport, we’re good.”

      “Which reminds me,” Ryder said to Dakota, taking another sharp turn. “Press that blue button for me.”

      Whatever button he pressed caused the sound of a phone ringing to echo through the car before someone picked up.

      “Mr. Bosu, we’re ready to take off.” The polished voice instantly made me feel better.

      “Get ready to take off immediately—we have a tail. We’re almost at the gate.”

      If Ryder’s words bothered the man, it didn’t come through in his voice, the man instead just saying “Absolutely” before the call was disconnected.

      I let out another squeak as we nearly spun out, and I curled further in on myself. I wouldn’t lie, flashes of the previous car crash ran through my head as I laid in Caedmon’s lap, and when I finally heard the screeching sound of the metal gate opening, followed by Ryder speeding through and the sound echoing again…

      I found I still couldn’t fully relax.

      I did sit up though.

      Relief had my shoulders relaxing as I looked back to see the three cars stuck at the gate, but that feeling was only temporary as I saw men getting out and raising their guns. Ryder immediately swung the car so the passenger side was facing the jet as one of the attendants ran out to greet us.

      Bullets began to fly and I steeled myself to exit the car, ducking as a bullet smashed into the driver’s side of the vehicle, making me realize the glass was bulletproof when it didn’t shatter. I slipped out of the car and followed the attendant as the guys grabbed our bags and sprinted towards the jet, which was already open. I whimpered as one of the bullets hit a tire on the car, and I turned around to see Ryder getting out last, jumping over the center console and out of the car—although how he did that at his height I had no idea.

      The minute all of us were inside and the jet’s door was closing, I exhaled, falling into the seat, my adrenaline peaking as I began shaking in shock.

      “They missed purposefully,” Caedmon said, confused. “What is he playing at?”

      My hand pressed to my heart as I tried to find my voice, but Tore filled in, “Scaring us? Maybe they wanted us to get out of here and go back to Silver Falls—after all, he’s working with Hastain.”

      Not for the first time, I found myself impressed by Tore. Also slightly worried because it was obvious the man had been trained to think this way, completely based on tactics.

      As they broke into conversation, I looked out the window with Caedmon, his eyes turning darker and darker. We watched the SUVs as the plane taxied to the runway, but they never moved, not bothering to even try to get into the airport and no longer shooting at us. The only thing that happened was the door of the final car opening, Caedmon’s father stepping out.

      “Bastard,” Caedmon murmured, tightening his fingers around mine.

      The jerk offered a smile as if he knew we were watching, and as the jet lifted into the air, he put his hands into his pockets, looking incredibly smug.

      Tore was right.

      He hadn’t wanted us hurt.

      He hadn’t wanted to capture us.

      He wanted to scare us, to make us flee…right back into Hastain’s grasp.

      

  




***

      By the time we arrived back in the Midwest it was mid-afternoon, but my body was telling me it was far later than that. I hadn’t slept, not wanting to miss out on the conversation regarding our plans moving forward, but more so I’d been wracked with thoughts about the pendant around my neck. Specifically, why I hadn’t been given any signal on what to do next.

      What I did know? I had never been so sure of our plan to get out of Silver Falls. It hurt in some ways because there were parts of the school that I loved so much…but it wasn’t safe, for anyone. Not until something changed.

      “It’s odd being back,” I murmured as we drove slowly towards campus. Ryder had already checked in with Aanya, and both she and her mates were up in Milwaukee unharmed, but besides grabbing our stuff from the dorms—especially before Hastain decided to raid them—I wanted to see if I could find Ruby.

      I knew her blood-bonded pack would keep her out of danger, but I also knew how conniving Hastain could be.

      “We aren’t back, lil bit,” Tore gently corrected. “We’re only going to grab what’s  necessary and then get out. I don’t want him even knowing you were here.”

      “I’m pretty sure that’s impossible,” Ryder hissed. “He’s probably had eyes on us since we landed.”

      “I want to check on Ruby,” I said. “I don’t want to leave until I know that she’s okay.”

      “If they aren’t upstairs,” Julian said, “I’ll message them, but Tore is right—we shouldn’t stay on campus a second longer than we have to. If you want to stay in town until you hear from her, it might be smart to go to the summer house.”

      “The summer house?”

      “Yeah, we share it with the BBP upstairs,” Julian said. “Although we always argue about who gets it.”

      “Not anymore—I’ll buy it out,” Caedmon gritted out. “If Effie is staying there, I don’t want anyone else living there.”

      I couldn’t help but flush at the intensity radiating off of him with those words. Before I could comment, we were driving onto campus, the feel of the wards barely fazing me—although what did faze me were all the pretty winter blue signs lining campus drive.

      Frost Formal.

      “We missed the dance,” I said softly. I’d forgotten the brief mention of it, but now that I realized we’d missed it, I was feeling sort of sad. It wasn’t that I’d particularly wanted to go, but I wanted to be with my mates at what appeared to be a really fun party. I knew that sounded lame, but that was really how I felt.

      I craved to experience that type of normalcy with them.

      Luckily, it appeared Hastain didn’t know we were on campus—-either that or wasn’t eager to meet us—because no security waited for us outside the dorm, and more importantly, students seemed to be going about their business as if it was any other day.

      Though there was still the eerie feeling that it was far too quiet.

      As we got out of the car and went to the elevator bank, Julian’s phone dinged. “It’s Aaren. He says they aren’t on campus—don’t want to risk it. Makes sense since we let them know what happened at that meeting. Preciosa, do you want me to ask if they want to meet us at the summer home? I know you want to see Ruby.”

      “Yes.” I exhaled in relief. “I just want to make sure she’s good. And Ryder, if you’re cool with it, I would like to go up to Milwaukee. Feels a bit safer.” And Aanya is there.

      “Sounds good to me. Whatever you want, kitten.”

      The sincere way he said that had my chest squeezing with affection. As we traveled up to our floor, I was hit with a weird sense of apprehension, and the minute the doors opened I knew why. Someone had been in here.

      My mates spread out as I stepped into the room, Tore’s arm wrapped around my center. The space itself looked untouched—the modern furniture as luxurious and comfortable-looking as before, the floors spotless, and the afternoon light showing off the scenic view of the lake. Something was different though.

      “Let’s pack what you need and get out of here,” Tore said, leading me towards my room. I was mildly relieved to find my things untouched, similar to the last time someone had broken in, but someone had totally been in here.

      Knowing that we may not ever come back here was difficult. Not because I had that many personal belongings—although with everything Caedmon had bought me, I suppose that wasn’t entirely true anymore. No, it was because I’d come to love this room. It had come to symbolize so much to me, a level of safety and security with my mates that while not matched by the rest of the university, had made me feel like I was in my own personal snow globe of happiness.

      I just had to remind myself that we weren’t leaving the snow globe; we were creating a new one. Transferring the location.

      I was surprised when Caedmon brought in a large suitcase for me, although maybe I shouldn’t have been since the man was somehow always prepared. As Tore helped me wrap my snow globes in clothing, Caedmon crouched down and tucked a piece of hair behind my ear.

      “Just focus on what you really want and care about. We can replace anything else,” Caedmon assured me. I nodded because I knew the man would always ensure I had everything I needed and then some.

      After about five more minutes of packing up, I had a suitcase, the bag I’d come with, and my backpack filled with as many of my belongings as I could manage. My mates each had about the same number of bags as I did, and when I offered to help bring them down to the car, Julian swept me up and carried me to the kitchen, sitting me on the counter. I watched as he pulled something out of the freezer, smiling when I saw the Bagel Bites.

      How had it been such a short time ago that I’d been sitting here, eating food I’d never heard of as I met my mates? It felt like ages ago.

      “I’m ordering food to be delivered to the house while we wait on them, but I need you to eat. My wolf isn’t going to let it go.” He chuckled softly, but I could tell it wasn’t a joke. In fact, I could practically feel Coffin pacing back and forth, staring at my wolf, who clearly hadn’t clued in.

      Nope, she was rolling around on her back and trying to play with him. So freakin’ embarrassing, I swear.

      Once the Bagel Bites were done, I didn’t hesitate to eat them up, ensuring that Julian ate a few as well. I knew my mates ate enough, at least from what I could tell, but there was always a part in the back of my brain that was saying ‘Not enough.’

      After we finished, he helped me put on my jacket and led me towards the elevator doors. I curled into him as I gave the dorm one last look before burying my head into his chest. I couldn’t look as the elevator doors finally closed, tears stinging my eyes.

      Hastain was taking something away from me—something I loved—and I wouldn’t forget or forgive that.
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      The summer house was one of my favorite properties I’d lived in, even if it had been for a short amount of time. Mind you, I hadn’t lived in many places in general outside of my parents’ house on the pack lands, but this still stood out as one of my favorites. Mostly because of the view.

      The property came right up to a cliffside that dropped into Lake Michigan, thickly forested land surrounding it. To get to the house, you had to go down a driveway that wound through the woods for about a mile and was barred by a gate at the front of the house. Security cameras and lighting were placed regularly throughout the property, making it a very safe place to be—exactly what I wanted for Effie.

      I could tell that she was on edge, and her power, which had grown dramatically since the interaction with the Fengari Stone, was nearly vibrating the car as we made the drive over. I don’t think she realized how much this situation was affecting her, and in my mind, the sooner we got away from this damn place the better.

      “Wow,” she whispered as we pulled up to the cabin-style house, though its four floors and sprawling size made it much larger than a typical cabin. “This is beautiful.”

      “It is,” I agreed. The house didn’t really fit in with the rest of Kirkwall, but then it wasn’t really trying to. It was hidden from view unless you knew it was here, which was one of the only reasons I was okay with staying in town right now. I’d nearly lost my shit the entire time we were on campus.

      After we pulled into the garage, I let the others handle the bags, taking the food we’d had delivered from Julian as I led Effie into the house. Her gaze ran over the interior with appreciation, but I noticed it wasn’t at the same level as with the London property. I was glad that her emotions were so apparent and open because it was beyond obvious to me that the London property was where we belonged.

      Effie wanted to be there, so it was that simple.

      “Let me grab some plates. Where are they?” Effie asked, going to one of the cabinets that I’d nodded towards.

      Once we’d eaten, I would show her around until the blood-bonded pack and her friend were here. In retrospect, I was glad we were meeting here rather than running into them in the dorms. It wouldn’t do any good having the eight of us blood-bonded pack members squeezed together in the same room. Our magic could only take so many pulls for dominance in one damn space.

      Well, mine was that way, at least.

      “Oh, Chinese food,” she said excitedly as she helped me pull out the various packages. I had done my best to ensure she ate while we were traveling, but it was always harder than when we were in one place for a long time. It didn’t help that our sleep schedule was all thrown off, the time change making it feel more like night than the middle of the day.

      In fact, if tonight was going to consist of leaving for Milwaukee as well, I was about to suggest she take a nap.

      As the others joined us, only bringing in a few of our bags so we could shower and change, I noticed Effie was humming happily while setting out plates. I sat there watching her, loving the small moment and how the idea of us eating together made her so damn content.

      When we began to sort out food, she picked a little bit of everything, and the way she savored each bite while closing her eyes, made me wish we’d tried more cuisine while overseas. Next time I would make it a priority.

      During the meal, I briefly noticed that she was watching each of us eat as we engaged in light conversation, her gaze filling with satisfaction that I knew partly came from her wolf. The shift of their relationship, the two of them growing closer each day, was something I loved and found fascinating. I knew as her magic grew, their bond would only build until it was impenetrable and unbreakable.

      When we were done, I helped her grab the plates and wash them in the sink, the familiar routine making something in my chest relax. The meal couldn’t have taken more than a half an hour, and as she looked around the space, I saw her eyes go to the couch.

      The others saw it as well.

      “You know, they probably won’t be here for another hour, if you want to get some rest,” Julian pointed out. She nodded, seeming to like that idea a lot. I followed after her and threw on a nature documentary as I pulled a blanket over her frame, loving that she didn’t hesitate to rest her head on the pillow I’d placed on my lap, allowing me to run my hands through her hair in a gentle and hopefully soothing pattern.

      I wasn’t used to being either of those things, but Effie seemed to always enjoy my touch, whether it be hard or soft.

      Images flashed in my head at just how hard I’d touched her before, but I tried to shake them from my thoughts. I couldn’t afford to get hard right now, especially with the way she was falling asleep so easily in my grasp. I didn’t think she would mind knowing I was turned on, but I also knew she needed rest more than I needed to be buried inside of her.

      At least that was what I would continue to repeat to myself.

      I wasn’t sure what I thought would happen after we mated—maybe I’d expected that my savage need for her would be sated, but that had been wrong. In fact, I wanted her more than ever, and seeing my mark on her soft, vulnerable neck had me feeling so many different things.

      “I hope they get here soon; I feel so on edge,” Dakota said as he joined me on the couch. Caedmon nodded in agreement as Ryder and Julian stepped outside, the first on a call and the second listening in. If I had to guess, they were briefing the extra security.

      I’d sensed when they arrived, unsurprised that Ryder had called in a team. Even if we were only here for a few hours, it would be too long. I wanted to believe I was being paranoid, but it was too quiet, and the eerie sense of something looming on the horizon had me wanting to wrap Effie up and get her the fuck out of here.

      Speaking of my mate…she made a small concerned noise, turning over so she was facing me. Her hands, which were tucked against her chest, began to glow a soft pink. I eyed her face cautiously, wondering if I needed to wake her up, but before I even had a chance, her magic sparked and surrounded the four of us in a pink bubble. I looked around in awe, loving the display of true magic, especially in such a pure form like hers…before everything went dark.

      

      When I opened my eyes, I knew immediately I was in Effie’s dream. For one, there was nothing substantial around the three of us, but more importantly, Effie was standing a few feet away surrounded by pink.

      “You guys are here?” she asked in confusion, looking around the dark void we found ourselves in. “That’s never happened before. I’ve been able to see some of your dreams and memories, but…this is different.”

      Making my way towards her, I ran my hand over her shoulder as Dakota and Caedmon joined us, each looking extremely on edge. I couldn’t blame them—this was trippy. Although Dakota didn’t seem to mind as much as Caedmon and I did.

      “What were you dreaming about that made your magic explode out?” Caedmon asked.

      “Nothing.” Effie frowned. “I don’t even remember dreaming, let alone calling you here—”

      “That’s because I did.”

      A near growl left my throat as Mona appeared. I had a lot of fucking issues with this situation, namely that Mona was using Effie’s compassion for others to get her ‘job’ done. It was bullshit, whether Mona was her mom or not.

      I’d kept that opinion mostly to myself, but I was reaching my boiling point. Effie had been put in danger again and again, for what? To not even be given the next piece of the puzzle? I wasn’t even sure our bond had been strengthened like Mona claimed it would.

      My grip tightened on Effie. I kept my mouth shut for now, deciding to see how this would play out.

      “You called them here?” Effie demanded, protectiveness flashing in her gaze.

      “I called you and they were nearby, but I figured it would be easier than having to relay the message to all of them,” she said, her gaze moving to the pendant. “The fact that you were able to bring them shows how much your power has grown. Imagine what it will be like once you know how to use it.”

      “I don’t care about that,” Effie hissed, suddenly looking frustrated. “I want to help the others that are in danger. Y-you told me that the pendant would explain where the gate is, but it hasn’t done anything. It’s the only reason we’re back here to begin with.”

      “Yes,” she drew out, the guilt flashing across her face making a violent sound break from my throat. “It’s not exactly the pendant, although it will help you know if you’re on track. It’s more that I wanted to wait to give you the next set of directions, as they are particularly…difficult.”

      “Is this a joke?” Dakota growled sharply, not hesitating in calling her out. “You waited to tell her because, what? You didn’t want to scare her? Wanted to wait until we were in so deep we had no other choice?”

      Mona opened her mouth in shock before looking at the obvious betrayal on Effie’s face, her hands going out in a pleading gesture. “Surely you understand why it’s needed now—”

      “I do,” Effie said, “but is he right? Were you waiting to tell me because you knew it might scare me so much that I didn’t even take the first step?”

      “In part,” she admitted.

      Caedmon shook his head, tucking Effie against him as I stepped forward to block Effie from view.

      “I wanted to make sure you were committed to the cause. The Homura and Fengari Stones are relatively common knowledge compared to what I’m about to tell you.”

      “What about our bonds?” I asked, unable to keep it in anymore. “Did you lie about that too?”

      Mona’s gaze lowered to the ground. “They’ll be strengthened when the gate is open.”

      I turned towards Effie. “Just say the word, lil bit. You don’t have to do any of this—you don’t owe her anything.”

      Effie nodded, her face filled with sadness. “Tell me what you need to, Mona.”

      “Right.” The woman swallowed nervously. “Before opening the gate, you need the key to do so.”

      “The key?” Effie drew out.

      “Yes, from the one who locked it.”

      “Who locked it?” Ryder’s voice suddenly filled the space as his magic pushed into the dream, bringing Julian’s wolf form with him. Mona tensed, clearly not having expected them to join us. Coffin immediately came up to Effie, which seemed to calm her.

      Mona’s gaze darkened. “The dark god.”

      Was she fucking joking?

      Silence filled the space before I let out a dark laugh, not feeling amused in the least. Ryder stepped forward, clearly having caught onto the situation. “You want us to retrieve the key from the dark god to open the divine realm? You want to put your supposed daughter at risk by asking her to go down to the shadowlands?”

      Mona looked frustrated as Effie let loose a wounded sound that had my magic on edge. “Is he right?”

      “Yes, he should still have it,” Mona gritted out. “But I wouldn’t ask you to do this if I didn’t think it was absolutely necessary, little moon.”

      “Don’t call me that.” Effie’s eyes watered. “Do not ever call me that again. I understand that there is a very real problem here, but I won’t lie to myself. More importantly, I won’t allow you to lie to me. You are using me. You’re using me for a job. You didn’t come to me because I’m your daughter or to help protect my mate bond, you came to me because you needed me. Because your seer said that I am the one who can open the gate.”

      “That’s not true—”

      “Go,” Effie hissed, tears dripping down her face. “Just go. I’m not giving you an answer, and I don’t want to see you. Just go.”

      “Effie—”

      “Go!” My mate’s voice filled the space, louder than I had ever heard it before, pain echoing through every syllable.

      In that moment, the dream shattered and we were ripped from her mind.

      

      Effie buried her nose against my throat, a sob releasing from her chest as I ran my hands through her hair. This situation with Mona had been off from the start, but after this…

      I would follow Effie’s lead, but Mona couldn’t be trusted to have Effie’s best interests at heart—a realization I knew felt like the purest form of betrayal to Effie. I looked around to find the others watching her with concern as well.

      Effie drew back, sliding against the couch and trying to dry her tears with her sweater. “The worst part is that she isn’t lying about the women. This is a problem, a huge problem. As much as I hate that she put this on me, at least guilt-wise, I can’t turn a blind eye. We have to do it. We have to stop this problem from getting worse.”

      Her heart was fully committed to this, so I knew there was only one thing we could do, and it was to commit ourselves as well.

      “If you want to do this…” I drew out slowly, giving her a moment to counter.

      “I do,” she whispered.

      “Then we need to figure out if we can go to where the dark god is—which should be in the shadowlands—and how we would do that.”

      Effie sat up straighter, her eyes flashing in realization. “I know who to ask.”

      “Who?” Julian asked curiously.

      “Ruby. She said that her and Reaper, who is the dark god’s son, were in the shadowlands. That’s where we should start.”

      Right on cue, the doorbell to the gate rang. We would find out soon if Effie’s friend had an answer to our problem. Considering the danger it would put my mate in…I was sort of hoping not.
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      The relief I felt at seeing Ruby was immediate, and I practically tackled her in a hug. I couldn’t help myself, because in that moment I fully realized just how worried I’d been about her, especially considering the similar position we found ourselves in being mates to blood-bonded packs. I knew Hastain already didn’t like the idea of his son having a mate that he hadn’t approved of himself, so I was terrified that she would become his target once I was gone.

      “Effie!” Ruby laughed, the sound light and relaxed as she hugged me back. “I didn’t realize you missed me this much.”

      I pulled back, examining her relaxed face, and spoke honestly. “I was worried Hastain would go after you next—that you would be his next target.”

      “We would never allow that,” her lycan mate growled.

      Ruby rolled her eyes but didn’t seem annoyed; instead she squeezed my hands before stepping back and patting him on the chest. “We haven’t been on campus, to be honest—I haven’t even been to class. I feel like shit about it, but it just doesn’t feel worth it.”

      I nodded in understanding because it really felt like the minute we stepped into class or even an academic building, we were in Hastain’s territory.

      “I think for now we’re going to go up to Milwaukee,” I told her. “Ryder has a place there, and until we figure some stuff out, it may just be safer.”

      “I heard what happened at that damn dinner.” She scowled, looking back at Aaren. “Your father is a piece of crap.”

      The man nodded, and I could tell that he not only agreed but that he truly disliked the man, a simmering rage visible right under his skin. With him being a fenrir wolf, it made me more than a bit uncomfortable, but any nervousness was absent since my mates were so close.

      “I wanted to see you before we left. We aren’t going to stay here long.” I exhaled, walking towards the couch. “I did have something to ask you though.”

      “Oh?” She followed, and I noticed that her mates were exchanging hellos with mine before moving onto a more serious dialogue, spreading throughout the room. Except for Ryder—once he’d greeted everyone he joined me on the couch, and I also almost immediately felt his magic expand out. I offered him a confused look.

      “I put up a warded sound barrier so the two of you can talk without fear of any shifters overhearing,” he said, the action gaining approval from everyone in the room.

      “Sweet. So what’s up?” Ruby asked, tucking her legs underneath her.

      “Alright…” I drew out. “I’m going to try to explain this in a short way…”

      “Before you do that,” Dakota rumbled, “let me make it very clear that what Effie is about to say cannot leave this room. Outside of the five of you and Aanya and her mates, I presume”—he looked to me, and I nodded in agreement—“this is a complete secret.”

      Ruby’s face turned serious as she nodded and reached forward, squeezing my hand. “You can tell me, and they won’t say a word—they’re great with secrets.” She said it with a heavy sense of trust, and I examined each of their faces, searching for proof of the confidence she had in them.

      Aaren, her fenrir mate, was probably the person I trusted the most because of my multiple interactions with him, but I also couldn’t forget the way her lycan mate, Eryx, had pried open the metal door in Hastain’s office to allow me to escape. I wasn’t as familiar with Vox, whose magical signature was similar to Dakota’s totemic power, or Warwick, her bitten mate, but the devotion they seemed to regard Ruby with had me thinking they would do anything to make her happy…which hopefully included keeping this secret. I wanted to believe and trust in them. I knew we needed allies, so while I knew little about them besides their names…I trusted Ruby and, more so, my mates. If they were allowing them to stay in the room, then they were trustworthy.

      “Right.” I sat back, pulling my legs up and diving right into my story. “I don’t remember anything about growing up before age thirteen. Specifically, before the night I showed up at the door of the Whitepaw pack—”

      “Fuck,” Aaren hissed. “Those are some nasty fuckers.”

      I hummed in agreement. “Yeah, I lived there until this past Christmas when I received my acceptance letter to Silver Falls. I was confused at first, and now we know that President Hastain bought me. So that’s…gross.”

      Ruby let out a defensive growl.

      “I’ve always thought I was a bitten wolf,” I continued, “but recently we went back to the Whitepaw pack to find out more about my magic because there are things I do that don’t align with that story. Besides my shifted form being more colorful than the presumed Arctic species I thought I was, I can heal people. Something your father knows, by the way.”

      “Not good,” Aaren grunted.

      “Yeah.” I pressed my lips together and looked at my hands, trying to keep on track. “When I was there, I was given back a pendant that I apparently had on me when I arrived at the Whitepaw pack, and that was when we realized it was not only from the divine realm but that Julian had been the one to disguise me with a bitten mark. Even though I am something far different than that, supposedly.”

      Although I couldn’t say supposedly with confidence now that I had seen and connected with the Homura and Fengari Stones.

      “This woman from the divine realm appeared at the dinner—she erased it from people’s memories, except for anyone with true magic like Hastain or Ryder’s grandfather—and she told me…well, a lot. But it came down to me needing to unlock my true magic by going to find the Homura and Fengari Stones. I thought at first it was about my magic, but then she told me there are others like Hastain who’ve been normalizing what equates to human trafficking. Buying women and forcing them to mate with a chosen individual or even pack.”

      “Goddess,” Ruby hissed. “That shouldn’t be shocking, though—that was how I ended up in the midwest to begin with.” The last part was murmured but surprised me. “I didn’t realize how widespread it was.”

      I wanted to come back to her statement about her past, but I figured that wasn’t something she would want to talk about right now, in a group setting.

      “It’s so much worse than we can even imagine, and she said that the true magic trapped in the divine realm needs to be released so they can help with the problem.”

      “And how do we know we can trust this woman?” Vox asked.

      I laughed sharply. “We can’t. I think she’s using me. She also says she’s my mom, but that doesn’t really matter. The part that matters is that both the Homura and Fengari Stones gave me a vision. I saw the past and I saw the future. I saw what was coming. This problem is far too large to handle on our own. I have to open the divine realm.”

      “So you’re possibly a goddess?” Ruby asked.“The divine realm…that’s a lot of power, Effie. A lot of power that’s been trapped behind a gate.”

      “I know,” I mumbled, “I just can’t see any more women in my position get used by men like Hastain—especially with no one to protect them.”

      Determination glinted in her gaze. “I’ll help you. If that’s what you were going to ask, don’t think twice about it.”

      “Thank you.” I exhaled in relief before admitting, “I do have an actual question, though. Mona mentioned that the gate needs a key from the one who locked it—the dark god.”

      Ruby slumped, making me wonder if I shouldn’t have asked her about the dark god. I didn’t know how sensitive the topic was, especially around her mates.

      After a long moment, she sighed. “Yeah, that makes sense.”

      “I completely understand if you can’t tell me,” I insisted, “but I remember when you were talking about Reaper—”

      One of her mates growled, and Tore shot him a warning look.

      “—and you said that you were down in the shadowlands.”

      “Sounds a lot more menacing than it is, but you’re right, I was. It also wouldn’t surprise me if he had it…although there’s only one way to know for sure without going down there first.”

      “How?”

      “Fuck, not this bastard,” one of her mates growled while another shook his head, throwing himself into a chair, already looking beyond frustrated. My brow arched curiously at his reaction as Ruby flashed me a smile.

      “Let’s call Reaper.”
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      Apparently calling Reaper was even easier than making a phone call. Ruby stepped towards the center of the room and closed her eyes, her hand going to a tattoo that ran up the inside of her arm. I watched in surprise as her arm began to glow red, surrounding her in a violently angelic light.

      “So cool,” I murmured. My men had gathered behind me while Ruby’s had spread out, looking progressively more stressed. They seemed more grumpy than angry, something that would’ve been funny, since my mates could also get like that, if the men themselves weren’t so intimidating.

      “Don’t like this,” Tore admitted as I squeezed his hand, almost looking up, but then I would have missed Reaper appearing.

      And he truly did appear. Like out of freakin’ nothing.

      One minute there was empty space…and the next it was occupied by a man nearly seven feet tall. I’d seen it happen once before, but this wasn’t something you got used to easily. My brows went up as I sank back into the couch, his gaze darting immediately to Ruby in concern.

      “What’s wrong?” he demanded.

      “Nothing. Chill out, we’ve just got a question,” she teased before sitting back down. Reaper looked at all of us in confusion and speculation before stepping back and leaning against the fireplace.

      “Good to see all of you aren’t dead,” he said to Ruby’s mates, a smirk tilting his lips.

      “No thanks to you,” one of them growled out, clearly frustrated. I would’ve asked, but Ruby offered me a small shake of the head, clearly amused by all of it.

      “Right.” Ruby clapped her hands. “Long story short, Reaper, we need to know if your dad has the key to the divine realm, if he would give it to Effie, and if Effie can go down there to get it.”

      Reaper froze and blinked before running a hand through his hair, suddenly looking far more human. Magic surrounded him, and his dark robes were turned to jeans and a shirt, his height shifting down to about 6’5” as he walked towards a chair close to the hearth.

      Ruby tried to stifle a laugh at his transition, and I didn’t understand why until he shot her a scowl. “Your furniture isn’t made for me,” he grumbled. Tore made a sound of agreement, and it didn’t completely surprise me that he would relate to that.

      “So…” He looked towards me. “You’re Effie.”

      “I am,” I said, trying not to be nervous.

      “Why do you want the key to the divine realm, first of all? They’re all a bunch of assholes there.”

      “I agree, but the reason is good,” Ruby pointed out before offering me an understanding look, somehow sensing that I was nervous. “Mind if I catch him up?”

      I shook my head and she immediately launched into my story, recalling the details. Reaper hung onto her every word, clearly willing to actually listen, which was a relief because he could have easily said no, and that would be that. I would have no other lead.

      “I see,” Reaper said, his gaze going far away in thought. “Truth be told, Effie, I don’t know if he still has the key. I’m sure he once had it, but you would need to ask him. I would suggest explaining exactly what Ruby just did, because to say my father harbors a grudge against the divine realm is an understatement.”

      “I don’t want her to waste her time—” Ruby began.

      “But he loves his humans. All of them, including wolf hybrids, so there’s a chance he would be willing. You would need to ask him, though.”

      “So it’s possible to go there? To the shadowlands?”

      “Yes,” he confirmed. “It’s where I just came from, but for all of you it’s a bit different. Being a blood-bonded pack is an advantage. Since it’s formed with true magic, the transition won’t be as hard—”

      BBPs had true magic? Was that something my mates knew? I was tempted to turn to see their reactions but forced myself to be patient. It was something we could talk about later.

      “—but there are only two real ways to go there.”

      “Which are?” Julian asked.

      “There’s a place where the gate opens, but it’s quite the journey. If you can wait two days until the new moon, I can use my magic to get you there. It just depends on how quickly you want to go. I can tell you that the journey to Kayagui where the gate is, would take you longer to travel via human means than if you waited for the new moon.”

      I believed that. I had never even heard of that place, wherever it was.

      “I think it would be better to wait the two days,” I said, looking back at the others. “What do you guys think?”

      “You need rest,” Caedmon agreed, the others offering their own signs of agreement—except for Dakota, who was staring at Reaper with a narrowed gaze.

      “How dangerous is this journey?”

      “With me?” Reaper blinked. “Not bad.”

      “Good,” Ruby said. “Then all of us will go.”

      Reaper looked at her mates before grunting, “Okay. Fine.”

      Ruby looked back at me. “I need to handle something and pack up before leaving town. Would you mind if we meet up tonight and go up to Milwaukee together? It may be late though, almost early in the morning.”

      I wanted to know what she needed to do between now and then, but what she was asking seemed reasonable. I looked at my mates, and Tore frowned.

      “I don’t like her being close to the university longer than absolutely necessary,” Tore rumbled. “But I think if we stay here and one of us keeps watch…it should be fine.”

      “If anyone comes near the property, we’ll get on the road early,” Julian said, his voice not brooking any disagreement.

      “Sounds good.” Ruby nodded, looking almost excited. “Let’s get a move on it, then. Effie, I promise we will figure this out. I won’t let some bastard like Hastain hurt people, and I know Aanya will feel similar.”

      Feeling relieved, I said goodbye to her for the moment. Reaper disappeared in a literal cloud of smoke, followed by Ruby and her mates walking out the door. I hadn’t expected her to want to help, I’d just wanted her opinion and an answer to that question, but I loved that she thought the same way.

      Once they left, I stilled, my nose twitching as I realized the house now smelled slightly like Ruby’s mates. Tore nodded in silent understanding, opening the back balcony doors and letting the wind in. I let out a sigh of relief, looking at the two-story ceilings of the den that had long wooden beams running across them. I collapsed on the couch happily, Julian tugging me against him.

      We had a plan. It wasn’t perfect, but it was the start to solving our problem and getting on with our future and the rest of our lives.
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      “Effie?”

      Julian’s voice drew my attention to the balcony door.

      “Hey you.” I smiled, happy to see that he was done showering. I’d missed him. He was also dressed in more comfortable clothes than what we had all rushed out of the London property wearing—we hadn’t been worried about comfort at the time. I had showered as well after Ruby’s departure, knowing that once we got to Milwaukee things were going to speed up very quickly.

      Which is why it was so important to relax right now.

      I was currently curled up on a large patio chair, a blanket tucked around me as I listened to the distant sound of the television playing in the den. It was getting later into the night—nearly nine, if I had to guess—and each moment we were here I found myself thankful for whatever Ruby needed to do. It was forcing us to relax, and after a few hours, I think the others were finally managing to do just that.

      Tore had fallen asleep on the couch watching a movie while Dakota read something. I couldn’t see exactly what it was, but it looked like something about university programs. Caedmon and Ryder, on the other hand, were playing checkers. I had asked them a million questions, all of which they’d answered easily, before I’d gone to the kitchen to make myself hot chocolate and come curl up out here.

      It was a cold night, but the deck was equipped with heaters, so I was rather comfortable. I was even happier when Julian joined me, pulling up a chair next to me. Then, deciding that wasn’t good enough, he lifted me with one arm and slid underneath me, holding me on his lap. I let out a pleased noise and tucked my nose against his throat as he placed my hot chocolate on the table next to us.

      “How are you feeling with this dark god shit?” he asked softly after a minute. “Coffin is about to flip his shit about it. I…I don’t know how I feel.”

      He sounded so confused by that. It didn’t completely surprise me, though. Julian was really confident and always seemed to understand what he was thinking and feeling.

      I was extremely jealous of it.

      “I feel conflicted, but that’s because of Mona,” I groused, the sense of betrayal still radiating through me. “There isn’t anything I can do about that. I just keep trying to focus on the reality that there are women who need my help.”

      “It’s bullshit though, what she’s asking of you.” Julian’s anger made me feel better in some ways, like my reaction was justified. I inhaled and nodded, deciding to fully explain how I felt.

      “It just sucks,” I admitted. “I didn’t know if I believed her about the mom thing, but now it doesn’t even matter. I mean, she’s using me, and sure it may be for a just cause, but at the end of the day…it’s still using me.”

      Julian made a low rumble, nodding in agreement.

      “With that being said,” I drew out, “I think that it’s worth it if it means stopping the problem in its tracks.”

      “But not if you end up hurt,” Julian said, brushing his nose against mine. “Mona didn’t know you had Ruby’s connection with Reaper, right? So she had no idea how the hell you were going to manage any of this. I could—” He stopped himself, his eyes darkening. “I hate that she’s putting you in danger without a fucking thought.”

      I nodded, my eyes stinging. “I just don’t get it,” I whispered. “Why even include the mom part? Just to try to get on my good side? I would’ve done all of this anyway.”

      “Maybe to explain your magic. If what she’s saying is true, she needed to give you a reason to believe you actually had that magic,” Julian said. “I don’t know if Mona is lying about being your mom or not, but what I do know is that you have true magic and that no matter who she is to you, she’s not a good person.”

      I almost found myself wanting to defend her, but he was right. I turned into him, and he cupped my jaw. “She’s also not worth your tears, preciosa.”

      Nodding softly, I let out a sigh at the soft touch of his lips that he pressed to mine. He let out a low rumble before pulling back. “Now come inside. I want to show you a game.”

      “A game?” I perked up.

      Julian hummed in agreement and lifted me from the chair, carrying me into the living room. I let out a small giggle as he plopped me down right next to Dakota on the couch, who flashed me a smile, tossing aside a small packet about a school I didn’t recognize. I wanted to ask him about it, but an odd object was placed in my lap before I could.

      “What the heck is this?” I asked Julian. Dakota chuckled, putting his arm around my shoulder so that I could lean into him. Julian positioned himself in front of me on the floor, his hand capturing my leg and pulling it over his shoulder to keep it hostage.

      “It’s for a video game,” he explained as the screen turned on.

      “Is it a mini steering wheel?” I examined the red and black object with interest. It had a few buttons in the center of a black console, but other than that it was rather simple and extremely lightweight. Excitement bubbled through me, and I wiggled in my seat, watching the screen as cartoonish characters popped up.

      “Yep.” Julian tilted his head back, offering me a rogue smile. “Mario Kart.”

      “Mario Kart,” I repeated with interest. “So is it a driving game?”

      “Racing.”

      Oh.

      I smiled. “I’ve never played video games, but I’ll try.”

      Try being the key word…

      Although apparently try was enough because after two rounds of the Grand Prix, or something like that, where I lost the first one miserably by getting myself turned around, and then the second one where I came in dead last…something changed. During the third race I honed in on the screen, pulling my legs up, crossing them and sitting forward, trying to take it seriously.

      And it worked!

      “What the—” Julian’s voice was cut off by my squeal of excitement as I slid across the finish line before him, meaning I finished in second place.

      “I did it!” I smiled at Dakota, who looked elated at Julian’s grumbling. The totemic wolf tugged my jaw and pressed a soft kiss to my lips.

      “You sure did,” he drew out before looking at Julian. “Dude, your skills are in need of a brush up—”

      “Nope,” Julian interrupted him and came to sit up next to me. “That’s it, Effie. We’re doing this for real now.”

      “Before wasn’t for real?” I asked, alarmed.

      “Oh, it was.” Dakota chuckled. “He’s just being bitter about it.”

      I examined Julian’s face for signs of him being actually upset, but I just saw determination and a glint of amusement, which had me feeling more excited than anything. “Let’s do it then. Is it another three races?”

      “Yep.”

      I was going to win. I was totally going to win.
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      Effie’s giggling and squeaks of excitement instantly drew my attention from the game Ryder and I were playing. I looked down at the checkers board before meeting his gaze, except it was already over by Effie, which made the decision to get up easy. I crossed from the breakfast nook in the kitchen over towards the sizable two-story den.

      I wasn’t positive how long they’d been in here, having been focused on our game, but Tore had now woken up and even lit a fire, the firelight warming the room and creating a cozy atmosphere. Effie was standing up, nearly bouncing on her toes while using a little wheel to control the car on the screen, Julian cursing up a storm as he tried to beat her little car to the finish line. Dakota offered me an amused look as Tore shook his head, completely transfixed by Effie.

      I couldn’t blame him—her laughter and lighthearted nature were completely infectious.

      “What’s this?” I asked when Effie crossed the finish line, jumping up on the couch and letting out an excited squeal. I didn’t smile often, but I couldn’t help but smile at her reaction, wanting to kiss her hard enough that she got that dreamy look in her eyes.

      “I think it’s Mario Kart?” Ryder hazarded a guess, and Tore nodded. I stood behind the couch as Effie handed the controller to Dakota, nearly bouncing over the back as she threw herself into my arms and kissed me enthusiastically, excitement radiating off of her.

      My cock was instantly hard, and I groaned against her lips. She pulled back and kissed me again, offering me a massive smile. “I won! I won a game, Caedmon—I never win games! I never even play games.”

      Holy fuck she was adorable.

      I chuckled softly, her eyes widening at the sound before she kissed me a third time, cutting it off momentarily. As she slid down and turned to watch the race, I couldn’t help but run my fingers over her hips and bury my nose in her hair, loving her sweet smell.

      I rarely laughed, and I almost never smiled this much, but I couldn’t think of a time when I’d been happier, and it had everything to do with my mate.

      My angel.

      My angel, who was surprisingly good at racing games. Over the course of the next hour or two, I had even given the game a try when the others went to make a late snack, and—unsurprisingly—she’d kicked my ass. Although she had sat on my lap the entire time, so who was the real winner?

      I hadn’t even realized how long we’d been playing until she won the last round and collapsed happily against me, her smile causing me to stare like the obsessed bastard I was. “Alright, no more. My fingers are cramping up! We need to bring this with us, though—everywhere.”

      I would get her whatever the hell she wanted if it made her this happy.

      “That we can do,” I assured her, tossing my controller down before lifting and carrying her towards the kitchen, taking a moment to appreciate how casually I was able to touch her now. How comfortable she was with me—how much she trusted me.

      I wasn’t positive what the others had decided to make with the limited food we’d ordered from the store, but it smelled amazing. Effie looked around the kitchen with interest, making me wonder if she liked cooking. I bet she’d never had the opportunity to do it without someone breathing over her shoulder.

      “Do you like cooking?” I asked, tucking a piece of hair behind her ear.

      “I don’t know,” she answered, a small smile playing on her lips before a shadow of sadness crept in. “Theresa always told me my food was horrible, so I never got a chance to practice. She’d always interrupt me halfway through before Gerald got home.”

      I blinked, trying to control my anger, before asking, “Did she serve the food to him?”

      “Yeah.” She nodded. “Sometimes me but usually her, after she ‘fixed’ it or whatever. Never seemed much different to me, but I didn’t always get to eat it.”

      I examined her face before suggesting something to put it in a different light. “I don’t think your cooking was bad at all. In fact, I think Theresa wanted to take credit for it. So she would take over once the hard part was done.”

      Effie stared at me in shock. Her mouth dropped open, her plush lips parting enough for me to get distracted, before she let out an actual huff. “You’re right. You’re totally right, Caedmon. There was this one time when I spent hours breading chicken—like so many chicken breasts—because I knew people were coming over, and once I was halfway done cooking them, she came in and told me I was messing it up…and then I watched her do exactly what I’d been doing for only like twenty minutes before they were freakin’ done.”

      I nodded, hoping the news wouldn’t hurt her more than Theresa’s words had. My intent had been to make her feel better, but now I was second-guessing it.

      Effie huffed again, giving me a tight smile. “Well, that means I didn’t suck at cooking, so I’ll have to try again. This time she won’t be there to take the freakin’ credit.”

      “If you’re ever interested,” I said, squeezing her hip gently, “I know a chef who’s based out of Chicago, although his roots in cooking tie back to South America, that likes taking on beginner chefs. I know you probably don’t have a serious interest in cooking, but you could do one or two classes just for fun. I’m sure he’d be thrilled to come to us, wherever we end up.”

      “That sounds amazing.” She smiled softly, her eyes sparkling with interest.

      It did sound amazing, and I was going to do anything, pay any amount of money, to keep her saying that to me.

      “Dinner’s ready. Probably will be hot, so be careful,” Julian called out in warning to Ryder and Dakota. They were talking about something in the den now, looking over a school pamphlet. I knew Dakota had been doing research on London-based schools since the other day, so I had a feeling it was something about that.

      As we sat down to eat, I looked over everyone’s relaxed faces, and while I knew that life was about to get more complicated, I couldn’t help but enjoy the security and peace of the moment. My life had never held this type of normalcy before.

      I should’ve known it wouldn’t last.

      Lifting a bite of lasagna to my lips, a sense of premonition had me looking around. The security sensors were quiet, but I absolutely knew something was wrong.

      “Effie, come here.” I told her to stand as everyone else went quiet, clearly sensing—

      The windows shattered inward, tiny shards exploding through the room. Wind slammed through them, and a sonic wave of magic crashed over us all at once. It was a pure chaos that knocked us unconscious, the darkness dragging us under without a chance to escape.

      The last thing I heard was Effie crying out my name as she curled against my chest, sheltering her face from the glass. Someone was going to fucking pay for taking away her happiness.
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      “Effie! Come play with us!” A smile flitted to my lips as I looked up from the book I was reading and saw that my friends were done with their tutor work early, already playing in the castle courtyard. Sitting up straighter, my gaze moved to my own tutor, who was currently talking to my dad, their brows furrowed in some serious debate.

      They would often talk like this for hours.

      Deciding to take the risk, I slipped from my chair and left my book open as if I was taking a small break rather than leaving completely. I had made it all the way to the stairs of the open-air pavilion when my dad caught me.

      “Little moon, where are you going?”

      My friends scattered, and I scowled at their betrayal, but I quickly wiped it from my face, turning and offering my father a large smile. “Me? I was just taking a break.”

      My dad’s gaze lit up with humor as my tutor shook his head, looking amused as well. My dad sighed. “Go play. You have one hour.”

      I squeaked in excitement, tossing out a ‘thank you’ before running into the courtyard. My best friend peeked out from behind a corner.

      “I was so worried he wasn’t going to let you play!” she exclaimed happily. The other girls came back as well, all of them shooting my dad concerned looks as if worried he would change his mind.

      “I have an hour to play,” I told them, and they immediately relaxed.

      With the exception of my best friend, whose father was one of my dad’s guards, all of the girls seemed scared of my parents, specifically my dad. Then again, I couldn’t totally blame them…

      Being king did tend to intimidate people.

      

      The memory faded easily as consciousness replaced it. I was momentarily relieved by the change, the dream having confused me, but I quickly found myself wishing I could pass back out. Pain slammed into me and echoed through my head like a stone being tossed down an empty hallway, the sensation churning my stomach.

      Gritting my teeth, I curled further in on myself, the ground around me seeming to rumble as loud voices shouted in panic. They were voices I should have found familiar, but because of the haze of pain coating my senses, it was hard to recognize that. Instead I focused on taking stock of my body.

      My skin felt numb to the touch, frozen, except for a sharp, stinging pain that broke through on my wrists and ankles. The scent of fresh water and cold wind hit my nose, and the sound of shattering glass echoed in my ears. The sensation of cold rock under my fingers paired with the coppery taste of blood in my mouth made me dizzy. I needed to open my eyes, because this unrelenting onslaught of sensations was overwhelming while feeling essentially blind.

      “She’s waking up,” a masculine voice said, demanding my attention. I tried to force my eyes open, feeling like they were glued together, the sensation of sand beneath my eyelids making me whimper.

      “Effie, I need you to wake up.” The second voice held an air of command that had my eyes snapping open. It wasn’t forced by magic, but something told me it could be if needed, which meant…Julian. That was Julian, and Ryder’s voice had been the first.

      But when I opened my eyes and cold air hit them, a pained noise left my throat. Something had clearly gotten into them because my vision, while slowly clearing, was extremely blurry. It was disorienting, and my wolf was working overtime, trying to pull together a picture of the room based on our other senses.

      Considering the wind howling in my ears, it wasn’t working very well.

      Where were we? What had happened? I couldn’t remember, and the more I tried to force the memory to the surface, the sicker I felt.

      “Her eyes are all fucked up because of the toxic magic they used,” Dakota growled, his voice filled with unparalleled fury. My mates were all around me, I could feel all five of our bonds, and with that realization I fully focused on that connection, using it to ground me as I sorted through their intense emotions.

      They were livid, more angry than I’d ever experienced, and while I knew it wasn’t at me, all their attention was currently focused on me.

      Dakota’s words fully processed, and I realized I’d been right—I did have something in my eyes. Were my mates then experiencing the same level of pain since we’d all been hit with the toxic magic he mentioned? My wolf began to pace anxiously inside of me, and my fingers trembled. What type of situation had we gotten ourselves into? How? When? I had a million questions, and panic was building in my throat, making me feel suffocated.

      “Lil bit, can you look at us?” Tore’s voice grounded me, and I searched for him, but all I could see were…waves? My neck was so tight and my body was frozen as if I were a statue, unable to move or turn. I stared down at the waves that hit the entrance of the space we were in, covering the ground around me with icy water before slipping back into the massive body of water below us. My skin felt both numb and in excruciating pain, and icicles had formed on my clothing, the details of them becoming startlingly clear as my vision finally sharpened.

      “I’m trying,” I said, my voice sounding horrible, like I’d screamed for hours. “My vision is all messed up, but it’s finally clearing a little.”

      “I have no idea how he got access to magic like that—damn near poison gas,” Dakota snarled. He sounded closer than the others. In fact, I had heard from all of my mates except Caedmon. Was he here?

      Dakota’s words began to click in my head as I put together what had happened. Toxic magic like poison gas? Images of glass windows shattering inward as purple smoke filled the room began to leak into my head. Everything had gone dark after that, taking away the happiness of our relaxing night and replacing it with…whatever all this was. Someone had taken us…somewhere. That was all I’d been able to put together so far.

      “Hastain. It was fucking Hastain.” Caedmon’s voice was filled with an eerie amount of calm that was all wrong. I needed to see him. I needed to see what was causing him to speak like that. Trying to move again, I hissed, the metal cuffs around my wrists making themselves known. They were locked in front of me with a metal chain that was bound to the floor. My back was pressed against something hard and cold, the waves crashing against my left side causing that part of my body to feel frozen in place. Oddly, despite having been sleeping, I wasn’t lying down—rather my feet were locked in front of me, and my body slumped in an awkward position that was causing the pain in my neck.

      The need to see my mates superseded that though, driving me to turn my neck anyway. I whimpered, taking in a scene that could have been plucked from my nightmares.

      The huler.

      The cave walls were dark and stained with old, dried blood, and the edges of the mouth that faced the lake were edged in deadly looking icicles. Oddly, neither of those was the worst part. No, the most nightmarish part was that my mates, who were spread throughout the space, were all tied up like me. Trapped. Imprisoned.

      Directly across from me was Ryder, he and I having been placed closest to the edge of the cave, both of us getting the brunt of the waves. His magic tried to spark to life as he stared at me with dark, burning eyes that conveyed his worry better than he could have ever expressed verbally. My brow dipped as I studied his cuffs and realized that his magic seemed to be fighting against them, their dark blue metal a type I’d never seen before. Had Hastain put him in those to stop his magic? Did he know Ryder had the ability to fight against this type of cold?

      I looked down at my own cuffs and then to Dakota’s. Our cuffs looked normal in comparison, Dakota’s expression dark and dangerous as he studied my wrists, which were bleeding actively from pulling against the metal. My magic, despite being drained and confused, wasn’t repressed like Ryder’s—although his cuffs were causing our connection to feel nearly cut off, which had my magic feeling almost manic and panicked.

      It didn’t appear that any of my other mates around the huler had been forced into special cuffs like Ryder, but magic metal or not, they were clearly strong—enough so that my men couldn’t physically break out from them.

      My gaze moved to Caedmon, who was next to Ryder, his dark, expressionless gaze on me. Something truly terrifying flashed across his face, something that should have had me flinching back…but I wasn’t scared of Caedmon. I knew he would never hurt me. I was, however, worried about the others, especially if he shifted.

      Finally, I looked towards Tore and Julian against the back wall on either side of the door out of here.

      This was bad. This was really bad.

      “Hastain?” I asked, trying to focus on the explanation for all of this. My body was trembling in its restraints, wanting to move but unable to. Tore let out a low rumble, panic infusing his gaze at my struggle. Julian was oddly quiet, but I could tell that his magic was surging under his skin, ready to lash out at any moment.

      My biggest concern, though?

      How long had we been in here? It appeared my mates were nearly as frozen as myself, and while I could tell it was nighttime, I couldn’t tell how late into the night. My gaze darted to the sky. The beautiful stars shone brightly, no clouds in sight, but a frigid wind carried the winter air into the caves along with the waves. One thing I did realize was that this huler was lower than the other one had been. Or maybe the waves were higher…either way, they were easily crashing in again and again.

      “He used magic to attack, but it was a magic like I’ve never seen before. It was more akin to poison gas. We all started waking up only a few minutes ago,” Ryder explained, his expression tight as if striving for control. I didn’t think he needed it, especially not now. I craved for his magic to lash out, for it to fill the space in an explosion of heat that would melt all of the cold away and fill our connection with the vibrant strength it normally held.

      “Bastard was waiting,” Julian bit out. “I should’ve known that he was waiting—it was way too easy to get back on campus.”

      It had been. I pulled my knees further against my chest, only getting so far because of the chains on my ankles, and my chest squeezed painfully at his words. Despite being in the same space together, the way he had us chained apart was so isolating. I wanted to be close to my mates, to be able to weather this storm as one. I realized in that moment just how often we were together and I was able to touch them. These restraints made me appreciate each of those moments ten times more.

      “We need to get out of here,” I said, my brain moving a million miles an hour. “I can try to heal everyone from over here, but I imagine after being exposed to the cold for so long… Well, eventually I won’t be able to. And Ryder’s magic is cut off because of those cuffs they put on him.”

      “It’s a good thing,” Ryder said evenly, “that they didn’t put them on you.”

      I blinked, realizing he was right. But Hastain knew that I had some type of true magic…so maybe those handcuffs were just for kitsune magic? If that was true, I would still have access to that. Even if my other magic wouldn’t help us get out of here, the kitsune magic would. I looked around, seeing that all of my mates were reaching the same conclusion, but no one said a word out loud. They thought someone was listening.

      “This is fucked,” Tore bit out. I blinked, then nodded, agreeing with his analysis completely.

      “It’s going to get worse,” Caedmon predicted, his gaze on the lake. “He’s not going to just let us sit here all night—that’s far too passive for him.”

      “You think?” My throat threatened to close up at the idea of my mates being in so much danger.

      The door at the back of the cave opened, nearly hitting Julian, who barely managed to get out of the way, his chains not giving him much leeway. My entire body went tense, dread trailing down my spine.

      “He’s not wrong.” Hastain strolled in as if he was on a relaxing evening walk, four security guards standing behind him in the hallway. A growl left one of my mates’ chests as I narrowed my eyes at the man who’d put all of us in this situation—the man that seemed to be waiting around every corner, ready to ruin everything.

      To shatter my new, happy reality—my snow globe.

      “Why are you doing this?” I demanded, tears of anger warming my cheeks. Normally I hated that emotions incited tears for me, but right now I didn’t care. Right now I just wanted answers.

      “I could ask you the same question.” He regarded me with a bored expression as he crouched in front of me, tugging on my chain.

      “Get the fuck away from her,” Dakota growled, the rolling sound causing me to shiver as Hastain’s gaze darted over cautiously.

      “As I was saying, I could ask you the same question,” he drew out. “Why are you doing any of this, Effie? You say these men are your mates, yet you continuously put them in situations where they’re punished for your insubordinate behavior. They would be fine and safe if you’d just agreed to be my son’s mate from the start.”

      “He’s not my mate,” I said through clenched teeth, trying to ignore the guilt surging through me. Hastain was right. I knew my mates wouldn’t view it that way, but I did. “His pack has a fated mate.”

      “Yes,” he spat in disgust. “I’m aware. In fact, my son was the one who unintentionally led me to where you were staying—it was how I realized you were friends with their mate, if you can call her that. I should’ve known what a traitor he was.”

      I froze up, wondering if he’d heard our conversation, but considering he didn’t immediately mention it, it made me think not. I also couldn’t help but pray to the Goddess that Ruby would realize that something bad had happened. I mean, there would be proof at the house. Maybe they could follow our scent and find us…

      “I had to use magic I promised I would never use.” He clicked his tongue, and I saw Ryder tense. My eyes widened as I realized that had been…his magic? How powerful was this guy? His lips pressed into a smile at my obvious realization. “But you see, it’s worth it, Effie, because of you. You are a prized possession that I never expected to purchase—one that the Whitepaw pack didn’t even realize the value of.”

      My stomach churned as he continued. “I’ve made many purchases through the years—brought together lines and created successful deals—but you… You’re different. You don’t even come from this realm, Effie. You’re a goddess, aren’t you? One that comes from a long line of lykos. One that has an extraordinary amount of power at your disposal.”

      Oh no.

      Hastain’s gaze moved to Ryder. “I suppose I should’ve known when you showed interest. Lykos and kitsune, two halves of a whole…although that won’t be happening here. No, Effie, I’m here because I have a deal for you, one that will work in both of our favors. One that will allow you to keep your mates safe and will give me what I want.”

      “What are you talking about?” Caedmon demanded, his voice and the alpha command in it causing Hastain to freeze for a moment before rolling his eyes, trying and failing to hide his fear of my lycan mate.

      “I want one thing from you,” Hastain drew out. “If you agree, I’ll release your mates and you’ll come with me. I won’t touch them. Won’t harm them. They can continue their lives as normal.”

      “No,” Julian bit out, but I continued to stare into Hastain’s gaze.

      “What is it?” This was going to be bad.

      “Break the mating bond.” His gaze sparked with challenge. “Break the mating bond so—”

      “Your son has a mate!” One of my mates snapped.

      Hastain chuckled darkly, grabbing my chin. “I don’t want you to mate with my son—I want you to break the mating bond and mate with me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            21

          

          

      

    

    







            EFFIE HARLOW

          

        

      

    

    
      Was…was he being serious?

      Hastain’s idea immediately wrought chaos, threats and feral growls being thrown at him, the power surging through the cave causing me to tremble. Not in fear, but with the exhilaration of knowing how powerful my mates were. How willingly they were ready to fight for us, for our bond. To not let anything get in the way of our future. It gave me a bravery and determination that fueled me.

      Unfortunately, it didn’t make me feel any better about Hastain’s suggestion. He really was serious. I could see the greed as well as the hope in his gaze. He thought, authentically, that he was offering me a good deal. Bile rose in my throat at the idea of this man ever touching me. His current grip on my chin was bad enough, let alone…

      No, I would throw up if I even thought about the idea of mating him.

      That was disgusting.

      He was horrible. Everything about this man was toxic and vile. I rarely called someone truly evil, but he was that and so much more. It no longer surprised me that his magic was like poisonous gas—it made far too much sense considering who he was as a person.

      “Effie, do not listen to him,” Dakota demanded. I looked over, finding him panicked. It was mixed with an unparalleled amount of rage, but Dakota was worried—really damn worried.

      My gaze moved to the rest of my mates, their reactions extremely similar to Dakota’s…and I knew why.

      Hastain was playing a guilt card that could have easily affected me to the point of agreeing to this ridiculous deal. It may have even worked when I first arrived at Silver Falls University. But in my short time here I’d gotten a large dose of reality, and I knew that what he was saying, what he was promising, was empty.

      “I don’t believe you,” I said softly. Anger filled his gaze, his grip tightening on my chin to the point of bruising. “I know you’ll still hurt them—you’ll probably try to kill them. I would never break my mating bond with them, and I would never consider mating with you.”

      The hard hit that came across my face, open-palmed, had me whimpering as my head spun. The creaking of chains and a furious howl filled the space, making me realize that one of my mates had shifted. I could feel my men trying to get to me, but Hastain was blocking me from seeing anything, from making sure my mates understood that I would do anything to keep them safe—but that I knew Hastain’s deal was bullshit.

      He yanked my head back, gripping my hair as he chuckled darkly. “Smart girl. You’re right; I was trying to give you the illusion of choice. You’ll mate with me, Effie—saying no isn’t an option, and I know exactly how to break the mating bond between you and these bastards. You can’t be mated to someone who’s dead.”

      “Do not touch them.”

      I didn’t want to show him just how much true magic I had—I didn’t want to give him that power over me—but if it meant saving the lives of my mates, I would sacrifice anything, even a partial secret that could be used against me. Even if Hastain would want me more because of it.

      Hastain let out a low growl. “Oh, I won’t. I have a method that will cause much more damage, but I’ll make you watch as they’re torn limb from limb.”

      Panic filled my throat as he smacked me with the back of his hand, jolting my head again. It was supposed to be a light movement, but it was anything but. My head hit the rock behind me, and my stomach rolled as he stepped back and gave me a view of the room.

      I nearly smiled, knowing now why Hastain wanted to get out of here—my mates looked truly feral. Ryder’s breathing was rough and his eyes were glowing pure gold, his magic surrounding his cuffs on him. I thought I saw them begin to melt. Caedmon’s skin was rippling with the pure need to shift, and while he was trying to hold back, fury coated his features as his gaze went to my cheek, the reminder of me being hit fueling the violence under his skin.

      My gaze cut to my two mates that were the closest to him besides Ryder. Julian had shifted, the chains cutting into his wolf’s bulky limbs. He growled, the sound filling the space as he tried to lunge at Hastain in passing. The man dodged around him as his fear saturated the space, the formidable wolf clearly causing him to panic. Tore’s gaze was hyper-focused on him, his eyes tracking his movement as he said something that had Hastain pausing, his face paling. I couldn’t hear what he’d said over Julian’s growls, but it was obviously something really bad.

      Then there was Dakota, sitting completely silent and unmoving, his eyes on Hastain as he reached the door. Dakota was going to kill him. I had never been more sure of anything in my life. I didn’t feel an ounce of guilt or concern over that. In fact, all I felt was the need for retribution for both what Hastain had already put us through and what he planned on putting us through.

      Turning back to me, the man held my gaze. “Remember, when all of them are slaughtered, I’ll be waiting for you to scream my name. For you to beg me to let you out, to beg me for mercy.”

      He chuckled softly and looked at the guards. “Send them in—unchained.”

      A premonition slammed into me as I saw the room coated in blood. My scream echoed in my ears, and I knew without a doubt that something bad was going to happen, but I didn’t know if it was in our favor or not. I didn’t know who would emerge from this circumstance. I wouldn’t…I wouldn’t let it be the others. No matter what that would mean.

      “Fuck,” Ryder hissed, his gaze moving over to me as the door slammed shut. “Effie, I need you to make yourself as small as possible.”

      “What? Why?” I asked, watching the door, feeling a surge of power pressing in from the outside and begin to move towards us.

      “He’s going to send lycans in here. It’s what he always does,” Ryder spit out, trying to look calm. “Caedmon is going to shift in minutes, if not seconds, which shouldn’t even be possible right now, but because his mate is in trouble, I don’t think his magic gives a fuck about lunar cycles—and I predict that it won’t be long until the others break out. It’s going to turn into a bloodbath in here. You need to make yourself unnoticeable until we’re done.”

      “I can use my magic to help—”

      “No,” Dakota rumbled, stopping my thought process as his magic rolled through the space in a deadly wave. “He’s right—curl up tighter and move as far as possible to the edge. I know the chains won’t allow for much room, but I want you to keep your head down. I need to know you’re safe, little wolf—maybe don’t watch.”

      “You can’t ask that of me,” I said fiercely. “I’ll keep curled up, but I can’t listen to you guys fight and not know what will happen. That’s not possible for me.”

      Dakota’s face was painted with pain. “I don’t want you to see any of us like this, little wolf.”

      I looked around at all of them and spoke with a strength I knew my mates needed to hear from me. “Nothing that happens will change how I see you. We are fighting for our literal lives, and I understand that they will die. I understand you will kill them. I just want all of us to make it out alive.”

      My words removed the tension from the space, and immediately it was replaced with a lethal determination. Just in time, as well, because a crashing sound mixed with savage snarls filled the hallway, a chill of apprehension rolling over me. Horror washed over me as time seemed to slow and several things all happened at once.

      The metal door blasted open, shooting through the space and out of the cave, crashing into the waves below.

      Three lycans, fully shifted, surged forward, trying to force one another out of the way while savagely injuring one another with their claws and teeth.

      Caedmon shifted.

      The room devolved into a gruesome battlefield in seconds.

      My gaze darted across the room as Caedmon’s shifted form burst from under his skin, the chains ripping from the wall. He immediately tackled one of the lycans, claws and teeth clashing as the rip of muscle echoed in my ears. Their forms crashed against the wall Dakota and I were on, causing it to shake, and rock fell from the ceiling.

      With a furious howl, Julian broke from his chains before ripping Tore from the wall like it was nothing, both attacking the second lycan. It was almost beautiful how in a mere minute they managed to start working in flawless synchrony. Julian’s teeth clamped down on the lycan’s leg and flesh tore, making me almost look away, my stomach rolling. This…this was insane. I’d known my mates were dangerous, but seeing it—experiencing it—was so incredibly different. I watched Tore easily snap the lycan’s arm, and its howl of pain turned into one of anger as he slammed my mate back against a wall.

      The entire display had me momentarily forgetting about the third lycan, who now sprinted across the room towards Ryder. I watched in horror, realizing my mate was trapped—or I thought he was. All of the sudden, something flashed over his skin, and like a gold coating, his metal restraints melted away. He howled, shifting and tackling the lycan. Dakota cursed, turning away from the searing light. I tried to move closer to him, pulling on his chains, wanting to get out of the way of Caedmon and his adversaries.

      “I can try to melt them off,” I said, grasping Dakota’s hand. I tried to melt his chains, pulling on the kitsune power that I channeled through my pendant. It was a magic I didn’t understand fully, but it worked anyway, melting the metal in small spurts of energy. I needed to practice with this magic more, but it was strong enough for now. Dakota worked efficiently to remove his and then mine as I melted them, my gaze finally moving back to Ryder.

      What he was doing was a vision of carnage that I would never unsee. In fact, I would never want to unsee any of this; I wanted to always remember how hard my mates fought for us. How much they were willing to sacrifice to ensure that Hastain didn’t break our bond.

      My men were brutal and lethal, but Hastain had known that, so when a hulking lycan, larger than the rest, came through the door, I realized he had been waiting for the others to be distracted. Dakota immediately shifted and came to stand in front of me as the lycan moved towards us, noticeably more lucid than the others and with a burning fury painted across his face. I wasn’t positive if the others realized there was a fourth, but Dakota’s deep, dangerous growl barely had the lycan pausing, its attention fully on me.

      He was going to try to kill Dakota, and then he was going to grab me; I knew it. I didn’t know how I knew it, but the vision popped into my head, and all at once my magic rushed to the defense of my mates. They were fighting for their lives and mine, so if this lycan managed to hurt Dakota and grab me, it would be for nothing.

      My pendant warmed against my chest as pink, blue, and red lights sparkled around me, causing me to shiver as I felt a transformation roll over my skin. I didn’t understand it, and I couldn’t see what had changed about me…but it was something. The new magic connected and rushed strength through all my bonds, healing my mates, and Dakota immediately lunged at the lycan once it was in reach. When they met in a head-on clash, I realized that my magic planned to help. Pink smoke filtered through the room, my magic chaining the lycan to the floor and allowing Dakota to brutally attack him.

      It was only once the lycan was a bloody mess that my magic faltered for a moment, wanting it to be over—but it wasn’t. His arms came up and hit Dakota, slamming him into the wall. Then the lycan sprinted towards me as if the injuries were nothing—as if it hadn’t even fazed him.

      A wall of magic rose up to meet him, and I found myself speaking before I even realized what I was saying. “Stop!”

      The lycan came to a stop. Everything came to a stop. The room seemed to waver in power, and my breath caught as I realized that my magic was producing some type of…compulsion? Was that it? The lycan trembled, trying to break free, but it couldn’t.

      “I have no idea what I’m doing,” I breathed out, panicked that I was somehow going to fuck this up. “What do I do?”

      “You’re…you’re using compulsion, Effie.” Ryder moved towards me, shifting back flawlessly, but everyone else was frozen. “They all have some form of magic attached to lykos, so it’s working on even your mates. ”

      Ryder froze as my magic wavered slightly, causing the lycan closest to us to let loose a growl. I inhaled sharply and tried to keep myself focused, knowing that I was playing a fundamental part in this fight. My mates were clearly winning, having brought the other three lycans to the point that I wasn’t positive they could move, with or without my compulsion.

      “How do I remove it from them?” Because if I could unfreeze only my mates, we could escape, and I wanted nothing more than to get out of here.

      My voice and my magic cut off simultaneously. It was new magic, so it didn’t surprise me. What did surprise me was the lycan surging towards me.

      I screamed as his frame rammed into mine, and I expected to hit the floor, but instead I went flying. The lycan’s claws were gripped around my throat, cutting off my oxygen as the two of us dropped down towards an icy grave.

      My gaze found Ryder following after us, and tears leaked from my eyes, knowing that this could be the end. This could be the moment….

      The moment that shattered my snow globe across the rocky shores of the frozen lake.
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      These series are not currently affiliated with a specific M. Sinclair universe.

      

      Hunter’s Moon Ritual

      Book 1 - Howling Love

      Book 2 - TBA

      Book 3 - TBA

      

      Phases of the Moon

      Book 1 - Lunar Witch

      Book 2 - Blood Witch

      Book 3 - Shadow Witch

      Book 4 - TBA

      

      The Storm Dragons’ Mate

      Book 1 - Blitz

      Book 2 - Flicker

      Book 3 - Surge

      Book 4 - TBA

      

      The Dead and Not So Dead

      Book 1 - Queen of the Dead

      Book 2 - Team Time with the Dead

      Book 3 - Dying for the Dead

      Complete Series

      

      Silver Falls University

      Book 1 - Lost

      Book 2 - Forgotten

      Book 3 - Discovered

      Book 4 - Pursued

      Book 5 - Found

      

      I.S.S.

      Book 1 - Soothing Nightmares

      Book 2 - Defending Nightmares

      Book 3 - Defeating Nightmares

      Book 4 - Loving Nightmares

      Universe Standalone Novel - Mating Monsters
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        * * *

      

      

  




Contemporary Universe

      Established in 2021

      

      The Shadows of Wildberry Lane

      Book 1 - Perfection of Suffering

      Book 2 - Execution of Anguish

      Book 3 - Carnage of Misery

      Complete Series

      Complete Collection: The Shadows of Wildberry Lane

      

      Their Possession

      Book 1 - Sheltered

      Book 2 - Searched
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        * * *

      

      

  




Standalone Novels

      Peridot (Jewels Cafe Series)

      Time for Sensibility (Women of Time)

      

      Willowdale Village Collection

      A collection of standalone novels about the women of Willowdale Village.

      Voiceless

      Seasons of the Huntress

      Winter Huntress
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        * * *

      

      

  




Collaborations

      Monarchs of Hell

      (M. Sinclair & R.L. Caulder)

      Book 1 - Insurrection

      Book 2 - Imbalance

      Book 3 - Inheritance

      Completed series

      

      The Vampyres’ Source

      (M. Sinclair & R.L. Caulder)

      Book 1 - Ruthless Blood

      Book 2 - Ruthless War

      Book 3 - Ruthless Love

      

      Rebel Hearts Heists Duet

      (M. Sinclair & Melissa Adams)

      Book 1 - Steal Me

      Book 2 - Keep Me

      Completed Duet

      Forbidden Fairytales

      (The Grim Sisters - M. Sinclair & CY Jones)

      Book 1 - Stolen Hood

      Book 2 - Knights of Sin

      Book 3 - Deadly Games
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